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Preface

Th is essay is an interpretation and defence of Saul Kripke’s book Wittgenstein on 
Rules and Private Language (WRPL). To write about Kripke’s Wittgenstein hardly 
needs a special justifi cation; aft er all, over the past thirty years, more than fi ve 
hundred authors have done likewise. However, the promise of an “interpretation” 
and a “defence” of Kripke’s book is likely to raise more than just a few eyebrows: 
is not Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language much too clear and punchy to 
need anything like “an interpretation”? And can one possibly defend a text that 
has been refuted dozens and dozens of times, both as an outline of a particular 
take on meaning and content, and as an interpretation of Wittgenstein? Let me 
address these two questions in turn.

Like many other readers I too believe that Kripke’s book raises the traditional 
debate over meaning and content to a new and higher level of clarity and trans-
parency. But as the debate over Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language has 
brought to the surface, some of the apparent simplicity of Kripke’s text is decep-
tive. For instance, it is not immediately clear whether the dialogical setting of the 
book is essential to the argument. Nor is it obvious who the interlocutors are: is 
Wittgenstein the sceptic, or is Wittgenstein the sceptic’s critic? Is the proposed 
“sceptical solution” a form of reductivism or non-reductivism, factualism or non-
factualism, scepticism or anti-scepticism? And how far does Kripke wish to push 
the parallels between Hume’s and Wittgenstein’s views? Of course, Kripke’s critics 
have always made their choices regarding these options, but all too oft en they have 
not defended their choices in any detail. Here I hope to go further. My motivation 
is not just interpretational charity for its own sake; rather, I believe that my read-
ing of the text gives Kripke’s overall argument a new strength.

Th is brings me to my promise to defend Kripke’s Wittgenstein. I suspect there 
is no other recent book in Anglophone philosophy that has attracted as much 
criticism and that has found so few friends. Although papers and book chapters 
on Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language typically begin with the obliga-
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tory bow to Kripke’s genius, they then equally typically go on to insist either that 
Kripke has made a simple mistake in his reasoning or that he has overlooked an 
important paragraph in Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations. I only know of 
one or two major steps in Kripke’s overall argument that have not been challenged 
and rejected by at least one critic; more typically they have been attacked by at 
least a dozen authors. And among the critics one fi nds the very top of the philo-
sophical profession, from Donald Davidson to John McDowell, from Jerry Fodor 
to Crispin Wright, from Paul Boghossian to Philip Pettit, from Simon Blackburn 
to Scott Soames, and from Paul Horwich to Christopher Peacocke, to mention 
just a few. Perhaps it is not surprising then that, at least in conversation, many col-
leagues have begun to treat Kripke’s Wittgenstein in the very way in which Marx 
famously refused to treat Hegel: “als toten Hund [as a dead dog]”.1 As a historian 
and sociologist of philosophy, I understand: it is hard not to be impressed with, 
and overwhelmed by, the power of a twenty-fi ve-year-old tradition of criticism. 
Even when one begins to harbour doubts about this or that particular attack on 
Kripke’s Wittgenstein, one naturally assumes that the truly decisive refutations 
surely must all be there: they just “have to be” in the writings of some other crit-
ics. But are they really? As a philosopher myself, I cannot ignore that question. 
And having spent the past fi ve years of my philosophical life reading, and think-
ing about, dozens and dozens of criticisms of Wittgenstein on Rules and Private 
Language, I have come to the conclusion that none of them are decisive. Many 
critiques are based on misunderstandings of Kripke’s reasoning; many attacks 
can be blocked by refi ning and developing Kripke’s position; and many alterna-
tive proposals turn out either to be unworkable or to be disguised variants of the 
view they are meant to replace. Needless to say, it is disconcerting to fi nd oneself 
disagreeing with so many established and outstanding philosophers writing so 
near to, or even within, their area of specialization; but here I stand. 

I should like to think that my essay is accessible not just to professional phi-
losophers but also to advanced philosophy undergraduates and to academics in 
other, neighbouring fi elds, such as cognitive science, sociology or linguistics. Of 
course, it would make little sense to approach this book without at least some 
independent study of Kripke’s book. Th e anthology of critical essays edited by 
Alexander Miller and Crispin Wright, Rule-Following and Meaning,2 would make 
for a natural companion volume.

Th e expert reader will, of course, want some indication of the relative novelty 
and originality of the various chapters in this essay. Here is a brief preview for 
such readers. (Other readers could use the following paragraphs as a fi nal sum-
mary aft er reading the book.) Chapter 1 outlines my interpretation of Kripke’s 
Wittgenstein as a whole. Contrary to some other readers I pay close attention to 
the dialogical setting. In particular I seek to identify, in some detail, the “picture” 
of meaning and mental content that is attacked by the “sceptic”. I call this picture 
“low-brow meaning determinism”, and defi ne it in terms of seven key assump-
tions. I reconstruct Chapter 2 of Kripke’s book as a debate between the meaning 
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sceptic and various “high-brow” versions of the picture. “High-brow meaning 
determinism” turns the initial picture into a more systematic, constructive, philo-
sophical theory. Semantic reductive dispositionalism is one such high-brow ver-
sion. I argue that the sceptic engages in an “immanent critique”: he shows that all 
attempts to fl esh out the “picture” of meaning determinism end up contradict-
ing one or more of the picture’s ingredients. But the sceptic also shows that the 
picture itself is incoherent. Th is leaves us with two main options: “reform” and 
“revolution”. Th e way of reform is to improve meaning determinism by giving up 
one or two of its assumptions. Th e way of revolution is to replace the  meaning-
 determinist picture altogether. Many critics of Kripke’s Wittgenstein opt for 
reform. According to Kripke’s interpretation, Wittgenstein himself rejects mean-
ing determinism altogether, and replaces it with an alternative picture: “meaning 
scepticism”. I show in some detail in what sense meaning scepticism is a “succes-
sor” to meaning determinism; each of the seven assumptions of meaning scepti-
cism replaces one of the seven key ingredients of meaning determinism.

Chapter 2 discusses the role of normativity considerations in Kripke’s argument 
against reductive semantic dispositionalism. I criticize Boghossian’s interpretation 
of Kripke’s alleged “normativity argument”. I maintain that Boghossian’s proposal 
not only leaves Kripke’s Wittgenstein with a weak position but that it also fails to do 
justice to the text it purports to interpret. In rejecting Boghossian’s interpretation 
I shield Kripke’s view from the many critics (Fodor, Kathrin Glüer, Anandi Hatti-
angadi, Horwich, Peter Pagin) who have assumed that Boghossian’s interpretation 
is correct. Subsequently I turn to a number of reformist recommendations (Paul 
Coates, Horwich, Ruth Millikan) on how to defend dispositionalism against argu-
ments from normativity. I establish that none of these recommendations works. 
Finally I consider what prima facie seems to be a “revolutionary” alternative to 
Kripke’s Wittgenstein. (A revolutionary alternative rejects meaning determinism 
without endorsing meaning scepticism.) Th is alternative chastises the role of nor-
mativity assumptions in both meaning determinism and meaning scepticism. I 
am referring, of course, to Davidson’s philosophy of meaning and communica-
tion. Th e critical dialogue between Davidson and Kripke’s Wittgenstein takes up 
almost half of Chapter 2. I argue that Davidson’s own development has taken him 
ever closer to the position of Kripke’s Wittgenstein, and that Davidson’s criticism 
of Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language is mistaken.

Chapter 3 homes in on the second prong of Kripke’s argument against dispo-
sitionalism: the “extensional requirement”. Th is is the demand that dispositional 
predicates must logically co-vary with meaning predicates. Many commentators 
feel that the extensional requirement can be met either within the confi nes of 
the original intuitive picture of meaning determinism or by relaxing some of 
the latter’s demands. Of the various objections to, and elaborations of, “the sec-
ond prong”, I give most room to Fodor’s criticism of Kripke’s arguments against 
idealization and ceteris paribus laws, and to Boghossian’s attempt to improve on 
Kripke’s attack on dispositionalism. I argue that Fodor’s criticism fails and that 
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Boghossian’s proposal can be defended against Miller’s intriguing objections. I 
also consider and reject – although somewhat more briefl y – a number of specifi c 
counters to Kripke’s use of the extensional requirement (Blackburn, Carl Ginet, J. 
Heil, Horwich, C. B. Martin, Soames). 

Chapter 4 discusses other meaning-determinist proposals: the “algorithm 
response”, the “simplicity response”, “Platonism”, and the “causal theory of ref-
erence”. Th e fi rst three were scrutinized and rejected already in Kripke’s Witt-
genstein, but several critics seek to improve on the versions considered there: 
Peacocke and Neil Tennant for the algorithm response, Wright for the simplic-
ity response, and Jerrold J. Katz, Fred Feldman and José Zalabardo for Platon-
ism. Th e Platonist answer to Kripke has been developed in a book-length study 
by Katz, and it demands a lengthier investigation. I suggest that none of these 
improvements can save meaning determinism. Finally, Maddy and McGinn have 
proposed enrolling Kripke’s own causal theory of reference in the fi ght against 
Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s meaning scepticism. I am not convinced.

Chapter 5 discusses two radically diff erent interpretations of the sceptical solu-
tion. According to the fi rst, meaning scepticism proposes a non-factualist (projec-
tivist or performative) reading of meaning attributions. According to the second 
interpretation, meaning scepticism advocates a minimal, defl ationary form of fac-
tualism. I do not believe that a meaning scepticism based on a total non- factualism 
is tenable. Fortunately, the meaning scepticism in Kripke’s Wittgenstein is not so 
committed. Here I side with Alex Byrne, David Davies and George Wilson. I go 
beyond them however by putting forward a new proposal on how to distinguish 
between the “infl ationary factualism” of meaning determinism and the “defl ation-
ary factualism” of the sceptical solution. Th e central idea of my proposal is that 
meaning determinism and meaning scepticism put forward two radically diff er-
ent conceptions of terms such as “truth”, “fact” and “proposition”.

In Chapter 6 I investigate various issues relating to the private language argu-
ment as Kripke presents it. I point out that Kripke off ers two diff erent versions of 
how the argument is supposed to run: one version derives the impossibility of a 
private language from the social nature of assertability conditions; the other ver-
sion infers the impossibility of a private language directly from the refutation of 
individualistic forms of meaning determinism. Th e second rendering is to be pre-
ferred, since convincing criticism has been levelled against the fi rst (by Boghos-
sian, Warren Goldfarb and Colin McGinn). I then turn to debates over whether 
a social isolate can follow rules. Here I respond to the many authors who have 
maintained – contrary to Kripke – that a Robinson Crusoe from birth could fol-
low rules (G. P. Baker, Blackburn, Noam Chomsky, Michael Dummett, P. M. S. 
Hacker, McGinn, David Pears). In answering these authors I occasionally draw on 
previous defences of the “communitarian” view (David Bloor, Norman Malcolm, 
Norman Lillegard, Meredith Williams). In the fi nal two sections I take up two fur-
ther criticisms of Kripke’s view of the community. Robert Brandom interprets the 
sceptical solution as an attempt to reduce normativity to “regularities of apprais-
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als by the community as a whole”. Brandom laments both the reduction and the 
“global privileging” of the community. Of course, Brandom’s rendering fi ts nei-
ther with my interpretation nor with the actual text of WRPL. Baker and Hacker 
accuse Kripke of attributing to Wittgenstein a form of communal interpretation-
alism, that is, the view that the external relations between rules and their applica-
tions are established by the interpretations of the community. Against Baker and 
Hacker I show that the sceptical solution construes the relations between rules 
and applications as internal.

In Chapter 7 I engage with four authors (Boghossian, McDowell, Pettit, 
Wright) who have proposed diff erent forms of semantic primitivism concerning 
meaning and content. All four regard their proposals as “straight” answers to the 
 meaning-sceptical challenge posed in Kripke’s Wittgenstein, and thus as defences 
of meaning determinism. Th e fact that I am turning to these authors only aft er 
my discussion of the sceptical solution already indicates my main line of response 
to at least three of them. I maintain that these philosophers misunderstand the 
nature of the sceptical solution and that their own proposals are much closer to 
meaning scepticism than to meaning determinism. Th e key to this realization lies 
in the distinction between two forms of semantic primitivism; one is meaning-
determinist, one is meaning-sceptical.

Finally, in Chapter 8, I turn to defending Kripke’s interpretation of Wittgen-
stein. I argue that Kripke’s interpretation of the sections on rule-following in the 
Philosophical Investigations is, by and large, on target. I make my case by answer-
ing, point by point, the highly infl uential attack by Baker and Hacker in their book 
Scepticism, Rules and Language.3 

As this summary shows, I take on a very large number of authors and argu-
ments. And, as the (light) weight of this book gives away, I do so in a relatively 
short space. I am painfully aware of the fact that some of my responses and argu-
ments are compressed, curt and sketchy. I do not wish to defend myself by point-
ing out that the same could be said of portions of Kripke’s Wittgenstein or of 
many of the criticisms. I prefer to think that a relatively short and terse book has 
a greater chance of being read than a volume that is long and rambling. 



xviii

Abbreviations

 PI Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (2001).

 SRL Baker & Hacker, Scepticism, Rules and Language (1984). 

 WRPL Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language (1982).



1

o n e
Introduction

Introduction

Th is study is an interpretation and defence of Saul Kripke’s essay Wittgenstein on 
Rules and Private Language (WRPL). Kripke’s essay is, in turn, an interpretation 
and defence of one central theme in Ludwig Wittgenstein’s principal work Philo-
sophical Investigations (PI). Kripke insists that, in advocating Wittgenstein’s views, 
he is not speaking for himself: “Primarily I can be read, except in a few obvious 
asides, as almost like an attorney presenting a major philosophical argument as 
it struck me” (WRPL: ix). Kripke is trying to make Wittgenstein’s ideas as strong 
and convincing as possible, without however committing himself to their truth. 
Th is book is bolder – or more foolhardy: it seeks to show that the position Kripke 
attributes to Wittgenstein is the right one. 

In this chapter I put forward my interpretation of WRPL. Th e categories I 
develop in the process will also be central for classifying diff erent critical responses 
to Kripke’s book. Not everything I develop here will be defended at length in later 
chapters. For instance, only in this chapter shall I comment on Kripke’s suggestion 
concerning important resemblances between Berkeley, Hume and Wittgenstein, 
and only here shall I summarize and endorse Kripke’s criticism of the “qualia 
theory” or the “use theory”. I shall not deal further with the former topic since 
its more detailed discussion would take us too far afi eld. And I shall say no more 
on the latter, since at least this part of Kripke’s book has not proved controver-
sial. Finally, I shall confi ne my summary and interpretation to Chapters 2 and 3 
of WRPL. Th e “Postscript: Wittgenstein and Other Minds” lies outside the focus 
of this study.
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Ordinary talk of meaning and rules

In everyday life we occasionally say of other people and ourselves that they, or 
we, follow a rule, grasp a concept, or mean something by a given word or sign. 
Here are some examples of such talk taken from WRPL, several in their original 
formulation, others adapted so as to render them freestanding: 

 (a) Jones means addition by “+” (WRPL: 68).
 (b) It is a fact that Jones means (or meant) addition by “+” (WRPL: 69).
 (c) Jones’s present use of the word “plus” does not accord with what he meant by 

“plus” in the past (WRPL: 79).
 (d) Jones has grasped the concept of addition (WRPL: 107).
 (e) Jones follows the rule for addition (WRPL: 69).
 (f) Little Jones thinks she is following the rule for addition but she is just calling 

out numbers at random (WRPL: 88).
 (g) Under the infl uence of LSD, Jones thinks he is following the rule for addition, 

when in fact he is calling out numbers at random (WRPL: 89).
 (h) If Jones means addition by “+” then, if he remembers his past intention and 

wishes to conform to it, when he is asked “68 + 57 = ?”, he will (or: must, 
ought to, should) answer “125” (WRPL: 89).

 (i) When Jones follows the rule or formula “add 2” continuously, starting with 
“2, 4, 6, 8, …” then all the subsequent steps of his counting are determined by 
the rule or formula. In a way, the future steps are, as it were, already present 
(WRPL: 70).

Examples (a), (b), (c) and (h) talk of Jones meaning something by a sign, (d) 
speaks of him possessing a concept, and (e), (f), (g) and (i) refer to him follow-
ing a rule. Th ere are obviously important diff erences between meanings, rules 
and concepts. As far as WRPL is concerned, however, these diff erences are less 
important than the commonalities: WRPL focuses on the question of what gives 
attributions (of meanings, rules and concepts) their signifi cance. And it proceeds 
on the assumption that any solution that would emerge for one of the three cases 
would also solve the remaining two. I take this to be reason enough to simplify 
my terminology. I shall call all of (a) to (i) – and other sentences like them – 
“meaning sentences” (even when the attribution is of a rule or a concept). Some 
meaning sentences are “meaning attributions” (such as (a)) others are “meaning 
conditionals” (such as (h)). Th e cited meaning sentences concern a third person, 
speaking, as they do, about someone else’s meaning or rule- following. Th is feature 
of (a) to (i) is not essential, however. For each given third-person meaning attri-
bution and conditional, we can also formulate a fi rst- or second-person equiva-
lent; for instance, “I mean addition by ‘+’”, or “You follow the rule for addition”, 
or “If I mean addition by ‘+’, then, when asked ‘68 + 57 = ?’, I should (will, ought 
to) answer ‘125’”. Not all of the meaning sentences (a) to (i) are equally natural 
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or  colloquial; for instance, meaning conditionals do not appear frequently in our 
everyday parlance. Nevertheless, they do surface occasionally, are easily under-
stood, and they do not come across as overly technical or esoteric. 

Common-sense philosophy: low-brow meaning determinism

WRPL is a critical study of philosophical analyses of meaning sentences. What is 
involved in such philosophical analyses? Th ere is no generally agreed on answer to 
this question among all of the proposals considered in WRPL, except for the vague 
idea that a philosophical analysis should explain the signifi cance of, make sense of 
or illuminate our meaning talk. But while there is no general agreement, there is at 
least a near consensus: all but one of the philosophical analyses under scrutiny in 
WRPL share the following view of what a philosophical analysis of meaning talk 
can and should do. A philosophical analysis of meaning talk should identify what 
makes meaning sentences true; it should identify the truth- conditions of mean-
ing sentences, that is, it should identify the (types of) propositions that such sen-
tences express. Th is is a highly plausible understanding of philosophical analysis of 
meaning talk; aft er all, to fi nd the truth-conditions for diff erent types of sentences 
or propositions – counterfactuals, moral claims, and so on – is an established and 
recognized method for clarifying the content of these sentences. Th e method is sup-
ported by the natural thought that “meaningful declarative sentences must purport 
to correspond to facts” (WRPL: 78–9).

Note fi nally that this type of analysis is usually seen as playing a justifi catory role. 
Philosophical analysis is important because it is involved in separating meaning-
ful utterances from mere gibberish. For the subject matter of meaning sentences 
this amounts to the notion that we are entitled to use these sentences if, and only 
if, we can show that they have determinate meanings. And we show that they have 
determinate meanings by identifying the propositions they express. Th is focus on 
propositions gives the justifi cation an ontological or metaphysical fl avour. 

If this is what all but one of the proposals for philosophical analysis discussed 
in WRPL agree on, what then is the exception to the rule? Th is is best explained 
aft er I have given more details on the argument of WRPL as a whole. For present 
purposes it is suffi  cient to say this much: the exception denies that we can ana-
lyse the meaning of meaning sentences by identifying their truth-conditions; and 
it denies that the justifi cation of types of sentences is a metaphysical endeavour. 
What gives meaning sentences their signifi cance are not their truth-conditions, 
but rough and ready conditions concerning their proper use. 

Th ere is more to be said about philosophical analyses that focus on truth-
 conditions for explaining the signifi cance of meaning sentences. Most of the anal-
yses that fall into this group are based on the same intuitive picture of meanings 
and rules. I am not calling this picture “intuitive” because it is frequently produced 
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by native speakers. It takes some philosophical training to come up with this pic-
ture and to fi nd it compelling. But its pervasiveness is not due to the infl uence of 
a powerful authority; it is not, say, something we have all learnt from Plato, Des-
cartes or Kant. Rather, the picture’s pervasiveness is, as it were, due to its salience. 
Th e intuitive picture seems to be the only sensible way to make sense of our mean-
ing sentences. Indeed, it easily strikes philosophers as being without imaginable 
alternative, and as forced on them by the very structure of meaning sentences 
themselves. Perhaps we should say that the intuitive picture is the natural view for 
the “common sense philosopher” as opposed to the “common sense man” (WRPL: 
143). It is a view that fi ts with philosophical common sense, or with the view that 
philosophers fi nd natural to attribute to common sense.

Having belaboured the “intuitive” in “intuitive picture”, it is worth saying more 
about the concept of “picture”, a term frequently used in both PI and WRPL (e.g. 
WRPL: 50). “Picture” here contrasts with “theory”. A picture of a phenomenon is 
rough, vague, only in part explicitly formulated, metaphorical and amenable to 
diff erent ways of developing it and making it more precise. One and the same pic-
ture can therefore underlie diff erent, indeed incompatible, theories. In the present 
context, the claim is that philosophical common sense will naturally endorse and 
rely on a rough picture of the kinds of facts that make meaning sentences true. 

In order to facilitate putting together this rough picture, let us give it a name. 
Going beyond Kripke’s own text, I propose the name “low-brow meaning deter-
minism”. “Low-brow” here contrasts, of course, with “high-brow”, and is meant to 
remind us permanently of its picture-like status. Th e expression “meaning deter-
minism” picks out one of the most central elements of the picture: the idea that 
what someone means by a sign determines both how he will use it (if he wishes to 
stick to his meaning), and how he should use it (if he wishes to speak correctly). 
But much more is involved than is conveyed by the name. I shall introduce the 
diff erent ingredients of meaning determinism one by one, in each case presenting 
key quotations from WRPL as my evidence. (Th is may seem pedantic at this stage, 
but will prove useful in structuring the argument in the rest of the book.)

Meaning determinism – for the moment we can do without the “low-brow” 
– holds that sentences of the form “person x means Y by sign ‘z’” (e.g. Jones means 
addition by “+”) are true if, and only if, x has a certain mental state. Th is mental 
state constitutes x’s meaning Y by “z”, or, put diff erently, this mental state is the 
necessary and suffi  cient condition for x’s meaning Y by “z”. Meaning determin-
ism makes several assumptions about this mental state. 

Th e fi rst assumption is that x usually knows this mental state “immediately 
and with fair certainty”: “Do I not know, directly, and with a fair degree of cer-
tainty, that I mean plus?” (WRPL: 40); “each of us knows immediately and with 
fair certainty that he means addition by ‘plus’” (WRPL: 41; cf. 22). Th e knowledge 
in question is introspective knowledge (WRPL: 51). For mnemonic purposes, I 
shall give each core assumption of meaning determinism a name. Th e fi rst such 
assumption is “immediate knowledge”.
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Th e second assumption is “privacy”. Th is is the idea that the meaning- constituting 
mental state is an intrinsic state of x: x could be in this state even if she had never had 
any contact with other human beings. Put diff erently, meaning and rule- following 
can be analysed and understood at the level of the individual:

[A] single individual, considered by himself and in isolation, [can] … 
mean [… something]. (WRPL: 68–9)

[We have] an intuitive feeling that no one else can aff ect what I mean 
by a given symbol. (WRPL: 69)

[A] person following a given rule is to be analysed simply in terms of 
facts about the rule follower and the rule follower alone, without refer-
ence to his membership in a wider community. (WRPL: 109)

Th e third assumption of meaning determinism is “grasping”. Th is introduces 
time and learning into the picture. We learn the meanings of words at one time, 
and then apply them at a later time. Grasping tells us how to think about the 
learning of meanings and rules. Put most simply, the thought is that to learn the 
meaning of a word is to grasp this meaning. Such acts of grasping are events that 
are potential causes of other events. If x has grasped the concept of addition, then 
– unless he decides to deviate from what he has grasped, and unless some other 
cause interferes – his subsequent answer to “68 + 57 = ?” is causally determined to 
be 125: “if I meant plus [i.e. if I grasped the addition function], then unless I wish 
to change my usage, I am … compelled to answer ‘125’” (WRPL: 11); “instruc-
tions I gave myself in the past compel (or justify) the answer ‘125’ rather than ‘5’” 
(WRPL: 13). Call this “grasping as cause”.

Th ere are more aspects to grasping. Meaning determinism contains an analysis 
of what grasping a meaning consists in. To begin with, given privacy, we should not 
be surprised to be told that grasping a meaning can be a solitary act:

[T]he grasping of a mathematical rule [is] the solitary achieve ment of 
each mathematician independent of any interaction with a wider com-
munity. (WRPL: 79–80)

[O]thers may have taught me the concept of addition, but they acted 
only as heuristic aids to an achievement – the “grasping of the concept” 
of addition. (WRPL: 80)

[I]n grasping a mathematical rule I have achieved something that 
depends only on my own inner state, and that is immune to Cartesian 
doubt about the entire external material world. (WRPL: 68)
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Th e reason why acts of grasping can be private in this sense is that they consist 
of an individual’s forming intentions, and thus giving herself instructions, con-
cerning the future use of a sign (“grasping as intending”). Th us x’s act of grasping 
Y is tantamount to x’s forming intentions, or giving herself instructions, regarding 
a possibly infi nite number of applications of “z” in the future. Th ese intentions, 
and these instructions, of x are intentions to let her applications be governed by 
Y as a specifi c standard:

Th is is the whole point of the notion that in learning to add I grasp a 
rule: my past intentions regarding addition determine a unique answer 
for indefi nitely many new cases in the future. (WRPL: 7–8)

Given my past intentions regarding the symbol “+” one and only one 
answer is dictated as the one appropriate to “68 + 57”.  
 (WRPL: 17–18)

Granted that I mean addition by “+”, then of course if I were to act 
in accordance with my intentions, I would respond, given any pair of 
numbers to be combined by “+”, with their sum. (WRPL: 28)

[I]nstructions I gave myself in the past compel (or justify) the answer 
“125” rather than “5”.  (WRPL: 13)

[M]y actual computation procedure, following an algorithm that yields 
“125”, [is] more justifi ed by my past instructions than an alternative 
procedure that would have resulted in “5”. (WRPL: 18)

To say that the act of grasping a meaning consists of forming intentions regard-
ing future use captures two important elements of this act: what is being grasped 
(= the meaning) and what grasping results in (= having intentions regarding 
future use). A third element of the act of grasping concerns the “basis” of the act. 
According to meaning determinism this basis is inevitably fi nite: the set of exam-
ples that are used in teaching are always limited in number. We learnt to add on 
the basis of a fi nite number of instances of m + n = p; and we were taught the 
concept cat on the basis of a fi nite number of cats. Because the “learning set” is 
always and necessarily fi nite in this way, grasping a meaning or concept has the 
character of an extrapolation. Such extrapolations can of course go wrong. (A 
two-and-a-half-year-old child might well call all four- legged animals “dogs”.) Let 
us call this assumption “grasping as extrapolating”. In WRPL the phenomenon of 
grasping as extrapolating is mentioned in the following passage:

when a teacher introduces such a word as “plus” to the learner, if he does 
not reduce it to more “basic”, previously learned concepts, he  introduces 
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it by a fi nite number of examples, plus the instructions: “Go on in the 
same way!” Th e last clause may indeed be regarded as vague, in the 
ordinary sense, though our grasp of the most precise concept depends 
on it. (WRPL: 82)

In other passages Kripke is more explicit about the links between fi niteness of 
examples, grasping and rules, but in these other places he puts the whole phenom-
enon in a “private” perspective; that is, rather than focusing on the fi nite learning 
set provided by a teacher, he speaks of the rule-follower as giving herself a fi nite 
number of examples from which she then extrapolates:

By means of my external symbolic representation and my internal men-
tal representation, I “grasp” the rule for addition. One point is crucial to 
my “grasp” of this rule. Although I myself have computed only fi nitely 
many sums in the past, the rule determines my answer for indefi nitely 
many new sums that I have never previously considered. (WRPL: 7)

[I]n this new instance [“68 + 57 = ?”], I should apply the very same 
function or rule that I applied so many times in the past. But who is 
to say what function this was? In the past I gave myself only a fi nite 
number of examples instantiating this function. (WRPL: 8)

Closely related to grasping as extrapolating is “grasping as interpreting”; at least, 
it is closely related as long as we just focus on the idea that learning involves an inter-
pretation of the learning set. But meaning determinism fi nds this idea of interpre-
tation so compelling that it is willing to apply it not just to learning sets but to all 
contents of the mind. For the meaning determinist, to grasp a meaning – and thus 
to grasp how one is to apply a sign in a given situation – is always based on an inter-
pretation, be it of a learning set, a set of instructions or intentions:

[N]o matter what is in my mind at a given time, I am free in the future 
to interpret it in diff erent ways. (WRPL: 107)

[I]f “plus” is explained in terms of “counting”, a non-standard inter-
pretation of the latter will yield a non-standard interpreta tion of the 
former. (WRPL: 16)

How can I justify my present application of such a rule, when a sceptic 
could easily interpret it so as to yield any of an indefi nite number of 
other results? (WRPL: 17)

Did I think explicitly of the Eiff el Tower when I fi rst “grasped the 
 concept of ” a table, gave myself directions for what I meant by “table”? 
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And even if I did think of the Tower, cannot any directions I gave myself 
mentioning it be reinterpreted compatibly with the sceptic’s hypoth-
esis? (WRPL: 19)

[T]he sceptic argues, in essence, that I am free to give any new answer 
to an addition problem, since I can always interpret my previous inten-
tions appropriately. (WRPL: 32)

Can we conceive of a fi nite state which could not be interpreted in a 
quus-like way? (WRPL: 52)

Finally, meaning determinism uses the act of grasping also to explain why dif-
ferent speakers apply an expression in highly similar or identical ways. Th e reason 
why two persons x1 and x2 call the same animal “cat” is that they have grasped 
the same concept or meaning cat in the past: “grasping as explanation” – “we all 
respond as we do to ‘68 + 57’ because we all grasp the concept of addition in the 
same way” (WRPL: 97).

Th e fourth assumption, “semantic normativity”, is best understood as a cov-
ering term for fi ve more specifi c ideas. First up is “non-blindness”. Suppose that 
x has decided in the past to mean addition by the sign “+”. Allow further that x 
gives the answer “125” in answer to “68 +57 = ?”. As the meaning determinist 
sees it, in these circumstances x’s response is not something x does “blindly”, not 
“an unjustifi ed leap in the dark”, a “brute inclination”, “an unjustifi ed stab in the 
dark”, an “unjustifi able impulse” or “a mere jack-in-the-box unjustifi ed and arbi-
trary response” (WRPL: 10, 15, 17, 23). Non-blindness puts negatively what other 
components of semantic normativity put positively.

According to “guidance”, x’s meaning-constituting mental state guides and 
instructs x on how to apply “z”; that is, it tells x how he ought to apply “z” if he 
wishes to use “z” with the same meaning with which he used it before. In other 
words, the meaning-constituting mental state contains a standard of correct use. 
Here are some of the formulations of guidance in WRPL:

Normally, when we consider a mathematical rule such as addition, 
we think of ourselves as guided in our application of it to each new 
instance. (WRPL: 17)

[I]nner “ideas” or “meanings” guide our linguistic behaviour.  
 (WRPL: 56)

[T]here is something in my mind – the meaning I attach to the “plus” 
sign – that instructs me what I ought to do in all future cases.  
 (WRPL: 22)
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[T]he basic condition on [a candidate for a “fact” that determines 
what I mean] … [:] it should tell me what I ought to do in each new 
instance. (WRPL: 24)

[I]n computing “68 + 57” as I do … I follow directions … (WRPL: 10)

“Justifi cation” is the other side of guidance. Since the meaning- constituting men-
tal state guides x in her use of “z”, x can refer to this mental state in order to jus-
tify her use of “z”:

[I]f I meant [addition by “+”], then unless I wish to change my usage, 
I am justifi ed in answering (indeed compelled to answer) “125”, not 
“5”. (WRPL: 11) 

An account of what fact it is (about my mental state) that constitutes 
my meaning plus … must, in some sense, show how I am justifi ed in 
giving the answer “125” to “68 + 57”. (WRPL: 11)

On closer inspection, the meaning-constituting mental state not only justi-
fi es certain applications – in the sense that meaning addition justifi es “125” in 
answer to “68 + 57 = ?” – it also justifi es the way in which the answer is usually 
produced. Nearly always, we apply our words in an unhesitating and immediate 
fashion. And the meaning-constituting fact must be such as to justify this lack of 
hesitation. Kripke states this element of semantic normativity only once: “I imme-
diately and unhesitatingly calculate ‘68 +57’ as I do, and the meaning I assign to 
‘+’ is supposed to justify this procedure” (WRPL: 40). I shall call this element of 
semantic normativity: “justifi cation of unhesitating application”.

Finally, semantic normativity – in combination with grasping as cause – sug-
gests a specifi c interpretation for meaning conditionals such as “If Jones means 
addition by ‘+’, then (unless he is impeded or changes his mind) he ought to 
(must, should, will) give the answer ‘125’ to ‘68 + 57 = ?’”. According to this “left -
to-right interpretation of meaning conditionals”, the meaning conditional is true 
if, and only if, Jones has the appropriate meaning-constituting mental state: aft er 
all, this state guarantees (unless Jones changes his mind) both that he will in fact 
say “125” and that this is the correct answer. “If Jones means addition by ‘+’, then 
if he is asked for ‘68 + 57’, he will reply ‘125’. … the conditional as stated makes it 
appear that some mental state obtains in Jones that guarantees his performance 
of particular additions such as ‘68 + 57’” (WRPL: 94–5).

Although the fi ft h key assumption of meaning determinism, “objectivity”, is 
implicit in what has already been said above, it is useful to formulate it explicitly. 
Th e idea is that x’s meaning-constituting mental state contains and determines all 
future, potentially infi nite, correct applications of “z”. Sometimes meaning deter-
minists despair of explaining what the relevant sense of “contains” or  “determines” 
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is; they then qualify these verbs with the adverbial phrase “in a queer way”. Kripke 
writes: 

a state of “meaning addition by ‘plus’” … [is] a fi nite object, contained 
in our fi nite minds. It does not consist in my explicitly thinking of 
each case of the addition table, nor even of my encoding each separate 
case in the brain: we lack the capacity for that. Yet ([PI: ]§195) “in a 
queer way” each such case already is “in some sense present”. (Before 
we hear Wittgenstein’s sceptical argument, we surely suppose – unre-
fl ectively – that some thing like this is indeed the case. …).  
 (WRPL: 52)

[T]here is … [a] “superlative fact” (§192) about my mind that consti-
tutes my meaning addition by “plus” and [that] determines in advance 
what I should do to accord with this meaning. (WRPL: 65)

See §195: “But I don’t mean that what I do now (in grasping a sense) 
determines the future use causally and as a matter of experience, but 
that in a queer way, the use itself is in some sense present”.  
 (WRPL: 70, n.58)

I think that I have learned the term “table” in such a way that it will 
apply to indefi nitely many future items. (WRPL: 19)

Th e “directions” … that determine what I should do in each instance, 
[are] … somehow … “contained” in any candidate for the fact as to 
what I meant. (WRPL: 11) 

Th e sixth key ingredient of meaning determinism is “classical realism”. Its core is 
the idea that “a declarative sentence gets its meaning by virtue of its truth conditions, 
by virtue of its correspondence to facts that must obtain if it is true” (WRPL: 72). Th e 
meaning determinist is committed to the ideas that meaning is given by (contribu-
tion to) truth-conditions, that truth is to be analysed according to the correspond-
ence theory and that propositions play a central explanatory role in the philosophy 
of language and mind. Th is last claim emerges indirectly in a passage in which Kripke 
explains one of Wittgenstein’s views: “We call something a proposition, and hence 
true or false, when in our language we apply the calculus of truth functions to it. Th at 
is, it is just a primitive part of our language game, not susceptible of deeper explana-
tion, that truth functions are applied to certain sentences” (WRPL: 86). Wittgen-
stein is here said to contradict the meaning determinist, for the latter, pointing out 
that certain sentences express propositions, does explain why the calculus of truth-
functions applies to these sentences. Finally, classical realism insists that the central 
assumptions of meaning  determinism apply to the grasping of propositions. Th at 
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is to say, classical realism holds that a person x understands a declarative sentence 
s if, and only if, (i) x grasps the proposition p expressed by s, and (ii) x knows that s 
expresses p. Here the grasping is analysed as a mental state that is characterized by 
immediate knowledge, privacy, grasping, semantic normativity and so on.

Th e seventh and fi nal assumption is “metaphysical justifi cation”. Th is takes us 
to the overall motivation of the meaning determinist. His overall goal is to justify 
our use of meaning sentences. He believes that our meaning sentences demand 
a philosophical licence and that his project can deliver the goods. For the mean-
ing determinist the justifi cation of our meaning sentences must come from onto-
logical considerations; it is an exercise in metaphysics. Th is is clear from the very 
nature of the meaning-determinist proposal. Aft er all, it is concerned with fi nding 
a (type of) proposition and fact that enables meaning sentences to be true or false, 
and hence meaningful. WRPL brings out this feature of meaning determinism 
quite late, and only by way of contrast with the very diff erent form of justifi ca-
tion off ered by Wittgenstein: “our ordinary practice or belief is justifi ed because 
– contrary appearances notwithstanding – it need not require the justifi cation the 
sceptic has shown to be untenable” (WRPL: 66).

My reconstruction of low-brow meaning determinism can be summarized as 
follows: 

“Person x means Y by sign ‘z’” is true if, and only if, x has a  certain mental 
state (MS) that constitutes x’s meaning Y by “z”. Furthermore:
(MD-1) Immediate knowledge: x usually knows MS “immediately and 

with fair certainty”.
(MD-2) Privacy: MS is an intrinsic state of x.
(MD-3) Grasping: 
(MD-3.1) Grasping as cause: x’s act of grasping Y causes him – absent inter-

ference by other causes – to apply “z” in correct ways.
(MD-3.2) Grasping as intending: x’s act of grasping Y is tantamount to x’s 

forming intentions – or giving himself instructions – regarding 
a possibly infi nite number of applications of “z” in the future. 

(MD-3.3) Grasping as extrapolating: Since all learning sets are fi nite, grasp-
ing a meaning or concept has the character of an extrapolation. 

(MD-3.4) Grasping as interpreting: Grasping a meaning or  concept has the 
character of an interpretation.

(MD-3.5) Grasping as explanation: If x1 and x2 agree in all, or most, of their 
applications of “z”, the best explanation is that they have grasped 
the same concept Y.

(MD-4) Semantic normativity:
(MD-4.1) Non-blindness: In applying “z” on the basis of Y, x is not acting 

blindly. 
(MD-4.2) Guidance: MS guides x on how to apply “z”. 
(MD-4.3) Justifi cation: x can justify his uses of “z” on the basis of MS.
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(MD-4.4) Justifi cation of unhesitating application: x can justify his unhesi-
tating manner of applying “z” on the basis of MS.

(MD-4.5) Left -to-right interpretation of meaning conditionals: Meaning 
conditionals are to be read left  to right.

(MD-5) Objectivity: x’s MS contains and determines (“in a queer way”) 
all future, potentially infi nite, correct applications of “z”.

(MD-6) Classical realism: What gives a declarative sentence (DS) its 
meaning is the proposition it expresses.  Propositions have truth-
conditions. DS is true if, and only if, the proposition it expresses 
corresponds to a fact. Propositions are grasped; and conditions 
MD-1 to MD-5, as well as MD-7, apply to the act of grasping.

(MD-7) Metaphysical justifi cation: Th e justifi cation of our meaning sen-
tences must come from ontological  considerations.

Other voices

Th e low-brow meaning determinism introduced in the previous section stands 
at the centre of WRPL. Chapter 2 of WRPL tests both this position and various 
attempts to give it theoretical precision. I shall call these later views “forms of 
high-brow meaning determinism”. Chapter 3 of WRPL starts from the observa-
tion that both low-brow meaning determinism and these high-brow  versions fail. 
Here failure is determined by the lack of success these views have in answering 
the so-called “sceptical challenge”: in virtue of what can we say of Jones (or your-
self) that he means (or you mean) addition rather than “quaddition” by “+”? Here 
quaddition is the function defi ned by:

 ⊕ = x + y, if x, y < 57
 = 5 otherwise (WRPL: 9)

Chapter 3 then develops an alternative to all brands of meaning determinism, be 
they high-brow or low-brow. But let us not get ahead of ourselves. Th e natural 
next step in my reconstruction of WRPL is to introduce the other voices, that is, 
alternatives to low-brow meaning determinism.

I have followed Kripke in describing the low-brow meaning determinist as a 
common-sense philosopher, contrasting him with the common-sense person. Th e 
latter uses our ordinary and colloquial meaning sentences for attributing meaning 
to others and himself. He does so, however, without engaging in picture or theory 
building. And thus the person of common sense does not subscribe to any of the 
assumptions of meaning determinism. Th is is not to say that he might not be easily 
encouraged to develop meaning-determinist views. Be this as it may, at this point 
the important thing about the person of common sense is that his use of meaning 
sentences is not under attack in WRPL. WRPL is neither arguing that we need to 
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change the ways in which we speak about meaning, nor suggesting that all meaning 
sentences are systematically false or in error. WRPL is testing and rejecting philo-
sophical theories about meaning sentences, not these sentences themselves.

Another voice – or rather bundle of voices – is that of the philosophical theoreti-
cian. Th e most prominent group of these theoreticians within WRPL are the already 
mentioned high-brow meaning determinists. High-brow meaning determinists 
are, or at least intend to be, true to the low-brow version of meaning determinism. 
What sets them apart from the latter is that they seek to provide a systematic devel-
opment and defence of the intuitive picture. Providing such system and defence can 
mean diff erent things to diff erent theoreticians, but it usually amounts to bringing 
low-brow meaning determinism in line with some general and fundamental philo-
sophical commitments, such as reductivism or physicalism. Consider for instance 
“semantic reductive dispositionalism”, the most important high-brow version of 
meaning determinism in WRPL and beyond. Semantic reductive dispositionalism 
attempts to tell us more about the mental state that constitutes someone’s meaning 
something by a sign. It tells us that this mental state is reducible to dispositions to 
use that sign under certain conditions. In so doing, semantic reductive disposi-
tionalism strives for an ontology in which “spooky” entities such as meaning fi nd 
a proper place. Th ese spooky entities turn out to be identical to entities that the 
physicalist fi nds acceptable.1 In developing this position, the dispositionalist does 
not (usually) reject the broad low-brow meaning-determinist picture. And hence 
he would – by his own criteria – have failed in his endeavour if it turned out that 
his dispositionalist theory in fact contradicts the picture.

At the beginning of the previous paragraph I wrote that “the most promi-
nent group” of philosophical theoreticians “within WRPL” are high-brow mean-
ing determinists. I chose these words in order to signal that outside WRPL there 
are philosophical theoreticians who are not committed to remaining within the 
meaning-determinist picture. Here I am thinking of theories that – partly under 
the infl uence of WRPL, partly because of other philosophical commitments – seek 
to make do without some central elements of meaning determinism. Victims of 
such “reformist” theories have been privacy and semantic normativity, among 
others. Read through the perspective of WRPL, such theories are attempts at dam-
age control. Since Chapter 2 of WRPL presents (to many) a successful argument 
against meaning determinism as it stands – that is against the conjunction of the 
seven assumptions – the natural fi rst thought is to try to rescue it by dropping just 
one or two of the conjuncts. Kripke pays scant attention to these positions. Th e 
only proposal he considers is reductive dispositionalism minus privacy (WRPL: 
111). Later in this book, we shall encounter other possibilities. 

A further voice in WRPL is “the sceptic”. Th e dialectic starts with the scep-
tic presenting a sceptical challenge to an interlocutor who has just confi dently 
 calculated that 68 plus 57 equals 125. Th e sceptic wants to know in virtue of what 
fact the interlocutor means addition rather than quaddition by “plus”: in virtue 
of what fact the interlocutor has in the past grasped the addition rather than the 
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quaddition function. One of the most important things to note about the sceptic 
in WRPL is that his scepticism is “constitutive” rather than “epistemological”.2 To 
appreciate the diff erence, consider the following two sceptical claims:

(a) Th ere is a fact of the matter whether in the past you meant addition or quad-
dition by “+”. But you cannot ever have a justifi cation for your (possibly true!) 
belief that you did mean addition.

(b) Th ere is no fact of the matter whether in the past you meant addition or quad-
dition by “+”. And hence you cannot justify your claim that you did (mean 
addition by “+”) by pointing to a fact about you.

Claim (a) formulates an epistemological, (b) a constitutive, or metaphysical, scep-
ticism about meaning. Th at Kripke is concerned with the latter is clear through-
out the whole argument. It is explicitly stated, too: the sceptic “questions whether 
there is any fact that I meant plus, not quus, that will answer his sceptical chal-
lenge” (WRPL: 11).

Two aspects of the sceptical challenge easily obscure its constitutive character. 
First, the sceptic presents the challenge in something of an epistemological guise. It 
is said (in the voice of the sceptic’s interlocutor) that the “sceptic questions my cer-
tainty about my answer [i.e. ‘125’ in answer to 68 + 57 = ?]” (WRPL: 8); or that the 
sceptic “questions whether I have any reason to be so confi dent that now I should 
answer ‘125’ rather than ‘5’” (WRPL: 11). Secondly, it is important to remember 
that the sceptic’s interlocutor(s) in Chapter 2 is (are) the meaning determinist(s). 
And even a quick perusal of the ingredients of that picture shows that some of its 
claims are epistemological. On the  meaning-determinist picture, any putative fact 
of meaning must meet a number of epistemological constraints: it must be know-
able “immediately and with fair certainty” (immediate  knowledge); it must be able 
to justify use (semantic normativity as justifi cation); and it must be able to justify 
unhesitating use (justifi cation of unhesitating application).

Neither of these aspects of the sceptical challenge must be allowed to distract 
us from its constitutive character. As concerns epistemological constraints on 
possible facts of meaning, the crucial point is not to throw them out with the bath-
water of a mistaken epistemological rendering of the sceptical challenge. Other-
wise we will not be able to understand why certain forms of high-brow meaning 
determinism are found wanting in Chapter 2 of WRPL. Turning to the other 
potential source of misunderstanding, the epistemological guise, it is important 
to underline that this guise is really a disguise. Th is is obvious from the fact that 
the sceptic’s interlocutor is granted God-like omniscience regarding his own past 
and present non-intentional mental states and physical behaviour: 

[I]t is clear that the sceptical challenge is not really an epistemolo gical 
one. It purports to show that nothing in my mental history of past 
behaviour – not even what an omniscient God would know – could 
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establish whether I meant plus or quus. But then it appears to follow 
that there was no fact about me that constituted my having meant plus 
rather than quus. (WRPL: 21)

If one cannot justify a self-attribution even under the assumption of omniscience 
about oneself, then the logical conclusion must be that there is nothing, no fact, 
to which such self-attribution corresponds. 

To insist that the sceptical challenge in WRPL is constitutive and not epistemo-
logical is not, of course, to maintain that the dialogic setting itself is misleading 
or distorting.3 Although we can state the key issue of WRPL outside the dialogic 
setting – that there are facts of the sort presupposed by meaning determinism 
– there is still every reason to pay close attention to how Kripke frames the dis-
cussion. Th e use of diff erent characters and voices provides important clues as to 
how Kripke interprets Wittgenstein’s position.4

Th is brings us to the most important voice, the voice that Kripke attributes to 
Wittgenstein. Th e question of to what extent Kripke’s Wittgenstein is  Wittgen stein 
himself is, of course, controversial. I shall address it in Chapter 8. At this stage it is 
more to the point to address the question of whether Kripke’s Wittgenstein should be 
equated with the meaning sceptic (as he appears in WRPL). Unfortunately, Kripke’s 
text does not give an unambiguous answer. Equating the two voices is suggested by 
the fact that Wittgenstein is said to have proposed a “sceptical solution” in response 
to the failure of meaning determinism. It is natural to think that sceptical solu-
tions are solutions brought forth by sceptics. And Kripke writes that Wittgenstein 
“accepts his own sceptical argument and off ers a ‘sceptical solution’ to overcome 
the appearance of paradox” (WRPL: 68). He also speaks of “Wittgenstein’s scepti-
cism”: “Wittgenstein’s scepticism about the determination of future usage by the 
past contents of my mind is analogous to Hume’s scepticism about the determina-
tion of the future by the past (causally and  inferentially)” (WRPL: 107–8). Passages 
such as these make it sound as if the sceptical solution (of Chapter 3 of WRPL) is 
part and parcel of Wittgenstein’s own meaning scepticism. Th e sceptical solution is 
then an attempt to explain that, and how, we can live with – at least a mitigated form 
of – meaning  scepticism. 

In other places, Kripke intimates a looser relationship between the sceptic and 
Wittgenstein:

Wittgenstein holds, with the sceptic, that there is no fact as to whether 
I mean plus or quus. But if this is to be conceded to the sceptic, is this 
not the end of the matter? (WRPL: 71)

Wittgenstein’s sceptical solution concedes to the sceptic that no 
“truth conditions” or “corresponding facts” in the world exist that 
make a statement like “Jones, like many of us, means addition by ‘+’” 
true. (WRPL: 86)
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Th is suggests that Wittgenstein’s sceptical solution is sceptical not because it is put 
forward by a sceptic but rather because it is put forward as a response to the sceptic. 
If one reads the sceptical solution through this perspective, then it really is a form 
of “diagnostic anti-scepticism”. Let me explain. In the literature on epistemological 
scepticism, it is customary to distinguish between two forms of anti-scepticism: 
“direct” and “diagnostic”.5 Th e direct anti-sceptic accepts the terms of a scepti-
cal challenge and seeks to answer it. For example, faced with dream- scepticism, 
the direct anti-sceptic tries to fi nd a criterion that distinguishes dreaming from 
being awake. Th e diagnostic anti-sceptic rejects the terms of a sceptical challenge. 
He attempts to demonstrate that the sceptical challenge is based on inadmiss-
able presuppositions. For instance, faced with dream-scepticism, the diagnostic 
anti- sceptic might challenge the idea that in order to know that I am standing 
here now, I must be able to rule out the  possibility that I am currently dreaming. 
Now, in WRPL Kripke makes a  distinction between “straight” and “sceptical” 
responses to the sceptical challenge of the meaning sceptic (WRPL: 66). Meaning-
 determinist responses all qualify as “straight”, and only Wittgenstein’s response 
(the response of the “sceptical solution”) is called “sceptical”. Meaning- determinist 
answers accept the sceptical challenge and its presuppositions; in particular they 
accept the presupposition that the signifi cance of meaning sentences derives from 
their correspondence to facts (i.e. that their meaning is given by truth- conditions). 
Wittgenstein’s reaction is diff erent; he rejects that crucial presupposition. And in 
so doing, he develops a position against which the sceptical challenge is a blunt 
weapon. In light of this reconstruction, it seems natural to equate “straight” with 
“direct” and “sceptical” with “diagnostic” answers to (meaning) scepticism. And 
Wittgenstein turns out to be a diagnostic anti-sceptic.6

Which reading of the relationship between Wittgenstein and the meaning scep-
tic is to be preferred? Th e fi rst interpretation has the advantage of familiarity, the 
second nicely brings Kripke’s Wittgenstein in line with familiar anti-sceptical read-
ings of PI.7 Fortunately, we do not have to choose. Whichever perspective we pick, 
we can always translate it easily into the other. Th is is not to say that all forms of 
diagnostic anti-scepticism are forms of scepticism.8 Th is much should be clear 
from the above example of dream-scepticism; there the sceptic and the diagnos-
tic anti-sceptic hold very diff erent, not translatable views. But in the present case, 
the two positions are closer together: it does not matter much whether we call the 
sceptical solution a form of “mitigated scepticism” or a version of “diagnostic anti-  
 scepticism”. In what follows, I shall usually equate Wittgenstein and the sceptic, thus 
giving more weight to the fi rst perspective. However, my only reason for doing so 
is that this procedure facilitates the confrontation with the critics of WRPL (who 
invariably rely on this viewpoint). 

I shall sketch my reconstruction of the sceptical solution later in this chapter. 
At this stage we need only note the following important feature. Th e sceptical 
solution is the one philosophical analysis of meaning sentences in WRPL that 
is not based on a study of truth-conditions for these sentences. It cannot do so 
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since, as just quoted, it concedes the failure of the meaning-determinist project. 
And classical realism contains the idea that the meaning of a sentence it given by 
its truth-conditions.

Th e sceptical argument I: testing low-brow meaning determinism

I have now introduced the main voices or characters within WRPL and the debate 
surrounding it. Th e next stage is to explain their interaction. Here I shall focus 
only on their interaction within the book.

Chapter 2 of WRPL is a critical study of meaning determinism. Th e initial target 
is low-brow meaning determinism. Th e question is whether it has the resources to 
pick out a fact that makes it so that someone – Jones, say – means addition by “+”. 
Two proposals are tried out and rejected. According to the fi rst, the “use response”, 
it is Jones’s use of “+” that determines whether or not by “+” he meant and means 
addition or quaddition (WRPL: 8). Th is solution fails. Past use of “+” is necessarily 
fi nite and hence it cannot determine a unique function. (Kripke makes the simpli-
fying assumption that Jones has not previously calculated with numbers larger than 
57; needless to say in reality one would have to pick a much larger number.) Note 
here that in showing the use response to be untenable the sceptic is presenting an 
“immanent critique”: he shows that the use response is unable to meet the meaning 
determinist’s demands for justifi cation and correct extrapolation.

Th e second response is the “algorithm response” (WRPL: 16–17). What makes 
“Jones means addition by ‘+’” true is that Jones is following, and has followed in 
the past, some algorithm for calculations with the sign “+”. One such algorithmic 
procedure is the counting of marbles. Jones determines the result of 68 + 57 by 
forming two heaps of marbles, with 68 and 57 marbles respectively, by combin-
ing the two heaps into one, and by counting the overall number of marbles. Th is 
response fails as well. Trying to identify the mental state that constitutes Jones’s 
meaning addition by “+”, the meaning determinist invokes other of Jones’s mental 
states; namely, the mental state that constitutes his possession of the concepts of 
counting and heap. And thus the real question – what makes it so that Jones has 
one concept or meaning rather than another – has not been answered. Again it is 
the meaning determinist’s commitment to justifi cation that blocks the response.

Th e sceptical argument II: against reductive semantic dispositionalism

It is at this point in the dialectic that high-brow meaning determinism enters the 
ring and takes over from its low-brow relative. Each version of high-brow  meaning 
determinism tells us something more and new about meaning- constituting 
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 mental states. At the same time, high-brow meaning determinism seeks to pre-
serve all the assumptions of low-brow meaning determinism. It is a refi nement of 
low-brow meaning determinism. It follows that versions of high-brow meaning 
determinism can be evaluated by whether or not they remain truthful to their 
low-brow ancestry. And that is indeed how they are evaluated by the sceptic. In 
the case of every version of high-brow meaning determinism the sceptic shows 
that it violates at least one of the low-brow constraints. 

Th e fi rst proposal for a high-brow meaning determinism is the already men-
tioned “reductive semantic dispositionalism” (WRPL: 22–37). WRPL considers 
diff erent forms of this proposal:

(D1) Simple past tense form: In the past, Jones meant addition by “+” since 
he then had the disposition to give sums in answer to queries of the 
form m + n = ?. 

(D2) Simple present tense form: Jones now means addition by “+” since he 
now has the disposition to give sums in answer to queries of the form 
m + n = ?.

(D3) Sophisticated form: Jones now means addition by “+” since ceteris pari-
bus he gives sums in answer to queries of the form m + n = ?. Here 
the ceteris paribus clause involves an idealization of Jones’s abilities. It 
allows us to assume that Jones might have a brain much bigger than the 
one he in fact has.

(D4) Machine form: Jones now means addition by “+” since we can think 
of his mind/brain as containing a machine that (ceteris paribus) gives 
sums in answer to queries of the form m + n = ?.

Th e sceptic argues that none of these proposals succeeds. In order to be success-
ful, they would have to meet two requirements: the extensional requirement and 
the intensional requirement.9 According to the extensional requirement the dis-
positionalist has to fi nd dispositional predicates (instances of “has the disposition 
to use sign ‘z’ under circumstances C”) that logically co-vary with meaning predi-
cates (instances of “means Y by ‘z’”). Th is follows from the meaning- determinist 
assumption of objectivity. According to the intensional requirement the disposi-
tionalist has to show that having the disposition to use “z” under conditions C 
intuitively resembles meaning Y by “z”. Th is demand focuses in particular on the 
need to remain truthful to semantic normativity.

Simple forms of dispositionalism obviously fail the extensional requirement. I 
do not just have the disposition to call horses “horses”; I also have the disposition 
to make mistakes and call cows in the distance and on a foggy day “horses”. Now, 
if my dispositions to use “horse” were to determine what I mean by “horse”, then 
it would have to be said that by “horse” I mean horses or cows in the distance on 
a foggy day. Or consider the fact that the addition function is infi nite. Low-brow 
meaning determinism allows us to say that I can have a mental state in which I 



I N T R O D U C T I O N

19

mean an infi nite function. Again, however, we run into diffi  culties when we try to 
reduce this mental state to dispositions (to give sums to various plus-queries). A 
fi nite mind might mean some infi nite function, but it cannot harbour an infi nite 
number of dispositions. Does it help to go for sophistication at this point, and 
endorse D3? Th e sceptic argues that it does not. Here the main issue is whether 
the dispositionalist is entitled to rely on an idealization of our abilities. Th e scep-
tic denies that he is so entitled: “How in the world can I tell what would happen 
if my brain were stuff ed with extra brain matter, or if my life were prolonged by 
some magic elixir?” (WRPL: 27).

Th e intensional requirement centres around the idea that dispositionalism is 
unable to capture semantic normativity or, more precisely, non-blindness, guid-
ance, justifi cation and justifi cation of unhesitating application. Consider:

 • Non-blindness: On the meaning-determinist picture, if x applies “z” on the 
basis of his meaning Y by “z”, then x is not acting blindly. But if x produces 
“z” as a manifestation of his disposition to produce “z” under circumstances 
C, he may well be acting blindly. Th ere is nothing about dispositions as such 
that makes them non-blind.

 • Guidance: If x produces “z” as a manifestation of his disposition to produce “z” 
under circumstances C, then he is not guided by the disposition.  Compare: the 
sugar cube has the disposition to dissolve in water, but in manifesting this dis-
position on a given occasion the sugar cube is not guided by the disposition. 

 • Justifi cation: If x produces “z” as a manifestation of his disposition to produce 
“z” under circumstances C, then x cannot invoke his disposition to justify his 
use of “z”. Compare: I have the disposition to speed on empty motorways. 
Th is may explain my speeding on a given occasion, but no policemen in the 
world would accept this explanation as a justifi cation.

 • Justifi cation of unhesitating application: If x produces “z” as a manifesta-
tion of his disposition to produce “z” under circumstances C, then x cannot 
invoke his disposition to justify the unhesitating way in which he uses “z”. 
Dispositions do not justify anything – hence they do not justify the manner 
of using a given sign.

Needless to say, all of the sceptic’s arguments against reductive semantic dispo-
sitionalism are controversial, and the debates over the extensional and the inten-
sional requirements will preoccupy us at length later.

Th e sceptical argument III: against simplicity considerations

Th e second version of high-brow meaning determinism can be disposed of more 
quickly (WRPL: 37–40). Its advocate is not primarily motivated by physicalism 
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– as is the dispositionalist – but impressed by work in the philosophy of science. 
Philosophers of science have oft en been preoccupied with simplicity as a virtue 
of explanations and theories; the proposal under consideration transfers these 
concerns to meaning. Th e suggestion is that the meaning sentence “Jones means 
addition by ‘+’” is true if, and only if, “Jones means addition by ‘+’” is the simplest 
explanation of Jones’s operating with the “+” sign. 

Th e sceptic raises two objections. Th e fi rst is that our philosopher of science 
has misunderstood the sceptical challenge. It is constitutive, not epistemological. 
Simplicity considerations can help us pick one of two hypotheses about unknown 
facts; but they cannot establish that there are facts (to be right or wrong about) 
in the fi rst place. In order to be a refi nement of low-brow meaning determinism, 
high-brow versions must tell us something new and compelling about the ontol-
ogy of meaning-constituting mental states. Th e presently considered suggestion 
does not do this: it is only in the running as an epistemological proposal on how 
we might fi nd out which meaning-constituting mental states we might have – 
assuming that we have any.

Th e second objection to simplicity considerations relies on the fi rst ingredi-
ent of meaning determinism, immediate knowledge: if x means Y by “z”, then 
x usually knows his meaning-constituting mental state “immediately and with 
fair certainty”. Th e simplicity proposal cannot honour this condition. Accepting 
it commits us to the view that knowledge of meaning – even our own meaning-
constituting mental states – is hypothetical and inferential rather than direct. And 
once our meaning-constituting mental states are known only hypothetically, then 
so too are the demands that our meaning makes on us, and the  justifi cations it 
provides. Most importantly, we will no longer be able to justify the unhesitating 
manner in which we usually apply our words on the basis of our meanings. Th is 
unhesitating manner becomes unjustifi able once our knowledge of what we mean 
is merely based on conjectures. At this point the philosopher of science’s failure 
to honour immediate knowledge results in the further failure to honour justifi ca-
tion of unhesitating application.

Th e sceptical argument IV: against classical empiricism 
and the qualia theory

Th e semantic dispositionalism considered above tried to reduce mental states to 
something else. In contrast, step IV of the sceptical argument probes a form of 
high-brow meaning determinism that is non-reductive. It proposes that to be in 
one and the same type of meaning-constituting mental state is, fi rst, to have one 
and the same type of qualitative “feel” or quale, and, secondly, to know of this quale 
directly on the basis of introspection (WRPL: 41–51). Th us the claim is not just 
that every token of a meaning-constituting mental state has some quale or other. 
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Th e theory in question is committed to something much stronger, namely, to a 
type–type identity of meaning-constituting mental states and mental states with 
certain qualia. Every mental state of meaning addition by “+” has the same type 
of unique qualitative feel; and so does the mental state of meaning any other func-
tion or property. At fi rst sight this proposal might appear to answer the sceptical 
challenge. I can explain what constitutes my having the mental state of meaning 
addition rather than quaddition: what constitutes my meaning addition is simply 
that in considering 68 + 57 = ? I have an instance of the characteristic and unique 
quale for addition, and that I know directly of my having it. 

Of course it takes little refl ection to realize that this classical empiricist pro-
posal is unsatisfactory. It fails for two reasons that roughly correspond to the 
distinction between extensional and intensional requirements in the criticism of 
dispositionalism. First, “qualia predicates” (instances of “has a mental state with 
quale q”) do not co-vary with meaning predicates (instances of “means Y by ‘z’”). 
Many states of meaning something by a word come with qualitative feels, but 
there is no systematic co-variation on the level of types. And hence the proposal 
fails to capture objectivity. Secondly, the proposal also fails to do justice to seman-
tic normativity. Th is is most obvious in the case of guidance: on the  meaning-
deterministic picture, the mental state that constitutes Jones’s meaning addition 
by “+” guides Jones on how to use “+”, that is, guides him on how to answer plus-
queries. It can do so – always on the meaning-determinist picture! – because it 
has intentional content; to mean addition by “+” is to intend that one use the “+” 
sign in certain specifi able ways. Unfortunately for the theory probed here, qualia 
do not have such content. And hence, on their own, they can provide neither 
guidance nor justifi cation. 

Th e sceptical argument V: against semantic primitivism

Th e qualia theory is a form of non-reductivism in so far as it does not identify 
types of mental states with types of dispositions to do non-intentional things. Yet 
in a weak sense the qualia theory might still be called reductive: it identifi es one 
kind of mental state (meaning-constituting mental states) with another kind of 
mental state (mental states with particular and unique qualia). Th e next high-
brow meaning-determinist proposal to be considered goes all the way towards 
non-reductivism. Meaning-constituting mental states are primitive states. Th e 
low-brow meaning-determinist picture cannot be amended or refi ned, if by such 
amendment or refi nement we mean providing a further analysis of the ontology 
of meaning-constituting mental states. It is not that we lack the epistemic means 
to say more: the point is that there is nothing more to say. Meaning-constituting 
mental states are what they are and nothing else. Th ey are not like dispositions, 
they are not identical to mental states with unique qualia, and therefore they are 
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not known introspectively. It is important to see that “semantic primitivism” is 
more than just the low-brow meaning-determinist picture itself. Th e picture itself 
says nothing about the question of whether meaning-constituting mental states 
are primitive or not.

It will be of great signifi cance in later chapters to remember that WRPL prefaces 
its criticism of this proposal with two noteworthy qualifi cations: that the proposal 
“may in a sense be irrefutable”, and that “if it is taken in an appropriate way Wittgen-
stein may even accept it” (WRPL: 51). Nevertheless, the meaning sceptic labels this 
semantic primitivism “desperate” and “mysterious”. One criticism focuses on the 
primitivist’s admission that knowledge of meaning is not introspective; the mean-
ing sceptic points out that this contradicts the assumption of immediate knowledge 
(WRPL: 51). According to the second line of criticism, there is a “logical diffi  culty” 
about the idea that there could be a state of meaning addition by “plus” at all. Th e 
problem is that such a state would be a fi nite state of a fi nite mind. And yet, in order 
to be the state of meaning addition by “plus”, the state would have to determine the 
results for an infi nite number of plus-queries. Th e advocate of semantic primitiv-
ism owes us an explanation of how any fi nite mental state could possibly have this 
capacity (WRPL: 52–3). Otherwise the meaning determinist fails to remain true 
to objectivity.

Th e sceptical argument VI: against Platonism

Platonism constitutes a diff erent sort of semantic primitivism. With respect to 
the addition function the Platonist claims that it is primitive or objective in the 
sense of being fully mind-independent. Th e same goes for the objective senses 
addition or plus. As non-spatial and non-temporal objects, Platonist senses are 
not constrained by fi nitude. Th ere is thus – prima facie – no problem with them 
determining an infi nite number of cases. But how can Platonism help meaning 
determinism (WRPL: 53–4)? To do so, the Platonist senses must make contact 
with the mental states of human beings. Th e obvious proposal is this: the mental 
state that constitutes Jones’s meaning addition by “+” is the mental state in and 
through which Jones grasps the objective sense addition and the objective math-
ematical entity addition function. Here, of course, all hinges on the analysis off ered 
for this new type of grasping.

Little refl ection is needed to see that Platonism does not solve the problems of 
meaning determinism. Like dispositionalism and the qualia theory, Platonism fails 
the extensional requirement. Mental states are fi nite, but the addition function is 
infi nite. How then can a mental state grasp the latter? Th e Platonist thinks he is in a 
better position to answer this question since between mental states and the addition 
function he places the objective sense, which is thought of as having both a fi nite 
and an infi nite side: it is fi nite – one sense – and yet determines an infi nite number 
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of truths. But the advance is dubious: if we do not understand how a mental state 
can grasp an infi nity, then we do not understand how a fi nite mental state can grasp 
a fi nite objective entity that determines an infi nity.

Th e sceptical paradox

Th e discussion of Platonism concludes WRPL’s criticism of high-brow forms of 
meaning determinism. Are there other forms not considered in WRPL? It seems 
that for Kripke the answer is that there are none. Otherwise he could not take the 
crucial step from claiming that the considered forms of meaning determinism fail 
to claiming that all forms fail. Many critics demur.

In the above, I have reconstructed the argument of Chapter 2 of WRPL. It is 
entitled “Th e Wittgensteinian Paradox”. What is this paradox or, rather, what 
exactly is paradoxical for whom? Th e correct answer is that the paradox exists 
fi rst and foremost for the meaning determinist. Consider his position in light of 
the above. For him, the meaning of the sentence type (α) “Person x means Y by 
sign ‘z’” is given by truth-conditions. Central among these truth- conditions is a 
meaning-constituting mental state of x, a mental state that fi ts with the conditions 
of the low-brow meaning-determinist picture. Let us call this fact a “meaning-
determining fact”. Now, Chapter 2 has shown that there can be no such  meaning-
determining fact, neither on the basis of the low-brow picture, nor on the basis of 
high-brow theoretical refi nements. Th ere can be no such fact because the condi-
tions imposed by meaning determinism do not form a coherent whole. For each 
proposal it was possible to show that it failed at least one of the conditions of 
meaning determinism itself. And now the meaning-determinist is in a quandary. 
He believes that (α) can be true only if there is a meaning-determining fact, and 
he believes, on the basis of the arguments given in Chapter 2, that there cannot 
be such a meaning-determining fact. He thus has to conclude that (α) is false, 
and false for all its instantiations. Alas, to conclude that (α) is false is to conclude 
that (β) “Th ere can be no such thing as meaning anything by any word” (WRPL: 
54). And this is obviously paradoxical: if (β) is true, then none of the words in 
(β) means anything, and hence (β) is meaningless. And meaningless sentences 
are not even in the running for being true or false. Th is is how things look to the 
meaning determinist.

Revisionists, reformers, revolutionaries

What about the other voices? What about Wittgenstein and (thus) the sceptic? Do 
they believe that “there can be no such thing as meaning anything by any word”; 
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do they accept the sceptical paradox? Some interpreters answer in the affi  rmative 
but then go on to wonder how anyone could both accept the paradox and propose 
a novel answer for explaining the signifi cance of meaning sentences.10 Th e correct 
answer to these questions is not, however, an unqualifi ed “yes”; it is a qualifi ed 
“yes and no”. Wittgenstein accepts the sceptical paradox as a natural consequence 
of meaning determinism. Accept the latter, and you have to accept the former. 
But Kripke’s Wittgenstein does not view the sceptical paradox as the correct view 
of meaning per se; for him the sceptical paradox merely shows that the meaning 
determinist’s way of handling meaning attributions and meaning conditionals is 
hopeless. Th is interpretation is obvious from the fact that Kripke – speaking for 
Wittgenstein – describes the sceptical paradox as “insane and intolerable”, and as 
“incredible and self-defeating” (WRPL: 60, 71). Wittgenstein “does not wish to leave 
us with his problem, but to solve it” (WRPL: 60).

Th ere are obviously alternatives to accepting meaning determinism (as for-
mulated in WRPL) and (therewith) the sceptical paradox. Th ese alternatives fall 
into the three categories of revision, reform and revolution. Th e revisionist aims 
to improve particular theoretical renderings of the meaning-determinist picture, 
without changing the picture itself in any way. Th is might, for instance, take the 
form of suggesting a more complex interplay of dispositions in order to protect 
dispositionalism from the normativity considerations. Reformers and revolution-
aries go further and change key ingredients of the meaning- determinist picture. 
Th e contrast between reform and revolution is that between changing at most 
one or two of the elements of the meaning-determinist picture and abandoning 
almost all of them. Th e fi rst path is that of reform, the second that of revolution. 
WRPL considers only one reformist proposal. Th is proposal is to keep all elements 
of meaning determinism except for privacy. Of course, this suggestion could be 
developed in more than one way: one can imagine diff erent high-brow versions of 
meaning-determinism-minus-privacy. WRPL focuses on the attempt to develop 
reductive semantic dispositionalism in this reformist way. Th e result is “a social, 
or community-wide version of the dispositional theory” (WRPL: 111). It could 
be formulated as follows:

A community C means addition by “+”, if, and only if, ceteris paribus 
(nearly) all members of C have the disposition to give sums in answer 
to queries of the form m + n = ?. 

WRPL does not criticize this position in detail; it simply comments that it is open 
to some of the criticisms levelled against individualistic forms of dispositionalism. 
Here too some critics have remained unconvinced.11 Other commentators agree 
with Kripke that dispositionalism minus privacy fails but they fault him for giv-
ing insuffi  cient attention to other reformist courses of action.
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Th e sceptical solution I: from classical realism to assertability

Th e Wittgenstein of WRPL is a revolutionary by the standards of the previous 
section. Th is does not necessarily contradict Wittgenstein’s oft -quoted remark 
that “philosophy … leaves everything as it is” (PI: §124). Aft er all, Kripke’s Witt-
genstein does not:

wish to doubt or deny that when people speak of themselves and oth-
ers as meaning something by their words, as following rules, they do 
so with perfect right. … [Wittgenstein does] not even wish to deny the 
propriety of an ordinary use of the phrase “the fact that Jones meant 
addition by such-and-such a symbol”, and indeed such expressions 
have perfectly ordinary uses. (WRPL: 69)

In other words, the sceptical solution – or meaning scepticism – does not touch or 
concern the propriety of our ordinary meaning sentences. It “merely” takes issue 
with a certain picture that philosophers are prone to derive from, or to project 
onto, these sentences. Indeed, the sceptical solution is fi rst and foremost a “diag-
nostic dissolution” of meaning determinism in all its forms. It seeks to free us 
from an intuitive picture that gives rise to endless philosophical problems. And 
it undertakes to replace this picture with reminders of the nature of our  everyday 
practices. Taken in this way, there need be no clash either between Kripke’s Witt-
genstein’s “revolution” and Wittgenstein’s well-known “no theses” aphorism: “If 
one tried to advance theses in philosophy, it would never be possible to debate 
them, because everyone would agree to them” (PI: §128). Th e “theses” advanced 
as part of the sceptical solution are things we always already accept.

Be that as it may, here it is more important to reconstruct the train of thought 
that leads to the sceptical solution, or that motivates meaning scepticism. In order 
to be convincing, this reconstruction must be piecemeal: for each of the ingre-
dients of meaning determinism, we need to learn whether, how and why it must 
be replaced with a successor concept. Such a successor must contain “all we can 
salvage of ” these meaning-determinist notions (WRPL: 68).

First and foremost, meaning scepticism is based on the insight that there can-
not be meaning-constituting mental states that fi t with the meaning- determinist 
picture. Indeed, WRPL goes further: there can be no meaning-constituting men-
tal states, period. Th at is to say, the meaning sceptic concedes to the meaning 
determinist that if mental states are meaning-constituting at all, then they have 
to be meaning- constituting in the way the meaning determinist assumes. Hence, 
no meaning-determining meaning-constituting mental states, no meaning-
 determining mental states.

Moreover, the meaning sceptic holds that having realized that no mental fact 
(i.e. no mental state) can act as the truth-maker for “x means Y by ‘z’”, we also 
have to accept that no classical-realist fact whatsoever can play this role. Consider 
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what a theory would look like that got rid of mental facts but that nevertheless 
produced classical-realist facts as truth-makers for “x means Y by ‘z’”. Th e most 
obvious version of such theory would be a form of dispositionalism. Th e earlier 
considered form of reductive semantic dispositionalism had the following form:

(I) “x means Y by ‘z’” is made true by a meaning-constituting mental state 
(of an individual or group – x can be either); and this mental state is 
in turn reducible to dispositions (of the same individual or group) to 
produce “z” under conditions C.

Let us cut out the middleman, the mental state. Th at gives us:

(II) “x means Y by ‘z’” is made true by x’s disposition to produce “z” under 
conditions C (again x may be either an individual or a group).

Clearly, if the fi rst proposal fails, then so does the second. If (I) cannot meet the 
extensional requirement then neither can (II).

Once we accept that no classical-realist fact can make “x means Y by ‘z’” true, 
we face a choice. Option one is to conclude that all meaning sentences are false. 
Th is leads to incoherence, as we already saw when following the meaning deter-
minist’s slide towards paradox. Start with the claim that 

(i) For all [x means Y by “z”]: [x means Y by “z”] is false. 

If (i) is true then no person can ever mean anything, and hence no sentence ever 
has any meaning. But if no sentence ever has any meaning, no sentence is even in 
the running for being true or false. And hence (i) cannot be false.12

Since option one is incoherent, we had better try option two. Option two is 
to provide an alternative to meaning-determinist truth-conditional semantics. If 
meaning is not bestowed on a sentence by its truth-conditions (construed along 
the lines of classical realism), that is, if meaning is bestowed on a sentence by 
some other conditions, then the failure to produce a meaning-determinist truth-
conditional analysis of meaning sentences does not precipitate the conclusion 
that all meaning sentences are meaningless. (Of course, going down this route is 
compatible with retaining a defl ationary conception of truth-conditions, as we 
shall see in Chapter 5.)

Now, even before we go into any detail as to the nature of these alternative 
conditions (“a-conditions”), it must be emphasized that the a-conditions for a 
given meaning sentence s must not be necessary and suffi  cient for s to be mean-
ingful. In other words, the sceptical solution had better not produce an analysis 
of the form:

s means p if, and only if, a-conditions a1 … an are fulfi lled.
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For if a specifi c set of a-conditions were necessary and suffi  cient for s to be mean-
ingful, we would have a specifi c (set of) classical-realist fact(s) that makes s mean-
ingful. And we know already that no such fact is possible. Hence whatever the 
a-conditions turn out to be, they can, at best, take the form: 

It is oft en necessary and frequently suffi  cient for s to mean p that 
a-conditions a1 … an are fulfi lled.

WRPL identifi es the new kind of meaning-conferring conditions as “assert-
ability conditions” (WRPL: 73). Th ese are rough and ready conditions for when 
it is appropriate, justifi able, permitted or obligatory to make assertions of a cer-
tain type. Here is an example from WRPL, and it gives the assertability conditions 
under which Jones is entitled to say “I mean addition by ‘plus’”:

Jones is entitled, subject to correction by others, provisionally to say, 
“I mean addition by ‘plus’”, whenever he has the feeling of confi dence 
– “now I can go on!” – that he can give “correct” responses in new 
cases; and he can give “correct” responses in new cases; and he is enti-
tled, again provisionally and subject to correction by others, to judge 
a new response to be “correct” simply because it is the response he is 
inclined to give. (WRPL: 90)

Here “whenever” is not to be interpreted as “if and only if ”, but as “only if ” at 
best; perhaps it would be clearer still to write “it is oft en necessary and  frequently 
suffi  cient for Jones to be entitled … to say …”. Kripke is not equally explicit 
about formulating assertability conditions for Smith’s third-person assertion 
“Jones means addition by ‘plus’”, but it is not diffi  cult to cull the  elements from 
the text:

It is oft en necessary and frequently suffi  cient for Smith to be entitled, 
subject to correction by others, provisionally to say, (#) “Jones means 
addition by ‘plus’”, when Smith “judges that Jones’s answers to par-
ticular addition problems agree with those he is inclined to give”, or, 
when they disagree, Smith “can interpret Jones as at least following 
the proper procedure”. Here diff erent kinds of errors have diff erent 
weight. When Jones’s answers diff er even for small problems, then 
Smith is not (usually) entitled to assert (#). When Jones’s answers dif-
fer in “bizarre” ways for larger problems – ways that cannot easily be 
put down to mistakes in calculation – then Smith is not (usually) enti-
tled to assert (#). Past assertions of (#), assertions that were acceptable 
then, (usually) have some weight in assessing the assertability of (#) 
now, but they may be outweighed by the considerations mentioned 
here. (WRPL: 91)
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Th e two examples give the assertability conditions for meaning attributions. Th is 
gives the impression that the new approach to meaning is domain-specifi c. Th is 
impression is misleading. As meaning scepticism has it, the signifi cance or meaning 
of all assertions must be analysed in terms of assertability conditions. It is important 
to see that this move is forced on anyone who accepts the  arguments against meaning 
determinism: classical realism does not survive for any declarative sentences, be they 
meaning sentences or not. Remember the conclusion the meaning determinist is 
forced to draw from his failed attempts to fi nd a possible fact that would correspond 
to (#). Th e conclusion is that – given the meaning-determinist truth-conditional 
framework – Jones does not mean anything by “+”; there is no way in which Jones 
can latch on to the addition function and make it the referent for “+”. Now consider 
the analogous case of a meaning attribution for a declarative sentence:

(✴) By “Th e cat is on the mat”, Jones means the (possible) fact that the cat 
is on the mat.

Since the lesson regarding individual words such as “plus” applies mutatis 
mutandis to whole sentences – aft er all, whole sentences consist of individual 
words – the meaning determinist is forced to draw the following conclusion: 
given his truth-conditional framework, and since it is impossible to fi nd a  possible 
fact that would correspond to (✴), Jones does not mean anything by “Th e cat is on 
the mat”; there is no way in which Jones can latch on to the  possible fact that the 
cat is on the mat and make it the referent for “Th e cat is on the mat”. Th ere thus 
can be no correspondence between declarative sentences and facts; if the mean-
ing of the former depends on our ability to somehow relate them to one another, 
then all declarative sentences are  meaningless. Again the only way out is to shift  
to assertability conditions as conditions of meaning.

In one respect, however, the term “assertability conditions” is something of a 
misnomer. It suggests a privileged position for assertions, and leaves open how, 
say, questions or imperatives are to be analysed. In fact, the new framework con-
cerns questions and imperatives as much as it concerns individual words. Th is is 
pointed out by WRPL itself. Indeed, Kripke emphasizes that for Wittgenstein – the 
assumed architect of the sceptical solution – the downgrading of the position of 
assertions in our overall picture of language is  important:

Th is in itself plays a central role in his repudiation of the classical 
realist picture. Since the indicative mood is not taken as in any sense 
primary or basic, it becomes more plausible that the linguistic role 
even of utterances in the indicative mood that superfi cially look like 
assertions need not be one of “stating facts”. (WRPL: 73)

It would thus be better to speak of “appropriateness conditions”. I shall, however, 
use Kripke’s term throughout this book.
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Th e sceptical solution II: From immediate knowledge to confi dence

Classical realism is of course not the only ingredient of meaning determinism that 
has to go in order to preserve the signifi cance our meaning sentences. We have 
already touched on the successor of immediate knowledge in the two examples for 
assertability conditions given above. Meaning determinism was wrong to assume 
that what makes “I mean addition by ‘+’” true is a meaning-constituting mental 
state of which I know “immediately and with fair certainty”. Under the infl uence 
of the critical discussion of meaning determinism in Chapter 2 of WRPL we real-
ize that there are no meaning-constituting mental states. Immediate knowledge 
imbued a correct insight with the mistaken ontology of meaning-constituting 
facts. Th e correct insight is captured by saying that we usually feel strongly con-
fi dent both about how we apply our words, and about self-attributions of mean-
ing. Th is confi dence is not based on some special access to our mental life, or on 
some interpretation of our past performance; it is much more primitive. Someone 
who has undergone an extensive training in how to speak – a training in which 
the number of explicit corrections by  teachers has decreased steadily over time 
– simply has developed this confi dence in an unrefl ective manner. 

Th e sceptical solution III: from privacy to intersubjectivity

Of course, confi dence is one thing, knowledge another. What prevents us, within 
the sceptical solution, from moving from confi dence to knowledge, is that our 
self-attributions are subject to corrections coming from others. Th is brings us to 
the rejection of privacy – and indeed to the “private language argument” as mean-
ing scepticism sees it. Meaning determinism assumed that meaning- constituting 
mental states are intrinsic states of the individual who has them. If God created an 
atom-by-atom duplicate of me anywhere, then my duplicate would mean by his 
words exactly what I mean by mine. For instance, the duplicate could be situated 
in a world where he was living in total social isolation. A fortiori, any individu-
al’s meaning and rule-following can be analysed without bringing in a second or 
third person. 

We have seen that meaning determinism fails: “having meaning-constituting 
mental states” cannot denote an intrinsic property (of Jones) since it cannot denote 
a property (of Jones) at all. Nothing can have the property in question. In rejecting 
meaning determinism, the sceptical solution also discards privacy and replaces 
it with intersubjectivity. Intersubjectivity has to be understood in the context of 
assertability. Rather than look for (possible) explanatory social facts to correspond 
to meaning attributions, we must appreciate that correction by, and comparison 
with, others, is essential to all meaning attributions, even to meaning attributions 
in the fi rst person. Th e very possibility of meaningful meaning sentences hinges 
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on this: since privacy cum classical realism ends in paradox, intersubjectivity cum 
assertability is the only option. And, of course, if intersubjectivity cum assert-
ability is the only option then meaning and rule-following cannot be understood 
outside a social setting. Th is is the private language argument that Kripke sees as 
the upshot of Wittgenstein’s refl ections on rule-following. And it precedes what 
is more conventionally called “the private language argument” located in the sec-
tions following §243 of PI: the argument that there cannot be a language the words 
of which refer to its speaker’s immediate, private sensations. 

Th ere are at least two objections that naturally arise at this point. One is 
directed against the argument of WRPL itself (as here reconstructed), the other 
more immediately directed against my reconstruction. Th e fi rst objection is this. 
Th e last paragraph assumes that privacy is inseparable from classical realism, and 
that intersubjectivity is tied to assertability. Th is is too hasty. It begs the ques-
tion against the combination of a defl ated version of privacy and assertability.13 
I write “a defl ated version of privacy” since the original privacy with its assump-
tion of intrinsic meaning-constituting mental states cannot be a bedfellow to 
assertability. Th e defl ated version of privacy is the simple view that meaning and 
rule-following can be understood without any reference to a social setting. Th is 
reformulation shields privacy from arguments against the possibility of meaning-
constituting mental states. And the defl ated privacy can then be given substance 
by combining it with “private” assertability conditions. Th ese are assertability 
conditions that make no reference to others. 

WRPL does not formulate this option very clearly, and hence it is not obvi-
ous what the intended reply is. But I take it that the main objection must be that 
once we put pressure on the proposal it either falls back on meaning-determinist 
notions, or else loses the idea, essential to our talk of meaning, that speakers and 
rule-followers can go wrong. Th e latter danger rears its head if the currently con-
sidered position ends up equating what the speaker is inclined to do with what 
it is right for him to do. Kripke makes this point by quoting PI (§202): “To think 
one is obeying a rule is not to obey a rule. Hence it is not possible to obey a rule 
‘privately’; otherwise thinking one was obeying a rule would be the same as obey-
ing it” (WRPL: 89). Th ere must remain a possibility for the private rule- follower 
or “meaner” to go wrong, for instance, by believing himself to be an adder when 
in fact he is not. In the intersubjective scenario the judgement “Jones is not fol-
lowing the rule for addition” is made by Smith on the basis of a comparison 
between the responses to plus-queries of Jones and Smith himself. How can the 
private rule-follower capture this duality of perspective? Th e natural solution is 
to replace intersubjectivity with intrasubjectivity. Unfortunately, in going down 
this route we end up having to return to meaning-determinist ideas. For what 
would it mean to say that a social isolate Jones judges himself to have misapplied 
one of his terms on a previous occasion? If it is to say more than that Jones had 
one inclination then, now another – losing again the diff erence between thinking 
one is obeying and obeying – then it can only amount to saying that Jones  realizes 
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now that his previous use was not in line with a still earlier intention to use his 
term one way rather than another. And with this talk of intention we are back at 
the beginning: what makes it so that Jones had the intention to mean addition 
rather than quaddition?

As members of the community correct each other, might a given indi-
vidual correct himself? … Indeed, in the absence of Wittgenstein’s 
sceptical paradox, it would appear that an individual remembers his 
own “intentions” and can use one memory of these intentions to cor-
rect another mistaken memory. In the presence of the paradox, any 
such “naive” ideas are meaningless. (WRPL: 112, n.88)

Two paragraphs earlier, I mentioned two objections to my way of presenting 
the argument against private language in WRPL. Here is the second. Is my recon-
struction in line with how Kripke himself presents the argument? To put it in a 
nutshell, on my reconstruction the argument goes as follows: 

[1] Meaning determinism is untenable. 
[2] Privacy is a central part of meaning determinism. 
[3] Th ere are three alternatives to (the original) privacy: 
 [a] defl ated privacy (combined with assertability)
 [b] meaning-determinist intersubjectivity 
 [c] intersubjectivity combined with assertability.
[4] Defl ated privacy is untenable.
[5] Meaning-determinist intersubjectivity is untenable.
[6] Intersubjectivity combined with assertability is the correct view.
[7] Intersubjectivity must fi t with assertability and assertability with inter-

subjectivity (since both have been established as correct.)
[8] Assertability conditions necessarily involve social settings.
[9] Th ere cannot be a private linguist, a private rule-follower. 

Th e objection insists on a diff erent reconstruction: 

[1] Classical realism is wrong.
[2] Assertability is correct. 
[3] Our assertability conditions happen to make reference to social 

 settings.
[4] Th ere cannot be a private linguist. 

In defence of the second reading, one might point to the following passages. 
Kripke writes that the “impossibility of private language emerges as a corollary of 
his [Wittgenstein’s] solution to his own paradox” (WRPL: 68), and that the “argu-
ment against ‘private’ rules” is “consequent” on the sceptical solution. And he goes 
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on to urge that “[f]ollowing Wittgenstein’s exhortation not to think but to look, 
we will not reason a priori about the role such statements [meaning attributions] 
ought to play; rather we will fi nd out what circumstances actually license such 
assertions and what role this license actually plays” (WRPL: 86–7). Th ese pas-
sages suggest that our meaning attributions can and should merely be described 
– we must not say which form they must take; all we can do is describe the form 
they do in fact take. In other words, contrary to my suggestion above, the scepti-
cal solution cannot include a general argument as to why assertability conditions 
have to be social. 

I remain unconvinced. My reconstruction does not “reason a priori” about the 
role of meaning attributions; it merely points out that whatever their role, their 
assertability conditions must involve other people (if not in how they are formu-
lated, then at least in the way they are used). Nor does my reconstruction “rea-
son a priori” about the circumstances that license meaning assertions; it merely 
points out that whatever these circumstances happen to be, they must involve an 
intersubjective comparison. I can even agree that the impossibility of private lan-
guage emerges as a corollary of the sceptical solution. Th is is correct, provided 
one sees the shift  from classical realism to assertability as the core of the sceptical 
solution, as Kripke tends to do.

Th ere is a further reason for preferring my reconstruction. Th is is that on the 
second interpretation the whole argument against private language is open to a 
devastating objection: it is hard to see how we can derive an impossibility claim 
from a mere description of the assertability conditions of our language.14 If the 
impossibility of private language depends only on potentially contingent features 
of our historically grown language and its assertability conditions – that is, that its 
assertability conditions are social – then there is no reason to believe that private 
languages are impossible in principle. Aft er all, it is entirely possible that there 
might be languages in which other assertability conditions operate. Somehow I 
fi nd it implausible that a modal logician of Kripke’s standing could have over-
looked this non sequitur from the actual to the impossible.

Th e sceptical solution IV: from semantic to intersubjective normativity

What happens to semantic normativity in the sceptical solution? Th e quick 
answer is that it is thrown out with the bathwater of meaning determinism. Aft er 
all, there are no meaning-constituting mental states that can justify (future) use; 
no meaning-constituting mental states that can guide the (future) application of 
signs; and no meaning-constituting mental states that can justify the unhesitating 
way in which we operate with our words. 

But normativity is not simply thrown out lock, stock and barrel; meaning 
determinism was not altogether wrong to capitalize on the evaluative, prescrip-
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tive and justifi catory elements in our meaning talk. Rather, meaning determinism 
misidentifi ed what we might call the “location” of the evaluation, prescription and 
justifi cation of the use of signs. Meaning determinism tried to anchor these phe-
nomena in the very same mental states that cause a speaker to use his words in 
certain ways. In other words, meaning-constituting mental states were supposed 
to determine future use both causally and normatively. Alas, there are no mental 
states such that they can determine actions in both of these two ways at once. Th is 
is one important way to read the outcome of the sceptical argument.

Th ere are, of course, mental states that play the causal part. Training a child 
in the use of a word creates, in the child, inclinations and dispositions to use the 
word in certain ways and not in others. It also creates, in the child, inclinations 
and dispositions to declare certain uses of the word “correct” and certain other 
uses “incorrect”. Th e training of the child, and her “catching on”, are causes of her 
subsequent verbal behaviour. But all this does not take us out of the realm of cau-
sality, and it does not take us into the realm of normative talk where the distinc-
tion between “seems correct” and “is correct” is paramount.

Normative considerations enter through intersubjective comparisons and thus 
through assertability conditions for meaning attributions. Th is is easiest to appreci-
ate in a language-teaching context (WRPL: 89–90). Teachers evaluate their pupils’ 
linguistic performances as correct and incorrect, right and wrong. And they tell 
their pupils how they ought to, or must, use a word if they wish to use it correctly. 
(Usually this qualifi cation plays a small role  only: teachers demand that their pupils 
wish to speak correctly.) In this way, teachers – not meaning-constituting mental 
states – make the pupils’ uses of their words “non-blind”; teachers – not meaning-
constituting mental states – provide the pupils with guidance; and it is the teach-
ers’ advice and training – not meaning-constituting mental states – that pupils can 
draw on to justify the ways they apply their new terms. To use good old-fashioned 
Marxian jargon, in attributing the teachers’ doing to a mental state, meaning deter-
minism “reifi es” a social process into an individual-psychological thing.

It is not just the pupils’ linguistic behaviour that is subject to evaluation and 
justifi cation. Th e teachers’ interpretative doing in assessing whether their pupils 
mean, say, addition by “+”, is itself usually non-blind, guided and justifi ed. As a 
member of a linguistic community, the teacher has herself undergone training 
both in arithmetic and in how to determine whether a pupil ought to be classi-
fi ed as having mastered addition. Th e assertability conditions for meaning attri-
butions such as “Jones means addition by ‘+’”, or “Jones has mastered addition” 
include criteria such as:

for small enough examples, the child must produce, almost all the 
time, the “right” answer. … For larger computations, the child can 
make more mistakes than for “small” problems, but must get a certain 
number right and, when it is wrong, it must recognizably be “trying 
to follow” the proper procedure …. (WRPL: 89–90)
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Th ese rough and ready criteria guide the teacher in her assessment; they make her 
assessment non-blind and they allow the teacher to justify her meaning attribu-
tions. And they make it possible for others (other teachers, for example) to criti-
cize a given teacher’s assessments. Here too the guidance and justifi cation does 
not come from meaning-determining mental states that determine in advance 
how these criteria ought to be used. Th e criteria exist as public, not as private, 
objects: they exist as objects that are produced by many community members in 
the appropriate circumstances, and as objects that are cited and invoked in the 
training of teachers. 

I have focused on the case of the teacher, but what has been said here about 
the teacher–pupil relationship clearly holds, mutatis mutandis, much more gener-
ally. In attributing meaning to others, we all make use of rough and ready public 
assertability conditions; we all are guided by how others speak; and we all justify 
our uses of words with reference to how others, usually persons of some author-
ity in linguistic matter, express themselves.

Before leaving intersubjective normativity, something has to be said about 
the fate of left -to-right interpretation of meaning conditionals. Take the mean-
ing conditional “If Jones means addition by ‘+’, then Jones will (must, ought to) 
reply ‘125’”. (Of course, this ignores a host of qualifi cations that are needed in the 
antecedent.) Meaning determinists analyse meaning conditionals as follows. It is 
the mental state of meaning addition by “+” that makes it so that Jones will, and 
ought to, reply “125”. Again, in moving from the antecedent to the consequent, the 
meaning determinist confl ates causal and normative issues. Now, meaning con-
ditionals are a central part of our everyday talk about meaning and thus meaning 
scepticism had better not reject them altogether. Reinterpretation is called for. 
Meaning conditionals must be understood in their contrapositive form, that is, 
read from right to left  with both sides negated: “If Jones does not come out with 
‘125’ when asked about ‘68 + 57’, we cannot assert that he means addition by ‘+’” 
(WRPL: 95).15 In this form, they state (part of) an assertability condition for the 
meaning attribution “Jones means addition by ‘+’”. And in this form they have an 
important role when we undertake to justify our meaning attributions. Th eir nor-
mativity is thereby twofold: they set a standard for the one who is being assessed, 
and they provide the assessor with a means of justifying her assessment.

Th e sceptical solution V: from metaphysical to functional justifi cation

Recall that the meaning determinist engages in his project in order to make sense 
of meaning sentences. Th is project of making sense is ultimately a project of jus-
tifi cation. Th e meaning determinist believes that our meaning sentences need a 
philosophical licence and that this licence is provided by his overall proposal. 
Th e sceptical argument has shown that this licence is unavailable. What happens 
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to justifi cation within meaning scepticism? Meaning scepticism insists that “our 
ordinary practice or belief is justifi ed because – contrary appearances notwith-
standing – it need not require the justifi cation the sceptic has shown to be unten-
able” (WRPL: 66). And the sceptical solution goes on to off er an alternative form 
of justifi cation. 

Th is alternative is fi rst introduced where Kripke presents Wittgenstein’s overall 
alternative to (meaning-determinist) truth-conditional semantics:

Wittgenstein replaces the question, “What must be the case for this 
sentence to be true?” by two others: fi rst, “Under what conditions may 
this form of words be appropriately asserted (or denied)?”; second, 
given an answer to the fi rst question, “What is the role, and the util-
ity, in our lives of our practice of asserting (or denying) the form of 
words under these condi tions?” (WRPL: 73)

Th e fi rst new question is answered by identifying the assertability conditions for a 
given form of words. For present concerns, it is the second question that is more 
important. To answer it, for a given practice of asserting, is to show that the prac-
tice has a function in our social life, that is, that the practice is not idle: “granted 
that our language game permits a certain ‘move’ (assertion) under certain specifi -
able conditions, what is the role in our lives of such permission? Such a role must 
exist if this aspect of the language game is not to be idle” (WRPL: 75).

Before introducing the meaning sceptic’s answer to this second question for 
the case of meaning attributions, it is important to underline the new sense of 
justifi cation that is here introduced. For the meaning determinist the justifi cation 
of our meaning sentences must come from ontological considerations. Th e justi-
fi cation of our meaning sentences is an exercise in metaphysics. For the meaning 
sceptic the justifi cation of our meaning sentences must come from pragmatic, 
sociological or anthropological considerations. For him the justifi cation of our 
meaning sentences is an exercise in (the philosophy of) the social sciences. Th e 
importance of this shift  from meaning determinism to meaning scepticism can, 
of course, hardly be exaggerated. 

Th e meaning sceptic’s answer to the second question with respect to meaning 
sentences goes as follows. Th e practice of attributing meaning is useful because 
it allows us to signal to our interlocutors who is a reliable partner in various 
forms of interaction. By calling Jones “an adder”, Smith might let his audience 
know that Jones can be relied on in business interactions, preparing tax decla-
rations or counting the children in the schoolyard. More generally, by “attribut-
ing to others the mastery of certain concepts or rules” we show “that we expect 
them to behave as we do” (WRPL: 75). By the same token, we can also use mean-
ing sentences to warn our audience of certain individuals: “Jones does not (yet) 
mean addition by ‘+’” can be reason enough not to leave a calculation in his 
incapable hands.
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WRPL sometimes expresses these ideas in terms of “admitting someone into a 
community”: “An individual who passes such tests [for being an adder] is admit-
ted into the community as an adder; an individual who passes such tests in enough 
other cases is admitted as a normal speaker of the language and member of the 
community” (WRPL: 93). In another passage it is said that individuals who pass 
some “tests” are taken “provisionally into the community, as long as further devi-
ant behaviour does not exclude them” (WRPL: 95). 

How are we to interpret the view that is put forward in these passages? Th e 
standard answer in the secondary literature goes as follows. Kripke tells us two 
main things about utterances such as (#) “Jones means addition by ‘+’”: fi rst, they 
do not correspond to facts; and secondly, in uttering them we bring it about (or 
make it more likely) that Jones occupies a certain social status – the social status 
of being reliable in social interactions involving addition. Putting these two ele-
ments together, it seems obvious that meaning scepticism must be a form of non-
 factualism. A non-factualist about a certain class of declarative sentences denies 
that for any sentence s of this class we can infer “‘s’ is true” or “It is a fact that s” from 
s. Non-factualism is usually a form of projectivism. Forms of projectivism include 
emotivism,16 quasi-realism,17 and what we might call “performativism”. For the 
emotivist and the quasi-realist (#) is similar in function to saying “Hooray to the 
way in which Jones operates with ‘+’”. (Th e quasi-realist diff ers from the emotivist 
in that he seeks to explain how we can legitimately talk as if we were entitled to the 
assumption that there are meaning facts, even though we are not.18) Th e advocate 
of a performative reading of meaning attributions holds that in uttering (#) we 
change the social world: we make it so that Jones has now a certain social status as 
reliable partner in certain interactions (such as counting money). 

Put in a nutshell, proponents of the non-factualist or projectivist reading rea-
son as follows: 

 [1] Th e sceptic rejects classical realism. 
Ergo: [2] Th e sceptic rejects truth-conditions and thus facts as  providers of 

meaning for declarative sentences.
Ergo: [3] Th e sceptic commits to non-factualism (at least) with respect to mean-

ing attributions. 
Ergo – and since projectivism is the only alternative to non-factualism:
 [4] Th e sceptic is committed to projectivism.
Ergo: [5] (#) must be analysed along projectivist lines.

I object to this argument. Th e sceptic does not reject all forms of truth- conditions, 
he merely rejects truth-conditions as construed by the meaning determinist. In 
other words, the sceptic opposes classical realism, but the rejection of classical real-
ism leaves open the possibility that meaning attributions are descriptions of how 
things stand with a speaker or thinker. In other words, by ignoring the distinction 
between diff erent conceptions of truth-conditions, the argument obscures the fact 
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that projectivism and meaning-determinist factualism do not exhaust the theoreti-
cal options. According to the sceptical solution, meaning attributions are descrip-
tions and they require a minimal conception of truth-conditions.

Taking this line is not, of course, to deny that utterances of (#) can serve the 
purpose of making it so that Jones receives the status of being a reliable adder. But 
taking this line allows us to say that utterances of (#) may well be reports (at the 
same time). Aft er all, utterances of (#) report on Jones’s reliability in matters to do 
with counting; and they may well report to a newcomer on the status that Jones 
has already achieved in the community (i.e. the status of being a reliable adder). 

So, by means of utterances such as (#) we both (help to) confer social statuses  
and report on Jones’s ability to add. Th e sceptical solution does not use the lan-
guage of “(social) statuses”, but it seems natural enough. Indeed, it even helps in 
making sense of a passage that takes us back to privacy: Kripke’s discussion of 
Robinson Crusoe. Perhaps surprisingly, Kripke thinks that meaning scepticism is 
not obliged to insist that “Robinson Crusoe, isolated on an island, cannot be said 
to follow any rules, no matter what he does”. Kripke continues:

What does follow is that if we think of Crusoe as following rules, we 
are taking him into our community and applying our criteria for rule 
following to him. … Remember that Wittgenstein’s theory is one of 
assertability conditions. Our community can assert of any individual 
that he follows a rule if he passes the tests for rule following applied 
to any member of the community. (WRPL: 110)

Th ere is something prima facie implausible about this proposal. Of course we 
can only say of Crusoe that he follows rules if he fulfi ls our criteria for being 
a rule-follower. Who would have thought otherwise? But precisely because the 
thought is so pedestrian, it speaks against rather than in favour of intersubjectiv-
ity. Compare: we can only say of an animal that it is a frog if it fulfi ls our criteria 
for being a frog. Now, whether or not the animal fulfi ls our criteria of being a frog 
has nothing to do with whether or not we interact with it. And likewise, it seems, 
whether or not Crusoe fulfi ls our criteria for being a rule-follower is something 
that has nothing to do with whether or not we interact with him. But then, it 
seems, there is nothing to rule out a private rule-follower. Crusoe does not have 
to be part of our community – actually or virtually – for him to either be or not 
be a rule-follower (by our criteria).19 

It is possible to answer this worry with the distinction between a social sta-
tus and a natural category, a social kind (term) and a natural kind (term). Let us 
grant that something is correctly called “frog” if, and only if, it fulfi ls our criteria 
for being a frog. In the case of “frog”, and other natural categories, such criteria 
all concern diff erent features of the frog and its environment. But none concerns 
(except accidentally) our relationship with the frog. It is here that social statuses 
or social kind terms diff er. Consider the social status of being a king. One of the 
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central criteria for being (our) king is that some of us, some offi  cials in our midst, 
have conferred this status on a particular individual. It is not enough for someone 
– say on Alpha Centauri – to fi t ever so many of our criteria for kinghood; unless 
the status has actually been conferred, the person does not fi t all of the criteria. 
Something similar holds in the case of Crusoe. It is not enough for a socially iso-
lated Crusoe to fi t many of our criteria for being a rule-follower. Unless the status 
has actually been conferred, unless Crusoe has been granted the status of being 
a rule-follower, unless Crusoe has been granted the status of being one of us, he 
cannot be thought of as a rule-follower at all.

Th e sceptical solution VI: from grasping to primitiveness

Th e meaning-determinist assumptions around grasping have already been under-
mined by what was said in previous sections. Aft er all, grasping is inseparable 
from privacy and semantic normativity, assumptions that have been replaced 
with successor concepts. Moreover, some of the motivation for grasping has been 
captured in confi dence: sometimes, at the conclusion of a learning process, we 
feel inclined and justifi ed to say “now I have got it, now I can go on”. But confi -
dence does not help with some other ingredients of grasping, such as explanation, 
intending, or interpreting. 

Th e meaning-sceptical alternative to these latter ideas is to see linguistic incli-
nations as “primitive”. When we give the answer “125” to “68 + 57 = ?”, we do 
so neither on the basis of an interpretation of previous linguistic intentions, nor 
on the basis of having grasped the concept of addition. Our inclination to give 
particular answers to particular addition problems is “to be regarded as primi-
tive” (WRPL: 91). Th at is to say, we are entitled to say that Jones has grasped the 
concept of addition because he has passed our tests, among which, say, is that 
he answers “125” to “68 + 57 = ?”. We cannot further explain Jones’s inclinations 
regarding plus-queries by drawing on concepts such as meaning, intention, grasp-
ing or interpretation. To give up meaning determinism is to recognize that none 
of these concepts can be used to explain linguistic behaviour. 

It is not just Jones’s (or our) inclination to give particular answers to particu-
lar addition problems that is to be regarded as primitive. Equally primitive is his 
inclination to say “I have got it” when being taught how to apply a (for him) new 
word, and his inclination to self-ascribe meaning addition by “+”. Here, too, the 
inclination is prior to, not dependent on, any interpretation of previous practice, 
previous intention or previous grasp of a concept. 

Moreover, primitiveness is also important as a phenomenon of intersubjective 
normativity. Go back to the case where Smith tests whether it would be appro-
priate to assert that Jones means addition by “+”. In doing so, Smith compares 
his  primitive inclination to give particular answers to particular plus-queries with 
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Jones’s  primitive inclination. And no less primitive is Smith’s inclination to judge that 
Jones is an adder. None of the three phenomena involved – Jones’s giving his answers 
to plus-queries, Smith producing his own answers, and Smith comparing the two 
– are based on the interpretation of intentions or concepts. As Kripke puts it:

In all this, Smith’s inclinations are regarded as just as primitive as 
Jones’s. In no way does Smith test directly whether Jones may have in 
his head some rule agreeing with the one in Smith’s head. Rather the 
point is that if, in enough concrete cases, Jones’s inclinations agree 
with Smith’s, Smith will judge that Jones is indeed following the rule 
for addition. (WRPL: 91)

Finally, primitiveness also concerns agreement among ourselves. Th e practice 
of attributing meanings to others could not exist if we did not usually agree in 
our responses and inclinations. If Jones’s and Smith’s inclinations to answer plus-
queries diff ered radically, then Jones could never arrive at meaning attributions 
for Smith. And so for all concepts. We would be reduced to a “babble of disagree-
ment” (WRPL: 92), and would lack a common “form of life”: “Th e set of responses 
in which we agree, and the way they interweave with our activities, is our form of 
life. Beings who agreed in consistently giving bizarre quus-like responses would 
share in another form of life” (WRPL: 97).

Th is “primitive agreement” in responses is the successor to grasping as expla-
nation: we cannot explain agreement in inclinations on the basis of agreement 
in concepts or intentions. Just as an individual’s inclinations are prior to his con-
cepts, so the agreement in inclinations between individuals is prior to their agree-
ment in concepts:

We cannot say that we all respond as we do to “68 + 57” because we all 
grasp the concept of addition in the same way … Th ere is no objec-
tive fact – that we all mean addition by “+”, or even that a given indi-
vidual does – that explains our agreement in particular cases. Rather 
our license to say of each other that we mean addition by “+” is part 
of a “language game” that sustains itself only because of the brute fact 
that we generally agree. (WRPL: 97)

Th e sceptical solution VII: from objectivity to fi niteness

Meaning determinism is committed to (the) objectivity (of meaning). Th is is the 
idea that to mean addition by “+” is to have a meaning-constituting mental state 
that contains and determines (“in a queer way”) an infi nity of correct answers to 
plus-queries. Consider the consequences of this view for meaning attributions: 
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every attribution that someone means addition by “+” would inevitably be fun-
damentally underdetermined by the evidence. Alternative, sceptical, hypotheses 
would always be possible and legitimate. Th is underdetermination problem was 
exploited to the full by the meaning sceptic in Chapter 2 of WRPL. 

How then does meaning scepticism deal with the infi nity involved in attrib-
uting addition (and other mathematical functions) to someone? Given that the 
meaning sceptic has made so much of the fi nite character of mental states, is he 
not obliged to deny that we can ever attribute concepts involving infi nities? 

Here it is important to remember that throughout the whole argument of 
WRPL the legitimacy of our ordinary meaning sentences is never in doubt. Mean-
ing determinism and meaning scepticism are alternative ways of making sense of 
our ordinary meaning sentences, but neither meaning determinism nor mean-
ing scepticism seeks to reform the way we speak. It thus cannot be the position 
of meaning scepticism that we somehow go wrong in, say, attributing addition 
to one another. WRPL makes this point by contrasting meaning scepticism with 
“fi nitism” in mathematics. Finitists – noting that talk of infi nities is based on 
“nothing more” than fi nite, “surveyable”, proofs – insist on reforming mathemati-
cal language. All reference to infi nities is to be dropped. For the meaning sceptic 
this move is illegitimate, precisely because it violates the stricture that the ordi-
nary ways of speaking are not to be changed.

Finitists … regard the infi nitistic part of mathematics as meaning-
less. Such opinions are misguided: they are attempts to repudiate our 
ordinary language game. In this game we are allowed, for certain pur-
poses, to assert statements about … mathematical functions under 
certain circumstances. Although the criteria for judging that such 
statements are legitimately introduced are indeed … fi nite, fi nite … 
statements cannot replace their role in our language as we use it.  
 (WRPL: 107)

Statements such as “Jones means addition by ‘+’” have important functions 
in our language games of meaning attribution. We are inclined to produce these 
statements on the basis of a fi nite number of tests and comparisons with our own 
inclinations. Th is fi niteness is not a regrettable shortcoming that would intro-
duce uncertainty and underdetermination. To believe that it is a shortcoming is 
to contrast it with an ideal meaning determinism, which has proved untenable. 
At this point fi niteness links up with primitiveness: fi niteness is not “a problem” 
or “shortcoming” since our inclinations are always already broadly in agreement. 
As Wittgenstein put it in the Investigations: our “eyes … are shut” in similar ways 
(PI: §224).20 Th is makes it unlikely, empirically unlikely, that our inclinations 
will deviate in the future. And it is this probability that makes it natural for us 
to always say more, in and with our meaning ascriptions, than is covered by our 
fi nite number of tests.
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Th e sceptical solution: a summary

Here is a summary of the central ingredients of the sceptical solution or mean-
ing scepticism21:

(MS-1) Confi dence (successor to immediate knowledge):  subject to the 
correction by others, we are entitled to ascribe meanings to our-
selves.

(MS-2) Intersubjectivity (successor to privacy): attributions of meaning 
make sense only in a social setting. Assertability conditions essen-
tially involve communities.

(MS-3) Primitiveness (successor to grasping): our inclinations to use our 
words, our feeling that we have “got it” and our fi rst-person and 
third-person meaning attributions are all primitive. Th at is, they 
cannot be explained by the grasp of concepts, or interpretations of 
our past uses or past or present intentions.

(MS-4) Intersubjective normativity (successor to semantic  normativity): 
there is no special form of normativity based on meaning-
 constituting mental states. We are guided by others; we justify our 
applications of terms, as well as our meaning attributions, on the 
basis of publicly available criteria.

(MS-5) Finiteness (successor to objectivity): the attribution of infi nitary 
concepts to others is legitimate. But we attribute infi nitary concepts 
on the basis of fi nite, surveyable, evidence. What makes this pos-
sible is that “our eyes are shut” in similar ways.

(MS-6) Assertability (successor to classical realism): the meaning of declar-
ative sentences is given by rough and ready assertability conditions, 
not by (meaning-determinist) truth-conditions. 

(MS-7) Functional justifi cation (successor to metaphysical justifi cation): 
our practices of meaning attribution are justifi ed on the basis of 
social-functional considerations. To say that “Jones means addi-
tion by ‘+’” is not just a description; it is also to give Jones a certain 
social status. 

Concepts and words, meanings and rules

Th roughout the reconstruction of Chapters 2 and 3 of WRPL above I have not 
committed openly to stances with respect to two important interpretational 
issues. Th e time has come to address them. Th e fi rst concerns the scope of Kripke’s 
Wittgenstein’s argument, the second the relationship between two of his key con-
cepts. 
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It has sometimes been suggested that the scope of the sceptical argument is 
narrow in that it concerns only (word) meanings, but not concepts.22 Here is what 
makes this thought initially plausible. Th e very formulation of the sceptical chal-
lenge – “How do you know that you mean addition rather than quaddition by 
‘+’?” – is based on a distinction between the “meaning bearer” (+) and the mean-
ing itself (addition or quaddition). Th is distinction is thus central to the sceptical 
argument. But in the case of concepts such a distinction cannot be made. A con-
cept is the same as its content; there is no gap between bearer and content. 

If this thought were correct then WRPL would not be a particularly interest-
ing book. Consider what would happen if concepts were not aff ected by the argu-
ment. If concepts were not aff ected then they could be used to provide a straight 
answer to the sceptical challenge even with respect to word meaning. Roughly 
put, I could say: “I mean addition by ‘+’ in a sentence such as ‘5 + 7 = 12’ if in utter-
ing this sentence I have the intention of producing in my audience the belief that 
fi ve added to 7 equals 12”. Here the italicized words are concepts in my thoughts. 

Fortunately, the above train of thought is not correct.23 Th e crucial mistake 
is to assume that there exists no distinction between content and bearer in the 
case of concepts. Th is is wrong. Th e well-known “language of thought hypoth-
esis” does assume that thought takes place in a mental language and that this lan-
guage involves structured content bearers.24 Th e language of thought hypothesis 
is, of course, controversial. Fortunately, WRPL needs only a minimalist version of 
this idea. WRPL does not need the claim that the content bearers on the level of 
thought be structured. As long as there are representations at all, one can always 
ask in virtue of what they are representations of one content rather than some 
other content.

Th e second interpretational problem concerns the relationship between mean-
ing and rule. WRPL treats the problem of rule-following (“What makes it so that 
Jones follows the rule for addition rather than the rule for quaddition?”) and the 
problem of meaning (“What makes it so that Jones means addition rather than 
quaddition?”) as closely related, or even as identical. Nevertheless, it has been 
claimed that, in WRPL, the connection between the concepts of meaning and 
content, on the one hand, and the concept of rule-following, on the other, remains 
obscure. Indeed, it has even been said that “‘the rule-following consideration’ is, 
strictly speaking, a misnomer for the discussion on off er”.25 

One way not to try to establish such a link between meaning, content and rule 
is this. What makes it so that an expression has “correctness conditions” is that 
people follow rules with respect to it. And to say that an expression has “correct-
ness conditions” is to say that there are circumstances under which the expres-
sion is applied correctly and circumstances under which the expression is applied 
incorrectly. Evidently, to be meaningful an expression must have correctness con-
ditions; and undoubtedly the sceptical argument is concerned with what makes it 
so that an expression has correctness conditions. Why then is it incorrect to say 
that an expression has “correctness conditions” if, and only if, people follow rules 
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with respect to it? Th is answer is not hard to fi nd. To follow a rule is itself an inten-
tional action and thus to follow a rule involves concepts. And since, as we have 
seen, WRPL is concerned with both concepts and meanings, we have to explain 
not just how words acquire meaning – and thus correctness conditions – but also 
how concepts acquire content – and thus correctness conditions.26 

Fortunately, I do not think that Kripke is making the unsuccessful suggestion 
just canvassed. In WRPL the concept of a rule does not fi gure as part of the analy-
sis of the concepts of meaning or content. All three concepts are on a par as far as 
analysis and explanation are concerned. In each case the focus is on the question 
of what gives attributions (of rules, of meanings, of concepts) their signifi cance. 
And the discussion is based on the belief that any solution that would emerge for 
one of the three cases would also (quickly) solve the remaining cases too. Read 
in this light, “rule-following considerations” is not a misnomer, although it does 
not cover the whole area of investigation.

Th e comparison with Berkeley and Hume 

Kripke suggests that his reconstruction of Wittgenstein’s position on meaning can 
be clarifi ed and illuminated by comparing it with Hume’s views on causation and 
Berkeley’s discussion of objects. In all three cases we can identify something like 
the fi ve-part structure of sceptical challenge, sceptical argument, sceptical conclu-
sion, sceptical paradox and sceptical solution. 

In Hume the sceptical challenge is to show that causal inference can be justifi ed 
by a sound demonstration. Th e sceptical argument shows that all such attempts 
are bound to fail. Consider the causal inference:

(1) Th is is bread and thus it will nourish me.

Inference (1) is not itself a logical truth: no contradiction is involved in affi  rm-
ing the premise and denying the conclusion. Hence if we want a justifi cation for 
(1) we must try to derive it from premises that we know to be true; this is what 
Hume means by providing a “demonstration” for causal inferences. It is clear that 
(1) cannot be derived from the two premises (2) and (3): 

(2) Th is is bread.
(3) In the past, bread has nourished me.

Inference (1) does not follow from (2) and (3) since there is no logical necessity for 
the future to resemble the past. Nor does it help to add the further premise (4):

(4) Future experiences must resemble past experiences.
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From (2), (3) and (4) we are entitled to infer (1): the argument is valid. But it is 
not sound: we do not know that (4) is true. Nor can we derive (4) from (5):

(5) Present experiences resemble past experiences.

Th e step from (5) to (4) is an instance of the very step that is at issue in (4): are we 
allowed to assume that the unobserved future will be like the observed past? 

Th e sceptical conclusion is familiar: we cannot get a sound argument for (1). 
If the acceptability of causal inferences such as (1) depends on our being able to 
provide a sound demonstration for them, then these causal inferences are not 
acceptable. If our entitlement to speak of cause and eff ect depends on such dem-
onstration then we end up with the sceptical paradox: we can never speak of 
causes and eff ects. Th is is paradoxical in so far as we would not know how to get 
by without causal talk.

Hume accepts the sceptical argument and the sceptical conclusion – he does 
not believe that there is a straight way out of the problem: there is no (type of) 
premise that the sceptic has overlooked, no (type of) premise that would allow us 
to demonstrate (1). Hume’s own solution therefore is “sceptical”, and he is the fi rst 
to speak of a “Sceptical Solution of these Doubts”.27 A sceptical solution to a scep-
tical challenge consists of three elements. First, it accepts that – under the original 
understanding of justifi cation – the sceptic wins. Hume thinks that the sceptical 
conclusion is inevitable as long as one assumes that a justifi cation of causal infer-
ence must be based on a demonstration. Secondly, a sceptical solution holds that 
– on a diff erent understanding of justifi cation – we can defend the propriety of 
the practice in question. Hume does not think that we are wrong to engage in 
the practice of drawing causal inferences. Th irdly, and fi nally, a sceptical solution 
dismisses the original understanding of justifi cation as a philosophers’ chimera. 
To replace it by the “diff erent understanding” is to champion common sense over 
philosophical speculation.

Hume’s diff erent understanding of justifi cation is based on a reminder of our 
nature, of what kind of creature we are. Beings like us cannot help drawing causal 
inferences; this is a basic psychological fact about us. Our perception of the causal 
relation is nevertheless open to further analysis: such analysis reveals that conti-
guity in space and time, as well as a “necessary connexion” are central when we 
perceive a causal relation between two events. As is well known, the idea of such 
a “necessary connexion” is based on the experience of a “constant conjunction” 
between types of events. Instances of eating bread have always been followed by 
instances of feeling nourished. Th is  constant  conjunction “determines” my mind to 
expect the feeling of being nourished on having eaten bread. Moreover, this “deter-
mination of the mind” now becomes the psychological basis for my belief that there 
exists determination – causal necessitation – in the world outside me. Th e mind 
fi nds it hard to resist the temptation of projecting its own psychological determina-
tion onto the relation between the bread and the nourishing feeling itself. 
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Hume’s sceptical solution thus involves an inversion of the relation between 
causal necessity and causal inference. Th e received view is to assume that causal 
necessity is out there in the world and that causal inferences are justifi ed to just 
the extent to which they capture this necessity. On Hume’s sceptical solution, it 
is our “custom” and “habit” to be disposed to draw causal inferences. And when 
drawing causal inferences we are prone to project the natural psychological deter-
mination of our own mind – the determination to expect certain events on the 
basis of certain other events – onto these events themselves. (“t’will appear in the 
end, that the necessary connexion depends upon the inference, instead of the 
inference’s depending on the necessary connexion”28). 

To this general parallel between Hume and Wittgenstein, Kripke adds three 
further observations. Th e fi rst is that Wittgenstein’s argument for the impossibil-
ity of a private language has a parallel in Hume’s argument for the impossibility 
of “private causation”: 

Only when the particular events a and b are thought of as subsumed 
under two respective event types, A and B, which are related by a 
generalization that all events of type A are followed by events of type 
B, can a be said to “cause” b. When the events a and b are considered 
by themselves alone, no causal notions are applic able. Th is Humean 
conclusion might be called: the impossibil ity of private causation.  
 (WRPL: 67–8)

Th e second further parallel concerns the inversion of conditionals. Meaning 
scepticism reads meaning conditionals in their contrapositive form (right to left  
with both sides negated) and so do Humeans in the case of causal conditionals. Take 
the causal conditional: “If events of type A cause events of type B, and if an event e 
of type A occurs, then an event e′ of type B must follow” (WRPL: 93–4). Humeans 
hesitate to read this conditional left  to right since such reading encourages the view 
that e necessitates e′. Accordingly, Humeans interpret this conditional as an assert-
ability condition concerning causal claims: “the conditional commits us, whenever 
we know that an event e of type A occurs and is not followed by an event of type 
B, to deny that there is a causal connection between the two event types. If we did 
make such a claim, we must now withdraw it” (WRPL: 94).

Th e third additional analogy exists between meaning scepticism’s shift  from 
grasping to primitiveness and Hume’s inversion of the relation between  causation 
and constant conjunction. Kripke’s Wittgenstein holds that we “do not all say 
12 + 7 = 19 and the like because we all grasp the concept of addition; we say we 
all grasp the concept of addition because we all say 12 + 7 = 19 and the like”, and 
Hume insists that “[f]ire and heat are not constantly conjoined because fi re causes 
heat; fi re causes heat because they are constantly conjoined” (WRPL: 93–4). Th e 
same point can also be made by noting that both Hume and Kripke’s Wittgenstein 
insist, respectively, that regularities or uniformities cannot be explained:
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Naively, we may wish to explain the observed concomitance of fi re 
and heat by a causal, heat-producing, “power” in the fi re. Th e Humean 
alleges that any such use of causal powers to explain the regularity 
is meaningless. Rather we play a language game that allows us to 
attribute such a causal power to the fi re as long as the regularity holds 
up. Th e regularity must be taken as a brute fact. So too for Wittgen-
stein: “What has to be accepted, the given, is … forms of life”.  
 (WRPL: 97–8)

Turning from Hume to Berkeley, the fi rst thing to note is that Berkeley does 
not describe himself as a sceptic. Nevertheless, in his case too we can identify a 
similar overall argumentative structure. Th e sceptical challenge in Berkeley’s case 
is to prove that there is anything beyond one’s own ideas. Th e traditional meta-
physician tries to meet this challenge by seeking to prove that our ideas are caused 
by mind-independent material objects. Berkeley’s sceptical argument shows that 
these attempts all fail. For instance, Berkeley insists that we have no plausible 
account of how inert matter can cause events in our mind. And he argues that the 
following triad leads us into scepticism:

(a) Th e mind perceives only its own ideas.
(b) Th ese ideas are produced in our mind by mind-independent external 

objects.
(c) Th ese external objects cannot be perceived immediately.

Berkeley agrees with Locke on (a) but points out that (b) is a mere hypothesis and 
that it can be contrasted with other, equally good explanations. It follows that we 
have no satisfactory justifi cation for our belief in anything beyond our own ideas. 
Th is is Berkeley’s sceptical conclusion and paradox.

Berkeley accepts that his sceptical argument is sound. But he does not leave 
things here. Berkeley believes that we can get out of our philosophical diffi  culty 
by following his advice to “banish metaphysics … and recall men to common 
sense”.29 We banish metaphysics when we give up speculating about matter and 
causal relations between matter and mind. Such metaphysics cannot justify our 
belief in a world beyond our ideas.

Berkeley’s sceptical solution involves a diff erent form of justifi cation; rather 
than speculating about matter, Berkeley accepts the belief of “the vulgar” accord-
ing to which real objects are precisely those objects that we immediately perceive. 
He then combines this common belief with two other ideas: that the mind per-
ceives only its own ideas, and that only a mind can cause a mind to have ideas. 
Th ese ideas then become the building blocks of his well-known brand of ideal-
ism. Berkeley does not deny that the last-mentioned two ideas are philosophical 
in origin. Perhaps he thought that they are nevertheless commonsensical enough 
not to fall under the charge of being “metaphysical”. 
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Kripke gives more weight to the analogy between Hume and Wittgenstein than 
to the parallel between Berkeley and Wittgenstein. But he fi nds the latter com-
parison particularly illuminating when it comes to understanding how a scepti-
cal solution relates to the ordinary talk and belief of the “vulgar” or the “common 
man”. Berkeley denies that his rejection of matter and of mind- independent 
objects puts him at odds with common sense. When common-sense people speak 
of objects as being “external” or “material”, they do not mean what the metaphysi-
cians assume they must mean: they do not refer to the metaphysical absurdity of 
mind-independent entities. By “external” or “material objects” the common folks 
only mean something like “an idea produced in me independently of my will” 
(WRPL: 64). Kripke’s Wittgenstein likewise holds that “the appearance that our 
ordinary concept of meaning demands such a fact [i.e. a meaning-constituting 
mental fact] is based on a philosophical misconstrual – albeit a natural one – of 
such ordinary expressions as ‘he meant such-and-such’, ‘the steps are determined 
by the formula’, and the like” (WRPL: 65–6). Kripke also sees the following pas-
sage from PI (§194) as clearly Berkeleyan in spirit: “When we do philosophy we 
are like savages, primitive people, who hear the expressions of civilized men, put 
a false interpretation on them, and then draw the queerest conclusions from it” 
(WRPL: 66).

Although Berkeley insists time and time again that common-sense people 
agree with his interpretation of their talk and beliefs, on some occasions at least 
he feels forced to backtrack. Kripke mentions a passage from the Principles of 
Human Knowledge where Berkeley admits denying a doctrine “strangely prevail-
ing amongst men”.30 But Berkeley avoids contradicting himself; he goes on to 
explain that sometimes ordinary people – to their own detriment – let themselves 
be infl uenced by philosophical theory (WRPL: 70). On another occasion in the 
same work, a passage not noted in WRPL, Berkeley solves the same problem in a 
diff erent way. Although it might seem that common sense believes objects of per-
ception to exist independently of the mind, it cannot really do so. For Berkeley the 
concept of a mind-independent object is a contradictio in adiecto. And: “strictly 
speaking, to believe that which involves a contradiction, or has no meaning in it, 
is impossible”.31 It is also worth noting that Berkeley is sometimes satisfi ed to pre-
serve ordinary people’s talk rather than their beliefs: “we ought to think with the 
learned, and speak with the vulgar”.32 Th us when the vulgar speak of fi re heating 
and water cooling we should interpret this talk in a way that acknowledges God 
as the ultimate source of all regularity in nature.

In Kripke’s view, Berkeley’s wavering and backtracking on this point is not 
due to sloppy thinking. Every proponent of a sceptical solution is faced with the 
following problem. He agrees with his “dogmatic” (“metaphysical” or “meaning-
determinist”) interlocutor that ordinary talk should not be changed; the sceptic 
and the dogmatic interlocutor disagree “merely” over the correct interpretation 
of ordinary talk. Unfortunately, the dogmatic interlocutor’s philosophical inter-
pretation of ordinary talk has been extremely infl uential. Indeed, so much so that 
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this talk and that interpretation have become almost inseparable. Ordinary talk is 
“heard” by many of its (philosophical) users as expressing the dogmatic interpre-
tation directly; it is as if it were not just an interpretation of that talk but its very 
meaning. Th e sceptical solution is, of course, the denial of the dogmatic inter-
pretation. But how can this denial be stated? Given the way the dogmatic inter-
pretation has become intertwined with ordinary talk, one tempting way would 
be to deny the ordinary talk and say: “meaning does not determine use”, or “fi re 
does not cause heat”. Alas, in putting things this way the proposal of the scepti-
cal solution would not leave ordinary talk unchanged. Th e only alternative is to 
emphasize the propriety of ordinary talk and restrict one’s opposition to the talk’s 
interpretation. Th is path too is not without problems, however. On the one hand, 
any affi  rmation of ordinary talk is easily “heard” as an affi  rmation of the dogmatic 
interpretation. On the other hand, stating the interpretation to be rejected is not 
easy. Take “fi re burns the house”. We might say it would be wrong to interpret this 
as “the external, mind-independent fi re burns the external, mind- independent 
house”, but this sentence too is alright, as long as it is not given the mistaken dog-
matic interpretation. 

Kripke suggests that these diffi  culties concerning the presentation of a scep-
tical solution explain, in part, why Wittgenstein wrote aphorisms and avoided 
“the form of defi nite theses”. Wittgenstein has to shun defi nite theses on pain of 
“formulating his doctrines in a form that consists in apparent sceptical denials 
of our ordinary assertions” (WRPL: 69). Kripke feels slightly uneasy about this 
explanation. He worries that it contradicts Wittgenstein’s “notorious and cryptic 
maxim” in §128 of the Investigations: “If one tried to advance theses in philoso-
phy, it would never be possible to debate them, because everyone would agree to 
them” (PI: §128). Maybe so. But perhaps a diff erent perspective is also possible, 
and indeed it would be in line with Berkeley’s insistence on the proximity of his 
sceptical solution to common sense. Note that §128 is something like the conclu-
sion of the two previous paragraphs:

126. Philosophy simply puts everything before us, and neither explains 
nor deduces anything. – Since everything lies open to view there is 
nothing to explain. For what is hidden, for example, is of no interest 
to us.
 One might also give the name “philosophy” to what is possible 
before all new discoveries and inventions.

127. Th e work of philosophy consists in assembling reminders for a 
particular purpose.

Th ese passages suggest not that Wittgenstein was seeking to avoid advancing “def-
inite theses” but that there are no defi nite theses for him to advance. Th e bulk of 
the work of a meaning-sceptical philosopher is negative or therapeutic: it is to 
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remove confused philosophical ideas that obscure our view of our practices. Once 
these obstacles have been taken out, we see our practices as they are, and as not 
needing the confused ideas as their interpretation, explanation and justifi cation. 
Of course, the sceptical solution itself also tells us things about our practices and 
talk. It has even been said above that it provides these practices and this talk with 
a new interpretation and justifi cation. True enough. But we must not forget that 
this “new interpretation and justifi cation” is fundamentally diff erent from the 
interpretation and justifi cation it replaces: it is based on anthropology and soci-
ology (or theology, in Berkeley) rather than metaphysics, and it is exoteric rather 
than esoteric: one does not need to be a metaphysician (or trained philosopher) 
to identify our rough criteria for deciding whether a child means addition by “+”, 
and one does not need to be a philosopher to recognize why we fi nd it useful 
to identify people whose linguistic behaviour is erratic. Th e meaning-sceptical 
interpretation is something with which “everyone would agree”. Or so Kripke’s 
Wittgenstein might have thought.

Conclusion

I have tried above to make plausible a specifi c reconstruction of the overall argu-
ment in WRPL. Of course, my case in favour of this reconstruction is not yet com-
plete. I hope to strengthen it in the remainder of this book. And I shall do so in the 
context of attempts to provide answers to all the major critics of WRPL. Chapter 
2 will focus on debates over semantic normativity; Chapter 3 will concentrate on 
defences of reductive semantic dispositionalism: Chapter 4 will be concerned 
with new forms of Platonism and the algorithm response; Chapter 5 will revisit 
classical realism and factualism; Chapter 6 will shield intersubjectivity from its 
many detractors; Chapter 7 will turn to primitivist responses; and Chapter 8 will 
be a pleading for Kripke’s interpretation of Wittgenstein.33
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t wo
Normativitiy

Introduction

A good deal of the debate over Kripke’s Wittgenstein on Rules and Private  Language 
has concerned the role of normativity considerations in the sceptical argument 
and in the sceptical solution. Alas, there is little consensus among commenta-
tors on either the correct interpretation, or the truth, of these considerations in 
either context. Interpreters give diff erent answers to the questions of how nor-
mativity considerations are supposed to tell against dispositionalism, and what 
kind of normativity survives the shift  to the sceptical solution. And many critics 
insist that the normativity considerations of Kripke’s Wittgenstein fail to convince 
under any of the proposed interpretations. 

Th e discussion over WRPL has made salient a fundamental divide in contempo-
rary philosophy of language and mind: the divide between “semantic normativists” 
and “semantic anti-normativists”. Semantic normativists such as Crispin Wright 
regard it as “platitudinous to say … [that] … meaning is normative”.1 Semantic 
anti-normativists such as Akeel Bilgrami hold that “normativity is irrelevant to the 
meaning of words”.2 Almost all commentators assume that Kripke’s Wittgenstein 
belongs among the semantic normativists. I shall argue that this classifi cation is 
mistaken. Semantic normativity is a central part of meaning determinism. But far 
from endorsing semantic normativity, Kripke’s Wittgenstein fi rmly rejects it. 

Th e argument of this chapter develops in four stages. I shall start with a brief 
summary of the competing positions in the controversy over semantic normativ-
ity. Th is is meant to set the stage for my discussion of the disputes over WRPL. 
Th en, in stage two, I shall present and criticize the most infl uential interpreta-
tion of the normativity considerations in WRPL. Th is interpretation was put for-
ward by Paul Boghossian in 1989. I shall argue that Boghossian’s proposal not 
only leaves Kripke’s Wittgenstein with a defi cient position but that it also fails to 
do justice to the text it purports to interpret. In the third stage, I shall discuss a 
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number of revisionist and reformist recommendations for defending disposition-
alism against normativity arguments. I shall seek to explain why none of these 
recommendations works. Finally, in stage four, I shall consider a revolutionary 
alternative to the sceptical solution. Th is position rejects semantic normativity as 
well as meaning determinism, but it refuses to endorse meaning scepticism. Of 
particular importance for our concerns is that this position criticizes the norma-
tivity considerations in both the sceptical argument and the sceptical solution. I 
am referring of course to Donald Davidson’s philosophy of meaning and com-
munication. A critical dialogue between Davidson and Kripke’s Wittgenstein will 
take up almost half of this chapter.

Th e normativity of meaning: between platitude and confusion

Th e contemporary controversy over the normativity of meaning is much broader 
than the debates surrounding WRPL. Leaving WRPL momentarily in the back-
ground, it will be useful for what follows briefl y to sample the wider dispute. As 
far as semantic normativists are concerned, suffi  ce it here to cite fi ve well-known 
statements of the position: 

[T]o learn the meaning of a word is to acquire an understanding that 
obliges us subsequently – if we have occasion to deploy the concept 
in question – to judge and speak in certain determinate ways, on pain 
of failure to obey the dictates of the meaning we have grasped …  
 (John McDowell)3

To mean something by a word, one must regard oneself as respon-
sible to a norm. Wittgenstein himself extends his thoughts about 
rule- following from meaning to content-bearing states like wishes or 
expectations, and that suggests a generalization on these lines: our deal-
ings with content must be understood in terms of the idea that mental 
activity is undertaken under the aspect of allegiance to norms.  
 (John McDowell and Philip Pettit)4

Meaning, it is again platitudinous to say, is normative: it is because 
statements have meaning that there is such a thing as correct, or 
incorrect, use of them. (Crispin Wright)5

[A]ny speaker beyond the initial stages of mastering language must 
have some conception of what language he is speaking and hold him-
self responsible to that. … a dictionary cannot help being treated as 
authoritative, just as a book of rules of games acquires an authority to 
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which its author may not have aspired. Th e reason is similar in both 
cases. Using language and playing a game are not like doing one’s hair 
and taking a bath. One may do either of the last two things as one likes 
and still be doing it. But, if the game ceases to have rules, it ceases to 
be a game, and, if there cease to be right and wrong uses of a word, 
the word loses its meaning. (Michael Dummett)6 

Th e concept of meaning is a normative concept. … meanings deter-
mine [how words] ought to be used, how those who use concepts with 
those contents are committed thereby to apply them.  
 (Robert Brandom)7

Semantic anti-normativists have produced a number of arguments in support of 
their position. Th ese can be grouped into two main strategies. Th e fi rst strategy is 
to insist that talk of semantic normativity is based on a misidentifi cation. What the 
normativist sees as semantic normativity is really some other form of normativity. 

Several semantic anti-normativists suggest that semantic normativists are misled 
by the frequency of normative-prescriptive language in teaching contexts.8 Teachers 
frequently tell their students that they “ought” to speak in certain ways; for instance, 
that they “ought” to use the word “Windpocken” in German where in English they 
would use the word “chickenpox”. As semantic anti-normativists see it, this use of 
“ought” does not rely on a special semantic or lexical form of normativity. Th e nor-
mativity in question is prudential only: the student is told how it would be wise to 
speak, provided she wants to be understood in German-speaking countries. 

Uses of language are also subject to various pragmatic rules, for instance to 
rules that defi ne speech acts and their constitutive commitments. But the exist-
ence of such rules does not tell in favour of semantic normativity either. Th e rules 
in question are, aft er all, pragmatic, not semantic. Th e semantic normativist does 
not have the option of denying the boundary between semantics and pragmatics. 
To do so would be to invoke or propose a highly controversial theory of meaning. 
And this does not square with the normativists’ intention of invoking normativity 
as something like a “theory-independent ‘litmus test’”.9

According to semantic anti-normativists, their opponents also tend to confl ate 
norms of semantics with norms of rationality.10 Th e semantic normativist believes 
that “norms are built into – some would say they constitute – the concepts we 
apply. If we do not respect the norms … then we are not really applying these 
concepts”. Th is thought is based on 

a confusion between two quite diff erent things – the norm-free  concepts 
(meanings) we intentionally apply … and … the norm-laden intentions 
with which (or the actions in which) we apply them. … All intentional 
acts, in virtue of being intentional, bring the actor under the purview of 
norms in the sense that the actor is obliged (ought) to adopt the means 
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she believes necessary (in the circumstances) to do what she intends to 
do. … Th e same is true in applying concepts. If the act (of applying the 
concept) is intentional, it will come under the purview of norms, not 
because concepts or their application is a norm-governed activity, but 
because the act of applying them, when it is intentional, generates a set 
of norms associated with the actor’s intentions and desires.11

One might sum up this criticism by saying that while the semantic anti- normativist 
accepts general rules of rational action, he rejects the “particularist” belief in spe-
cifi c semantic rules covering individual types of expressions.12

A closely related and highly infl uential line of argument is due to Donald David-
son. Successful communication does not presuppose shared semantic norms. I can 
come to understand what James Joyce meant by “Dyoublong” even though I do not 
have a semantic norm telling me how “Dyoublong” is to be used. Figuring out what 
someone else is trying to communicate to me does involve me in applying norms, but 
these norms are those of logic and rationality. In order to understand others I have 
to work on the assumption that the basic laws of logic and rationality apply to their 
language and linguistic behaviour. Otherwise I could not assume, for instance, that 
in using “Dyoublong” Joyce has the intention to convey something to his readers.13

Against Michael Dummett in particular, Davidson urges that in order for our 
words to have meaning, we need not feel obliged towards the norms of language: 

Suppose someone learns to talk as others do, but feels no obligation 
whatever to do so. … [Suppose she said:] “I just do talk that way. I 
don’t think I have an obligation to walk upright, it just comes natu-
rally.” If what she says is true would she not be speaking a language, 
or would she cease to be intelligible?14

Anti-normativists insist that this woman speaks a language and that semantic 
obligations are merely a non-essential extra, added on to the natural phenom-
enon of communicating: 

Th ese [normative] pressures are social and they are very real. Th ey do 
not, however … have anything to do with meaning or communica-
tion. Using a word in a non-standard way out of ignorance may be a 
faux pas in the same way that using the wrong fork at a dinner party 
is, and it has as little to do with communication as using the wrong 
fork has to do with nourishing oneself, given that the word is under-
stood and the fork works.15

In other words, linguistic justifi cation and correction stand to the possibility of 
communication as dinner party etiquette stands to nourishing. It is a social extra 
imposed on a previously existing biological phenomenon. 
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A few paragraphs back I mentioned two important strategies employed by 
anti-normativists. Th e second strategy might be called the “missing rules strat-
egy”. Anti-normativists typically construe their opponents as believing that to 
speak a language, or to communicate, is to follow rules. Anti-normativists reject 
this idea. As they see it, rules are not essential to speaking a language or to com-
municating:

Rules can be a help in learning a language, but their aid is available, 
if at all, only in the acquisition of a second language. Most language 
learning is accomplished without learning or knowing any rules at all. 
… We normally follow no procedure in speaking; nothing in the eve-
ryday use of language corresponds to taking the sum in adding.16

A diff erent way of making the same point is to ask what form semantic rules 
might take. Are they, in John Searle’s well-known terms, “regulative” or “constitu-
tive” rules? Regulative rules have the form:

In conditions C you ought to perform action A; or 
When in conditions C do A! 

Constitutive rules have the canonical form:

Doing A counts as B in context C.

In addition to this diff erence in form, Searle also gives a further criterion for 
drawing the distinction: “regulative rules regulate antecedently or independently 
existing forms of behaviour”, whereas “constitutive rules … create or defi ne new 
forms of behaviour”.17 Rules of etiquette are regulative rules; rules of games, such 
as chess or football, are examples of constitutive rules. Interpersonal relationships 
exist independently of rules of etiquette, but chess does not exist independently 
of the rules of the game. 

It seems that the defender of the idea of semantic normativity must think of 
semantic rules as regulative rules: rules of meaning are supposed to tell us what 
we ought to do, how we ought to speak, in order for our words to have mean-
ing. And only regulative rules, not constitutive rules, have this prescriptive char-
acter. Unfortunately for the semantic normativist, while the regulative reading 
seems natural and obvious, it also creates problems.18 A fi rst source of trouble is 
simply the existence of a long and important tradition in the philosophy of lan-
guage that models rules of language on rules of games. Wittgenstein and Sellars 
are, of course, the outstanding fi gures in this tradition. And the rules of a game 
are constitutive. (Of course, Sellars and Wittgenstein may be wrong.) A second 
source of trouble is less straightforward but equally pressing. Above we saw – in 
the context of the fi rst anti-normativist strategy – that the onus is on defend-
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ers of  semantic normativity to show that the prescriptions governing the use of 
language are semantic, rather than prudential or pragmatic. In other words, the 
semantic normativist needs to show us that there is a distinctive form of nor-
mativity that deserves to be called “semantic”. In order to meet this challenge, a 
semantic normativist might argue as follows. A norm of language is semantic if 
it owes its motivational force to nothing but the consideration that without this 
norm there would be neither language nor thought. Other forms of normativity 
have other, diff erent, motivational bases; semantic normativity alone is based on 
what makes language and thought possible.19 Th is line of argument sounds plau-
sible at fi rst, but only as long as we fail to see that it is based on a strange mix-up 
of regulative and constitutive rules. Th e argument seeks to motivate prescrip-
tions, and hence regulative rules, by invoking their constitutive powers. Aft er all, 
its bottom line is to say: follow the prescriptions or else there would be no mean-
ings. And this will not do. A rule cannot be regulative and constitutive at the 
same time. A regulative rule legislates for an already existing domain of actions, 
whereas a constitutive rule creates such a domain.20

Th e normativist cannot escape this argument by suggesting that perhaps we can 
derive prescriptions (regulative rules) from constitutive rules. For such derived 
prescriptions would have to order us to do B in context C only by doing A, or pro-
hibit us from doing B in context C in any other way than by doing A. Alas, these 
prescriptions would be futile: the order would command us to do something to 
which we have no alternative, and the prohibition would forbid the impossible.21 
Th e underlying diffi  culty here is that constitutive rules cannot be breached. Not 
doing A in context C does not break the rule; it simply is not doing something that 
counts as B.

Th e tension between regulative and constitutive elements also surfaces when 
we focus on semantic prescriptions for individual expressions. Assume the seman-
tic normativist formulates a prescription and its motivation by saying “Th is […] 
is how you ought to use the expression ‘horse’ in order for it to mean horse.” Here 
the “[…]” is to be fi lled with a specifi cation of a use. Th e prima facie problem with 
this suggestion is that it calls for an explanation of how falsehood is possible. If 
I mistakenly call a cow “horse” then I am clearly saying something false. But the 
semantic-normativist suggestion cannot account for this falsehood. If I do not fol-
low the prescription of using “horse” only for horses then “horse” does not mean 
horse. And since it does not mean horse, I have not said something false.22 In order 
to be a candidate for truth or falsity a sentence has to be meaningful.

WRPL and normativity: the received view

Th e “received view” of the role of normativity considerations in WRPL diff ers 
from the interpretation that I have sketched in my fi rst chapter and restated briefl y 
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in the previous paragraph. It is therefore important that I investigate the received 
view in some detail. Its source is the perhaps single most infl uential discussion of 
WRPL: Boghossian’s paper “Th e Rule-Following Considerations”.

Boghossian’s analysis of the normativity considerations in WRPL takes off  
on a negative note. He begins by criticizing Colin McGinn’s view, according to 
which:

the notion of normativeness Kripke wants captured is a transtemporal 
notion … We have an account of this normativeness when we have 
two things: (a) an account of what it is to mean something at a given 
time and (b) an account of what it is to mean the same thing at dif-
ferent times – since (Kripkean) normativeness is a matter of meaning 
now what one meant earlier.23

It is easy to feel the initial plausibility of this suggestion. Does not the meaning 
determinist focus on the normative relationship between my grasping a meaning 
in the past and my applying an expression (with that meaning) in the present? 
And does not the sceptic want to know how a meaning grasped in the past can 
tell me what I am supposed to do now? Clearly “transtemporality” does make a 
prominent appearance in WRPL.

Nevertheless, Boghossian is right to point out that the aspect of “transtempo-
rality” is not an essential aspect of the argument over normativity, and that the 
sceptical challenge is not to explain “what it is to mean the same thing at diff erent 
times”. Th e problem of normativity is the relationship between acts of meaning 
and application, regardless of whether these two are distributed over diff erent 
times or not. Boghossian makes his case by pointing out that if transtemporality 
was the only issue then semantic reductive dispositionalism – the main target of 
the normativity considerations – would aft er all pass muster:

since there are perfectly determinate facts about what dispositions are 
associated with a given expression at a given time – or, rather, since 
it is no part of Kripke’s intent to deny that there are – it is always pos-
sible to ask whether an expression has the same or a diff erent mean-
ing on a dispositional theory, thus satisfying [the transtemporality] 
requirement.24 

Having rejected the idea that the issue is transtemporality, Boghossian sets out 
his own view as to what Kripke means by semantic normativity. Th e passage is 
worth quoting at some length:

Suppose the expression “green” means green. It follows immedi-
ately that the expression “green” applies correctly only to these things 
(the green ones) and not to those (the non-greens). Th e fact that the 
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expression means something implies, that is, a whole set of norma-
tive truths about my behaviour with that expression: namely, that my 
use of it is correct in application to certain objects and not in appli-
cation to  others. … Th e normativity of meaning turns out to be, in 
other words, simply a new name for the familiar fact that, regard-
less of whether one thinks of meaning in truth-theoretic or assertion-
 theoretic terms, meaningful expressions possess conditions of correct 
use. … Kripke’s insight was to realize that … it ought to be possible to 
read off  from any alleged meaning-constituting property of a word, 
what is the  correct use of that word.25

Later in the same paper Boghossian connects talk of correctness with talk about 
motivation and prescriptions: “To be told that ‘horse’ means horse implies that 
a speaker ought to be motivated to apply the expression only to horses”.26 A fur-
ther infl uential formulation of his interpretation is given in another place: “Any 
proposed candidate for being the property in virtue of which an expression has 
meaning must be such as to ground the ‘normativity’ of meaning”.27 Boghossian 
thinks that his interpretation of the “normativity requirement” in WRPL allows 
us to see clearly how the argument against reductive semantic dispositionalism 
is supposed to run. Let us call Boghossian’s reconstruction of the argument the 
“standard normativity argument”:28

Kripke seems to think that even if there were a suitably selected 
 disposition that captured the extension of an expression accurately, 
the disposition could still not be identifi ed with that fact of mean-
ing, because it still remains true that the concept of a disposition is 
descriptive whereas the concept of meaning is not. In other words, 
according to Kripke, even if there were a dispositional predicate that 
logically co-varied with a meaning predicate, the one fact could still 
not be identifi ed with the other, for they are facts of distinct sorts.29

Boghossian does not just off er a reconstruction of what he calls Kripke’s “nor-
mativity requirement”, he also proposes an assessment of the role this requirement 
plays in the argument against reductive semantic dispositionalism. In order to 
understand his assessment we need to take note of the way in which Boghossian 
formulates the dispositionalist position. 

I have any number of dispositions regarding my use of the word “horse”. For 
instance, I have the disposition to use the word when I stand in front of a horse 
in clear daylight, with my eyes open, and aft er my two-year-old daughter has 
just asked me “What’s that?” But I also have the disposition to use the word (in 
answer to my daughter’s question) when I look at a cow, at least when the light-
ing conditions are poor, there is fog about and I am not wearing my glasses. 
Th e  dispositionalist believes that what I mean by “horse” can be read off  my 
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 dispositions for using “horse”. If all such dispositions were to qualify, then by 
“horse” I would mean (at least!) horse or cow. In order to avoid this unwanted 
result, the dispositionalist has to pick and choose from my dispositions for using 
“horse”. He must pick out my dispositions to apply “horse” to horses and rule out 
my dispositions to apply “horse” to cows (among others things). Only the former, 
but not the latter, dispositions are meaning-constituting or meaning-determining 
“M-dispositions”.30 Here, “M” is the property that all meaning-constituting dispo-
sitions have in common. Of course, the question then becomes, “What property 
might M be?”31 

With this terminology in place, I can now state Boghossian’s assessment of the 
standard normativity argument. Boghossian is not convinced that it can be made 
to work. Th e reason for his pessimism is that it might be possible to specify M in 
a way that captures normativity: 

Perhaps the M-dispositions are those dispositions that a person 
would have when his cognitive mechanisms are in a certain state; and 
perhaps it can be non-question-beggingly certifi ed that that state cor-
responds to a state of the proper functioning of those mechanisms. If 
so, it is conceivable that that would amount to a non-circular spec-
ifi cation of how the person would ideally respond, as compared 
with how he actually responds; and, hence, that it would suffi  ce for 
 capturing the normative force of an ascription of meaning.
 Th ere is clearly no way to settle the matter in advance of the con-
sideration of particular dispositional proposals.32

Alas, Boghossian does not go on to consider such proposals in any detail. 
Boghossian’s sceptical attitude towards the standard normativity argument can 
also be seen from the fact that it does little destructive work in his own criti-
cism of two main forms of dispositionalism. Th ese two main forms are: the 
“communitarian account”, which says that “M is the property of agreeing with 
the actual dispositions of the community”; and the “optimal dispositions account”, 
which says that M is the property of being in a “non-semantically, non-inten-
tionally specifi able set of conditions” in which, say, all  misidentifi cations and 
misjudgements are impossible.33 As far as the optimality account is concerned, 
Boghossian is convinced that it cannot even meet the “extensional requirement” 
of fi nding dispositional predicates (instances of “has the disposition to use sign 
‘y’ under circumstances C”) that logically co-vary with meaning  predicates 
(instances of “means X by ‘y’”). And since the optimality account fails already 
at this fi rst hurdle, not much is gained by checking how it does with respect 
to the normativity requirement.34 With respect to the “communitarian account” 
Boghossian is “prepared to grant, for the sake of argument” that it can meet the 
“intensional requirement”. Th at is to say, it is able to show that having the dis-
position to use “y” under conditions C intuitively resembles  meaning X by “y”. 
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Normativity considerations fall under the intensional requirement. Boghossian’s 
reason for believing that the communitarian account passes by this  criterion is 
that “non-collusive communal agreement on a judgement  usually provide[s] one 
with some sort of reason for embracing the judgement”.35  However, if Boghos-
sian is right, then this success with respect to normativity is cold comfort to the 
communitarian. For like the advocate of the “optimal dispositions account” so 
also the communitarian falls at the extensional fence. To summarize, in Boghos-
sian’s reconstruction of the criticism of dispositionalism, normativity considera-
tions are neither useful nor decisive. 

Problems with the received view

Boghossian is not alone in thinking that the normativity considerations of WRPL 
are not successful as an argument against dispositionalism. Taking Boghossian’s 
interpretation as the correct view of WRPL, a number of critics have declared 
the normativity-based criticism of dispositionalism that Kripke formulates on 
Wittgenstein’s behalf to be unsuccessful. Some of their reasons belong with the 
general anti-normativist arguments I have summarized above: the claim that 
the alleged semantic normativity is really some other form of normativity, and 
the suspicion that there are no rules that can give substance to the semantic 
 normativist’s proposal. I shall not rehearse these points again. At this stage it 
is more important to focus on criticisms that are closely geared to Boghossian’s 
interpretation.

A fi rst objection is that the standard normativity argument simply begs the 
question against the dispositionalist. Above I quoted Boghossian’s demand that 
“any proposed candidate for being the property in virtue of which an expres-
sion has meaning must be such as to ground the ‘normativity’ of meaning”. Th is 
does no damage to a dispositionalist who insists that such “grounding” has been 
delivered as soon as the extensional requirement has been met. In Jerry Fodor’s 
words:

requiring that normativity be grounded suggests that there is more 
to demand of a naturalized semantics than that it provide a reduc-
tion of such notions as, say, extension. But what could this “more” 
amount to? To apply a term to a thing in its extension is to apply 
the term  correctly; once you’ve said what it is that makes the tables 
the extension of “table”, there is surely no further question about why 
it’s correct to apply “table” to a table. It thus seems that if you have a 
reductive theory of the semantic relations, there is no job of ground-
ing  normativity left  to do.36
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A second objection focuses on the gap that exists between saying “it is cor-
rect to apply ‘horse’ to horses”, and claiming “‘horse’ ought to be applied only to 
horses”. In Boghossian’s reconstruction claims about correctness come fi rst. We 
are told that facts about the extension of a term imply when and how it is correct 
to apply it. Knowledge about correctness conditions are then supposed to give 
rise to semantic prescriptions: beliefs or utterances about how the term ought to 
be applied. Boghossian does not tell us much about how we get from correctness 
conditions to prescriptions; the thought seems to be that once we know that doing 
X is correct we are motivated to regard doing X as obligatory. Critics have homed 
in on this transition from correctness to prescription.37 Th ey agree with Boghos-
sian that facts about the extension of a term t provide us with a standard for sort-
ing applications of t into those that are correct and those that are incorrect. But 
these critics deny that such a standard for sorting is  normative- prescriptive: 

Th at something is used as a standard for … sorting and classifying 
actions does not imply that this something is used as a normative [i.e. 
prescriptive] standard. A normative standard would be one that speci-
fi es which actions are good, and which actions should be carried out. 
… [To get to semantic prescriptions] one would have to show that the 
speaker must take a prescriptive attitude towards the standard that 
merely sorts applications into correct and incorrect ones. It follows 
that even the concept of linguistic mistake is not necessarily a concept 
with prescriptive content.38

A third, closely related, objection alleges that the standard normativity argu-
ment is wrong about the relationship between meaning and truth. As just seen, 
Boghossian suggests that the normativist about meaning derives semantic pre-
scriptions from facts about extensions. Th e fact that 

If you mean horse by “horse”, then “horse” is true only of horses

is meant to somehow give rise to the semantic prescription 

If you mean horse by “horse”, then you ought to apply “horse” only 
to horses.

Th is “derivation” will, of course, work only if speaking the truth is somehow oblig-
atory. Or, put diff erently, the “derivation” would work only if truth were intrinsi-
cally valuable. Aiming for the truth would not then be conditional on aiming for 
something else. Unfortunately, it is hard to see how truth could be an intrinsic 
value in this sense.39 Aiming for the truth seems always to be conditional on hav-
ing other desires: 



N O R M AT I V I T Y

61

No doubt some people want their beliefs to be true regardless of any 
practical benefi t. However, there are also people who do not care 
about “pure knowledge”; and it is not obvious that these people are 
deluded. In other words, if someone applies the word “dog” to a cat, 
he is certainly saying something false, and he is in a state that might 
well lead to eff ects that are bad for him – but whether, independently 
of these practical matters, he is doing something he should not do is 
not at all obvious.40

It is easy to see that a conditional obligation would not be good enough. A con-
ditional obligation to speak the truth yields prescriptions of the following form: 
“If I wish to speak the truth, and if I mean horse by ‘horse’, then I should apply 
‘horse’ to horses only”. Th is conditional obligation does not show that there is any-
thing specifi cally normative about meaning. Th is can be seen by formulating an 
analogous prescription regarding umbrellas. “If I wish to avoid getting wet, and 
if I use umbrellas for keeping myself dry, then I should take the umbrella when 
going out into the rain.” Although the umbrellas fi gure in the normative sentence, 
they are not themselves normative.41 

A fourth and fi nal objection charges Boghossian with confl ating two senses 
of correctness: correctness as true application and correctness as use in accord-
ance with the meaning of an expression. Th e two senses can be brought out most 
easily by recalling a case made famous by Tyler Burge.42 Take a patient who uses 
“arthritis” for any painful condition of the limbs or joints. Th is is not in keep-
ing with our accepted and established meaning of “arthritis”: the word refers 
only to painful conditions of the joints. Assume the patient tells his doctor that 
he has arthritis on the basis of his feeling pain in his limbs. In this scenario the 
patient both misapplies and misuses the term: he is saying something false and 
fails to use the term in accordance with its meaning. Misapplication and misuse 
can, however, come apart: if the patient were to tell his doctor that he has arthri-
tis on the basis of his feeling pain in his limbs, then the patient would be saying 
something true while still failing to accord with the meaning of the term. Finally, 
consider again the original case (self-attribution of arthritis on the basis of pain 
in the limbs), but now from the perspective of the doctor who knows the correct 
meaning of “arthritis”. If the doctor concludes that the patient has pain in the 
joints then the doctor is misapplying but not misusing the term.43 

Th e two senses of correctness are not distinguished in Boghossian’s recon-
struction of the normativity considerations of WRPL. And it is because he fails 
to separate them that his reconstruction does not preserve the possibility of 
falsehood. Th ere is no scope in Boghossian’s reconstruction for the possibility of 
a false but meaningful utterance: if the utterance fails to be true then it fails to be 
meaningful.44 It follows, of course, that if Boghossian’s interpretation of WRPL’s 
account of normativity is correct, then that account is totally implausible.
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Th e inadequacy of the received view as an interpretation

Th e objections summarized above were not directed at the received view as an 
interpretation of WRPL; they merely challenged the received view on systematic 
grounds, and under the assumption that it correctly refl ect the gist of Kripke’s 
Wittgenstein’s argument. It seems to me undeniable that these objections are suc-
cessful. Semantic normativity as reconstructed by Boghossian is not a defensible 
view. But we cannot leave things at that. For we will miss the true signifi cance of 
this result for the argument of WRPL as a whole unless we refl ect on how Boghos-
sian’s rendering of semantic normativity relates to Kripke’s own text.

Th e fi rst thing to note is that what Boghossian identifi es as the thesis of the 
normativity of meaning – “simply a new name for the familiar fact that … mean-
ingful expressions possess conditions of correct use” and “to be told that ‘horse’ 
means horse implies that a speaker ought to be motivated to apply the expression 
only to horses” – is a very much defl ated version of what is presented in WRPL. In 
Chapter 1 I tried to demonstrate in some detail that semantic normativity as part 
of meaning determinism is a much richer idea – and that it needs the richer idea 
to refute semantic reductive dispositionalism (see above, pp. 17–19). To repeat 
the main ingredients and the most telling quotations, semantic normativity is a 
covering term for fi ve ideas:

 • Non-blindness: applications of terms on the basis of what we mean are not 
“blind” and not due to “brute inclination” (WRPL: 10, 15, 17, 23).

 • Guidance: “inner ‘ideas’ or ‘meanings’ guide our linguistic behaviour” (WRPL: 
56); “there is something in my mind – the meaning I attach to the ‘plus’ sign 
– that instructs me what I ought to do in all future cases” (WRPL: 22).

 • Justifi cation: “an account of what fact it is (about my mental state) that con-
stitutes my meaning plus … must, in some sense, show how I am justifi ed in 
giving the answer ‘125’ to ‘68 + 57’” (WRPL: 11).

 • Justifi cation of unhesitating application: “I immediately and unhesitatingly 
calculate ‘68 + 57’ as I do, and the meaning I assign to ‘+’ is supposed to jus-
tify this procedure” (WRPL: 40).

 • Left -to-right interpretation of meaning conditionals: “If Jones means addi-
tion by ‘+’, then if he is asked for ‘68 + 57’, he will reply ‘125’. … the condi-
tional as stated makes it appear that some mental state obtains in Jones that 
guarantees his per formance of particular additions such as ‘68 + 57’” (WRPL: 
94–5). Here instead of “will” we could also say “should”.

It is also important to note that semantic normativity is closely intertwined with 
other elements of meaning determinism. In particular its links to immediate 
knowledge (we know our meaning-constituting mental states “immediately and 
with fair certainty”) and to grasping as intending (my act of grasping a meaning X 
for sign “y” is tantamount to my forming intentions regarding a possibly  infi nite 
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number of applications of “y” in the future) are well worth stressing. Seman-
tic normativity’s interconnection with immediate knowledge is clear from the 
fact that justifi cation of unhesitating application relies on the immediacy of my 
knowledge of meaning. And grasping as intending is crucial for semantic nor-
mativity since it is intentions that – for the meaning determinist – constitute the 
normativity of meaning. 

Let me clarify the last-mentioned point with a couple of quotations from 
WRPL itself. We are told that grasping a rule and forming intentions (regarding 
applications of the rule) are really the same thing: “Th is is the whole point of the 
notion that in learning to add I grasp a rule: my past intentions regarding addition 
determine a unique answer for indefi nitely many new cases in the future” (WRPL: 
7–8). Moreover, to form intentions regarding future applications is to give myself 
directions or instructions, or indeed, prescriptions: “Ordinarily, I suppose that, in 
computing ‘68 + 57’ as I do, I do not simply make an unjustifi ed leap in the dark. I 
follow directions I previously gave myself that uniquely determine that in this new 
instance I should say ‘125’” (WRPL: 10). To sum up, my intentions and self-directed 
instructions or directions regarding future use oblige me to act in some ways and not 
in others. If I have formed the intention to calculate in terms of addition, then I 
ought to say “125” to “68 + 57 = ?”. My intentions “compel” me to say “125”. 

Boghossian has chosen to “fi lter out” from this involved and expansive  picture 
just two elements: the element of correct use and the element of motivation. 
Unfortunately, he has done so without off ering any justifi cation. I am advocating 
that such fi ltering-out may not be the best strategy for making proper sense of 
the normativity argument in WRPL.45 It seems to me that there are good reasons 
why WRPL is conducting its argument on the basis of the just-sketched richer and 
more involved conception. To begin with, Kripke’s text seeks to be an interpreta-
tion of the sections on rule-following in PI. And Kripke rightly thinks that the 
position, or picture, under scrutiny is not the straightforward view that “meaning-
ful expressions possess conditions of correct use”, but a network of interconnected 
assumptions or intuitions. Kripke (and Wittgenstein!) do not see semantic nor-
mativity as an isolated, or isolatable, set of ideas. Talk of normativity in the context 
of meaning attributions is meaningful only against the background of broader 
and more comprehensive “pictures” of language and mind, the way both language 
and mind are embedded into the physical and social world, and the roles of truth 
and facts in meaning sentences. Accordingly the dialectic of Chapter 2 of WRPL 
shows us – if not always “tells us” – how semantic normativity is intertwined with 
the other ingredients of meaning determinism; and the exposition of Chapter 3 
of WRPL shows us – if not always “tells us” – how intersubjective normativity is 
intertwined with the other elements of meaning scepticism. 

Ultimately Kripke’s Wittgenstein is not, of course, trying to defend semantic 
normativity. Th e whole point of the sceptical argument is to show that meaning 
determinism in all its forms is incoherent and beyond remedy, and that seman-
tic normativity has to be thrown out with the rest. However, the sceptical argu-
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ment is an “immanent critique”: it does not bring to bear standards from outside 
meaning determinism. Instead it seeks to show that meaning determinism fails 
to live up to its own standards; there is no way to remain true to all of its assump-
tions at once. 

In the light of these comments – and in the absence of any arguments by 
Boghossian or others to the contrary – it seems appropriate to focus the discus-
sion of the normativity of meaning more closely on the actual text, the actual 
dialectic, of WRPL. If we do so, then the central questions must be these: assum-
ing that one is already committed to the intuitive picture of meaning referred 
to as (low-brow) meaning determinism above, will one then be able to endorse 
reductive semantic dispositionalism? Will one have to acknowledge that seman-
tic dispositions are unable to guide and justify? It seems obvious that the answer 
to the fi rst question must be negative and the answer to the second question 
positive. At least this is so until one begins to tweak some ingredient of meaning 
determinism or some aspect of dispositionalism. We shall turn to such tweaking 
manoeuvres below. 

Further criticisms of semantic normativity

I have stressed repeatedly that WRPL does not criticize semantic normativity in 
isolation from the rest of meaning determinism. Th e sceptic lays out the inco-
herence of meaning determinism as a whole, opts against piecemeal reforms, and 
then throws out semantic normativity with the rest of meaning determinism. 
Needless to say, we do not have to rest content with such indirect arguments. We 
can also try to come up with direct attacks on the claim that semantic normativity 
can be captured in terms of prescription-giving intentions. Th ree such arguments 
have been proposed. I have my doubts about the fi rst two.

A fi rst objection questions the idea according to which intentions to do X can 
constitute a prescription to do X. Th e relationship between intention and action 
is internal and logical rather than external and prescriptive. Intentional actions of a 
given type are criteria for the presence of the corresponding intentions, and inten-
tions of a given type are criteria for the presence of the corresponding intentional 
actions. Hence we cannot generate semantic normativity from intentions to use 
expressions in certain ways.46 Perhaps the meaning determinist need not accept 
this objection as decisive. Consider the distinction between action explanation 
on the one hand, and action deliberation or justifi cation on the other.47 It is true 
that when trying to explain why an action has occurred, we (oft en) choose our 
descriptions of intentions and actions in such a way that their relationship comes 
out as internal or logical. But the cases of deliberation and justifi cation are diff er-
ent.48 When I deliberate my future courses of action in light of my intentions, then 
I am deliberating what I should do, ought to do or must do, to carry out these inten-
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tions. And when justifying my own actions later, I give an account or a (rational) 
reconstruction of my deliberation process. In the debate between the sceptic and 
the meaning determinist, the latter is of course giving precisely such a justifi ca-
tion-deliberation for his action of answering “125” to “68 + 57 = ?”. 

A related, second, objection49 wonders whether it is at all possible for Jones to 
intend to mean addition by “+” and yet fail to reply “125” to “68 + 57”. Th is would 
have to be possible if the intention to mean addition by “+” is meant to prescribe 
the answer “125” to “68 + 57”. Here we must distinguish two scenarios, I and II. 
In scenario I, we exclude the possibility of mistakes in calculation (as Kripke does 
early on in Chapter 2 of WRPL). If we exclude mistakes in calculation, then surely 
Jones cannot fail to answer “125” to “68 + 57”. And hence there is no conceptual 
space for a prescription to answer “125”. In scenario II we allow for the possibility 
of mistakes in calculation. But even this does not help. For assume that Jones fails 
to answer “125” in reply to “68 + 57” because of a mistake in calculation. Th en 
surely he has not failed to fulfi l his intention to mean addition by “+”. Indeed, for 
the mistake to be a mistake in calculation, the meaning determinist must mean 
addition by “+”. Mistakes in calculation do not constitute violations of meaning-
constituting intentions. 

Once more the meaning determinist might have responses. Even in scenario 
I, there still remains room for Jones to fail in his attempt to fulfi l his meaning-
constituting intentions. To see this, it is important to note that more than one 
intention is in play and that mistakes in calculation (“arithmetical mistakes”) are 
to be distinguished from misinterpretations of one’s past intentions and actions. 
According to the meaning determinist, Jones’s reasoning in defence of his answer 
of “125” to “68 + 57 = ?” must go as follows:

Intention1  I intend to calculate on the basis of the correct interpretation 
of my past intentions (or uses) regarding “+”. 

Belief1  Th is correct interpretation of my past intentions (or uses) 
regarding “+” is that I earlier meant addition by “+”. 

Intention2  I now intend to calculate on the basis of addition.
Belief2  When “+” denotes addition, 68 + 57 = 125.
Conclusion  I ought to say “125” in response to “68 + 57 = ?”

To exclude arithmetical mistakes is to grant infallibility to Belief2 and thus to 
guarantee the fulfi lment of Intention2. But there remain Intention1 and Belief1. 
Th e meaning determinist insists that it is possible to have a false belief about the 
meaning facts of one’s past and thus to fail in one’s intention to act on the basis 
of the correct interpretation of these facts. Given then that Intention1 can remain 
unfulfi lled, there is room for a “should” or an “ought” in the Conclusion. 

What if, as in scenario II, mistakes in calculation are part of the story? Is the 
meaning determinist right to insist that, if I make arithmetical mistakes, then “I 
have not acted in accordance with my intention” to mean addition by “+” (WRPL: 
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37)? To the proponent of the currently considered objection, this seems like a self-
contradictory proposal. Consider: 

(a) I can only miscalculate an addition task if throughout the calculation I mean 
addition by “+”. 

(b) To mean addition by “+” is to have and act on the intention to use “+” accord-
ing to the addition function.

(c) If I miscalculate an addition task I do not act on the basis of the intention to 
use “+” according to the addition function.

If we accept (a)–(c) then we end up with the view that miscalculations are impos-
sible. 

Th e meaning determinist still has an answer. He must again insist that the 
relationship between intention and action is not always as tight as his opponent 
assumes. I do not necessarily cease to have the meaning-constituting intention to 
use “+” according to the addition function when I fail to act on this intention.

Finally, a third objection claims that in tying semantic prescriptions to inten-
tions the meaning determinist has in fact reduced semantic normativity to some 
other form of normativity: 

If the act (of applying the concept) is intentional, it will come under 
the purview of norms, not because concepts or their application is a 
norm-governed activity, but because the act of applying them, when 
it is intentional, generates a set of norms associated with the actor’s 
intentions and desires.50

Th is objection seems hard to rebut. In replacing semantic normativity with inter-
subjective normativity, WRPL acknowledges that this objection is on  target.

Revisionists, reformers and revolutionaries

Let us take stock. I have been urging a new interpretation of WRPL. Kripke is 
not using a general idea of the normativity of meaning against dispositionalism. 
Rather, Kripke tries, on Wittgenstein’s behalf, to show that high-brow forms of 
meaning determinism in general, and diff erent versions of reductive semantic 
dispositionalism in particular, are unable to meet the constraints of the intuitive 
picture of low-brow meaning determinism. But this is not all. Ultimately Kripke 
seeks to show that no (possible) form of high-brow meaning determinism can 
meet these low-brow constraints. And the suggested consequence of this realiza-
tion is that low-brow meaning determinism itself has to be given up and replaced 
by the sceptical solution. 
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How does the debate over normativity and WRPL fi t with this new interpreta-
tion? To accept the new interpretation is to accept that much of the criticism of 
Kripke on normativity barks up the wrong tree; most participants in the debate have 
assumed a mistaken interpretation of WRPL. Fortunately, this does not make past 
contributions pointless; their central concerns can be assimilated into, and reorgan-
ized within, the new outlook. Authors who have provided arguments against the 
idea of semantic normativity can be resituated as allies of the sceptic; in attacking 
semantic normativity these authors can be read as giving us additional reasons to 
reject meaning determinism. Even authors who have taken the opposite stance are 
good news for a defence of the overall argument of WRPL. Authors who defend the 
intuitive plausibility of semantic normativity help us see why meaning determinism 
itself is common-sense philosophy, why it is itself intuitive. Th e authors prevent us 
from rejecting meaning determinism too quickly.

Of course at this point a new worry becomes pressing. It may seem that my 
assimilation of the normativity debate is too successful to be useful. If both 
semantic normativists and semantic anti-normativists confi rm Kripke’s position, 
does this not show that this position has become impossible to falsify? Heads 
Kripke wins, tails Kripke wins? I accept that it would be a disastrous outcome for 
my interpretation if it pointed towards a viewpoint that cannot be falsifi ed at all. 
Luckily, this is not what my interpretation leads to. A whole spectrum of views 
would – if successful – show that the move towards the sceptical solution is not 
warranted. Some views within this spectrum are revisionist, some are reformist 
and some are revolutionary. 

Th e move towards the sceptical solution would be blocked in a revisionist or 
reformist fashion if any of the following options were to work (assuming, for argu-
ment’s sake, that they are able to meet the extensional requirement):

(a) Revision: We keep all elements of low-brow meaning determinism but 
improve on our conception of reductive semantic dispositionalism. 

(b) Reform I: We keep almost all elements of low-brow meaning determinism 
and reductive semantic dispositionalism. But we replace privacy by intersub-
jectivity.

(c) Reform II: We keep most elements of low-brow meaning determinism and 
reductive semantic dispositionalism. But we replace semantic normativity 
with the weaker principle of “semantic correctness”. A form of dispositional-
ism has met the criterion of semantic correctness if it has met the extensional 
requirement. 

(d) Reform III: We keep most elements of low-brow meaning determinism and 
reductive semantic dispositionalism. But we bolster up the old semantic nor-
mativity by redefi ning it in terms of the biological concept of proper function.

So much for the revisionists and the reformers. Now for the revolutionary view 
that, if successful, would make the sceptical solution superfl uous:
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(e) We give up semantic normativity alongside most other ingredients of mean-
ing determinism, low-brow or high-brow. But we do not join the meaning 
sceptics. We show that the form of normativity at issue in the sceptical solu-
tion is no less fl awed than is the form of normativity central to meaning 
determinism. And thus we develop a conception of meaning that diff ers from 
both meaning determinism and meaning scepticism. 

In the remainder of this chapter I shall discuss these fi ve positions in turn. I am 
not claiming that these positions exhaust the spectrum. What I do believe, how-
ever, is that they constitute the most plausible and best-known options. 

(a) Revision: increasing the number of dispositions

Paul Coates believes that dispositionalism can meet the constraints of seman-
tic normativity provided only that we increase the number of dispositions.51 Th e 
needed additional dispositions are “second-order dispositions”. Such  dispositions 
manifest themselves in the maintenance or change of fi rst-order dispositions. For 
instance, my clock radio has both a fi rst-order disposition to indicate the cor-
rect time and the second-order disposition to maintain its fi rst-order dispositions. 
It does so by adjusting itself on the basis of radio  signals. According to Coates, 
 second-order dispositions can be used to capture phenomena of commitment. For 
instance, to be committed to fairness in treating one’s students is to have the second-
order  disposition to adjust one’s  (fi rst-order) dispositions for treating each student 
in certain ways. As Coates sees the sceptical challenge, the nub of the problem is a 
commitment to consistency of use. What distinguishes rule-following from mere 
rule-conforming is the presence of an intention to be consistent, that is, the pres-
ence of the intention to use the word in accordance with its extension. And precisely 
this intention can be captured with talk of second-order dispositions: 

What is it that entitles us to move to a normative claim about how I 
ought to use a word? Th e answer consists in the fact that I committed 
myself to using the word consistently, and that this commitment was 
grounded in a robust second-order disposition to be consistent in my 
fi rst-order dispositions to use the term; making this commitment is 
the best means open to me of satisfying my various goals. In order to 
achieve the various general goals I may be assumed to have, I ought 
now to be consistent in my use of language.52

Th ere is reason to remain unconvinced. Let us be clear on the dialectic situ-
ation. If Coates’s suggestion is to succeed then it has to show us why someone 
who accepts low-brow meaning determinism would fi nd his improvement on 
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the original dispositionalism convincing. Th e original dispositionalism fails the 
constraints of low-brow meaning determinism because it cannot meet semantic 
normativity. It fails because dispositions are entities of a sort that do not – in and 
of themselves – have normative consequences. Now, if one accepts this point for 
dispositions in general, it is hard to see how one would allow for exceptions in the 
case of second-order dispositions. Coates’s suggestion therefore simply ignores 
the lesson already learnt.

Th ere are further problems too. Consider what Coates could say in response 
to the sceptical challenge. Presumably his answer would be this: “What makes 
it so that I am an adder is that I have dispositions to give sums in response 
to plus-queries and that I have the second-order disposition to be consistent in 
my fi rst-order dispositions and their manifestations.” Would this reply defeat the 
sceptic? Surely not. Th e sceptic could retort as follows: “Alright, if you mean addi-
tion by ‘plus’ then you will be consistent in your dispositions to give sums, and 
if you mean quaddition by ‘plus’ then you will be consistent in your dispositions 
to give quums. But what makes it so that you mean addition?” In other words, 
invoking second-order dispositions does not solve the by now familiar problems 
of explaining why one’s fi rst-order dispositions to respond to plus-queries in cer-
tain ways must count as fi rst-order dispositions to add. 

Th ere also is something circular about the proposal. How are we to understand 
the consistency of fi rst-order dispositions? What is the yardstick of this consist-
ency – if not the meaning? Is not Coates saying: “I mean addition by ‘plus’ because 
I have consistent dispositions to give sums in answer to plus- queries”? In this 
statement, “consistent” is merely an empty wheel unless it means “dispositions 
in accordance with the addition function”. Here is a diff erent way to make the 
same point. Take my fi rst-order dispositions to apply “horse” to various animals. 
Undoubtedly, I have a whole range of second-order dispositions with respect 
to these fi rst-order dispositions. For instance, I might have the second-order 
disposition to become dissatisfi ed with so coarse a category as “horse”; I might 
have the second-order disposition to improve my pronunciation of the word; or 
I might have the second-order disposition to switch into German or Finnish and 
say “Pferd” or “hevonen” instead. Each of these second-order dispositions sets the 
standard for a diff erent kind of consistency. Of course, not one of these second-
order dispositions is the one Coates has in mind. Alas, the only way to rule them 
out is to invoke the second-order disposition to maintain consistency regarding 
meaning. And this invocation renders the proposal circular.53

(b) Reform I: communal dispositionalism

I have touched on communal dispositionalism before, and shall return to it 
in the next chapter. Here I only wish to ponder whether going for communal 
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 dispositions helps the reductive semantic dispositionalist (qua high-brow mean-
ing determinist). Th e most elaborate proposal for such communal dispositional-
ism is Paul Horwich’s “community-use theory”. Horwich believes that communal 
dispositionalism is able to capture normativity. In his words, communal disposi-
tionalism can capture the “normative implications” of meaning.54 Such normative 
implications arise from the idea that “knowledge is valuable (both for its own sake 
and for its practical benefi ts)” and that therefore “we ought to strive for it”: “there 
are certain propositions – namely, true ones – that we ought to believe. Moreo-
ver, given our language, we must express each of our beliefs in a particular way. 
Th erefore, within a linguistic practice, certain sentences ought to be affi  rmed and 
others not”.55 Applied to Kripke’s mathematical example, this position allows for 
the following reasoning:

[O]ne ought (other things being equal) to assent to the truth. In par-
ticular, one ought to assent to the proposition that 68 + 57 = 125. 
Th erefore, one ought to assent to any sentence that one understands 
to express that proposition. Now, given profi ciency and participation 
in a linguistic practice in which the constituents of the sentence “68 
+ 57 = 125” are used in certain ways, one will understand that sen-
tence to express the proposition that 68 + 57 = 125. Th erefore, given 
participation in such a linguistic practice, one ought to assent to the 
sentence “68 + 57 = 125”.56

Horwich’s line of reasoning misses the point. He captures one normative aspect 
of meaning, namely the aspect that links meaning to truth and  knowledge. But 
this is not the normativity at issue in the sceptical challenge of Chapter 2 of WRPL. 
Th e normativity at issue there has to do with intentions and the commitments 
that arise from the existence of these intentions. Th e intentions in question are 
intentions to use signs in some ways and not in other ways. Th ey are not, as such, 
intentions to speak the truth or to form true beliefs.

Alan Millar has made the same point in terms of his aforementioned dis-
tinction between two senses of correctness: correctness as true application, and 
 correctness as use in accordance with the meaning of an expression (see above, 
p. 61): 

If … the normative claims we need to focus on are claims about how 
one ought to use words, then the particular ought-claims which need 
explaining are claims to the eff ect that one ought to use words in those 
ways which are in keeping with the relevant meaning and in that sense 
correct. If that is the issue then the considerations which Horwich 
adduces are irrelevant and could only seem relevant because of an 
equivocation over the notion of correctness.57



N O R M AT I V I T Y

71

(c) Reform II: semantic correctness

A third reformist idea is to replace semantic normativity with something like 
“semantic correctness” and maintain that we have captured semantic correctness 
as soon as we have met the extensional requirement. Th is is the position that 
Fodor formulates in response to Boghossian’s reconstruction of Kripke’s norma-
tive considerations. Commenting on Boghossian’s remark that “Any proposed 
candidate for being the property in virtue of which an expression has meaning 
must be such as to ground the ‘normativity’ of meaning …”,58 Fodor writes (as 
already seen above):

requiring that normativity be grounded suggests that there is more to 
demand of a naturalized semantics than that it provide a reduction of 
such notions as, say, extension. But what could this “more” amount to? 
To apply a term to a thing in its extension is to apply the term correctly; 
once you’ve said what it is that makes the tables the extension of “table”, 
there is surely no further question about why it’s correct to apply “table” 
to a table. It thus seems that if you have a reductive theory of the seman-
tic relations, there is no job of grounding normativity left  to do.59

Such a position confl icts of course with the intuitive picture of low-brow mean-
ing determinism: Fodor’s proposal has nothing to say on such key ingredient of 
semantic normativity as guidance or justifi cation. But since Fodor is not commit-
ted to being faithful to meaning determinism, any criticism on this score would 
be unfair. I therefore can see no other – neutral and fair – way of probing Fodor’s 
dispositionalism than to check whether it meets the extensional requirement. Th is 
is a topic to which I shall return in Chapter 3.

(d) Reform III: normativity and biology

Ruth Millikan wants us to stop using the intuitive conception of semantic norma-
tivity as a constraint on reductive semantic dispositionalism. She proposes replac-
ing the intuitive conception with a biological notion. Evolutionary biology gives 
us “the normative element that is involved when one means to follow a rule”, it 
gives us “a standard from which … one’s dispositions can diverge.”60

Th e needed standard is a “purpose”: one acts correctly if one meets one of one’s 
purposes, incorrectly if one does not. Not all purposes are “expressed”; not all of 
our purposes are (immediately) accessible to us. Biological purposes usually are 
not so accessible. For instance, it is the purpose of my heart to pump blood around 
my body; it is not its purpose to make pounding noises in my ears. Th e reason 
why only the former activity qualifi es is that hearts have pumped blood around 
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human bodies in the past, and that hearts have continued to proliferate precisely 
because of this pumping. Conforming to a rule can be an unexpressed biological 
purpose of a species. For instance, in order to intercept the female members of 
their species, male hoverfl ies conform to an intricate rule concerning their fl ight 
path and speed. Th e male hoverfl ies’ conforming to this rule in part explains the 
existence and proliferation of hoverfl ies. Th e rule can therefore be regarded as the 
“biological norm” or “standard” for the male hoverfl ies.

Th e rules and purposes of hoverfl ies are probably all innate. But the members 
of other species learn in response to their environment. Rats, for instance, have 
the general innate rule not to eat anything that once made them sick. In a given 
individual rat this general rule may lead to the more specifi c, but equally unex-
pressed, rule of not eating soap. Th is latter rule is still a biological purpose of the 
animal since it is logically entailed by the general rule and a particular experience 
of falling ill aft er eating soap. Even a circus poodle that rides a bicycle is conform-
ing to a biological purpose. General “dog rules” combined with the poodle’s spe-
cial environment have led it to develop unusual derived rules and purposes.

Turning to human purposes and rule-following, the fi rst thing to note is that 
human beings are able to purposefully follow expressed rules. Th is sets them apart 
from other animals. At the same time, all purposeful following of expressed rules 
must ultimately be grounded in the purposeful following of unexpressed rules, on 
pain of an infi nite regress of rule-following. Another key characteristic of human 
behaviour is its intentional character; we form intentions regarding our present 
and future behaviour. Such intentions are not mere epiphenomena of biology: 
they are derived biological purposes.

With this in place, we can see how Millikan wishes to answer the sceptic. While 
it is true that human behaviour can in principle be described in quaddition-like 
terms, biological purposes can be used as a constraint. For instance, consideration 
of biological purpose prevents us from thinking of the heart as essentially a noise-
making device, or the eye-blink refl ex as a device for pointing at one’s navel. And 
thus there is also a fact of the matter as to whether I am an adder or a quadder: 

[W]hatever you mean to do when you encounter “plus”, that content 
has been determined by your experiences coupled with evolution-
ary design. But, reasonably, whatever you mean by “plus” is the same 
as what other people mean who are endowed with the same general 
sort of cognitive equipment and have been exposed to the same sort 
of training in arithmetic. Th is meaning has been determined by the 
application of Homo sapiens rules of some kind to experience. … these 
considerations constitute, albeit in very rough and broad outline, the 
solution to the Kripke–Wittgenstein paradox.61 

Like the meaning determinist, Millikan believes that reductive semantic dis-
positionalism has to meet some constraint having to do with the normativity 
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of meaning. However, unlike the original meaning determinist of WRPL, Mil-
likan lets her philosophical theory defi ne what that constraint must be. In the 
original scenario of WRPL, semantic normativity was picture-dependent (i.e. 
part of low-brow meaning determinism), but not theory-dependent (i.e. not part 
of semantic dispositionalism). In Millikan’s work the normativity of meaning is 
 theory-dependent.

Millikan’s proposal has consequences for meaning determinism that go beyond 
revising the conception of the normativity of meaning. In particular Millikan’s 
version of normativity no longer passes the meaning determinist’s criterion of 
immediate knowledge. Millikan’s meaning-constituting facts are not known 
directly and with certainty. Th ey are only known on the basis of hypotheses. It 
even seems to follow that only evolutionary biologists can ultimately tell us what 
we mean by our words. Aft er all, according to Millikan’s proposal, what we mean 
by our words is ultimately derived from our unexpressed biological purposes. 
And these purposes are studied and investigated by evolutionary biologists.

Putting the same point diff erently, Millikan assumes that the normativity of 
expressed intentions can ultimately be reduced to the normativity of unexpressed 
biological purposes. One diff erence between these two kinds of normativity is 
that the former is an “actor’s category”, whereas the latter is an “analyst’s’ cat-
egory”.62 Th at is to say, the fi rst but not the second is a form of normativity that 
is part and parcel of the self-understanding of every human rule-follower. Th at 
is a considerable deviation from the original meaning determinism. Perhaps it 
might even be judged that Millikan belongs in the category of “revolutionaries” 
rather than “reformers” (of course the borderline between these two groups has 
always been fuzzy).

Being judged a revolutionary might not worry Millikan. She thinks she has 
good reasons for deviating from the intuitive picture. Is this not what philosophi-
cal naturalism is oft en forced to do? But what should concern Millikan and us is 
the question of whether talk of biological functions is able to capture normativity. 
Here there is reason for doubt. Using normative language to describe proper func-
tions seems inadequate. Th e norms and standards in question do not literally have 
a norm-authority, that is, someone who has introduced them and who sanctions 
deviation. How then are we to think of talk of biological norms? Is this talk not 
merely metaphorical? If so, then it is hard to accept that Millikan has given us a 
naturalization of meaning and normativity. Aft er all, in order to understand the 
metaphorical sense of normativity we fi rst have to understand the literal sense. 
And this literal sense presupposes an understanding of (expressed) intentions. To 
put the same worry in slightly diff erent terms, one might wonder whether talk of 
functions does not presuppose a system of goals and values.63 It is only because 
we value the heart’s contribution to our, and other animals’, survival that we speak 
of the heart’s function of pumping blood. If we instead valued certain rhythms 
above all else, then we might well say that the heart’s function was to produce its 
beats and sounds. Th e important point is that functions are aspects ascribed to 
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entities by observers in light of their interests and values. And if that is true, the 
present attempt to ground explicit intentions in unexpressed biological purposes 
must fail.64

(e) An alternative revolution: “Th ere is no such thing as a language …”

Th e positions discussed in the previous four sections all challenge WRPL by seek-
ing to show that reductive semantic dispositionalism is, aft er all, able to meet a 
normativity constraint of sorts. In the remainder of this chapter I turn to a the-
ory that challenges Kripke’s Wittgenstein from the opposite direction. Like him, 
it dismisses meaning determinism and semantic normativity and, also like him, 
it replaces meaning determinism with a “revolutionary” alternative. However, 
rather than going along with the sceptical solution, the  proposal in question casts 
aside what it construes as the conception of normativity involved in the sceptical 
solution. I am referring of course to the work of Donald  Davidson. 

To conclude this chapter with a critical dialogue between Davidson and 
Kripke’s Wittgenstein is imperative for more than one reason. First, according to 
a widespread view, Kripke’s Wittgenstein and Davidson mark opposite ends of 
the spectrum “semantic normativism versus semantic anti-normativism”. Indeed, 
Davidson himself leaves no doubt that this is exactly how he himself perceives 
their relationship. Secondly, despite their alleged fundamental disagreements, 
Davidson and Kripke’s Wittgenstein have been pilloried for putting forward rather 
similarly sounding and seemingly absurd claims about language: “Th ere can be no 
such thing as meaning anything by any word” (WRPL: 55) and “there is no such 
thing as a language”.65 It seems worth investigating whether these statements indi-
cate a degree of commonality that contradicts the received view. Th irdly, Kripke 
himself announces in a footnote that his Wittgenstein has no sympathies for Dav-
idson’s construal of meaning in terms of truth- conditions:

Donald Davidson’s infl uential and important theory of natural lan-
guage has many features in common with the Tractatus, even if the 
underlying philosophy is diff erent. … In particular, like the Tractatus, 
Davidson holds (i) that truth conditions are a key element in a theory 
of language; (ii) that the uncovering of a hidden deep structure of lan-
guage is crucial to a proper theory of interpretation; (iii) that the form 
of the deep structure is constrained in advance by theoretical, quasi-
logical considerations; (iv) that, in particular, the constraints show that 
the deep structure has a logical form close to that of a formal language 
of symbolic logic; (v) that, in particular, sentences are built up from 
“atoms” by logical operators; (vi) that, in particular, the deep structure 
of natural language is extensional in spite of the misleading appear-
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ances of surface structure. All these ideas of the Tractatus are repudi-
ated in the Investigations, which is hostile to any attempt to analyse 
language by uncovering a hidden deep structure. (WRPL: 71–2)

Excursus: a précis of Davidson on meaning and communication 

In order to answer the questions posed in the previous two paragraphs, we need 
a sketch of Davidson’s work. (Readers familiar with Davidson’s philosophy should 
jump ahead to the next section.) I begin with his work on formal theories of mean-
ing.66 Th e starting-point is the obvious idea that a systematic theory of meaning 
should tell us, for each and every sentence of a given (object) language, what that 
sentence means. Th e information concerning the meaning of the object-language 
sentence should be given in a metalanguage. In other words, we want a systematic 
theory of meaning for a given object language to provide us with some kind of 
pairing between expressions in the object language and expressions in the meta-
language. In these pairings, it is the expression of the metalanguage that gives the 
meaning of the expression of the object language.

What should the pairing look like? Let “s” be the name of a sentence in the 
object language and p be the corresponding sentence in the metalanguage. Two 
prima facie obvious candidates for the form of pairing then are:

(a) s means p
and (b)  s means that p.

Regrettably, neither will do. Candidate (a) makes “p” an expression that refers 
to a meaning, and Davidson wants to avoid the ontology of meaning objects. 
And (b) will not do since “it is reasonable to expect that in wrestling with the 
logic of the apparently non-extensional ‘means that’ we will encounter problems 
as hard as, or per haps identical with, the problems our theory is out to solve”.67 
Davidson proposes replacing “means that’” with an extensional connective. Th e 
obvious candidate is the biconditional “if, and only if ”, formally “↔”. Th is would 
give us:

(c) s ↔ p.

Now (c) is on the right track, but not quite there yet. For s is the name of a sen-
tence and p is a sentence. But a name and a sentence cannot be linked by “if, and 
only if ”; to say “Jones if, and only if, grass is green” is not false, it is meaningless. 
So we need to turn the left -hand side of (c) into a sentence. Th is can be done by 
applying a predicate. Let us use “X” as a stand-in for predicates. Th is gives us:

(d)  s is X ↔ p.
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What predicate can take the place of X? Th is is like asking: which one-place predi-
cate is such that applying it to the name of a sentence yields that sentence? Which 
one-place predicate can be used for purposes of disquotation, taking us from 

(e) “Snow is white”
to (f) Snow is white?

Th e answer is, of course, the “truth predicate”. Writing T for “true” we thus get:

(g) s is T ↔ p.

Now (g) does not state that p is the meaning of s. It tells us what has to be the 
case for s to be true; p provides the truth-conditions for s. Nevertheless,  Davidson 
believes (g) will do for our purposes. In giving us the truth-conditions for s, p 
off ers us all we need for a theory of meaning. 

Davidson wants a systematic, axiomatic, theory of meaning for a given lan-
guage to generate, for each s, a “T-theorem” of the form (g). Th e most important 
element of Davidson’s programme is contained in the realization that meaning-
theorists are not the only people who want theorems of the form (g). Truth-
 theorists (for formal languages) want them too. Alfred Tarski’s famous paper “Th e 
Concept of Truth in Formalized Languages”,68 formulates an adequacy condi tion 
for a defi nition of truth for a language. Th e condition is that an adequate theory 
of truth for a given language L must entail, for every sentence of L, a theorem of 
the form (h):

(h) s is TL ↔ p.

where “s” is a “structural description” of the given sentence of L; “p” stands for 
a metalanguage expression that is synonymous with, or the translation of, s; and 
“TL” stands for “true-in-L”, the predicate to be captured. Tarski shows us how to 
construct formal axiomatic theories that deliver the goods. Davidson attempts 
to piggyback on the success of Tarski’s methods. Th is cannot be done without 
some alterations, however. Th e main diff erence is that the defi nienda and defi ni-
entia are diff erent in the two cases. For Tarski’s purposes of defi ning true-in-L, 
the defi nientia are s, p and the knowledge of when one expression is synonymous 
with, or a translation of, another expression. For Davidson, true-in-L belongs on 
the side of the defi nientia, and the defi niendum is the knowledge of translation or 
synonymity between the expressions of the object and metalanguage. Davidson 
therefore needs to give us standards for determining how the sentences of one 
language should be mapped onto their translations in another language. Davidson 
of course does just that by giving us principles of interpretation for the scenario 
of “radical interpretation”: the scenario where we face the speaker of a language 
unknown to us, and without the help of dictionaries or translators. We start by 
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identifying which sentences our “interlocutor” holds true, and we assume that 
much of the time he is trying to express the same (true) beliefs that we would 
express in like circumstances. Th e methodology of radical interpretation is a holis-
tic constraint: it is to be applied not just to single utterances but to all of the utter-
ances that we can use for constructing our meaning theory for the speaker.

Davidson believes that using the methodology of radical interpretation allows 
interpreters to solve the tricky problem of “rogue T-theorems”. A rogue T- theorem 
pairs a given s with a sentence p that, although it is true whenever s is true, intui-
tively fails to give s’s meaning. Consider:

(i)  “Schnee ist weiss” is true-in-German ↔ grass is green.

Such theorems are prevented as long as the meaning theory is built on a  suffi  ciently 
large sample of German utterances, and as long as the theory is constructed 
according to the right methodology. More complex “rogues”, such as

(j)  “Schnee ist weiss” is true-in-German ↔ snow is white and 1 + 1 = 2

are ruled out by other considerations: we must think of our meaning-giving the-
ory of truth as an “empirical theory” and of the theorems as:

laws which state the truth conditions not only of actual utterances but 
also of unspoken sentences. Laws formulated as universally quanti-
fi ed biconditionals convey far more than identity of truth value. Th is 
consideration, and the constraints that follow from the logical rela-
tions among sentences should, when coupled with the usual pres-
sure for simplicity, ensure that contrived, gerrymandered theories are 
weeded out.69

Th ere is more to Davidson’s philosophy of language than his Tarskian theory 
of truth-conditions. We get to some of his further views – developed in the 1980s 
and 1990s – by locating the theory of meaning within broader issues such as 
the defi nition of what a language is, or the determination of what makes com-
munication possible. Davidson follows David Lewis70 in thinking of languages 
as abstract structures: “A language may be viewed as a complex abstract object, 
defi ned by giving a fi nite list of expressions (words), rules for constructing mean-
ingful concatenations of expressions (sentences), and a semantic interpretation of 
the meaningful expressions based on the semantic features of individual words.”71 
For Davidson this viewpoint sits naturally with two other ideas: that “there must 
be an infi nity of ‘languages’ no one ever has spoken or ever will speak”,72 and that 
we each speak our own language: “every speaker [has] … his own quite unique 
way of speaking. … Diff erent speakers have diff erent stocks of proper names, 
diff erent vocabularies, and attach somewhat diff erent meaning to words”.73 Th is 
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claim brings all communication within the purview of the methodology of radi-
cal interpretation. 

Davidson characterizes our daily radical interpretation with the concepts of 
“prior” and “passing” theory.74 Th e prior theory consists simply of the interpreter’s 
“expectations about what others in the community will mean by what they say”.75 
When encountering a speaker, the interpreter adjusts his prior  theory:

to the evidence so far available to him: knowledge of the character, 
dress, role, sex, of the speaker, and whatever else has been gained 
by observing the speaker’s behaviour, linguistic or otherwise. As the 
speaker speaks his piece the interpreter alters his theory, entering 
hypotheses about new names, altering the interpretation of familiar 
predicates, and revising past interpretations of particular utterances 
in the light of new evidence.76

Th e theory that results from such an alteration of a prior theory is the passing 
theory. Like the prior theory, the passing theory is a theory because it is system-
atic. Once you fi nd out that I – whose English is not as good as I should like it to 
be – mean “to lend” when I say “to borrow”, then you must give my “to borrow” 
all the powers that “to lend” has for you. And only a recursive theory can capture 
this.77 Speaker and hearer usually have some expectations about the prior theo-
ries used by one another:

For the hearer, the prior theory expresses how he is prepared in 
advance to interpret an utterance of the speaker, while the passing the-
ory is how he does interpret the utterance. For the speaker, the prior 
theory is what he believes the interpreter’s prior theory to be, while his 
passing theory is the theory he intends the interpreter to use.78

Th e important upshot of this train of thought is Davidson’s attack on the idea 
that a shared language is a precondition for communication. Strictly speaking, no 
two people ever speak the same language, and hence all communication involves 
some level of radical interpretation. And by means of radical interpretation a 
speaker can in principle understand someone whose language has nothing in 
common with his own. Communication does not presuppose a prior agreement 
on the meanings of words; it merely demands that the agreement exists aft er the 
interpreter has done his work. And the latter work only presupposes that the 
interpreter is able to say in his language what the one to be interpreted says in 
hers.79

Th is is the point at which we can begin to understand Davidson’s claim that 
“there is no such thing as a language”.80 Th e idea is that there is no such thing as 
a language if a language is thought of as something that must be shared between 
speaker and hearer in order for them to be able to communicate. Such shared 
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language is neither necessary nor suffi  cient. It is not necessary for the reasons 
introduced in the previous paragraph. But it is also not suffi  cient. Th is claim goes 
back to the variety of information that an interpreter has to consider in order to 
succeed in his endeavour. It will not do for him to focus on just his knowledge of 
his prior theory; he must also take into account other, non-linguistic information: 
about character, dress, background and so on of the speaker. Th ere is no special 
methodology for doing so: 

[W]e have abandoned not only the ordinary notion of a language, but 
we have erased the boundary between knowing a language and know-
ing our way around in the world generally. For there are no rules for 
arriving at passing theories, no rules in any strict sense, as opposed to 
rough maxims and methodological generalities. … Th ere is no more 
chance of regularising, or teaching, this process than there is of regu-
larising or teaching the process of creating new theories to cope with 
new data in any fi eld—for that is what this process involves.81

Davidson and meaning determinism

Th e above sketch of some key claims and issues in Davidson’s philosophy of lan-
guage will do for present purposes. I can now bring these claims and ideas into 
contact with WRPL. Th e natural fi rst step here is to ask how Davidson stands with 
respect to meaning determinism. Davidson describes the conception of language 
he opposes as follows: “in learning a language, a person acquires the ability to 
operate in accord with a precise and specifi able set of syntactic and semantic rules; 
verbal communication depends on speaker and hearer sharing such an ability, 
and it requires no more than this”.82 Beginning with the second sub-sentence, the 
meaning determinism at issue in WRPL says of course little about the conditions 
of verbal communication. But it is easy enough to predict what meaning deter-
minism would have to say. Grasping as explanation provides the crucial hint: a 
speaker and hearer are able to communicate if, and only if, they have grasped the 
same concept. Here then is the fi rst important point where Davidson parts com-
pany from meaning determinism.

Grasping itself must also be suspect from a Davidsonian point of view. Applied 
to a language as a whole, grasping is the doctrine that to learn a language is to 
grasp once and for all a set of concepts or rules that subsequently determine, caus-
ally as well as normatively, how one must speak. Such a conception coheres badly 
with Davidson’s emphasis on the context sensitivity of both language production 
and language interpretation. Davidson’s speaker is not committed to being true 
to his prior grasping of a language; his only commitment is to being understood 
in the way he wishes to be understood by his current audience: “the speaker must 
intend the hearer to interpret his words in the way the speaker intends”.83 Th e 
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same context-sensitivity might throw some doubts over Davidson’s sympathies 
for objectivity as well.

Davidson’s hostility to meaning determinism is strongest with respect to the 
twin principles of semantic normativity and privacy. As far as the former is con-
cerned, enough has already been said in this chapter. Recall especially Davidson’s 
insistence that someone who felt no linguistic obligations would not thereby be 
unintelligible:

Suppose someone learns to talk as others do, but feels no obligation 
whatever to do so. … [Suppose she said:] “I just do talk that way. I 
don’t think I have an obligation to walk upright, it just comes natu-
rally.” If what she says is true would she not be speaking a language, 
or would she cease to be intelligible?84

Davidson off ers two diff erent considerations in criticism of privacy. First, he 
denies that a private linguist is able to establish a norm, and hence the distinction 
between the right and wrong uses of a language. Once a speaker directs himself to 
a hearer, however, such norms become conceivable and intelligible. Th e speaker 
gets things right if he is understood by the hearer in the way he wishes to be 
understood; he gets things wrong if he fails in this intention.85 

Secondly, Davidson has an elaborate argument for the conclusion that the very 
possibility of thinking and learning presupposes “triangulation”, that is, a triangle 
the corners of which are made up of (at least) two people and the world. For us to be 
able to think and speak about the world, we need to be able to perceive it. In order 
to analyse perception Davidson relies on a causal theory. Assume that perceiving 
my environment I say and believe “there is a stone”. On Davidson’s causal theory of 
perception, what the belief is about, and what the expression means, is determined 
by the cause of the belief. But what is the cause of my belief? Th e candidates range 
from the Big Bang, and the history of the universe, to my parents’ falling in love, the 
stone itself and irritations on the surfaces of my eyes. As Davidson sees it, as long 
as I am on my own, there just is no way of deciding among these causes. Only the 
arrival of a second person can transform the situation. Imagine you join me and 
also form the same belief that there is a stone. And you hear me express my belief. 
For you to understand my utterance, and for you to come to believe that we believe 
the same thing, you have to identify the common cause of our beliefs. Th e require-
ment that the cause must be common rules out the irritations on the surfaces of 
my eyes. Moreover, not just any common cause will do: the Big Bang is a common 
cause but it is the cause of far too many things. Th e same is true even of my parents’ 
falling in love. So you naturally opt for the last common cause. I do the same with 
you, and we communicate our reasoning to each other. We thereby enable each 
other to have determinate contents for our beliefs.86

In sum, of meaning determinism’s various ingredients, Davidson clearly rejects 
privacy, grasping, semantic normativity and objectivity. Even though the evidence 
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is less clear regarding some of the other elements, it is evident that Davidson’s phi-
losophy of language and communication is on the side of revolutionaries rather 
than reformers. Aft er all, the four principles mentioned are, as it were, the heart 
of the meaning-determinist picture.

Critical dialogue I: Kripke’s Wittgenstein as a critic of Davidson

Davidson and Kripke’s Wittgenstein thus agree in their rejection of some very 
central ingredients of meaning determinism. But this is not to deny their diff er-
ences. In the next section, I shall discuss Davidson’s criticism of the sceptical solu-
tion. In the present section my focus will be on the question of what the meaning 
sceptic might dislike in Davidson’s philosophy of language.

Above I quoted from a longish footnote in which Kripke presents Davidson’s 
theory of meaning as having “many features in common with the Tractatus, even 
if the underlying philosophy is diff erent”. Kripke points out that Wittgenstein 
would repudiate a number of ideas that are central to Davidson’s Tarski-inspired 
work; fi rst and foremost the doctrine “that truth conditions are a key element in 
a theory of language” (WRPL: 71–2). Th at this is the main disagreement is clear 
also from the context in which the footnote appears. It is situated in connection 
with Kripke’s exposition of why Wittgenstein casts aside “the classical realist pic-
ture” and why Wittgenstein shift s from truth-conditions to assertability condi-
tions (WRPL: 71–5). 

It might seem obvious that Davidson’s commitment to the idea that meaning is 
given by truth-conditions confl icts with meaning scepticism. Davidson seems to 
accept the very classical realism that the sceptic throws out as part and parcel of 
meaning determinism. Th e dialectical situation here is complicated since, as just 
seen, Davidson himself too dismisses most of meaning determinism. Has Dav-
idson thus found a way of cleansing classical realism of its meaning-determinist 
background? If so then he will have developed a position that is not threatened by 
the sceptical argument of WRPL, a position that avoids the radical consequences 
of the sceptical solution. Now, it may well be the case that Davidson’s position is 
not vulnerable to the arguments brought forth in Kripke’s book. But this does not 
of course mean that it is above reproach. Aft er all, there are weighty objections 
both to Davidson’s equation of meaning with truth- conditions and to his opti-
mism regarding the restraining of rogue T-theorems.87 

It is also worth noting that Davidson himself has later become sceptical of 
some central aspects of his work on formal theories of truth-conditions. His work 
of the 1980s and 1990s, that is, his work on the most general conditions of com-
munication, is in part a criticism of his own former self. Th is is so at least in so far 
as Davidson once used to believe that shared Tarski-style theories are a precondi-
tion of successful communication. While the Davidson of the 1990s still regards 
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such theories as useful for purposes of logical analysis, they are “neither necessary 
nor suffi  cient for understanding a speaker”. And Davidson himself adds: “Th is is, 
aft er all, a Wittgensteinian point”.88

Be this as it may, there is, in any case, a diff erent perspective on the whole issue 
of the relationship between Davidson’s formal theory of truth-conditions and the 
outlook of meaning scepticism. According to this diff erent perspective the two 
positions do not confl ict but are, at least to a signifi cant extent,  compatible. 

To begin with, Davidson has insisted repeatedly that his formal theory of truth 
is merely a “model” for whatever enables us to produce and understand arbitrary 
utterances.89 He has also remarked that “the implications of my approach to lan-
guage for psychology are remote at best”.90 In other words, Davidson is not saying 
that interpreters in fact use theories of the sort he has developed. Davidson is not 
a realist about these theories. All he is saying is that his formal theory of truth-
conditions is an eff ective and successful way of modelling some of our abilities in 
assigning meanings to old and new utterances. 

Moreover, Davidson has emphasized that the Tarskian position on truth-
 conditions is unlike classical realism in important respects. Recall that the clas-
sical realist is committed to the correspondence theory of truth with its notion of 
facts as truth-makers, to propositions (realistically construed). Davidson rejects 
both. He insists that “no one knows how to individuate facts in a plausible way”91 
and that there is nothing to be gained by talking of propositions.92 To say “that sen-
tences or beliefs correspond to ‘the facts’” remains “meaningful”, but “this means 
no more than that they are true”.93 Davidson also speaks of “the dread idea that 
language and thought represent or mirror the world”, and contends that given his 
outlook “there is no danger”: “Tarskian semantics introduces no entities to corre-
spond to sentences, and it is only by introducing such entities that one can make 
serious sense of language mirroring or corresponding to or representing features 
of the world.”94

Finally, it is an open question whether the true-in-L in Davidson’s meaning-
giving theorems has much to do with a substantive understanding of truth.95 At 
least until the late 1960s Davidson himself held the view that:

the success of our venture depends not on the fi lling but on what it fi lls. 
Th e theory will have done its work if it provides, for every  sentence s 
in the language under study, a matching sentence (to replace “p”) that, 
in some way yet to be made clear, “gives the meaning” of s.96

In other words, it does not matter how thin a truth-predicate we put for X in (1):

(1) s is X ↔ p

As long as the truth-predicate allows us to construct an ideal machine that matches 
up, in the right way, sentences of the object language with sentences of the meta-
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language, it does all it needs to do. Accordingly, Davidson has no diffi  culties with 
applying his truth-predicate to evaluative sentences such as “Bardot is good”:

[W]e ought not to boggle at “‘Bardot is good’ is true if and only if 
Bardot is good”; in a theory of truth, this consequence should fol-
low with the rest … What is special to evaluative words is simply 
not touched: the mystery is transferred from the word “good” in the 
object- language to its translation in the metalanguage.97

In his work from the 1970s onwards Davidson abandons this defl ated under-
standing of truth and begins to treat truth as a key explanatory concept in theo-
ries of meaning. Th is shift  is brought about by Davidson’s work on the theory 
of radical interpretation. By 1990 he says that “it is our grasp of [the concept of 
truth] that permits us to make sense of the question whether a theory of truth 
for a language is correct”.98 Th at is to say, for Davidson the methodology of radi-
cal interpretation demands a substantive understanding of truth. Th is is not the 
place to discuss this position further, but two things are worth emphasizing. First, 
it is questionable whether Davidson is right in thinking that his methodology 
of radical interpretation really does presuppose a substantive notion of truth. 
John McDowell, among others, has challenged this position.99 Secondly, if the 
Davidson of the 1960s and his critics are right, and if Davidson’s theory of truth-
conditions really can make do with no more than the defl ated, theory-internal, 
conception of truth, then the tension between his theory of truth and the mean-
ing sceptic’s rejection of classical realism is greatly reduced. 

What should we imagine Kripke’s Wittgenstein to say about Davidson’s argu-
ment against privacy? Here we need to distinguish two issues. Th e fi rst issue is 
Davidson’s argument that only by triangulating our perceptions with others and 
the world we are able to identify what our perceptions are about. Th e second 
issue is Davidson’s idea that linguistic correctness and incorrectness are relative 
to the speaker’s intentions to be understood in a certain way. I shall discuss the 
two issues in turn.

It should be noted fi rst of all that a triangulation of sorts is also central to 
the sceptical solution. Th is is slightly obscured by the fact that Kripke’s favoured 
example is mathematical. Since nothing of substance rides on this choice, let us 
focus on cases where people talk about chairs and other medium-size objects. In 
such cases we have a triangle: Jones, the speaker, who says things such as “Dies 
ist ein Stuhl”; Smith, the attributor, who says (or thinks) about the speaker “By 
‘Stuhl’ he means chair”; and the chair that is perceived by both Jones and Smith. 
To understand meaning attributions we have to focus on the nature of situa-
tions in which an attributor ascribes meaning to someone whose responses he 
compares with his own. And the distinction between “correct” and “incorrect” is 
applicable to someone’s responses to something only in so far as his responses can 
be related to, and compared with, another set of independent responses. In the 
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most basic scenario, that second set is produced by a second person who thereby 
acts as yardstick and judge at one and the same time. 

Kripke’s Wittgenstein puts special emphasis on the fact that such triangulation 
usually is a “primitive” phenomenon. Th at is to say, the attributor– evaluator need 
not arrive at his conclusion – that someone else acts correctly or incorrectly – on 
the basis of an interpretation. To interpret something is to be aware of alterna-
tives; but no such alternatives normally fi gure when we attribute meanings. Th is 
is important: unless our eyes are shut in similar ways, the problem of underde-
termination of meaning attribution by verbal behaviour cannot be solved. Th e 
absence of interpretative hypotheses is thus crucial: 

Smith will judge Jones to mean addition by “plus” only if he judges 
that Jones’s answers to particular addition problems agree with those 
he is inclined to give, or, if they occasionally disagree, he can interpret 
Jones as at least following the proper procedure. … In all this, Smith’s 
inclinations are regarded as just as primitive as Jones’s. In no way does 
Smith test directly whether Jones may have in his head some rule 
agreeing with the one in Smith’s head. Rather the point is that if, in 
enough concrete cases, Jones’s inclinations agree with Smith’s, Smith 
will judge that Jones is indeed following the rule for addition.  
 (WRPL: 91)

In saying that the distinction between “seems right” and “is right” needs an 
intersubjective scenario, Kripke’s Wittgenstein is not, of course, committed to 
the claim that the second person, the evaluator, inevitably gets things right. Th e 
point is more subtle: it is that the distinction between “seems right” and “is right” 
is applicable only when one evaluates the performances of another. Moreover, the 
claim that meaning attributors typically cannot but take their own responses as 
their yardstick should not be misunderstood as the idea that one’s own responses 
are forever sacrosanct. It is part and parcel of our practices of meaning attribution 
that we treat our own responses as presumptively correct; but nothing prevents 
us from overriding this presumption.

Moreover, Kripke’s Wittgenstein stresses that primitive responses on one level 
are compatible with fl exible evaluations and interpretations on another level. Th at 
is to say, an evaluator-attributor might well conclude that she fi nds too many of 
her interlocutor’s responses incorrect by her standards. In such a situation, the 
evaluator-attributor might decide to measure her interlocutor’s responses against 
a diff erent set of her own responses. Th at is to say, she might try a diff erent mean-
ing attribution: “Sometimes Smith, by substituting some alternative interpreta-
tion for Jones’s word ‘plus’, will be able to bring Jones’s responses in line with his 
own” (WRPL: 91).

Let us return to Davidson’s triangulation. A superfi cial objection to it from 
a Wittgensteinian would be to chastise Davidson for his use of “interpretation”. 
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Does not Wittgenstein insist that all interpretation comes to an end, and is not 
Kripke therefore right to emphasize the primitive – that is, non-interpretative 
– character of the “interpreter’s” actions? Although this criticism of Davidson is 
sometimes made,100 it overlooks that Davidson’s understanding of “interpretation” 
is much wider than the Wittgensteinian (“we ought to restrict the term ‘interpre-
tation’ to the substitution of one expression of the rule for another” [PI : §201]):

Michael [Dummett] chides me for extending the usual use of the word 
“interpret” and its cognates to those ordinary situations in which we 
understand others without conscious eff ort or refl ection … I do not 
think we normally understand what others say by consciously refl ect-
ing on the question of what they mean, by appealing to some theory 
of interpretation, or by summoning up what we take to be the relevant 
evidence. We do it, much of the time, eff ortlessly, even automatically. 
We can do this because we have learned to talk pretty much as oth-
ers do, and this explains why we generally understand without eff ort 
much that they say.101 

While thus not being vulnerable on account of his use of “interpretation”, 
Davidson’s triangulation argument nevertheless confl icts with other meaning-
sceptical tenets. Th ere is something deeply reductive about the idea that we can 
individuate objects without the involvement of meaning, and on the basis of 
causation alone. A meaning scepticism (of the kind developed in Chapter 3 of 
WRPL) cannot accept this proposal. Indeed, the meaning sceptic will naturally 
feel inclined to search for arguments to the eff ect that object individuation on 
the basis of causality alone cannot succeed. Fortunately for the sceptic, such an 
argument already exists; it was developed by Dagfi nn Føllesdal. Recall that the 
triangulation argument was built on a causal theory of perception. I know that 
I am perceiving a stone – rather than the Big Bang or surface irritations on my 
eyes – because the stone is the last common cause of both your and my percep-
tions. Th e argument presupposes that the candidates for common causes all lie 
on a single line, and that this line eventually splits into two: this is where your 
causes and my causes begin to diff er. But why should we assume that for each of 
us there is just one line? Why not assume that there actually are tree- structures 
for each of us? In other words, why should we presuppose that there is just one 
unique last common cause? When you and I look towards a stone, the last com-
mon cause might be certain electromagnetic oscillations over there, the surface 
of the stone, various parts of this surface (that refl ect light that reaches our eyes), 
the stone itself, or any one of a large number of further objects and events. It is 
obvious that causality alone cannot settle this question.102 

Turning to Davidson’s second consideration against privacy it might seem at 
fi rst that the sceptic would have to take exception to the claim that what makes 
for correctness in communication is fi rst and foremost the speaker’s intention to 
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be understood in a certain way by his audience. Th is position is forced on David-
son since he has shown that shared linguistic norms – the traditional standard of 
correctness – are neither necessary nor suffi  cient for communication to succeed. 
Th e sceptical argument is of course an attack on the idea of one kind of inten-
tion: to wit, that in answering “125” to “68 + 57 = ?” we are acting on the basis of 
a past (future-directed) intention to answer plus-queries on the basis of the addi-
tion function. Th e sceptical argument shows that it is impossible to make sense 
of such intentions, at least within the meaning-determinist framework. Are not 
Davidson’s intentions of a similar kind? Th e answer must be: “it depends”. It all 
depends on how precisely Davidson’s correctness-constituting intentions-to-be-
understood-in-a-certain-way are construed. Th e meaning sceptic does not for-
bid us to say things like: “I wanted to get my  little daughter to stop pressing the 
remote control. So I said ‘Stop pressing the remote control’. Th at was wrong. I 
should have known that she doesn’t know the meaning of the words ‘remote con-
trol’”. Such utterances are part of ordinary language; every parent has said them 
dozens of times. And such utterances are meaningful in so far as they have rough 
and ready assertability conditions. If ‘”Davidsonian intentions” are construed in 
this way then they are acceptable. Th ey will be unacceptable only if they are ana-
lysed along meaning-determinist lines. To analyse them in this inadmissible man-
ner is to say that Jones means addition by “+” if he has a mental state of a certain 
kind: an intention to be understood by his audience as meaning addition by “+”. 
And this mental state is such that the ten ingredients of the low-brow meaning-
determinist picture all apply to it. Th ere is no reason to think, and every reason 
to doubt, that  Davidson is relying on such an analysis.

Critical dialogue II: Davidson as a critic of Kripke’s Wittgenstein 

In his paper “Th e Second Person”, fi rst published ten years aft er WRPL, Davidson 
levels a number of criticisms against Kripke’s Wittgenstein. Most of these criti-
cisms focus on the issue of normativity.

Th e fi rst issue concerns an aspect of the exchange in the sceptical argument. 
Recall that Davidson individuates languages very fi nely: two languages diff er pro-
vided only that one of them diverges from the other over the presence of one extra 
personal name or one diff erent meaning. Starting from this method of individu-
ation, one might rephrase the original sceptical challenge – what makes it so that 
you mean addition rather than quaddition by “+”? – as: what makes it so that 
you speak one language rather than another, say English rather than Queng-
lish (where Quenglish is like English except that it has a diff erent function for 
“+”)? Th e sceptic would, of course, contend here that however much data we have 
about a speaker we shall never have enough information to decide between the 
two hypotheses; maybe addition and the alternative  function begin to diff er only 
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in numerical realms that human minds cannot reach. Davidson thinks that we 
should not worry about this possibility: 

Th ere will … be endless diff erent languages which agree with all of a 
speaker’s actual utterances, but diff er with respect to unspoken sen-
tences. … So there will be endless languages consistent with all the 
actual utterances of a speaker none of which is “the” language he is 
speaking. … Th is particular diffi  culty, though it may have troubled 
Wittgenstein, and certainly troubled Kripke, seems to me to have a 
relatively simple answer. Th e longer we interpret a speaker with appar-
ent success as speaking a particular language the greater our legitimate 
confi dence that the speaker is speaking that language, or one much 
like it.103

Secondly, Davidson believes that the sceptical solution is based on a mistaken 
view of normativity. As Davidson sees it, like the meaning determinist, the mean-
ing sceptic also holds that “to speak a language is to follow rules”.  Davidson recog-
nizes that meaning scepticism opposes the idea of an “inner mental act or process 
of ‘grasping’ or ‘following’ the rule”. And he notes that “the criterion that decides 
what rule someone is following is just how she actually goes on, and the only test 
whether she has it right is whether she goes on as I (her interpreter) would”. David-
son also puts the point in terms of meaning and language: “we judge that a speaker 
means what we would if we were to utter the same words. She speaks the same 
language we do if she goes on as we would”.104 Once the point is put in this way, we 
already know why Davidson has to oppose it. As seen previously, Davidson does 
not believe that to speak a language is to follow rules, and he rejects any sugges-
tion that to speak correctly is to speak as others do. Here is a further quotation that 
illustrates his point well:

If you and I were the only speakers in the world, and you spoke 
Sherpa while I spoke English, we could learn to understand one 
another, though there would be no “rules” that we jointly followed 
in our speech. What would matter, of course, is that we should each 
provide the other with something intelligible as a language. Th is is, 
as we saw, a condition speakers must intend to satisfy; but carrying 
out the intention, while it may require a degree of what the other 
perceives as consistency, does not involve following shared rules or 
conventions. … So, while it may be true that speaking a language 
requires that there be an interpreter, it does not follow that more 
than one person must speak the same language. … I conclude that 
Kripke’s criterion for speaking a language cannot be right; speaking 
a language cannot depend on speaking as someone else does (or as 
many others do).105
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Th irdly and fi nally, Davidson takes there to be a fundamental divide between 
philosophies of language that take idiolects as conceptually primary with respect 
to shared language, and philosophies of language that take a shared language 
as primary with respect to idiolects.106 He counts Kripke’s Wittgenstein among 
those who prioritize language over idiolects; and he regards his own work as an 
extended argument in favour of reversing this ranking. 

Let us investigate the three objections in turn. According to the fi rst we should 
not worry about the fact that a choice between hypotheses as to which language 
someone speaks – English or Quenglish, for example – is inevitably underdeter-
mined by that person’s speech behaviour. “Th e longer we interpret a speaker with 
apparent success, the greater our legitimate confi dence”. Is this a legitimate objec-
tion to the sceptical argument (i.e. the line of thought of Chapter 2 of WRPL)? 
I fail to see how it could be. To begin with, the sceptical argument is directed 
against meaning determinism; and it is the meaning determinist who believes 
that the speaker of a language knows exactly which language he is speaking. Th e 
meaning sceptic, however, is not at all committed to this view. Indeed, this very 
view is one of the victims of his attack. Moreover, note that Davidson’s comment 
misses the mark also in an even more profound sense. Th e focus of the sceptical 
argument is on ontological or constitutive, not on epistemological questions. Th e 
question is not “How do you know which language you are speaking?”; it is “What 
makes it so that you speak one language rather than another?” In construing the 
question as being about evidence for alternative hypotheses, Davidson betrays his 
misunderstanding: that is, that the issue is epistemological.

Th e second objection is equally off  target, but it will take more work to show this 
to be the case. To start us off , WRPL does not equate attributions of meanings with 
attributions of rules; it does not say that to attribute a meaning is to ascribe a rule. 
Th e data to be accounted for by both meaning determinist and meaning sceptic are 
attributions of meanings and attributions of rules (and concepts of course). Both 
protagonists hold that one and the same rough general account will cover both 
cases. But they do not believe that the one case somehow reduces to the other. It is 
easy to see why Davidson overshoots the mark here: the prominence of the mathe-
matical example encourages equating meaning and rule. Davidson is right to say: 

Most language learning is accomplished without learning or knowing 
any rules at all. Wittgenstein does, of course, treat meaning something 
in much the same way he treats following some procedure, such as 
adding in arithmetic. But there is a clear distinction between the cases, 
which explains why we ordinarily use the word “rule” in one case and 
not in the other. In the case of adding, there is an explicit procedure 
for arriving at an answer; we can learn and describe the procedure, 
and it is appropriate to call the procedure or its description a rule. We 
normally follow no procedure in speaking; nothing in the everyday 
use of language corresponds to taking the sum in adding.107
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Th at is all true, but then again, there is nothing that Kripke’s Wittgenstein says 
that contradicts this view.

Moreover, it seems that Davidson’s criticism itself falsely equates two very dif-
ferent ideas: that communication involves substantial agreement in primitive 
responses, and that communication involves prior agreement in rules and mean-
ings. Davidson is right to locate the fi rst idea in WRPL but he is wrong about the 
presence of the latter. Kripke’s Wittgenstein explicitly rules out the notion that our 
responses agree because our concepts agree; indeed, he  propounds the inverse 
(WRPL: 97). In emphasizing the need for agreement in responses rather than 
meanings, concepts and conventions, Kripke’s Wittgenstein is close to Davidson’s 
own position. Indeed such agreement is surely a precondition of radical interpre-
tation as well: if the native did not respond to dogs and interpreters roughly the 
way we do, then we could not form the hypothesis that he is trying to tell us that 
the animal in front of us is a dog. 

Th e crucial criterion for deciding whether Davidson’s criticism is justifi ed is 
what Kripke’s Wittgenstein has to say on radical interpretation. Davidson’s attack 
is on target, if, and only if, meaning scepticism rules out the possibility of radi-
cal interpretation. Assume that Kripke’s Jones and Smith encounter each other in 
such a situation, Jones now being a tribesman speaking an unfamiliar language, 
a tribesman whom Smith encounters in the jungle, and without the benefi ts of 
dictionaries and interpreters (as normally understood!). Let Jungle-Jones make 
the noise “sulp” under diff erent conditions and in diff erent verbal contexts. Under 
what circumstances would Smith feel entitled to produce the meaning attribu-
tion “Jungle-Jones means addition by ‘sulp’”? Obviously only under conditions 
in which Smith can somehow match Jungle-Jones’s responses to his own. Th is 
might happen in circumstances where Jones utters “sulp” while performing vari-
ous operations with pebbles, while rounding up cattle or while ordering his spears 
or axes. Being a member of our community, Smith will use our criteria, our assert-
ability conditions for meaning attributions of “plus”. Th e assertability conditions 
will be roughly similar to the assertability we considered in Chapter 1 for cases 
where a teacher attributes a command of addition to a child. Th ere is no need for 
Jungle-Jones to share these assertability conditions. Th ese conditions bind Smith 
and us, but they need not bind the one to be interpreted. Th at this is the natural 
way to read Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s position should be clear already from the orig-
inal example. When a teacher attributes an understanding of “plus” (as referring 
to the addition function) to a child, the child usually will not be able to follow the 
teacher’s rough and ready assertability conditions for such attributions.

But what about cases in our own culture? Does not the sceptical solution 
commit us to saying that Joyce’s “Dyoublong” fails to mean anything since Joyce 
diverges from the way we speak? No it does not. Kripke writes: “If Jones con-
sistently fails to give responses in agreement … with Smith’s, Smith will judge 
that he does not mean addition by ‘plus’. … Sometimes Smith, by substituting 
some alternative interpretation for Jones’s word ‘plus’, will be able to bring Jones’s 
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responses in line with his own” (WRPL: 91). Th is passage makes clear that in order 
to speak meaningfully we need not speak as others do. It suffi  ces that they have 
the resources to make sense of our words in their words.

But, one might wish to protest, does not Kripke’s Wittgenstein insist that what 
gives words their signifi cance is that they have assertability conditions? And 
are not these assertability conditions shared by a group? Th ere is something in 
that protest. It is indeed the case that assertability conditions, rather than truth-
 conditions, give expressions their meaning. And it is true as well that assertability 
conditions are shared. And yet for all that, it does not seem contrary to the gen-
eral position of the sceptical solution to allow for the possibility that assertability 
conditions can change and develop, or that new assertability conditions can be 
invented and spread through the community. Th is possibility sits naturally with 
the sceptical solution’s “in-built” emphasis on contingency and circumstance: this 
emphasis is most evident in the idea that all assertability conditions identify only 
“roughly specifi able circumstances” and that assertability conditions are “not nec-
essary and suffi  cient conditions” (WRPL: 78, 87). Precisely because they are rough 
and ready only, there is always scope for adjusting them to given circumstances. 

If this comment is on target, then we can say the following. WRPL assumes 
that assertability conditions are usually shared. Whatever the diff erences in our 
idiolects – and these diff erences are oft en considerable – our idiolects do largely 
overlap. Th is is why we say in ordinary life that we speak English, German or 
Finnish, rather than “Davidsonese”, “Kantese” or “Hintikkaian”. Nevertheless, we 
do introduce new words: “Dyoublong”, for example. In such cases, to get our 
interlocutors to understand what we mean is to stimulate them to modify exist-
ing, or invent new, assertability conditions. (Usually the new ones will be mod-
elled on existing ones.) Th is is what Joyce does with “Dyoublong”. We know that 
Joyce was associated with a city called “Dublin”, and we recognize the expression 
“Do you belong?” We have rough assertability conditions for both. Joyce tries to 
get us to bring these assertability conditions together. He will succeed in his inten-
tion to the extent that we succeed in this endeavour. 

In stressing this last point I have already made headway with respect to the 
dispute over conceptual priority between idiolects and “sociolect” (the shared 
language of a group). Kripke’s Wittgenstein does not present an in-principle argu-
ment to the eff ect that the sociolect must be primary. If we wish to individuate 
languages as fi nely as Davidson proposes, then we are perfectly entitled to say that 
we all speak diff erent languages: “Say what you choose, so long as it does not pre-
vent you from seeing the facts” (PI: §79). And if we wish to focus on phenomena 
of radical interpretation, then it makes good sense to see idiolects as primary. 

Th is does not mean that the meaning sceptic will applaud all aspects of David-
son’s work on radical interpretation and the possibility of communication. Dav-
idson’s work on radical interpretation rests on idealizations – on a principled 
abstracting away from the human condition – that Kripke’s Wittgenstein would 
be unwilling to contemplate. Davidson believes that it makes sense to ask “in a 
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theoretical vein”: “how many competent speakers of a language must there be if 
anyone can be said to speak or understand a language?”108 To ask in this “theoreti-
cal vein” is to rely on an idealization: we ignore the fact that human beings grow 
up and live in communities; and we narrow our focus to the conceptual question 
of what are the minimal imaginable conditions of communication. Davidson’s 
answer is that it takes no more than two to communicate. Elsewhere Davidson 
tells us that although it is “intolerable, perhaps humanly impossible” that there be 
a society in which each speaker has a “radically diff erent language” there is still 
much to be learned from this scenario: the lesson of this scenario is that “each 
hearer would have to extemporise a mode of interpretation”.109 Here by “diff erent 
languages” Davidson seems not to be thinking of languages that diff er only in a 
personal name or two; if the envisaged scenario is to be “humanly impossible” it 
must mean languages that do not overlap at all.

Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s objections to idealization in the context of sophisticated 
dispositionalism would – mutatis mutandis – apply here too. We cannot claim 
that, ceteris paribus, we are disposed to give sums to plus-queries even in the 
realm of enormous numerals (i.e. numerals too large for creatures like us to even 
think). We are not permitted to make the ceteris paribus claim since to do so we 
must be able make sense of the idealization involved: “How in the world can I tell 
what would happen if my brain were stuff ed with extra brain matter, or if my life 
were prolonged by some magic elixir?” (WRPL: 27). If that objection is on target 
– and I shall argue in Chapter 3 that it is – then it must also apply to Davidson’s 
idealization in the present context. How in the world can we tell how we would 
communicate if we did not live, and had never lived, in our own, or indeed any, 
community? And how can we determine what life would be like if each one spoke 
a language that overlapped with the language of no one else?

Despite the many surprising affi  nities between Davidson and Kripke’s Wittgen-
stein there remains a fundamental diff erence in orientation. It is this diff erence 
in orientation that ultimately generates the diff erence in attitudes towards ideali-
zation. Kripke’s Wittgenstein takes as basic what one might call “the participant 
stance”.110 We can best understand the role of meaning attributions if we ask what 
role they play in our actual lives. Accordingly Kripke’s Wittgenstein tries to learn 
from pedestrian phenomena such as buying apples from a grocer, or teaching a 
child to count. As participants in these practices we always already understand 
them. But we might need to be reminded of them in order to avoid falling prey 
to philosophical confusions that make the ordinary look mysterious. Davidson’s 
stance is fundamentally diff erent: the title “objective stance” seems appropriate. 
Th e paradigmatic Davidsonian interpreter is the jungle-linguist or the reader of 
James Joyce’s enigmatic writings. Interpreter and interpreted do not meet as par-
ticipants in a shared practice; they encounter each other as objects of an abstract, 
theoretical interest. It is not far from the abstractness of the interpreter’s interest 
to the idea that the interpreter and the interpreted can themselves be abstracted 
away from the human condition.
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Conclusion

In Chapter 1 I proposed a new interpretation of the normativity considerations 
in WRPL. According to this new interpretation it is important to distinguish 
between semantic and intersubjective normativity. Semantic normativity is a cen-
tral assumption of meaning determinism; namely, the assumption that to mean 
something by a sign (to follow a rule, to possess a concept) is to have a mental 
state that guides and justifi es one’s application of the sign. Intersubjective norma-
tivity is a key idea of meaning scepticism: there is no special form of normativity 
based on meaning-constituting mental states; in our applications of terms we are 
guided by others; and we justify our uses of terms, as well as our meaning attri-
butions, on the basis of publicly available criteria.

Th e sceptical argument is an “immanent critique” of meaning determinism; 
it seeks to show that meaning-deterministic theories of meaning fail by meaning 
determinism’s very own standards. Ultimately therefore, meaning determinism 
must be given up in favour of the new picture of meaning scepticism. Semantic 
normativity does not survive into the new picture. Th is does not mean that all talk 
of “ought”, “should”, “correct” and “incorrect” concerning meaning is misplaced; 
but it does imply that there is no distinctively semantic form of normativity. 

Semantic reductive dispositionalism is a theory intended to turn the picture of 
meaning determinism into a respectable naturalistic theory. In so doing, disposi-
tionalism is meant to remain true to the elements of the original picture. Unfor-
tunately, WRPL shows that dispositionalism fails in this respect: dispositionalism 
turns out to be unfaithful to semantic normativity. Th is failure constitutes a rea-
son (for the meaning determinist herself) to reject dispositionalism.

In this chapter I have sought to further motivate my reading of the normativity 
considerations by confronting it with other interpretations and various criticisms 
of WRPL. Th e most important alternative interpretation was Boghossian’s sugges-
tion according to which the thesis of the normativity of meaning is (i) “simply a 
new name for the familiar fact that … meaningful expressions possess conditions 
of correct use”, and (ii) the idea that “to be told that ‘horse’ means horse implies 
that a speaker ought to be motivated to apply the expressions to horses only”. I 
have tried to show that Boghossian’s defl ated normativity requirement does not 
only fail to fi t with Kripke’s text, but that it is also unable to put much pressure on 
dispositionalism. Th e latter point is confi rmed by Boghossian himself. And the 
same verdict has been reached by the many critics who – assuming that Boghos-
sian’s interpretation is correct – have pointed out that the normativity argument 
is question-begging, based on implausible claims concerning the link between 
meaning and truth-telling, or dependent on confusing diff erent types of rules.

Up to this point, my arguments (in this chapter) were meant to show that 
– correctly interpreted – the normativity considerations of the sceptical argu-
ment do indeed tell against dispositionalism. But I could not leave things here. I 
also needed to consider what happens to the normativity considerations once we 
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widen our perspective beyond the sceptical argument of WRPL, and allow vari-
ous revisionists, reformers and revolutionaries regarding meaning determinism 
and semantic normativity to present their case. Th e second half of this chapter 
focused on these positions. 

Revisionists change meaning-deterministic dispositionalism only marginally. 
Th ey seek to escape the normativity considerations by increasing the number and 
types of dispositions in play. We saw that this proposal was not successful.

Reform of meaning-deterministic dispositionalism took the three forms of 
replacing: (i) privacy by intersubjectivity; (ii) semantic normativity by semantic 
correctness; or (iii) semantic normativity by the biological notion of proper func-
tion. I postponed the discussion of (ii) to Chapter 3, but established that (i) and 
(iii) were unconvincing.

Under the title “Revolution” I discussed Davidson’s theory of meaning. Of par-
ticular interest were the questions of: (I) how Davidson’s views compare with 
meaning determinism and meaning scepticism; and (II) whether Davidson’s criti-
cisms of WRPL in general, and its normativity considerations in particular, are 
decisive. Regarding (I), I maintained that there are important affi  nities between 
Davidson’s philosophy and the meaning scepticism of WRPL. It is especially note-
worthy that Davidson and the sceptic hold near-identical views on the norma-
tivity requirement: both reject semantic normativity, and both accept forms of 
intersubjective normativity. As concerns (II), I tried to show that Davidson’s crit-
icism of the role of normativity in WRPL is simply based on a mistaken inter-
pretation of Kripke’s book. WRPL does not equate attributions of meanings with 
attributions of rules; assertability conditions need not always and everywhere be 
shared; and WRPL does not present an in-principle argument to the eff ect that 
sociolects are primary with respect to idiolects. 

If an even briefer summary is desirable, here are the three theses that I hope to 
have made plausible in this chapter:

(1) Th e normativity requirement tells against dispositionalism only if interpreted 
as semantic normativity. Defl ated versions (such as Boghossian’s) are inad-
equate to this task.

(2) Revision and reform of meaning-deterministic dispositionalism are unable 
to defl ect the force of the normativity considerations.

(3) Davidson’s attack on the normativity of meaning does not undermine the 
position of WRPL. Davidson’s views on normativity are (in good part) shared 
by the sceptic.
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t h r e e
Dispositions and extensions

Introduction

Th e argument of WRPL against reductive semantic dispositionalism can be 
reconstructed as having two prongs.1 (In this chapter, “dispositionalism” always 
means “reductive semantic dispositionalism”.) Th e fi rst prong is the claim that 
dispositionalism fails the intensional requirement: it fails to show that having the 
disposition to use a sign “y” under conditions C intuitively resembles meaning 
X by “y”. Th is criticism is tantamount to saying that dispositionalism is unable 
to do justice to semantic normativity. Th e second prong of the argument against 
dispositionalism is that it is unable to meet the extensional requirement: it does 
not succeed in identifying dispositional predicates that logically co-vary with 
meaning predicates. Th e need to meet this second requirement follows from the 
 meaning-determinist commitment to objectivity. 

I discussed the intensional requirement in Chapter 2, confi rming and build-
ing on the negative assessment of WRPL. In this chapter I turn to the extensional 
requirement. Kripke’s use of the extensional requirement as a weapon against dis-
positionalism has been discussed frequently in the literature, and with little sym-
pathy. Almost all commentators feel that the extensional requirement can be met 
either within the confi nes of the original intuitive picture of meaning determin-
ism or by relaxing some of the latter’s demands. In discussing these positions, we 
need not distinguish sharply between original meaning determinists, reformers 
and revolutionaries. For the most part I shall allow that any element of meaning 
determinism can be relaxed or dropped, as long as the extensional requirement 
is still met.

Given the amount of discussion on the extensional requirement, we shall have 
to be selective. I cannot here reply to every single argument in the literature, and 
I shall have to be brisk with some of the ideas I consider. I have used two criteria 
of selection: infl uence and ingenuity. Usually, these two criteria have yielded the 
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same verdict; the main exceptions are recent publications that have not yet had a 
chance to leave their mark on the fi eld. 

I begin with a summary of Kripke’s case against the extensional requirement. 
Of the various objections to, and elaborations of, this case, I shall give most room 
to Fodor’s criticism of Kripke’s arguments against idealization and ceteris paribus 
laws, and to Boghossian’s attempt to improve on Kripke’s attack on disposition-
alism. I shall also consider – although somewhat more briefl y – defences of dis-
positionalism by Simon Blackburn, Carl Ginet, Paul Horwich, C. B. Martin and 
J. Heil, as well as Scott Soames.2 

Simple and sophisticated dispositionalism

Kripke himself does not use the language of “extensional” and “intensional 
requirements” when discussing dispositionalism. It will prove useful in what fol-
lows to briefl y introduce some of his own terms and conceptualizations. 

Kripke distinguishes between “simple” and “sophisticated” dispositionalism. 
Th e simple version receives two formulations. According to its informal char-
acterization, “to mean addition by ‘+’ is to be disposed, when asked for any sum 
‘x + y’, to give the sum of x and y as the answer” (WRPL: 22). Th e more detailed, 
formal account is based on the following conventions: φ is a number-theoretic 
function; f a function symbol denoting φ; m, n and p are numbers; m, n and p are 
numerals denoting m, n and p, respectively; and the value for φ(m, n) is p. Using 
these conventions, the dispositionalist can state his standpoint thus: “It is a fact 
about me that, when faced with the query ‘f (m, n)?’, I am disposed to give the 
answer ‘p’. And that I am disposed in this way shows that by the symbol ‘f (…, …)’ 
I mean the function φ.” Instantiating this formula in the obvious way for Kripke’s 
central example, we get: “It is a fact about me that, when faced with the query 
‘68 + 57 = ?’, I am disposed to answer ‘125’. Th is shows that by the symbol ‘+’ (or 
the expression ‘plus’) I mean the addition function.”

Sophisticated dispositionalism diff ers from simple dispositionalism in one  crucial 
respect. Th e sophisticated dispositionalist adds a ceteris paribus clause to the dispo-
sitionalist response. Sophistication thus takes the following form: “It is a fact about 
me that, when faced with the query ‘f (m, n)?’, I am disposed, ceteris paribus, to give 
the answer ‘p’. Th is shows that by the symbol ‘f (…, …)’ I mean the function φ.” 

Th e fi nitude problem

According to WRPL, the fi rst and main problem with dispositionalism is that it is 
unable to do justice to the normative aspects of meaning. Enough has been said 



A  S C E P T I C A L  G U I D E  T O  M E A N I N G  A N D  RU L E S

96

about this issue in previous chapters. More important at this point is the “fi nitude 
problem”. Th e addition function is infi nite, but my dispositions to give sums in 
reply to plus-queries (of the form “m + n = ?”) are fi nite. I have dispositions to 
respond with the sum for given plus-queries only as far as relatively small num-
bers are concerned. Let us call numbers that are too large for me to even consider 
“enormous numbers”.3 Th e addition function is defi ned for both non-enormous 
and enormous numbers. Nevertheless, my dispositions cover only the realm of 
non-enormous numbers. What then gives the dispositionalist the right to main-
tain that I mean the addition function by “plus” (WRPL: 26–7)?

At this point Kripke introduces sophisticated dispositionalism. I mean addition 
by “plus”, the sophisticated dispositionalist insists, because ceteris paribus I would 
give sums even to plus-queries in the realm of enormous numbers. How are we to 
understand this ceteris paribus clause? Kripke off ers this reconstruction: 

If my brain had been stuff ed with suffi  cient extra matter to grasp large 
enough numbers, and if it were given enough capacity to perform 
such a large addition, and if my life (in a healthy state) were prolonged 
enough, then given an addition problem involving two large numbers, 
m and n, I would respond with their sum … (WRPL: 27)

Kripke rejects sophisticated dispositionalism as a solution to the problems with 
fi nitude. He gives two arguments. Th e fi rst questions whether we have suffi  cient 
knowledge about the possible world in which my brain has the required size and 
age: “How in the world can I tell what would happen if my brain were stuff ed 
with extra brain matter … ? … We have no idea what the results of such experi-
ments would be” (WRPL: 27). I cannot claim to be an adder of enormous num-
bers, since I have no idea of how to fi nd out what I would be like with a brain of 
the required size. According to the second argument, the dispositionalist cannot 
specify the required idealization without arguing in a circle. Th e dispositionalist 
must be able to explain why his dispositions regarding plus-queries are disposi-
tions that track the addition function. Providing this explanation must include 
an account of how his dispositions are able to follow the addition function in the 
realm of enormous numbers. Th e dispositionalist replies to the latter challenge by 
idealizing his abilities: he is tracking the addition function in the realm of enor-
mous numbers because – once appropriately idealized – he has dispositions to 
give sums in response to plus-queries even in this realm. But how, Kripke asks, 
do we have to idealize the calculator’s current and real dispositions for the latter 
to be able to add enormous numbers? Surely we can imagine many diff erent ways 
of idealizing his real dispositions (for the non-enormous numbers). And, most 
importantly, on some such idealization he turns out to be an adder in the realm 
of the enormous numbers, whereas on some other idealization he ends up track-
ing some other function. Which idealization is the right one? Which idealization 
gives us the right kind of dispositions? Here, it seems, the dispositionalist can do 
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no better than come full circle by replying that the needed idealization is the one 
enabling me to add. And this is circular. His dispositions were meant to tell him 
what he means; but now it is the meaning that tells him how to idealize his dis-
positions (WRPL: 27–8). 

Th e mistake problem

Th e third problem for dispositionalism, the “mistake problem”, straddles the bor-
der between extensional and intensional requirements. It too has several strands. 
One such strand is introduced in a footnote (WRPL: 29) and points to a fur-
ther dissimilarity between statements about what we mean and statements about 
what we are disposed to do. In claiming to mean addition by “plus”, we do not 
take ourselves to be predicting our future linguistic behaviour. Alas, attribut-
ing dispositions to oneself does seem to involve such predictions. According to 
the dispositionalist, my existing (past, present and future) dispositions regarding 
plus-queries can be used to justify my claim that by “+” I mean addition. How-
ever, my dispositions can play this justifi catory role only on the supposition that 
among them there is no – as yet unmanifested – disposition to go mad and deviate 
from the addition function in the future. If my dispositions regarding plus- queries 
determine what I mean by “+”, then on what grounds do I exclude my “mad” dis-
position? To ignore it, as the dispositionalist is disposed to do, is tantamount to 
making the prediction that I shall be sane in the future. 

Th e core of the mistake problem is the claim that dispositionalism is unable 
to distinguish between two clearly distinct scenarios: the scenario where I follow 
one rule correctly and the scenario where I follow another rule incorrectly. Th e 
diffi  culty is most evident in the context of dispositions to make systematic mis-
takes. In everyday life we allow for the possibility that someone means addition 
by “+” despite his making systematic mistakes in, say, “carrying”. Such a person, 
let’s call him Otto, would calculate 68 + 57 as:

  68 
 +  57 
  115

A stranger to our arithmetical practices might interpret Otto’s case diff erently. She 
might suggest that so far from being a faulty adder, Otto is in fact a successful 
“skadder”. Th e extension of the “skaddition” function can be generated by adding 
without carrying. Needless to say, we have no diffi  culties telling whether some-
one is a faulty adder or a competent “skadder”. Now consider the simple disposi-
tionalist. He does not have a choice between calling Otto a skadder or an adder. 
Since Otto’s dispositions regarding plus-queries show which function he means, 
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the simple dispositionalist has no alternative to saying that Otto is a skadder. In 
equating “performance” and “competence”, the dispositionalist has committed 
himself to this unacceptable answer (WRPL: 29–30). 

Again the dispositionalist might be tempted to respond by going for sophisti-
cation. At this point, this would suggest insisting that ceteris paribus Otto means 
addition by “+”. Th e ceteris paribus clause is meant to prevent Otto’s systematic 
mistakes from turning him into a skadder. Unfortunately for the dispositional-
ist, sophistication again proves a futile hope. Diffi  culties surface the moment the 
dispositionalist attempts to give content to the idealization involved in the ceteris 
paribus provision. Kripke considers three alternatives. According to the fi rst sug-
gestion, competence is, by defi nition, the absence of dispositions to make mis-
takes. Th is is circular. In order to discard the right dispositions as dispositions 
to make mistakes, I must already know which function I mean (WRPL: 30). Th e 
second proposal says that competence is performance in the absence of fatigue, 
distraction, drunkenness, clutter and so on. Th is overlooks the fact that the mis-
takes in question are meant to be systematic. Th ey are meant to occur even when 
the subject is well rested, not distracted, sober and so on (WRPL: 30–31). Th e 
third alternative is to go for a social account and translate “Ceteris paribus, Otto 
will reply with the sum” as “Otto will reply with the sum aft er Otto has been re-
 educated and corrected by other people”. Th is too is unsatisfactory. It fails to 
account for the fact that even uneducable people can mean addition by “plus”. 
What is worse, we are yet again trapped in circularity. How do the others know 
when to correct Otto? How do they know whether he is trying to add or seeking 
to skadd? It can hardly be on the basis of the function that Otto means! Nor can 
circularity be avoided by allowing Otto to decide for himself which randomly 
produced corrections he is going to heed. Aft er all, a suggestible Otto might well 
change even his correct responses (WRPL: 32).

Communal dispositions

Kripke’s scepticism concerning a social solution to the problems of disposition-
alism is not confi ned to the mistake problem. Kripke thinks that dispositional-
ism fails regardless of whether we consider the dispositions of an individual or 
the dispositions of a whole group. It will not do to say: “By ‘+’ we mean addition 
since we collectively – or most of us – are disposed to give sums in reply to plus-
queries”. Kripke believes, although he does not spell it out in detail, that such an 
idea “would be a social, or community-wide, version of the dispositional theory, 
and would be open to at least some of the same criticisms as the original form” 
(WRPL: 111).
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Th e machine response

Kripke deems the above arguments decisive also against a prima facie diff er-
ent response to the sceptical challenge. According to this rejoinder, at least for 
some purposes, we can usefully think of ourselves as machines. And machines, it 
seems, can embody functions. Surely, the retort says, in the case of a computing 
machine (e.g. a pocket calculator) there is a fact of the matter as to which func-
tion the machine “embodies”. And since this holds for machines, why not assume 
something similar in our own case? Can we not, for many intents and purposes, 
programme ourselves? Kripke reads the machine response as a version of dis-
positionalism: “the dispositionalist theory views the subject himself as a kind of 
machine, whose potential actions embody the function” (WRPL: 35). WRPL con-
tains a longish discussion of this idea. 

Imagine an engineer trying to fi ght the sceptic with technological means. She 
sets up a machine to give sums in response to plus-queries. When challenged 
by the sceptic to justify her own responses, she simply refers the sceptic to her 
machine. Whatever the machine produces is the correct answer because the 
machine has been set up so as to give sums. As the engineer sees it, her comput-
ing machine embodies the addition function. To block this technological escape, 
Kripke begins by pointing out that there is more than one way of identifying “the 
machine” in the given case. A fi rst possibility is to think of a written version of the 
machine program as the machine. If our engineer opts for this suggestion, then 
she is immediately in trouble. For obviously a written program is no less open to 
multiple interpretations than is “+”. Equally unsatisfactory is the idea of think-
ing of the machine program as an abstract (Platonic) object. Th is is unhelpful 
because it does not tell us which of an infi nite number of possible abstract objects 
is instantiated in the mechanism of the machine (WRPL: 33).

Th is leaves the possibility of treating the physical object itself as the machine. 
Kripke advances three considerations regarding this proposal. First, the engineer 
needs to justify her way of interpreting the machine’s output. And this calls for 
instructions. Alas, such instructions can again be variously interpreted. Secondly, 
the fi nitude problem can be brought to bear on the current case. No physically real 
machine can calculate more than a tiny segment of infi nite functions such as addi-
tion or quaddition. And thus the observable behaviour of the machine underde-
termines which function it is computing. Th irdly, and fi nally, the present case also 
allows for an application of the mistake problem. Our engineer needs to be able to 
tell us which of the physical changes undergone by a machine are part of its correct 
functioning and which are part of its deterioration and malfunctioning. A machine 
that answers “5” to all plus-queries with numbers higher than 57 might be a mal-
functioning addition machine, but it might also be a well-functioning quaddition 
machine. Th e only way to answer this question is to refer to the program the designer 
of the machine had in mind. And this response returns us to the earlier diffi  culties 
of explaining how such program can avoid the sceptical challenge (WRPL: 36).



A  S C E P T I C A L  G U I D E  T O  M E A N I N G  A N D  RU L E S

100

Idealization and ceteris paribus clauses

Th e time has come to face the critics. I begin with Fodor’s attempt to defend dis-
positionalism. As will be recalled from Chapter 2, Fodor believes that disposi-
tionalism need not worry about arguments from semantic normativity: to meet 
the extensional requirement is eo ipso to also meet the intensional requirement. 
And Fodor holds that Kripke has not given us reason for doubt that it can meet 
the extensional requirement. 

Fodor agrees with Kripke that a simple dispositionalism is hopeless. But he 
maintains that a sophisticated version of the doctrine can pass muster. Kripke 
believes that it falls at the very fi rst hurdle in that it makes illegitimate use of 
idealization. Fodor argues that if we fault dispositionalism for its use of idealiza-
tion then we also must reject much of natural science. Th is is because, as Fodor 
maintains, natural science relies on idealization in pretty much the same way as 
does dispositionalism. In what follows, I shall argue that this claim is mistaken. 
I shall try to show that the use of idealization (and ceteris paribus clauses) in the 
sciences diff ers from the use of idealization (and ceteris paribus clauses) by dis-
positionalism.

To start us off , it may be useful to repeat the central passage from WRPL in 
which Kripke rejects the use of idealization:

[H]ow should we fl esh out the ceteris paribus clause? Perhaps as some-
thing like: if my brain had been stuff ed with suffi  cient extra matter 
to grasp large enough numbers, and if it were given enough capac-
ity to perform such large addition, and if my life (in a healthy state) 
were prolonged enough, then given an addition problem involving 
two large numbers, m and n, I would respond with their sum … But 
how can we have any confi dence of this? How in the world can I tell 
what would happen if my brain were stuff ed with extra brain matter, 
or if my life were prolonged by some magic elixir? … Th e outcome 
really is obviously indeterminate, failing further specifi cations of these 
magic mind-expanding processes; and even with such specifi cations, 
it is highly speculative. (WRPL: 27)

Fodor’s reply to Kripke is relatively short and thus can be quoted in full: 

Apparently Kripke assumes that we can’t have reason to accept that 
a generalization defi ned for idealized conditions is lawful unless we 
can specify the counterfactuals which would be true if the idealized 
conditions were to obtain. It is, however, hard to see why one should 
take this methodology seriously. For example: God only knows what 
would happen if molecules and containers actually met the condi-
tions specifi ed by the ideal gas laws (molecules are perfectly elastic; 
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containers are infi nitely impermeable; etc.); … But it’s not required, in 
order that the ideal gas laws should be in scientifi c good repute, that 
we know anything like all of what would happen if there really were 
ideal gases. All that’s required is that we know (e.g.) that if there were 
ideal gases, then, ceteris paribus, their volume would vary inversely 
with the pressure upon them. And that counterfactual the theory itself 
tells us is true. Similarly, if there are psychological laws that idealize to 
unbounded working memory, it is not required in order for them to 
be in scientifi c good repute that we know all of what would happen if 
working memory really were unbounded. All we need to know is that, 
if we did have unbounded memory, then, ceteris paribus, we would be 
able to compute the value of m + n for arbitrary m and n.4 

Fodor’s line of thought mobilizes the authority of science against Kripke. Scien-
tists seem happy to conceptualize dispositions with ceteris paribus clauses and 
idealizations; hence, Kripke’s opposition to sophisticated semantic dispositional-
ism is out of touch with scientifi c thinking about dispositions.5 

I now turn to showing that this quick dismissal of Kripke’s criticism fails to 
reckon with the nature of idealization in science.6 It is worth developing the exam-
ple of the ideal gas law at slightly greater length. Th e law states the relationship 
between pressure (P), volume (V), temperature in degrees Kelvin (T), number of 
moles (n) and a constant (R) as follows:

 PV = nRT

Fodor mentions two of the idealizations involved; others are that molecules have 
zero volume; that there are no attractive forces between gas molecules or between 
gas molecules and the sides of the container; and that heat is the only source of 
energy present in a gas. 

If writers in the history and philosophy of science are to be believed, 
three features are important about laws such as the ideal gas law.7 First, such 
laws are parts of systems of laws. For instance, the ideal gas law is part of the 
kinetic molecular theory of gases, further laws of which include Boyle’s law 
(PV = k), Charles’ law (V ÷ T = k), Avogadro’s law (V ÷ n = k), and Gay-Lussac’s law 
(P ÷ T = k). Secondly, although the idealizations involved in the ideal gas law 
are false in our world, we can experimentally approximate the values predicted 
by the law. We can, for instance, increase the permeability of the container, and 
we can lower the temperature (in order to decrease the volume). Th irdly, and 
most importantly, in scientifi c practice, idealization is typically followed by  
“de-idealization”. Th at is to say, scientists seek to increase the predictive  accuracy 
of their theories by removing idealizations. In the case of the ideal gas law for 
example, physicists have come to formulate corrections that make due allow-
ance for the size of molecules and for their mutual attraction. Hence the volume 
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 occupied due to the fi nite size of the molecules (b) needs to be deducted from V, 
and the attraction of molecules on each other (a) needs to be added to P. Th ese 
corrections lead to the van der Waals’ equation: 

 (V – b)(P + a/V2) = RT

If this thumbnail sketch of idealization in science is near the mark, how then 
should we think of the idealization involved in “If we did have unbounded mem-
ory, then, ceteris paribus, we would be able to compute the value of m + n for 
arbitrary m and n”?8 Th e answer seems obvious: Fodor’s idealization diff ers in 
important respects from standard idealization in science. 

To begin with, it is unclear to what body of theory “Fodor’s law” is meant to 
belong. Is it part of mathematics or psychology? It is hard to tell. Which psycho-
logical theory makes use of such idealization? It is hard to think of any. And what 
other laws are there, laws that make use of the same idealization? None. But then, 
is not this idealization completely ad hoc? In response to these questions, Fodor 
had better not reply that we can imagine a body of theory to which his law belongs. 
Membership in a body of theory can be a constraint only if the body of theory in 
question is actual. Aft er all, we can imagine all sorts of weird bodies of theory. 

Moreover, it is dubious whether any experiments in calculation can be thought 
of as approximating the results predicted by this “law”. To give this point its proper 
weight, remember that the enormous numbers really are very enormous indeed. 
Even the number of atoms in the universe to the order of the number of the 
atoms in the universe is still a fairly small number in comparison. And thus it is 
unwise to think of our actual calculating practices with non-enormous numbers 
as approximations of calculations in the realm of enormous numbers. Someone 
who sees an approximation here strikes me as someone who thinks that my leap-
ing into the water from a one-metre-high diving platform approximates my “leap-
ing” into the centre of the universe. 

Finally, for much the same reason it is hard to imagine what a de-idealization of 
“Fodor’s law” would look like. It could only mean returning us to what we already 
know about our performance in the realm of non-enormous numbers. I doubt 
very much that any scientist would be happy with a de-idealization that returns 
us to where we started.9 

Maybe Fodor can recover by insisting that what is at issue is not so much 
idealization but the widespread use of ceteris paribus clauses in the special 
(non- fundamental-physical) sciences in general, and the cognitive sciences in 
particular.10 Consider the following line of thought. All special sciences have to 
cope with the problem that there will always be circumstances that defeat their 
generalizations. Th e special sciences cope by attaching ceteris paribus clauses to 
their laws. Given that this is how the special sciences work, we are in no position 
to deny the dispositionalist the right to do likewise. Take for instance the reduc-
tive dispositionalist law “Whenever a human being has the disposition to token 
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the thought ‘Lo, a horse’ then there is a horse in his or her vicinity”. Obviously, 
there are many circumstances in which this law fails. Indeed, it is very unlikely 
that the dispositionalist can specify optimality conditions under which the law 
invariably would be true. Not to worry: all the dispositionalist needs to do is 
attach a ceteris paribus clause to his generalization, and he will be home and dry. 
Th is is, aft er all, what his colleagues in the cognitive sciences would do with most 
of their generalizations. Aft er all, even well-established laws in psychology – say, 
the Müller–Lyer law – come with (implicit) ceteris paribus clauses. 

What can be said in reply to this modifi ed Fodorian position? Note fi rst of all, 
that it is, of course, a matter of active debate in the philosophy of science whether 
the special sciences do have ceteris paribus laws at all and what role they play.11 
Th e very existence of this debate might be seen to weaken the force of the modi-
fi ed Fodorian position. But we need not resort to this abstract form of reply. A 
more direct response is available. We can grant the proposed analysis of ceteris 
paribus laws in the special sciences, and yet deny that it carries over to reductive-
dispositionalist generalizations. 

Compare the Müller–Lyer law (“Ceteris paribus, of two lines of equal length, one 
of which ends in ‘arrows’ (<   >), one of which ends in ‘feathers’ (>          <), 
human beings see the former as shorter than the latter”) with the reductive dispo-
sitionalist’s generalization cited above (“Ceteris paribus, when a human being has 
the disposition to token ‘Lo, a horse’, then there is a horse in her or his vicinity”). 
How are we to understand the ceteris paribus clause in the case of the Müller–
Lyer law? In my view, the most persuasive analysis goes as follows.12 Ceteris pari-
bus laws are descriptions of experiments that sometimes fail. In the case of the 
Müller–Lyer law, this is an experiment in which  subjects are asked to estimate the 
relative length of projected arrow- and feather-lines. Such experiment can fail for 
three reasons: (a) the experimenter might have made a mistake in setting up and 
conducting the experiment; (b) there might be random interference from the 
world; and (c) there might be identifi able groups of human subjects who judge 
the arrow-line to be longer than the feather-line. Th e ceteris paribus clause pro-
tects the law from (a) and (b). Th e reason in category (a) is obvious enough. Th e 
distinction between (b) and (c) is crucial although not equally obvious. Reason 
(b) covers cases where the failures of the experiment are few and far between, 
and where the failures can only be attributed to an irregular range of chance fac-
tors. Exactly why the experiment failed in these (b)-cases is not fully understood 
by the experimenter. And since the experimenter does not know the cause of the 
aberration, she is not able to reproduce the aberration in new circumstances, for 
instance, with new subjects. Th e ceteris paribus clause protects the law from such 
unusual failures. It does not shield it, however, from more systematic and repro-
ducible failures (category (c) above). For example, it has sometimes been sug-
gested that human beings growing up and living in round buildings do not judge 
the lengths of arrow and feather line as predicted by the Müller–Lyer law. If this 
turned out to be true, then the law would be refuted; the ceteris paribus clause 
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would not provide a cover for this eventuality. Th e law would have to be revised 
by explicitly exempting people growing up in round buildings. 

If this is the correct view of ceteris paribus laws in cognitive science, what 
are we to say about the dispositionalist’s generalization “Ceteris paribus, when a 
human being has the disposition to token ‘Lo, a horse’, then there is a horse in her 
or his vicinity”? Th e fi rst thing to note is that the dispositionalist’s ceteris paribus 
law is not about an established experiment in cognitive science. Perhaps the dis-
positionalist can defend himself against this observation by suggesting that we 
might develop such an experiment. 

Let us grant this assumption. We are still left  with the question how to think 
about the three categories of experimental failure in the given case. We might 
allow that in the case of the dispositionalist law we also can speak of experiment-
ers’ mishandling of the experiment (category (a) above). Perhaps we might say 
that it constitutes a mishandling when I perform the experiment in the dark, 
or when I am unable to scan the environment for horses myself. We might also 
speak of inexplicable chance events that can defeat our generalization (category 
(b) above). Th is leaves category (c): systematic failures that force us to give up or 
refi ne the law. And here is where the dispositionalist law clearly diff ers from the 
Müller–Lyer law. In the case of the dispositionalist law there is an infi nite number 
of possible constellations of beliefs, such that the presence of any of these constel-
lations lead the subject to think ‘Lo, a horse’ even when no horse is present.13 Th e 
subject might be confronted with cows but believe that horses in this region look 
more like cows than cows themselves; the subject might believe that all cows in 
his vicinity have been dressed up as horses; and so on. Th e important point about 
these possible failures is that they are infi nite in number, systematic, explicable 
and open to replication: we know, or are able to work out, in given cases, what 
constellation of beliefs caused the subject to think ‘Lo, a horse’ when no horse was 
present. Th e ceteris paribus clause does not protect the dispositionalist law from 
these failures. Th e dispositionalist is left  with a situation in which he knows that 
his law needs an infi nite number of refi nements before it stands a chance of being 
acceptable, even as a ceteris paribus law. And this makes his case diff erent from 
that of other special scientists.

Here it might be objected that the above criticism relies on too rosy a  picture of 
psychological and psychophysical laws. Many psychological and psychophysical 
laws can be systematically disrupted by beliefs and perhaps only a few psychologi-
cal processes are “cognitively impenetrable”, that is, immune to systematic modi-
fi cation by the subject’s beliefs. Perhaps even the Müller–Lyer law is “cognitively 
penetrable”. Ergo, if, say, we regard many psychophysical generalizations as laws, 
despite their cognitive penetrability, then we should do so also for the disposition-
alist law. And hence the alleged gap between well-established laws in psychology 
and the dispositionalist law seems to disappear. 

Fortunately, there is way to make the gap reappear.14 It is natural to think of a 
ceteris paribus law as a description of a single force or disposition in a world where 
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that force seldom if ever acts alone.15 Moreover, it seems reasonable to maintain 
that we are oft en rightly confi dent about the nature and existence of the disposi-
tion even though we are unable to list every possible source of interference. And 
here our two kinds of laws (the psychological laws and the reductive disposi-
tionalist laws) diff er again. Psychologists feel confi dent that many of their laws 
– such as the Müller–Lyer law – do describe existing dispositions. But there is no 
reason to feel equally confi dent in the case of semantics, and for all the familiar 
reasons. For instance, why should we be at all confi dent that my disposition to 
add is identical with the disposition regarding plus-queries that I would have if 
my brain were the size of a universe? 

Here is another way to make the same point. Surely psychological laws such as 
the Müller–Lyer law are true only in the case of human beings with roughly their 
current brain size and processing power. Th e Müller–Lyer law does not apply to 
human beings with brains the size of universes. In such extreme cases, psycholo-
gists would probably say that the disposition itself is lost. But this is a move the 
semantic dispositionalists cannot make. Aft er all, they have to claim that the dis-
position remains unchanged no matter how enormous the numbers. And thus the 
gap between well-established psychological laws and the reductive dispositional-
ist laws remains unbridged.

Optimality conditions 

Boghossian agrees with Kripke’s conclusion, namely, that dispositionalism fails. 
However, since Boghossian accepts Fodor’s defence of idealization and ceteris 
paribus clauses, he feels that we need a diff erent and new argument against sophis-
ticated dispositionalism.16 Of course, if my defence of Kripke against Fodor is 
adequate, then the need for a new argument is not all that pressing. Be this as it 
may, Boghossian’s line of thought is well worth investigating in its own right.

Boghossian focuses on mental expressions and their tokening “in the belief 
mode”. He starts from the fact that we have many dispositions to token a given 
mental expression in this mode. For instance, I do not just have the disposition 
to token the mental expression “horse” (in the belief mode) in the presence of 
horses; I also have the disposition to make mistakes and token “horse” (in the 
belief mode) when I am in the vicinity of cows while it is dark or foggy outside, 
or I have had too much to drink. Now, if we were to let all of my dispositions to 
token “horse” (in the belief mode) determine the content of that concept, then 
we would end up with the wrong extension. We would then have to say that the 
meaning of my mental expression “horse” is (among other things): horse, and cow 
on a foggy day, and cow in the dark, and cow when I have had too much to drink, 
and so on. In order to avoid this problem, the dispositionalist has to distinguish 
between two kinds of dispositions regarding my tokening of “horse”: dispositions 
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that constitute the meaning of “horse”, and dispositions that do not. How can we 
exclude the latter? Th e natural solution is to opt for “optimality conditions”. Th ese 
are conditions under which my tokening of “horse” (in the belief mode) inevita-
bly co-varies with the presence of horses in my vicinity. Foggy or dark days, for 
example, do not count as optimal. If such optimality conditions can be speci-
fi ed then the dispositionalist has a way of saying which of my many dispositions 
regarding the tokening of “horse” are the meaning-constituting ones: those that 
operate under optimal conditions. Of course, in order to satisfy the reductive dis-
positionalist programme, such conditions need to be spelled out in non-semantic 
and non-intentional terms. 

Boghossian seeks to give a general argument to the eff ect that the needed opti-
mality conditions cannot be specifi ed. His argument is based on the relatively 
uncontroversial premise of belief holism. He reminds us that the fi xation of per-
ceptual beliefs depends on both perceptual stimuli and background beliefs. Th e 
role of background beliefs is important since “just about any stimulus can cause 
just about any belief, given a suitably mediating set of background assumptions”.17 
For instance, my belief “Lo, a horse” can be triggered by a bull, provided only that 
I believe, for example, that bulls and horses look alike; or that I am confronted 
with horses dressed up as bulls. Th e presence of all such error-producing beliefs 
is, of course, compatible with the claim that my mental expression “horse” means 
horse and has all and only horses as its extension.

Given the error-producing potential of background beliefs, what can the reduc-
tive dispositionalist do in order to specify the needed optimality conditions for 
horse? Th e answer is that he must fi nd a way to specify and rule out all (complexes 
of) beliefs that lead me to misidentify non-horses as horses. Boghossian argues 
that this is a hopeless task: 

Since … there looks to be a potential infi nity of such mediating back-
ground clusters of belief, a non-semantically, non-intentionally, spec-
ifi ed optimality situation is a non-semantically, non-intentionally 
specifi ed situation in which it is guaranteed that none of this poten-
tial infi nity of background clusters of belief is present. But how is 
such a situation to be specifi ed? What is needed is precisely what a 
dispositional theory was supposed to provide: namely, a set of natu-
ralistic necessary and suffi  cient conditions for being a belief with a 
certain content. But, of course, if we had that we would already have 
a reductive theory of meaning – we would not need a dispositional 
theory!18 

Elsewhere, Boghossian puts the objection diff erently:

Th e worry that needs allaying is that the specifi ed [optimality] con-
dition [C] is consistent with the presence of background beliefs that 
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would frustrate the covariation between symbol tokenings and their 
referents … Putting this worry to rest requires showing that the situ-
ation’s being C is enough to ensure the truth of the following open 
conjunction:

(✴) ~Bel1 & ~Bel2 & ~Bel3 & …

where the ~Beli stand for the various clusters of background beliefs 
which could potentially frustrate the connection between being a 
[horse] and the tokening of an expression which refers to it. Well, 
could C ever be recognised as suffi  cient for the truth of (✴)? … Th e 
trouble is that proposition (✴) is not fi nitely stateable: there is no fi nite 
way to state what beliefs the [reductionist] must exclude before he 
may be assured of the desired concomitance of [horse] beliefs and 
[horses]. Literally any belief can frustrate the desired connection. So, 
there is no way to certify that C is suffi  cient for the truth of (✴), even 
granted a set of naturalistic necessary and suffi  cient conditions for 
meaning.19

Boghossian’s argument has received surprisingly little critical attention in the 
literature. Th e exception is Alexander Miller, who has discussed Boghossian’s 
attack on optimality conditions dispositionalism in several places. I shall focus 
on Miller’s most recent, and most critical, contribution.20 Here Miller attempts to 
establish that Boghossian’s attack is not successful. I shall try to defend Boghos-
sian against Miller.

Miller believes that Boghossian’s argument is really three diff erent objections 
rolled into one: the “circularity objection”, the “open-endedness objection” and the 
“certifi cation objection”. In order to appreciate the point of the circularity objec-
tion, we only need to consider two beliefs, Bel1 and Bel2. Assume that it is part of 
the optimality conditions for Bel1 that the presence of Bel2 is excluded, and that it 
is part of the optimality conditions for Bel2 that the presence of Bel1 is excluded. 
Surely such scenarios are possible. But now the dispositionalist faces a problem: 
he must already have completed the task of specifying the non- intentional and 
non-semantic optimality conditions for Bel2 in order to be able to begin specify-
ing the non-intentional and non-semantic optimality conditions for Bel1; and he 
must already have completed his task of specifying the non-intentional and non-
semantic optimality conditions for Bel1 in order to be able to begin specifying 
the non-intentional and non-semantic optimality conditions for Bel2. Accord-
ing to the open-endedness objection it is hard to see how any non-semantically 
and non-intentionally specifi ed optimality condition could possibly guarantee 
the absence of an open-ended set of items with propositional content. Finally, the 
certifi cation objection is clearly stated in the second quotation above. Th e point is 
since optimality conditions are not “fi nitely stateable”, we can never “certify” that 
we have actually captured them all.
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Miller’s strategy is to “divide and conquer”. Having separated out three dif-
ferent objections, he proposes an answer to each of them separately. His answer 
to the circularity objection is that it can be met by David Lewis’s technique for 
analysing theoretical terms.21 Since this technique plays no role in my disagree-
ment with Miller, I shall not go into its details here. His answers to the other 
two objections are more important in the present context. As concerns the 
open-endedness objection, Miller is taking a leaf out of Boghossian’s own work. 
Consider Kripke’s response to the suggestion – made by the advocate of seman-
tic primitivism – that meaning-constituting mental states are primitive states. 
Kripke writes:

Such a move may in a sense be irrefutable … But it seems desperate: 
it leaves the nature of this postulated primitive state – the primitive 
state of “meaning addition by ‘plus’” – completely mysterious … Such 
a state would have to be a fi nite object, contained in our fi nite minds. 
… Can we conceive of a fi nite state which could not be interpreted in 
a quus-like way? How could that be? (WRPL: 51–2)

Boghossian rejects this reply as insuffi  cient:

Kripke’s … objection to the anti-reductionist suggestion is that it 
is utterly mysterious how there could be a fi nite state, realized in a 
fi nite mind, that nevertheless contains information about the correct 
applicability of a sign in literally no end of distinct situations. But … 
this amounts merely to insisting that we fi nd the idea of a contentful 
state problematic, without adducing any independent reason why we 
should. We know that mental states with general contents are states 
with infi nitary normative characters; it is precisely with that observa-
tion that the entire discussion began. … What Kripke needs, if he is to 
pull off  an argument from queerness, is some substantive argument, 
distinct from his anti-reductionist considerations, why we should not 
countenance such states. But this he does not provide.22

In an ironic twist, Miller uses a parallel argument in response to Boghossian’s 
open-endedness argument: 

Th e open-endedness objection to the reductionist suggestion is that it 
is utterly mysterious how there could be a naturalistically specifi ed 
condition that nevertheless guarantees the absence of literally no end 
of distinct content-bearing items. But, again, this amounts merely to 
insisting that we fi nd the idea of a naturalistically specifi ed necessary 
and suffi  cient condition for meaning something problematic, without 
adducing any independent reason why we should.23
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Finally, Miller’s reply to the certifi cation objection begins by rejecting the idea 
that optimality conditions cannot be fi nitely stateable. We already know that an 
indefi nite number of belief complexes might lead me to token “horse” when no 
horses are in my vicinity. Let Bel1, Bel2, Bel3, … stand for such belief complexes. 
We know that an optimality condition C has to exclude them all; that is, it has to 
be suffi  cient for the truth of:

(✴) ~Bel1 & ~Bel2 & ~Bel3 & …

Boghossian’s point is that (✴) is not fi nitely stateable. Miller agrees but then goes 
on to fi nd a way around the problem. C does not have to be stated as (✴); it can 
be stated – fi nitely stated – as follows:

(#) For every belief, if that belief would lead a non-horse to cause me to 
token “horse”, then I do not possess that belief.

Now (#) can be fi nitely stated and it entails (✴). But how can (#) itself be “cer-
tifi ed”, given that the quantifi er “every” ranges over an indefi nitely large set of 
beliefs? Miller’s answer is that it cannot be certifi ed if by certifi cation we mean 
an a priori demonstration. Such a priori demonstration is not the only option, 
however. Just like it is an a posteriori truth that water is H2O, it might equally be 
an a posteriori truth that in certain conditions I will not have any beliefs that lead 
me to token “horse” in the vicinity of a non-horse. Put diff erently, it is enough if 
the dispositionalist can show that the obtaining of C is nomologically suffi  cient 
for the truth of (#).24 

Th e ingenuity of Miller’s counter-criticisms notwithstanding, it seems hard not 
to continue feeling the force of Boghossian’s argument. A fi rst source of discom-
fort with Miller’s position has to do with his strategy of “divide and conquer”. It 
seems that Boghossian’s argument is inadvertently weakened by pulling it apart 
into three strands. Th is seems particularly obvious with respect to Miller’s sepa-
ration of circularity from open-endedness. Lewis’s technique for defi ning theo-
retical terms works well for a fi nite number of terms or – here – belief clusters, 
but when it is used in the context of an indefi nite number of belief clusters then 
it reaches its limits. It then involves an inappropriate quantifi cation into an open 
conjunction.25 It also seems that Miller’s replies to the circularity and the certifi ca-
tion objections do not actually fi t together well. Th e type of theory resulting from 
Lewis’s formal technique is a priori rather than a posteriori.26 

Moreover, I have diffi  culties with Miller’s responses to the second and third 
objections. Miller thinks that Boghossian is right to believe that – in the absence 
of an argument to the contrary – we have no reason to doubt that “mental states 
with general contents are states with infi nitary normative characters”. But Miller 
thinks that Boghossian is wrong to believe that – in the absence of an argument 
to the contrary – we have reason to doubt that “there could be a naturalistically 
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specifi ed condition that nevertheless guarantees the absence of literally no end of 
distinct content-bearing items”. I fi nd it hard to see how these two beliefs work 
similarly with respect to the burden of proof. Th at mental states with general 
contents are states with infi nitary normative characters is – although not in those 
words! – part and parcel of our intuitive common-sense understanding of the 
mind. Clearly Boghossian thinks that this belief is well entrenched in our overall 
web of beliefs, and that it thus needs no special argument in its defence. Th e bur-
den of proof is therefore on someone who doubts the idea. It seems obvious, at 
least to me, that the idea that there could be a naturalistically specifi ed condition 
that nevertheless guarantees the absence of literally no end of distinct content-
bearing items is a very diff erent matter. It certainly is not an idea that many of us 
will fi nd intuitive or commonsensical; and it clearly is not part of our intuitive 
picture of the mind. Moreover, few of us have any grasp of how such a condition 
could be identifi ed, specifi ed and shown to be true. And thus the burden of proof 
now lies squarely with its advocates, not with the sceptics.

Miller’s answer to the certifi cation objection can, of course, also be used as an 
answer to the fi rst (i.e. circularity) objection.27 Th e point is that we can specify 
some optimality condition C that does not list the problematic belief clusters but 
where obtaining C would be nomologically suffi  cient for the covariance of my 
tokenings of “horse” with the presence of horses. Miller himself does not believe 
it likely that such an optimality condition C can be found. His point is rather that 
Boghossian has not provided us with a general argument against it; we therefore 
have not found reason to look carefully at specifi c proposals for such C. I agree 
with Miller that Boghossian has not given us a demonstration as to why the opti-
mality condition C, that is, the natural laws ruling out the problematic belief clus-
ters, could not be found. But I would still maintain that Boghossian has shown 
us, and rather convincingly so, just how improbable it is that we would ever come 
up with the goods. 

Going somewhat beyond Boghossian, and linking the present discussion to 
themes in the last section, I off er the following subsidiary brief line of thought. 
My simple point is that I fi nd it impossible to imagine what empirical programme 
of research could ever lead us to believe that we had captured all of the clusters 
in (✴) above. Note that literally every imaginable belief could under some, how-
ever rare, circumstances be a central part of one of the clusters that we need to 
exclude. Take “5 is a prime number”. Combine this belief with the following fur-
ther beliefs: “Farmer Jones gives each of his fi elds a number”; “Jones never puts 
horses on fi elds with prime numbers”; “I am standing in front of fi eld number 5”. 
Th is cluster of could cause me to think that the animal on fi eld 5 is not a horse 
when in fact it is. And so on. Given that literally every imaginable belief could 
under some, however rare, circumstances, be a central part of one of the clusters 
of beliefs that we need to exclude, and given that conceptual development con-
stantly enables us to believe new things, I fail to see how we could conceivably 
make real progress towards fi nding C. 
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Th e addition–subtraction strategy

A sizeable group of critics insist that the versions of dispositionalism considered by 
Kripke involve either too few or too many dispositions. Indeed, some critics make 
both complaints, arguing that, as Kripke sets up the dispositionalist position, it has 
too few dispositions of one kind and too many dispositions of another kind.28 

Let us begin with commentators who think that Kripke assumes the need 
for too many dispositions.29 Recall Kripke’s fi nitude problem: whereas the addi-
tion function is infi nite, the number of our dispositions is fi nite. Th e conclusion 
Kripke draws is that our meaning the addition function cannot be reduced to us 
having dispositions to give sums in answer to plus-queries. Th e present objection 
attacks the premise of this argument. It claims that Kripke’s fi nitude problem can 
be solved by reducing the number of dispositions involved in addition. It is wrong 
to think – so the objection goes – that the dispositionalist must assume a separate 
disposition for each instance of the scheme x + y = z. We do not need an infi nite 
number of dispositions in order to track an infi nite function. All we need is a 
fi nite number of dispositions that can be manifested repeatedly as part of a recur-
sive procedure. Th at is to say, we have one hundred dispositions to respond to 
x + y = ? problems where x and y are diff erent single digit numerals. For handling 
plus-queries involving numerals above nine we additionally have dispositions to 
manipulate them spatially. For instance, we have dispositions to write down the 
numerals below each other and align them in such ways that the addition task 
reduces to single-digit addition plus “carrying”. In other words, our dispositions 
for single-digit addition operate without taking the context of the addition into 
account. For instance, the numeral “7” might occur in a simple single-digit addi-
tion task such as “7 + 1” or in the complex addition task

 73,232,023,232,323,546,323,684,420,001,342,195,266,496
+ 12,400,000,000,000,248,001,992,343,555,219,424,546,298 

Th e contexts of the “7” and “1” are diff erent in the two cases, but our adding dis-
positions for single digit numerals “ignore” such diff erences. Our dispositions to 
add respond only to certain physical properties of the numerals, that is, to their 
shapes or to the associated sounds. In this respect, our arithmetical dispositions 
behave no diff erently from salt when allowed to manifest its disposition to dis-
solve in water. Th e salt too “ignores” much of the context – the colour of the water 
bucket for example.

In order to begin answering the objection, we need to recall that Chapter 2 of 
WRPL discusses and dismisses the idea according to which my meaning addition 
rather than quaddition by “+” is captured by my abiding by certain rules that deter-
mine a procedure for counting and (physically) manipulating heaps of objects. Th e 
sceptic dismisses this suggestion on the grounds that by “counting” I might really 
mean “quounting” – where “quounting” is counting or (physically) manipulating 
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objects in accordance with the quaddition function. Th e procedure envisaged in 
the objection is not obviously vulnerable to the same reply. Th is is because in this 
case the procedure is not specifi ed in terms of rules (or other intentional items). 
Th e procedure consists of, and operates with, exclusively non-intentional items: 
numerals, spaces and dispositions to respond to certain combinations of signs (say 
“68 + 57 = ”) with other signs (e.g. “125”). We might put this point by saying that 
the present objection operates with a machine-like procedure. 

Putting things in this way, however, immediately exposes the objection to a 
counter-attack. Th e problem with machines is that their inputs and outputs need 
to be interpreted. It is no good saying that our fi nite disposition machine crunches 
numerals in certain desirable ways; if we want an answer to the sceptical chal-
lenge we need an account of how we get from numerals to numbers. Maybe the 
output of my machine in answer to the string of signs “68” “+” “57” “=” is indeed 
the sign “125”. But does that show that I (or the machine) mean addition by “+”? 
Obviously, it shows this only if it is correct to map the sign “68” onto the number 
sixty-eight, the sign “+” onto plus, the sign “57” onto the number fi ft y-seven, 
the sign “=” onto equals, and the sign “125” onto the number one- hundred-and-
twenty-fi ve. To assume that we are entitled to make these mappings is to pre-
suppose that we have found an answer to the sceptical challenge. But if we had 
done that, then we would not need to invoke the disposition machine in the fi rst 
place. 

Th e objection is also unable to avoid the diffi  culties with idealizations and 
ceteris paribus clauses. Th e proponent of mechanical-procedure dispositionalism 
needs to tell us how it is possible for our procedure-defi ning dispositions to oper-
ate with enormous numbers. Even if we allow that we can add numbers on the 
basis of a small number of dispositions, we still need to explain how creatures like 
us can do so for numbers so enormous that we would need the lifespan of several 
universes to write them down. It will not help to reply by saying, “Ceteris paribus, 
my procedural dispositions specify a sum-answer for every possible plus-query”. 
For at this point we can invoke the earlier worries about idealizations. We have 
no idea what we would do if we had infi nite memory or a brain the size of the 
universe. And to insist on this point is not an expression of scepticism regarding 
standard procedures in physics or the special sciences. 

Can we do better by increasing the number and kinds of dispositions? Consider 
fi rst a line of argument due to Blackburn.30 Blackburn advocates increasing the 
number and kinds of dispositions in order to overcome the mistake problem. Call 
“unchecked responses” those reactions to plus-queries that I am disposed to give 
quickly and without checking my response. Call “multiply-checked responses” 
those reactions to plus-queries that I am disposed to give on the basis of several 
recalculations. Blackburn’s claim then is that multiply-checked responses allow 
for a straightforward dismissal of Kripke’s mistake problem. Th e idea is that the 
dispositionalist can dismiss the problem by saying: “I mean addition rather than 
skaddition by ‘+’ because, although my dispositions for unchecked responses 
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to plus-queries match the skaddition function, my ‘extended’ dispositions for 
 multiply-checked responses to plus-queries match the addition function”.31 

Blackburn’s argument makes the questionable assumption that performing a 
calculation again and again will inevitably push me towards the right result. Alas, 
there is no inevitability here at all. It could well be the case that the reliability of 
the result decreases as I check my result repeatedly. And nothing rules out the 
possibility that I make systematic mistakes in checking my initial answers. Take 
the case of the neurotic student who takes a crucial exam in elementary arithme-
tic. His initial responses to plus-queries are correct, but given his neurotic ten-
dencies, he makes more and more mistakes as he nervously rechecks his results. 
Surely, contrary to what Blackburn would have us think, the student qualifi es as 
an adder. Note that an idealization of extended dispositions would not help the 
objection. Such idealization is again threatened by circularity. To know which of 
my many dispositions regarding plus-queries are dispositions to correct my ini-
tial reactions, I already need to know which function I mean. I cannot read off  
what I mean from the dispositions I have if I have to select the right dispositions 
on the basis of what I mean.32 

A diff erent proposal for increasing kinds of dispositions has been put forward 
by Ginet.33 As Ginet has it, acts of rule-following involve two kinds of dispositions: 
 dispositions of production and dispositions of recognition (my terms). Dispositions 
of production manifest themselves in acts of generating the values of the function 
that is targeted by the given rule. Dispositions of recognition manifest themselves in 
judgements according to which diff erent manifestations of one and the same dispo-
sition of production are instances of “doing the same”. Dispositions of recognition 
again fall into two diff erent classes; this diff erence is important since it enables us 
to distinguish between “higher-level” and “brute-level” rule- following. In the case 
of higher-level rule-following, dispositions of recognition manifest themselves in 
judgements according to which the diff erent manifestations of one and the same 
disposition of production are all instances of following the same procedure. In the 
case of brute-level rule-following the idea of a procedure is missing: here dispo-
sitions of recognition manifest themselves only in the thought that in diff erent 
manifestations of the same disposition of production one is doing the same thing 
for the same reason on diff erent occasions. Doing addition is higher level since a 
competent adder is able to identify a description of a procedure for fi nding sums. 
Identifying numerals with the shape “7” is brute-level, since we do not follow an 
explicit procedure for doing so. Nevertheless, on diff erent occasions of identifying 
“7”s, we regard ourselves as doing the “same thing for the same reason”. 

Ginet holds that both kinds of rule-following can be evaluated as correct and 
incorrect. Brute-level dispositions are tied to “objective properties”. A subject has 
a brute-level semantic disposition if she tracks an objective property. For instance, 
a subject has the disposition to mean horse by “horse” if her linguistic behaviour 
tracks “the property of being a horse”. Th e objective property gives the criterion 
for determining whether or not the disposition is working correctly: 
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Th e dispositionalist can characterize the reaction to which the subject 
is disposed as that of recognizing the same property in each case. Th e 
reaction is correctly so characterized only if the subject is disposed 
to have the appropriate reaction … to every possible case where the 
property is in fact present.34

Higher-level dispositions are like trees rooted in brute-level dispositions. Descrip-
tions of procedures for higher-level dispositions must “ultimately” consist of 
expressions that are applied like brute-level dispositions, that is, directly, and 
without using a further procedure. 

According to Ginet, the machinery developed above gives us all we need to 
combat the sceptic. Since brute-level dispositions do not involve descriptions of 
procedures, no problem of alternative, quus-like descriptions can arise. Since 
brute-level dispositions track objective properties, there is an objective fact deter-
mining whether they are manifested correctly or incorrectly. And since higher-
level dispositions are built up from brute-level dispositions, the objectivity of the 
latter transfers to the former: 

Th e unpacking of any particular higher level understanding can be 
represented by a downward branching tree. However many branches 
the tree has, they all eventually terminate in brute level understand-
ings of terms, where, for any case in the domain of the application 
function, there is no diffi  culty about S having the capacity to consider 
it. For example, among the many brute level understandings at the 
base of my understanding the rule for adding two numbers … would, 
perhaps, be the sets of dispositions to recognize marks as instances of 
the numerals “0” through “9”, to recognize when two numeral marks 
are in vertical alignment, and the like.35

In assessing Ginet’s proposal, it helps to imagine what he would reply to the scep-
tic. In order to justify his answer “125” in reply to “68 + 57 = ?”, he would sketch a the-
ory about himself. According to this theory some of his dispositions can be assessed 
as to how well they track physical, objective properties. Th e results of the manifes-
tations of these dispositions are processed further in accordance with higher-level 
procedural dispositions. Other ingredients of the theory will be the objector’s judge-
ments concerning “doing the same thing” for both kinds of dispositions.

A fi rst cause of unease here is the hypothetical status of this theory; it certainly 
does not square with the low-brow meaning-determinist’s demand of immediate 
knowledge. Of course Ginet has the option of going for reform and rejecting this 
constraint. But Ginet decides explicitly against this option. At one point in his paper 
Ginet insists himself that our knowledge of our meaning-constituting dispositions is 
not hypothetical but direct.36 However, it is hard to see how the above theory of what 
it means to mean addition by “plus” could possibly be direct or observational.
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Moreover, Ginet seems much too generous in according the brute level a status 
beyond question and justifi cation. It may be true that at this level I do not follow 
a procedure that can be explicitly formulated and written down. But this does not 
mean that this level is immune to sceptical challenges. Imagine you took yourself 
to be following the rule “Pick out shapes of the form 9”. What is to stop the sceptic 
from asking what fact justifi es you in calling a newly encountered sign a 9? Are 
not all of your previous identifi cations of 9-shapes compatible with the rule “Pick 
out shapes of the form 6?”, when looked at from a diff erent angle? 

Finally, Ginet’s objection is again based on the hope that we can escape scep-
tical challenges by focusing on non-intentional, machine-like performances. In 
the present case, such performances are manifestations of brute-level disposi-
tions. Th e proposal considered here characterizes brute-level dispositions as little 
machines with clear and simple inputs and outputs. Unfortunately, Kripke’s com-
ments on machine dispositionalism bite here too. Interpretation has to come in 
at some point. Shift ing from higher-level to brute-level rule-following avoids the 
problem of having multiple interpretations for the verbalization of the procedure. 
But any joy about this avoidance must be short-lived. Th is is because the sceptic 
can challenge us to explain why we settle on one interpretation of the outputs of 
the brute-level dispositions rather than another. And thus all the familiar scepti-
cal problems of multiple interpretations are back.

Equivocation 

Horwich and Soames argue that Kripke’s main argument against dispositionalism 
is marred by an equivocation. Th ey both locate this equivocation in the concept 
of “determination”, even though they do not agree on the nature of the equivoca-
tion in question.

To begin with Horwich, consider what one might call Kripke’s “central argu-
ment against dispositional theories of meaning”’:

(1) Whatever constitutes the meaning of a predicate must determine its 
extension.

(2) Th e facts about how we are disposed to use a predicate do not deter-
mine its extension.

So: (3) Th e meaning of a predicate is not constituted by the facts about how we 
are disposed to use it.37

Horwich holds that the conclusion follows from the premises only if one equiv-
ocates on “determine”. Th e two meanings of “determine” are justifi able in their 
respective premise, but given the diff erence, the conclusion is a non sequitur. Th e 
fi rst premise uses “determine” in a weak sense: whenever two predicates diff er 
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in their meaning then they must also diff er in their extension. Or, the other way 
around, “synonymous predicates must be co-extensional”.38 Th e second premise 
is true only if determination is understood in the sense of “possibility to read off ”. 
Dispositional facts would determine the extension of a predicate only if the exten-
sion could somehow be “read off ” from these dispositions. One can acknowledge 
that the dispositionalist encounters insurmountable diffi  culties in meeting this 
challenge. Alas, this acknowledgement does not help Kripke’s master argument; 
the equivocation has not been removed.39 

Horwich’s charge of equivocation can be defl ected by off ering a reading of 
“determination” that sits equally comfortably with both premises. Such a  reading 
exists.40 It can be formulated as follows. Given two meanings, x and y, that are not 
co-extensional, the fact that makes it so that “p” means x must rule out that “p” 
means y. For instance, given the two meanings, addition and quaddition, whatever 
makes it so that “+” means addition must rule out that “+” means quaddition. It is 
not diffi  cult to see that this meaning of determination is at work in Kripke’s text. 

Kripke’s overall argument then has the following content: 

(1′) Whatever constitutes the meaning of a given predicate must distinguish 
this meaning from the meanings of other predicates with  diff erent 
extensions. 

(2′) Th e facts about how we are disposed to use a predicate do not distin-
guish the meaning of a given predicate from the meanings of other 
predicates with diff erent extensions.

So: (3′) Th e meaning of a predicate is not constituted by the facts about how we 
are disposed to use it. 

It is obvious that this captures one central thread of Kripke’s text and that it fi ts 
all three major problems. Th e normativity problem accuses the dispositionalist 
of being unable to make sense of the idea that meaning justifi es us in doing one 
thing rather than another thing. Th e fi nitude problem claims that dispositional-
ism is unable to distinguish meanings in realms where our dispositions run out. 
And the error problem insists that the dispositionalist cannot tease apart an err-
ing adder from an error-free skadder. 

According to Soames, the key equivocation in Kripke’s argument is between 
“a priori determination” and “metaphysical determination”. Th e general idea of 
Kripke’s attack on dispositionalism is the insistence that non-intentional facts 
about my past dispositions are unable to determine my present intentional states. 
Some of Kripke’s arguments suggest that the determination in question is meant 
as an “a priori determination” of the general form “P determines Q only if, given 
P, one can demonstrate Q without appealing to any other empirical facts”.41 Kripke 
is right to insist that dispositionalism fails by this criterion. It is hard to see how 
one could derive claims about meanings and propositional attitudes from state-
ments concerning non-intentional facts: “Consequently, I am willing to grant that 
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the sceptic might be right in maintaining that claims about what I mean are not 
a priori consequences of non-intentional truths”.42 

However, Soames insists, to grant that truths about meaning are not a pri-
ori consequences of truths about non-intentional facts is not to hand victory to 
the sceptic. Th is is because, in order to win, the dispositionalist need insist only 
on “metaphysical determination”. Put diff erently, the dispositionalist need only 
maintain that intentional states are a necessary consequence of non-intentional 
facts. 

Soames’s discussion of metaphysical determination in Kripke turns on a spe-
cifi c argument in WRPL that I have not yet mentioned. Here it is. Consider the 
diff erence between a function that we mean to follow and a function to which we 
merely happen to conform. Assume that I give arbitrary numerical responses to 
queries of the form “How much is m n?” Let my answering take place in a fully 
deterministic universe, and under conditions where “ ” means nothing to me.43 
Can we speak of my right or wrong responses here? Obviously not. Nor is this 
negative answer overturned if we imagine my having the fi rm intention to give the 
same answer for given m and n on diff erent occasions. Th e introduction of this 
intention opens the door to one kind of normative claim: “Since you responded 
‘3’ to ‘579 13’ in the past, you have to give the same answer now”. However, this 
response in not based on the meaning of ; aft er all, consistency of intention is 
not the same thing as meaning. Th e case of  evidently contrasts with that of “+”. 
In the latter case, we do not just happen to conform to a function, we intend to do 
so. Moreover, since we are dealing now with meaningful expressions, the language 
of “right” and “wrong” is applicable. As Kripke sees it, the diff erence between the 
cases of “ ” and “+” brings out that dispositionalism cannot capture meaning. 
Th e dispositionalist does not have the resources to treat the two cases diff erently. 
And thus he turns out to fail to do justice to our intuitions (WRPL: 24).

Soames reads Kripke’s discussion of the -example as an argument against 
metaphysical determination. Soames construes Kripke’s remarks about this exam-
ple as attempting to show my meaning something by a given sign cannot be the 
necessary consequence of my non-intentional dispositions to use that sign. More 
precisely: it is not the case that in every possible world w in which such non-
intentional dispositional facts about my use of “+” obtain, I mean addition by 
“+”.44 Soames grants the point as such but constrains its scope: Kripke’s point 
concerning necessary determination holds only as long as we think of the set of 
non-intentional facts in a very narrow manner. My meaning addition by “+” is 
not a necessary consequence of my non-intentional dispositions to use “+”. But 
why not enlarge the set of non-intentional facts so as to include:

(i) the internal physical states of my brain, (ii) my causal and historical 
relationships to things in my environment, (iii) my (non-intentionally 
characterized) interactions with other members of my linguistic com-
munity, (iv) their dispositions to verbal behaviour, and so on?45 



A  S C E P T I C A L  G U I D E  T O  M E A N I N G  A N D  RU L E S

118

Once we cast our net wide enough among the non-intentional facts, it becomes 
doubtful whether metaphysical determination or necessary consequence really 
fail. Consider facts (i)–(iv):

Is there a possible world in which someone conforms to all those facts 
– precisely the facts that characterize me in the actual world – and yet 
that person does not mean anything by “+”? I think not. Given my 
conviction that in the past I did mean addition by “+”, and given also 
my conviction that if there are intentional facts, then they don’t fl oat 
free of everything else, I am confi dent that there is no such world. 
Although I cannot identify the smallest set of non-intentional facts 
about me in the actual world on which meaning facts supervene, I am 
confi dent that they do supervene.46

I agree with Soames that Kripke’s arguments are successful if a priori deter-
mination is at issue. But I disagree with him when it comes to metaphysical 
determination. It seems to me that Kripke’s argument goes through for meta-
physical determination as well. To see this, recall some basic distinctions regard-
ing “supervenience”. Supervenience is a relation between two kinds of properties, 
say X-properties and Y-properties. X-properties supervene on Y-properties if it 
is impossible for two situations to be identical in their Y-properties yet diff erent 
in their X-properties. Supervenience can have diff erent degrees of strength and 
scope. For present purposes, the distinction between “local” and “global” super-
venience is of particular importance. Th e diff erence between these two forms 
of supervenience concerns the scope of “situation” in the above defi nition. We 
get “local” supervenience if we confi ne the situation to an individual; we obtain 
“global” supervenience if we enlarge the situation to a whole world. X- properties 
supervene locally on Y-properties if it is impossible for two individuals to be iden-
tical in their Y-properties and diff erent in their X-properties. X-properties super-
vene globally on Y-properties if it is impossible for two worlds to be identical in 
their Y-properties and diff erent in their X-properties. Obviously, local superveni-
ence implies global supervenience but not vice versa. Local supervenience is the 
stronger requirement.47

Soames’s discussion regarding necessary consequence can be summarized 
by saying that he agrees with Kripke as far as local supervenience is concerned, 
but disagrees with Kripke regarding global supervenience. Meaning facts do not 
supervene locally on my dispositions to use certain signs. Nevertheless, Soames 
thinks, they very probably supervene globally: it is impossible to imagine two 
possible worlds that are identical regarding all their non-intentional facts yet dif-
ferent in their intentional facts. Soames does not explicitly enlarge the set of rel-
evant non-intentional facts so as to include a whole world. Ascribing this view to 
him seems justifi ed, however, given the open-ended list he presents in the above 
 quotation. Th e list contains not only the things of my own physical and social 



D I S P O S I T I O N S  A N D  E X T E N S I O N S

119

environment, but also the things of the physical and social environment of eve-
ryone in my linguistic community.48 

Let us assume then that Soames wishes to rescue dispositionalism by insisting 
that meaning facts supervene globally on non-intentional facts. Does this idea 
endanger Kripke’s criticism of dispositionalism? I think not. Global superveni-
ence is too weak a relation for it to help the dispositionalist. In fact, the sceptic 
can happily acquiesce in global supervenience; it does not force him to give up 
anything. Global supervenience does not enable the calculator to cite any (non-
intentional) fact about what makes it so that she means addition by “+”. Granted 
global supervenience, all she can point to is the history of the world as a whole: “I 
mean addition by ‘+’”, she is able to reply, “because of the full history of the world 
up to now”. Maybe so, but this is not much of a fact. It is odd to call the complete 
history of my world “a fact”. It seems more appropriate to say that the history of 
the world is a set of facts. Putting this worry to one side, according to the proposal 
under consideration, every meaning attribution in our own world is justifi ed by 
the very same fact, that is, the world: your meaning nine by “9”, the Queen’s mean-
ing country by “country” and my meaning coff ee by (the Finnish word) “kahvi”. 
In every case, the relevant meaning-constituting non-intentional fact is the same. 
And to have one and the same fact justify all meaning attributions contradicts our 
intuitions about meaning.

Note also that the meaning sceptic can happily accept global supervenience, 
albeit in a vacuous form: two worlds that are identical in their non-intentional 
properties will, of course, not diff er in their intentional properties if there are no 
such properties. Th is makes it obscure how demonstrating global supervenience in 
itself could make a case for intentional properties. All it could show is that if such 
intentional properties exist, then they will supervene in the way  suggested.49

Realism about dispositions

One important tradition in the philosophical study of dispositions analyses 
 statements attributing dispositions as counterfactual conditionals. To say that 
the glass is fragile is to say that (ceteris paribus) the glass would break if dropped 
or knocked. Th is analysis of disposition statements traditionally goes with the 
view that dispositional properties reduce to, or supervene on, categories prop-
erties, and that our knowledge of dispositions and their categorical bases must 
be  inferential rather than direct.50 Kripke clearly holds the view that we are not 
directly aware of our dispositions; this view is central to the directness prob-
lem. And Kripke’s treatment of the error problem shows his commitment to the 
analysis of dispositions statements as counterfactual conditionals. Recall Jones, 
the skadder. If Jones were asked “How much is 68 + 57?”, he would answer “115”; 
and if Jones were asked “How much is 769 + 2495?”, he would answer “2154”. Th e 
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counterfactuals do not tell us whether Jones is an adder (who makes mistakes) or 
a skadder (who does not). And hence there is no fact of the matter whether Jones 
is a skadder or an adder. What is true here is true of Kripke’s argument through-
out: Kripke assumes that statement-attributing dispositions are best thought of as 
counterfactual conditionals. To attribute to Jones the disposition to give sums in 
answer to plus-queries is to claim that if Jones were faced with a query of the form 
x + y = ?, he would – ceteris paribus – come up with the sum of x and y.

A realist about dispositions rejects this traditional conception. Martin and 
Heil outline an alternative and apply it to combat Kripke’s criticism of semantic 
dispositionalism. Th eir programme has four ingredients. First, dispositions are 
not reducible to, and do not supervene on, categorical properties. Rather, “every 
property has both a qualitative (or ‘categorical’) and a dispositional side or aspect 
… [and] the dispositionality of an intrinsic property is as basic and irreducible as 
is its qualitative character”.51 

Secondly, disposition statements are not equivalent to counterfactual condi-
tionals. Here is a well-known example suggested by Mark Johnstone. Imagine a 
chameleon sitting on a green baize in the dark. Assume the chameleon is red. 
Being red is the dispositional property of refl ecting red light under ideal condi-
tions. Let us try to capture this dispositional property with a counterfactual “the 
chameleon is red because under ideal conditions it will refl ect red light”. And this 
clearly is false. Th e moment we realize the ideal conditions, by turning on the 
light, the chameleon turns green. If the counterfactual analysis were on the mark 
then we would have to say that even when the chameleon was still in the dark, it 
was not red but green. And that confl icts with our intuitions about the case.52

 Th irdly, since counterfactual analysis is unable to do justice to the intricacies 
of dispositions, we need a new conceptual tool for identifying dispositions. “Dis-
position lines” are that tool. Each disposition needs specifi c partners in order to 
manifest itself. Fragility has such partners in hard places. Solubility doubles up with 
various liquids. A disposition line is the imaginary line linking a disposition to its 
partners.53 And fourthly, and fi nally, neurological systems oft en have direct – and 
not just inferential – access to their dispositions. Th is is because at least some of the 
dispositions of neurological systems have two kinds of manifestations: “typifying 
manifestations” and “cue manifestations”. A typifying manifestation is the mani-
festation that defi nes the disposition: the typifying manifestation of my disposition 
to blush when faced with a diffi  cult question from the audience is that I do indeed 
blush. Th e cue manifestation is some sort of quale telling me that I have the disposi-
tion in question. Such quale is an outcome of my “neurological system … assess[ing] 
its capacity for a task without having to complete it or perhaps even begin it”.54

With this rough outline of a realist conception of dispositions in place, we can 
turn to three objections: the mistake problem objection, the fi nitude problem 
objection and the normativity objection. (Th e last of the three should properly 
have been discussed in Chapter 2, but since it is closely connected to Martin’s and 
Heil’s other objection, it seemed best to save it for the present context.)
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Th e mistake problem objection55

Th e mistake problem dissolves once we interpret dispositions in realist fashion. 
Take the following two scenarios. In scenario A Jones is an adder who makes sys-
tematic mistakes with carrying. In scenario B Jones is a skadder. A non- realist 
(counterfactual) theory of dispositions is unable to distinguish A from B. But a 
realist theory has no such diffi  culties. Whatever the counterfactuals might be, 
there is a fact of the matter whether Jones has the disposition to add or whether he 
has the disposition to skadd. In A Jones has in fact two dispositions that are rele-
vant for our concerns: the disposition to add and the disposition to forget to carry. 
In B he has only one disposition: the disposition to skadd. Th e two scenarios are 
distinct and the realist about dispositions can tell us why they are distinct.

Reply: What is the diff erence between having the two dispositions of scenario A 
(i.e. the dispositions to add and to forget to carry) and having the one disposition 
of scenario B (i.e. the disposition to skadd)? Consider this mechanical analogue. 
Assume we have two machines. Machine A has all the circuitry of an adding 
machine, but, due to a loose wire, it is unable to carry. Machine B is a skadding 
machine in good working order. Machine B was produced by taking a working 
machine of type A and loosening the wire needed for carrying. What should we 
say about the relevant dispositions of A and B? Surely, to say that machine A has 
two dispositions whereas machine B has just one is to help oneself to information 
about the intentions of the designer of the two machines. And to make use of this 
information is clearly illegitimate under the rules of debate between the meaning 
sceptic and the semantic dispositionalist. Perhaps the realist replies by insisting 
that he needs no information about the intentions of the designers of A and B. 
It is enough that the causal history of A and B is diff erent. In A’s history we start 
off  with a functioning addition machine that deteriorates – via some physical or 
chemical process – into a faulty addition machine. In B’s case we start off  with a 
functioning addition machine that is caused by human intervention to become a 
skaddition machine. Alas, this response will not save the realist-dispositionalist. 
We can easily imagine scenarios in which the two histories are identical except for 
the diff erence in intention of the designer. For instance, the physical modifi cation 
of B might consist of just the physical or chemical processes undergone by A.56

Th e fi nitude problem objection57

Realism about dispositions solves Kripke’s fi nitude problem. Kripke is wrong to 
say that my disposition to calculate plus-queries is fi nite. It is infi nite. While it is 
true to say that I cannot add enormous numbers, it is false to say that the result-
ing limitation is a limitation of my dispositions to give sums in reply to plus-
 queries. What limitation there is in this case is due either to the lack of appropriate 
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 disposition partners or due to the presence of blocking factors. In order to mani-
fest itself in the realm of enormous numbers, my addition disposition depends 
for its typifying manifestation both on the right kind of brain and on the absence 
of blocking factors such as fatigue or disruption. How do we know then that we 
indeed have the disposition to add, even in the realm of enormous numbers? Th e 
answer lies with cue manifestations. Th ey tell me that if my disposition to calcu-
late with “+” was neither blocked nor short of partners, I would add in the realm 
of enormous numbers. 

Reply: Th is objection seems to miss the point. First, to know what to count as a 
blocking factor or a disposition partner presupposes prior knowledge of which 
dispositions I have. Th e previous reply to the mistake problem objection showed 
that this was not a straightforward question of fact. Secondly, the introduction of 
cue manifestations is an altogether desperate and unconvincing move. One can-
not simply posit a mental experience that tells me – albeit fallibly – which dispo-
sitions I have. I cannot fi nd such mental experiences in my mental life. Moreover, 
anyone wishing to defeat the sceptic by invoking qualia had better fi rst address 
Kripke’s argument against qualia as a straight solution. Put in a nutshell, Kripke 
reminds us that qualia can be interpreted in diff erent ways. How do I know that 
some given mental experience is a cue manifestation of the disposition to add, 
and not a cue manifestation of the disposition to skadd, or quadd? Th e objectors 
do not address this question. 

Th e normativity objection58

Th e realist theory of dispositions has the resources to capture semantic norma-
tivity. Assume Jones intends to count by twos, starting from 0, and that aft er hav-
ing reached “156” he continues with “157”. Obviously, Jones is wrong; he ought 
to have continued “158”. Th is “ought” can be cashed out in realist-dispositional 
terms in two steps. Step 1 is the idea that whereas “158” lies on the disposition 
line “associated with” the rule for adding twos, “157” does not. Step 2 is Jones’s 
intention to stick to this rule. Such intention is itself “a complex dispositional state 
that includes cue manifestations”. 

Reply: If we already know that Jones intends to add twos then of course we have 
already captured the relevant phenomenon of normativity. Aft er all, to intend to 
act in certain ways is eo ipso to commit oneself to act in these ways. What the dis-
positionalist has to provide, however, is a way of making sense of such a commit-
ment without invoking an intention. Th e normativity objection tries to do so by 
suggesting that an intention is itself a “complex dispositional state that includes 
cue manifestations”. But the appeal to cue manifestations at this point is no bet-
ter than it was in the previous objection. And to simply announce that having an 
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intention is being in a complex dispositional state is no solution to the problem. 
Th e challenge is to show that and how we can reduce intentions and beliefs to 
non-intentional dispositions. Finally, a critical comment on the use of the term 
“disposition lines” seems in order. We know that addition is a function that maps 
the pairs <156, 2> and <2, 156> onto the number 158. Th e dispositionalist needs 
to tell us how our dispositions can possibly track such a function. Th e norma-
tivity objection responds to that challenge by saying that the pairs <156, 2> and 
<2, 156> are linked to the number 158 by means of a disposition line. Unfortu-
nately, this answer is hopelessly metaphorical. And at no point are we told how 
we can cash in this metaphor.59 

Communal dispositions

Almost all of Kripke’s discussion of dispositionalism is concerned with an indi-
vidualist version of the doctrine. Only late in WRPL, in something of an aside, 
do we learn that communal dispositionalism must walk the plank with the indi-
vidualist version. Th is has not deterred Horwich from developing precisely such 
a position. We have already encountered Horwich’s (unsuccessful) treatments 
of the normativity constraint and “determination”. Here I shall enquire how his 
theory does concerning the fi nitude problem and the mistake problem. Horwich’s 
communal-dispositionalist solution to the mistake problem is contained in the 
following passage: 

[O]ur normal ways of identifying mistakes (and conditions likely to 
produce mistakes) involve reference to community opinion: our cri-
terion for “going wrong” is divergence from what is generally said. 
… Ordinarily, and subject to certain conditions, individuals are said 
to mean by a word whatever that word means in the linguistic com-
munity they belong to – even when their own usage is to some extent 
improper.60

Of course, the communal dispositionalist must make sure both that the mistake 
problem does not simply return on the level of the community; and that the com-
munity does not end up being infallible. Th is point has been pressed by Boghos-
sian. Boghossian insists that individualistic and communitarian dispositionalism 
face the same structural problem. Both need to be able to separate meaning-
 constituting dispositions from error-producing dispositions regarding use:

Th e community … is bound to exhibit precisely the same duality of 
dispositions that I do: it too will be disposed to call both horses and 
deceptively horsey looking cows on a dark night “horse”. Aft er all, if 
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I can be taken in by a deceptively horsey looking cow on dark nights, 
what is to prevent 17,000 people just like me from being taken in by 
the same, admittedly eff ective, impostor? Th e point is that many of 
the mistakes we make are systematic. … Th e communitarian … can-
not call them mistakes, for they are the community’s dispositions. He 
must insist, then, fi rm conviction to the contrary notwithstanding, 
that “horse” means not horse but, rather, horse or cow.61 

Horwich disagrees. In his view, only an unsophisticated form of communal dispo-
sitionalism is committed to the infallibility of the community. Sophisticated com-
munal dispositionalism works with a much richer inventory of dispositions than 
merely dispositions to give answers to plus-queries or dispositions to identify ani-
mals. Th e additional dispositions constitute a “practice of revising epistemologi-
cal attitudes in specifi c ways in the light of new evidence, and of acknowledging 
that earlier claims were wrong”.62 Th e dispositions to correct and revise do not 
just concern the isolated judgements of individuals; they also concern judgements 
that are shared by the community as a whole. 

Th is attempt to rescue communal dispositionalism should look familiar. It 
repeats – on the community level – a move that we found wanting in the case of 
the individual: the introduction of dispositions to correct, check and revise. We 
saw what was wrong with that suggestion above: our intuition says that the neu-
rotic student might mean addition by “+”, but he gets more and more of his sums 
wrong as he checks and rechecks his calculations. Th e same applies to the commu-
nity. Th at a community means addition by “+” is not threatened by the fact that 
community members fail to spot the mistakes – perhaps even systematic mistakes 
– that are being made. Put diff erently, dispositions to correct, check and revise do 
not deliver a clear boundary around meaning-constituting dispositions. We do 
not get the right result by saying that a use disposition is meaning- constituting 
if, and only if, its manifestations survive a further act of checking. Th is does 
not work because manifesting a disposition several times does not  necessarily 
increase its quality. Does the same move fare better when applied to communi-
ties rather than individuals? It is hard to see how it could. Repeated checking is 
compatible with making mistakes, regardless of whether the checking is done by 
an individual or a group. Moreover, our semantic intuitions clearly allow for the 
possibility that a community could mean horse by “horse” and yet make system-
atic mistakes not only in initial classifi cations of horses on dark nights, but also in 
repeated and communal acts of checking and rechecking. If that is correct, then 
“extended” communal dispositions (to recheck and correct) cannot deliver a bor-
derline between those dispositions to use “horse” that are meaning- constituting 
and those that are not. 

Finally, it should be obvious that communal dispositionalism does not give 
new tools for dealing with the fi nitude problem. If my dispositions run out 
before I reach the realm of enormous numbers, then so will the dispositions of 
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my  community. Perhaps mathematical cooperation can help us to reach at least 
some regions in the realm of enormous numbers; future generations might con-
tinue the calculations that we have begun. But of course even if all sentient beings 
in the universe collaborated in this way, time would still be too short. We still 
would only reach a minute subset of the integers.63

Conclusion

In Chapters 2 and 3 I have tried to vindicate and extend WRPL’s two-pronged 
attack on dispositionalism. Chapter 2 attempted to show that dispositionalism 
fails the intensional requirement, that is, the requirement of semantic normativity. 
Chapter 3 has argued that dispositionalism is also unable to meet the extensional 
requirement: it is unable to identify dispositional predicates that logically co-vary 
with meaning predicates. Th e need to meet this second requirement follows from 
the meaning determinist’s commitment to objectivity. 

As far as the extensional requirement is concerned, Kripke’s master argument 
is that (sophisticated) dispositionalism makes illegitimate use of idealization and 
ceteris paribus clauses. If this charge were to be found wanting then Kripke’s case 
against dispositionalism would collapse, at least in so far as this case relies on the 
extensional requirement. Given my overall aim of defending WRPL, it is thus of 
utmost importance that the master argument is protected from Fodor’s highly 
infl uential criticism. As we saw above, Fodor argues that if we dismiss disposition-
alism for its use of idealization then we also must reject much of natural science. 
Fodor insists that the idealizations involved for example in the ideal gas law are of a 
kind with the idealizations used in semantic- dispositionalist laws. I argued that this 
claim is false. Th e two cases are not alike. Th e legitimacy of idealization in the natu-
ral and cognitive sciences does not carry over to reductive-dispositionalist theories 
of meaning and content. And thus Kripke’s master argument remains in force.

I regard Boghossian’s argument from optimality conditions as an important sup-
plement to Kripke’s master argument. Boghossian shows that dispositionalism is 
unable to specify conditions under which my tokening of “horse” inevitably co-
varies with the presence of horses in my vicinity. However, Boghossian’s argument 
can do damage to dispositionalism only if Miller’s criticism of the argument is 
answered. I tried to provide such answer above.

Under the title “Th e addition–subtraction strategy”, I discussed three revi-
sionist proposals regarding dispositionalism, initially proposed by Blackburn and 
Ginet. Th e fi rst sought to make do with a fi nite number of dispositions (for doing 
addition); the second introduced meta-dispositions, that is, second-order dis-
positions that check the deliveries of fi rst-order dispositions; and the third tried 
to anchor “brute-level” dispositions to “objective properties”. All three ways of 
 adding or subtracting dispositions turned out to be unworkable. 
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Horwich and Soames have claimed that WRPL’s central argument against dis-
positionalism is marred by equivocations concerning “determination”. Horwich 
thinks that diff erent notions of determination are in play in the sceptic’s claims 
(i) that whatever constitutes the meaning of a predicate must determine its exten-
sion; and (ii) that the facts about how we are disposed to use a predicate do not 
determine its extension. Miller has proposed a reading for both (i) and (ii) accord-
ing to which no equivocation is involved. Soames objects that Kripke’s argument 
equivocates between a priori determination and metaphysical determination, and 
he suggests that metaphysical determination fails: it is impossible to imagine two 
possible worlds that are identical regarding all their non-intentional facts yet dif-
ferent in their intentional facts. My response was to grant this premise but to 
deny the conclusion: global supervenience is too weak a relation for it to help the 
dispositionalist.

I ended by reviewing and rejecting two further refi nements of the sophisticated 
dispositionalism under attack in WRPL, one of them revisionist, one reformist. 
Th e revisionist proposal by Martin and Heil breaks the link between disposition 
statements and counterfactual conditionals. Th e reformist proposal by Horwich 
replaces the dispositions of a single individual with the dispositions of interacting 
individuals. I attempted to establish that neither of these refi nements withstands 
critical scrutiny.

Th is chapter concludes my discussion of WRPL’s case against dispositional-
ism. If my analysis is correct then the case remains very strong – despite the vari-
ous attempts by more than three dozen philosophers to defl ect or refute Kripke’s 
arguments.
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f o u r
Other responses

Introduction

Chapters 2 and 3 showed that reductive semantic dispositionalism is not a sat-
isfactory answer to the sceptical challenge. Alas, to show that dispositionalism 
is not up to the task is not yet to establish that high-brow meaning determinism 
fails. Aft er all, dispositionalism is not the only high-brow meaning-determinist 
response to the sceptic. In this chapter I therefore discuss four other meaning-
determinist proposals:

(i) the simplicity response,
(ii) the algorithm response,
(iii) the causalist response, and
(iv) the Platonist response.

WRPL attacks versions of (i), (ii) and (iv). Critics of WRPL have sought to rebut 
these attacks either by fi nding fault with Kripke’s specifi c arguments or by devel-
oping new versions of the mentioned positions. I shall seek to advance the dis-
cussion by demonstrating the insuffi  ciency of both the fault-fi nding and the 
refi nements. 

By (iii), “causalist response”, I mean an answer to the sceptical challenge based 
on Kripke’s and Putnam’s causal theory of reference. Interestingly enough, Kripke 
never brings up the causal theory in WRPL. Some commentators have lamented 
this fact and championed the causal theory as (part of) a successful meaning-
determinist position. I remain unconvinced. 

At the end of this chapter I shall have covered four of the seven high-brow 
meaning-determinist approaches distinguished in WRPL. Th e remaining three 
are the use response, the qualia response, and semantic primitivism. In Chapter 
1, I outlined Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s criticism against all three. As far as the use 
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and the qualia responses are concerned, there is nothing to add: to the best of 
my knowledge, no one has taken up their cause and defended them against the 
sceptic’s attacks. Semantic primitivism is a diff erent story: in many ways it equals 
 dispositionalism in importance. And thus it deserves detailed and careful treat-
ment. However, for reasons that will become apparent in due course, it is best 
to postpone this treatment until aft er a detailed consideration of the sceptical 
 solution. 

Th e simplicity response revisited

Th is topic can be dealt with quickly. Although the simplicity response itself has not 
found defenders, one important critic has taken issue with the way the response 
is dismissed in WRPL. Kripke writes: 

Let no one … suggest that the hypothesis that I meant plus is to be pre-
ferred as the simplest hypothesis. … Th e sceptic argues that there is no 
fact as to what I meant, whether plus or quus. Now simplicity consid-
erations can help us decide between competing hypoth eses, but they 
obviously can never tell us what the competing hypotheses are. If we 
do not understand what two hypotheses state, what does it mean to say 
that one is “more probable” because it is “simpler”? If the two compet-
ing hypotheses are not genuine hypotheses, not assertions of genuine 
matters of fact, no “simplicity” considerations will make them so.  
 (WRPL: 38)

Wright argues that:

this surely gets everything back to front. It is only aft er the sceptical 
argument has come to its conclusion that the sceptic is entitled to 
the supposition that there is indeed no such fact of the matter. In the 
course of the argument, he cannot assume as much without begging 
the question.1

In other words, Wright claims that during the sceptical argument there is no 
reason (yet) to assume that “Jones means addition by ‘+’” is meaningless (when 
construed along meaning-determinist lines). Hence for the proponent of the sim-
plicity response it is not obvious that the two hypotheses under consideration 
– “Jones means addition by ‘+’” and “Jones means quaddition by ‘+’” – are with-
out factual content.

Wright’s objection is not decisive, however. As pointed out by Alexander Miller, 
the sceptic need not assume a non-factualism about meaning in order to raise his 
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objection against the simplicity response. It suffi  ces for him to insist that, at this 
point in the dialectic, we do not yet have any acceptable proposal for what fact 
makes “Jones means addition by ‘+’” true. And since we have no such fact, we 
also cannot give content to the competing hypotheses. Th is gives the sceptic all 
he needs.2

Th e algorithm response revisited

Christopher Peacocke and Neil Tennant defend a high-brow version of the algo-
rithm response. Th at is to say, whereas the original algorithm response used only 
the resources of meaning determinism as a picture, Peacocke and Tennant seek 
to embed the algorithm response in philosophical theories. 

Peacocke’s proposal can be put as follows. To mean addition by “+” is to fi nd a 
number of transformations “primitively compelling”. Here is an example of such 
transformation: if the sum of 5 and 6 is 11, then the sum of 5 and the successor of 
6 is the successor of 11. Call this transformation “T”. T is primitively compelling 
in so far as we do not fi nd it compelling in virtue of something else we have learnt. 
We fi nd transitions such as T primitively compelling because of their form. And 
this is true of us even when we (as children for example) are unable to make the 
general form explicit. Indeed, it oft en takes the work of theorists for the underly-
ing general form to come fully to light. Th e general form underlying T is this: if 
the sum of two numbers, say x and y, is the number z, then the sum of x and the 
successor of y (y′) will be the successor of z (z′). Obviously there are empirical 
circumstances under which we do not fi nd transitions of this form compelling, 
but we do so under “normal conditions”.3 Indeed, someone is an adder if, under 
normal conditions, she fi nd transitions of the given general form primitively com-
pelling. Th e general “possession condition” for the concept plus (i.e. addition) is 
thus the following:

plus is that concept C to possess which a thinker must fi nd transitions 
of the form m C k = n so m C (k′) = n′ primitively compelling (where 
m, n, k are (senses of) canonical numerals), and fi nd them compel-
ling because they are of that form; and similarly for the principle 
m C 0 = m.4

Th e crucial feature of Peacocke’s proposal is its emphasis on the primitive com-
pellingness of forms of transition. Consider for instance Kripke’s discussion of the 
question of whether by “count” we mean counting or quounting. Assume that we 
have never applied “count” to the union of sub-heaps either of which has 57 or 
more elements. Moreover, “to ‘quount’ a heap is to count it in the ordinary sense, 
unless the heap was formed as the union of two heaps, one of which has 57 or 
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more items, in which case one must automatically give the answer ‘5’” (WRPL: 
16). Kripke’s sceptic insists that there is no telling whether we are counters or 
quounters. Peacocke disagrees. Counting and quounting involve diff erent forms 
of transition from one number to the next, and we only fi nd the counting tran-
sition primitively compelling. Kripke is wrong to focus on the idea that we have 
never dealt with unions of sub-heaps either of which has 57 or more elements. 
What is important is that in and through our dealings with these unions we have 
acquired a sense of what is compelling that extends beyond the limits of our past 
experiences.5

Peacocke’s suggestion is intriguing but it does not seem to have the resources 
to fend off  sceptical replies. To begin with, the sceptic does not deny that we fi nd 
the answer “125” in reply to “68 + 57 = ?” compelling. Indeed, that we fi nd the 
answer compelling is only to say that we are inclined to give it. And this is not in 
dispute. Th e sceptical challenge asks us to explain in virtue of what fact about us 
is it true to say that our inclination is justifi ed. To answer “in virtue of us having 
the inclination” is not an admissible answer at this point; to give it is simply to 
admit that our inclination does not have a justifi cation at all. 

Of course, Peacocke is not proposing this obviously unsatisfactory response. 
But Peacocke’s rebuttal too is ultimately unsuccessful. Consider, for instance, the 
invoking  of “normal conditions”. Peacocke insists that we fi nd (✴) “m C k = n so 
m C (k′) = n′” convincing only under “normal conditions”. Th is has all the prob-
lems that we have already discussed in Chapter 3 in the context of dispositional-
ism. Th ink again of enormous numbers; do I really fi nd (✴) primitively compelling 
in the realm of enormous numbers? How would I know? And what kind of brain 
would I need for doing so? How do we know that it is (✴) that I fi nd primitively 
compelling and not:

m C k = n so m C (k′) = n′ except when m or k are enormous, in which 
case n = 5?

And how do we know that we fi nd “m C 0 = m” primitively compelling and not

m C 0 = m except when m is enormous in which case the sum is 5?

I shall not belabour these diffi  culties again. Th e point is that Peacocke’s proposal 
does not contain a remedy against them.

Tennant believes that the sceptic is wrong to claim that our use of “+” is com-
patible with the quaddition hypothesis. Tennant directs his criticism at a footnote 
of WRPL that reads as follows:

It might be urged that the quus function is ruled out as an interpreta-
tion of “+” because it fails to satisfy some of the laws I accept for “+” 
(for example, it is not associative; we could have defi ned it so as not 
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even to be commutative). One might even observe that, on the natu-
ral numbers, addition is the only function that satisfi es certain laws 
that I accept – the “recursion equations” for +: (x) (x + 0 = x) and 
(x) (y)(x + y′ = (x + y)′) where the stroke or dash indicates the succes-
sor; these equations are sometimes called a “defi nition” of addition. 
Th e problem is that the other signs used in these laws (the univer-
sal quantifi ers, the equality sign) have been applied in only a fi nite 
number of instances, and they can be given non-standard interpreta-
tions that will fi t non-standard interpretations of “+”. Th us for exam-
ple “(x)” might mean for every x < h, where h is some upper bound to 
the instances where universal instantiation has hitherto been applied, 
and similarly for equality.
 In any event the objection is somewhat overly sophisticated. Many 
of us who are not mathematicians use the “+” sign perfectly well in 
ignorance of any explicitly formulated laws of the type cited. Yet surely 
we use “+” with the usual determinate meaning nonetheless. What 
justifi es us applying the function as we do? (WRPL: 16–17, n.12) 

As Tennant sees it, the sceptic overlooks (at least) three ways in which our use of “+” 
is constrained. Tennant formulated these ways as three problems for the sceptic.

 • Problem 1: Th e sceptical hypothesis confl icts with our intuition that the uni-
versal quantifi er must have a uniform interpretation. We cannot uniformly 
interpret every occurrence of “(x)” in mathematics as (x < h). For instance, in 
some mathematical laws universal quantifi ers range over terms for numbers 
rather than over the numbers themselves. And whereas it makes sense to say 
that a number is smaller than 57, it does not make sense to say so of a term 
for a number.

 • Problem 2: Addition (with natural numbers) displays the following pattern. 
Any given number n is the sum of n + 1 ordered pairs of numbers: there are 
two such pairs for the number 1, three such pairs for the number 2, four for 
the number 3, and so on:

0 + 1 = 1 0 + 2 = 2 0 + 3 = 3 0 + 4 = 4 0 + 5 = 5
1 + 0 = 1 1 + 1 = 2 1 + 2 = 3 1 + 3 = 4 1 + 4 = 5
 2 + 0 = 2 2 + 1 = 3 2 + 2 = 4 2 + 3 = 5
  3 + 0 = 3 3 + 1 = 4 3 + 2 = 5
   4 + 0 = 4 4 + 1 = 5
    5 + 0 = 5

Th is theorem can be given a formal rendering.6 But the important point is that we 
all accept this result. For instance, we all accept that there are exactly six  addition 
sums with 5 as the total. If we were quadders, we most certainly would not be 
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happy with this claim. Th e fact that we are shows that the sceptical hypothesis 
about us is untenable. 

 • Problem 3: Our use of numerals is constrained by the following scheme: “For 
every natural number n, there are n F’s if and only if the number of F’s = n.”7 
For instance, the following is true of the number two: whenever there are two 
entities instantiating the same property F, then the number of entities instan-
tiating F equals two. Th e “n” and “two” in a diff erent font are not numerals 
but numbers. Th e meaning of two here is captured by the following logical 
formula (I use “∃(x)” for the existential quantifi er):8

(∃x) (∃y) (Fx & Fy & ~x = y & (w) (Fw → (w = x ∨ w = y)))

  In this formula, no numeral appears, even though the twofold occurrence 
of the existential quantifi er “shows something about the two-ness of F”.9 
Th e same sorts of formula can of course also be constructed for 57 and 68. 
Assume we have 57 things that are F and 68 things that are G. Th ere are then 
125 things that are either F or G. Th is sum is captured by the following for-
mula:

(∃x1) (∃x2) … (∃x125) (Fx1 ∨ Gx1) & (Fx2 ∨ Gx2) & … & (Fx125 ∨ Gx125) 
& (y) ((Fy ∨ Gy) → (y = x1 ∨ y = x1 ∨ … ∨ y =  x125))

  Again, this formula “says nothing about the number 125 (the sum of 68 and 
57); rather it shows the 125-ness of (F or G)”.10 Th e quadder arrives, of course, 
at a diff erent formula. For him the formula for F + G has only fi ve existential 
quantifi ers. “Yet he will have to maintain that it follows logically from the two 
formulae saying, respectively, ‘Th ere are exactly 68 F’s’ and ‘Th ere are exactly 
57 G’s’, along with the premises ‘Nothing is both F and G’.” And this forces the 
sceptic into “very diffi  cult logical gerrymander indeed”.11

Here are sceptical solutions to Tennant’s three problems. Concerning problem 
1 it must be acknowledged that – given our normal understanding of “uniform-
ity” – the sceptical reinterpretation of quantifi ers is not uniform. But maybe we 
are wrong about our past intentions regarding the use of “uniformity”. Maybe by 
“uniform” we really mean quuniform, where quuniformity is compatible with diff er-
ent interpretations for diff erent occurrences of the universal quantifi er. Regarding 
problem 2 we only need to note that the meta-mathematical result is no independ-
ent touchstone. Once more, the sceptical challenge asks us in virtue of what fact we 
mean addition rather than quaddition by “+”. What is Tennant’s response? Is it this: 
the fact that makes it so that we mean addition is that we can be brought to accept 
the meta-mathematical result? It would be strange if this was Tennant’s proposal. 
To give this answer would be to claim that before the meta-mathematical result was 
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known no one could really believe himself to be an adder. To this diffi  culty we can 
add another. Th e meta-mathematical result can, of course, itself be reinterpreted 
in familiar ways. For instance, the sceptic might ask how we know that by “addi-
tion sums” we did not mean “addition sums in which neither summand is bigger 
than 57”. Th e sceptic might also propose that by the expression “for every n” we 
really meant “for every n except 5”. Similar diffi  culties bedevil problem 3. Th e move 
from arithmetic to logic is not of much help here, aft er all, in logic too we rely on 
the meaning of words and thus on the description of procedures. Th e sceptic can 
grant that the two logical formulas with 57 and 68 existential quantifi ers respec-
tively do not contain numerals but show something about the “fi ft y-seven-ness” and 
the “sixty-eight-ness” of the two sets. And yet, anyone who seeks to decide whether 
the union of these two sets has 57 or 68 elements will still have to count – or quount. 
And thus we are back in familiar sceptical territory.

Th e causalist response 

It would be ironic if the causal theory of reference succeeded where all other 
responses to the sceptical challenge have failed: on the one hand, Kripke is one of 
the two chief authors of this theory; and, on the other hand, Kripke never brings 
up the theory in WRPL. One obvious reason why he does not mention the the-
ory in WRPL has to do with the central example of the book: the causal theory of 
reference is not a strong contender in the philosophy of mathematics. Nor does 
anyone advocate it for prepositions, or for logical terms such as quantifi ers and 
connectives. All this is bad news for the causal theory of reference as a solution to 
the sceptical challenge. Th e latter is perfectly general: the meaning of all expres-
sions is at issue. For all that, it would still be intriguing if the causal theory worked 
as an answer to the sceptic at least for the expressions for which it was primarily 
designed: names and natural kind terms. Indeed, this is what Colin McGinn and 
Penelope Maddy propose. 

Before going to answer their specifi c objections, it is worth while noting in gen-
eral why the causal theory of reference does not seem promising as a reply to the 
sceptic. Th e point is simple. Th e causal theory of reference anchors the reference of 
names and kind terms in acts of “baptizing” or “reference fi xing”. Th e name “Nutty” 
refers to my daughters’ hamster because my wife and I decided to call him so. In the 
baptizing situation we were in perceptual contact with the hamster. We were both 
causally aff ected by him. And so were the thoughts that lead to the dubbing event. 
My wife pointed at him, and uttered the words “Let’s call him Nutty”. I agreed. Th at 
is the basic story. Now if this were all there is to it, we would indeed have a promis-
ing idea against the sceptic. But of course it is not all there is to it. We already saw the 
limitations of a purely causal theory of perception in Chapter 2, when discussing 
Davidson. In the context of the causal theory of reference the objection to a simple 
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causal theory comes under the title of the “qua-problem”.12 It is not enough for the 
baptizer to be causally aff ected; he must be able to individuate the relevant cause if 
he is to baptize one thing rather than another. For instance, in the baptizing situa-
tion my wife and I were in perceptual contact not with the hamster as a whole, but 
only with an undetached part of him (his face, as he was sticking his head out of his 
little house). Does this mean that by “Nutty” we really mean the face of our daugh-
ters’ hamster? Obviously not. And the reason why not is that during the baptizing 
situation my wife and I had meaningful mental states that made it so that “Nutty” 
could only refer to the hamster as a whole. We were thinking of the cause of our 
perceptual experience under a certain general category.

Similar issues arise for baptizing natural kinds.13 Th e baptizer is in perceptual 
contact with an individual in the jungle; the individual causes the baptizer to have 
certain mental states; and these mental states form part of the overall set of men-
tal states that result in the dubbing “Th is is a tiger”. Again we face a diffi  culty. Th e 
problem is that the sample individual is a member of many natural kinds: “Pan-
thera tigris”, “Panthernae”, “Carnivora”, “Mammalia”, “Chordata” and “Animalia”. 
So which of these is the baptizer picking out? Again there is no hope of handling 
this problem unless we allow mental states of the baptizer to play a role in the 
story. He has to think of the sample under certain descriptions. 

Th e causal theory of reference looks promising at fi rst because a purely causal 
contact with the referent seems to avoid the diffi  culties with intentional states, 
the states the sceptic homes in on. But it quickly turns out that the causal theory 
of reference cannot get off  the ground unless intentional states are reintroduced. 
And once such intentional states are part of the story, the sceptic can run his usual 
arguments. With this in mind, we can turn to McGinn and Maddy.

McGinn insists that the name “Saul Kripke” refers to Saul Kripke for the fol-
lowing reason. Th e man in question was baptized “Saul Kripke” some time in the 
past, and the link between him and this name has been passed on through the 
years until it has reached us. Our uses of tokens of “Saul Kripke” are correct if 
we use them to refer to the person who was baptized in this way, and it is incor-
rect if we use them to refer to anyone else (ignoring the possibility that there are 
more people with this name). What could the sceptic reply? As McGinn sees it, 
the sceptic could do no better than invoke a sceptical hypothesis of the follow-
ing kind: “Kripke” really refers to Kripnam, where Kripnam is either Kripke if 
encountered before 2006 or Hilary Putnam if encountered aft er 2006. On this 
hypothesis “Kripke” should be applied to Putnam from 2006 onwards, and to 
Kripke before 2006. Does this save the sceptical position? McGinn thinks that it 
does not. Th e reference of the name “Kripke” is fi xed by the baptizing of that very 
man. Putnam played no role in that baptizing, neither as baptizer nor as baptized. 
And hence “Kripke” could not mean Kripnam.14

Th ere is an easy rebuttal to McGinn’s thought. Imagine that the original bap-
tizer said, or thought (of the man we call “Kripke”): “I hereby baptize you ‘Kripke’”. 
Th e next question then is obvious. What makes it so that in saying, or thinking 
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this, the baptizer did not mean the following: “I hereby baptize you (the man we 
call ‘Kripke’) ‘Kripke’; but you shall have this name only until 2006 aft er which 
the name ‘Kripke’ is to be transferred to the individual who previously was called 
‘Putnam’”? Obviously, we cannot retort that such a baptizer would be deviating 
from the normal practice of keeping the personal names of individuals fi xed. Th is 
is because the sceptic can wonder whether by “individual” we do not perhaps 
mean quindividual where a quindividual is an entity that is spread over time-slices 
of two people. He might also wonder whether by “fi xed” we do not perhaps mean 
quixed where quixing again allows for the schizophrenic naming practice.

Maddy recognizes the diffi  culties with fi nding the right kind of causal con-
nection between baptizer and sample. In order to overcome these problems she 
combines the causal theory of reference with neuroscience and scientifi c realism. 
Consider the act of baptizing. In calling a given lump of matter “gold”, the baptizer 
might be naming its shape, its colour or its material. How could we ever know? Th is 
is oft en called the “qua-problem”. Th e answer, Maddy suggests, lies with neurology. 
Depending on whether he is focusing on shapes, colours or materials, the brain of 
the baptizer will be in diff erent states. Th e perception of shapes, colours and mate-
rials is linked to diff erent cell assemblies in the brain. And thus there will be a fact 
of the matter as to whether the baptizer “meant” the sample for his baptismal act 
to be the metal, the colour or the material. Lest Maddy’s idea is misunderstood, it 
is important to stress that her idea is not to defi ne natural kinds on the basis of cell 
assemblies. When the baptizer gives the name “gold” to a lump of material, one 
specifi c cell assembly of his brain is stimulated. But we cannot defi ne the exten-
sion of the term “gold” as whatever stimulates that same cell assembly. First, there 
are “pieces of gold that are too small, too large, too far away, or too tarnished” to 
stimulate the cell assembly in question. Secondly, our neural machinery can mal-
function. And thirdly, the currently considered proposal is unable to capture the 
normativity of meaning: “a purely causal account can only tell us how the baptist 
goes on to use the word, not why his baptismal act justifi es him in so using it”.15 
Maddy insists that we can avoid all these diffi  culties by denying that it is up to the 
baptizer to determine what belongs to the same kind as his sample:

the world determines that. His cell assembly only functions to pick 
out that determinate sample, so it need not be universally applicable 
or infallible. Th is is why, presented with another member of his sam-
ple’s natural kind, the baptist should call it “gold” even if the various 
causal mechanisms fail and he does not.16

Maddy acknowledges that the sceptic has the retort of denying that the world is 
pre-packaged into natural kinds. But to give this reply, Maddy holds, would be 
to shift  the debate into a diff erent realm. Th ere are no knock-down arguments 
against (scientifi c) realism about natural kinds and thus the realist is entitled to 
rely on her worldview in replying to the sceptic.17 
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At fi rst sight it seems as if Maddy is able to solve the qua-problem in a way 
that avoids descriptions and other intentional items. In her theory, the work 
of fi xing the level and scope at which the baptizing occurs is done by non-
 intentional items such as the stimulation of cell assemblies in the brain. Maddy 
tells us that diff erent cell assemblies are stimulated when the baptizer focuses on 
shapes, colours and materials respectively; presumably the same is true when 
the baptizer (in our tiger example) focuses on phylum, class, order, family or 
subfamily. Unfortunately, Maddy does not tell us how these brain events relate to 
mental states. One option would be for Maddy to believe that our mental states 
of thinking about a certain description or level of classifi cation can be reduced 
to events in the brain. Th at would be a bold and provocative suggestion; but it 
would also need a lot of argument in its defence. Moreover, it would be strange 
if Maddy held this view for only those intentional states that are involved in fi x-
ing the level of classifi cation in the context of the causal theory of reference. If 
the reduction of intentional states to brain states works here, then it surely works 
everywhere. Suppose then that Maddy wishes to advocate the reductive thesis 
across the board. She would then be committed to saying, among other things, 
that Jones means addition by “+” provided only that his brain is in a certain 
state. Putting things in this way takes us full circle back into the domain of the 
sceptical challenge and the sceptical argument. Let quaddition be a function that 
diverges from addition only in the realm of enormous numbers. It follows that 
if we say that Jones means addition rather than quaddition by “+” we are talking 
about what his brain states would be if his brain were large enough to calculate 
with enormous numbers. And this returns us to by now familiar diffi  culties with 
idealization and ceteris paribus laws.

But maybe Maddy does not wish to go down the road of reduction. Perhaps 
she would prefer to be an eliminativist about intentional states. Th is would be 
an extreme view; it would amount to an error theory with respect to all of our 
intentional talk. And we have already seen that this view cannot even be coher-
ently stated.18 I conclude therefore that Maddy’s proposal for improving the causal 
theory of reference fails. Kripke was right not to discuss the causal theory of refer-
ence in WRPL: it is unworkable as an answer to the sceptical argument.

Th e Platonist response revisited I: Katz’s new Platonism

Kripke is brief in rejecting Platonism as a solution to the sceptical challenge. 
Applied to the central example of the sceptical argument, Platonism holds that 
the addition function has a “non-mental … independent, ‘objective’, existence”, 
and that the addition function “contains all its instances, such as the triple (68, 57, 
125)” (WRPL: 53). According to Frege’s version of Platonism, we need to distin-
guish four elements in order to understand an individual’s usage of the “+”-sign: 
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“(a) the addition function, an ‘objective’ mathematical entity; (b) the addition 
sign ‘+’, a linguistic entity; (c) the ‘sense’ of this sign, an ‘objective’ abstract entity 
like the function; [and] (d) an idea in the individual’s mind associated with the 
sign”. Th e idea is a private mental entity; the addition function and the sense are 
abstract objects. Th ey are the same for all individuals who “grasp” them. Individu-
als grasp abstract objects in and through their ideas of these objects. Finally, the 
sense “determines the addition function as the referent of the ‘+’ sign” (WRPL: 54). 
As Kripke sees it, the Achilles heel of Platonism is the relationship of grasping:

[U]ltimately the sceptical problem cannot be evaded, and it arises 
precisely in the question how the existence in my mind of any men-
tal entity or idea can constitute “grasping” any particular sense rather 
than another. Th e idea in my mind is a fi nite object: can it not be inter-
preted as determining a quus function, rather than a plus function? 
Of course there may be another idea in my mind, which is supposed 
to constitute its act of assigning a particular interpretation to the fi rst 
idea; but then the problem obviously arises again at this new level. 
(A rule for interpreting a rule again.) And so on. (WRPL: 54)

Platonism has not been a fashionable viewpoint during the past twenty years, 
and thus defences of Platonism against the sceptic’s attack have been few and 
far between.19 Of these texts, Jerrold J. Katz’s book of 1990, Th e Metaphysics of 
Meaning , is undoubtedly the most important. Katz’s discussion of the sceptical 
challenge is part of a book-length attack on naturalism in twentieth- century ana-
lytic philosophy, and a wholesale attempt to rehabilitate Platonism in linguistic 
theory. It continues and deepens Katz’s earlier study Language and Other Abstract 
Objects.20 I shall outline Katz’s general position and his attempt to reply to the 
sceptical challenge. I shall maintain that despite his argumentative sophistication, 
Katz’s defence of Platonism is unsuccessful. 

Katz’s position is complex and intricate and it takes some care to set it out 
clearly. Th e central concepts of Katz’s theory are “meanings” or “senses”. Th ese are 
mind-independent, abstract objects, outside space and time. Senses have prop-
erties and relations. Two senses can, for example, be synonymous,  antonymous 
or similar. Senses “determine” “type-extensions”. For instance, the sense table 
determines the set of all tables as its “type-extension”. Senses are correlated with 
“expression types”. Or diff erently, for every expression type there is one sense 
to which it is linked by “grammatical principles”. For example, the sense table is 
correlated with the expression type “table”. (I use a diff erent typeface for expres-
sion types and the normal typeface for expression tokens.) Syntactically simply 
expressions can have a complex structure of sense. “Woman”, for instance, is syn-
tactically simple, but its sense structure is female human being. Th e sum of all cor-
relations between senses and expression types is the “domain of language” or the 
“grammatical structure”. Each such correlation is a “grammatical fact”. 
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An expression type can be instantiated by “expression tokens”; my saying 
“table” at 1.34pm on 2 May 2005, and your saying “table” at 2.30am on 21 Decem-
ber 2001 are two tokens of the same expression type “table”. Expression tokens 
occur in “utterances”. Th e realm of expression tokens and utterances is the realm 
of “use”. Th e grammatical structure – the correlations of senses with expression 
types – constitutes the “norm” for correct utterances. An utterance is grammati-
cally correct if it “corresponds” to the grammatical facts. 

Katz’s Platonism diff ers from Frege’s mainly in how it construes the relation-
ship between sense and reference. For Frege, sense “determines” reference: the 
sense of an expression contains the information needed for fi xing the reference for 
the expression. As Katz sees it, sense merely “mediates” reference. Th at is to say, 
the meaning of an utterance can deviate from the meaning of its expression type. 
For example, if the speaker uses the register of irony, the meaning of his utter-
ance “John is a really clever chap” is John is not very smart. Such ironic speech is 
an instance of “non-literal” speech. Sense determines reference only in the case of 
literal speech. In literal speech the meaning of an utterance can be identifi ed with 
the meaning of the linguistic type of which the utterance is a token. Non-literal 
speech is not just governed by grammatical principles; the shift  in sense typical 
of non-literal speech is governed by “pragmatic principles”. Katz’s new theory 
of sense seeks to make sense independent of reference. Th is is done by defi ning 
sense as “that aspect of the grammatical structure of an expression in virtue of 
which it has properties and relations like synonymy, antonymy, meaningfulness, 
meaninglessness, and redundancy”. Th is defi nition makes no mention of a link 
between sense and reference and thus makes “sense independent of reference and 
purely internal to the language”.21 

Finally, we need to bring the speaker or thinker into the picture. Th e speaker 
“grasps” the sense via an “idea” of the sense. By grasping the sense, the speaker 
“targets” the sense’s extension. And the speaker “intends” to speak either literally 
or non-literally. Th is intention fi xes which sense is to be grasped and linked to his 
utterance. In Th e Metaphysics of Meaning,22 Katz does not go into any detail as to 
how we are able to grasp senses. He refers his readers to the theory suggested in 
Language and Other Abstract Objects. Th ere we get the following proposal. What 
enables us to grasp senses – as abstract Platonic objects – is our possession of 
three innate features. First, we have a Chomsky-style innate language acquisition 
device. Th is innate language acquisition device enables us to identify linguistic 
rules in the linguistic data presented to us. Secondly, we have the innate notion 
of the relation “knowledge-of”. Possessing this notion provides us with the possi-
bility of treating our identifi cation of linguistic rules as knowledge of something, 
namely, as knowledge of the grammatical structure of language. And thirdly, in 
addition to the innate concept of “knowledge-of ”, we also have the innate idea of 
“abstract object”. All three innate features are used by the faculty of “intuition”. 
Intuition uses the innate notions of knowledge-of and abstract object in order to 
“de- psychologize” the output of our innate language acquisition device. In this 
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process, internally represented mental objects are turned into concepts of abstract 
objects. In this way we have “intuitive apprehension” of senses. And the outlined 
proposal shows, so Katz claims, how we can know of abstract objects without 
standing in causal relations to them. 

Th e above thumbnail sketch of Katz’s general position suffi  ces as background 
for understanding his attempt to reply to Kripke’s anti-Platonist arguments.23 Katz 
takes it upon himself to show both what fact it is about a speaker that constitutes 
his meaning addition rather than quaddition by “+”, and what justifi es the speaker 
in answering “125” to “68 + 57”. Much of Katz’s discussion is not, however, con-
ducted in terms of Kripke’s central addition/quaddition example. Instead Katz 
refers to another example that Kripke introduces as follows: 

I think that I have learned the term “table” in such a way that it will 
apply to indefi nitely many future items. So I can apply the term to a 
new situation, say when I enter the Eiff el Tower for the fi rst time and 
see a table at the base. Can I answer a sceptic who supposes that by 
“table” in the past I meant tabair, where a “tabair” is anything that 
is a table not found at the base of the Eiff el Tower, or a chair found 
there? Did I think explicitly of the Eiff el Tower when I fi rst “grasped 
the concept of ” a table, gave myself directions for what I meant by 
“table”? And even if I did think of the Tower, cannot any directions I 
gave myself mentioning it be reinterpreted compatibly with the scep-
tic’s hypothesis? (WRPL: 19)

Let us assimilate the situation as much as possible to the addition/quaddi-
tion case and clarify it by distinguishing more sharply between object and meta-
language. Assume that I – a native speaker of German – have just entered the 
base of the Eiff el Tower and have been asked by a fellow German to identify a 
table in front of me. I reply with “Das ist ein Tisch”. Enter the sceptic. He asks 
me how I know that in the past by “Tisch” I meant table and not tabair. If in 
the past I meant table by “Tisch”, then my current answer is metalinguistically 
 correct. But if I meant tabair by “Tisch” then I should not call this table at the 
base of the Eiff el Tower “Tisch”. Which fact about me makes it so that in the 
past I meant table and not tabair, and what justifi es me in calling the object in 
question “Tisch”?

Katz reconstructs the distinction between the table-hypothesis and the tabair-
hypothesis as follows. If the fi rst is true, then by “Tisch” I mean:

(C) a piece of furniture consisting of a fl at surface, to serve as the locus of 
activities in the use of the artefact, and supports for holding the surface 
in a position for it to function as a locus for those activities. 

If, however, the tabair-hypothesis is on target, then by “Tisch” I mean:
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(C′) something that is a table not found at the base of the Eiff el Tower, or a 
chair found there.24 

Katz suggests that the searched-for fact is a “mixed grammatical/psychologi-
cal fact”.25 Take the grammatical side fi rst. Here we have the grammatical fact 
that in the German language the expression type “Tisch” is correlated with the 
sense table. Th is sense is complex, and contains as its elements features such as: 
is a piece of furniture; has a fl at surface; serves as a locus of activities; and has sup-
ports for holding the surface in a position for it to function as a locus of activities. 
Th e expression type “Tisch” is not correlated with the sense tabair. As far as the 
psychological side is concerned, the needed facts are that I now intend, and ear-
lier intended, to speak German; that I now intend my utterance to be literal rather 
than ironic or metaphorical; and that I grasp the sense “table” via an appropriate 
idea of it. In Katz’s own words (with the minor adjustment of using the German 
term): “[W]e can say that the speaker’s literal use of ‘Tisch’ means table, rather 
than, say, tabair, in virtue of the fact that ‘Tisch’ means (C) in German, not (C′), 
and that the speaker has the communicative intention to use the utterance of 
‘Tisch’ literally …”.26 

Turning from the fact to the justifi cation, Katz off ers the following account 
of how I can justify my answer “Tisch” in the situation given above. Again this 
justifi cation comes in two steps, corresponding to the grammatical and the psy-
chological side of the meaning-determining fact. In order to support the claim 
that “Tisch” in German means table (or C) rather than tabair (or C′), it suffi  ces to 
look at the sense of German expressions in which “Tisch” appears. For instance, 
the compositional meaning of such expressions as “Spieltisch” (gaming table), 
“Zeichentisch” (drawing table), “Operationstisch” (operating table) and so on, 
“in each case involves the sense of the modifi er’s specifying the activities for which 
the surface serves as the locus”. Furthermore, “guter Tisch” (good table) refers to 
a table whose surface serves well for whatever activity happens to be appropriate 
for a table of this type. Or, “Nothing designed to serve as a seat and serving solely 
and exclusively as a seat is properly called ‘Tisch’”.27 And fi nally, we can argue 
indirectly that “the information it [i.e. (C′)] contains over and above that in (C) 
unnecessarily complicates the defi nition of ‘Tisch’ since that information is not 
required to account for any sense property or relation of expressions in which 
‘Tisch’ occurs”.28 As far as the psychological and evidential side of my justifi ca-
tion is concerned, it suffi  ces for me to do two things. On the one hand, I honestly 
report that I have the intention to apply the token “Tisch” literally. And, on the 
other hand, I supply evidence for the truth of my belief that the object referred 
to falls into the extension of table. As Katz sees it, “these justifi cations seem to do 
the trick”.29 

To secure his argument, Katz also considers some further elements of Kripke’s 
original argument as well as possible replies to his proposals. To begin with, he 
rejects as irrelevant Kripke’s question “Did I think explicitly of the  Eiff el Tower 
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when I fi rst ‘grasped the concept of ’ a table, gave myself directions for what I 
meant by ‘table’?” Th e question can safely be answered in the negative since I need 
not have considered objects at the base of the Eiff el Tower in order to be able to 
intend to mean table by “Tisch”. Th at chairs do not fall into the type-extension 
of “Tisch” is not a question of my intentions and considerations; the relation 
between table “and its type-extension is an objective relation between an abstract 
concept and a collection that contains tables but not the Eiff el Tower”.30 

Katz also addresses the objection and concern that support for the table-
hypothesis might be re-interpretable as support for the tabair  -hypothesis. Th is 
worry can be developed into two diff erent directions. Th e fi rst direction is to 
renew the doubt that “Tisch” means table in German. We have already learnt 
above what kind of evidence is needed for rebutting such doubts. Th e second 
direction, however, introduces a new idea. Th e question is “How can I legitimately 
assert that the sense I grasped in forming the communicative intention to use a 
token of the type ‘Tisch’ literally is the sense table?”31 Here Katz turns to Kripke’s 
main point of contention: the question of how an idea – that is, a fi nite mental 
object – can pick out one unique infi nite function or collection of objects. How 
can a fi nite object “project to” an infi nite sequence? Katz’s answer is predictable. 
What enables the mind to do so is its ability to grasp a sense. A sense is both infi -
nite and fi nite at the same time: it determines an infi nite series while itself being 
a fi nite object:

[T]he projection argument of Kripke’s sceptic will not work. … Inten-
sionalist Platonism introduces a new element. In addition to infi nite 
extensions like (58, 67, 125), (2, 2, 4), … and open extensions like the 
tables, there are also their fi nite intensions, i.e., senses such as the con-
cept of m and n (i.e., the notion of taking the nth successor of m) and 
the concept (C). On the intentionalist position, there are inner grasp-
ings of senses over and above inner graspings of proper parts of exten-
sions. … Moreover, … senses are fi nite entities.32

Katz’s claim that “senses are fi nite entities” has been challenged by Boghos-
sian.33 Boghossian and Katz agree that it is hard to see how a fi nite idea can latch 
on to an infi nite extension. But Katz thinks the problem is overcome once we 
replace the infi nite extension with a fi nite intension. Boghossian denies this. For 
Boghossian it is every bit as hard to understand how a fi nite idea can latch on to 
a fi nite intension – that determines an infi nite extension – as it is to understand 
how a fi nite idea can latch on to an infi nite extension directly. In his words, “it 
is as hard to explain how a fi nite mind might grasp an infi nite object – such as 
the addition table – directly, as it is to explain how it might grasp something that 
uniquely determines such an infi nite object”.34 For that reason Boghossian main-
tains, “senses are in every relevant respect themselves infi nitary objects”.35 In his 
reply to Boghossian, Katz rejects this line of thought. He claims that the mind 
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need not grasp extensions at all. Rather than “grasping” extensions by “grasping” 
intensions, the mind merely “targets” or “fi xes” extensions. And the latter can be 
done by grasping the intensions. Ultimately, what entitles us to regard all senses 
as fi nite is that “they are fi nite combinations of fi nitely many fi nite component 
senses”. All senses are either simple or built up from a fi nite number of simple 
components.36 

Th e Platonist response revisited II: sceptical objections

Katz’s theory is one of the most elaborate forms of Platonism currently around, 
and there is much one can learn about the strengths and appeals of this classical 
position from his two intriguing books. Moreover, Katz is right in taking on Witt-
genstein’s and Kripke’s challenges, and in developing his own position in constant 
debate with them.37 No Platonist proposal in the philosophy of language can even 
begin to seem convincing unless it explains how these challenges can be defl ected. 
But for all that, I do not believe that Katz has found a convincing reply to the scep-
tical argument. Th e following objections seem to me to be decisive. 

First objection: two kinds of fi nitude

Let us fi rst take Katz’s attempt to circumvent the problem of fi nitude. Th e scep-
tic made much of the idea that mental states are fi nite whereas the extensions of 
arithmetical terms such as “addition” are infi nite. And the sceptic is unconvinced 
by the move to solve the problem by introducing an intermediary. For him [a] is 
as miraculous as is [b]:

[a] fi nite mental state grasps infi nite extension
[b] fi nite mental state grasps fi nite sense, which determines infi nite 

extension

Katz’s reply is to say that all senses are “fi nite combinations of fi nitely many fi nite 
component senses”. In other words, he reads the challenge as asking him to explain 
how a sense can be fi nite. But this is not the sceptic’s (and Boghossian’s) problem. 
Th eir problem is to understand how the mind can grasp something that can yield 
verdicts in an infi nite number of cases. Consider an analogy. Take a wall built 
from bricks. Th ere are two ways in which we might look on the wall as fi nite. On 
the one hand, it might be fi nite in so far as it consists of a fi nite number of bricks 
stuck together in a fi nite number of distinct ways. On the other hand, the wall 
might also be regarded as fi nite because it encloses a fi nite number of blades of 
grass. Assume someone wondered how a wall can enclose an infi nite number of 
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blades of grass. Surely it would not be a satisfactory answer to reply by explaining 
how a wall is built out of a fi nite number of bricks. Th e puzzle is how one would 
have to build and structure walls for them to be able to capture an infi nity of some 
kind. Explaining the structure and material of the wall, on its own, does not do 
the trick. Th e same applies, of course, to senses. Th e puzzle is how the mental 
grasp of a sense can enable us to track, or fi x on, infi nite extensions. To learn that 
senses are constructed out of a fi nite number of other senses is not to arrive at a 
solution to this puzzle. 

Second objection: grasping abstract objects

Katz is to be complimented for taking on the ultimate challenge for any Platon-
ist proposal: to explain how creatures in space and time, such as ourselves, can 
come to have knowledge about entities outside space and time, such as senses or 
numbers. Katz’s solution is the innateness of a language acquisition device, the 
notion of knowledge-of, and the idea of abstract object. Th e innate notion and the 
innate idea enable us to de-psychologize the linguistic rules identifi ed by the lan-
guage acquisition device.

It is hard to see how this helps with the problem at hand. Katz gives us a 
theory that explains – or rather “seeks to explain” – how creatures like us might 
come to believe that they have knowledge of abstract objects. But he does not 
give us a theory of how creatures like us manage to have true beliefs about these 
abstract objects. Consider another analogy. Suppose someone defended his belief 
in witchcraft  by appeal to innate mental capacities. He points out that we have an 
innate module of social cognition that disposes us to ostracize outsiders; that we 
have an innate notion of knowledge-of, and that we have an innate notion of witch. 
Th e innate notion and the innate idea enable us to   de-psychologize the outputs of 
our innate module, and to take witches to be real. Few of us would be persuaded. 
We would point out that whatever our  modules and innate notions and ideas sug-
gest to us, there are no witches. None of the described mechanisms and notions 
make it so that we are judging truly when judging someone to be a witch. Th e 
same applies of course to the case of abstract objects. Mechanisms for explain-
ing our predisposition to form beliefs need not be mechanisms for explaining 
our predisposition to form true beliefs. With respect to abstract objects, Katz has 
given us the former, not the latter.

Note, furthermore, that if Katz’s theory were true, it would be hard to under-
stand why so many of us are opposed to the assumption of abstract objects out-
side space and time, and thus outside the causal nexus. If all of us have the innate 
concepts and ideas, then we should all end up fi nding Katz’s – or Frege’s or Gödel’s 
– form of Platonism irresistible. Unfortunately for Katz, most of us do not. Th e 
least he owes us is an account for why so many of us are able to form beliefs in 
opposition to our innate predispositions. 
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Th ird objection: the multiple interpretability of the mental state

Th e key diffi  culty for all meaning-determinist accounts discussed in the sceptical 
argument is to prevent meaning-constituting mental states from being multiply 
interpretable. It is hard to see how Katz’s proposal makes any progress regarding 
this diffi  culty. Recall that Katz’s speaker must form the intentions – now and in 
the past – to speak German and to aim for a literal meaning. Forming such inten-
tions involves concepts. And thus the intentions are open to sceptical challenges. 
Assume the German speaker formed his intention concerning the language by 
thinking “Ich spreche Deutsch”. What can he reply to the challenge that by “Deut-
sch” in the past he meant Sherman rather than German, where Sherman is just 
like German except that “Tisch” in Sherman means tabair rather than table? Or 
assume that the German speaker formed his intentions concerning literalness 
of speech by thinking “Ich spreche wörtlich”. What can he reply to the challenge 
that by “wörtlich” in the past he meant quiteral rather than literal, where quiteral 
is just like literal except that using “Tisch” quiterally it to use it with the meaning 
tabair rather than table? 

Fourth objection: knowledge of a language

Note also that Katz changes the terms of the sceptical argument. Th e sceptical 
argument is conducted as a critical study of meaning determinism. According 
to meaning determinism the speaker is assumed to have direct knowledge of the 
meaning of the expressions in his language (his idiolect) since he has himself set 
up the rules according to which the expressions are to be used. Katz’s scenario 
is diff erent. He is concerned with a situation in which a speaker is challenged to 
defend his knowledge of, and commitment to, a natural language, such as Ger-
man or English. Th is move makes it more natural to speak of our knowledge of 
language as hypothetical. Katz’s way of setting up the problem suggests that the 
meaning determinist might answer the sceptic by marshalling evidence about 
correlations between the meanings and the expressions in the natural language 
in question. Katz chooses English as his example; I have chosen German in order 
to establish a clearer separation of object and metalanguage. Adjusting for this 
diff erence, Katz’s evidence against the tabair-hypothesis is that expressions such 
as “Schreibtisch”, “Essenstisch” and “Zeichentisch” all contain implicit references 
to a surface of activity; that “Einige Tische sind Tische” (Some tables are tables) is 
analytic, whereas “Einige Tische sind Stühle” (Some tables are chairs) is not; that 
“Tisch” and (C) are synonymous, whereas “Tisch” and (C′) are not; and that “a 
Tisch that is a piece of furniture” is redundant whereas “a Tisch that is not found 
at the base of the Eiff el Tower or a chair found there” is not. 

We have already seen that even if the sceptic granted that things are this 
way in German, he could still wonder what fact makes it so that the speaker is 
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 committed to German rather than Sherman, the variant of German in which 
“Tisch” means tabair. If “Tisch” were to mean tabair it would still be true that 
“Schreibtisch”, “Essenstisch” and “Zeichentisch” all contain implicit references 
to a surface of activity. Th e fact that a surface supported by legs and found at 
the base of the  Eiff el Tower does not fall into the extension of “Tisch” does not 
change this situation. “Einige Tische sind Tische” would still be analytic, and 
“Einige Tische sind Stühle” might well fail to be analytic. Aft er all, a table found 
at the base of the Eiff el Tower is rightly called “Tisch” but for all we know it might 
not be rightly called “Stuhl”. If that is the case, then “Einige Tische sind Stühle” is 
neither  analytic nor true.38

More importantly, Katz’s way of rewriting the sceptical argument loses track 
of an important aspect of the dialectic: namely, that at issue is the application of 
an expression in a new situation, a situation in which it has not previously been 
used. Th e problem is that no amount of knowledge of how a given language has 
been used in the past determines how it should be used in the future. Even if the 
Germans up to now have called “Tisch” all and only those things that fulfi l (C), 
it might well be possible that, on encountering a table at the base of the Eiff el 
Tower, they decide not to call it “Tisch”. Katz is helping himself to the distinction 
between a community going on in the same way as before, and the community 
developing a new way. But to assume this distinction as unproblematic is to beg 
the question against the sceptical argument.39 

At issue it thus not just the question of whether the sceptic’s interlocutor 
knows to which language – German or Sherman – he has committed himself in 
the past; at issue is also the question of how any facts about the past can consti-
tute an obligation for the future. Even if the meaning determinist had succeeded 
in committing himself to German in the past, he still would not have escaped the 
Sherman option for good. Th e problem is to decide what the  German language 
requires us to do in a newly encountered case. Call “German1” that continua-
tion of past German that involves calling the table at the base of the Eiff el Tower 
“Tisch”, and call “German2” that continuation of past German that involves not 
calling the table at the base of the Eiff el Tower “Tisch”. Which fact about past 
German makes it so that German1 is the correct continuation of past German 
and not German2? Asking this question is of course tantamount to reintroducing 
the dilemma of choosing between German and Sherman, only now in a form that 
takes into account Kripke’s temporal version of the problem. 

Such problems are invisible to Katz. His Platonism has no space for the intui-
tive and common-sense idea that languages change. For him linguistic change 
only occurs on the level of our knowledge of languages; as abstract objects these 
languages themselves do not change at all. Nothing in Katz’s response to the scep-
tic gives us a good reason to adopt this picture. 
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Th e Platonist response revisited III: Platonism without intermediaries?

For Platonists such as Frege or Katz, we “grasp” abstract objects like senses in and 
through mental states. Kripke emphasizes that it is these mental states that cause 
diffi  culties for the Platonist. Th is is because all the standard problems of reinter-
pretability recur with respect to these mental states. How do I know that my mental 
state grasps the sense addition and not the sense quaddition? Under what interpre-
tation does it grasp the one sense rather than the other sense? And so on. 

Perhaps the Platonist can regroup and return to the oldest form of Platonism. 
Fred Feldman has suggested as much.40 Th ey propose to get rid of the intermedi-
ate mental state. In other words, a subject’s grasp of an abstract object is an unme-
diated relation between that subject and the abstract object. Feldman explains the 
position as follows. Consider what happened when you taught me the use of a 
new colour word, say “sepia”. You showed me diff erent samples of the colour. As 
the Platonist sees it, in and through this process of instruction I noticed a uni-
versal: the property of being sepia. I grasped this property. And subsequently my 
grasp of this property enabled me to use “sepia” correctly. Th is is so because the 
property sepia came to serve me as “the sense, meaning or intension of the word, 
‘sepia’”. Th e property became the sense of the word for me since “I resolved to use 
the word with this property as sense. Hence, I was committed to using ‘sepia’ in 
such a way that it expresses sepia”.41 Feldman acknowledges that the sceptic might 
come back and wonder whether I really grasped sepia and not some Goodman-
esque alternative. Maybe I grasped seplue rather than sepia: something is seplue 
if it is sepia until tomorrow and blue thereaft er. But Feldman is not worried. He 
believes the problem can be solved “in familiar ways” by showing more samples. 
And “in the long run, considerations of simplicity will favour the hypothesis that 
I mean sepia by ‘sepia’”. Moreover, “if God had been watching, he would have seen 
that it was sepia I was grasping, not … some other queer property”.42 

I am not convinced. First of all, note that Feldman is still working with an inter-
mediate mental state, that is, the resolution to use “sepia” with sepia as its sense. 
And this resolution has all the familiar problems. When I say to myself “I shall 
use ‘sepia’ with sepia as its sense”, how do I know that the second “sepia” refers to 
sepia and not to seplue? Moreover, Feldman’s reply to the sceptic’s appeal to Good-
manesque predicates is unsatisfactory. On the one hand, further samples will not 
help decide whether I grasped sepia or seplue. On the other hand, the bland ref-
erence to simplicity considerations is a non-starter. It is central to our common-
sense notion of meaning that we know what we mean directly and not on the basis 
of judgements about the relative simplicity of elaborate hypotheses concerning 
abstract objects. And, fi nally, Feldman’s reference to God is not of much help. Th e 
problem is that although we can say or write that God would know which univer-
sal I had grasped, we cannot really understand what that means. Since we have 
not been given an analysis of what would constitute grasping a universal, we also 
have no idea how God would be able to tell which universal we have grasped. Of 
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course, ultimately the Platonist may dig in his heels and refuse to be moved by 
objections on this score. He might simply insist that we do grasp universals in 
unmediated ways and that this is all that can be said. With that position one can-
not argue further. But there is no particular reason to accept it either.43

Conclusion

In this chapter I have discussed four meaning-determinist responses to the scep-
tical challenge: the simplicity response, the algorithm response, the causalist 
response, and the Platonist response. Wright’s objection to Kripke’s rejection of 
the simplicity response turned out to be misplaced. Th e sceptic is entitled to the 
observation that it is at least unclear whether the addition hypothesis is simpler 
than the quaddition hypothesis.

Peacocke’s and Tennant’s refi nements of the algorithm response were unsuc-
cessful. Peacock’s “primitively compelling” transformations fell prey to the by 
now familiar problems with idealization and ceteris paribus clauses. Tennant tries 
to block sceptical reinterpretations of algorithms by introducing yet more algo-
rithms. Alas, if one algorithm allows for reinterpretations, so do many.

McGinn’s and Maddy’s attempt to turn Kripke against Kripke – the causal the-
ory of reference against the sceptical challenge – is intriguing but unconvincing. 
On the one hand, no one expects the causal theory to work for  mathematics, con-
nectives and quantifi ers. On the other hand, the causal theory is unable to answer 
the sceptic also because of the qua-problem. 

Finally, Katz’s new Platonism is an impressive and complex theoretical edifi ce, 
but in the end it succumbs to the simple problem already identifi ed by Kripke in 
WRPL: at some point even the Platonist has to invoke mental states of “grasping”. 
And with respect to these mental states the usual sceptical problems apply with 
full force.

Leaving aside semantic primitivism, I have now completed the fi rst half of my 
overall project: the updating of the sceptic’s criticism of low- and high-brow ver-
sions of meaning determinism. All of the investigated versions of meaning deter-
minism fail; and no other plausible versions have been proposed. (And semantic 
primitivism will later turn out to be a form of meaning scepticism.) Th e natural 
next step is to turn to the second half of my project: an interpretation and defence 
of the sceptical solution.
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f i v e
Factualism and non-factualism

Introduction

In this and the following two chapters I turn to the main controversies regarding 
the sceptical solution. In this chapter I discuss the issue of whether the sceptical 
solution features a credible successor to classical realism; in Chapter 6 I show that 
the private language argument as rendered by WRPL is defensible; and in Chapter 
7 I ask how the sceptical solution relates to semantic primitivism. 

Th e fi rst topic is naturally subdivided into three questions. First, does the scep-
tical solution propose a factualist or a non-factualist reading of meaning attribu-
tions? Secondly, assuming – as the majority view among critics has it – that the 
sceptical solution off ers a non-factualist account of meaning attributions, is the 
resulting position defensible on systematic grounds? Th irdly, assuming – as only 
very few interpreters have done – that the sceptical solution is factualist, how 
does this factualism diff er from the factualism that is part and parcel of meaning 
determinism in general and semantic realism in particular? To anticipate briefl y, I 
shall defend the views that the sceptical solution is factualist in a minimalist sense; 
that non-factualism about meaning attributions is incoherent; and that whereas 
meaning-determinist factualism is infl ationary, meaning-sceptical  factualism is 
defl ationary.

Non-factualism in the sceptical solution

A non-factualist about a certain class of declarative sentences denies that they 
are “truth-apt” or “fact-apt”:1 he denies that for any sentence s of this class we can 
infer “s is true” or “It is a fact that s” from s. Non-factualism is usually a form of 
projectivism. Its basic idea is well captured in the following quote:
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We project an attitude or habit or other commitment which is not 
descriptive onto the world, when we speak and think as though there 
were a property of things which our sayings describe, which we can 
reason about, know about, be wrong about, and so on. Projecting is 
what Hume referred to when he talks of “gilding and staining all natu-
ral objects with the colours borrowed from internal sentiment”, or of 
the mind “spreading itself on the world”.2

Forms of projectivism include emotivism,3 quasi-realism4 and what we might call 
“performativism”. For the emotivist and the quasi-realist

(✴) “Jones means addition by ‘+’”

is similar in function to saying “Hooray to the way in which Jones operates with 
‘+’”. (Th e quasi-realist diff ers from the emotivist in that he seeks to explain how 
we can legitimately talk as if we were entitled to the assumption that there are 
meaning facts, even though we are not.5) Th e advocate of a performative reading 
of meaning attributions holds that in uttering (✴) we change the social world: we 
make it so that Jones has now a certain social status as reliable partner in certain 
interactions (such as counting money). 

Is the sceptical solution committed to a non-factual analysis of meaning attribu-
tions? Most commentators and critics have given a positive answer to this question.6 
And it is not diffi  cult to see how they have reached this view. First of all, according 
to WRPL, Wittgenstein holds that no facts correspond to meaning attributions:

Recall Wittgenstein’s sceptical conclusion: no facts, no truth condi tions, 
correspond to statements such as “Jones means addition by ‘+’.”  
 (WRPL: 77)

Wittgenstein’s sceptical solution concedes to the sceptic that no “truth 
conditions” or “corresponding facts” in the world exist that make a 
statement like “Jones, like many of us, means addition by ‘+’” true.  
 (WRPL: 86)

Secondly, the sceptical solution rejects classical realism, that is, the view that 
“a declarative sentence gets its meaning by virtue of its truth conditions, by  virtue 
of its correspondence to facts that must obtain if it is true” (WRPL: 72): 

So stated, the Tractatus picture of the meaning of declarative sen-
tences may seem not only natural but even tautological. Nonetheless, 
as Dummett says, “the Investigations contains implicitly a rejection 
of the classical (realist) Frege-Tractatus view that the general form of 
explanation of meaning is a statement of the truth conditions”.[7]   
 (WRPL: 72–3)
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If Wittgenstein is right, we cannot begin to solve [the sceptical para-
dox] if we remain in the grip of the natural presupposition that mean-
ingful declarative sentences must purport to correspond to facts …  
 (WRPL: 79)

Th irdly, Kripke points out that the sceptical paradox involves a general attack 
on the idea that mental representations can correspond to facts:

[T]he paradox of the second part of the Investigations constitutes a 
powerful critique of any idea that “mental representations” uniquely 
correspond to “facts”, since it alleges that the components of such 
“mental representations” do not have interpretations that can be “read 
off ” from them in a unique manner. So a fortiori there is no such 
unique interpretation of the mental “sentences” containing them as 
“depicting” one “fact” or another. (WRPL: 85)

Fourthly, Wittgenstein is said to deny a necessary link between the indicative 
mood and assertions or fact-stating:

Since the indicative mood is not taken as in any sense primary or 
basic, it becomes more plausible that the linguistic role even of  utter-
ances in the indicative mood that superfi cially look like assertions 
need not be one of “stating facts”. (WRPL: 73)

Fift hly, Kripke insists that for Wittgenstein meaning attributions play an 
important role in our social life. By means of meaning attributions we signal that 
individuals can be either trusted or must be distrusted in certain forms of inter-
action. And such signalling has consequences; it plays a role in taking individuals 
into our community, or in excluding them from it:

An individual who passes such tests [i.e. tests concerning addition] is 
admitted into the community as an adder; an individual who passes 
such tests in enough other cases is admitted as a normal speaker of 
the language and member of the community. (WRPL: 92) 

When we pronounce that a child has mastered the rule of addition, we 
mean that we can entrust him to react as we do in interactions such as 
that … between the grocer and the customer. … When the commu-
nity denies of someone that he is following certain rules, it excludes 
him from various transactions such as the one between the grocer and 
the customer. It indicates that it cannot rely on his behaviour in such 
transactions. (WRPL: 93)
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[I]f we think of Crusoe as following rules, we are taking him into our 
community … (WRPL: 110)

Sixthly, and fi nally, a projectivist interpretation of meaning attributions can also 
point to the parallels between Hume and Wittgenstein (WRPL: 62–3, 66–7). Kripke 
claims that both Hume and Wittgenstein develop sceptical solutions: Hume for 
causation, Wittgenstein for meaning. And in Hume’s case the sceptical solution is 
projectivist; when perceiving a constant conjunction between types of events, we 
cannot help projecting the idea of a necessary connection on to that conjunction. 

In the light of these (and other) passages, a projectivist reading seems hard to 
resist. Meaning attributions must be given a non-factualist reading; meaning is 
not given by truth-conditions; sentences in the indicative mood need not be fact-
stating but can have other functions; and the function of meaning attributions is 
to signal approval for individuals’ membership in our community.8

Boghossian’s argument against local projectivism

Call “local projectivism” the view that meaning attributions must be given a non-
factualist reading. Call “global projectivism” the position according to which every 
statement – meaning attribution or not – must be understood along projectivist 
lines. Wright’s 1984 review of WRPL formulated two  questions that have become 
the central questions about projectivism: does local projectivism about meaning 
attributions lead to global projectivism; and what, if anything, is wrong with local 
or global forms of projectivism?9 Th e most important answers to these questions 
come from Boghossian and Wright himself.10

Boghossian has suggested that local projectivism is incoherent since it is simul-
taneously committed to two diff erent views of truth. Since (as ever) Boghossian’s 
argument is sophisticated and complex, it is best to lay it out pedantically in six 
steps.

 1. Every theorist of truth has to make up her mind concerning the question of 
whether truth is “robust” or “defl ationary”. If we think of truth as “robust” 
we think of the predicate “true” as standing for “some sort of language-
 independent property”. If we adopt a “defl ationary” view of truth we deny 
that “true” stands for a language-independent property and insist that its 
meaning is exhausted by certain syntactic–semantic operations it allows for.11 
Boghossian insists that we have to choose between these two options: 

 Whether truth is robust or defl ationary constitutes the biggest deci-
sion a theorist of truth must make. But decide he must. … a concurrent 
commitment to both a robust and a defl ationary concept of truth would 
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be merely to pun on the word “truth”. We should not confuse the fact 
that it is now an open question whether truth is robust or defl ationary 
for the claim that it can be both.11

 2. Let us say – as we have already done above – that a sentence is “truth-apt” if, 
and only if, it is apt for “semantic ascent”; that is, a sentence s is truth-apt if, 
and only if, we are permitted to infer “‘s’ is true” from s. Obviously we do not 
want to count just any sentence as truth-apt; questions and commands clearly 
do not qualify. Which conditions shall we adopt? And what should determine 
the answer? Boghossian submits that the two conceptions of truth – robust 
and defl ationary – each come with their own requirements concerning “truth-
 aptness”: “Any proposed requirement on candidacy for truth must be grounded 
in the preferred account of the nature of truth”.13 A defl ationary theory of truth 
makes minimal (defl ationary) demands on a sentence being truth-apt: it is 
enough for a sentence to be truth-apt that it be meaningful, declarative and 
“disciplined” by norms of correct use. A robust theory of truth will expect more 
of a sentence before it considers it a candidate for robust truth. For instance, 
a correspondence theorist might demand that the sentence contain the right 
kind of referring expressions, or that it be reducible to the theorist’s favourite 
scientifi c language – usually the language of physics. 

 3. Projectivism about meaning is committed to a robust notion of truth as a prop-
erty. Here is why. Meaning attributions clearly are signifi cant, declarative and 
“disciplined” sentences. Hence any advocate of defl ationism about truth must 
regard meaning attributions as truth-apt. Not so the projectivist, however. It 
follows that he must be thinking of conditions of truth-aptness beyond the 
defl ationary conditions. And the only conditions beyond defl ationary condi-
tions are robust conditions. Finally, being committed to robust conditions for 
truth-aptness is tantamount to being committed to a robust notion of truth.

 4. Steps 1–3 have shown that the projectivist is committed to speak of truth-
aptness and truth-condition in the robust sense. Th us, whenever he grants 
or denies truth-conditions, he grants or denies robust truth-conditions or 
robust truth-aptness. His commitment to robustness goes even further: it is 
not just that the projectivist grants or denies robust truth-conditions; his own 
judgements according to which sentences have robust truth-conditions (or 
not) have themselves robust truth-conditions. Put diff erently, if some sen-
tences are robustly truth-apt, then the judgement that they are so truth-apt 
must itself be robustly truth-apt. Or, if one is committed to truth as an inde-
pendent property, then the question of whether some sentence is a candidate 
for such truth cannot be up to us: it must likewise be a question of truth as 
an independent property. 

 5. Unfortunately, a diff erent line of reasoning shows that local projectivism is 
committed also to the precise opposite of what step 4 has established. What 
defi nes local projectivism is the claim that meaning attributions – and hence 
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meaning itself – are not factual matters; that there is no fact of the matter as 
to what a given sentence means. But once this is accepted, robust truth, that 
is, truth as a property, is no longer an option. As emphasized by Wright: “If 
the truth value of [a sentence] S is determined by its meaning and the state of 
the world in relevant respects, then non-factuality in one of the determinants 
can be expected to induce non-factuality in the outcome”.14 In other words, if 
the meaning of S is not factual, then neither is the truth of S. And to deny that 
truth is factual is to reject the notion that truth is an independent property. 

 6. Local projectivism about meaning and content is thus simultaneously com-
mitted to contradictory assumptions: that truth is robust and an independent 
property (step 4) and that truth is not robust and not an independent prop-
erty (step 5).15 Hence local projectivism is an unstable position. 

I now turn from the exposition of Boghossian’s argument to its critical evalua-
tion.16 It seems that it can be challenged at a number of points. First, step 1, accord-
ing to which a truth theorist must choose between robust and defl ationary truth, 
is unconvincing. Although it is implausible to operate with the two conceptions of 
truth simultaneously for the same discourse, there is nothing to be said against the 
practice of advocating diff erent notions of truth in diff erent domains.17 And once 
the non-factualist is given this option, the fi rst step of the argument collapses.

Step 2 does not fare any better. It is not correct to assume that defl ationism 
about truth and defl ationism about truth-aptness must go hand in hand. One can 
deny that truth is an independent property while insisting that more is needed 
for truth-aptness than fulfi lling the criteria of being signifi cant, declarative and 
disciplined by norms. Perhaps one can even argue that defl ationism about truth-
aptness is never an option.18 For instance, one might argue as  follows:

I A state of mind is a belief if, and only if, it stands in the right kind of 
relation to information, rationality and action.

II A sentence is truth-apt if, and only if, it can be used to give the content 
of a belief (ignoring problems with excessively long sentences, contra-
dictions, etc.).

III If it must be possible to use a truth-apt sentence for the purpose of 
giving the content of a belief, then a truth-apt sentence must meet the 
requirement of I; that is, its content must stand in the right kind of rela-
tion to information, rationality and action.

IV If the truth-aptness of a sentence is determined by the condition of 
standing in the right kind of relation to information, rationality and 
action, then truth-aptness is subject to a stronger requirement than that 
imposed by defl ationary truth-aptness. It is not enough for a truth-apt 
sentence to be meaningful, declarative and “disciplined” by norms of 
correct use.

Ergo: V Defl ationism about truth-aptness is never an option.19
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A third counter-argument to Boghossian’s attempted refutation of local pro-
jectivism could be based on the distinction between “promiscuous” and “non-
promiscuous” forms of defl ationism: the promiscuous defl ationist applies the 
disquotational scheme to any sentence that fulfi ls the mentioned minimal con-
ditions. Th e non-promiscuous defl ationist demands more of truth-aptness. For 
instance, he might decide that counting a sentence as eligible for truth is a com-
pliment that she only wishes to pay to certain sentences: “attributions of truth 
conditionality are compliments paid to those indicatives a speaker regards as 
explanatorily ineliminable”.20 In the same way one might also challenge step 5, that 
is, the claim that judgements about factuality of a sentence must themselves be fac-
tual. Th ere is nothing contradictory about assuming that sentences such as “S has 
truth-conditions”, “S is factual” or “S is descriptive” are expressions of a stance or 
commitment “about the proper role of S in the inferential/explanatory game”.21

Wright’s argument against local and global projectivism

Boghossian’s argument against local projectivism is inconclusive at best. But 
Wright has shown that we can do better. Th e trick is to demonstrate, fi rst, that 
local projectivism leads to global projectivism and, secondly, that global projec-
tivism is incoherent. Wright has presented two lines of argument to this eff ect. 
Th e fi rst is (relatively) quick and consists of three ideas: 

 • Idea I establishes that local projectivism leads to global projectivism:

 (Idea I) If the truth value of [a sentence] s is determined by its meaning 
and the state of the world in relevant respects, then non-factuality in 
one of the determinants can be expected to induce non-factuality in the 
outcome. (A rough parallel: If among the determinants of whether it is 
worthwhile going to see a certain exhibition is how well presented the 
leading exhibits are, then, if questions of good presentation are not con-
sidered to be entirely factual, neither is the matter of whether it is worth 
while going to see the exhibition.) A projectivist view of meaning is thus, 
it appears, going to enjoin a projectivist view of what it is for a statement 
to be true.22

 • Idea II supplements Idea I. It points out that if “‘p’ is true” is projectivist, then 
“p” must be too: aft er all, it is impossible that the right and left  sides of the 
disquotational scheme (“p” is true if and only if p) could fall on diff erent sides 
of the projectivist-factualist divide.23

 • Finally, Idea III is that global projectivism is an incoherent view. When we fi rst 
refl ect on the thesis of global projectivism we surely regard it as a statement 
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that is either descriptively correct or descriptively incorrect about meaning. 
In other words, the thesis of global projectivism purports to state a discov-
ery about meaning. But if global projectivism is correct, then it cannot state 
such a discovery. Th e problem is that the thesis of global projectivism must 
apply to itself. If every statement is projective then so is the statement that 
every statement is projective. And thus it turns out that the thesis of global 
projectivism cannot state a discovery about meaning; it merely expresses an 
attitude towards meaning.24

Th is is the quick argument. I regard it as entirely convincing. Nevertheless, 
Wright has also presented a much more complex proof of the incoherence of pro-
jectivism (local and global). Th e structure of the proof mimics the “quick argument”. 
Th e fi rst part establishes once more that local projectivism leads to global projec-
tivism. Th is part of the proof was fi rst put forward by Boghossian.25 Th e second 
part, developed by Wright, goes on to show that global projectivism is incoherent. 
Here the incoherence takes the precise form of global projectivism, implying that 
local projectivism (and hence global projectivism) is false.26 I have found it helpful 
to reconstruct the proof in formal-logical terms.27 I shall explain every step of the 
proof in some detail so as to help readers unfamiliar with the techniques used.

To be a projectivist about semantic discourse is to deny that declarative sentences 
of semantic discourse have truth-conditions. Th us, for example, “Jones means addi-
tion by ‘+’” or “‘Katze’ means cat” do not have truth-conditions. Formally:

(i)  (s) (p) (φ) (~Δ (Δ (s, p), φ))

Explanation28

 1. Small letters of the Roman alphabet are sentential variables, small letters of 
the Greek alphabet are propositional variables. “(x)(… x …)” is the universal 
quantifi er, to be read as “for all x: x …”. “~” is the sign for negation. “Δ(…, 
…)” is a two-place predicate in which the fi rst argument stands for a sen-
tence, and the second argument stands for either a sentence or a  proposition. 
When the second argument is a proposition, “Δ(…, …)” says that the sec-
ond argument is the truth-condition of the fi rst argument; when the second 
argument is a sentence, “Δ(…, …)” says that the second argument expresses 
a proposition that is the truth-condition of the fi rst argument. “Δ(…, …)” 
is always a sentence, regardless of whether the second argument stands for a 
sentence or a proposition.

 2. An instance of “Δ(…, …)’” can itself be substituted for the fi rst argument. Th e 
embedded “Δ(…, …)” is then mentioned, not used, and its second argument 
is a sentence. 

 3. Formula (i) says that for all sentences s and p and for all propositions φ: it is 
not the case that the sentence “s has the truth-condition expressed by p” has 
a truth-condition φ. 
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 4. Strictly speaking, local projectivism says that sentences of the form “s means 
φ” do not have truth-conditions. I here assume that to claim that “s means 
φ” is tantamount to claming that Δ(s, p).

(ii)  (φ) (~Δ (Δ (s, p), φ))

Explanation
Here we use the principle of universal (quantifi er) elimination. It says, roughly, 
that if a sentence of the form “(x)(… x …)” is true, then we can replace it with a 
ground term (a terms with no variables). Here we use this step to get rid of the 
fi rst two universal quantifi ers in (i). 

(iii)  ~T (Δ (s, p))

Explanation 
 1.  “T(x)” says that sentence x is true. “~T(x)” says that sentence x is not true.
 2. Formula (iii) follows from (ii) on the grounds that if a sentence does not have 

truth-conditions then it cannot be true. Formally, the principle used is:

  T(x) → (∃φ) (Δ (x, φ))

  where “→” stands for “implication”, and “(∃φ)” is the existential quantifi er 
(“there is a proposition φ such that …”) 

 3. Formula (iii) says that it is not true that s has the truth-condition expressed 
by p.

(iv)  ~ Δ (s, p)

Explanation
From (iii) via the principle ~T(x) → ~x.

(v)   (s)(p) ~ Δ (s, p)

Explanation
 1. From (iv) by universal (quantifi er) introduction: since we have proved 

~ Δ(s, p) for “anonymous” sentences s and p, we are entitled to assume that 
~ Δ(s, p) holds for all p and all s.

 2. Formula (v) says that no sentence has truth-conditions. Th is is one way to 
capture global projectivism. Th e argument shows that global projectivism 
follows from local projectivism as far as sentences are concerned. 

Global projectivism follows from local projectivism also if we consider proposi-
tions. Th e starting-point is once again (iii):

(iii)  ~T (Δ (s, p))
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(vi)  (p) ~T (Δ (s, p))

Explanation
From (iii) by universal quantifi er introduction.

(vii)  (φ) ~T (Δ (s, φ))

Explanation
In order to get from (vi) to (vii), we need the intuitively plausible principle:

  (p) ~T (Δ (s, p)) ↔ (φ) ~T (Δ (s, φ))

(viii) ~T (Δ (s, φ))

Explanation
From (vii) by universal quantifi er elimination.

(ix)  ~ Δ (s, φ)

Explanation
From (viii) via the principle: T(x) ↔ I.

(x)  (s) (φ) ~ Δ (s, φ)

Explanation
 1. From (ix) via universal quantifi er introduction.
 2. At this point we have established once more that local projectivism leads to 

global projectivism; but here we have shown this also for propositions.

Th e remaining steps establish that global projectivism contradicts local projec-
tivism: 

(xi)  a = “(s) (p) (φ) (~Δ (Δ (s, p), φ))”

Explanation
Th is is just a labour-saving move. We simply stipulate that a stands for (i), the 
thesis of local projectivism.

(xii)  (φ) (~Δ (a, φ))

Explanation
Substituting a for s in (x), using the principle: (s)H(s) → H(a).

(xiii) ~T(a)
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Explanation
From (xii) by universal quantifi er elimination, and the principle explained under 
(iii)(2).

(xiv) ~a

(xv)  ~ (s) (p) (φ) (~Δ (Δ (s, p), φ))

Explanation
With (xv) we have derived the negation of (i), the thesis of local projectivism. 
Hence our overall result is this: if local projectivism is true, then global projectiv-
ism is true. And if global projectivism is true, then local projectivism is false. Th is 
is not a good result for either local or global projectivism!29 (Of course, whether 
or not one fi nds all this compelling depends on how comfortable one is with the 
idea of variables that have wff s of the system in their range.) 

Two forms of factualism I: Byrne

Given the problems of the projectivism canvassed above, there is good reason to 
review the evidence for and against the non-factualist rendering of meaning attri-
butions in Chapter 3 of WRPL. Fortunately, over the past ten years, three authors 
– Alex Byrne, David Davies and George Wilson – have assembled an impressive 
case against the projectivist reading.30 

Th e most intriguing observation of Byrne’s paper concerns the following pas-
sage in WRPL:

Do we not call assertions like [“Jones, like many of us, means addition 
by ‘+’”] “true” or “false”? Can we not with propriety precede such asser-
tions with “It is a fact that” or “It is not a fact that”? Wittgenstein’s way 
with such objections is short. Like many others, Wittgen stein accepts 
the “redundancy” theory of truth: to affi  rm that a statement is true (or 
presum ably, to precede it with “It is a fact that …”) is simply to affi  rm 
the statement itself, and to say that it is not true is to deny it: (“p” is true 
= p) … We call something a proposition, and hence true or false, when 
in our language we apply the calculus of truth functions to it.  
 (WRPL: 86)

Byrne points out that this paragraph puts forward not only a defl ationism about 
truth but also a defl ationism about “truth-aptness”. As will be recalled, a sentence 
s is truth-apt if we are willing to infer “‘S’ is true” from S. A defl ationary account 
of truth-aptness makes minimal demands on such an S; a robust theory expects 



FA C T UA L I S M  A N D  N O N - FA C T UA L I S M

159

more (e.g. that the relevant S passes muster by the standards of physicalism). 
Kripke tells us that we can “with propriety” precede meaning attributions with “It 
is true that” and “It is a fact that”. Th ere are no special demands on meaning attri-
butions over and above – presumably – their being meaningful and disciplined 
by norms of correct use.

What makes Byrne’s interpretative point intriguing is that we now have an 
argument against a non-factualist reading of the sceptical solution. Non-factu-
alism regarding meaning attributions is incompatible with defl ationism about 
truth- and fact-aptness. By defl ationist standards, if meaning attributions are sig-
nifi cant and declarative in form then they also are truth-apt. Th e sceptical solu-
tion clearly regards them as signifi cant and declarative in form – hence it cannot 
claim that meaning attributions are not apt for semantic ascent.

In order to further defend a factualist reading of the sceptical solution, Byrne 
also draws attention to two other ideas in WRPL. Th e fi rst is Wittgenstein’s sup-
posed response to the suggestion that meaning addition by “+” is a “primitive 
state”. Kripke tells us that “such a move may in a sense be irrefutable, and if it is 
taken in an appropriate way Wittgenstein may even accept it” (WRPL: 51). Byrne 
points out that if Kripke’s Wittgenstein were a non-factualist then there could be 
no such appropriate way at all.31

Th e second idea highlighted by Byrne is the distinction between fact and 
“superlative fact” (as §192 of PI put it).32 Kripke writes that Wittgenstein’s “solu-
tion to his own sceptical problem begins by agreeing with the sceptics that there 
is no ‘superlative fact’ … about my mind that constitutes my meaning addition by 
‘plus’ and determines in advance what I should do to accord with this meaning” 
(WRPL: 65). Perhaps even more telling is a slightly later passage:

We do not wish to doubt or deny that when people speak of them-
selves and others as meaning something by their words, as following 
rules, they do so with perfect right. We do not even wish to deny the 
propriety of an ordinary use of the phrase “the fact that Jones meant 
addition by such-and-such a symbol”, and indeed such expressions do 
have perfectly ordinary uses. We merely wish to deny the existence 
of the “superlative fact” that philosophers misleadingly attach to such 
ordinary forms of words, not the propriety of the forms of words them-
selves.  (WRPL: 69)

Such passages can be taken to indicate that when Kripke’s Wittgenstein rejects 
factualism for meaning attributions (and assertions) he has in mind a very specifi c 
doctrine. Rejection of this doctrine – with its superlative meaning facts – does 
not involve a rejection of meaning facts tout court. Unfortunately, Byrne does not 
go very far in spelling out the diff erence between the brand of factualism to be 
rejected and the brand of factualism to be preserved.
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Two forms of factualism II: Wilson

George Wilson’s treatment of factualism is more detailed than Byrne’s, and based 
on an overall interpretation of Kripke’s book. As Wilson sees it, the meaning scep-
tic of WRPL is a local non-factualist (about meaning attributions) since he infers 
(3) from (1) and (2): 

(1) No sentence has classical realist truth-conditions.33

(2) Sentences of the form “x means Y by ‘z’” do not have classical realist 
truth-conditions.34 

(3) Th ere are no facts about x that assertions of the form “x means Y by ‘z’”, 
even when they are correct by ordinary criteria, describe truly.35

According to Wilson, we need to distinguish sharply between the meaning scep-
tic and Kripke’s Wittgenstein. Th e meaning sceptic and his interlocutor share a 
commitment to “Classical Realism”. A terminological comment is called for. For 
Wilson “Classical Realism” is the overall position under attack in WRPL. His Clas-
sical Realism thus plays the same role as my “meaning determinism”. In my usage 
“classical realism” refers to just one ingredient of meaning determinism. In order 
to mark the diff erence, I shall continue to use lower case letters for my classical 
realism, and capitalize Wilson’s Classical Realism. Th e meaning sceptic believes 
that (1) is forced on us by the realization that the sceptical challenge cannot be 
answered on classical-realist grounds. And the sceptic then goes on to infer (2) 
and (3) from (1). However, Wilson goes on, Kripke’s Wittgenstein is not commit-
ted to Classical Realism. And hence he can read the sceptical argument diff er-
ently: not as establishing (1), but as constituting a reductio of Classical Realism. 
And thus Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s position diff ers from both classical-realist fac-
tualism and sceptical non-factualism. Whether this is a plausible take on WRPL 
depends, of course, on how Classical Realism is defi ned.

Classical Realism is a specifi c conception of what it is to mean something by 
a term. According to this conception, if Jones means addition by “+”, then Jones 
must have the intention to let his use of “+” be governed by the addition func-
tion. It is because Jones has this intention that he means what he does; his inten-
tion to let the addition function as his standard constitutes his meaning addition 
by “+”: “the existence of [Jones’s] conceptually prior intention explains constitu-
tively how the meaningfulness of ‘+’ arises for [him] and that determines what 
[he] means by that term”.36 Moreover, in order for Jones to be able to let the 
addition function govern his use of “+”, he must be able to single out the addi-
tion function from all other possible standards. In order to get a fi rmer grasp 
on such “singling out”,  Wilson drops the mathematical example, and focuses on 
descriptive terms. Consider an open-ended domain of objects D, each exempli-
fying a range of determinate properties (independently of our beliefs and our 
language). Let “t” be a descriptive term for Jones. Th e classical realist insists that 
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for “t” to be meaningful for Jones he must have a standard for the correct appli-
cation of “t” to elements in D. Th e obvious standard in the case of a descrip-
tive term must involve a set of properties, P1–Pn. Jones must have adopted the 
“semantic rule that ‘t’ is to be applied to a D-item o just in case o has precisely 
these properties. Vary ing the formulation, S is to have the meaning constitut-
ing intention, con cerning P1–Pn, that ‘t’ applies to o iff  o exemplifi es those con-
ditions”.37 Th e singling out of a standard for terms will be diff erent depending 
on whether the terms in question are primitive or not. Th e singling out of non-
primitive terms may involve other terms. But the singling out of primitive terms 
may not. Th e classical realist insists that “if ‘t’ is primitive for [Jones], then … 
the properties P1–Pn must be non-linguistically ‘singled out’ for s as the de re sub-
ject of her meaning-constituting intentions”.38

Th e basic theses of Classical Realism (CR) and its main implication – the 
demand for a “grounding” (G) or singling out – can be summed up as follows:

CR: If [person] x means something by a term “t”, then there is a set of proper-
ties, P1–Pn, that have been established by x as the meaning-consti tuting 
standard of correctness for her application of “t”.39

G: If there is a set of properties, P1–Pn, that have been established by x as 
the meaning-constituting standard of correctness for her applica tion of 
“t”, then there must be facts about x that fi x P1–Pn as the standard x has 
adopted.40

Th e sceptical argument shows that Classical Realism is mistaken. It does so by 
targeting G. Th e sceptic demonstrates, case-by-case, that we cannot make sense 
of the idea of singling out a set of properties or a function in a non- linguistic way. 
For instance, one kind of classical realist tells us that his dispositions to give sums 
in answer to plus-queries shows that he has singled out the addition function as 
his standard for calculating with “+”. Th e sceptic retorts by convincing us that 
these dispositions are compatible with many diff erent functions. Th e outcome of 
the sceptical argument is the “basic sceptical conclusion” (BSC):

BSC:  Th ere are no facts about x that fi x any set of properties as the stan dard 
of correctness for x’s use of “t”.41

Th e most radical claim of WRPL of course is not BSC, but the radical sceptical 
conclusion (RSC):

RSC:  No one ever means anything by any term.42

How does RSC relate to BSC? Wilson’s answers is that here we have to distin-
guish carefully between two positions: the position of the meaning sceptic, and 
the position of Kripke’s Wittgenstein. Wilson sees the meaning sceptic as fully 
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committed to Classical Realism and thus the grounding condition. And since the 
sceptic is so committed, he has to reason as follows:

 Classical Realism
 Grounding
 Basic sceptical conclusion
Ergo: Radical sceptical conclusion

But this is not the way in which Kripke’s Wittgenstein reasons. Kripke’s Wittgen-
stein is opposed to Classical Realism and he rejects the radical sceptical solution. 
Aft er all, does not Kripke write: “Of course [Wittgenstein] does not wish to leave 
us with his problem, but to solve it: the sceptical conclusion is insane and intoler-
able” (WRPL: 60)? Accordingly, Kripke’s Wittgenstein endorses the “contraposi-
tive argument” or reduction:43

 Classical Realism (Assumption)
 Grounding
 Basic sceptical conclusion
 Radical sceptical conclusion
 ~ Radical sceptical conclusion (New premise)
 ~ Classical Realism (Reductio)

Having identifi ed Classical Realism as Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s target, Wilson is 
able to distinguish clearly between three positions: 

(i) a form of factualism that Kripke’s Wittgenstein rejects: this is Classical Real-
ism and it denies (1), (2) and (3) above;

(ii) a form of sceptical non-factualism that Kripke’s Wittgenstein fi nds unaccept-
able: it too is based on Classical Realism; it holds all of (1) to (3);

(iii) a form of minimal factualism that Kripke’s Wittgenstein allows for: it rejects 
Classical Realism, accepts (1) and (2), but denies (3).

Wilson does not tell us much about (iii). His main point is that Kripke’s 
 Wittgenstein leaves room for it: that the rejection of factualism in WRPL con-
cerns a highly specifi c version of the general position. An additional reason why 
it is natural to attribute the minimal position to Wittgenstein is that it naturally 
fi ts with his remarks on the family resemblance between concepts. According to 
the family-resemblance doctrine the term “game” does not have classical- realist 
satisfaction conditions. But from this it does not follow that utterances such 
as “John is playing a game” do not describe facts. Mutatis mutandis, Kripke’s 
Wittgenstein should be taken to allow that meaning attributions describe facts, 
and this despite his contention that they do not have classical-realist truth-
 conditions.44
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Wilson’s interpretation has much to recommend itself. He establishes convinc-
ingly that Kripke’s Wittgenstein leaves the “logical space” for a minimal form of 
factualism. And Wilson provides us with the wherewithal for blocking a projec-
tivist reading of the text. For instance, whenever Kripke’s Wittgenstein denies 
that there are meaning facts, Wilson recommends that we gloss him as having 
 classical-realist meaning facts in mind. It is easy to develop this strategy fur-
ther. We can insist that Kripke never actually attributes to Wittgenstein the view 
according to which utterances in the indicative mood do not (normally) state 
facts. Kripke writes that for Wittgenstein “the linguistic role even of  utterances 
in the indicative mood that superfi cially look like assertions need not be one of 
‘stating facts’” (WRPL: 73). Note the “need not be”. One might add that it does not 
contradict a factualist reading of meaning-attributions that by means of the latter 
we take individuals into the community. An utterance can be both factual and 
do something. And fi nally, it is far from compelling that the parallel with Hume 
supports a projectivist rendering of meaning attributions. Kripke never says that 
the parallel between Wittgenstein and Hume extends as far as a common com-
mitment to projectivism. 

Superfi cially it might seem that Wilson and I have very diff erent views of the 
dialectic of WRPL: am I not seeing Wittgenstein and meaning sceptic as bedfel-
lows whereas Wilson stresses the common assumptions of classical realist and 
sceptic? Fortunately, not much substance hinges on this diff erence. For both Wil-
son and me, Kripke’s Wittgenstein turns out to be a diagnostic anti-sceptic – and 
that is really what matters. 

Nevertheless, Wilson’s reconstruction of the diff erent versions of factualism 
and Classical Realism is not fully satisfactory. One weakness is that  Wilson has 
too narrow a conception of the position under attack in WRPL. As I have tried 
to show in previous chapters, the targeted position is more complex and intricate 
than Wilson allows for. In his reconstruction there is no mention of, or allusion 
to, many of the meaning-determinist assumptions that I distinguished in Chapter 
1, and used for reconstructing the dialectic and immanent critique of the scepti-
cal argument. Th e same applies mutatis mutandis to Wilson’s take on the scepti-
cal solution. 

I am also doubtful that Wilson is right to suggest that the targeted position is 
centrally concerned to explain how we non-linguistically single out properties for 
primitive terms. I cannot fi nd this emphasis on the non-linguistic in the scepti-
cal argument; I do not think that this condition is central in the argument. Th e 
sceptic challenges the meaning determinist to explain how we could have singled 
out any standard at all – but there is no suggestion that the singling out must have 
been non-linguistic. 

Two fi nal critical comments point ahead to the next two sections. On the 
one hand, one might complain that Wilson’s reconstruction does not result in 
a suffi  cient precise formulation of classical-realist and minimal-factualist truth-
 conditions. On the other hand, it seems that Wilson fails to pick up on some key 
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minimal-factualist passages in Chapter 3 of WRPL. Th e fi rst comment naturally 
leads over to Soames’s attempt to make Wilson’s two forms of factualism more 
precise. Th e second comment will be expanded in the fi nal section.

Two forms of factualism III: Soames

Soames distinguishes between two truth-conditional conceptions of meaning.45 

Th e fi rst is a minimal form. In Soames’s view it is “virtually undeniable”.46 If the 
sceptical solution is factualist at all, then it must accept the minimal truth-condi-
tional conception of meaning. Soames formulates it for both declarative sentences 
and predicates, and thus for both propositions and properties; for our purposes it 
suffi  ces to focus on sentences and propositions.

A minimal truth-conditional conception for declarative sentences (MTC)
(i) A normal declarative sentence is meaningful iff  it expresses a proposi-

tion; it is true iff  the proposition it expresses is true. Th e propo sition 
that P is true iff  P; hence if a sentence s expresses the proposition that 
P, then s is true iff  P. 

(ii) A speaker understands a sentence s that expresses the proposition that 
P iff  the speaker knows that s expresses the proposition that P; and 
hence knows that s is true iff  P.47

If this is the minimal position of Kripke’s Wittgenstein, what then is the non-
minimal view of the classical realist? Soames has a number of proposals here; for 
our purposes it is most interesting to study his attempt to make sense of Wilson’s 
reconstruction. Soames picks up on Wilson’s suggestions that (for the classical 
realist) to mean addition by “+” I have to single out a certain function as govern-
ing my use of “+”, and that in singling out this function, I establish a standard for 
my subsequent use of “+”. Soames reads these remarks as submitting that to advo-
cate a classical-realist conception of meaning as truth- conditions is to champion 
an explanatory project concerning meaning: 

[M]y meaning addition by “+” is ex plained by my having the rele-
vant intentions about the addition function; I mean addition by “+” 
because I have independently singled out the addition function and 
decided to use “+” to stand for it. In general the idea seems to be that 
in order to bring it about that I mean something by a word, I must fi rst 
pick out a property and form the right sort of intention.48

Building on this idea, Soames formulates an explanatory version of the truth-
 conditional conception of meaning (ETC). ETC “incorporate[s] everything 
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included in the minimal truth-conditional conception given above, plus the fol-
lowing claims”:49

Th e explanatory version of the truth-conditional conception of meaning 
for sentences (ETC)
(i) A speaker x who understands a sentence s, which expresses the propo-

sition that P, does so because x knows that s expresses the propo sition 
that P, and hence is true iff  P. x’s knowledge of these facts explains, and 
is prior to, x’s understanding of s.

(ii) If a sentence s, as used by a speaker x, means that P, then s has this 
meaning for x because x has the intention that s is to express the prop-
osition that P, and hence to be true iff  P. In general, a sentence that 
expresses a proposition is meaningful because speakers have a system 
of intentions the content of which assigns that proposition to the sen-
tence. Th ese intentions explain, and are prior to, the fact that the sen-
tence means what it does.50

Soames also recommends that Wilson’s formulation of Classical Realism be 
strengthened into the following explanatory claim:

CRE:  If x means something by a (general) term φ, then x does so because 
there is a set of properties P1–Pn, of which x has a prior grasp, and x 
has the intention (has adopted the linguistic commitment) that φ is 
to apply to an object o iff  o has the properties P1–Pn.51

What does all of this come down to in more simple terms? Soames eventually 
gives this answer: 

Th e key claim made by this conception [i.e. ETC] is that one kind 
of intentional fact – namely, semantic beliefs and intentions relating 
sentences and expressions to propositions, properties, and objects – is 
prior to, and part of the explanation of, another kind of intentional 
fact – namely, understanding sentences and expressions, and mean-
ing something by them.52 

Having formulated ETC with exemplary clarity and precision, Soames turns to 
its assessment. He is happy to acknowledge that – unlike a denial of MTC  – a rejec-
tion of ETC is not obviously absurd. Indeed, Soames himself believes that ETC fails 
for many of our concepts. But he does not accept that ETC fails for all sentences, 
expressions and speakers; ETC works for an important range of expressions, among 
them Kripke’s prime example, “+” or “plus”. It follows that either Wilson’s interpre-
tation of WRPL is right, but the argument of WRPL is defective, or that Wilson’s 
rendering of the sceptical argument and its conclusion is not  satisfactory.
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All this needs spelling out in more detail. Soames’s reason for rejecting ETC as 
a general account is as follows. Th ink of how you came to have “Pluto” as a name 
in your idiolect. You heard and began to understand sentences about Pluto, for 
instance,

(a) “Pluto is a distant planet”.

In other words, you developed a linguistic competence regarding sentences 
about Pluto. And in so doing, you came to conform to the ways in which your 
parents, friends and teachers talk and think about Pluto. Having developed this 
linguistic competence, you eventually learnt to have beliefs about the term “Pluto” 
and sentences involving it. For instance, you now have beliefs such as

(b) “‘Pluto’ refers (in English) to Pluto”.
(c) “‘Pluto is a distant planet’ is true (in English) if, and only if, Pluto is a 

distant planet”.
(d) “‘Pluto is a distant planet’ means (in English) that Pluto is a distant 

planet”.

Call (b), (c) and (d) “semantic beliefs”, and (a) a “non-semantic sentence”. Now, if 
ETC were true, then (b), (c) and (d) would have to be prior to, and explanatory of, 
your non-semantic beliefs about Pluto (such as (a)). Soames fi nds this implausi-
ble. It is simply not the case that I understand “Pluto is a distant planet” because I 
believe that “‘Pluto’ refers (in English) to Pluto”.53 Th us, in the case of “Pluto” – as 
well as many other names and theoretical terms – ETC is false. 

So far, so good for the sceptic (qua critic of ETC). Alas, if Soames is to be 
believed, ETC cannot be cast aside altogether. Th ere are many expressions in our 
language for which ETC is exactly right. And to make matters worse, Kripke’s 
paradigm, “+” or “plus”, is one of those expressions. Recall, Soames proposes, 
how you came to mean addition by “+”. Presumably the following happened. You 
fi rst grasped the addition function in the form of a rule. Whatever that rule might 
have been in your primary school, for present purposes we might as well assume 
– counterfactually – that the rule was the standard number theoretic characteri-
zation (+):

(+) For all natural numbers x and y, x + 0 = x & x + y′ = (x + y)′

Having grasped this rule, you then formed the intention to associate the sign “+” 
or the word “plus” with it. In this case then your semantic belief – “‘+’ denotes 
the addition function” – explains why you form beliefs such as “2 + 2 = 4” or 
“68 + 57 = 125”. Here Soames does not accept the objection according to which 
grasping (+) presupposes a prior grasp of other signs, such as “=” or “ ′ ” (the 
 successor symbol). Of course it does. We may even have to concede that the 
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 successor  symbol does not yield to the ETC treatment. But whichever way I came 
to understand “ ′ ”, the fact remains that my understanding of “+” fi ts with ETC.54 
And thus Soames concludes that for “+” ETC is correct.55 

Th ere are then, according to Soames, terms for which ETC is adequate and terms 
for which it fails. And this in itself constitutes an argument against Wilson’s render-
ing of the sceptical solution. Kripke tells us that no sentence has truth- conditions 
according to the model of Classical Realism, and Wilson (in Soames’s reconstruc-
tion) translates this as the claim that no sentence has truth-conditions on ETC. 
And this latter claim, Soames holds, has now turned out to be wrong. Soames’s 
conclusion is that “either … the sceptical solution fails in an utterly obvious way 
to establish what it sets out to achieve, or … its real target is not the explanatory 
truth-conditional conception of meaning … but something else”.56 Soames deems 
the second option more likely. He points out that WRPL simply does not mar-
shal the sort of argument that would be needed to show the incorrectness of ETC. 
Kripke’s Wittgenstein never seeks to establish that semantic beliefs (i.e. one kind 
of intentional fact) are not prior to the understanding of sentences and expressions 
(i.e. another kind of intentional fact). Much of WRPL focuses on the question of 
whether semantic beliefs (qua intentional facts) can be reduced to dispositions and 
other non-intentional facts. And this issue has nothing to do with ETC.57

Turning from summary to assessment, I fi nd Soames’s distinction between the 
two truth-conditional conceptions of meaning an important advance over Wil-
son’s slightly hand-waving opposition between Classical Realism and the denial 
of sceptical non-factualism. Furthermore, I agree that MTC is something that the 
sceptical solution had better accept, although as we shall see below, Kripke’s Witt-
genstein accepts it only under a certain defl ationary (or meaning-sceptical) inter-
pretation. Soames’s contention that ETC cannot quite be the position targeted in 
WRPL also seems compelling. Soames is right to say that Kripke’s sceptic does 
not off er the kinds of arguments that could undermine ETC. 

I am less convinced by three of Soames’s other claims. First of all, consider 
once more Soames’s refl ections on how we came to mean addition by “+”. We are 
supposed to accept that this happened in and through our grasping of the addi-
tion function in form of a rule, and in and through our forming an intention to 
associate the sign “+” with that function. Th is suggestion is very odd. How can 
Soames – in an attempt to rebut the sceptic – help himself to these italicized con-
cepts when it is precisely these very concepts that the sceptical attack has rendered 
problematic? Surely Soames has to earn the right to use these concepts; and surely 
he can earn this right only by telling us how these terms are to be understood. If 
they are to be understood in meaning- determinist ways, then of course all ques-
tions have been begged in the most dramatic way. But if they are to be understood 
in some other way then Soames needs to tell us what that way is.

Secondly, I am unsure whether it is correct to say that ETC and CRE really 
do capture Wilson’s Classical Realism. Note that Wilson does not just suggest 
that Classical Realism is the programme of explaining intentional acts of rule-,
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 meaning-, or concept-application in terms of intentional acts of singling out 
properties and functions and associating them with signs. Wilson adds to this 
that Classical Realism is committed to providing an explanation of how such sin-
gling out of properties and functions is possible. And these explanations may well 
go beyond the realm of intentional acts; they may well invoke non- intentional 
events to which the intentional acts can be reduced.

Th irdly, and fi nally, it seems to me that we can advance further than Wilson or 
Soames by paying close attention to what WRPL tells us about truth, propositions 
and “the classical (realist) Frege–Tractatus view that the general form of explana-
tion of meaning is a statement of the truth conditions” (WRPL: 73).58

Two forms of factualism IV: infl ationary and defl ationary

Having criticized existing proposals for understanding the factualisms in play 
in WRPL, it is time for me to put forward my own suggestion. In one impor-
tant respect my task is much easier than that of either Soames or Wilson: since I 
have already characterized meaning determinism (as the position under attack 
in WRPL) in some detail in previous chapters, I need not here develop a  general 
interpretation of Kripke’s book as a whole. Instead I only need to explain how 
classical realism fi ts into meaning determinism. As we shall say, one way to sum-
marize my suggestion would be to say that classical realism simply is meaning 
determinism applied to truth, facts and propositions. Something similar holds for 
my interpretation of the factualism of the sceptical solution: whatever factualism 
survives the sceptical argument, it must be a minimal factualism that fi ts in with 
meaning scepticism and assertability.

In most general terms, my suggestion is that both meaning determinist and 
meaning sceptic can accept the wording of Soames’s MTC, but that they inter-
pret key concepts of MTC in very diff erent ways. Th e meaning determinist gives 
a “realist” (or “infl ationist”, or “substantive”) reading to “facts”, “propositions” 
and “truth”, whereas the meaning sceptic renders the same terms in a minimal-
ist, “defl ationist”, manner. Whereas the meaning determinist interprets MTC as a 
general truth-conditional conception of meaning with metaphysical foundations, 
the meaning-sceptic sees in MTC no more than a number of trivial platitudes that 
have no implications for either metaphysics or the theory of meaning. 

Kripke fi rst introduces “the classical (realist) view” in the form in which it can 
be found in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus:

To each sentence there corresponds a (possible) fact. If such a fact 
obtains, the sentence is true; if not, false. For atomic sentences, the 
relation between a sentence and the fact it alleges is one of a simple 
correspondence or isomorphism. Th e sentence contains names, cor-
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responding to objects. An atomic sentence is itself a fact, putting the 
names in a certain relation; and it says that (there is a corresponding 
fact that) the corresponding objects are in the same relation. Other sent-
ences are (fi nite or infi nite) truth-functions of these. (WRPL: 71)

It is clear, however, that classical realism refers to a much broader spectrum of 
views about meaning. Kripke formulates the general idea as follows:

[A] declarative sentence gets its meaning by virtue of its truth condi-
tions, by virtue of its correspondence to facts that must obtain if it 
is true. For example, “the cat is on the mat” is understood by those 
speakers who realize that it is true if and only if a certain cat is on a 
certain mat; it is false otherwise. Th e presence of the cat on the mat is 
a fact or condition-in-the- world that would make the sentence true 
(express a truth) if it obtained. (WRPL: 72)

Kripke even goes on to say that “so stated, the Tractatus picture of the meaning of 
declarative sentences may seem not only natural but even tautological” (WRPL: 
72–3).

It seems natural to add propositions to the general idea of classical realism. 
First, propositions are oft en thought to be the truth-conditions of declarative 
sentences; secondly, propositions fi gure centrally in philosophical theories that 
the later Wittgenstein attacked and rejected; and thirdly, Kripke himself discusses 
propositions as part of classical realism later in the book. Having introduced Witt-
genstein’s redundancy theory of truth, Kripke goes on to present an objection to 
it in the voice of the meaning determinist classical realist:

[O]ne might object: (a) that only utterances of certain forms are called 
“true” or “false”  – questions, for example, are not – and these are so 
called precisely because they purport to state facts; (b) that precisely 
the sentences that “state facts” can occur as components of truth-
 functional compounds and their meaning in such com pounds is hard 
to explain in terms of assertability conditions alone. (WRPL: 86)

As the continuation of the passage makes clear, Kripke takes the meaning deter-
minist to use propositions for explanatory purposes. Th is is obvious from the fact 
that Kripke lets his Wittgenstein deny that propositions have such a function:

We call something a proposition, and hence true or false, when in our 
language we apply the calculus of truth functions to it. Th at is, it is 
just a primitive part of our language game, not susceptible of deeper 
explanation, that truth functions are applied to certain sentences.  
 (WRPL: 86)
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Th e classical realist is thus a realist about truth, facts and propositions. Going 
slightly beyond the wording of WRPL, and factoring in the familiar outlines of 
a realist conception of propositions,59 we can summarize classical realism in the 
following theses:

(CR-1) Th e meaning of a declarative sentence is given by its truth-
 conditions.

(CR-2) A declarative sentence is true if, and only if, the proposition it 
expresses corresponds to a fact. Propositions are the primary 
truth-bearers; sentences are true in so far as they express true 
propositions. 

(CR-3) It is possible to individuate facts qua truth-makers. Facts are 
objective entities in the world, independent, for the most part, 
of thought.

(CR-4) Th e fact that a declarative sentence expresses a proposition 
explains why the sentence is true or false, and why the calculus 
of truth-functions applies to it.

(CR-5) Propositions have – or are – truth-conditions. Th e proposition 
expressed by a sentence is the sentence’s truth-conditional, cog-
nitive or informational, content.

(CR-6) Propositions are abstract entities; they exist necessarily and inde-
pendently of minds and languages.

(CR-7) A person x understands a declarative sentence s if, and only if, (i) 
x grasps the proposition p expressed by s, and (ii) x knows that s 
expresses p.

Th is “picture” of classical realism can of course be developed in diff erent ways: 
for instance, one might take propositions to be unstructured or structured enti-
ties, and one might debate what form such structure must take. And one can 
imagine – and indeed identify in the existing literature – various ways of “reform-
ing” this picture. Here I shall not try to distinguish between all these options. At 
this point it is more important to emphasize that this classical-realist picture is to 
be read through the general assumptions of meaning  determinism. To make this 
link as transparent and strong as possible, I can do no better than go through the 
ingredients of meaning determinism one by one: 

(MD-1) Immediate knowledge: It is very much part and parcel of the 
traditional realist view of propositions that we usually know 
immediately and with fair certainty which propositions we have 
grasped.60 

(MD-2) Privacy: Th e mental state through which Jones grasps a proposi-
tion is an intrinsic state of Jones.

(MD-3)  Grasping:
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(MD-3.1) Grasping as cause: Jones’s act of grasping that sentence s expresses 
proposition p causes Jones – absent interference from other 
causes – to use s only when it is true that p.

(MD-3.2) Grasping as intending: Jones’s act of grasping of the fact that s 
expresses p is tantamount to Jones’s forming intentions – or giv-
ing himself instructions – regarding a possible infi nite number 
of uses of s in the future.

(MD-3.3) Grasping as extrapolating: Since all learning sets are fi nite, grasp-
ing a proposition has the character of an extrapolation.

(MD-3.4) Grasping as interpreting: Grasping a proposition has the charac-
ter of an interpretation.

(MD-3.5) Grasping as explanation: If Jones and Smith agree in all, or most, 
of their uses of s, the best explanation is that they have grasped 
the same proposition p.

(MD-4) Semantic normativity:
(MD-4.1) Non-blindness: In applying s on the basis of p, Jones is not acting 

blindly. 
(MD-4.2) Guidance: Jones grasp of p guides x on how to apply s. 
(MD-4.3) Justifi cation: Jones can justify his uses of s on the basis of his 

grasp of p.
(MD-4.4) Justifi cation of unhesitating application: Jones can justify his 

unhesitating manner of applying s on the basis of his grasp of 
p.

(MD-4.5) Left -to-right interpretation of meaning conditionals: Meaning 
conditionals are to be read left  to right.

(MD-5) Objectivity: Jones’s act of grasping that s expresses p contains and 
determines (“in a queer way”) all future, potentially infi nite, cor-
rect applications of s.

(MD-6) Metaphysical justifi cation: Th e justifi cation of our meaning sen-
tences must come from ontological considerations.

Since classical realism is closely intertwined with the other assumptions of 
meaning determinism, there is no need for the sceptic to criticize it in any detail. 
If meaning determinism turns out be incoherent when applied to word meaning, 
concepts and rules, then it is of course also incoherent when applied to declara-
tive sentences and propositions.

Having suggested how classical realism is best understood, it remains for me 
to explain why meaning scepticism in general, and assertability in particular, 
are compatible with a minimal form of factualism. Assertability is a revolution-
ary response to classical realism: it retains none of CR-1 to CR-7. Nevertheless, 
assertability neither asks us to stop using sentences such as “It is a fact that Jones 
means addition by ‘+’”, nor proposes that “it is a fact that …” really is an indicator 
of some performative or projective function. 
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Th ree ideas of meaning scepticism are particularly important in the present 
context. Th e fi rst is the already familiar rejection of a truth-conditional concep-
tion of meaning:

Wittgenstein replaces the question, “What must be the case for this 
sentence to be true?” by two others: fi rst, “Under what conditions may 
this form of words be appropriately asserted (or denied)?”; second, 
given an answer to the fi rst question, “What is the role, and the util-
ity, in our lives of our practice of asserting (or denying) the form of 
words under these condi tions?” (WRPL: 73)

In previous chapters we have already looked at some examples of assertability 
conditions. In the present context it seems natural to add the following remark. 
Th at Wittgenstein replaces truth-conditions with assertability conditions does not 
of course mean that the terms “truth” or “falsehood”, or “true” or “false”, can never 
appear and be used in assertability conditions. For instance, it surely is part of the 
assertability conditions of the registrar’s statement “I hereby declare you husband 
and wife”, that she has established that neither bride nor groom has given false 
information about their current marital status. 

Th e second key idea is Kripke’s claim that Wittgenstein, and hence the mean-
ing sceptic, accept a defl ationary account of truth and fact: “Wittgenstein accepts 
the ‘redun dancy’ theory of truth: to affi  rm that a statement is true (or presumably, 
to precede it with ‘It is a fact that …’) is simply to affi  rm the statement itself, and 
to say it is not true is to deny it: (‘p’ is true = p)” (WRPL: 86). On this defl ationary 
account of truth and facts, it is wrong to say that individual facts make individual 
propositions true. Facts are truth-makers of neither sentences nor propositions. 
Facts cannot play a role in explaining truth. Th is is not to say that we have to change 
everyday expressions such as the exhortation “you have to be true to the facts”. Th e 
exhortation simply means that you have to say what you believe to be true. 

Th e third central idea is a defl ationist view of propositions: “We call something 
a proposition, and hence true or false, when in our language we apply the calcu-
lus of truth functions to it. Th at is, it is just a primitive part of our language game, 
not susceptible of deeper explanation, that truth functions are applied to certain 
 sentences” (WRPL: 86). Propositions do not explain why certain sentences are true 
or false and hence are arguments in truth-functions. To say that a sentence is true 
or false because it expresses a proposition is, on the account off ered by the meaning 
sceptic, to put forward a pseudo-explanation. Th e meaning-sceptical alternative is 
to treat the meaning-determinist explanandum as a primitive  phenomenon. Given 
our language games, certain sentences simply are true or false.

Above I suggested that for all his revolutionary manoeuvres, the meaning scep-
tic can nevertheless accept at least the gist of Soames’s MTC, although without 
treating it as a truth-conditional conception of meaning. At this point the reader 
might begin to wonder whether this can possibly be right. Have I not  suggested 
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that the meaning sceptic leaves no room for propositions? How then can the 
meaning sceptic accept MTC? Aft er all MTC speaks of declarative sentences 
expressing propositions and speakers understanding sentences whenever they 
understand the propositions expressed. 

Th e prima facie contradiction disappears once we recognize that the mean-
ing sceptic is not barred from using the concept of proposition, provided only 
that he gives that concept a meaning that is compatible with the rough meaning-
sceptical picture. In particular the meaning sceptic makes two crucial moves. 
Th e fi rst move is to return talk of propositions (in the philosophical technical 
sense) to ordinary language: faced with an utterance of a sentence, the mean-
ing sceptic has no problems with speaking of “what is said” or “what is stated” 
in the utterance. But the meaning sceptic does not accept that we need to go on 
from here and determine the metaphysical commitments allegedly incurred by 
using these phrases. Nor does the meaning sceptic approve of the picture accord-
ing to which declarative sentences are paired with ideal Platonic entities. For the 
meaning sceptic this is just another instance where the Augustinian conception 
of “object and name” – here proposition and sentence – keeps us in its grip. And 
thus the meaning sceptic must insist that we do for propositions what Wittgen-
stein does for numbers: 

Many philosophers of mathematics – in agree ment with the Augus-
tinian conception of “object and name” –  ask such questions as, “What 
entities (‘numbers’) are denoted by numerals? What relations among 
these entities (‘facts’) correspond to numerical statements?” … As 
against such a “Platonist” conception of the problem, Wittgenstein asks 
that we discard any a priori conceptions and look (“Don’t think, look!”) 
at the circumstances under which numerical assertions are actually 
uttered, and at what roles such assertions play in our lives. …  
 (WRPL: 75–6)

Th e second crucial meaning-sceptical move with respect to propositions must 
surely be to relativize the underlying notion of cognitive or informational con-
tent.61 “What is said” in an utterance is not determined by some real, natural and 
universal units of semantic information; “what is said” is relative to the speaker’s 
and interpreter’s assertability conditions (which will oft en be shared by many in 
their linguistic community). 

Just as the infl ationary factualism of classical realism must be understood in 
the context of meaning determinism as a whole, so defl ationary factualism must 
be situated within the general picture of meaning scepticism. 

(MS-1) Confi dence: Subject to the correction by others, we are entitled to 
say what our utterances say. 

(MS-2) Intersubjectivity: Attributions of what is said make sense only in 
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a social setting. Assertability conditions for declarative sentences 
essentially involve communities.

(MS-3) Primitiveness: Our inclinations to use declarative sentences, and 
the fact that declarative sentences are true or false, are primitive 
phenomena. Th ey cannot be explained by propositions.

(MS-4) Intersubjective normativity: Th ere is no special form of normativ-
ity based on meaning-constituting mental states. We are guided 
by others; we justify our use of sentences on the basis of publicly 
available criteria.

(MS-5) Finiteness: We attribute infi nitary concepts on the basis of fi nite, 
surveyable, evidence. What makes this possible is that “our eyes are 
shut” in similar ways.

(MS-6) Assertability: Th e meaning of declarative sentences is given by 
rough and ready assertability conditions.

(MS-7) Functional justifi cation: Our practices of attributing “things said” to 
others are justifi ed on the basis of social-functional considerations. 
Th ere is no space for a metaphysical analysis of “things said”.

In the light of the above, how then will the meaning sceptic gloss Soames’s 
MTC, the minimal conception of truth and meaning? Th e following rendering 
seems most natural:

(i) A normal declarative sentence (“normal” judged by communal criteria) is 
meaningful for an interpreter if, and only if, he is able to make out, in his own 
terms, what the sentence says (here the interpreter will be guided by assert-
ability conditions). If it is correct to say: “what the sentence says is true”, then 
it is also correct to say “what the sentence says is a fact”. A sentence is true if 
what it says is true.

(ii) A speaker understands a sentence s if he knows what that sentence says or 
states (in the present context). And hence he knows that s is true if he knows 
that what the sentence says or states is true.

Th e meaning sceptic happily embraces the minimal factualism captured in these 
defi nitions.

I have now distinguished in some detail the infl ationary factualism of meaning 
determinism and the defl ationary factualism of meaning scepticism. I conclude 
by addressing two obvious objections. According to the fi rst objection, infl ation-
ary and defl ationary factualism are two extremes on a scale of positions, where 
the most plausible views lie somewhere in the middle. I agree that there are many 
possible views between meaning-determinist infl ationism and meaning-sceptical 
defl ationism. Indeed, I have acknowledged as much ever since Chapter 1, where 
I distinguished revisionist, reformist and revolutionary responses to the original 
version of meaning determinism. In Chapters 2–4 I have tried to argue that revi-
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sion and reform are unable to rescue meaning determinism. And this general 
failure of revision and reform is, of course, most likely to aff ect all forms of factu-
alism that go beyond defl ationism. 

According to the second objection, I have lost track of an important strand 
of Kripke’s interpretation; namely, the idea that by saying “Jones means addition 
by ‘+’” we recommend Jones as a reliable partner in certain language games, and 
thereby “take him into the community”. Have I not, in my attempt to defend a 
factualist reading, lost sight of this important performative element? How can the 
alleged factualism of the sceptical solution be reconciled with it? It is true that the 
performative element of meaning attributions has not been central in my recon-
struction of defl ationary factualism. But the performative element poses no threat 
to factualism. One and the same utterance can both be a description and express 
an attitude or confer a social status. To claim otherwise is to commit the “speech 
act fallacy”.62 Th ere thus is no diffi  culty about the idea that meaning attributions 
function both as descriptions and as performatives.63 Note, however, that what 
makes meaning ascriptions descriptions is not just that we are willing to treat 
them as minimally truth-apt and fact-apt. Not every s that is minimally truth-
apt is thereby necessarily a description. Aft er all, many philosophers insist that, 
although “Stealing is bad” is minimally truth-apt, it is not a description. It would 
therefore seem to be more accurate to maintain that what constitutes meaning 
attributions as descriptions is that meaning attributions fi t with our assertability 
conditions for “description”. And in contemplating this question we need – as ever 
– to keep in mind the variety of uses of terms:64

Th ink how many diff erent kinds of things are called “description”: 
description of a body’s position by means of co-ordinates; descrip-
tion of a facial expression; description of a sensation of touch; of a 
mood. (PI: §24)

What we call “descriptions” are instruments for particular uses. Th ink 
of a machine-drawing, a cross-section, an elevation with measure-
ments, which an engineer has before him. Th inking of a description 
as a word-picture of the facts has something misleading about it: one 
tends to think only of such pictures as hang on our walls: which seem 
simply to portray how a thing looks, what it is like. (Th ese pictures are 
as it were idle.) (PI: §291)

Conclusion

In this chapter I have discussed two radically diff erent interpretations of the scep-
tical solution. According to the fi rst, meaning scepticism proposes a non- factualist 
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(projectivist or performative) reading of meaning attributions. According to the 
second interpretation, meaning scepticism advocates a minimal, defl ationary 
form of factualism. 

I began by outlining the case for the projectivist reading. Th ere can be no doubt 
that WRPL contains a good number of passages that seem to point squarely in a 
projectivist direction. And this poses a problem for anyone who has set himself 
the goal of developing a defence of Kripke’s Wittgenstein: if WRPL advances a rad-
ical (local or global) projectivism then it is in the gravest of diffi  culties. Although 
the existing refutations of local and global forms of projectivism themselves con-
tinue to be challenged, the prospects of fi nding a satisfactory version of projec-
tivism are dim nevertheless. 

Fortunately, in order to defend WRPL we do not need to develop a defence of 
local or global projectivism. A small but signifi cant body of work has suggested 
that in rejecting meaning determinism and a truth-conditional conception of 
meaning, Kripke’s Wittgenstein does not actually throw out all forms of factual-
ism. Th is interpretation is not only supported by textual evidence in WRPL, it 
also places the “projectivist” passages in a new and harmless light. If this inter-
pretational strategy is to succeed, it must be able to distinguish clearly between a 
form of meaning-determinist factualism refuted by the sceptical argument, and 
a form of meaning-sceptical factualism that functions as its revolutionary succes-
sor. I discussed Byrne’s, Wilson’s and Soames’s attempts to draw the distinction 
between the two factualisms, but found all three proposals wanting. 

In the last section I proposed my own suggestion. Its central idea is that mean-
ing determinism and meaning scepticism put forward two diff erent conceptions 
of terms such as truth, fact and proposition. Th e conception of the meaning deter-
minist is realist; the conception of the meaning sceptic is defl ationary. Both can 
accept the same general factual formula – which I adopted from Soames – but 
they fi ll it with very diff erent ideas and commitments. I ended by insisting that 
the minimal factualism of the sceptical solution does not contradict the idea that 
meaning attributions are in part performative.
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s i x
Intersubjectivity and assertability conditions

Introduction

According to traditional scholarship, §§243–315 of PI constitute Wittgenstein’s 
“private language argument”. Kripke challenges this view by insisting that “the real 
‘private language argument’ is to be found in the sections preceding §243”. Th ese are 
the sections dedicated to rule-following (PI: §§138–242). Concerning §§243–315, 
Kripke holds that they are but an application of the general considerations concern-
ing rule-following to the special problem of sensations (WRPL: 3). Kripke also pro-
poses a reformulation of what the “real” private language argument establishes:

What is really denied is what might be called the ‘private model’ of 
rule following, that the notion of a person following a given rule is to 
be analysed simply in terms of facts about the rule follower and the 
rule follower alone, without reference to his membership in a wider 
community. (WRPL: 109)

In this chapter I shall discuss various issues relating to the private language 
argument as WRPL presents it. I shall begin by distinguishing between two ways 
– the “offi  cial road” and the “improved road” – of arguing for intersubjectivity 
and against privacy. Th e offi  cial road seems to be favoured by Kripke himself. 
It defends a communal analysis of meaning and rule-following in three steps. 
Th e fi rst step establishes that meaning determinism is unsatisfactory. Th e second 
step focuses on replacing classical realism with assertability (that is, on replacing 
explanatory truth-conditions with assertability conditions). And the third step 
shows that, properly understood, assertability conditions – indeed, the assert-
ability conditions we actually have – rule out the private model of rule-following. 
I shall agree with the critics that the offi  cial road of arguing for intersubjectivity 
faces two insurmountable obstacles. On the one hand, it is diffi  cult to see how 
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an observation of our actually existing assertability conditions could generate an 
impossibility claim. On the other hand, it does not seem to be true that our exist-
ing assertability conditions involve communal commitments. 

Fortunately, we do not need the offi  cial road to reach the sceptical solution’s 
combination of intersubjectivity and assertability. Th e alternative “improved 
road” is to investigate the four diff erent ways of combining privacy, intersubjec-
tivity, classical realism and assertability (leaving the other changing ingredients 
of meaning determinism and meaning scepticism in the background):

(a) Privacy and classical realism
(b) Intersubjectivity and classical realism
(c) Privacy and assertability
(d) Intersubjectivity and assertability

Scrutinizing these combinations one by one for consistency leads to the result that 
only (d) can be maintained. Chapter 2 of WRPL is, of course, a long and sustained 
argument against (a). Kripke briefl y rejects (b), and criticizes (c) at greater length 
in Chapter 3. Th is leaves only (d) in the running. If we argue for intersubjectiv-
ity & assertability in this manner then we can sidestep the problems besetting 
the offi  cial way. In doing so, we do not base our argument on assumptions about 
the form of actually existing assertability conditions. And our reasoning has no 
problems with modality. 

Having established the “improved way” for defending intersubjectivity, I shall 
turn to debates over whether a social isolate can follow rules. Here I shall seek to 
respond to the many authors who have maintained – contrary to Kripke – that a 
Robinson Crusoe from birth could follow rules. I shall try to identify the precise 
reasons why Kripke rejects this possibility. I shall conclude by considering two 
general objections to intersubjectivity as advanced by WRPL. According to the 
fi rst objection the sceptical solution goes wrong in trying to reduce normativity 
to regularities of behaviour, and in privileging communities over their mem-
bers. According to the second objection the sceptical solution is committed to 
“communal interpretationalism”: this is the view according to which “community 
assent” determines which interpretations of rules are correct. I shall show that 
both complaints are unfounded.

Th e offi  cial road to intersubjectivity 

To repeat, according to the offi  cial road to intersubjectivity, we begin by refut-
ing meaning determinism, continue by developing the idea of assertability, and 
conclude by observing that assertability conditions are communal. Th e textual 
evidence suggests that this is how Kripke conceives of the argument:
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Wittgenstein has invented a new form of scepticism. … Of course he 
does not wish to leave us with his problem, but to solve it: the scepti-
cal conclusion is insane and intolerable. It is his solution, I will argue, 
that contains the argument against “private language”; for allegedly, 
the solu tion will not admit such a language. (WRPL: 60)

Th is passage does not claim that intersubjectivity is a direct result of the failure of 
meaning determinism. It rather proposes that intersubjectivity turns out to be an 
implication of the sceptical solution, as if the solution itself could be stated without 
mentioning this implication. Th is take on the relationship between intersubjectivity 
and the sceptical solution is even more pronounced in the following quotation:

Wittgenstein also states a sceptical paradox. Like Hume, he accepts his 
own sceptical argument and off ers a “sceptical solution” to over come 
the appearance of paradox. His solution involves a sceptical interpre-
tation of what is involved in such ordinary assertions as “Jones means 
addition by ‘+’.” Th e impossibility of private language emerges as a cor-
ollary of his sceptical solution of his own paradox, as does the impos-
sibility of “private causation” in Hume. It turns out that the sceptical 
solution does not allow us to speak of a single individual, considered 
by himself and in isolation, as ever meaning anything.  
 (WRPL: 68–9; emphasis added)

If the impossibility of private language “emerges as a corollary of his [i.e. Witt-
genstein’s] sceptical solution”, if “it turns out that the sceptical solution” rules out 
private rule-following, then – at least in an initial formulation of the sceptical 
solution – intersubjectivity obviously need not be prominent.

Kripke proceeds according to this plan. Having fi rst explained the decisive shift  
from classical realism to assertability (WRPL: 71–8), he then goes on to defend 
a communal-intersubjective reading of assertability conditions against an indi-
vidualistic reading (WRPL: 87–91). His defence begins with the exhortation to 
develop his argument on the basis, not of a priori reasoning, but of careful obser-
vation of actual practice:

We have to see under what circumstances attributions of meaning 
are made and what role these attributions play in our lives. Following 
Wittgenstein’s exhortation not to think but to look, we will not reason 
a priori about the role such statements ought to play; rather we will 
fi nd out what circumstances actually license such assertions and what 
role this license actually plays. (WRPL: 86–7)

And the argument against an individualistic rendering of assertability conditions 
appeals directly to “our usual concept of following a rule”:
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All we can say, if we consider a single person in isolation, is that our 
ordinary practice licenses him to apply the rule in the way it strikes 
him.
 But of course this is not our usual concept of following a rule: It is by 
no means the case that, just because someone thinks he is following a 
rule, there is no room for a judgement that he is not really doing so.  
 (WRPL: 88)

Th e only way to make sense of this gap – the gap between thinking one is follow-
ing a rule and following a rule – is to introduce the community:

Th e situation is very diff erent if we widen our gaze from considera-
tion of the rule follower alone and allow ourselves to consider him as 
interacting with a wider community. Others will then have justifi ca-
tion conditions for attributing correct or incorrect rule following to 
the subject, and these will not be simply that the subject’s own author-
ity is unconditionally to be accepted. (WRPL: 89)

Th ese observations enable us correctly to “discern rough assertability conditions” 
for “I mean addition by ‘plus’”:

Jones is entitled, subject to correction by others, provisionally to say, 
“I mean addition by ‘plus’,” whenever he has the feeling of confi dence 
– “now I can go on!” – that he can give “correct” responses in new 
cases; and he is entitled, again provisionally and subject to correction 
by others, to judge a new response to be “correct” simply because it is 
the response he is inclined to give.  (WRPL: 90)

Th e offi  cial road to intersubjectivity suff ers from two problems. Th e fi rst prob-
lem concerns a tension between two modalities: observing our actually existing, 
contingent assertability conditions, and claiming on the basis of this observation 
that a private language is impossible. Boghossian develops this problem in the 
following way. He begins by pointing out that Kripke’s emphasis on the advice 
“not to think but to look” is inevitable if Kripke wishes to avoid turning assert-
ability conditions into truth-conditions. (Remember that Boghossian reads the 
sceptical solution as a form of projectivism.) Any a priori argument concern-
ing assertability conditions, Boghossian insists, would fail by this standard. And 
thus “the sceptical solution can do no more than record the conditions under 
which speakers in fact consider the attribution of a certain concept warranted 
and the endorsement of a particular response appropriate”.1 But if this is all the 
sceptical solution can off er, then it is not clear how it can underwrite the impos-
sibility claim with respect to private language:
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[W]e ought to be puzzled about how the sceptical solution is going to 
deliver a conclusion against solitary language of the requisite modal 
force: namely, that there could not be such a language. For even if 
it were true that our actual assertibility conditions for meaning-
 attributing sentences advert to the dispositions of a community, the 
most that would license saying is that our language is not solitary. And 
this would be a lot less than the result we were promised: namely, that 
any possible language has to be communal.2

Th e second problem is the claim that our actual assertability conditions are 
communal. A number of critics have denied this claim.3 Th e critics take Kripke 
to hold that our assertability condition for “Jones means addition by ‘+’” explicitly 
mentions a second person (who also means addition by “+”). For example: 

I will judge that you (e.g.) mean addition by “+” if and only if I observe 
that your responses with “+” agree with mine suffi  ciently oft en (or 
with those of the community to which I belong).4

I will judge that Jones means addition by “plus” only if Jones uses 
“plus” enough times in the same way I am inclined to use it.5

Th e critics are happy to admit that if this interpretation of assertability condi-
tions were correct, then it would indeed be impossible to make sense of private 
meaning or rule-following. A private meaning or rule would be such that attrib-
uting it to someone would not involve an agreement in responses. And if Kripke’s 
interpretation of assertability conditions is correct, then there cannot be such 
meanings or rules.

Th e critics, however, deny that our assertability conditions of meaning attri-
butions are communal. McGinn claims that the reference to my own responses 
is redundant: “for the correct condition is simply that I observe that you give 
the sum of pairs of numbers suffi  ciently oft en”.6 But if the assertability condition 
is changed in that way, then it no longer refers explicitly to agreement between 
speaker and meaning attributor: “Th is condition [you mean addition by “plus” 
if, and only if, you give sums] is, of course, entirely individualistic in that it refers 
only to the person to whom the rule is ascribed and to his behaviour – no men-
tion here of me or my community”.7 And hence the argument against private 
language collapses:

it is clear that it is not essential to make reference to the community 
in giving the criteria for (e.g.) meaning addition by “+”; and it is the 
claim that it is essential that is supposed by Kripke to have the conse-
quence that we cannot make sense of someone following a rule “con-
sidered in isolation”.8
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I believe that both problems are real. And it is not easy to defl ect them from 
within the “offi  cial road” to intersubjectivity. Fortunately though, there is an alter-
native to the offi  cial road. 

Th e improved road to intersubjectivity

Th e “improved road” diff ers from the offi  cial road in treating intersubjectivity not 
as a “corollary” of the sceptical solution but as a well-nigh corollary of the sceptical 
argument against meaning determinism. Th e argument against meaning deter-
minism in Chapter 2 of WRPL fails to fi nd any intrinsic mental state that could 
fulfi l the meaning-determinist requirements for meaning something by a word. 
And this failure strongly suggests that private rule- following is impossible. I write 
“well-nigh corollary” and “strongly suggests” in order to emphasize that the argu-
ment for intersubjectivity is not a priori and that some further tidying-up remains 
to be done. Th e argument is not a priori and does not establish a strictly necessary 
claim since it is based on the study of a limited number of (existing) positions 
from within the “meaning-determinist spectrum”. Kripke does not seek to provide 
an a priori proof to the eff ect that the options considered in Chapter 2 exhaust that 
spectrum. And he is right not to do so. New meaning-determinist options may be 
developed in the future; this is especially true if we include reformers within the 
range of meaning-determinist position. Any drawing of conclusions regarding the 
 possibility or impossibility of private language must accept this openness of the 
argument. Th e strongest conclusion to be drawn is that given currently available 
versions of meaning determinism, private rule-following is impossible.

Th ere also is a second reason for thinking that – at the end of Chapter 2 of 
WRPL –intersubjectivity is merely a “well-nigh conclusion”. Th is second reason 
has to do with the tidying-up to which I referred in the previous paragraph. Leav-
ing aside the other ingredients of meaning determinism, we might say that Chap-
ter 2 establishes the insuffi  ciency of a position that combines privacy and classical 
realism. But of course a conjunction is false not just if both conjuncts are false; it 
is false also if just one of the two conjuncts is false. Th e sceptical solution negates 
both conjuncts, and thereby endorses their opposites: intersubjectivity and assert-
ability. Reformers of meaning determinism will demur. Th ey will propose a more 
conservative modifi cation: combine intersubjectivity with classical realism or pri-
vacy with assertability. Th e advocate of the sceptical solution therefore needs to 
block these two forms of escape. As I mentioned in earlier chapters, Kripke indi-
cates his opposition to intersubjectivity cum classical realism late in his book:

Wittgenstein’s theory should not be confused with a theory that, for 
any m and n, the value of the function we mean by “plus”, is (by defi -
nition) the value that (nearly) all the linguistic community would give 
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as the answer. Such a theory would be a theory of the truth conditions 
of such assertions as “By ‘plus’ we mean such-and- such a function,” 
or “By ‘plus’ we mean a function, which, when applied to 68 and 57 
as arguments, yields 125 as value.” … Th e theory would assert that 
125 is the value of the function meant for given arguments, if and 
only if “125” is the response nearly everyone would give, given these 
arguments. Th us the theory would be a social, or community-wide, 
 version of the disposi tional theory, and would be open to at least some 
of the same criticisms as the original form. (WRPL: 111)

Th is leaves privacy cum assertability. Kripke addresses this position, too; indeed, 
his criticism of it was cited above as part of the “offi  cial road”. Th e question at this 
point is by what means Kripke is allowed to challenge it. Th e offi  cial road insists 
that Kripke may challenge privacy cum assertability only if, and only in so far as, 
it is ruled out by the contents of our existing assertability conditions. I cannot see 
why the improved road would have to stick to this demand. Aft er all, the criti-
cisms of privacy cum classical realism and intersubjectivity cum classical realism 
were not constrained in this way. So why should there be a problem with argu-
ing that privacy cum assertability is unable to capture the distinction between 
“is right” and “seems right”? Th e argument may well be a priori, but in arguing 
in this way, Kripke is not committing himself to fi nding necessary and suffi  cient 
conditions for someone’s meaning X by “y”. 

Th e improved road to intersubjectivity is not troubled by the two problems that 
caused diffi  culties for the offi  cial road. Th e improved road is not trying to derive 
an impossibility claim from a mere observation of contingent phenomena. It scru-
tinizes the coherence of the four possible ways of combining privacy, intersubjec-
tivity, classical realism and assertability and concludes that only the combination 
of intersubjectivity and assertability does not fail the test. Th e specifi c form of 
our existing assertability conditions does not play an essential role in this inves-
tigation. Any assertability conditions – recognizable to us as such – will do. Th e 
improved road can thus grant that our assertability conditions need not always 
make explicit reference to interpersonal comparison in responses. Th e only thing 
that counts is how assertability conditions are used; and we know from the argu-
ments over privacy that they must be used in an intersubjective setting.

Th e sceptical solution and Robinson Crusoe: criticism

Th e traditional tool for thinking about privacy and rule-following is a thought 
experiment involving Robinson Crusoe. Could Crusoe be said to follow rules? 
When asking this question, some philosophers think of the Crusoe as described in 
Defoe’s novel: that is, a man who grows up in a human community but  eventually 
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ends up shipwrecked and socially isolated on an island (Friday’s appearance is 
ignored here). Other philosophers modify the story and make Crusoe a social 
isolate from birth. If this second Crusoe is to be a rule-follower he must not just 
be able to follow rules in social isolation, he must also invent for himself the very 
notion of a rule. In what follows I shall always have the latter stronger form of 
Crusoe in mind.

Most readers of WRPL will naturally assume that Kripke’s Wittgenstein must 
deny the possibility of a rule-following Crusoe. Aft er all, is not the argument 
against privacy an argument against this very possibility? Th us it will come as 
something of a surprise to most fi rst-time readers of WRPL that Kripke – late in 
Chapter 3 – writes as follows: 

Does this [i.e. the previous argument against privacy] mean that Rob-
inson Crusoe, isolated on an island, cannot be said to follow any rules, 
no matter what he does? I do not see that this follows. What does 
follow is that if we think of Crusoe as following rules, we are taking 
him into our community and applying our criteria for rule-following 
to him. Th e falsity of the private model need not mean that a physi-
cally isolated individual cannot be said to follow rules; rather that an 
individual, considered in isolation (whether or not he is physically iso-
lated), cannot be said to do so. Remember that Wittgenstein’s theory 
is one of assertability conditions. Our community can assert of any 
individual that he follows a rule if he passes the tests for rule- following 
applied to any member of the community. (WRPL: 110)

And Kripke adds in a footnote to the third sentence: “If Wittgenstein would have 
any problem with Crusoe, perhaps the problem would be whether we have any 
‘right’ to take him into our community in this way, and attribute our rules to him” 
(WRPL: 110, n.85).

Critics have raised a number of concerns regarding these passages. An initial 
problem, noted by Stuart Shanker, is that it remains unclear what tests Crusoe 
has to pass in order to be judged a rule-follower by our standards. Are there gen-
eral tests for being a rule-follower, independently of being a follower of this or 
that of our rules? Or are all such tests meant to pick out the following of specifi c 
rules? Th e main text suggests the former, but the footnote suggests the latter. If 
the former were enough then Kripke’s earlier remarks on accepting others into 
our community would seem to have been forgotten. Th ese remarks suggested that 
we take individuals into our community if they follow our rules, and not if they fi t 
some general criteria for following just any rule.9 A further worry is that Kripke 
now makes it too easy for social isolates to follow rules. Noam Chomsky has even 
suspected that Kripke’s treatment of Crusoe “defangs” the whole previous argu-
ment against private language. Chomsky’s point is that even the social isolate 
might fulfi l some of our criteria for being a rule-follower in general.10 Moreover, 
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Kripke’s most outspoken critics, G. P. Baker and P. M. S. Hacker, target the very 
idea that in thinking of Crusoe as a rule-follower we “are taking him into our 
community and applying our criteria for rule- following to him”:

Th is seems confused. … Does it mean that in saying that he is follow-
ing a rule we are applying our criteria for rule-following to him? Well 
– are there other criteria? Th is, presumably, is what “rule-following” 
means. When we say of the cat that it is hunting the mouse, we are 
applying our criteria of hunting to it. Do we thereby take the cat into 
our community?11 

At this point Baker and Hacker themselves propose a possible reply. Perhaps we 
should say that “taking Crusoe into our community” simply consists in our apply-
ing our assertability conditions to him. His responses have to agree with ours for 
us to attribute any rule to him. Unfortunately, according to the critics, this reply 
will not do:

Must we? Must Crusoe’s rules be the same as ours? … Could he not 
invent new rules, play new games? To be sure, in order to grasp them, 
we must understand what counts, in Crusoe’s practice, as following a 
rule. And that must be evident in Crusoe’s activities. But that is not 
the same as checking to see whether his responses agree with ours, let 
alone a matter of “taking him into our community”.12

As if this were not bad enough, a considerable number of writers have sought 
to defend the idea that Crusoe can follow rules even independently of our “tak-
ing him into our community and applying our criteria for rule following to him”. 
A number of diff erent arguments can be distinguished here. I propose calling the 
fi rst argument the “metaphysical argument”. It appeals to our intuitions of what is 
conceivable and hence metaphysically possible. Allegedly we can easily imagine 
that God had created just one human being, and that God had created this human 
being as a rule-follower. And since this scenario is conceivable, so the thought 
continues, it is metaphysically possible as well.13

Th e second argument is the “internalist argument”. It maintains that whether or 
not an individual is a rule-follower depends solely on facts about that  individual’s 
mental states. Th e point can be made forcefully by imagining catastrophes that 
have but a single survivor: “could not the rest of the human race be wiped out 
while you sleep and yet the next day you awake with your rule-following capaci-
ties intact?”14 

Th irdly, the idea of the “invention argument” is simple. If all rule-following 
had to be communal, then rules could not have a fi rst follower. But rules must 
have fi rst followers, or else rules could never be invented. Th e inventor of a rule 
is its fi rst follower.15
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A fourth line of reasoning is a parity argument. Since two diff erent parity argu-
ments have been advanced, I call the fourth line “parity argument A”. It concerns the 
idea that we can speak of rule-following only where we fi nd a distinction between 
seems right and is right, between “thinking one is following the rule (correctly)” 
and “following the rule correctly”. Critics of individualism insist that this crite-
rion makes it impossible for isolated individuals to follow rules. Parity argument 
A attacks this consideration by insisting on a parity between individual and com-
munity. Individual and community are on a par: if individuals cannot draw the 
distinction between seems right and is right then neither can communities as a 
whole. Th e individual cannot get access to an is right by referring to his commu-
nity, for his community can at best off er him a “communal seems right”. As John 
McDowell puts it:

Th e trouble is that there is a precise parallel between the communi-
ty’s supposed grasp of the patterns that it has communally committed 
itself to and the individual’s supposed grasp of his idiolectic com-
mitments. Whatever applications of an expression secure communal 
approval, just those applications will seem to the community to con-
form with its understanding of the expression. … One would like to 
say: whatever is going to seem right to us is right. And that only means 
that here we can’t talk about “right”.16

Fift hly, “parity argument B” insists on the parity of individual and group in 
a diff erent way. Th e thought is that whatever social intersubjective structure the 
opponent of privacy insists on, the individualist can always point to a similar 
intrasubjective structure that can do the same work. For instance, granted that 
rule-following involves agreement and correction, why demand that such agree-
ment and correction calls for groups of individuals? Why not accept that the time-
slices of one and the same individuals can deliver the goods? Here is Blackburn’s 
version of the objection:

Th e members of a community stand to each other as the momentary 
time-slices of an individual do. … And when the community says “well, 
we just see ourselves as agreeing (dignify, compliment ourselves as com-
prehending the same rule)” the individual just borrows the trick, and 
compliments himself on his rapport with his previous times.17

Sixthly, and fi nally, “similarity arguments” have the following form:

Premise One: When we follow rules we behave in ways W.
Premise Two: We can imagine social isolates behaving in ways similar 

to W.
Conclusion: We should allow that social isolates follow rules.
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Here are three examples:

[T]here is no reason why Crusoe should not follow a pattern or par-
adigm, making occasional mistakes perhaps, and occasionally (but 
maybe not always) noticing and correcting his mistakes. Th at he is 
following a rule will show itself in the manner in which he uses the 
formulation of the rule as a canon or norm of correctness. Hence, to 
take a simple example, he might use the pattern ---…---… as a rule 
or pattern to follow in decorating the walls of his house; when he 
notices four dots in a sequence he manifests annoyance with himself. 
He carefully goes back and rubs one out, and perhaps checks carefully 
adjacent marks, comparing them with his “master-pattern”. And so 
on. Of course, he is not merely following his “inclinations’”, but rather 
following the rule. And it is his behaviour, including his corrective 
behaviour, which shows both that he is following the rule, and what 
he counts as following the rule.18

Consider the example (due to Michael Dummett) of a born Crusoe 
who fi nds a Rubik’s cube washed onto his island, and learns to solve 
it. Th e fact is that he does it. He certainly doesn’t solve it randomly, 
for he can do it on demand. It is natural to say that he follows prin-
ciples (when there is a last corner left  to do …). Perhaps he has some 
rudimentary diagrams or other mnemonics which he consults. With 
these he can do it, and without them he cannot.19

I fi nd it perfectly possible to imagine that Romulus, upon reaching the 
age of reason, hits upon the idea of distributing sign-posts around his 
island as an aide-memoire. He wants to avoid the marshes, so he writes 
an arrow in the sand and undertakes to walk in the direction of its 
head when he comes across it in future; he follows his rule correctly 
in the future if he conforms his actions to his original intentions in 
respect of the arrow; and he may discover on occasion that he has fol-
lowed his rule incorrectly when, misremembering his original inten-
tion, he fi nds himself wallowing in the marsh (he mistakenly thought 
that his original intention was to follow the tail of the arrow).20

Th e sceptical solution and Robinson Crusoe: reply to criticism

In the following I shall argue that the objections summarized above are not 
 detrimental to Kripke’s treatment of Crusoe. Th e natural starting-point of a  re-
evaluation is the passage from WRPL that sparked the criticism. Two points of 
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clarifi cation seem particularly important. Th e fi rst concerns Kripke’s contrast 
between “a physically isolated individual” and “an individual, considered in isola-
tion (whether or not he is physically isolated)”. Th is contrast could be put more 
clearly by distinguishing between physical and social isolation.21 Social life is epi-
sodic; between our face-to-face encounters we are physically isolated from oth-
ers. But even when we are physically isolated, we remain socially “embedded”: we 
are related to others in our thinking, feeling and acting. We anticipate blame and 
reward, we make plans that involve others, and we harbour various feelings for 
them. To be physically but not socially isolated is a frequent experience for most 
of us. But we are never fully socially isolated. A wolf-child (before capture) would 
be a case of someone who was both physically and socially isolated from other 
human beings. And maybe a severely autistic child can be thought of as being 
socially but not physically isolated. Th e case of Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe is not 
so clear. Crusoe grows up in human communities and washes up on the shores 
of his island only at a time when he is already an adult. Subsequently he spends 
twenty-six years on his own. Was Crusoe socially or just physically isolated? Intui-
tions diverge at this point. If we judge him to have been merely physically isolated, 
we are thinking of his twenty-six lonely years as a (very long) interval between 
face-to-face encounters. If we opt for social isolation we are guided by the idea 
that twenty-six years is too long a period to count as an interval between social 
interactions.

Th e second point of clarifi cation pertains to Kripke’s talk of “taking him [i.e. 
Crusoe] into our community and applying our criteria of rule-following to him”. 
I have already proposed that to take someone into our community is to give them 
a social status within our community. One aspect of social status attributions is 
particularly important here. In order for someone – say Jones – to have a certain 
social status, a community (or its representatives) must have imposed this status 
on Jones. In deciding on this imposition of status, the community has some rough 
and ready criteria. But it is not enough for Jones to have the status that he fulfi ls 
these criteria. Unless the community (or its representatives) actually confers the 
status – perhaps by saying something like “we hereby declare you to be …” – Jones 
does not have it. We might put this point by saying that one of the  criteria of Jones 
having the status is that the community (or its representatives) has imposed the 
status on him. Applied to rule-following: if being a rule-follower is a social status, 
then Crusoe cannot be a rule-follower merely by fi tting the rough and ready cri-
teria on the basis of which a community decides who should be a rule-follower. 
Crusoe is a rule-follower – he has this social status – only if a community has 
actually conferred this status on him. 

Th is way of interpreting talk of “taking into the community” helps immediately 
with one of Baker and Hacker’s objections. Th ey write: “When we say of the cat 
that it is hunting the mouse, we are applying our criteria of hunting to it. Do we 
thereby take the cat into our community?” Th e implied answer is of course “no”. 
And by parity of reasoning, Baker and Hacker insist that the answer should be 
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“no” also for the allegedly analogous case of deciding whether the isolated Cru-
soe could follow rules. At fi rst sight, this seems plausible enough. Nevertheless, 
Baker and Hacker are wrong to see the two cases as analogous. “To be hunting” 
is not a social status. One can fi t the criteria for hunting without being the mem-
ber of any social community. But if the overall argument of meaning scepticism 
is correct then one cannot fi t the criteria for being a rule-follower without having 
a social status (and thereby being a member of a community). In suggesting that 
rule-following is a natural property rather than social status, Baker and Hacker 
beg the question against the meaning-sceptical argument as a whole.

Baker and Hacker’s criticism, of course, goes further. Th ey also question the 
intelligibility of Kripke’s reference to “our criteria” by wondering, “Well – are there 
other criteria?” Clearly they think that the answer is negative. In order to make 
progress here, and also to answer Shanker’s and Chomsky’s objections, one must 
attend carefully to two of Kripke’s comments on forms of life:

Th e set of responses in which we agree, and the way they interweave 
with our activities, is our form of life. Beings who agreed in consistently 
giving bizarre quus-like responses would share in another form of life. 
By defi nition, such another form of life would be bizarre and incompre-
hensible to us. (“If a lion could talk, we could not understand him” … 
[PI: 223].) However, if we can imagine the abstract possibility of another 
form of life (and no a priori argument would seem to exclude it), the 
members of a community sharing such a quus-like form of life could 
play the game of attributing rules and concepts to each other as we do. 
Someone would be said, in such a community, to follow a rule, as long 
as he agrees in his responses with the (quus-like) responses produced 
by the members of that community. (WRPL: 96)

In this passage Kripke seems to allow that we can speak of rule-following in 
another form of life, and without taking members of this other form of life into 
our community. Note, however, that Kripke speaks of an “abstract possibility of 
another form of life” (emphasis added). I take this to mean that we might have dif-
fi culties once we try to imagine this possibility in more detail. Th is reading seems 
to be supported by a footnote two pages aft er the above quote:

Can we imagine forms of life other than our own, that is, can we imag-
ine creatures who follow rules in bizarre quus-like ways? It seems to 
me that there may be a certain tension in Wittgenstein’s philosophy 
here. On the one hand, it would seem that Wittgenstein’s paradox 
argues that there is no a priori reason why a creature could not fol-
low a quus-like rule, and thus in this sense we ought to regard such 
creatures as conceivable. On the other hand, it is supposed to be part 
of our very form of life that we fi nd it natural and, indeed, inevitable 
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that we follow the rule for addition in the particular way that we do. 
(See §231: “‘But surely you can see …?’ Th at is just the characteris-
tic expression of someone who is under the compulsion of a rule.”) 
But then it seems that we should be unable to understand “from the 
inside” (cf. the notion of “Verstehen” in various German writers) how 
any creature could follow a quus-like rule. We could describe such 
behaviour extensionally and behaviouristically, but we would be una-
ble to fi nd it intelligible how the creature fi nds it natural to behave in 
this way. Th is consequence does, indeed, seem to go with Wittgen-
stein’s conception of the matter. (WRPL: 98, n.78)

Taking these two quotations together, it seems reasonable to say that there is 
a sense in which we can rightfully speak of “our criteria” for rule-following. We 
can – abstractly – make sense of the possibility of other forms of life. But there 
are limits to the sense we can make of this possibility. A radically diff erent form 
of life – a form of life in which the quus-rule would be “natural” – cannot really 
be understood by us. And hence we also cannot make sense of attributing rules 
to the members of that form of life. We can only attribute rules where we can rely 
on a considerable degree of agreement in responses. 

Th ese considerations can also alleviate Shanker’s and Chomsky’s worries. Th e 
fact that WRPL discusses Crusoe from the perspective of assertability conditions 
does not make private rule-following too easy (as Chomsky alleges). On the con-
trary, Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s approach implies that we are able to attribute rules 
only where we fi nd a broad agreement in responses. And we fi nd an agreement 
in responses only among creatures who share the same form of life. Moreover, 
attributing rules to other human beings has a rationale: it has the point of rec-
ommending these human beings to others in our community, and the point of 
making them one of us (by imposing a social status on them). Th ese features of 
rule-following radically limit the range of possible rule-followers. It makes it dif-
fi cult – indeed, impossible – for social isolates to qualify.22 

Shanker complains that Kripke’s Wittgenstein seems to take two diff erent posi-
tions. In some places Kripke’s Wittgenstein insists that for someone to follow 
a rule (by our lights) he has to follow one of our rules. In the Crusoe passage 
the position is diff erent; here Kripke seems to allow for general criteria for rule-
 following, criteria that do not involve criteria for following any particular rule 
of ours. I fail to see the problem. On the one hand, it is not claimed by Kripke’s 
Wittgenstein that I can only attribute our (already shared) rules to others. (I have 
discussed such cases in Chapter 2.) On the other hand, it seems that Shanker reads 
too much into Kripke’s sentence “What does follow is that if we think of Crusoe 
as following rules, we are taking him into our community and applying our cri-
teria for rule-following to him”. We need not read the expression “our criteria for 
rule-following” as referring to general criteria for rule-following over and above 
our criteria for deciding whether or not someone follows rules that we are able to 
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make sense of. It seems much more intuitive to say that someone fi ts our criteria 
for being a rule-follower if we are able and willing to attribute a good number of 
specifi c rules to him.

Turning next to the metaphysical argument – surely it is conceivable, and thus 
logically possible, that God creates but a single rule-follower – I fi nd the argument 
either question-begging or incomplete. It is question-begging if it is based on a 
certain view of what it means to be a rule-follower. Th is is the view of (low-brow) 
meaning determinism. If this conception is presupposed then it is simply wrong 
to say that we can conceive of God creating a single rule- following human being. 
Th e sceptical argument against meaning determinism shows that this conception 
is incoherent. Hence the metaphysical argument had better be based on an alter-
native view to meaning determinism. 

Th e metaphysical argument – as well as many other arguments in favour of 
privacy – commits the mistake identifi ed by Kripke when comparing Hume on 
causality with Wittgenstein on private language: 

Only when the particular events a and b are thought of as subsumed 
under two respective event types, A and B, which are related by a 
generalization that all events of type A are followed by events of type 
B, can a be said to “cause” b. … Can one reasonably protest: surely 
there is nothing the event a can do with the help of other events of the 
same type that it cannot do by itself! Indeed, to say that a, by itself, 
is a suffi  cient cause of b is to say that, had the rest of the universe 
been removed, a still would have produced b! Intuitively this may well 
be so, but the intuitive objection ignores Hume’s sceptical argument. 
… Of course I am suggesting that Wittgenstein’s argument against 
 private language has a structure similar to Hume’s argument against 
private causation. … It turns out that the sceptical solution does not 
allow us to speak of a single individual, considered by himself and in 
isolation, as ever meaning anything. Once again an objection based 
on an intuitive feeling that no one else can aff ect what I mean by a 
given symbol ignores the sceptical argument that undermines any 
such naive intuition about meaning. (WRPL: 68–9)

Th e internalist argument – could not the rest of the human race be wiped out 
while you sleep and yet the next day you awake with your rule-following capaci-
ties intact? – is certainly guilty of this charge. It mirrors the objection to Hume 
that Kripke envisages but rightly rejects as missing the point: “Indeed, to say that 
a, by itself, is a suffi  cient cause of b is to say that, had the rest of the universe been 
removed, a still would have produced b!” (WRPL: 68). One cannot marshal an 
intuition against a position if that position has already shown the intuition to be 
indefensible. Th e problem in the present case is that all of Chapter 2 of WRPL is 
a refutation of the idea of an individual’s intrinsic rule-following capacities. Th e 
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internalist argument can seem plausible only against the background of a sud-
den amnesia. 

Th e invention argument – if all rule-following had to be communal there could 
not be an inventor of rules – suff ers from similar weaknesses. Th e fi rst question 
for an advocate of this argument must be how he envisages the act of inventing a 
rule. Th is act must not be construed along familiar meaning-determinist lines or 
else the crucial issue is being begged. But if the advocate has another possibility 
in mind, we need to know what it is. What then would the sceptical solution have 
to say about the invention of rules? Can this phenomenon be accommodated? I 
do not see any diffi  culties here. Imagine that Jones contemplates a new form of 
chess (say, chess without castling). Under what circumstances would he be justi-
fi ed to say that he is following the rule “do not castle” in chess? Th e assertability 
conditions will be the familiar ones. He will be entitled to make this claim if he is 
confi dent of acting in accordance with his rule and if he is open to being corrected 
by others who have accepted his new variant of chess. Jones may even be looked 
on as the fi rst follower of his rule. But that Jones can be so looked on by others 
does not show that social isolates can follow rules. It merely shows that there are 
rules and times in Jones’s life when “mastery is simply presumed on the basis of 
his membership in the community” (WRPL: 104, n.83). 

Parity argument A – the parity of group and individual as far as the is-right/
seems-right distinction is concerned – does not survive closer scrutiny either. It 
simply is not correct to say that individual and group are in the same boat here. 
Th e argument works only if one employs a simply dichotomy of “isolated indi-
vidual” versus “isolated group as a whole”. But these are not, of course, the only 
alternatives. Between the extremes of isolated individual and the group we can 
identify a third alternative: the individual within a community. And for such an 
individual there will be a distinction between actual and seeming correctness.23 
One may well suspect that Parity argument A is based on “treating the community 
as itself an individual, and supposing that there is one way of going on that seems 
to this superindividual as though it is correct”.24 Indeed, the history of theorizing 
about individual and group is full of misleading assimilations of one to the other: 
either the group is conceptualized as an individual writ large, or the individual 
is thought of as a community writ small.25 It is easy to see how both metaphors 
can mislead. Take the former metaphor fi rst. Once we routinely think of groups 
as akin to individuals, we will have few qualms about extending psychological 
vocabulary to groups in a direct and straightforward way: talk of group minds and 
collective wills will be hard to avoid. Th is will make it diffi  cult for us to appreciate 
that all group phenomena are constituted in and through the interaction between 
individuals. Groups consist of interacting individuals. Parity argument A looks 
compelling only once we have lost sight of this obvious idea.

Assimilating individuals to groups is no less problematic. I submit that this 
assimilation underlies Parity argument B, that is, the claim that, as far as normativ-
ity is concerned, intrasubjectivity is not principally diff erent from  intersubjectivity. 
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Th is thought will seem natural and obvious if we think of the individual mind as a 
group of interacting voices or time-slices. Many philosophers will fi nd this thought 
intuitive; aft er all, it has informed their theorizing as least since Plato’s Republic. 
And yet, there are reasons for scepticism regarding this assimilation. Th e main 
problem is that intrasubjectivity can capture normativity only by either falling back 
on meaning-determinist concepts, or by distorting one’s relationship to oneself. It 
just is not true that meaning-attributions to myself and for myself have the utility of 
informing me under what circumstances I can rely on myself.26 As Kripke puts it:

As members of the community correct each other, might a given indi-
vidual correct himself? … it would appear that an individual remem-
bers his own “intentions” and can use memory of these intentions 
to correct another mistaken memory. In the presence of the [scepti-
cal] paradox, any such “naïve” ideas are meaningless. Ultimately, an 
individual may simply have confl icting brute inclinations, while the 
upshot of the matter depends on his will alone. Th e situation is not 
analogous to the case of the community, where distinct individuals 
have distinct and independent wills, and where, when an individual 
is accepted into the community, others judge that they can rely on his 
response … No corresponding relation between an individual and 
himself has the same utility. (WRPL: 112)

Th is leaves us with the similarity argument. It tries to convince us, by way of 
examples, that we must attribute rules to social isolates even when these share 
very little with us. A social isolate who successfully solves the Rubik’s cube – occa-
sionally consulting signs he has drawn in the sand – seems like an obvious case 
in point. However else we might diff er, if he regularly manages to bring it about 
(without taking the cube apart) that each surface of the cube is of a single colour 
then surely he must be following rules. Or consider the Crusoe who draws him-
self arrows in the sand to get to the beach. Surely he can fi nd out that he has fol-
lowed his rule – if you want to get to the beach follow the arrows – incorrectly. 
It should be clear that these intuition pumps do not improve on the arguments 
already discussed. As ever the individualist begs the question against the scepti-
cal argument. If the behaviour of Crusoe is to indicate rule-following how is that 
rule-following to be conceived? If the rule-following is to be conceived in terms 
of a mental state (perhaps reduced to dispositions) then we face all the familiar 
problems. If it is to be conceived in some other way then we need to know which 
way this is. Just appealing to the behaviour is not enough. 

Other criticisms can be pressed as well. First, here is a forceful criticism by 
Norman Lillegard of the Rubik’s cube example: 

Crusoe is sitting on the beach. Th e cube washes up. He picks it up, 
fools with it. For years perhaps. Th en suddenly it pops into his mind: 
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“perhaps there is a solution to this”. Th is is ludicrous. Or, nothing 
pops into his mind (in particular no English sentences) but he simply 
starts manipulating the cube, making little marks in the sand, look-
ing back at them now and then, and eventually, he has it! What? Th e 
solution! I personally can neither imagine, conceive, nor make sense 
of this. In particular I do not see how anything that Crusoe did could 
be considered by him to be mistaken or incorrect, except in the sense 
of failing to get him from A to B in the way that some other “move” 
did. But there could not be anything “correct” about getting to B itself, 
(though doing so might be pleasing, satisfying, conducive to survival, 
etc.) We can imagine a born Crusoe fi nding the solution to the Rubik’s 
Cube only by forgetting who a born Crusoe is, perhaps, by forgetting 
that he is a born Crusoe.27 

Th e important point is that whatever a born Crusoe does, he is too diff erent 
from us for us to be entitled to regard him as a rule-follower. We cannot regard 
him as a rule-follower simply on the grounds that he manipulates the cube while 
“consulting” his marks in the sand. Th e marks in the sand might cause him to pro-
duce a combination of colours on his cube such that we would count the cube as 
“correctly solved”; correctly solved, that is, if we had done the solving. Compare 
the current case with ants that leave odour marks in the forest to enable them to 
revisit a food source. We would not regard the ants as rule-followers possessing 
a sense of correct and incorrect, although they may well be guided by something 
external to themselves (i.e. the odour marks). We would not regard the ants as 
rule-followers, since we have no idea of how ants could acquire concepts such 
as “correct” and “incorrect”. We know how we acquire these concepts and where 
they fi gure: in discursive practices of teaching and training and in justifi cations 
and negotiations with others. Put diff erently, in order for us to think of someone 
as a rule-follower, we must be able to think of “correctness” and “incorrectness” 
(or their analogues) as concepts that they possess (as actors’ categories).28 Th ere is 
nothing in the Crusoe-cum-cube story that invites or allows for this hypothesis. 
In this story we fi nd plenty of regularities and actions that accord with one of our 
rules, but we do not fi nd rule-following.

Similar comments are appropriate concerning the pattern example introduced 
by Baker and Hacker: (---…---…). If Crusoe is not part of our community, then 
all hypotheses concerning his behaviour – that his behaviour constitutes a cor-
rection of earlier actions, an introduction or modifi cation of a (new) rule – are 
fatally underdetermined.29

Th is brings us, fi nally, to McGinn’s Romulus. His case has been discussed by 
Norman Malcolm: 

McGinn imagines that Romulus “hits upon the idea” of employing 
directional signs to guide him. Now how are we to conceive of what 
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went on when this “idea” occurred to Romulus? Did he say to himself, 
“In order to avoid the marsh I need signs to guide me”? But presum-
ably Romulus has no language. So did he have that thought, without 
words? But whatever constellation of wordless images or feelings that 
Romulus had, by virtue of what would that constellation have the 
same meaning as the foregoing sentence? Why couldn’t that constel-
lation be translated into a sentence with a diff erent meaning? Noth-
ing could justify one translation rather than another. Nor could that 
thought be displayed in the behaviour of Romulus. … nothing in his 
behaviour could display the thought “In order to avoid the marsh I 
need signs to guide me”.30

David Pears is unconvinced. He grants that no meaning can be given to the 
idea of a wolf-child intentionally introducing a sign; to imagine this is to imagine 
that wolf-child having a language already. But Pears insist that the introduction 
of a sign might occur unintentionally: 

An animal that always uses the same track on the journey out would 
be setting up signs which would guide it on the return journey, with-
out any such plan, and perhaps without even the capacity to make 
plans. … Is there anything to stop the development of a system of 
self-addressed signs out of this kind of pattern of behaviour, given the 
intelligence of a human child?31

Pears is right: there is nothing to stop the development of a system of self-
addressed signs. And there is no reason why the argument against privacy would 
have to oppose its development. Th e crucial issue is not the existence of self-
addressed signs of some sort; the crucial question is whether we can make sense 
of meaning and thought, intention and rule before the animal or child becomes 
part of our form of life. 

I–we and I–thou

Th e sceptical solution has been attacked not only by defenders of private language 
but also by philosophers who advocate conceptions of intersubjectivity that diff er 
from that put forward in the sceptical solution. I shall conclude by discussing the 
most important such criticism.

According to Brandom, Kripke’s Wittgenstein is among those who “personify 
the community, [who] talk about it as though it were able to do the same sorts of 
things that individual community members can do – perform additions, apply 
rules, assess performances, and so on”. Brandom cites the following evidence: 
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[T]o pick one page almost at random, Kripke talks about “the commu-
nity’s accepting” conditionals codifying relations between attributions 
of intentional states and commitments to act, what “the community 
regards as right”, what “the community endorses”, and so on.32

In such passages, Kripke allegedly emerges as a thinker who favours the “I–we” 
dyad over the “I–thou” dyad. Th at is to say, WRPL seems to neglect the one-
to-one interaction between individuals, and focuses primarily on how  individuals 
are evaluated and appraised by their community. Brandom takes the emphasis 
on “I–we” as a symptom of Kripke’s Wittgenstein being a “communal assessment 
theorist”. To explain this term, we need to attend to Brandom’s broader concern. 

Brandom is a normativist about meaning and mental content. And thus he sees 
the need for a philosophical elucidation of norms. Brandom rejects two tradi-
tional ways of aiming for such elucidation: “regulism” and “regularism”. Regulism 
supposes that norms are explicitly formulated rules: “norms are likened to laws 
in the sense of statutes. For conduct is legally appropriate or inappropriate just 
insofar as it is governed by some explicit law that says it is”.33 Brandom believes 
that regulism has been refuted by Wittgenstein’s regress arguments: no explicit 
norm can stand on its own feet; it can always be shown that in order to apply it 
(correctly) we need a further norm. 

Regularism seeks to reduce norms to “regularities of performances”: “Th e 
simple regularity approach is committed to identifying the distinction between 
correct and incorrect performance with that between regular and irregular per-
formance”.34 A performance is correct, regularism alleges, if it is regularly per-
formed (or endorsed). Regularism has also been discarded by Wittgenstein. 
However, in the case of regularism the damage is done by the possibility of ger-
rymandering not by regress considerations: 

Th e problem is that any particular set of performances exhibits many 
regularities. Th ese will agree on the performances that have been pro-
duced and diff er in their treatment of some possible performances 
that have not (yet) been produced. A performance can be denomi-
nated “irregular” only with respect to a specifi ed regularity, not tout 
court”.35

In order to answer this challenge, the regularist must privilege some regularities over 
others. Alas, at least a simple version of regularism lacks the tools for doing so. 

Brandom grants that Kripke has “powerfully expounded” Wittgenstein’s argu-
ments against simple forms of regularism.36 And Brandom maintains that the 
sceptical solution is nothing but a more sophisticated version of the same posi-
tion. Th is more sophisticated version is the “communal assessment theory” 
mentioned above. A community assessment theory claims that the regularities 
relevant for, and constitutive of, normativity are not the regularities of individ-
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uals’  performances or appraisals (of others’ performances), but “regularities of 
appraisals by the community as a whole”.37 It is the “we”, the community, that sets 
the standard for the “I”, or the individual. Whatever the community regularly 
appraises as correct, is correct.

Brandom puts forward three objections against communal assessment theory, 
and thus three objections against the sceptical solution. Th e fi rst says that com-
munal assessment theory has a “mythological conception of communities”: “the 
idea of communal performances, assessments, or verdicts on which it relies is a 
fi ction”.38 Communities (as a whole) do not act, assess or pass verdicts. Th e second 
objection claims that communal assessment theory tends to cheat by smuggling 
normative notions into what claims to be a “reductive, non- normative regularity 
theory”.39 One important place where such smuggling occurs is the idea of com-
munity membership. To be a member of a community is to occupy a normative 
status: it comes with rights and duties.40 Th irdly, communal assessment theory is 
defective also because it “globally privileges” the community. It assumes that the 
community sets the standard of objectivity, and in so doing “it cannot fi nd room 
for the possibility of error regarding that privileged perspective; what the com-
munity takes to be correct is correct”.41

Is Brandom right to accuse the sceptical solution of globally privileging the 
community, and is he right to direct his three objections against it? Let us start 
with the textual evidence. Brandom suggests that proof of Kripke’s tendency to 
personify communities exists in abundance; aft er all, his three quotes from one 
page are prefaced by “to pick one page almost at random”. Closer inspection 
reveals, however, that this is an exaggeration. Only four pages of the 113-page 
book (not counting the Appendix) contain the lamented expressions: 

Any indi vidual who claims to have mastered the concept of addi-
tion will be judged by the community to have done so if his particular 
responses agree with those of the community in enough cases …  
 (WRPL: 92–3, emphasis added)

A deviant individual whose responses do not accord with those of the 
community in enough cases will not be judged, by the community, to 
be following its rules; … When the community denies of someone that 
he is following certain rules, it excludes him from various trans actions 
… (WRPL: 93, emphasis added)

Th e rough conditional thus expresses a restriction on the communi-
ty’s game of attributing to one of its members the grasping of a certain 
concept: if the individual in question no longer conforms to what the 
community would do in these circumstances, the community can no 
longer attribute the concept to him.  (WRPL: 95 emphasis added)
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On the other hand, if an individual passes enough tests, the commu-
nity (endorsing assertions of the form (i)) accepts him as a rule follower, 
thus enabling him to engage in certain types of interactions with them 
that depend on their reliance on his responses…. the community must 
be able to judge whether an individual is indeed following a given rule 
in particular applications, i.e. whether his responses agree with their 
own. In the case of avowals of sensations, the way the community 
makes this judgement is by observing the individual’s behaviour and 
surrounding circumstances. (WRPL: 108–9 emphasis added)

Moreover, these passages using the I–we opposition stand side by side with 
passages that analyse the relationship between individuals: the I–thou. For exam-
ple, Kripke asks under what conditions there is “justifi cation for anyone to say of 
[another] person” that he has failed to follow a rule (WRPL: 88–9). Th e judgement 
is made here by one individual about another individual. Or think of the longish 
discussion of the one-to-one interaction between pupil and teacher, or Smith and 
Jones (WRPL: 89–92). Th e latter discussion contains a formulation of assertability 
conditions that refers to “others”, not to a community as a whole: 

From this we can discern rough assertability conditions for such a 
sentence as “Jones means addition by ‘plus’.” Jones is entitled, sub-
ject to correction by others, provisionally to say, “I mean addition by 
‘plus’,” whenever he has the feeling of confi dence – “now I can go on!” 
– that he can give “correct” responses in new cases; and he is entitled, 
again provisionally and subject to correction by others, to judge a new 
response to be “correct” simply because it is the response he is inclined 
to give. (WRPL: 90, emphasis on “others” added)

Note also that for Kripke any interaction with the community is really an inter-
action “with others”, that is, with individual community members: 

Th e situation is very diff erent if we widen our gaze from considera-
tion of the rule follower alone and allow ourselves to consider him as 
interacting with a wider community. Others will then have justifi ca-
tion conditions for attributing correct or incorrect rule following to 
the subject, and these will not be simply that the subject’s own author-
ity is unconditionally to be accepted. (WRPL: 89)

Th e situation [where someone corrects himself] is not analogous to 
the case of the community, where distinct individuals have distinct 
and independent wills, and where, when an individual is accepted 
into the community, others judge that they can rely on his response 
… (WRPL: 112)
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Th e second passage not only makes it clear that communities are not homoge-
neous, it also brings out that the accepting into the community is done by one 
or more individuals. In accepting Jones into the community individual group 
members provide information about Jones’s reliability to “others”, other individ-
uals in the community. (It makes no sense here to make “the community” the 
subject of the accepting, for then there would be no “others” left  to inform.) 

I thus fi nd it impossible to agree with Brandom when he says that WRPL – like 
other forms of the communal assessment theory – is committed to a “mytho-
logical conception of communities”.42 In my reading the occasional personifi ca-
tion of the community in WRPL is rather innocent and must, and can, always be 
rendered in terms of what interacting individuals do. Brandom’s fi rst objection 
to communal assessment theories leaves the sceptical solution completely unaf-
fected. 

Brandom’s second objection charges communal assessment theories with 
smuggling in normativity through the backdoor. Does this accusation apply to the 
sceptical solution, even if the evidence for a privileging of the I–we dyad seems 
weak? I do not think so. Th e sceptical solution is not a form of reductivism; it is 
not trying to reduce normativity to regularities, be they communal regularities 
of performances or communal regularities of sanctions. And since the sceptical 
solution is not attempting to get rid of normativity, it does not need to smuggle 
it in either. A reductive interpretation of the sceptical solution can seem natural 
only if one reads Kripke’s comments on the importance of agreement in responses 
in a certain light:

We respond unhesitatingly to such problems as “68 + 57”, regarding 
our procedure as the only comprehensible one …, and we agree in the 
unhesitating responses we make. On Wittgenstein’s conception, such 
agreement is essential for our game of ascribing rules and concepts to 
each other. (WRPL: 96)

Th ere is no objective fact – that we all mean addition by “+”, or even 
that a given individual does – that explains our agreement in particu-
lar cases. Rather our license to say of each other that we mean addition 
by “+” is part of a “language game” that sustains itself only because of 
the brute fact that we generally agree. (WRPL: 97)

Someone who reads the sceptical solution as a form of regularism must be assum-
ing that Kripke here proposes a reduction of our language game of attributing 
meaning – and the normativity that comes with it – to the brute fact that we 
generally agree in our non-intentional responses. But to say that one thing “sus-
tains itself only because of ” another thing, or to say that one thing is “essential” 
for another thing, is not to say that the fi rst reduces to the second. Without our 
agreement in responses our language game of attributing meaning would not be 
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 possible; our agreement in our responses is a condition of the possibility of nor-
mativity – no less, no more. Th e sceptical solution does not try to reduce norma-
tivity, it relocates it: normativity is not a feature of a meaning-determining mental 
state, it is a feature of how we relate to one another. Remember that Kripke explic-
itly rejects all forms of communal dispositionalism: “Wittgenstein’s theory should 
not be confused with a theory that, for any m and n, the value of the function we 
mean by ‘plus’ is (by defi nition) the value that (nearly) all the linguistic commu-
nity would give as the answer” (WRPL: 111).

Finally, it is worth asking whether the sceptical solution leaves “room for the 
possibility of error regarding … what the community takes to be correct”.43 Here 
too WRPL provides an answer:

[I]f the community all agrees on an answer and persists in its view, no 
one can correct it. Th ere can be no corrector in the community, since 
by hypothesis, all the community agrees. If the corrector were outside 
the community, on Wittgenstein’s view he has no “right” to make any 
correction. Does it make any sense to doubt whether a response we 
all agree upon is “correct”? Clearly in some cases an individual may 
doubt whether the community may correct, later, a response it had 
agreed upon at a given time. But may the individual doubt whether 
the community may not in fact always be wrong, even though it never 
corrects its error? It is hard to formulate such a doubt within Witt-
genstein’s framework, since it looks like a question, whether, as a mat-
ter of “fact”, we might always be wrong; and there is no such fact. On 
the other hand, within Wittgenstein’s framework it is still true that, 
for me, no assertions about community responses for all time need 
establish the result of an arithmetical problem; that I can legitimately 
calculate the result for myself, even given this information, is part of 
our “language game”. (WRPL: 146)

We do not need to enter here into the complexities of evaluating other cultures; 
Kripke says too little on this problem for it to merit discussion here. Th e follow-
ing sentences are more important. It would be a mistake to take the statement that 
in the framework of the sceptical solution a community cannot always be wrong 
as a commitment to the infallibility of the community. Aft er all, Brandom him-
self adheres to the Davidsonian framework in which it makes no sense to say that 
an individual could always be wrong. And, clearly, regarding the impossibility of 
global error, individual and community are in the same position. Note also that 
according to the sceptical solution there is no onus on us to agree with our com-
munity: it is part of our very language game of arithmetic that I can reach – and 
legitimately deem correct – one result, even though everyone around me reaches 
another. Th e sceptical solution is descriptive about normativity: it tells us how we 
operate with normative concepts and what their proper location is. But it does not 
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tell us how we ought to respond when our own calculations – or meaning attribu-
tions –  diff er from those of others.

Interpretationalism and internal relations 

Above we have already encountered Baker and Hacker as fi erce critics of Kripke’s 
rendering of the private language argument (and in Chapter 8 I shall discuss their 
attack on Kripke as an interpreter of Wittgenstein). But Baker and Hacker also 
have a more general, systematic objection to WRPL. Although this objection goes 
beyond the private language issue, it is nevertheless most naturally taken up in 
the present context. It is an obvious bridge from the present topic to the issue of 
semantic primitivism (to be addressed in Chapter 7).

Baker and Hacker’s starting-point is the problem of how it is possible for a 
rule to determine a specifi c set of correct future applications. As they see it, three 
kinds of solutions have traditionally been off ered: “Platonism”, “psychologism” 
and “interpretationalism”. (Baker and Hacker do not use this last term, but it 
naturally suggests itself.) Each of these three positions postulates diff erent medi-
ating or linking items between a rule and its applications: Platonism suggests 
abstract entities, psychologism submits acts of meaning and interpretationalism 
proposes interpretations. None of these theories work. Platonism is no more than 
“a picture”; acts of meaning are “magical” and without explanatory value; and 
interpretations are inevitably underdetermined. As far as these three positions 
are concerned, Baker and Hacker thus explicitly side with Kripke’s rule sceptic.44

In order to understand where Baker and Hacker nevertheless deviate from 
Kripke, we need to recognize that they distinguish between two forms of interpre-
tationalism: “individualistic interpretationalism” and the “community assent” the-
sis. Both forms of interpretationalism hold that the relationship between a rule and 
its application is mediated by interpretations, but they diff er over the source of the 
interpretations. For individualistic interpretationalism, the source is the individual; 
for the community assent thesis, the source is the community. Baker and Hacker 
seem to hold that what Kripke calls “straight solutions” are all forms of Platonism, 
psychologism and individualistic interpretationalism, and that what Kripke refers 
to as “the sceptical solution” is a version of the community assent thesis.45 

Th e key issue is Baker and Hacker’s perspective on interpretationalism. Th ey 
agree with Kripke that individualistic interpretationalism is an untenable posi-
tion. But they disagree with Kripke over why individualistic interpretationalism 
is hopeless. Individualistic interpretationalism is – obviously – an individualistic 
form of interpretationalism. As Baker and Hacker read him, Kripke rejects indi-
vidualistic interpretationalism for its individualism, not for its interpretational-
ism. In the eyes of the two critics, this constitutes a decisive mistake and a fatal 
deviation from Wittgenstein’s own views. Th e correct criticism of individualistic 
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interpretationalism is that it is a form of interpretationalism, that is, that it takes 
the relation between a rule and its applications to be mediated by interpretations. 
Since Kripke misses this crucial Wittgensteinian insight, he falsely believes that 
the community assent thesis – a communal form of interpretationalism – avoids 
the shortcomings of individualistic interpretationalism. But it does not. Or so 
Baker and Hacker maintain.

What is wrong then with interpretationalism? To provide an answer to this 
question we need the distinction between external and internal relations. Tra-
ditionally, external and internal relations are distinguished by whether or not 
the relation constitutes the identity of the items related: if item a is externally 
related to item b then a and b would be what they are even if the relation between 
them had never obtained (think of the relation “heavier than” holding between 
two people on opposite sides of the earth). If item a is internally related to item 
b then a and b would not be what they are without the relation (think of the 
relation between a father and a son, or the relation between an intention and 
knowing what will fulfi l this intention). Put diff erently, internal relations are con-
ceptual and necessary, external relations are not. Causal relations are an impor-
tant instance of external relations.

Baker and Hacker add a further twist to the traditional account. If a and b are 
externally related then it is possible to provide a further analysis of the relation; 
such further analysis might show that a and b are related to each other in virtue 
of each standing in a further relation to some third, mediating, entity. Such fur-
ther analysis is not possible in the case of internal relations. An internal relation 
between a and b is not mediated by a and b each standing in some further rela-
tion to some mediating entity, say c. To see this, imagine we were to try to analyse 
the internal relation a–b further into the relations a–c and c–b (i.e. a–c–b). Th en 
a–c and c–b would in turn be either external or internal relations. If at least one 
of the two, a–c or c–b, were an external relation then the relation between a and 
b could not be internal. If both a–c and c–b were internal, however, then – given 
the conceptual nature of internal relations – the analysis would be either redun-
dant or lead into an infi nite regress.46

Let us return to the alleged mistake of interpretationalism. Using the terminol-
ogy of relations, Baker and Hacker insist that interpretationalism treats the rela-
tion between a rule and its application as an external relation. It does so since it 
takes this relation to be open to further analysis: aft er all, interpretationalism is 
the view that the relation between a rule and its applications is mediated by inter-
pretations. And this, according to our two critics is false: 

[T]he concept of a rule and the concept of what accords with it (what 
is a correct application of it) are internally related. Understanding a 
rule and knowing what accords with it are, in this respect, akin to 
intending and knowing what will fulfi l one’s intention, or expecting 
something and knowing what will satisfy one’s expectation. … there is 
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no such thing as understanding a rule correctly, but being in general 
at a loss over how to apply it.47

Kripke’s whole sceptical set-up is thus based on a false premise; the false 
premise that we can give an analysis of the relation between a rule and its appli-
cations. As our two critics have it, there is “nothing” (i.e. no third item) that deter-
mines me to answer “125” in reply to “68 + 57 = ?”. Th e relationship between “125” 
and “68 + 57” is an internal relationship. 

Th e idea that the relation between a rule and its applications is internal can also 
be expressed by saying that the presence of the one is a criterion for the presence 
of the other. We would not attribute the meaning “addition” to someone unless 
they generally gave answers that accord with the addition function. Baker and 
Hacker emphasize, however, that for Wittgenstein criteria are “defeasible”: I can 
attribute to you the meaning “addition” even though you might make occasional 
mistakes in your calculations with the “+” sign.48 

Finally, Baker and Hacker follow Wittgenstein in insisting that rules and appli-
cations exist only in “practices”. Th is has to be taken in the right way: a practice is 
not a third item that links a given rule to its applications. Th e claim is rather that 
the internal relation between rule and application exists only as “a Praxis, a regu-
lar activity”.49 Practices are the mode of existence of both rules and applications. 

I am not convinced by Baker and Hacker’s analysis. First of all, they are wrong 
to read the sceptical solution as a form of communal interpretationalism. Kripke 
rejects both individual and communal forms of interpretationalism. Th e shift  
proposed by the sceptical solution is not a shift  from individual to communal 
interpretations of rule formulations. Th e proposed shift  is one from treating rules 
as certain determinants of actions to studying the conditions under which rules 
are attributed:

[W]e must give up the attempt to fi nd any fact about me in virtue of 
which I … must go on in a certain way. Instead we must consider how 
we actually use: [i] the categorical assertion that an individual is fol-
lowing a given rule … ; [ii] the conditional assertion that “if an indi-
vidual follows such-and-such a rule, he must do so-and-so on a given 
occasion …” (WRPL: 108)

In the sceptical solution neither the community nor its interpretations are func-
tioning as a mediating third item between rules and their applications. Th e shift  
to the community is rather motivated by the observations that to understand rules 
and meanings we must focus on how rules and meanings are attributed to others; 
and that the practice of rule attribution “depends on the brute empirical fact that 
we agree with each other in our responses” (WRPL: 109). 

Secondly, it is simply wrong to accuse the sceptical solution of treating the 
relationship between rules and their applications as external. On the one hand, 
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Kripke insists that in a meaning conditional such as “If Jones means addition by 
‘+’ then he will (must) reply ‘125’ to ‘68 + 57’” the relationship is criteriological: 
answering “125” to this plus-query functions as a (defeasible) criterion for the 
attribution of addition to Jones. If a is a criterion for b then their relationship 
cannot be external. On the other hand, Kripke comes close to saying himself that 
the relationship between rule and application is internal: “Wittgenstein’s view that 
the relation between the desire (expectation, etc.) and its object must be ‘internal’, 
not ‘external’, parallels corresponding morals drawn about meaning in my text 
below (the relation of meaning and intention to future action is ‘normative, not 
descriptive’ …)” (WRPL: 25–6).

Th irdly, and fi nally, Baker and Hacker fail to appreciate that Kripke’s Wittgen-
stein’s meaning scepticism is constitutive (ontological) rather than epistemologi-
cal. Th e question ultimately is not how I know what fact makes it so that in the 
past by “+” I meant addition; the question is whether there is, or can be, any such 
meaning-determining fact in the fi rst place. Baker and Hacker never address the 
latter question. Th eir epistemological orientation is obvious not only from one 
of the previously quoted passages,50 but also comes out clearly in the following 
quotation:

Th e question “How do you know what you mean by ‘…’?” is as awry 
as “How do you know what you expect to happen?” … Th e question 
concerns one’s certainty about one’s possession of (the continuity of) 
an ability or skill. And inasmuch as one exercises the skill frequently, 
one is typically confi dent, and rightly so. Th ere is no room here for a 
serious sceptical foothold.51 

Baker and Hacker’s misunderstanding of Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s scepticism 
matters. It matters because their invocation of internal relations between rules 
and their applications does work only against epistemological, not against con-
stitutive, rule-scepticism. Th e epistemological rule-sceptic allows us possession 
of defi nite knowledge of rules but denies us defi nite knowledge of their correct 
applications. Clearly, this position is undermined if it turns out that the relation 
between rules and their applications is internal. If that relation is internal, then to 
know the rule is to know the applications. Compare this situation with the case 
of constitutive rule-scepticism. Th e constitutive rule-sceptic denies that there are 
meaning-determinist facts of a certain kind. Th is position is not undermined by 
the invocation of internal relations between rules and applications. Th e question 
of whether the relation between rules and applications is internal or external is 
simply orthogonal to the question of whether acts of rule-following are reduc-
ible or not.52
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Conclusion

Th ere are three main interpretational and substantive questions that a defence of 
the sceptical solution needs to address: whether the sceptical solution features a 
plausible successor for classical realism; whether the private language argument as 
rendered by WRPL is defensible; and how the sceptical solution relates to seman-
tic primitivism. Chapter 5 tackled the fi rst issue; Chapter 7 will address the third. 
Th is chapter concerned itself with the thorny problems surrounding privacy and 
intersubjectivity, that is, the private language argument.

My discussion had three parts. I began by distinguishing two ways – the “offi  -
cial road” and the “improved road” – of arguing for intersubjectivity and against 
privacy. Although the offi  cial road seems to be favoured by Kripke himself, 
the dialectic of the sceptical argument strongly suggests the improvement. Th e 
improved road is to investigate four diff erent ways of combining privacy, inter-
subjectivity, classical realism and assertability and to show that only the dyad 
of intersubjectivity and assertability survives critical scrutiny. Th e suggested 
improvement avoids the forceful objections that have been levelled against the 
offi  cial version.

Having identifi ed a satisfactory version of the private language argument in 
the context of rule-following, I turned to the traditional dispute over whether 
a Robinson Crusoe from birth could follow rules. I fi rst provided a new inter-
pretation for Kripke’s somewhat cryptic comments on Crusoe. According to my 
interpretation, Kripke holds that Crusoe is a rule-follower if, and only if, a com-
munity actually confers that social status to him. It is not enough that Crusoe fi t 
the community’s criteria for rule-following in some abstract sense. Subsequently 
I discussed six arguments that have been put forward as establishing the possi-
bility of a rule-following social isolate (the metaphysical argument, the internal-
ist argument, the invention argument, two parity arguments, and the similarity 
argument). Th e common cause of their failing was that they were all based on 
intuitions already discredited by the sceptical argument.

In the fi nal two sections I took up two further criticisms of Kripke’s view 
of the community. Brandom interprets the sceptical solution as an attempt 
to reduce normativity to “regularities of appraisals by the community as a 
whole”. Brandom laments both the reduction and the “global privileging” of 
the  community. Of course Brandom’s rendering fi ts neither my interpretation 
nor the actual text of WRPL. Baker and Hacker accuse Kripke of attributing 
to Wittgenstein a form of communal interpretationalism, that is, the view that 
the external relations between rules and their applications are established by 
the interpretations of the community. Against Baker and Hacker I showed that 
the sceptical solution construes the relations between rules and applications as 
internal.

Lest all these trees block our view of the wood, let me formulate the outcome 
of this chapter in fi ve brief statements:
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 • WRPL contains a convincing and strong argument against the possibility of 
private rule-following (or private meaning, or private concept application). 

 • According to WRPL, “rule-follower” (and cognate terms) are social statuses. 
Someone occupies a social status when a community actually imposes the 
status on him.

 • WRPL undermines the intuition according to which private rule-following 
must be possible. Hence one cannot appeal to the intuition without taking on 
the sceptical argument.

 • Th e community of the sceptical solution is no mythical entity: we encounter 
the community in the form of other individuals.

 • According to the sceptical solution, to apply a rule is not (generally) to act 
on an interpretation. Th e relation between rules and their applications is 
 internal.
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s e v e n
Semantic primitivism

Introduction

Four of the most infl uential commentators on WRPL – Boghossian, McDowell, 
Pettit and Wright – have argued that the sceptical challenge can best be met by 
primitivism about meaning and content. All four philosophers present their pro-
posals as non-sceptical, straight responses to the sceptic, and two of them even ally 
their suggestions explicitly with the sixth of the seven responses discussed and 
dismissed in Chapter 2 of WRPL. At fi rst sight, it might seem surprising for us 
to investigate these views only now, two chapters aft er we have left  behind other 
straight responses to the sceptic. Th e reason for this transposition stems from my 
interpretation of the sceptical solution as a form of primitivism. Th is interpreta-
tion naturally leads one to ask how meaning-determinist and meaning-sceptical 
forms of primitivism diff er. It will also enable us to see that – contrary to how they 
present their proposals – at least three of these four philosophers do not in fact 
defend meaning determinism at all. Once we relate their primitivist views with 
our reconstructions of meaning determinism and meaning scepticism, we shall 
realize that they are much closer to the latter than to the former. 

Primitivism in meaning determinism

Kripke formulates meaning-determinist semantic primitivism as the following 
view: “[M]eaning addition by ‘plus’ is a state even more sui generis than we have 
argued before. Perhaps it is simply a primitive state, not to be assimilated to sensa-
tions or headaches or any ‘qualitative’ states, nor to be assimilated to dispositions, 
but a state of a unique kind of its own” (WRPL: 51). Kripke prefaces his criticism 
of this proposal with two noteworthy qualifi cations: that the proposal “may in a 



A  S C E P T I C A L  G U I D E  T O  M E A N I N G  A N D  RU L E S

208

sense be irrefutable”, and that “if it is taken in an appropriate way Wittgenstein 
may even accept it” (WRPL: 51). Nevertheless, Kripke goes on to brand the sug-
gestion “desperate” and “mysterious”. He gives two lines of argument to support 
this critical assessment. Th e fi rst argument turns on our knowledge of such a state 
(WRPL: 51). Th e argument has three premises and a conclusion. Premise 1 is a 
defi nition of what makes a mental state primitive. Premises 2 and 3 Kripke sim-
ply takes for granted.

Premise 1: A primitive mental state of meaning addition by “+” is a men-
tal state without a qualitative feel.

Premise 2: Only a mental state with a qualitative feel can be introspected 
by the subject who is in that state.

Premise 3: Knowledge of our mental states must be based on introspec-
tion. 

Conclusion: A primitive mental state of meaning addition by “+” cannot be 
known by the subject who is in that state.

It follows further that primitive mental states cannot help against the sceptical 
challenge. According to the second line of criticism, there is a “logical diffi  culty” 
about the idea that there could be “a state of ‘meaning addition by “plus”’ at all”. 
Th e problem is that such state would be a fi nite state of a fi nite mind. And yet, in 
order to be the state of meaning addition by “plus”, the state would have to deter-
mine the results for an infi nite number of plus-queries. Th e advocate of semantic 
primitivism thus owes us an explanation of how any fi nite mental state could pos-
sibly have this capacity. Put diff erently, the advocate of semantic primitivism must 
tell us why this fi nite mental state is not open to alternative quus-like interpreta-
tions. Kripke sums up this second line of criticism with a quotation from Wittgen-
stein: “Meaning is not a process which accompanies a word. For no process could 
have the consequences of meaning” (PI: 218). To link this quotation more tightly 
to Kripke’s reasoning, we must read “mental process or state” for Wittgenstein’s 
“process”, and explain “the consequences of meaning” as “the determination of 
an infi nite number of applications” (WRPL: 52–3).

Boghossian raises objections against both arguments.1 Against the fi rst he 
insists that it relies on too narrow a conception of introspection. We can have 
introspection of mental states that lack a qualitative feel.2 Th is criticism is clearly 
on target. Concerning the argument from infi nity Boghossian alleges that it 
 violates the rules of engagement of the sceptical argument:

[It] amounts merely to insisting that we fi nd the idea of a contentful 
state problematic, without adducing any independent reason why we 
should. We know that mental states with general contents are states 
with infi nitary normative characters; it is precisely with that observa-
tion that the entire discussion began.3 
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Boghossian also gives an indirect argument in favour of semantic primitivism. 
Allegedly there are four prima facie possible answers to the constitutive question 
concerning meaning: the non-factualism of the sceptical solution, Wright’s pro-
posal (to be discussed below), reductionism and semantic  primitivism. Boghos-
sian believes himself to have shown that the fi rst three are all untenable. He 
therefore concludes that primitivism is the only remaining option:

It is sometimes said that an antireductionist conception is too facile 
a response to the problem about meaning. It is hard not to sympa-
thize with this sentiment. But if the considerations canvassed against 
the alternatives are correct, and if it is true that the “rule-following” 
considerations leave an anti reductionist conception untouched, it is 
hard, ultimately, also to agree with it. Meaning properties appear to 
be neither eliminable, nor reducible. Perhaps it is time that we learned 
to live with that fact.4

My critical assessment of Boghossian’s arguments naturally starts from this 
last idea. In previous chapters I have argued that the sceptical solution is neither 
non-factualist nor reductive. I have also sought to show that there are no good 
meaning-determinist replies to the sceptical challenge. If I am right about all this, 
then we do not have to swallow the bitter pill of semantic primitivism, at least not 
as long as it is presented as a way to reform meaning determinism. 

It is important to distinguish between meaning-determinist and meaning-
sceptical forms of primitivism. Meaning-determinist primitivism is non-reductive 
about a meaning-determining explanatory fact. Meaning-determinist primitivism 
assumes that there are facts that fi t the intuitive (“low-brow”) picture of mean-
ing determinism, and that these very facts cannot be reduced. Put diff erently, 
meaning-determinist primitivism holds that there are irreducible mental states 
that constitute Jones’s meaning addition by “+”, that these facts are immediately 
known, private, originating in acts of grasping a meaning, normative, containing 
and determining future applications, fi tting classical realism, and justifi able or 
analysable by metaphysical considerations. Meaning-sceptical primitivism is the 
recognition that since there cannot be meaning-determinist truth-conditions for 
meaning attributions in general, there also cannot be non-intentional meaning-
determinist truth-conditions for meaning attributions in particular.

With this crucial distinction in mind, we can address the question of whether 
Kripke is right to dismiss primitivism on the grounds that “it remains mysterious 
exactly how the existence of any fi nite past state of my mind could entail that, if 
I wish to accord with it, and remember the state, and do not miscalculate, I must 
give a determinate answer to an arbitrary large addition problem” (WRPL: 53). 
As we saw above, Boghossian rejects this reply as question-begging. I disagree 
with this assessment. Of course, Boghossian is right to say that “the entire discus-
sion began” with the assumption of “states with infi nitary normative characters”. 
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Th is view is indeed one of the key initial assumptions of meaning determinism 
in Chapter 2 of WRPL – called “objectivity” in Chapter 1 of this book. And it is 
true that this view is left  untouched for much of the argument. In fact, it is used 
as a critical weapon against several high-brow forms of meaning determinism. 
For instance, reductive semantic dispositionalism is rejected precisely because 
it is unable to capture and preserve the meaning determinist’s commitment to 
such states. Nevertheless, that the sceptic uses “states with infi nitary normative 
characters” as an argument against certain forms of meaning determinism, does 
not mean that this ingredient of meaning determinism is beyond scrutiny or 
reproach. Th e sceptical argument has the structure of an immanent critique: it 
shows that the diff erent ingredients of meaning determinism do not form a coher-
ent whole, and that the lack of coherence is most visible in high-brow versions of 
the doctrine. If this picture of the sceptical attack is right, then it is obviously a 
mistake to think of any particular ingredient of meaning determinism as sacro-
sanct. Every ingredient is a potential target, and every ingredient can be attacked 
using the remaining ingredients as a backdrop.

On my reading then, Kripke’s argument against meaning-determinist primi-
tivism relies on the supposition that – at least on closer refl ection – the meaning 
determinist himself should fi nd a blanket assumption of objectivity problem-
atic. Th e important thing to remember about meaning determinism is this. One 
becomes a meaning determinist by going “beyond or behind” our ordinary ways 
of speaking about meaning and content, that is, by trying to develop a “picture” 
(or later, a “theory”) that analyses and explains how our meaning attributions 
can themselves be meaningful. Here meaning determinism is driven on by the 
sentiment that there is something puzzling about meaning and content, something 
“queer” that stands in need of metaphysical clarifi cation and justifi cation (hence 
metaphysical justifi cation was earlier introduced as a key ingredient). Th e most 
important puzzlement of all concerns precisely the relationship between the fi nite 
and infi nite: how a fi nite number of examples can represent an infi nitary rule 
(WRPL: 7–8); how an infi nitary rule can be represented in and by a fi nite mind 
(WRPL: 22, 54); how an infi nitary meaning can be reduced to a fi nite number of 
dispositions (WRPL: 27); how a fi nite machine can embody an infi nite function 
(WRPL: 34); and how a proof as a fi nite object can demonstrate something about 
the “infi nitistic part of mathematics” (WRPL: 107). Since meaning determin-
ism is puzzled by the relationship between the fi nite and the infi nite in all these 
cases, how can it rest content with a semantic primitivism that treats objectivity 
as beyond the need for clarifi cation and justifi cation? Surely, to declare meaning 
facts irreducible must, from the meaning-determinist point of view, be a “desper-
ate”, “mysterious” and indeed “facile” manoeuvre. Note also that at this point we 
do not have the option of reform: we cannot just drop metaphysical justifi cation 
from the defi nition of meaning determinism while leaving the rest unchanged. To 
take out metaphysical justifi cation would be to take out the key motivation behind 
the whole position. Once we drop the demand for metaphysical clarifi cations and 
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justifi cations of meaning sentences, we in fact abandon meaning determinism’s 
very core. And to do that is to begin moving towards meaning scepticism. 

Primitivism and the epistemology of intentions

Wright defends a highly sophisticated version of the “primitive state proposal” as 
a “straight response” to the sceptical challenge. As Wright sees it, there is nothing 
mysterious about a sui generis state of mind that yields decisions for an infi nite 
number of circumstances: our common-sense concept of intention fi ts this speci-
fi cation perfectly. Our folk psychology assumes that intentions are irreducible to 
other mental states and events; that intentions do not have distinctive qualia; and 
that intentions can cover an infi nity of situations.5 And therefore our intuitive 
notion of intention can be used to answer the sceptic. Sceptical worries about 
knowledge of my past intentions can be blocked by insisting on the special way 
in which intentions can be known.6 

Wright’s starting-point is the observation that the ground rules for the debate 
between meaning determinist and meaning sceptic are unfair to the former. Th e 
meaning determinist is supposed to justify his belief that in the past he meant 
addition by “+”. But the possible forms of justifi cation are severely restricted. 
Th e ground rules stipulate that the meaning determinist must be able to point to 
some non-intentional facts about himself, and then infer from these facts that in 
the past he meant addition by “+”. In other words, it is central to the debate that 
all content-bearing psychological states have been bracketed. Th e rationale for 
this requirement is to avoid circularity: since the very possibility of meaning and 
content are under dispute, they must not be invoked in an argument intended to 
demonstrate their possibility. Wright is unhappy with this restriction: 

If the suffi  cient and adequate ground of my knowledge that P is pre-
cisely my non-inferential apprehension of the very fact that P, then it 
is to be expected that I may fare badly if in discussion with someone 
who doubts that P I am allowed to proceed only by reference to con-
siderations of a quite diff erent kind, considerations which could in 
principle at best defeasibly warrant an inference that P.7

Assume I say “Yesterday, I saw it raining”. And assume further that I am chal-
lenged by a sceptic to provide grounds for my belief. Th e sceptic insists that I must 
not invoke any fact that presupposes knowledge of my past perceptions; aft er 
all, it is the possibility of such knowledge that is under dispute. Th is reduces my 
arsenal of justifi cations to claims about what seems to me to have been the case, 
to the testimony of others and to physical traces such as puddles of water. Obvi-
ously, the sceptic will have no diffi  culty accommodating all these facts while still 
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 denying that I actually saw it raining. Th us I cannot deduce my past perception 
of the rain from these circumstances. However, we need not accept the sceptic’s 
demand for inferences. I now know that I perceive the computer screen in front 
of me, and I do so directly and without inference. My knowledge of this percep-
tion is not inferred from knowledge of some other kind. Moreover, whenever a 
form of knowledge is non-inferential as regards the present, then it also is non-
inferential as regards the past. My knowledge of a current perception of my com-
puter screen is not inferred from knowledge of some other kind; and neither is 
my memory of the rain of yesterday. Th e sceptic can thus simply be answered by 
recalling what I formerly perceived.8

Th is line of reasoning can be applied directly to the sceptical argument in 
Kripke’s Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language: 

Kripke’s sceptic persuades his victim to search for recalled facts from 
which the character of his former understanding of [expression] E 
may be derived. And that is fair play only if knowledge of a present 
meaning has to be inferential: otherwise the sceptic is satisfactorily 
answered simply by recalling what one formerly meant. Th e claim, 
then, is that the methodology of the Sceptical Argument is appropri-
ate, if ever, only in cases where it is right to view the putative species 
of knowledge in question as essentially inferential. And no ground for 
the supposition in the present case has so far been produced.9 

Th is is the point where intentions enter into Wright’s considerations. Knowl-
edge of my current intentions is not inferential and hence neither is my knowl-
edge of my past intentions. And what is more, intentions and meanings are 
suffi  ciently similar for lessons about the former to carry over to the latter. Th us 
we have an answer to the sceptic: “Since I can know of my present intentions non-
 inferentially, it is not question-begging to respond to the sceptic’s challenge to my 
knowledge of my past intentions … that I may simply remember them”.10

Wright recognizes, of course, that specifi cations of intentions are open to  various 
interpretations. But he insists that it is intentions that determine the specifi cations, 
rather than vice versa. If I have an intention to do something, then it is this intention 
that determines what can count as an appropriate specifi cation of it: 

As far as the relation between intention and thought is concerned, it 
can come to be true of me that I have a certain intention without my 
engaging in any process of conscious deliberation or thinking any 
thought which specifi es that intention’s content. Rather I may simply 
fi nd myself with my mind made up, as it were – able to give an account 
of my intentions if asked, but with no story to tell about the when or 
why of their onset. More important … it is a feature of the intuitive 
concept of intention that, even when there is an association with a 
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content-specifying train of thought, the subject does not know of his 
intention via that train of thought.11

Despite all that, Wright displays a certain ambivalence about using the intuitive 
concept of intention as a straight answer to the sceptical challenge. Although he 
insists that the sceptical argument has no force against this line of reply, he also 
grants that “it is not particularly comfortable to think of your former meaning 
of ‘green’ as consisting in your having had a certain general intention, construed 
along the lines of the intuitive conception”.12 To remove his discomfort, Wright 
sets out to develop a new theory of intentions. 

Wright distinguishes between two ways of making sense of intentions and 
intention ascriptions. Th e most salient feature of intention ascriptions is that we 
grant self -ascriptions a special authority. Cases of self-deception aside, we gen-
erally assume that people’s statements about their intentions are not to be ques-
tioned. Why is this? According to the traditional – broadly speaking, Cartesian 
– answer, the special authority of self-ascriptions of intentions is based on “a kind 
of cognitive advantage, expertise or achievement”.13 Th at is to say, the Cartesian 
assumes that my knowledge of my past and present intentions is based on inner 
observation of what goes on, or went on, in my mind when forming these inten-
tions. Statements as to which intentions I have formed are therefore descriptive 
statements. Wright rejects this account. As he sees it, we do not know our inten-
tions on the basis of inner observation or introspection. Our knowledge of our 
intentions is much more direct and immediate than the model of introspection 
allows for. Moreover, there is no link between specifi c phenomenological quali-
ties (“qualia”) and specifi c intentions:

Whatever took place in X’s consciousness at the time he decided to 
play chess, for instance, that very same phenomenology could have 
accompanied a decision of a quite diff erent sort. And … there is a case 
to be made that any actual phenomenology is also not necessary.14 

Wright therefore introduces a new way of thinking about the special epistemic 
authority of avowals of intentions. On this account, the special authority is not 
based on any cognitive advantage. Th at you do not challenge my self-ascription of 
an intention is not based on your belief that I have better cognitive access to my 
inner mental life than you do. Instead it is based on your general conception of 
me as a rational person. Apart from special circumstances such as self- deception, 
lack of concepts or lying, we simply assume that a subject has the “right to declare 
what he intends, what he intended and what satisfi es his intentions”. And this 
right amounts to our giving such declarations “a constitutive rather than descrip-
tive role”.15 In other words, in the absence of special circumstances, we take it 
for granted that the sincere avowal of an intention is constitutive of having this 
intention. 
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Th e diff erence between the Cartesian and the new reading can be made salient 
also in the following way. Consider the biconditional: 

X intends that P if and only if X is disposed to avow the intention that 
P, and would be sincere in so doing, and fully grasps the content of 
that intention, and is prey to no material self-deception, and … and 
so on.16 

Th e Cartesian gives priority to the left -hand side: that X intends that P is some-
thing that X can know and truthfully avow if, and only if, the various provisos are 
met. X has cognitive access to his intending that P provided only that he is not 
self-deceived, understands the content and so on. Wright reads the biconditional 
diff erently, that is from right to left : X intends that P is true provided X is disposed 
to avow as much in the absence of interfering factors. On this reading, X’s avowal 
is not based on cognition of a fact, namely, that X has the intention. Instead, the 
avowal is part of what constitutes the fact in the fi rst place.17 

Wright regards the non-Cartesian – or, as he also says, “non-detectivist”– read-
ing of the mentioned biconditional as fundamental to the human condition:

It is part of regarding human beings as persons, rational refl ective 
agents, that we are prepared to ascribe intentional states to them, to try 
to explain and anticipate their behaviour in terms of the concepts of 
desire, belief, decision and intention. And it is a fundamental anthro-
pological fact about us that our initiation into the language in which 
these concepts feature results in the capacity to be moved, who knows 
exactly how, to self-ascribe states of the relevant sorts – and to do so in 
ways which not merely tend to accord with the appraisals which others, 
similarly trained, can make of what we do but which provide in gen-
eral a far richer and more satisfying framework for the interpretation 
and anticipation of our behaviour than any at which they could arrive 
if all such self-ascriptions were discounted. Th e roots of fi rst-personal 
authority for the self-ascription of these states reside not in cognitive 
achievement, based on cognitive privilege, but in the success of the 
practices informed by this cooperative interpretational scheme.18

We might say that this anthropological account explains why the (provisoed) 
biconditional is de facto a priori. But of course it does little to explain why the 
biconditional is constitutive. Wright therefore off ers a second account that is meant 
to explain the constitutive reading of the biconditional. Th is second account veers 
towards the metaphysical, although Wright prefers not speak of necessity in this 
context. Th is second account tells us a fundamental truth about what intentions 
are.19 Intentions are, in part, constituted by the dispositions to avow them under 
suitable conditions.20 According to this explanation, the relationship between 
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intention and avowal of intention is like the relationship between being red and 
looking red. In other words, intentions are like secondary qualities. 

Take the following conditional [1]:

[1] Jones intends to φ, if, and only if, in cognitively ideal conditions Jones 
believes himself to intend to φ. 

Restated in formal terms: 

[2] (Jones intends to φ) ↔ (C(Jones) → (Jones believes he intends to φ))

What are the conditions under which we can read the biconditional right-to-left , 
that is, in a way such that Jones’s belief about his intention determines what his 
intention is? According to Wright, four conditions have to be fulfi lled. First, [1] 
(and thus [2]) has to be a priori true. Secondly, the cognitively ideal conditions 
must be non-trivially specifi ed: it will not do to insert “whatever it takes” condi-
tions. Th irdly, the cognitively ideal conditions must be independent; that is to say, 
what makes it so that the cognitively ideal conditions are satisfi ed must be inde-
pendent from whatever it is that Jones intends. And fourthly, it must not be the 
case that we have a better explanation of why the fi rst three points hold: the best 
explanation must be that Jones’s best opinions about his intentions determine 
which intentions he has. Wright insists that, lacking evidence to the contrary, we 
are allowed to regard the cognitively ideal conditions as fulfi lled. In other words, 
we are entitled to assume that such conditions obtain unless we have reason to 
believe the contrary. In particular, we are entitled to presume that a subject is not 
self-deceived as long as we have not encountered any evidence to the contrary.21 

Wright’s theory (in both its versions) is meant to be “broadly Communitarian”. 
Th at is to say, he explicitly acknowledges that self-ascriptions of intentions can 
be defeated by discordant behaviour. Others are entitled to judge that my stated 
intention does not fi t with my subsequent behaviour: 

[T]he constraint of having to have one’s sincere self-ascriptions make 
sense in the light of one’s outward performance in eff ect supplies the 
standard of correctness for one’s impressions of self-knowledge of 
meaning … Th e proposal reinstates both a standard of correctness 
for my opinions about what I mean and the authority of those opin-
ions – but in order for it to do so, I need to be considered as an at 
least potential object of interpretation, with my claims about my own 
meanings essentially defeasible in the light of the shape assumed by 
my practice.22

Wright also tells us that a previously formed future-directed intention is not an 
independent measuring stick and determinant of subsequent decisions: “what, if 
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any pattern of performance is imposed on a subject by the constraint of compli-
ance with a former intention is not settled independently of his judgement of the 
matter”.23

Wright thinks that his new theory of intentions provides us with an even bet-
ter weapon against Kripke’s sceptic than the “somewhat fl at-footed response” 
according to which we know our intentions directly rather than on the basis of 
inferences. Th e new theory enables us to see why the fl at-footed response “can 
be correct”.24 To answer the sceptic, I need not be able to “locate some meaning-
constitutive fact in my former behaviour or mental life”. It suffi  ces that I cur-
rently believe that addition is what I meant in the past and that I can refer to 
the “a priori reasonableness of the supposition, failing evidence to the contrary, 
that this opinion is best”. Th is move does not commit us to construing meaning 
as a species of intention. Th e argumentative strategy need rest only on the idea 
that the concepts of meaning and intention are relevantly similar: that “both sus-
tain authoritative fi rst-personal avowals”.25 Kripke’s sceptical argument is success-
ful only against theories of meaning and intention that construe these concepts 
detectively; indeed it provides a reductio ad absurdum of such theories.26 But it is 
toothless against the new, non-detective, understanding of meaning and inten-
tion. Th e latter theory allows us to speak of facts of meaning and intention: “Th ere 
are indeed facts about what I mean, contra Kripke’s sceptic, and they are consti-
tutively constrained by what I take them to be”.27

Finally, acknowledging the existence of such facts does not, however, commit 
us to the view that meaning is “objective”. In other words, meaning cannot:

somehow be constituted, once and for all, either within a community 
or by a single subject, by fi nitely many events – explanations, uses, 
episodes in consciousness – so that thereaft er there is only the objec-
tive question of fi t between new uses of the relevant expression and 
the meanings thereby laid down.28

Once we give up a detective construal of intentions, we also lose the resources 
needed for maintaining and defending the objectivity of meaning. 

Turning from a summary of Wright’s proposal to its evaluation, my fi rst com-
ment concerns Wright’s reasons for moving from the “somewhat fl at-footed 
response” to his new theory of intentions. Th e move is not as optional as Wright 
makes it sound. Th is is because the fl at-footed response on its own is inadequate 
as an answer the sceptical challenge. Once again it is important to remember 
that the sceptical challenge is not epistemological but constitutive: the ultimate 
question is not “How do you know that you mean addition by ‘+’?” but “What 
makes it so that you mean addition by ‘+’?” Th e fl at-footed response – “I just 
know” – may be an adequate answer to an epistemological challenge, but it does 
not address the constitutive question. In order to address the latter we need to be 
told why it is that the avowal of an intention or meaning implies, and is implied 
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by, the presence of that intention or meaning itself. Th e move beyond the fl at-
footed response is thus obligatory if Wright is to succeed in giving an answer to 
the meaning sceptic of WRPL.29

As concerns Wright’s theory of intentions, my main quarrel is that I fail to see 
how it can possibly constitute a straight answer to the sceptical challenge and 
hence a defence of meaning determinism. First, note that Wright sees his account 
of meaning intentions as incompatible with the so-called “objectivity of meaning”. 
But what is the objectivity of meaning? Is it not precisely one of the most central 
assumptions of meaning determinism (that is, objectivity)? In rejecting the objec-
tivity of meaning, Wright is rejecting the view that the meaning of an expression 
can determine in advance (causally as well as normatively) how this expression is 
to be used. Th e meaning sceptic can only applaud this move.

Secondly, consider again Wright’s two explanatory accounts. One account is 
pragmatic and anthropological, the other veers towards the metaphysical. Unfor-
tunately, Wright does not tell us how the two accounts relate to one another. Th e 
problem is that the modality of the two accounts is rather diff erent, and that the 
anthropological explanation undercuts a constitutive reading by giving a natural-
istic explanation of why the biconditional is de facto a priori.30 For present pur-
poses the important point about all this is that the anthropological explanation 
is fully compatible with Kripke’s sceptical solution. Aft er all, it is central to the 
sceptical solution that philosophical–metaphysical proposals concerning facts of 
meaning are replaced by anthropological and biological observations concern-
ing forms of life. Th ere are no metaphysical foundations for our language games 
for attributing meanings and intentions to others and ourselves. We can dig no 
deeper than to the insight that it is our common biology and our common form of 
life that enables us to have language and understanding. We simply fi nd ourselves 
with certain practices, such as the practice to grant each other a special authority 
in reporting our intentions. We will go astray if we try to ground this practice in 
some deep philosophical fact about ourselves. Th ere is no deeper fact than that 
we happen to have this practice and that it fulfi ls a useful social function.

Th irdly, the parallel between Wright’s anthropological account of intentions 
and the sceptical solution can be seen also in the details. Th ere is, for instance, a 
strong similarity between Wright’s insistence that we typically simply “fi nd our 
minds made up” as far as our intentions are concerned and Kripke’s claim that 
“ultimately we reach a level where we act without any reason in terms of which we 
can justify our action. We act unhesitatingly but blindly” (WRPL: 87). Or consider 
once more the assertability conditions for self-attributions of meaning: 

Jones is entitled, subject to correction by others, provisionally to say, 
“I mean addition by ‘plus’”, whenever he has the feeling of confi dence 
– “now I can go on!” – that he can give “correct” responses in new 
cases; and he can give “correct” responses in new cases; and he is enti-
tled, again provisionally and subject to correction by others, to judge 
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a new response to be “correct” simply because it is the response he is 
inclined to give. (WRPL: 90)

Does this not state roughly what Wright insists on, namely, that we grant each 
other – subject to our corrections – the right to self-ascribe meanings and inten-
tions? Read in this light it seems that Wright’s answer to the sceptical challenge is 
not meaning-determinist at all; in so far as it is a response to the sceptical chal-
lenge, it is a meaning-sceptical response. Wright is answering the meaning sceptic 
on the basis of the meaning sceptic’s own sceptical solution. 

Fourthly, Wright has obscured this point for himself since he interprets the scep-
tical solution as a form of projectivism. Th is – mistaken – interpretation inclines 
him to think that a response to the sceptic qualifi es as “straight” simply in virtue 
of identifying facts of meaning. Wright writes, “there are indeed facts about what I 
mean, contra Kripke’s sceptic, and they are constitutively constrained by what I take 
them to be”.31 Alas, it can be shown that the meaning facts of Wright’s theory are a 
far cry from what we need in order to defend the basic tenets of meaning determin-
ism. Recall Wright’s previously cited statement according to which “what, if any, 
pattern of performance is imposed on a subject by the constraint of compliance 
with a former intention is not settled independently of his judgement of the matter”.32 
I read this as follows. Assume we have three times: t–1 is some point in the past; t0 is 
the present moment; and t+1 is some point in the future. Assume further that at t–1 
I formed the future-directed general intention to mean addition by “+”. Wright’s 
message concerning this intention is the following. What constraint this intention 
of time t–1 imposes on my manipulations with “+” at t0 is not settled independ-
ently of my judgement of the matter at t0. Th is is because my judgement at t0 enters 
constitutively into determining what intention I formed at t–1. Th e answer to the 
sceptic then would be that my judgements at t0 – that is, my judgement that I meant 
addition by “+” in the past, and that I ought to answer “125” to “68 + 57 = ?” – are 
beyond the reach of sceptical doubts because they are part of what makes it so that 
I meant and mean addition by “+”. (Needless to say, the “makes it so” is here to be 
taken in a constitutive and not in a causal sense.) Th is dependence of the content 
of the past intention on the present judgement confl icts, of course, with the view 
of intentions held by the meaning determinist. 

Moreover, once we allow that later judgements – concerning the constraints on 
performance imposed by a former intention – enter constitutively into determin-
ing the content of that intention, we cannot stop at the present moment; we also 
have to consider the future. In other words, my judgements and intentions at t+1 
are every bit as constitutive for what I intended at t–1 as are my judgements and 
intentions at t0. And thus it becomes altogether unclear where the facts of mean-
ing, or the facts of intention, are supposed to reside. Th ey cannot have obtained at 
t–1 since at t–1 the intention and its constraints had not yet been fully constituted. 
It needs later judgements to constitute the intention as the intention it is. Unfor-
tunately, the same is true for the present moment: although the present moment 
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involves a judgement concerning the pattern demanded by the former intention, 
it is unlikely to be the last such judgement. Only all past, present and future judge-
ments as a whole can give the past intention a fully determinate content. And 
perhaps when all such judgements are “in”, we can speak of the fact that makes it 
so that someone has an intention with a given content. Alas, this is not much of a 
fact. It is a fact that is constantly being made (and perhaps remade) until it loses 
its role in the deliberations and actions of the agent: the fact is fully here only once 
the subject stops acting on this intention. It is certainly a far cry from the kind of 
meaning fact at issue in the sceptical argument. For the fact the meaning deter-
minist is aft er is a fact that “must, in some sense, show I am justifi ed in giving the 
answer ‘125’ to ‘68 + 57 = ?’. Th e ‘directions’ … that determine what I should do 
in each instance, must somehow be ‘contained’ in any candidate for the fact as to 
what I meant” (WRPL: 11).

To conclude, contrary to Wright’s own assessment, his new theory of intentions 
does not qualify as a straight answer to meaning scepticism, and thus as a defence 
of meaning determinism. Th is is – from Wright’s point of view – the bad news. 
Fortunately, there is good news too from the point of view of meaning scepticism: 
Wright’s proposal is best read as complementary to, or part of, the sceptical solu-
tion. Wright spells out some of the pragmatic–anthropological underpinnings of 
our language games of attributing meaning to others and ourselves. 

Primitivism and the master thesis

John McDowell believes that the best arguments for primitivism can be found 
in Wittgenstein’s PI.33 At the same time, McDowell holds that WRPL is defective 
both as an interpretation of Wittgenstein and as a philosophical position in its 
own right. 

Th e key concept in McDowell’s discussion of Wittgensteinian primitivism 
is the “master thesis”. Th is is the assumption that contents of the mind have a 
normative relationship to the world only under an interpretation; considered in 
themselves, contents of the mind are things that just “stand there like a sign-post” 
(PI: §85). A signpost considered in itself does not tell me what to do. It tells me 
what to do only if I fi rst interpret it in some way. For instance, if the signpost con-
tains an arrow, then I might interpret this as an invitation or demand to turn in 
the direction of the arrow. Other interpretations are, of course, possible. 

Consider how the master thesis might aff ect our account of rule-following. Faced 
with the challenge to provide an account of how we are able to continue the number 
series “2, 4, 6, 8, 10, …” we are tempted to reason as follows. We look around for 
something that can function as a guide to our actions. Th is guide (or signpost) must 
be a content of the mind. Now one likely candidate for this role is the verbal formu-
lation of an underlying rule, say “add 2”. Unfortunately, at this point we easily fall 
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prey to the sceptical consideration according to which (verbal) signs can always be 
interpreted in many diff erent ways. On its own, the sign sequence “add 2” cannot 
tell us what we must do; on its own the sign sequence just “stands there like a sign-
post”. Put diff erently, until we impose an interpretation, the mental content remains 
“normatively inert”. For a moment it might seem that our problem is solved: once 
we have the (correct) interpretation for “add 2”, we can sort number sequences into 
those that follow the rule correctly and those that do not. Alas, the moment of sat-
isfaction will last only as long as we fail to ask what it is to have a correct interpreta-
tion of something. But obviously this further question cannot be avoided. Under the 
infl uence of the master thesis, we will again start looking for a mental content; we 
will again be noting the need for its (correct) interpretation … and so on. In other 
words, adherence to the master thesis pushes us into an infi nite regress.34

According to McDowell, Kripke’s WRPL is right to adopt and exploit Witt-
genstein’s attack on the master thesis: “Kripke gives a gripping exposition of this 
threatened regress of interpretations, and it is beyond question that the regress 
is one of the ingredients for a proper understanding of Wittgenstein’s point”.35 
As McDowell sees it, Kripke’s crucial mistake lies not in the way he presents the 
regress argument, but in the conclusion he draws from it: 

Kripke’s reading goes beyond identifying the threat and giving it 
vivid expression. On Kripke’s account, Wittgenstein rescues the idea 
of understand ing by abandoning the idea that someone’s grasping a 
meaning is a fact about her. According to Kripke’s Wittgenstein, as 
soon as we look for a fact about a person that is what her grasping 
a meaning consists in, we are doomed to have any appearance that 
what we pick might be the right sort of fact – specifi cally that it might 
have the right sort of normative links with her behaviour – crumble 
before our eyes under the impact of the regress of interpretations. So 
we should conclude that there can be no such fact.36

In other words, on McDowell’s reconstruction, Kripke takes Wittgenstein to 
present us with the following binary choice. Th e fi rst option is to defend, and 
give substance to, the master thesis. If we succeed in this endeavour then we 
have identifi ed facts of meaning and understanding. We thereby earn the right 
to say that “Jones means addition by ‘+’” is made true and meaningful by a fact 
about Jones, namely, the fact that he has a specifi c mental content with the correct 
interpretation. Th e second option, and indeed the only alternative to the fi rst, is a 
radical form of non-factualism: meaning attributions are ways “to record accept-
ance of individuals into the linguistic community”.37 Kripke shows that the fi rst 
option is a chimera, that there is no way to make good on the master thesis. And 
thus follows the sceptical conclusion (“all language is meaningless”). Finally, since 
the fi rst option fails, the second one has to be accepted. Projectivism remains as 
the only alternative. McDowell rejects the binary choice and the plausibility of 
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non-factualism. To begin with the latter, he simply denies that projectivism can 
alleviate the sceptical conclusion (“that all language is meaningless”): “It is quite 
obscure how we could hope to claw ourselves back by manipulating the notion 
of accredited membership in a linguistic community”.38

Th e binary choice off ered by Kripke’s Wittgenstein is equally mistaken, 
McDowell suggests. Th e real Wittgenstein off ers a three-way rather than a two-
way choice: “there are three positions in play: the two horns of the dilemma, and 
the community-oriented conception of meaning that enables us to decline the 
choice”.39 Th e fi rst horn is indeed the regress of interpretations (as resulting from 
the master thesis). Th is horn is summed up in PI:

Th is was our paradox: no course of action could be determined by a 
rule, because every course of action can be made out to accord with 
the rule. Th e answer was: if everything can be made out to accord with 
the rule, then it can also be made out to confl ict with it. And so there 
would be neither accord nor confl ict here. (PI: §201)

Th e second horn is not – as (allegedly) Kripke would have it – a form of non-
factualism but an unsatisfactory response to the diffi  culties of the master thesis. 
According to this response, the way to stop the regress of interpretations is to 
make meaning “the last interpretation”: “Every sign is capable of interpretation; 
but the meaning mustn’t be capable of interpretation. It is the last interpreta-
tion.”40 Th e problem with this proposal is that it allows for interpretations of signs 
but not for interpretations of meaning. It thereby pictures, McDowell suggests, 
“following a rule as the operation of a super-rigid yet (or perhaps we should say 
‘hence’) ethereal machine”.41 Th is leaves as the only contender what McDowell 
calls “the community-oriented conception of meaning that enables us to decline 
the choice”. McDowell fi nds this view in the second paragraph of PI §201: “there 
is a way of grasping a rule which is not an interpretation, but which is exhibited in 
what we call ‘obeying the rule’ and ‘going against it’ in actual cases”. McDowell’s 
main misgiving about WRPL is that the latter “makes nothing of Wittgenstein’s 
concern to reject the assimilation of understanding to interpretation”.42 Once we 
recognize the third position we can see that there is a way of rejecting the master 
thesis and holding on to factualism, both at the same time. 

In further elaborating on this third position, McDowell stresses the role of 
training, customs, practices and institutions in Wittgenstein. Th ese concepts 
come together, for instance: 

“Th en can whatever I do be brought into accord with the rule?”  Let 
me ask this: what has the expression of a rule – say a sign-post – got 
to do with my actions? What sort of connexion is there here? – Well, 
perhaps this one: I have been trained to react to this sign in a particu-
lar way, and now I do so react to it.
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 “But that is only to give a causal connexion: to tell how it has come 
about that we go by the sign-post; not what this going-by-the-sign 
really consists in.” – On the contrary; I have further indicated that a 
person goes by a sign-post only in so far as there exists a regular use 
of sign-posts, a custom. (PI: §198)43

Th e alternative to the master thesis is centred around phenomena of training 
and acting blindly, in an unrefl ective manner. Th is alternative must be taken 
aright. Wittgenstein is not proposing a reduction of meaning and understand-
ing to non-intentional and hence norm-free behaviour. If he did he would be 
involved in dismissing our ordinary conception of meaning, rules and under-
standing as an illusion.44 Th is is where the reference to customs becomes crucial. 
We are creatures who understand what it is to act in accordance with mean-
ings or  signposts. Telling us that going-by-the-sign is a custom is meant to 
remind us of our natural ability to be sensitive to normative considerations.45 
In other places Wittgenstein refers to practices and institutions to make closely 
related points. For instancem we are told that obeying a rule is a “practice” (PI: 
§202); and  elsewhere we learn that “A game, language or rule is an institution”.46 
 Practices and institutions function like customs: in each case we fi nd responses 
and reactions that are not mediated by interpretations, and yet in each case 
we also fi nd space for normativity. Th e idea that interpretation is not central 
to our  ability to follow rules is also expressed in the formula “When I obey a 
rule, I do not choose. I obey rules blindly” (PI: §219) and in the passage about 
 “bedrock”:

“How am I able to obey a rule?” – if this is not a question about causes, 
then it is about the justifi cation for my following the rule in the way
I do.
 If I have exhausted the justifi cations I have reached bedrock, and my 
spade is turned. Th en I am inclined to say: “Th is is simply what I do.”  
 (PI: §217)

McDowell fi nds the same theme in Wittgenstein’s “repeated insistence that the 
agreement that is necessary for the notion of following a rule to be applicable is 
not agreement in opinions”:47

“So you are saying that human agreement decides what is true and 
what is false?” – It is what human beings say that is true and false; and 
they agree in the language they use. Th at is not agreement in opinions 
but in form of life. (PI: §241)

McDowell writes that “it cannot be denied that the insistence on publicity in 
Kripke’s reading corresponds broadly with a Wittgensteinian thought”.48 But 
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McDowell denies that Kripke has understood the role of such publicity in 
 Wittgenstein: publicity is part and parcel of a non-sceptical factual understand-
ing of meaning. It is not an element in a projectivist sceptical solution. 

McDowell’s Wittgenstein is then a factualist and a defender of our intuitive 
notion of objectivity (“idea of things being thus and so anyway, whether or not 
we choose to investigate the matter in question, and whatever the outcome of 
any such investigation”49). However, Wittgenstein does not grant our concepts 
the sort of “platonistic autonomy” according to which “possessing a concept is 
grasping a pattern of application that extends of itself to new cases”.50 It is this con-
ception that is the main target of Wittgenstein’s refl ections on rules and meaning. 
McDowell warns of the dangers of taking Wittgenstein’s criticism too far. First, the 
recoil from “platonistic autonomy” provides no licence for rejecting “the truth-
 conditional conception of meaning, properly understood”. To properly under-
stand this conception is to recognize that truth-conditions:

are necessarily given by us, in a language that we understand. When 
we say “‘Diamonds are hard’ is true if and only if diamonds are hard”, 
we are just as much involved on the right-hand side as the refl ections 
on rule-following tell us we are. Th ere is a standing temptation to miss 
this obvious truth, and to suppose that the right-hand side somehow 
presents us with a possible fact, pictured as an unconceptualised con-
fi guration of things in themselves.51

And, secondly, the recoil from platonistic autonomy must not reject “various 
ideas that are simply part of the idea of meaning’s normative reach”. Central 
among these ideas is the notion that “standards of correctness embodied in a 
grasped meaning are, as Crispin Wright puts it, ratifi cation-independent”. Given 
an instruction to extend a numerical series, ratifi cation-independence is the thesis 
according to which the meaning of this instruction “determines what is correct at 
any point in the series in advance of anyone’s working out the series to that point, 
so that the meaning yields a standard of correctness for what any calculator or 
group of calculators does or might do”.52

Finally, McDowell urges us to take seriously Wittgenstein’s “no theses  thesis”: 
“If one tried to advance theses in philosophy, it would never be possible to debate 
them, because everyone would agree to them” (PI: §128).53 One does not take 
this “quietism”54 seriously, if one attributes to Wittgenstein a reductive theory 
of meaning and intentionality. Any such attribution fl ies in the face of Wittgen-
stein’s insistence that “[w]hat has to be accepted, the given, is – so one could say 
– forms of life” (PI: 192), or that “[c]ommanding, questioning, recounting, chat-
ting, are as much part of our natural history as walking, eating, drinking, play-
ing” (PI: §25). As McDowell reads the “no theses” view of philosophy, it amounts 
to a “diagnostic deconstruction” of reductivism. Th is is especially clear in a pas-
sage where McDowell contrasts two diff erent ways of bringing the notion of 
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custom to bear on the question of rule-following. “A constructive philosophical 
account” would accept customs as part of the explanation of rule-following only 
if customs were “characterisable in terms that do not presuppose meaning and 
understanding”.55 In contrast, Wittgenstein’s “point is to remind us” that custom 
is a “natural phenomenon … [and] already shaped by meaning and understand-
ing”.56 Ultimately, Wittgenstein’s goal is not to answer questions such as “How is 
meaning or intentionality possible?”. Wittgenstein’s interest is rather to free us of 
assumptions like the master thesis, assumptions that make these questions look 
pressing: 

Given a satisfying diagnosis, the inclination should evaporate, and the 
questions should simply fall away. Th ere is no need to concoct sub-
stantial philosophical answers to them. Th e right response to “How is 
meaning possible?” or “How is intentionality possible?” is to uncover 
the way of thinking that makes it seem diffi  cult to accommodate 
meaning and intentionality in our picture of how things are and to 
lay bare how uncompulsory it is to think in that way.57

McDowell’s discussion, summarized above, is intriguing not least because he 
challenges WRPL both as an interpretation of Wittgenstein and as a plausible 
position in its own right. I shall begin with some comments on McDowell’s inter-
pretation of WRPL and then move on to investigate the possibility that McDow-
ell’s Wittgenstein off ers us a novel and unassailable form of meaning determinism: 
meaning determinism without the master thesis.

Th ere can be no doubt that something like the master thesis fi gures centrally 
in Kripke’s book. Aft er all, grasping as interpretation is a central ingredient of the 
intuitive picture of meaning determinism, and interpretation talk is prominent 
throughout Chapter 2 of WRPL. For instance:

Th e sceptic claims (or feigns to claim) that I am now misinterpreting 
my own previous usage. (WRPL: 9)

[I]f “plus” is explained in terms of “counting”, a non-standard inter-
pretation of the latter will yield a non-standard interpreta tion of the 
former. (WRPL: 16)

It might be urged that the quus function is ruled out as an interpreta-
tion of “+” because it fails to satisfy some of the laws I accept for “+”  
 (WRPL: 16)

I am expounding Wittgenstein’s well-known remarks about “a rule for 
interpreting a rule”. (WRPL: 17)
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How can I justify my present application of such a rule, when a sceptic 
could easily interpret it so as to yield any of an indefi nite number of 
other results? (WRPL: 17)

Did I think explicitly of the Eiff el Tower when I fi rst “grasped the con-
cept of ” a table, gave myself directions for what I meant by “table”? 
And even if I did think of the Tower, cannot any directions I gave 
myself mentioning it be reinterpreted compatibly with the sceptic’s 
hypothesis? (WRPL: 19)

[T]he sceptic argues, in essence, that I am free to give any new answer 
to an addition problem, since I can always interpret my previous 
intentions appropriately. (WRPL: 32) 

Can we conceive of a fi nite state which could not be interpreted in a 
quus-like way? (WRPL: 52)

Platonic objects may be self-interpreting, or rather, they may need 
no interpretation; but ultimately there must be some mental entity 
involved that raises the sceptical problem. (WRPL: 54)

Th e sceptical argument, then, remains unanswered. Th ere can be no 
such thing as meaning anything by any word. Each new application 
we make is a leap in the dark; any present intention could be inter-
preted so as to accord with anything we may choose to do. So there 
can be neither accord, nor confl ict. Th is is what Wittgenstein said in 
§202. (WRPL: 55)

[N]o matter what is in my mind at a given time, I am free in the future 
to interpret it in diff erent ways. (WRPL: 107)

Except for the last two, these quotations are from sections where the meaning 
sceptic attacks the “use response”, the “algorithm response”, the “qualia response”, 
“semantic primitivism” and “Platonism”. In all these cases, the meaning sceptic 
counters the proposal with the observation that the proposed items (past behav-
iours, formulae, qualia, intentions and Fregean ideas) can be interpreted in many 
diff erent ways. In all these cases Kripke does indeed work with the regress of 
interpretations. Note, however, that the same is not true in the case of reduc-
tive dispositionalism. It seems as though the dispositionalist is, in a way, doing 
precisely what McDowell’s Wittgenstein urges us to do: get rid of any mental 
items that just “stand there like sign-posts”. Moreover, the arguments that Kripke 
 marshals against dispositionalism on Wittgenstein’s behalf – the normativity con-
siderations, the fi nitude objection, the mistake objection – do not make use of the 
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regress of interpretations. Given the central place of dispositionalism in Chapter 
2 of WRPL this should make us cautious about McDowell’s reading of the book. 
Certainly McDowell’s central claim according to which Kripke has us choose 
between the master thesis and non-factualism cannot be correct in the unquali-
fi ed form in which McDowell presents it.

If my interpretation in the previous chapters is even roughly on target, then 
other elements of McDowell’s rendering of the argument of WRPL must also be 
mistaken. Th e most important of such elements is the role of factualism in the 
sceptical solution. McDowell reads the sceptical solution as a form of projectivism 
(only); I have suggested that it is compatible with a minimal form of factualism. 
Furthermore, there is also reason to doubt McDowell’s claim according to which 
Kripke fails to recognize Wittgenstein’s crucial third option: a primitivism about 
meaning and rules that is centred around the ideas of training, acting blindly, 
agreement, custom, practice and institution. It is certainly true that Kripke does 
not make training a central issue; nevertheless he tells us that “almost all of us, 
aft er suffi  cient training, respond with roughly the same procedures to concrete 
addition problems” (WRPL: 96), and that “[w]hat it seems may be unintelligible to 
us is how an intelligent creature could get the very training we have for the addi-
tion function, and yet grasp the appropriate function in a quus-like way” (WRPL: 
98, n.78). Th e importance of training for McDowell’s Wittgenstein derives from 
the fact that training usually leads us to act blindly, without further refl ection or 
interpretation. Now this idea is clearly very much present in the sceptical solution. 
Here are some telling passages:

Even the very fi rst section of the Investigations can be read, with hind-
sight, as anticipating the problem. … See: “But how does he know 
where and how he is to look up the word ‘red’ and what he is to do 
with the word ‘fi ve’? – Well, I assume that he acts as I described. 
Explanations come to an end somewhere.” (§1) In hindsight, this is a 
statement of the basic point that I follow rules “blindly”, without any 
justifi cation for the choice I make. Th e suggestion in the section that 
nothing is wrong with this situation, provided that my use of “fi ve”, 
“red”, etc. fi ts into a proper system of activities in the community, 
anticipates Wittgenstein’s sceptical solution … (WRPL: 81)

In this passage we fi nd not only the idea of “acting blindly” but also the further 
insistence that blind action qua rule-following is part of a communal custom or 
practice. Kripke develops the same idea in greater detail six pages later. He fi rst 
emphasizes the importance of acting blindly: “Th e entire point of the sceptical 
argument is that ultimately we reach a level where we act without any reason 
in terms of which we can justify our action. We act unhesitatingly but blindly” 
(WRPL: 87). Subsequently Kripke goes on to remind us that there must be more 
to rule-following than acting blindly; there must be more for there to be nor-
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mativity, for there to be a distinction between “is right” and “seems right”. And 
this distinction plays a role when we assess the performances of others who are 
engaged in more or less ordinary practices (such as going to the grocer). No 
regress threatens here, since our assessments of others are ultimately “unhesitat-
ing but blind” as well (WRPL: 90–91).

In light of this textual evidence I am puzzled by the fact that McDowell cites 
the second paragraph of PI §201 as telling against Kripke. McDowell suggests 
that Kripke overlooks Wittgenstein’s insistence that “there is way of grasping a 
rule which is not an interpretation, but which is exhibited in what we call ‘obeying 
the rule’ and ‘going against it’ in actual cases” (PI: §201). Does not the sceptical 
solution try to elucidate precisely our normative practice of assessing instances 
of rule-following – and without making any assumptions about the interpretable 
mental states of either the rule-follower or the rule-attributor?

A fi nal crucial issue on which Kripke’s and McDowell’s Wittgensteins are much 
closer than McDowell allows for is the “no theses” view of philosophy. McDow-
ell’s Wittgenstein’s opposition to “constructive philosophical accounts” is really 
an opposition to, and “diagnostic deconstruction” of, all forms of reductivism. 
Kripke’s Wittgenstein would obviously sympathize. His only proviso would be 
that reductivism is not the only candidate for “diagnostic deconstruction”. Seman-
tic and intentional reductivism is a natural upshot of meaning determinism, and 
unless we cure ourselves of the latter, we can never be sure that we are free of the 
inclination to be tempted by the former. 

My comments above defended Kripke by showing that McDowell exaggerates 
the distance between them. One might almost say that I have assimilated the two 
positions to an extent that they almost become indistinguishable. Th is obviously 
sits badly with McDowell’s claim that his Wittgenstein off ers a “straight solution” 
to the paradox of PI §201.58 Can we read McDowell diff erently? Can we perhaps 
read him as proposing an improved version of meaning determinism: meaning 
determinism without the master thesis?59 I doubt that this reading can be squared 
with McDowell’s commitments. McDowell’s position questions or rejects almost 
all meaning-determinist assumptions. To begin with, McDowell is committed to 
downplaying or rejecting the idea that rule-following involves immediate knowl-
edge of a mental state, and he applauds “the insistence on publicity in Kripke’s 
reading”. Th is rules out immediate knowledge, privacy, and an individualistic con-
strual of semantic normativity. While some elements of grasping might survive, 
the crucial idea of grasping as interpreting must go. And McDowell’s “quietism” 
is incompatible with metaphysical justifi cation, that is, the idea that the justifi ca-
tion of our meaning sentences must come from ontological considerations. Th is 
leaves objectivity and classical realism. Here the evidence is undeniably mixed. 
As far as objectivity goes, McDowell seeks to fi nd a middle way between “platon-
istic autonomy” and “ratifi cation-dependence”: a concept is neither a pattern of 
application that “extends of itself to new cases”, nor a pattern of application that we 
create step by step as we proceed. Th is is weaker than the meaning determinist’s 
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objectivity, which seems to be precisely a form of the autonomy thesis. Finally, 
McDowell does not advocate full-blown classical realism with its infl ationary fac-
tualism. Note only McDowell’s contention that “[w]hen we say ‘ “Diamonds are 
hard” is true if and only if diamonds are hard’, we are just as much involved on the 
right-hand side as the refl ections on rule-following tell us we are”.60 

I am aware that the above comments on the relationship between McDowell 
and Kripke’s Wittgenstein are somewhat inconclusive. To give more substance to 
my suggestions would involve us in a much more thorough discussion of McDow-
ell’s wide-ranging and intricate refl ections on Wittgenstein and other matters. 
Th is is not the place for such an investigation. Here I will be satisfi ed if I have 
shown, fi rst, that McDowell’s reading of WRPL is defi cient in several important 
respects, and, secondly, that McDowell’s Wittgenstein is not obviously proposing 
a “straight” reply to the sceptical challenge. 

Primitivism and the phenomenology of rule-following

Pettit’s61 form of primitivism regarding rule-following and meaning is not – like 
the other forms reviewed above – based on a direct and detailed critical discus-
sion of WRPL. Pettit simply puts forward his proposal as a way of explaining how 
rule-following is possible.

Pettit’s starting-point is what he calls “the phenomenology of rule- following”.62 
Th is phenomenology has four “elements”. First, rules are normative constraints 
on decisions. To follow a rule is to decide in one way – the way demanded by 
the rule – rather than another. A given normative constraint can become sali-
ent in an indefi nitely large number of situations. Th at is to say, the rule-follower 
usually is not able to specify in advance all the situations in which some given 
rule will become relevant to his decisions. Some key aspects of the relationship 
between action and rule can be captured using the concept of a function. A rule 
can be looked on as a function that takes decision-types as inputs and produces 
options for action as outputs. Th us, for instance, the rule “Be polite!” takes as 
inputs types of social situations, and delivers forms of polite behaviour for each 
such situation as outputs. Th inking of rules in this way allows for a distinction 
between two notions of a rule: rule-in-extension and rule-in-intension. Th e rule-
in-extension is a set of pairs of situations and behaviours. Th e rule-in-intension 
is the abstract object, universal or concept that we take to determine, for each 
situation, the appropriate behaviour. Th e second element of the phenomenology 
of rule-following is that a rule “should be determinable or identifi able by a fi nite 
subject independently of any particular application”. Th e rule-follower must be 
able to identify the rule as something to which she can be faithful in her deci-
sions on how to act. For this to be possible, the rule cannot simply coincide with 
its applications. Finally, elements three and four are that rules must be “directly” 
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and “fallibly readable”: rule-followers must be able to tell straightaway what the 
rules demand; and agents must be able to fail in their attempts to follow rules. Pet-
tit calls the fi rst element “objective” (“it tells us … what objectively, so to speak, a 
rule is”), and the other three elements “subjective” (“they tell us what an objective 
rule must be to engage subjectively with potential followers”).63 

Pettit interprets the meaning scepticism of WRPL as the challenge to explain 
how the objective and the subjective elements of the “phenomenology of rule-
 following” can be simultaneously satisfi ed. Th e meaning sceptic is doubtful that 
such synthesis is possible. To begin with, it is hard to see how any content of 
our mind could act as, or produce, an indefi nite normative constraint. Contents 
of our mind are fi nite, whereas most rules-in-extension are infi nitely large sets. 
Shift ing from rules-in-extension to rules-in-intention does not improve the situ-
ation. Rules-in-intention are abstract objects, and we lack convincing accounts 
of how our mind can make contact with such objects. Moreover, the subjective 
conditions of rule-following cannot support the required objectivity. Qualia can 
be interpreted in multiple ways. Any given set of examples can always instantiate 
any number of rules. And semantic dispositionalism fails for familiar reasons: it 
cannot explain how rules can guide us.64 

Pettit wishes to propose a “non-sceptical response to the challenge about rules”. A 
response is non-sceptical, he tells us, if it “vindicate[s] the idea that we intentionally 
try to conform to entities that satisfy the objective condition: constraints that are 
normative over an indefi nite variety of cases”.65 Pettit’s starting-point is a new idea 
on the issue of how a rule can be represented to a learner. Th e natural answer is, of 
course, that rules are represented in and through examples of their correct applica-
tions. Unfortunately, this response is threatened by the phenomenon of underde-
termination: any given set of examples instantiates many diff erent rules. In order to 
overcome this underdetermination, Pettit distinguishes between “instantiation” and 
“exemplifi cation”. Instantiation is a one-to-many and two-place relation between 
one set of examples and many rules. Exemplifi cation, however, is a three-place, one-
to-one-to-one relation between one series of examples, one rule and one human 
subject. Given a human subject with her physiological and psychological limitations 
and abilities, a given series of examples may exemplify just one single rule.66

When a human subject is confronted with a set of examples she may well 
develop an inclination or disposition to extrapolate from this set to new cases. In 
such cases, the examples can be said to “generate” the inclination or disposition. 
For instance, on being shown, as examples of red things, a British fi re-engine, a 
British post-box and a London bus, we develop the disposition to regard as red 
also the Communist fl ag, the torero’s muleta, tomatoes and strawberries. Th e dis-
position to extrapolate from a given set of examples has a “dual function”. On the 
one hand, it prompts the speaker or thinker to regard certain things in the world 
as red. On the other hand, the disposition “make[s] salient the rule she intends 
to follow: the rule which, given the inclination they engender, a certain set of 
examples can exemplify”.67 Once I have developed the mentioned disposition (to 
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classify a British-fi re engine, a post-box, a London bus and a tomato as sharing a 
colour property) I will take my further acts of classifying things as red as “doing 
the same thing” as my teacher did and “as following the same rule” that my teacher 
followed. Once I have the disposition in question, I am able to say which rule I 
am following in calling the newly encountered muleta “red”: I am following that 
rule – the rule according to which the British fi re-engine, the post-box and the 
London bus are all red. Four things are particularly important here. First, Pettit 
is not saying that the disposition or inclination is identical with the rule; to do 
so would be a form of reductivism. Instead he writes that the rule is “associated 
… with the inclination generated by the examples”.68 Secondly, the rule as picked 
out by the inclination (in the examples) can now itself become an object of my 
thoughts: I can decide to follow it, I can follow it intentionally. Th irdly, all this is 
possible without it being the case that the inclination or disposition itself has to 
feature in consciousness.69 And fourthly, Pettit believes that, “under idealisation”, 
inclinations or dispositions can “stretch to an infi nite number of instances”.70

Pettit’s fi nal step introduces normativity and the distinction between “seems 
right” and “is right” into his account. He does so by adding an important proviso 
to his earlier way of associating inclination and rule: “Th e rule associated with the 
inclination will be … the one that satisfi es this inclination, provided the inclination 
fi res under [certain favourable] conditions …”.71 Th ere is a prima facie problem with 
this suggestion. In the previous paragraph I mentioned that inclinations or dispo-
sitions need not feature in consciousness. But surely  normativity qua favourable 
conditions has to enter consciousness in some way. How can both be true? Pettit’s 
solution is based on the idea of a comparison between diff erent “fi rings” of the 
same (type- or token-) inclination. Even when the inclination itself does not fea-
ture in my consciousness, I am still able to identify which rule I am intentionally 
following. And this in turn enables me to consciously pick out intertemporal or 
interpersonal diff erences in my following of one and the same rule. If I judge one 
and the same muleta as red and grey in one and the same aft ernoon, I must be 
able to say how this is possible: did the muleta get sandy, did I misjudge its colour 
when the torero moved from the sun into the shadow, or did my sunglasses “col-
our” my perception? Th ese same considerations might also explain why you and 
I make diff erent judgements about the muleta. Rules are normative phenomena 
since we are “committed to the principle that intertemporal or interpersonal dif-
ferences in how the inclination … goes are a sign that perturbing infl uences are 
at play”.72 Th is commitment includes the willingness to explain the diff erences 
and to correct some “fi rings” of our inclinations or manifestations of our disposi-
tions. Th is analysis elegantly avoids the problem of having to store a fi xed set of 
(un)favourable conditions into our minds. Which conditions are unfavourable 
is something that human subjects can learn as they compare their inclination-
 triggered actions over time, and with others.

Th e following passage nicely sums up Pettit’s account and highlights its primi-
tivist credentials: 



S E M A N T I C  P R I M I T I V I S M

231

Rule-following is possible … under two conditions. Th e fi rst is that on 
being presented with certain examples the rule-follower develops an 
inclination to carry on in a particular fashion, an inclination in virtue 
of which the examples exemplify a particular rule for the agent. Th e 
second condition is that the agent is able to explain any intertemporal 
or interpersonal discrepancies in spontaneous application by appeal 
to perturbing factors, so that the rule exemplifi ed – though she will 
not think of it this way – is the rule which dictates those responses that 
the corrected or standardized inclination supports, not the inclination 
neat. Th is explanation of how rule-following is possible … nowhere 
says what rule-following is, reductively characterized. It tells a story 
about how rule- following might get going; it off ers a genealogy of 
rule-following on a par with Hume’s genealogy of causal talk or, more 
notoriously, Nietzsche’s genealogy of morals. But it does not analyse in 
reductive terms what it means to say that this or that is a rule, that this 
or that is what it means for a rule to require something, and so on.73 

Pettit’s proposal is meant to defend the common-sense phenomenology of 
rule-following. But he does so at the price of developing a position with, as he 
himself admits, prima facie “repugnant” corollaries. Pettit lists three. First, on 
the off ered account rule-following is “precarious”: my standardized inclination 
may at any time go awry. No perturbing factors may be in evidence and yet my 
inclination may leave me with an incoherent set of fi rings. Secondly, Pettit’s pro-
posal is explicitly “interactive”. Although Pettit is impressed with Blackburn’s and 
McGinn’s arguments in favour of the logical possibility of Crusoe as a rule- follower, 
he emphasizes the need for others “in practice”: “It may be that interaction with 
oneself across time is in principle enough to underpin the capacity to think [and 
thus to follow rules] but that interaction with other people is always part of the 
underpinning that is available in practice”.74 And thirdly, Pettit’s account implies a 
“relativity [of rules] to our species, perhaps even to our culture”. Exemplifi cation is 
a three-place relationship between a set of examples, a rule and a human subject. 
Physiology, culture and history may all have a part in making that subject what 
it is. And someone who did not share my physiology, culture and history might 
not be able to hit on a counterpart inclination and thus “would have no capacity 
to tell what rule I was following or even that I was following a rule”.75

Is Pettit’s proposal a defence of a meaning-determinist form of primitivism? 
Is it a variant of the sceptical solution? Or is it some other form of revolution-
ary deviation from meaning determinism? A straightforward answer to these 
 questions is not easy. Th e three “repugnant” corollaries seem a far cry from mean-
ing determinism. And these revolutionary aspects contradict the way in which 
Pettit describes the dialectic of WRPL, and the position of his proposal within it. 
Pettit thinks that WRPL is an attack on “the phenomenology of rule-following”. 
And he presents his own proposal as a “non-sceptical” answer. “Non-sceptical” 
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presumably means “straight” (cf. WRPL: 66), and “straight” solutions fall within 
the meaning-determinist spectrum. 

In order to get greater clarity here it will be useful to begin by challenging Pet-
tit’s reading of the target of WRPL. Th e target of Kripke’s Wittgenstein is not the 
phenomenology of rule-following (as laid out by Pettit) but various versions of 
meaning determinism. And meaning determinism is not identical with this phe-
nomenology. Th ere is more to meaning determinism than the assumptions that 
rules (and meanings) are normative constraints, that they are identifi able inde-
pendently of particular application, and that they are readable directly and fallibly. 
Indeed, the phenomenology of rule-following is such a weak set of assumptions 
that they are even compatible with, and acceptable by, the sceptical solution. It 
is not that meaning determinism accepts, and meaning scepticism rejects, the 
phenomenology of meaning and rules. Meaning determinism and meaning scep-
ticism are two diff erent proposals for clarifying and explaining this phenomenol-
ogy. As the argument of WRPL unfolds, and as meaning determinism is put to 
the test, it turns out that meaning determinism is unable to deliver the goods: it 
is unable to off er a coherent explanation for the phenomenology. Enter the scep-
tical solution. It throws out meaning determinism alright, but just as it preserves 
our everyday use of meaning sentences, it also retains the phenomenology. (It is 
questionable anyway, to what degree talk and phenomenology are separable.)

In the same vein, Pettit’s characterization of what is meant by a “non-sceptical 
response” also must be scrutinized. Such a response, he tells us, “has to vindicate 
the idea that we intentionally try to conform to entities that satisfy the objective 
condition”.76 It does not seem obvious to me that the sceptical solution denies the 
possibility of such vindication. Obviously, within the sceptical solution “inten-
tional trying” and “conforming” receive descriptions that diff er from those origi-
nally envisaged at the beginning of the book. To cut a longer (already told) story 
short, the meaning-sceptical account sees the prospective rule-follower as trying 
(at least sometimes) to fall into step with the established practice of his commu-
nity, and as willing or obliged to justify her doings when challenged. Th is is what 
“intentional trying” and “conforming” really amounts to.

Th ese issues of interpretation are not without systematic interest. If my com-
ments are roughly right then there is good reason to suspect that Pettit’s proposal 
may well be closer to the sceptical solution than he allows for. In order to give 
substance to this suspicion, it pays to compare his proposal with meaning deter-
minism and the sceptical solution, respectively. Th e fi rst thing to remember here 
is that Pettit’s account is non-reductive. Th is already distinguishes it from most 
high-brow versions of meaning determinism. Th e distance increases yet further as 
we focus on the specifi c ingredients of the meaning-determinist  picture. Accord-
ing to immediate knowledge, to be a rule-follower, Jones must have immediate and 
certain knowledge of his rule-constituting mental state. Th is is a much stronger 
demand than Pettit’s constraint according to which a rule must be “directly read-
able”. Immediate knowledge involves a form of introspective knowledge; Pettit’s 



S E M A N T I C  P R I M I T I V I S M

233

constraint does not. Pettit’s proposal also denies privacy and semantic normativ-
ity. To be a rule-follower is, for Pettit, to stand in certain normative relations to 
others: previous or future selves, and other people. It is true that Pettit does not go 
so far as to say that a rule-following Crusoe is logically impossible. (Some of my 
criticisms of Blackburn and McGinn in Chapter 6 also apply to Pettit.) Neverthe-
less, Pettit goes far enough towards intersubjective normativity to leave a yawning 
gap between himself and the meaning determinist. At fi rst sight it might seem as if 
there was more of a convergence in the case of grasping, especially the meaning-
determinist idea that to grasp a rule is tantamount to forming intentions regard-
ing a possibly infi nite number of applications. Does not Pettit likewise insist that 
to grasp a rule is to follow it intentionally? Th e similarity in formulations belies, 
of course, a fundamental diff erence in outlook. Th e meaning determinist equates 
following a rule with having a system of intentions. Th at is to say, the meaning 
determinist reduces rule-following to intentions. Pettit does no such thing; he is 
a primitivist even within the circle of intentional concepts. Rules are the targets 
of intentions, but rules and intentions are diff erent kinds of entities.

Th ings are slightly more complex regarding objectivity and classical realism. 
Pettit obviously does not accept the idea of a mental state that contains and deter-
mines “in a queer way” all future applications of a rule. Again, his invocation of 
rules as “normative constraints which are relevant in an indefi nitely large number 
of decision-types”77 is a weaker demand. In the same vein we need to register that 
two of Pettit’s three “repugnant corollaries” weaken objectivity: if rule-following 
is precarious and relative (to culture and physiology) then rules cannot contain 
all of their future applications. All this is not to say that Pettit does not remain 
close to some elements of meaning determinism here. As we saw above, Pettit 
believes that, “under idealisation”, inclinations or dispositions can “stretch to an 
infi nite number of instances”.78 Here Pettit leans on Fodor’s arguments in defence 
of semantic idealization. I have argued in Chapter 3 that Fodor’s arguments are 
not convincing. 

But does Pettit not off er at least a factualist account of rule-following? And does 
this not distinguish him from the sceptical solution? As we have seen in Chapter 
5, when it comes to factualism we need to tread carefully: there are more forms of 
factualism than are dreamt of in standard interpretations and criticisms of WRPL. 
Th e sceptical solution is happy with a defl ationary factualism, but opposed to the 
infl ationary factualism of classical realism. Moreover, Pettit reformulates the issue 
of rule-following in such a way that the central debate over facts of meaning is, to 
some degree at least, suppressed: “He [Kripke] tends to ask aft er what fact about 
a person could constitute his following a rule whereas I shall ask aft er what sort 
of thing could constitute a rule that the person might follow”.79 Pettit also tells us 
that to explain “in familiar psychological terms how rule-following is possible” is 
not “to identify it reductively with any independent psychological fact”.80 Finally, 
we must not forget that even if there were more than minimal meaning or rule-
following facts for Pettit, these are of a somewhat unusual kind: Jones meaning 
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addition by “+” would be a fact that involves many of Jones’s time-slices; a fact 
about Jones’s willingness and commitment to compare his calculations with oth-
ers; and a fact that is relative to one’s nature and nurture. Th ese are not the sorts 
of meaning and rule-following facts that would warm the heart of a meaning 
determinist.

In light of the above it cannot be maintained that Pettit’s proposal is a defence 
of meaning-determinist primitivism. Unfortunately, Pettit’s discussion of WRPL 
is too short for us to go further and decide between the two remaining options: 
a revolutionary alternative to the sceptical solution on the one hand, or a variant 
or complement of it on the other hand. Clearly Pettit’s own genealogy for his pro-
posal – “Hume’s genealogy of causal talk or, more notoriously, Nietzsche’s gene-
alogy of morals”81 – indicates that the distance to the sceptical solution may be 
short. It is equally obvious that further development of the details of the sceptical 
solution could only profi t from trying to absorb the lessons of Pettit’s ideas on 
exemplifi cation, favourable conditions and intersubjective comparison. 

Conclusion

I began the current chapter trying to explain how Kripke can make two diff erent 
– prima facie even contradictory – claims about semantic primitivism. On the one 
hand, Kripke writes that if primitivism is “taken in an appropriate way Wittgenstein 
may even accept it” (WRPL: 51). On the other hand, Kripke suggests that Wittgen-
stein regards primitivism as “desperate” and “mysterious” (ibid.). I suggested that 
both statements make sense once we distinguish between two forms of semantic 
primitivism: a meaning-determinist form and a meaning-sceptical form.  Meaning-
determinist primitivism is non-reductive about the facts that fi t the intuitive (low-
brow) picture of meaning determinism; that is, it is non-reductive about facts that 
satisfy the conditions of immediate knowledge, privacy, grasping, semantic norma-
tivity, objectivity, classical realism and metaphysical justifi cation. Meaning- sceptical 
primitivism is the recognition that since there cannot be  meaning- determinist 
truth-conditions for meaning attributions in general, there also cannot be non-
intentional meaning-determinist truth-conditions for meaning attributions in par-
ticular. Kripke’s Wittgenstein accepts meaning-sceptical primitivism, but he rejects 
meaning-determinist primitivism as desperate and mysterious. 

Is Kripke’s criticism of meaning-determinist primitivism justifi ed? Boghos-
sian off ers a negative answer. He claims that Kripke’s criticism is based on an 
illegitimate challenge to the idea that there are “states with infi nitary norma-
tive characters”. I suggested that Boghossian’s argument fails to help the meaning 
determinist. Th e meaning determinist himself expresses his puzzlement about 
infi nity in many places. And thus the meaning determinist cannot treat infi nitary 
normative character as a primitive phenomenon.
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Th e critical discussions by Boghossian, McDowell, Pettit and Wright are 
among the most infl uential commentaries on Kripke’s text. Th ey are impressive 
both as concerns their critical scrutiny of the text and as concerns the originality 
of their alternative suggestions. Interestingly enough, all four authors advocate 
versions of semantic primitivism as direct or straight responses to the sceptical chal-
lenge. As I have reconstructed WRPL, direct or straight responses to the sceptical 
 challenge are – by defi nition – meaning-determinist responses. Do we have to 
conclude then that meaning determinism wins aft er all, albeit (only) in a primi-
tivist guise? 

In the main body of this chapter I have tried to justify a negative answer to this 
question. My strategy was twofold. On the one hand I have sought to show that 
all four authors misinterpret key elements of the sceptical solution. On the other 
hand I have undertaken to make it plausible that McDowell’s, Pettit’s and Wright’s 
respective versions of semantic primitivism are in fact closer to meaning scepti-
cism than to meaning determinism. 

Wright’s theory of meaning and intention rejects too many elements of the 
meaning-determinist picture for it to qualify as a mere revision or reform of that 
doctrine. Like Kripke’s Wittgenstein, Wright replaces immediate knowledge with 
confi dence, privacy with intersubjectivity, grasping with primitiveness, and objec-
tivity with fi niteness. And at least as far as Wright’s anthropological explanation 
of the biconditional is concerned, he even opens the door to functional justifi ca-
tions. All this suggests to me that Wright’s proposal is largely consistent with the 
sceptical solution. 

McDowell’s quietism meets a similar fate. McDowell misinterprets WRPL as 
off ering us just two options: adopt the master thesis or side with non- factualism. 
Th is rendering of WRPL works only if one ignores the sorts of passages that I 
quoted above. Questions of misinterpretation aside, it is intriguing to note that 
– on my interpretation of both positions – McDowell’s Wittgenstein and Kripke’s 
Wittgenstein are friends. Both clearly and unequivocally reject immediate knowl-
edge (in favour of confi dence), privacy (in favour of intersubjectivity) and grasp-
ing (in favour of primitiveness). As regards semantic normativity, objectivity, 
classical realism and metaphysical justifi cation it is not altogether clear whether 
McDowell’s Wittgenstein accepts the meaning-sceptical successor ideas of inter-
subjective normativity, fi niteness, assertability and functional justifi cation. But 
there is no doubt that he throws out the meaning-determinist assumptions that 
the latter are meant to replace. 

Finally, Pettit’s allegedly non-sceptical response also turned out not to be less 
“non-sceptical” than Pettit thinks. His proposal neither defends nor presupposes 
any of the seven key ingredients of meaning determinism. What is more, Pettit’s 
theory leaves no obvious space for them, at least as long as these ingredients are 
not heavily reformed. And thus it should come as no surprise that the sceptical 
solution can easily absorb and integrate Pettit’s valuable insights into exemplifi ca-
tion, favourable conditions and intersubjective comparison. 
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To conclude with a more minimalist summary, the sceptical solution is a form 
of semantic primitivism. Critics who have presented semantic primitivism as a 
straight solution to the sceptical challenge have misconstrued both the overall 
dialectic and the nature of their own alternatives. Th e sceptical argument rejects 
semantic primitivism only when it is presented as a form of meaning determin-
ism. And hence the real merit of the four primitivist proposals discussed here is 
not that they rescue meaning determinism; their real value lies in the fact that 
they complement and confi rm the sceptical solution.
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e i g h t
Kripke’s interpretation of Wittgenstein

Introduction

In previous chapters I have sought to interpret and defend the meaning-sceptical 
position that Kripke attributes to Wittgenstein. In doing so, I have, for the most 
part, left  aside the question of whether Kripke’s reading of Wittgenstein is correct. 
In this chapter, I shall fi nally address this issue. I shall argue that Kripke’s interpre-
tation of the sections on rule-following in PI and the Remarks on the Foundations 
of Mathematics is, by and large, on target. I shall make my case by taking on the 
most important of the opposite views: Baker and Hacker’s 1984 book, Scepticism, 
Rules and Language (SRL). Th e detail and infl uence of Baker and Hacker’s study 
should not come as a surprise: aft er all, who would be more qualifi ed to assess the 
correctness of an interpretation of PI than the authors of a four-volume analytic 
commentary on that very work!1 Given the central position of Baker and Hacker’s 
critique in the debate over WRPL, it seems defensible to confi ne the discussion of 
the interpretational issue mainly to a critical assessment of their objections. 

Baker and Hacker’s negative assessment of WRPL as an interpretation of Witt-
genstein has become widely accepted. For instance, the leading Wittgenstein 
scholars Cora Diamond and Meredith Williams write that “the Baker–Hacker 
case against Kripke is entirely convincing”,2 and that Baker and Hacker have 
rightly “won the day”.3 Only rarely has “the Baker–Hacker case” been challenged. 
Jane Heal fi nds SRL “unpleasant and unrewarding”,4 and Edward Craig agrees: 
“Right or wrong, Kripke’s book put the debate about rules on a high level of 
 content and clarity. Regretfully, I can only conclude that Baker and Hacker have 
lowered it again”.5 My view falls somewhere between these two extremes: while 
the two critics have succeeded in pointing out some inaccuracies and mistakes in 
Kripke’s text, the main core of Kripke’s interpretation survives undamaged. What 
is more, in some cases Baker and Hacker’s own work, especially their analytical 
commentary on PI, off ers ideas and background information that can be used to 
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strengthen Kripke’s case. Th is too makes a careful study of Baker and Hacker’s 
work imperative and rewarding.

Objection 1: Wittgenstein and scepticism

Baker and Hacker object to Kripke’s characterization of Wittgenstein as a scep-
tic and as a common-sense philosopher (SRL: 4–5). As they see it, calling Witt-
genstein a sceptic confl icts with the fact that Wittgenstein throughout his life 
regarded scepticism as nonsense.6 Th e following two quotations come from the 
early and the late Wittgenstein, respectively:

Scepticism is not irrefutable, but obvious nonsense if it tries to doubt 
where no question can be asked. For doubt can only exist where a 
question exists; a question can exist only where an answer exists, and 
this can only exist where something can be said.7

Th e queer thing is that even though I fi nd it quite correct for someone 
to say “Rubbish!” and so brush aside the attempt to confuse him with 
doubts at bedrock, – nevertheless, I hold it to be incorrect if he seeks 
to defend himself (using, e.g., the words “I know”).8

Labelling Wittgenstein a “common-sense philosopher” makes things worse, 
Baker and Hacker maintain. In WRPL the two characterizations are connected: 
Wittgenstein-the-sceptic attacks philosophical doctrines in order to defend the 
beliefs of common sense. Baker and Hacker demur: Wittgenstein is not inter-
ested in the defence of any opinions, and thus, a forteriori, not occupied with 
an attempt to rehabilitate common-sense opinions. Wittgenstein writes: “On all 
questions we discuss I have no opinion; and if I had, and it disagreed with one 
of our opinions, I would at once give it up for the sake of argument, because 
it would be of no importance to our discussion”.9 Baker and Hacker insist that 
Wittgenstein tries to identify and remove the sources of philosophical puzzles. 
Th ese puzzles arise from the misuse of ordinary concepts. Wittgenstein is not 
committed to the existence of an ordinary common-sense viewpoint on mean-
ing, a viewpoint that allegedly will come to the fore once philosophical confu-
sions have been removed. 

In response to objection 1, we can note fi rst of all that Kripke himself acknowl-
edges that Wittgenstein would refuse the label “sceptic”: 

Wittgenstein never avows, and almost surely would not avow, the label 
“sceptic” … Indeed, he has oft en appeared to be a “common-sense” 
philosopher, anxious to defend our ordinary conceptions and dissolve 
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traditional philosophical doubts. Is it not Wittgenstein who held that 
philosophy only states what everyone admits? (WRPL: 63)

As Kripke sees it, Wittgenstein would refuse the label “sceptic” in so far as it sug-
gests a general attack on our beliefs about meaning and intention. But Wittgen-
stein’s attack is not general but specifi c. Th e target of Wittgenstein’s critical doubts 
are specifi c philosophical misconceptions of everyday expressions (WRPL: 66). 
At the same time, and as the above quotation makes clear enough, Kripke does 
move Wittgenstein into the proximity of common-sense philosophy. Objection 1 
is right to fi nd this move problematic. It seems to imply that Wittgenstein assumes 
the existence of a body of beliefs – namely common-sense beliefs – that give us 
the correct account of meaning. Scepticism about philosophical doctrines is then 
merely the way to unveil this correct view. At times Kripke comes close to pre-
senting Wittgenstein in this light. For instance, in the context of a comparison 
between Berkeley and Wittgenstein, Kripke writes about the former:

For him, the impression that the common man is committed to matter 
and to objects outside the mind derives from an erroneous metaphysi-
cal interpretation of common talk. When the common man speaks of 
an “external material object” he does not really mean (as we might say 
sotto voce) an external material object but rather he means something 
like “an idea produced in me independently of my will”. (WRPL: 64)

As Kripke reads Berkeley, the common-sense view is the correct position, and it 
needs to be freed from philosophical misconceptions. Kripke attributes a similar 
stance to Wittgenstein:

Wittgenstein makes a Berkeleyan claim of this kind. For … his solu-
tion to his own sceptical problem begins by agreeing with the scep-
tics that there is no “superlative fact” [PI: §192] … about my mind 
that constitutes my meaning addition by “plus” … But, he claims … 
[PI: §§183–93], the appearance that our ordinary concept of meaning 
demands such a fact is based on a philosophical misconstrual …  
 (WRPL: 65)

Kripke backs up his interpretation with Wittgenstein’s famous dictum that “we 
are, like savages, primitive people, who hear the expressions of civilised men, put 
a false interpretation on them, and then draw the queerest conclusions from it” 
(PI: §194; WRPL: 66).

Let us concede to objection 1 then that Kripke – in the above passages – errs in 
characterizing Wittgenstein as a common-sense philosopher. Kripke ought not 
to have presented Wittgenstein as seeking to uncover what the “common man” 
believes; Kripke should have confi ned Wittgenstein’s aim to the unveiling of 
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 philosophical misconstruals of ordinary concepts.10 How damaging is this con-
cession to objection 1? In my view, it is not very damaging. Although Kripke lapses 
in the passages where he compares Berkeley and Wittgenstein, his overall presenta-
tion of the sceptical challenge and the sceptical solution is not premised on the idea 
of common-sense philosophy. For instance, nowhere does Kripke suggest that the 
sceptical solution, with its emphasis on assertability conditions and the community, 
is a common-sense idea. Th e sceptical solution is a description of things we always 
already do, not a description of things we always already mean or believe. 

Turning from common sense back to the issue of scepticism, more can be said 
on the discrepancy between Kripke’s “Wittgenstein-the-sceptic” and Baker and 
Hacker’s “Wittgenstein-the-anti-sceptic”. I believe that the discrepancy largely 
disappears once we recall that scepticism can be either epistemological or onto-
logical. When philosophers talk of scepticism, it is invariably epistemological 
scepticism that they have in mind. Th is is certainly true of Wittgenstein. Con-
sider for instance the two quotations that objection 1 presents as evidence of 
Wittgenstein’s anti-sceptical stance. Th e fi rst passage is from a notebook entry 
of 1 May 1915, and later became §6.51 of the Tractatus. Th e passage was a direct 
reply to Bertrand Russell’s Humean view, according to which epistemological 
scepticism is “practically barren” although “logically irrefutable”.11 Th e second 
passage, entered into a notebook in 1951, is from On Certainty. On Certainty 
is an extended discussion of G. E. Moore’s common-sense reply to the episte-
mological sceptic about the external world. In On Certainty Wittgenstein uses a 
form of epistemological contextualism in order to dismiss the sceptic. According 
to Wittgenstein’s contextualism, radical epistemological scepticism invokes error 
possibilities that do not make sense within our existing language games. When-
ever Wittgenstein denounces scepticism he is rejecting epistemological scepticism. 
Th e scepticism that Kripke attributes to Wittgenstein, however, is constitutive or 
ontological. Kripke’s Wittgenstein is sceptical about the existence of meaning-
determining facts, not about the idea of justifi cation or knowledge regarding such 
facts. It is astonishing to note that Kripke’s critics have exercised so little charity 
at this point; that is, that they have not noted the two senses of scepticism in play 
here. I am not alone in suspecting that at least in the case of Baker and Hacker 
the lack of charity is due to a misunderstanding of Kripke’s position. Baker and 
Hacker simply fail to see the constitutive-ontological character of the scepticism 
invoked in WRPL.

Finally, recall that on the interpretation off ered in this book the overall argu-
ment of WRPL is diagnostic. Th at is to say, rather than being a defence of blan-
ket scepticism, WRPL tries to show that scepticism is unavoidable only given a 
meaning-determinist understanding of rules and meaning. Th e sceptical solution 
is sceptical in so far, and only in so far, as it preserves this negative point about 
meaning determinism. Th e sceptical solution is not sceptical about our ordinary 
talk of meaning in everyday life; in fact, it provides this talk with a new form of 
justifi cation.
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Objection 2: Wittgenstein’s patient

Baker and Hacker believe that Kripke misconstrues the problem that occupies 
Wittgenstein in the rule-following considerations (SRL: 27).12 Whereas Wittgen-
stein investigates how a rule determines its applications, Kripke asks how my past 
intentions regarding the use of “+” relate to my current intentions regarding that 
same use. Kripke’s question is really rather foreign to Wittgenstein: “we just do 
not fi nd Wittgenstein fretting over the question whether my present inclinations 
to apply a sign really conform with my past meaning”.13

I am not convinced. I believe it can be shown that Wittgenstein’s “patient” 
is pretty close to meaning determinism. Let me explain. Chapter 2 of WRPL is 
naturally treated as a dialogue between the meaning sceptic and the meaning 
determinist. PI can also be looked on as a dialogue. Picking up on a familiar Witt-
gensteinian idea, we might label the two characters “the patient” and “the thera-
pist”. Th e patient holds and defends certain general philosophical views. Th ese 
views change under the argumentative pressure exerted by the therapist. Now, 
the best way to address the question of whether the key problem of WRPL is suf-
fi ciently similar to the central concerns of (parts of) PI is to ask how Wittgen-
stein’s patient compares with Kripkenstein’s meaning- determinist interlocutor. I 
believe that the two fi gures are fairly close to each other, close enough for Kripke’s 
interpretation to be judged adequate. In order to see this, consider the following 
 central pronouncements of the patient in the rule- following considerations:

139. What really comes before our mind when we understand a word 
… [is] something like a picture … 
146. Th e understanding itself is a state which is the source of the cor-
rect use. 
147. “… In my own case at all events I surely know that I mean such-
and-such a series; it doesn’t matter how far I have actually developed 
it.”
152. … “He understands” must have more in it than: the formula 
occurs to him. And equally, more than any of those more or less char-
acteristic accompaniments or manifestations of  understanding. 
153. … the mental process of understanding … seems to be hidden 
behind those coarser and therefore more readily visible accompani-
ments. 
154. … I employ the sentence “Now I understand …” or “Now I can 
go on” as a description of a process occurring behind or side by side 
with that of saying the formula …
184. I want to remember a tune and it escapes me; suddenly I say 
“Now I know it” and I sing it. What was it like to suddenly know it? 
… “It’s a particular feeling, as if it were there” … 
186. … “Th e right step is the one that accords with the order – as it was 
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meant.” – … [When I gave him the order + 2 …] “… what I meant was, 
that he should write the next but one number aft er every number that 
he wrote; and from this all those propositions follow in turn.”
188. [Th e] act of meaning the order had in its own way already tra-
versed all those steps … And it seemed as if they were in some unique 
way predetermined, anticipated—as only the act of meaning can 
anticipate reality. 
191. “It is as if we could grasp the whole use of the word in a fl ash.” 
…
194. … the possible movements of a machine are already there in it in 
some mysterious way …
195. “But I don’t mean that what I do now (in grasping a sense) deter-
mines the future use causally and as a matter of experience, but that 
is a queer way, the use itself is in some sense present.”
197. “It’s as if we could grasp the whole use of a word in a fl ash.” …
198. “But how can a rule shew me what I have to do at this point? What-
ever I do is, on some interpretation, in accord with the rule.” … 
205. “But it is just the queer thing about intention, about the mental 
process, that the existence of a custom, of a technique, is not neces-
sary to it.” …
209. “But then doesn’t our understanding reach beyond all the exam-
ples?” 
210. “But do you really explain to the other person what you yourself 
understand? Don’t you get him to guess the essential thing? You give 
him examples, – but he has to guess their drift , to guess your inten-
tion.” …
213. “But this initial segment of a series obviously admitted of vari-
ous interpretations (e.g. by means of algebraic expressions) and so you 
must fi rst have chosen one such interpretation.” – … it must have been 
intuition that removed this doubt … 
218. … the beginning of a series is a visible section of rails invisibly 
laid to infi nity …
219. … Th e rule, once stamped with a particular meaning, traces the 
lines along which it is to be followed through the whole of space. …
238. Th e rule … produce[s] all its consequences in advance … 

Th ese statements characterize a viewpoint that is very close to the position of the 
meaning determinist. First of all, the patient analyses meaning, rule-following 
and understanding in terms of intentions (§§186, 210), and mental states more 
generally (§§139, 146, 152, 153, 154, 205, 210). Secondly, the patient adheres to 
privacy in conceiving of understanding-constituting mental states as independent 
of social contexts, customs and techniques (§§147, 205). Th irdly, the patient holds 
immediate knowledge: mental states that constitute meaning and understanding 
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are directly accessible and immediately known (§§147, 184). Grasping of a mean-
ing or rule appears in a number of its expression: as cause (§146), as intending 
(§§205, 210), as extrapolating (§§191, 209, 210) and as interpreting (§§198, 213). 
Fourthly, the patient believes that acts of meaning and understanding a rule deter-
mine how the rule ought to be applied. In other words, the patient is committed 
to semantic normativity (§§146, 186, 238). Objectivity surfaces in many places, 
culminating in the idea that meaning determines application “in a queer way” 
(§§184, 186, 188, 191, 195, 209, 218, 219, 238). Classical realism and metaphysi-
cal justifi cation are not mentioned in these passages most closely associated with 
the rule-following considerations, although the former is at least alluded to in 
§154. Classical realism and metaphysical justifi cation are themes that – as Kripke 
documents (WRPL: 72-086) – surface throughout PI.

It is true, of course: Wittgenstein does not couch the problem in precisely 
the sceptical way Kripke does; we do not fi nd the exact Kripkean sceptical chal-
lenge in PI. But this much deviation seems tolerable enough: aft er all, Kripke is 
off ering us an interpretation of the original text, not a repetition or paraphrase. 
In any case, the adequacy of Kripke’s interpretation should be judged on other 
grounds. Th e question should be whether the targets of Wittgenstein’s therapist 
and Kripke’s sceptic are suffi  ciently similar. And this question clearly demands a 
positive answer. Th e patient is a meaning determinist, and hence he must accept 
the sceptical challenge. To ask, as Kripke’s Wittgenstein does, how my past inten-
tions regarding the use of “+” relate to my current intentions is not to change the 
topic; it is to pick up on facets of the position of Wittgenstein’s patient. Indeed it 
is to follow the patient’s suggestions on how to approach the question of how a 
rule determines its application. 

A similar reply can be given to the worry that “we just do not fi nd Wittgenstein 
fretting over the question whether my present inclinations to apply a sign really 
conform with my past meaning”.14 Th e worry is misplaced. Wittgenstein’s patient 
is fretting over the question of whether the learner’s inclinations fi t with the 
teacher’s meaning (§186). And, from the perspective of the meaning- determinist 
patient, the teacher–learner relation is similar to the relation between past and 
present selves. 

Objection 3: facts and superfacts 

Kripke writes: “Wittgenstein holds, with the sceptic, that there is no fact as to 
whether I mean plus or quus” (WRPL: 70). Baker and Hacker claim that PI §187 
disproves Kripke’s claim: 

187. “But I already knew, at the time when I gave the order, that he 
ought to write 1002 aft er 1000.” – Certainly; and you can also say you 
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meant it then; only you should not let yourself be misled by the gram-
mar of the words “know” and “mean”. 

Baker and Hacker interpret this exchange as follows. Th e voice in quotation marks 
(the “patient”) insists that there is a fact of the matter as to whether he meant the 
student to write 1002 aft er 1000. Wittgenstein agrees. He agrees because he does 
not wish to deny what we all accept. Wittgenstein rejects philosophical theses, not 
the certainties of everyday life. And it is a certainty of everyday life that there is a 
fact that determines what I mean.

Baker and Hacker also summarize other of Wittgenstein’s pronouncements 
concerning facts that they hold to be incompatible with Kripke’s interpretation. 
First, for Wittgenstein facts are neither spatial nor temporal; hence facts are not 
part of the world. (“It is a fact that Oxford is in England, but that fact is not any-
where”). Secondly, Wittgenstein has no diffi  culties accepting that what makes 
a proposition that p true is the fact that p. For Wittgenstein this link between p 
is true and it is a fact that p is a grammatical convention. Th irdly, Wittgenstein 
opposes philosophical misunderstandings of such grammatical statements. Th e 
most important misunderstanding in the present case is to read the statement as 
a metaphysical profundity. Such a reading misinterprets facts as worldly items and 
then puzzles over the question how the structure of a fact fi ts with the structure 
of a thought or proposition (SRL: 9–10, 30–33).

Objection 3 reminds us of Wittgenstein’s distinction between expressions as 
they are used in everyday life, and expressions as they are reinterpreted, or misin-
terpreted, by certain philosophical positions. (Recall once more: “When we do phi-
losophy, we are like savages, primitive people, who hear the expressions of civilised 
men, put a false interpretation on them, and then draw the queerest conclusions 
from it” (PI: §194)) In this light, it is not surprising that Wittgenstein accepts the 
legitimacy of such statements as “But I already knew, at the time when I gave the 
order, that he ought to write 1002 aft er 1000”. Nor does he question the propriety of 
adding a phrase such as “it is a fact that” to “I already knew …”. What Wittgenstein 
objects to are certain philosophical renderings of the phrase “I already knew” and 
“it is a fact that I already knew”. Th e phrase “I already knew” must not be interpreted 
as describing an act of knowing or understanding that has somehow traversed the 
whole sequence of numbers in advance. And the expression “it is a fact that I already 
know” must not be taken to add any metaphysical baggage to my knowing. 

All this is fi ne as far as it goes; the question is whether Kripke’s Wittgenstein 
sees things diff erently. And to this the answer must be “no”. Kripke too refers to 
the distinction between the harmless everyday talk and the temptation to misin-
terpret this talk in the light of philosophical “superfacts”:

[Wittgenstein’s] solution to his own sceptical problem begins by 
agreeing with the sceptics that there is no “superlative fact” (§192) 
about my mind that constitutes my meaning addition by “plus” and 
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determines in advance what I should do to accord with this mean-
ing. But, he claims (in §§183–93), the appearance that our ordinary 
concept of meaning demands such a fact is based on a philosophical 
misconstrual – albeit a natural one – of such ordinary expressions as 
“he meant such-and-such”, “the steps are determined by the formula”, 
and the like. (WRPL: 66)

We do not wish to doubt or deny that when people speak of them-
selves and others as meaning something by their words, as following 
rules, they do so with perfect right. We do not even wish to deny the 
propriety of an ordinary use of the phrase “the fact that Jones meant 
addition by such-and-such a symbol”, and indeed such expressions 
do have perfectly ordinary uses. We merely wish to deny the exist-
ence of the “superlative fact” that philosophers misleadingly attach to 
such ordinary forms of words, not the propriety of the forms of words 
themselves. (WRPL: 69)

At least in these passages Kripke takes considerable care to distinguish “super-
lative facts” (to be rejected) and ordinary “fact-talk” (to be accepted). At the same 
time, it has to be conceded that Kripke is not always as clear and careful as he is 
here, but then again a charitable interpretation of a text should be based on the 
passages where the author expresses himself modo stricto, not the passages where 
he is speaking loosely. In our case that means that statements such as “Wittgen-
stein holds, with the sceptic, that there is no fact as to whether I mean plus or 
quus” (WRPL: 70) should be glossed by replacing the simple and unqualifi ed 
“fact” with the more specifi c “fact as construed by the meaning-determinist”. 

Finally, there is no reason to believe that Kripke would have any diffi  culties 
with the ideas that for Wittgenstein facts are neither spatial nor temporal; that 
for Wittgenstein a proposition p is made true by the fact that p; and that for Witt-
genstein there is a grammatical link between p is true and it is a fact that p. As we 
have seen in Chapter 5, Kripke’s Wittgenstein has no quarrel with the notion of a 
fact or with the minimal conception of truth-conditions. 

Objection 4: the link between PI §198 and §201

Baker and Hacker have a number of objections regarding Kripke interpretation of 
PI §§198–203. Th e fi rst such objection concerns §201, especially its link to §198 
(SRL: 16–21).15 Here are the two key sections:

198. “But how can a rule shew me what I have to do at this point? 
Whatever I do is, on some interpretation, in accord with the rule.” 
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– Th at is not what we ought to say, but rather: any interpretation still 
hangs in the air along with what it interprets, and cannot give it any 
support. Interpretations by themselves do not determine meaning.
 “Th en can whatever I do be brought into accord with the rule?” 
– Let me ask this: what has the expression of a rule – say a sign-post 
– got to do with my actions? What sort of connexion is there here? 
– Well, perhaps this one: I have been trained to react to this sign in a 
particular way, and now I do so react to it.
 But that is only to give a causal connexion; to tell how it has come 
about that we now go by the sign-post; not what this going-by-the-
sign really consists in. On the contrary; I have further indicated that 
a person goes by a sign-post only in so far as there exists a regular use 
of sign-posts, a custom. 

201. Th is was our paradox: no course of action could be determined 
by a rule, because any course of action can be made out to accord with 
the rule. Th e answer was: if any action can be made out to accord with 
the rule, then it can also be made out to confl ict with it. And so there 
would be neither accord nor confl ict here.
 It can be seen that there is a misunderstanding here from the mere 
fact that in the course of our argument we give one interpretation 
aft er another; as if each one contented us at least for a moment, until 
we thought of yet another standing behind it. What this shews is 
that there is a way of grasping a rule which is not an interpretation, 
but which is exhibited in what we call “obeying the rule” and “going 
against it” in actual cases. 
 Hence there is an inclination to say: any action according to the rule 
is an interpretation. But we ought to restrict the term “interpretation” 
to the substitution of one expression of the rule for another. 

Kripke reads §201 as presenting the sceptical paradox. As Baker and Hacker 
see it, this interpretation is wrong and in fact contradicted by the text. Wittgen-
stein has already presented the problem of multiple interpretations in §198 and 
without any reference to paradox. Even more importantly, Wittgenstein imme-
diately off ers a solution: to follow a rule is not to interpret a rule-formulation or 
instruction, it is to master a technique or custom. Th e same solution is also off ered 
in §201. Th us, contrary to what Kripke alleges, Wittgenstein does off er an account 
of what understanding a rule consists in. To understand a rule is to master a tech-
nique and to participate in a custom. 

It has to be admitted that Wittgenstein does not structure his therapeutic inves-
tigation in the precise way in which Kripke presents the dialectic between sceptic 
and meaning determinist. In PI the therapy for meaning determinism is not laid 
out on the model of a sceptical reductio: sceptical challenge; one-by-one criticism 
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of attempts to give straight answers to the challenge; formulation of the sceptical 
paradox; and, fi nally, sceptical solution, or dissolution, of assumptions that made 
the sceptical challenge impossible to fend off . Th is discrepancy does not, however, 
tell decisively against Kripke. Aft er all, Kripke’s book is a “rational reconstruc-
tion” of Wittgenstein’s text; it is an attempt to highlight one important strand in 
the complex web of ideas that make up PI (and the Remarks on the Foundations of 
Mathematics). Th e question to ask, therefore, is this: can we fi nd in Wittgenstein 
the strand of ideas that Kripke chooses to emphasize? 

Th ere can be no doubt that Wittgenstein’s patient himself recognizes that 
his position commits him to the sceptical possibility of a regress of interpreta-
tions. Th is much is clear from §198 and in §201. We also fi nd similar scenarios 
 elsewhere in Wittgenstein’s discussion of rule-following. In PI §213 the therapist 
creates sceptical puzzles about intuition; and in §113 of Part I of the Remarks on 
the Foundations of Mathematics sceptical concerns are directed against logical 
inference: 

213. “But this initial segment of a series obviously admitted of vari-
ous interpretations (e.g. by means of algebraic expressions) and so you 
must fi rst have chosen one such interpretation.” – Not at all. A doubt 
was possible in certain circumstances. But this is not to say that I did 
doubt, or even could doubt. …
 So it must have been intuition that removed this doubt? – If intui-
tion is an inner voice – how do I know how I am to obey it? And how 
do I know that it doesn’t mislead me? For if it can guide me right, it 
can also guide me wrong. 
 ((Intuition an unnecessary shuffl  e.)) (PI)

113. “But am I not compelled, then, to go the way I do in a chain of 
inferences?” – Compelled? Aft er all I can presumably go as I choose! 
– “But if you want to remain in accord with the rules you must go this 
way.” – Not at all, I call this “accord”. –“Th en you have changed the 
meaning of the word ‘accord’, or the meaning of the rule.” – No; – who 
says what “change” and “remaining the same” mean here?
 However many rules you give me – I give a rule which justifi es my 
employment of our rules.  
 (Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics)

Th is much at least seems undeniable: Wittgenstein is willing to attack philosophi-
cal viewpoints by pointing out that they are unable to answer or defl ect sceptical 
puzzles and paradoxes.

In challenging Kripke’s interpretation, most objectors put their emphasis on a 
denial that Wittgenstein (or his therapeutic voice) accepts the sceptical paradox. 
It is true that in Wittgenstein’s own text the sceptical paradox is put forward only 
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by the patient: note the quotation marks around the relevant questions and asser-
tions in §198. Th e sceptical paradox is a problem only for a certain mistaken view 
of rule-following, and it is not of interest outside the therapeutic sessions. But of 
course we must not forget that exactly the same is true in Kripke’s rendering of 
Wittgenstein! Kripke says explicitly that the sceptical paradox is an issue only 
within a specifi c “framework”: 

Th e sceptical paradox is the fundamental problem of Philosophical 
Investigations. If Wittgenstein is right, we cannot begin to solve it if 
we remain in the grip of the natural presupposition that meaningful 
declarative sentences must purport to correspond to facts; if this is our 
framework, we can only conclude that sentences attributing meaning 
and intention are themselves meaningless. … (WRPL: 79)

Outside this specifi c framework, the sceptical paradox dissolves. And so does the 
claim of a fundamental diff erence between Wittgenstein and Kripkenstein con-
cerning the question who accepts the sceptical paradox.

Finally, as I have already argued in Chapter 7 (against McDowell), Kripke does 
not overlook that custom and technique provide a solution to the sceptical paradox; 
indeed, custom and technique fi gure centrally in the sceptical solution itself.

Objection 5: PI §199, individualists versus communitarians

Wittgenstein writes, “To obey a rule, to make a report, to give an order, to play a 
game of chess, are customs (uses, institutions)” (PI: §199). Kripke reads this sen-
tence as an endorsement of a communal account of rule-following. Baker and 
Hacker protest. For them Wittgenstein’s “customs”, “uses” and “institutions” can 
be the “customs”, “uses” and “institutions” of a single and isolated individual (SRL: 
16–21).16 In other words, according to our two critics, §199 does not say that rule-
following involves groups; §199 merely says that for something to be a rule it must 
be applicable more than once.

At this point we come face to face with one of the most important divides 
in Wittgenstein scholarship. One camp of interpreters, the “individualists”, read 
§199 as presenting the “multiple application conception” of rule-following. Th e 
other camp, the “communitarians”, take §199 to state a communal account of 
rule- following. Who is right? Individualists make much of the fact that “cus-
toms”, “uses” and “institutions” can all be attributed to isolated individuals. Th is 
is true. But communitarians have a decisive response.17 Th ey can refer to the 
original German sentence – “Einer Regel folgen, eine Mitteilung machen, einen 
Befehl geben, eine Schachpartie spielen sind Gepfl ogenheiten (Gebräuche, Institu-
tionen)” – and rest their case on the meaning of “Gepfl ogenheiten”, “Gebräuche” 
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and  “Institutionen”. Let us take a closer look at these words. (I am here focusing 
on current usage. A cursory study of some older German literature suggests to 
me that this usage has not changed over the past hundred years.)

“Gepfl ogenheit” can be translated, depending on context, as “custom”, “habit”, 
“manner”, “convention”, “practice”, “usage” or “tradition”. Th e word is used more 
oft en in the plural than in the singular. In its – by far – most frequent use, the 
word refers to ways things are traditionally done in some group. Th e following 
news headlines represent this usage well:18

Europäische Gepfl ogenheiten in Prager Gaststätten? [European cus-
toms in Prague restaurants?]

Rituale und Traditionen, oder: Klassische Gepfl ogenheiten [Rituals and 
traditions, or: classical manners]

Besucher aus dem Ausland: Geschäft liche Gepfl ogenheiten beachten 
[Visitors from abroad: paying attention to business customs]

Vor Urlaub: Gepfl ogenheiten des Landes studieren [Before the vacation: 
studying the customs of the country]

It is possible to speak of the “Gepfl ogenheiten” of an individual, for example, “Er 
hat so seine Gepfl ogenheiten [he has his own customs]”. However, the group-
 oriented use of the term is many times more frequent. (In over a thousand appear-
ances of the term on internet web-pages, more than 99 per cent referred to the 
customs of a group.)

Turning from “Gepfl ogenheit” to “Gebrauch”, it seems almost a mistranslation 
to render Wittgenstein’s “Gebräuche” as “uses”. “Gebrauch” (in the singular) does 
indeed mean use or usage. But the plural form “Gebräuche” has become lexical-
ized in its own right and no longer does duty as the plural form of “Gebrauch”. 
Th us the hammer (singular) has its “Gebrauch”, but hammer and saw do not have 
their “Gebräuche”. “Gebräuche” are traditional ways and customs: typical expres-
sions are “einheimische Gebräuche [local customs]”, “fremde Gebräuche [foreign, 
unfamiliar customs]”, or “urtümliche Gebräuche [native customs]”. “Gebräuche” 
are always the customs of a group. Native speakers of German hear “Er hat so seine 
Gebräuche” as ungrammatical or metaphorical.

Finally, let us look at “Institution”. Here the situation is less complicated since 
the German word behaves just like the English. Institutions are always “of a group”. 
It is possible to say “the institution is me”, but this is clearly metaphorical (cf. Fre-
derick the Great’s “L’ état c’est moi”). Institutions involve many people. 

Th ere is no reason to doubt that Wittgenstein used “Gepfl ogenheiten”, 
“Gebräuche” or “Institutionen” like other German native speakers do. For instance, 
in §337 of PI he speaks of the “menschlichen Gepfl ogenheiten und Institutionen” in 
which intentions are embedded. His example is the game of chess: surely a tradi-
tion and institution that involves many people and generations. Moreover, in a 
striking passage of the Blue Book, Wittgenstein brings the concept of institution 
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into contact with “meaning”. For present purposes we need only recognize that 
his understanding of institution is in step with ordinary language; institutions 
involve many people:

“Meaning” is one of the words of which one may say that they have 
odd jobs in our language. It is these words which cause most philo-
sophical troubles. Imagine some institution: most of its members have 
certain regular functions, functions which can easily be described, say, 
in the statutes of the institution. Th ere are, on the other hand, some 
members who are employed for odd jobs, which nevertheless may be 
extremely important. – What causes most trouble in philosophy is 
that we are tempted to describe the use of important “odd-job” words 
as though they were words with regular functions.19

Two further striking uses of “institution” can be found in the Remarks on the 
Foundations of Mathematics. Th e fi rst concerns the “Urmeter” in Paris and the 
comparison between the institutions of measuring and proving:

III – §36 If I were to see the standard metre in Paris, but were not 
acquainted with the institution of measuring and its connexion with 
the standard metre – could I say, that I was acquainted with the con-
cept of the standard metre?
 Is a proof not also part of an institution in this way?

And the second striking passage tells us that:

VI – §32 A game, a language, a rule is an institution.

In light of the above, it seems wrong to read this last statement as anything else 
but the claim that rule-following is a social phenomenon. 

Objection 6: PI §202 and practices

Objection 6 concerns §202: “And hence also ‘obeying a rule’ is a practice. And to 
think one is obeying a rule is not to obey a rule. Hence it is not possible to obey 
a rule ‘privately’: otherwise thinking one was obeying a rule would be the same 
thing as obeying it”. Kripke claims that “Wittgenstein rejects ‘private language’ as 
early as §202” (WRPL: 79). Baker and Hacker contest this interpretation (SRL: 
16–21). For them, the key idea of §202 is expressed in its fi rst sentence: “And 
hence also ‘obeying a rule’ is a practice”. Baker and Hacker insist that “practice” 
here contrasts with “interpretation” or “theory”. In other words, Wittgenstein’s 
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claim in §202 is not that obeying a rule is matter of social rather than individual 
practice; his claim is that obeying a rule is a matter of doing rather than a matter 
of interpreting. For evidence of this understanding of “practice”, Baker and Hacker 
point to §51 and §197. Th e two critics also have a way of dealing with the second 
and third sentence of §202: these sentences are merely an anticipation of the key 
idea of the private language argument, in particular of §258. 

Baker and Hacker’s evidence for reading “practice” as “practice-rather-than-
interpretation” is unconvincing. Take §197: 

[W]hat kind of super-strong connexion exists between the act of 
intending and the thing intended? – Where is the connexion eff ected 
between the sense of the expression “Let’s play a game of chess” and 
all the rules of the game? – Well, in the list of rules of the game, in the 
teaching of it, in the day-to-day practice of playing [in der täglichen 
Praxis des Spielens]. 

What is this practice? Two things are important here. On the one hand, the quali-
fying expression “day-to-day” (täglich) suggests a recurring phenomenon with a 
history; it invites a reading of “day-to-day practice” as “social custom” or “tradi-
tion”.20 On the other hand, note that Wittgenstein later returns to the very same 
idea in §337. Again he talks about the way in which intentions are embedded, and 
the example is chess. But now the social dimension is made totally explicit: “An 
intention is embedded in its situation, in human customs and institutions [men-
schliche Gepfl ogenheiten und Institutionen]”. Setting §337 alongside §197 supports 
a social rendering of “practice” in §197. 

Baker and Hacker’s second example is §51. It builds on §48, in which the fol-
lowing sign system had been introduced: “R” corresponds to red squares, “B” 
to black squares, “G” to green squares and “W” to white squares. Complexes of 
squares can be captured by stringing these signs together in the obvious way: 

§51. In describing language game (48) I said that the words “R”, “B”, 
etc. corresponded to the colours of the squares. But what does this 
correspondence consist in; in what sense can one say that certain col-
ours of squares correspond to these signs? For the account in (48) 
merely sets up a connexion between those signs and certain words of 
our language (the names of colours). – Well, it was presupposed that 
the use of the signs in the language-game would be taught in a diff er-
ent way, in particular by pointing to paradigms. Very well; what does 
it mean to say that in the Praxis der Sprache certain elements corre-
spond to the signs? – Is it that the person who is describing the com-
plexes of coloured squares always says “R” where there is a red square, 
“B” when there is a black one, and so on? But what if he goes wrong in 
the description and mistakenly says “R” where he sees a black square 
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– what is the criterion by which this is a mistake? – Or does “R”’ s 
standing for a red square consist in this, that when the people whose 
language it is use the sign “R” a red square always comes before their 
minds? (PI: §51)

Anscombe translates “Praxis der Sprache” as “technique of using the language” 
but for obvious reasons I have left  the German original untranslated. Again, it is 
hard to see why “Praxis der Sprache” should be understood as “practice rather 
than theory of language”. In the context of §51 no theory has been introduced 
that could be contrasted with the “Praxis der Sprache”. Th e most obvious con-
trast for “Praxis der Sprache” is the teaching mentioned in the previous sentence. 
Wittgenstein asks us to consider not just how a language is taught but to move 
on and consider language in its everyday appearance where it is spoken by the 
“people whose language it is”. Th is suggests not language qua doing but language 
as a social institution. 

Objection 7: the history behind PI §§201–2

Th is objection builds on Baker and Hacker’s detailed knowledge of the textual 
history of PI (SRL: 10–16). According to Kripke’s interpretation, §§201–2 form 
the heart of the rule-following considerations, and thereby the core of the “real” 
private language argument. Indeed, according to WRPL, §§201–2 are the centre 
of PI as a whole. Section 201 states the sceptical paradox, and §202 presents the 
“community solution” (as SRL calls it). Baker and Hacker object that Kripke’s 
claim is diffi  cult to square with the history of PI. Between 1938 and 1946 the text 
went through several typescript stages, dated 1938, 1942–3, January 1945 and 
1945–6 (the fi nal version). Although the third version, the “intermediate version”, 
contained both the rule-following considerations and the private language argu-
ment, it did not include what in the fi nal version became §§201–2. If §§201–2 
really were the centrepieces of PI, then one would expect them to have fi gured 
prominently throughout the diff erent versions. 

As if this was not bad enough, Baker and Hacker point out that §§201–2 appear 
in an earlier manuscript in an altogether diff erent context. For instance, in manu-
script 129 (written from August 1944 onwards), these sections are situated in a 
discussion of how I judge that something before me is red; this discussion later 
became PI §§377–81. According to the view under attack in these sections, my 
judgement that “this object before me is red” is based on the following process. I 
recognize that my visual impression of this object is of a certain kind, and I follow 
the rule of calling visual impressions of this kind “red”. Wittgenstein attacks this 
view using previously established results: that rules can be interpreted in endless 
ways and that private defi nitions and rules are impossible. In manuscript 129 the 
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sections that later become PI §§201–2 serve exactly this function. “Proto-section” 
201 reminds the reader of proto-section 198 (on the importance of technique and 
custom), and proto-section 202 recalls the central lesson of what is traditionally 
called the private language argument (PI: §§243–315).

Baker and Hacker believe that the history of §§201–2 shows that these sections 
have little to do with scepticism or a community solution to rule- following. So 
far from pre-empting the real private language argument, these paragraphs pre-
suppose it. Accordingly, we need to be careful in how we read §202 in particular. 
Rather than read it as a community solution, we must read it as an anticipation 
of what is to come: 

Th e remainder of §202 [i.e. what comes aft er the fi rst sentence], is, 
in this context, incongruous. For Wittgenstein has not yet explained 
what following a rule “privately” means. Th e passage derives from 
MS 129, p. 121, where it occurs aft er the exposition of the private lan-
guage argument … Th ere the allusion to [“following a rule ‘privately’”] 
is perspicuously a back-reference to the private language argument. 
By transposition, this remark has become, perhaps inadvertently, an 
anticipation of §258 … of the private language argument. (SRL: 21)

Baker and Hacker’s historical-textual remarks are undoubtedly interesting, but 
do they deal a decisive blow against WRPL? Baker and Hacker think not:

Perhaps, aft er composing the Intermediate Version, Wittgenstein 
suddenly realized that these two manuscript remarks, embedded in 
a discussion of knowing that this is red, concerned with dissolving 
confusions about recognition, in fact contained in crystallized form 
the core of his book. (SRL: 16)

Expanding on this admission, we might say that perhaps Wittgenstein came to 
realize – and perhaps not even quite so suddenly – that the two sections could 
be separated from the argument about recognition and in fact be given a more 
central role. Aft er all, as Baker and Hacker themselves document beautifully and 
meticulously in their four-volume commentary on PI,21 Wittgenstein frequently 
moved his sections from one context to another. And we know from the man 
himself why he did so: “I oft en copy my previously made philosophical remarks 
at the wrong place: where they do not work! Th ey must be moved there where they 
do their full work!”.22 Wittgenstein eventually came to see that §§201–2 do their 
“full work” aft er §§198 and 199, and not in the context of knowing that something 
is red. Does not interpretational charity demand that we fi nd a reading of the text 
that does justice to this idea of doing “full work”? Baker and Hacker fail by this 
criterion. Since they are unable to make sense of the bulk of §202 in the context 
of §§198–9, they are forced to declare that much of §202 is “incongruous” and 
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“inadvertent”. I am not alone in believing that an interpretation of an author fails 
if it ends up having to pass such verdicts on his text.23 

Th ere is an alternative to Baker and Hacker. We only need to accept that the Ger-
man wording of §199 must be read as stating that rule-following is a social phe-
nomenon. We then have the option of understanding §202 in the light of §199 and 
of making sense of the “privately” in §202. We would even then be in a position to 
comprehend why, in his previous versions of PI, Wittgenstein felt able to do with-
out §§201 and 202. Aft er all, whereas §198 clearly states both the sceptical paradox 
and the attack on interpretationalism, §199 introduces the idea of rule-following 
as a social institution. Sections 201 and 202 are not needed to present these ideas, 
although they do their “full work” in restating the problem and the solution.

Objection 8: the “real” private language argument

According to traditional Wittgenstein scholarship, §§243–315 of PI constitute 
Wittgenstein’s private language argument. Kripke challenges this view by insisting 
that “the real ‘private language argument’ is to be found in the sections preceding 
§243” (WRPL: 3). Th ese sections are the rule-following considerations (§§138–
242). Sections 243–315 are an application of the rule-following considerations to 
the special problem of sensations:

[T]hey [§§243–315] are much less likely to be understood if they are 
read in isolation. Th e “private language argument” as applied to sen-
sations is only a special case of much more general considerations 
about language previously argued; sensations have a crucial role as an 
(apparently) convincing counterexample to the general considerations 
previously stated. Wittgenstein therefore goes over the ground again 
in this special case … (WRPL: 3)

Baker and Hacker (SRL: 22–6) protest against this reconstruction. Th ey believe 
that that there is no private language argument preceding §243; their reasons for 
this view have of course already been covered in discussing objections 4–7. At this 
point it is more important to register and address the further criticism according 
to which Kripke is wrong to present §§243–315 as an argument about sensation. 
Baker and Hacker insist that these sections deal with:

the question of whether a “private” sample can be employed to give 
meaning to a word, whether a mental paradigm can be employed, in 
a stipulation or explanation to oneself, to constitute a norm of correct 
use. Do the foundations of language lie in mental ostensive defi nitions 
of simple “indefi nable” perceptual predicates? (SRL: 23–4)
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One central ingredient of objection 8 is defi nitely correct: §§243–315 are not 
confi ned to a discussion of sensations, and the relation between §§138–242 and 
§§243–315 is much more complex than Kripke’s term “application” suggests. Sec-
tions 243–315 deal more generally with mental phenomena that, according to 
the position under attack, are “inalienable” (“everyone has their own”) and “epis-
temically private” (“only I can know my pain”). For the “private linguist” such 
mental phenomena are sensations, experiences and thoughts.24 Perhaps the most 
important strand of argument of §§243–315 is a refutation of the idea that a pri-
vate language can be built up from private ostensive defi nitions of terms for inal-
ienable and epistemically private items. Th e investigation of this idea of a private 
language makes use of some of the results from the rule-following considerations, 
in particular the idea of rules as objective standards of correctness (cf. §259). Th e 
upshot of this strand of the discussion is that a private linguist is unable to lay 
down rules of use. But this is not all. In these sections Wittgenstein is not just 
refuting a certain semantic picture of the working of language, he is also rejecting 
the view according to which sensations, experiences and thoughts are inalienable 
and epistemically private entities. And he off ers an alternative sketch of how our 
talk of sensations, experiences and thoughts is to be understood. Central in this 
sketch are two ideas: that ascribing these mental states to others is based on char-
acteristic behavioural manifestations, and that self-ascriptions of these mental 
states are typically “avowals”, that is groundless expressions.25 

Anyone who interprets Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations as pro-
pounding a social solution will of course fi nd the two private language arguments 
very similar in spirit and outcome. Aft er all, both are concerned to undermine 
conceptions of private rule-following: the fi rst argument rejects the idea that rule-
following can be made sense of outside a social setting; and the second argument 
demonstrates the unintelligibility of both private ostensive defi nitions and the 
concept of inalienable and epistemically private mental items. Th e friend of a 
social reading of the rule-following considerations must also conclude that there 
is a sense in which one strand of the second argument is but a special case of the 
fi rst: to show that the private linguist is unable to lay down rules for himself is 
a special case of a more general argument to the eff ect that all rule-following is 
social. And yet, the critics are still right to insist that Kripke simplifi es a bit too 
much in reducing §§243–315 to a mere application of the lessons of §§138–242. 

Lest this reply sound too accommodating to the objection, I hasten to add 
that all these concessions can safely be made without doing much damage to 
the heart of Kripke’s interpretation of the rule-following considerations. Th at he 
should have painted a more sophisticated and complex picture of the relationship 
between the two arguments does not change the fact that he is providing us with 
a largely correct interpretation of the fi rst. 



A  S C E P T I C A L  G U I D E  T O  M E A N I N G  A N D  RU L E S

256

Objection 9: Robinson Crusoe

Baker and Hacker maintain that Wittgenstein was entirely comfortable with the 
idea of private rule-following. In support of their view they cite a number of pas-
sages from Wittgenstein’s unpublished manuscripts:

Is it not imaginable that each human being should think only for him-
self, speak only to himself? (In this case each person could even have 
his own language). … Th e Private Language which I have described 
above is like the one Robinson had on his desert island in which he 
was able to talk to himself. Had somebody heard him and observed 
him, he could have learned this language of Robinson. For the mean-
ings of the words are made manifest in Robinson’s behaviour.  
  (Quoted in SRL: 176)26

One can of course imagine someone who lives by himself and draws 
pictures of the objects around him (say on the walls of his cave), and 
such a picture language could be readily understood.  
 (Quoted in SRL: 175)

We can indeed imagine a Robinson using a language for himself, but 
then he must behave in a certain way or we shouldn’t say that he plays 
language-games with himself. (Quoted in SRL: 176)

Th e fi rst passage is an early version of what later became PI §243:

A human being can encourage himself, give himself orders, obey, 
blame and punish himself; he can ask himself a question and answer 
it. We could even imagine human beings who spoke only in mon-
ologue; who accompanied their activities by talking to themselves. 
– An explorer who watched them and listened to their talk might suc-
ceed in translating their language into ours.

Undoubtedly, these are striking passages. But it is diffi  cult to assess the signifi -
cance of individual sections in unpublished manuscripts. A proper interpretation 
must always look at the context in which these quotations appear. Th is is not the 
place to investigate in detail Wittgenstein’s notebooks and various early versions 
of PI. Two comments will suffi  ce here.

First, there is scope for scepticism regarding Baker and Hacker’s use of the 
manuscript material in this context. Baker and Hacker suggest that Wittgen-
stein was eager to prevent a social reading of his comments on agreement; this 
is the function of the cited passages (SRL: 172). However, if Wittgenstein really 
did mean to “guard … against [these] confusions” (ibid.), why then did he not 
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use these passages in the fi nal and carefully edited version of PI? At least one 
distinguished commentator, Eike von Savigny – the author of a paragraph-by-
 paragraph commentary on PI27 – hints that Wittgenstein may have changed his 
mind on these matters.28

Secondly, as far as §243 is concerned, it must be remembered that Wittgen-
stein here introduces the idea of private “sensation language”. Th e quoted passage 
continues:

But could we also imagine a language in which a person could write 
down or give vocal expression to his inner experiences – his feelings, 
moods, and the rest – for his private use? – Well, can’t we do so in 
our ordinary language? – But that is not what I mean. Th e individual 
words of this language are to refer to what can only be known to the 
person speaking; to his immediate private sensations. So another per-
son cannot understand the language. (PI: §243)

Wittgenstein is making a contrast between something we can imagine and some-
thing we cannot even begin to imagine. We can imagine, and make a fi lm of, a 
group of people who speak only in monologue. We can take the fantasy further 
and have an explorer arrive and fi gure out their language. What we cannot imag-
ine, and cannot make a fi lm of, is someone who gives himself a private osten-
sive defi nition. To be sure, we can represent his thoughts in the familiar cartoon 
convention: we can have text-bubbles rising from characters’ heads. But as far as 
private ostensive defi nitions of sensation terms go, there is nothing we can write 
in the bubbles. Th is is what Wittgenstein wants us to see. As Diamond (whose 
discussion of §243 inspired this paragraph) puts it:

Th ere not being any movie that would satisfy us does not show that 
something is “logically impossible” or “conceptually impossible” (in 
contrast, as we might suppose, with those people taking in mono-
logues in §243); it shows us that there was not anything at all that we 
were imagining.29

By contrast, in the case of the monologists there was something we were imagin-
ing. Th is does not imply, however, that Wittgenstein regards the case of lifelong 
monologists as a possibility that refutes a social account of rule-following. 

Objection 10: agreement

Th ere are, prima facie, two ways in which one might relate rule-following to 
agreement. Option 1 is to think of agreement as a constitutive criterion of rule-
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 following. On this view, it is the agreement with others’ responses that shows and 
makes it so that Jones is following a rule. Option 2 is to conceive of agreement as 
a framework condition for the possibility of rule-following. Unless there existed 
broad agreement in community responses, rule-following would be impossible. 
Baker and Hacker attribute the “constitutive” reading to Kripke’s Wittgenstein, 
and the “framework” reading to the real Wittgenstein (SRL: 44–5). As far as Witt-
genstein is concerned, their main evidence is the following quotation:

It is no use, for example, to go back to the concept of agreement, 
because it is no more certain that one proceeding is in agreement with 
another, than that it has happened in accordance with a rule. Admit-
tedly, going according to a rule is also founded on agreement.30

Baker and Hacker are wrong to lament the absence of the “framework” view 
in WRPL. Kripke is explicitly endorsing the framework account in the following 
passage:

[I]f there was no general agreement in the community responses, the 
game of attributing concepts to individuals – as we have described it 
– could not exist. … we respond unhesitatingly to such problems as 
“68 + 57”, regarding our procedure as the only comprehensible one 
(see, e.g. §§219, 231, 138), and we agree in the unhesitating responses 
we make. On Wittgenstein’s conception, such agreement is essential for 
our game of ascribing rules and concepts to each other (see §240).
 Th e set of responses in which we agree, and the way they interweave 
with our activities, is our form of life. Beings who agreed in consist-
ently giving bizarre quus-like responses would share in another form 
of life. (WRPL: 96)

Baker and Hacker detect the “constitutive” conception of agreement in Kripke’s 
claim according to which Jones is judged by the community to have mastered the 
concept of addition “if his particular responses agree with those of the community 
in enough cases” (WRPL: 92). Two things can be said in reply. First, one can fi nd 
similar passages in Wittgenstein himself: “Th e only criterion for [a child’s] multi-
plying 113 by 44 in a way analogous to the examples is his doing it in the way in 
which all of us, who have been trained in a certain way, would do it”.31 

Secondly, neither Kripke nor Wittgenstein (in this passage) commit themselves 
to a constitutive role of agreement. Th at is to say, neither holds that, say, agreement 
with community responses regarding plus-queries is the necessary and suffi  cient 
condition for someone meaning addition by “+”. Here we only need to note that 
– following Wittgenstein – Kripke explicitly rejects the search for necessary and 
suffi  cient conditions: “It is important to realize that we are not looking for necessary 
and suffi  cient conditions (truth conditions) for following a rule” (WRPL: 87). 



K R I P K E ’ S  I N T E R P R E TAT I O N  O F  W I T T G E N S T E I N

259

And yet, agreement is not only a framework condition; it also plays a role in 
fi guring out what others mean. We can meaningfully ask whether someone else’s 
– say, a child’s – responses to plus-queries correspond to our own. Th at we can 
even ask this question concerning plus-queries is due to our fundamental agree-
ment with the child over a wide range of responses. But the existence of this 
fundamental agreement does not preempt the question of whether there is agree-
ment in our responses to specifi c plus-queries. In many cases we take our own 
responses as a prima facie yardstick for deciding on the correctness of incorrect-
ness of the responses of others. 

Objection 11: truth and assertability

Kripke claims that the shift  from the early to the later Wittgenstein involves a 
change from thinking of meaning in terms of truth-conditions to thinking of 
meaning in terms of assertability conditions. In accordance with this view, Kripke 
claims that §§1–133 of PI contain a critique of the truth-conditional and fact-
based approach to meaning that was championed in the Tractatus. Baker and 
Hacker disagree with these claims on three grounds (SRL: 32, 47–9). First, they 
deny that the early Wittgenstein advocated a truth-conditional conception of 
meaning. Th is is, allegedly, clear from the fact that the atomic propositions of the 
Tractatus do not have truth-conditions. Secondly, Baker and Hacker point out 
that PI §§1–133 does not contain any discussion of Tractarian facts:

[I]f the repudiation of his earlier truth-conditional theory of meaning 
(understood as involving correspondence with facts-in-the-world) is 
the key issue in Investigations §§1–133 and is crucial to the solution 
of the sceptical paradox, it cannot but be surprising that Wittgenstein 
has no discussion of facts in the whole book. (SRL: 32)

Th irdly, Baker and Hacker are willing to grant that in the case of the meaning 
of some sentences – “in particular third-person sentences concerning psycho-
logical characteristics and sentences concerning abilities” – Wittgenstein focuses 
on the circumstances that justify their assertion. But our two critics deny that 
this occasional practice is based on a general theory: “Th e injunction to look at 
how sentences are used is not an implicit claim that all sentences have assertion-
 conditions” (SRL: 49). 

A reply to objection 11 can follow this tripartite division. I begin with the 
question of whether the early Wittgenstein had a truth-conditional account of 
meaning. Here we can use Baker and Hacker’s own words against them. In their 
analytical commentary on PI, they characterize the position of the Tractatus as 
follows: “Understanding a sentence consists in knowing what it describes, i.e. 
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what possible state of aff airs would make it true. Its truth-conditions are what 
is understood in understanding it”.32 Assuming only the further truism that to 
understand a sentence is to understand its meaning, we get the result that the 
meaning of a sentence is given by its truth-conditions. Hans-Johann Glock’s Witt-
genstein Dictionary, a book strongly infl uenced by Baker and Hacker, agrees: 

Sense antecedes the facts: in order to decide whether a proposition is 
true, its sense must be determined; to understand its sense we need 
not know its truth-value, but only “what is the case if it is true” …. 
Th is idea goes back to Frege, and lies at the heart of modern truth-
conditional semantics.33 

Of course, Baker and Hacker are right to point out that Wittgenstein does not 
speak of the truth-conditions of atomic propositions. Th at is to say, an atomic, 
or elementary, proposition cannot have truth-conditions in the same way as do 
molecular propositions. In the case of the latter, the truth-conditions are deter-
mined by the truth-conditions of its constituent elementary propositions. And 
yet, it is wrong to say that we have here a fundamental diff erence between Witt-
genstein and truth-conditional approaches to meaning. Aft er all, Wittgenstein is 
clear in maintaining that an elementary proposition has “truth-grounds”, and that 
to understand the truth-grounds of an elementary proposition is to know what 
is the case if it is true.34

Baker and Hacker maintain that Kripke’s characterization of the early Wittgen-
stein is crude and does not do justice to the richness and detail of the Tractatus 
(SRL: 47–8); other critics hold similar views.35 I am not convinced that this criti-
cism is fair. Kripke does not claim to give a comprehensive and full account of the 
early Wittgenstein: he merely seeks to point to one important contrast between 
the views of the Tractatus and the Philosophical Investigations. And it is obvious 
that the Tractatus puts forward, and the Philosophical Investigations rejects, a cer-
tain truth-conditional account of meaning.

Th is brings us to the second point of contention: whether the initial 133 sec-
tions of PI can be regarded as an attack on the truth-conditional theory of the 
Tractatus. It might help to recall here what Kripke actually says. To begin with, 
Kripke explicitly speaks of the fi rst 137 sections, not the fi rst 133, as Baker and 
Hacker suggest (WRPL: 78). Th e diff erence is signifi cant since §136 contains an 
endorsement of the redundancy theory of truth and thus a rejection of facts as 
truth-makers. Moreover, Kripke himself notes that the initial sections have a 
variety of functions. He writes for example that “the initial sections contain a 
refutation, not only of the most basic and apparently inevitable theories of the 
Tractatus (such as meaning as stating facts), but also of many of its more  specifi c 
doctrines (such as that of a special realm of ‘simples’)” (WRPL: 78). And fi nally, 
Kripke notes that one aspect of these early sections has not  previously been given 
full attention; it has not been suffi  ciently stressed that these sections are meant 
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to break “the grip of the natural presupposition that meaningful declarative sen-
tences must purport to correspond to facts” (WRPL: 78–9).

Are Baker and Hacker right to reject the last-mentioned point on the grounds 
that “Wittgenstein has no discussion of facts in the whole book” (SRL: 32)? I think 
not. For a start, Baker and Hacker’s own analytical commentary on the initial sec-
tions contains a section entitled “Descriptions and Facts”.36 Th is section belongs to 
a discussion of Wittgenstein’s attack on the idea that all sentences are descriptions. 
In “Descriptions and Facts” Baker and Hacker consider one possible defence of this 
idea. According to this defence, the variety of types of sentences corresponds to a 
variety of types of facts. Baker and Hacker tell their readers that “Wittgenstein makes 
many remarks that point to defects in this development of the Augustinian picture”, 
and they refer the reader to seven sections of PI (§§13, 24, 136, 244, 304, 363, 586). 

Furthermore, Kripke’s claim that the initial sections attack the “natural pre-
supposition that meaningful declarative sentences must purport to correspond 
to facts” may well be true even in the absence of an explicit discussion of facts 
in these sections. In the Tractatus the claim that all meaningful true proposi-
tions are descriptions of facts itself rests on the further assumption according to 
which (almost all) words are names of objects. It is this assumption that Witt-
genstein subjects to relentless criticism in the early parts of PI. Th is assumption 
is the very centrepiece of the “Augustinian picture of language”, as Baker and 
Hacker explain very convincingly in their wonderfully rich and detailed commen-
tary.37 Wittgenstein’s assault on the “natural presupposition” in PI §§1–137 is thus 
mostly indirect: he undermines the sentence–fact correspondence by attacking 
the name–object correspondence. 

Baker and Hacker’s commentary also provides support for Kripke’s interpreta-
tion in another respect. Th eir commentary emphasizes the signifi cance of Witt-
genstein’s critical study of ostensive defi nitions in PI. In particular, Baker and 
Hacker stress that the idea of a name–object correspondence is inseparable from 
the view that “the fundamental form of explanation of words is ostensive defi ni-
tion”.38 Now, the Tractatus never said anything about ostensive defi nitions. But it 
seems that the later Wittgenstein assumed that the Tractatus theory makes sense 
only if ostensive defi nitions are the foundations of language. As Baker and Hacker 
quote from a later manuscript: “In the Tractatus I was confused about logical 
analysis and ostensive defi nition. I thought at the time that there is a ‘connection 
between language and reality’”.39

Several points are interesting here. One is that the early Wittgenstein was com-
mitted to the view that word–world relations are established by each speaker or 
thinker for himself via private mental acts of ostensive defi nition. Th e early Witt-
genstein explicitly confi ned a study of these acts to empirical psychology. Th e early 
Wittgenstein thus believed that each one of us has their own private, or privately 
established, language.40 A further point of interest is Baker and Hacker’s comment 
that “an ostensive defi nition stands to the uses of the expression that it explains in 
the same relation as a rule stands to its applications”.41 It follows that an attack on 
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a mistaken conception of the way a rule determines its applications is eo ipso an 
assault on a mistaken conception of the roles ostensive defi nitions can play in set-
ting up word–world and sentence–fact correspondences. And fi nally, the Tractar-
ian view of ostensive defi nitions is, of course, a variant of meaning determinism. I 
mean cat by “Katze” because this is how I have (privately and ostensively) defi ned 
the term. And once I have established the correspondence of name and object, it 
is fi xed for good.42 All this is, of course, grist to Kripke’s mill: the early sections of 
PI turn out to attack not only the truth-conditional position in general, they even 
identify and criticize specifi c elements of meaning determinism in particular. 

It remains for us to consider Baker and Hacker’s claim according to which Kripke 
is wrong to ascribe to the later Wittgenstein an account of meaning in terms of 
assertability conditions. Here it is useful to remember that Kripke prefaces his dis-
cussion with two provisos. On the one hand he stresses that Wittgenstein off ers no 
more than a “rough general picture”: “Wittgenstein disclaims (§65) any intent of 
off ering a general account of language to rival that of the Tractatus. Rather we have 
diff erent activities related to each other in various ways” (WRPL: 73). On the other 
hand, Kripke fi nds the very term “assertability conditions” “oversimplifi ed” since 
it privileges assertions over other forms of utterances. To speak more adequately, 
we are told, we should focus on “the conditions when a move (a form of linguistic 
expression) is to be made in the ‘language game’” (WRPL: 74). 

Assertability conditions, thus understood, are not a far cry from ideas that 
Baker and Hacker themselves attribute to the later Wittgenstein. Note in par-
ticular their claims regarding the role of “defeasible criteria” in the later work.43 

Concerning “criteria of understanding”, Baker and Hacker write that “there are 
multiple kinds of criteria of understanding expressions, whether words or sen-
tences, and many criteria of each kind”: 

(a) Giving an explanation of an expression in accord with the prac-
tice of explaining it is a criterion of understanding it. … (b) Using 
an expression in accord with the practice of using (and explaining) 
it is a criterion of understanding it. … (c) Appropriately producing 
or reacting to a sentence is a criterion of understanding it. … (d) Th e 
relations between diff erent criteria for understanding an expression 
are contingent. What connects the practice of explaining an expres-
sion with the practice of using it correctly are patterns of behaviour 
normal for those who speak the language. …44

Glock notes that Wittgenstein exempts avowals and ostensively defi ned concepts 
from being governed by criteria, and then goes on to give the following list of 
cases where Wittgenstein speaks of criteria:

expressive behaviour is a criterion for third-person psychological 
utterances; performances are criteria for potentialities, powers and 
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abilities (notably applying and explaining a word correctly are criteria 
for understanding it); scientifi c concepts like angina are governed by 
criteria, although these oft en fl uctuate …; mathematical concepts are 
governed by “defi ning” criteria (having three sides is the criterion for 
a plane fi gure’s being a triangle); mathematical proofs are criteria for 
mathematical truths, and the result of an arithmetical operation is a 
criterion for it having been carried out …; and applying count-nouns 
requires “criteria of identity” …45 

We are also told that criteria “determine” – at least in part, and defeasibly – the 
meaning of the terms to which they relate. Although “screaming in circumstances 
of injury” does not mean “being in pain”, the former in part, and defeasibly, deter-
mines when the latter is correctly used. Whether it does or not depends on the 
situation: in a play it does not, in a real-life situation it usually does.46 

Th e account that Kripke gives of assertability conditions is, of course, very 
sketchy and vague, and he says little on how to handle the assertability conditions 
for various classes of utterances. But the same sketchiness and vagueness character-
izes existing accounts of defeasible criteria. And thus the real puzzle arising from 
Baker and Hacker’s critique is this: why is it wrong to speak – in Kripke’s loose way 
– of the later Wittgenstein as suggesting a “picture” of meaning in terms of assert-
ability conditions, when it is right to talk – in Baker and Hacker’s manner – of the 
later Wittgenstein as proposing a “picture” of meaning in terms of criteria? 

Conclusion

Baker and Hacker’s criticism of Kripke’s interpretation of Wittgenstein is detailed 
and wide-ranging. Th ey challenge both Kripke’s understanding of specifi c pas-
sages and his understanding of Wittgenstein’s thought as a whole. Some of their 
criticisms are on target: they are right to lament Kripke’s handling of the label 
“common-sense philosophy”, and they are entirely correct to complain about his 
superfi cial handling of what is traditionally called the private language argument. 
Th e bulk of their critique, however, either misses its target, or does only slight 
damage to Kripke’s overall interpretation. Kripke is entitled to call Wittgenstein a 
sceptic (of sorts); he does not misconstrue the problem that preoccupies Wittgen-
stein in the rule-following considerations; he is true to Wittgenstein in his com-
ments on facts; he is correct in his “communitarian” interpretation of §§198–202; 
he is at least partially on target as far as the relationship between the two private 
language arguments is concerned; he does not distort Wittgenstein’s views on 
agreement; and, fi nally, he is right to speak of a shift  in Wittgenstein’s understand-
ing of meaning from truth-conditions to assertability conditions.
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the way out is to give up meaning determinism and adopt meaning scepticism. Th e latter position 
is not caught in the quandary since it rejects the assumptions that force the meaning-determinist to 
accept (2). Th e meaning sceptic is committed to primitivism: in the present context this allows for a 
minimal fact that decides between addition and quaddition as the meaning of “+”, namely, that we 
fi nd the fi rst hypothesis primitively obvious and the second not.

Chapter 2: Normativity
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out, it must introduce a motivation for the agent. In performing action a, I am guided by rule R if I 
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tion of the normativity considerations in WRPL is based on two passages in Kripke’s text. Th e fi rst 
is a response to the proposal according to which it is my disposition to add that justifi es my present 
belief that I mean addition by “+”:

How does any of this indicate that – now or in the past – “125” was an answer justifi ed in 
terms of instructions I gave myself, rather than a mere jack-in-the-box unjustifi ed and arbi-
trary response? Am I supposed to justify my present belief that I … should answer “125” … 
in terms of a hypothesis about my past dispositions? (Do I record and investigate the past 
physiology of my brain?) (WRPL: 23)

  Th e second passage is part of Kripke’s criticism of a diff erent view. According to this view, I can justify 
my belief that in the past I meant addition rather than quaddition by “+” by invoking considerations 
of simplicity. Allegedly, the hypothesis that I meant addition is simpler than the hypothesis that I 
meant quaddition. Kripke responds as follows: “I immediately and unhesitatingly calculate ‘68 + 57’ 
as I do, and the meaning I assign to ‘+’ is supposed to justify this procedure. I do not form tentative 
hypotheses, wondering what I should do if one hypothesis or another were true” (WRPL: 40).

   As Zalabardo sees it, these passages show that Kripke’s normativity argument is concerned with 
justifi cation. Whatever the facts of meaning turn out to be, they must potentially justify my applica-
tions of terms, they must be able to tell me which applications of terms I should endorse. Moreover, 
Zalabardo suggests the following generalization of Kripke’s addition example. Assume that we seek 
to answer questions of some given kind K and that we intend to do so systematically on the basis of 
procedures. Not all procedures will do, of course: given the nature of K, some procedures will be justi-
fi ed as procedures for answering questions of kind K, while other procedures will not be so justifi ed. 
What makes one procedure, say Pi, justifi ed and another procedure, say Pj, unjustifi ed, is that Pi, but 
not Pj, stands in the right relation to the facts that determine which answers are the correct answers to 
questions of kind K. For instance, assume that we are trying to determine answers to questions about 
the current weather conditions outside my offi  ce. Possible procedures include reading last week’s 
weather report, guessing and looking out of the window. Th e facts that determine correct answers 
to these weather questions are the current meteorological facts: whether it rains, snows or shines, 
and so on. Obviously, given these facts, the only procedure that is fully justifi ed is to look out of the 
window. In this example, it is the correctness-determining facts that act as a criterion of adequacy 
for the procedures. But the reverse case is possible too: once we know what our K-questions are and 
once we have formed a hypothesis about which procedures are justifi ed, then we have a criterion of 
adequacy for accounts of possible correctness-determining facts (Zalabardo, “Kripke’s Normativity 
Argument”, 285). (Once we have decided to answer questions about the weather and have settled on 
looking out of the window as an appropriate procedure, only observable meteorological facts will be 
adequate as determinants of correct answers.)

   Zalabardo proposes that Kripke’s normativity argument concerns a special case of the relationship 
between K-questions, correctness-determining facts and procedures. Th e K-question is “How should 
I apply the sign ‘+’?” Th e correctness-determining facts are dispositions and their manifestation: 
either past dispositions and their manifestations, or manifestations of dispositions under ideal cir-
cumstances. Th e procedures are – and here we return to the two quoted passages – either the record-
ing and investigating of the past physiology of my brain, or, more generally, the forming of tentative 
hypotheses. 

   As Zalabardo reads the cited passages in Kripke, they amount to formulating a demand on how 
– at least in this case – procedures and facts have to be related:

Kripke seems to think that if the correct answers to “+”-questions were determined by the 
past physiology of my brain, the only justifi ed procedure for answering these questions would 
be to “record and investigate” the relevant physiological facts. Th is suggests that, for Kripke, 
a procedure for answering K-questions would not be justifi ed unless it involved  conscious 
engagement with the facts that determine how these questions should be answered.  
 (Ibid.: 286)
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  If conscious engagement with the facts is the decisive criterion, then not even sophisticated dispo-
sitionalism – built upon what I would do under ideal conditions – can pass muster. For obviously I 
cannot have conscious engagement with what I would do under ideal conditions. 

   Finally, Zalabardo thinks that his reconstruction of Kripke’s normativity argument – referred to by 
him as the “justifi cation argument” – succeeds where Boghossian’s standard argument failed. He also 
recognizes, however, that the justifi cation argument is tied to an epistemological assumption that no 
longer enjoys universal support among epistemologists. Th is is the assumption of “epistemological 
internalism”, that is, the view that whatever justifi es a knower’s beliefs must be directly accessible to 
her.

   I agree with Zalabardo to the extent that his justifi cation argument plays a role in the sceptic’s 
assault on dispositionalism (qua high-brow meaning determinism). What Zalabardo gives us is a 
more detailed development of the argument from justifi cation of unhesitating application. Ignoring 
the problem of its limited scope (the ignoring of externalism), the argument seems successful as far 
as it goes. But I disagree with Zalabardo’s contention that the view he outlines is “Kripke’s normativ-
ity argument”. Too much of the network of assumptions of meaning determinism is missing for this 
to be true. Zalabardo seems to think of his reconstruction as showing that Kripke wishes to give us 
a general normativity argument against dispositionalism, an argument that is (at least potentially) 
independent of the intuitive picture of low-brow meaning determinism. But if what I have said in 
this and the previous chapter is correct, then Zalabardo must be wrong. Th e justifi cation argument 
will only cut ice against a dispositionalist who is committed to justifi cation of unhesitating applica-
tion. Reformist and revolutionary deviations from meaning determinism have the option of giving 
up this commitment.
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 106. Davidson, “Th e Social Aspect of Language”, 109.
 107. Davidson, “Th e Second Person”, 113–14.
 108. Ibid., 107.
 109. Davidson, “Reply to Richard Rorty”, 598. 
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 Chapter 3: Dispositions and extensions
 1. Here I follow Boghossian, “Th e Rule-Following Considerations”, 143–4.
 2. Here are two other lines of argument that I can discuss here only in a footnote. Th e fi rst is the “con-

tainment strategy” of agreeing with Kripke as far as mathematics is concerned, while denying that 
his arguments carry over to non-mathematical concepts and words. For example, McGinn insists 
that “most words, aft er all, do not have (like ‘+’) infi nite extensions” (Wittgenstein on Meaning, 162). 
Th is version of the containment strategy proves unconvincing the moment we allow that words have 
extensions also in possible worlds. A related line of thought is advanced by Tomoji Shogenji. What 
distinguishes an ordinary word such as “table” from mathematical concepts is that “there is a fi nite set 
of features that makes an object its reference. For example, a table is recognized as such by its hard fl at 
top supported by legs. Some might point out that a table could still turn up in infi nitely many possible 
situations, but the recognition of the fi nite set of table-features in any of these situations requires no 
infi nite capacity” (“Th e Problem of Rule-Following in Compositional Semantics”, Southern Journal 
of Philosophy 33 (1995), 97–108, esp. 99). Th is does not work either. What about possible tables that 
exceed our tables in size? What about the possible tables in the world of giants? What about possible 
tables so huge that even many lifetimes were not suffi  cient for us to recognize them as tables? Or what 
about tables so small that it would take brains the size of the universe for us to develop microscopes 
to see them? 

   Th e second strategy seeks to exploit the idea that dispositions can be masked and altered (J. Hohwy, 
“A Reductio of Kripke-Wittgenstein’s Objections to Dispositionalism about Meaning”, Minds and 
Machines 13(2) (2003), 257–68). Th e objection to Kripke goes as follows. Th e core of Kripke’s case 
against semantic dispositionalism is the “mistake problem”: this is the problem of distinguishing 
between the adder and the skadder. (Skaddition is the function that results from adding without 
“carrying”: the skaddition sum of 18 and 19 is 27, and that of 787 and 999 is 1676.) Kripke’s mistake 
problem ignores an important distinction. Take an object to which we attribute some disposition. 
And assume that the object fails to behave in ways that would accord with our attribution. Th ere may 
be three diff erent kinds of explanations for why our expectation is disappointed. First, the object may 
simply not have the attributed disposition; for instance, a cup made of steel simply lacks fragility. Sec-
ondly, the favourable conditions needed for a manifestation of the disposition may not be present; 
for example, the porcelain cup may not be meeting a hard surface at suffi  ciently high speed. Th irdly, 
and fi nally, the disposition may be “masked” or “altered”; that is to say, something or someone may be 
interfering with the course of nature in order to prevent the manifestation of the disposition. Maybe 
an angel turns the porcelain cup into a steel cup the moment it touches the hard surface. Kripke over-
looks the distinction between the second and the third category. Th e dispositionalist is not obliged to 
judge that Otto is a skadder, albeit that Otto’s arithmetical behaviour, even in favourable conditions, 
is extensionally equivalent with skaddition. Instead, the dispositionalist has the option of saying that 
Otto’s disposition to add is “masked” or “altered” by his inability to carry. And thus the dispositional-
ist can capture our intuitive judgement that meaning addition by “+” is compatible with responding 
to plus-queries in ways that are extensionally equivalent with skaddition. 

   Th e objection is right to say that the dispositionalist can capture our intuitive judgement by talking 
about masked or altered dispositions. But there remains an unresolved underdetermination problem. 
Remember that the dispositionalist wants to determine – on the basis of Otto’s dispositions to react in 
certain ways to plus-queries – which arithmetical function Otto means. Of course, the dispositional-
ist has no direct observational access to Otto’s dispositions. He therefore needs to form hypotheses 
concerning Otto’s dispositions on the basis of Otto’s actual behaviour. Th is actual behaviour consists 
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of a string of answers to plus-queries. Sadly, these answers can be interpreted as manifestations of 
more than one disposition. Th e answers can, inter alia, be interpreted as “full” manifestations of the 
disposition to skadd, or as “partial” manifestations of the disposition to add. (Th e expression “partial 
manifestation” seems appropriate for the hypothesis that the answers are due to a disposition to add 
that is masked by a further disposition to fail to carry.) 

   Th e talk of “masking” and “altering” dispositions is illuminating in many ways, but it does nothing 
to help the dispositionalist around the key underdetermination problem: what evidence could lead 
us to hypothesize that Otto is a masked adder rather than an unmasked skadder? Why assume that 
Otto’s behaviour consists of manifestations of a masked disposition to add rather than manifestations 
of unmasked dispositions to skadd?

   In the case of cups and their fragility we have rough criteria for deciding the analogous question. 
We distinguish between conditions that form part of the normal course of events, and conditions 
that constitute deviations from it. We regard the former as favourable conditions, and the latter as 
masking circumstances. Encountering hard surfaces at suffi  ciently high speed belongs in the fi rst 
category; intentional interventions into the course of nature – by angels, for example – fall into the 
second. Accordingly we are happy to attribute fragility to the cup even though interventions of angels 
can prevent it from ever breaking. 

   Unfortunately, the case of Otto’s meaning one function rather than another is diff erent. We do not 
have clear intuitions regarding the disposition not to carry. Is the systematic failure to carry an indi-
cation that the disposition to add is absent? Th at is, is carrying part of the disposition to add? Or is 
carrying merely a favourable condition for adding? Or, again, is it correct to think of the disposition 
not to carry as a factor that – like our angel above – masks the disposition to add? I doubt that our 
intuitions yield clear verdicts regarding this question. Given this result, it is unclear how the distinc-
tion between (un)favourable and masking conditions can help the dispositionalist. It is obscure how 
the dispositionalist can earn the right to decide (in all circumstances) between the two hypotheses 
of Otto being a masked adder and Otto being an unmasked skadder. And since the dispositional-
ist cannot have dispositional data in all cases, dispositions cannot constitute the contents of the two 
hypotheses.

 3. I take this expression from P. van Inwagen, “Th ere Is No Such Th ing As Addition”, Th e Wittgenstein 
Legacy: Midwest Studies in Philosophy 17 (1992), 138–59.

 4. Fodor, A Th eory of Content and Other Essays, 94–5.
 5. Cf. also S. Blackburn, “Th e Individual Strikes Back” [1984], in Rule-Following and Meaning, Miller 

& Wright (eds), 28–44, esp. 35; G. Forbes, “Scepticism and Semantic Knowledge”, Proceedings of the 
Aristotelian Society 85 (1984), 223–37, esp. 233–4; and D. McManus, “Boghossian, Miller, and Lewis 
on Dispositional Th eories of Meaning”, Mind and Language 15 (2000), 393–9. Simon Blackburn’s 
objection goes as follows. Imagine a planet – call it “Alpha Centauri” – so far away from earth that any 
object sent on the trip would decay before reaching its destination. Now take some earthbound glass 
and its brittleness. Th is disposition licenses both the claim “ceteris paribus, if the glass were dropped 
on earth it would break”, and the statement “ceteris paribus, if the glass were dropped on Alpha Cen-
tauri it would shatter”. If this is granted, then Kripke’s argument collapses. For the idealization needed 
for reaching enormous numbers is analogous to the idealization involved in ignoring the travel from 
earth to Alpha Centauri. Even though the glass cannot reach Alpha Centauri, it can still be regarded 
as brittle on that planet. And even though I cannot reach the realm of enormous numbers, I can still 
think of myself as an adder in the realm of those numbers. 

   Here is a reply to Blackburn’s worry. Th e analogy between the two cases does not go far enough 
to support the conclusion. Starting with the case of the glass, the appropriate analogy in the math-
ematical realm would be “Assuming that I have the disposition to answer ‘15’ to ‘7 + 8’, I would give 
this answer even on Alpha Centauri”. And beginning with the case of the enormous numbers, the 
appropriate analogue in the world of glasses would be “Even if this glass were much bigger than it is, 
say, the size of the universe itself, it still would break if dropped”. I propose that the fi rst sentence is 
true and the second false. Go back to the original scenario of the glass. Why do we fi nd it natural to 
imagine it breaking on Alpha Centauri regardless of its inability to reach that planet? I suppose the 
answer is that in extending the counterfactual from earth to Alpha Centauri we only need to change a 
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single parameter, that is, the physical location of the glass on a planet. We are not, however, changing 
anything about the dispositional structure of the glass itself. And thus our knowledge of the physics of 
the situation is kept constant. Th e scenario of the idealized adder is radically diff erent. In going from 
non-enormous to enormous numbers, the dispositionalist introduces a change of the very disposition 
at issue. Th e calculator is altered so fundamentally that it is hard to see how any parameter remains 
unchanged. How would I be diff erent if I had a brain the size of the Milky Way? Surely, to answer this 
question we would need an altogether new psychology or biology; our received knowledge of human 
beings would, in all likelihood, be useless at this point. If this is true, then Kripke can grant the objec-
tor his point regarding the glass, but he can refuse any implication regarding the disposition to add. 

 6. For a diff erent attempt to defend Kripke on this score, see M. N. Lance & J. O’Leary-Hawthorne, Th e 
Grammar of Meaning: Normativity and Semantic Discourse (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1997), 311–29.

 7. E. McMullin, “Galilean Idealization”, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 16 (1985), 247–73.
 8. Fodor, A Th eory of Content and Other Essays, 95.
 9. For a similar accusation, see C. Wallis, “Representation and the Imperfect Ideal”, Philosophy of Science 

61 (1994), 407–28.
 10. Th is objection was fi rst put to be my Mark Sprevak. For general discussion regarding the “cognitive 

penetrability” of psychological processes, see especially Z. W. Pylyshyn, Computation and Cogni-
tion: Toward a Foundation for Cognitive Science (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1984), 130–45, 173–4. 
Concerning the cognitive penetrability of the Müller–Lyer law, contrast the debate between Fodor 
(“Observation Reconsidered”, Philosophy of Science 51 (1984), 23–43; “A Reply to Churchland’s ‘Per-
ceptual Plasticity and Th eoretical Neutrality’”, Philosophy of Science 55 (1988), 188–98) and Church-
land (“Perceptual Plasticity and Th eoretical Neutrality: A Reply to Jerry Fodor”, Philosophy of Science 
55 (1988), 167–87).

 11. J. A. Fodor, “You Can Fool Some of the People All of the Time, Everything Else Being Equal: Hedged 
Laws and Psychological Explanation”, Mind 100 (1991), 19–34; S. Schiff er, “Ceteris Paribus Laws”, 
Mind 100 (1991), 1–17; J. Earman & J. Roberts, “Ceteris Paribus, Th ere is no Problem of Provisos”, 
Synthese 118 (1999), 439–78.

 12. P. Mott, “Fodor and Ceteris Paribus Laws”, Mind 101 (1992), 335–46.
 13. Boghossian, “Th e Rule-Following Considerations”. For discussion, see the following section.
 14. Th is response was suggested to me by Peter Lipton.
 15. P. Lipton, “All Else Being Equal (Ceteris Paribus Laws in Nature)”, Philosophy 74 (1999), 155–68.
 16. A further important extension is the arguments advanced by Crispin Wright. See Wright (“Kripke’s 

Account of the Argument”, 771; Realism, Meaning, and Truth (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987), 392–4). 
Sympathetic towards Kripke’s criticism of dispositionalism are, among others, G. E. M. Anscombe 
(“Review of Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language”, Ethics 95 (1985), 342–52, esp. 351) 
and A. Bilgrami (Belief and Meaning: Th e Unity and Locality of Mental Content (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1992), 94).

 17. Boghossian, “Th e Rule-Following Considerations”, 177.
 18. Ibid.
 19. P. A. Boghossian, “Naturalizing Content”, in Meaning in Mind: Fodor and his Critics, B. Loewer & G. 

Rey (eds), 65–86 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), 80–81.
 20. A. Miller, “Does ‘Belief Holism’ Show that Reductive Dispositionalism about Content Could not 

be True?”, Supplement to the Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 77 (2003), 73–90. Miller’s earlier 
contributions are “Boghossian on Reductive Dispositionalism: the Case Strengthened”, Mind and 
Language 12 (1997), 1–10, and Philosophy of Language.

 21. Miller, Philosophy of Language, contains an introduction to this technique. See also “Does ‘Belief 
Holism’ Show”, 82–4.

 22. Boghossian, “Th e Rule-Following Considerations”, 179–80.
 23. Miller, “Does ‘Belief Holism’ Show”, 87.
 24. Ibid., 87–8.
 25. I owe this point to email conversation with Miller himself.
 26. Again, I owe this point to Miller himself.
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 27. Miller, personal conversation.
 28. S. Teghrarian, “Wittgenstein, Kripke and the ‘Paradox’ of Meaning”, in Wittgenstein and Contem-

porary Philosophy, S. Teghrarian (ed.), 223–59 (Bristol: Th oemmes Press, 1994), 253, objects to any 
counting of a person’s dispositions: “How many dispositions does a courageous man have to behave 
in courageous ways?” 

 29. Blackburn, “Th e Individual Strikes Back”; Forbes, “Scepticism and Semantic Knowledge”; C. Ginet, 
“Th e Dispositionalist Solution to Wittgenstein’s Problem About Understanding a Rule: Answering 
Kripke’s Objections”, Th e Wittgenstein Legacy: Midwest Studies in Philosophy 17 (1992), 53–73; Hat-
tiangadi, “Oughts and Th oughts”.

 30. Blackburn, “Th e Individual Strikes Back”, 36.
 31. Blackburn writes as follows:

[A] calculator can have, in addition to dispositions to give answers, dispositions to withdraw 
them and substitute others. And it is possible that putting the errant disposition into a con-
text of general dispositions of this sort supplies the criterion for which function is meant. 
Th e equation would be: By “+” I mean that function ϕ that accords with my extended dis-
positions. An answer z = ϕ(x, y) accords with my extended dispositions if and only if (i) it 
is the answer I am disposed to give and retain aft er investigation, or (ii) it is the answer I 
would accept if I repeated a number of times procedures I am disposed to use, this being 
independent. (Ibid.: 36)

 32. Coates suggests improving on Blackburn’s objection by introducing the concept of a “complete cycle 
of behaviour”. Consider the following behaviour of a cat: fi rst it tracks a mouse with its eyes; then it 
jumps up and grabs the mouse; and, in the end, it “makes discriminatory benefi cial use” of the mouse 
– it eats it. Th is sequence of feline behaviour is an example of a “complete cycle of behaviour”. Coates 
believes that identifying such a cycle in the behaviour of an animal is important for the attribution 
of mental content. Our identifi cation of the cat’s cycle of behaviour entitles us to say that the cat’s 
thoughts are about the mouse. Complete cycles of behaviour help in drawing a distinction between 
correct and incorrect actions. An incorrect action fails to result in discriminatory benefi cial use. As 
Coates sees it, this idea works also for Kripke’s arithmetical example:

[T]he subject will have dispositions to use the word “plus” … sometimes mistakenly. But she 
may fi nd out, for example, in doing some carpentry in isolation, that certain calculations 
which she wrote down have led her astray: two lengths of wood do not match as had been 
expected, giving her the motive to check and revise her earlier employment of “plus”. In this 
manner a person’s extended dispositions will tend, in many cases, to lead her own use of a 
term to coincide with the correct one. Notice, however … that … the subject will sometimes 
make mistakes that she is not aware of and does not correct. Because in these cases there is 
no complete cycle of behaviour terminating in a discriminating benefi cial use, such cases 
do not contribute to determining the content of the subject’s states and utterances.  
 (Coates, “Meaning, Mistake and Miscalculation”, 178–9)

  Unfortunately, it is hard to see why Coates’s proposal should constitute an improvement on the pre-
vious objection. Coates’s suggestion suff ers from the twin problems of circularity and underdeter-
mination. It is circular if we allow for complete cycles of mathematical behaviour only in cases in 
which the calculator gets the arithmetic right. For now we have again put the cart before the horse: 
we wanted the behaviour to lead us to the meaning, but now we are using the meaning to select the 
relevant behaviour. It does not help to suggest that we identify the meant function on the basis of our 
observations of successful actions. Th is boils down to saying that a calculator means a function F, if, 
and only if, F enables her to achieve her intentions. But how do we identify the calculator’s intentions? 
Any given piece of behaviour can be seen as achieving – or failing to achieve any number of diff erent 
intentions. For further detailed criticism of Coates’s objection, see Toribio, “Meaning, Dispositions 
and Normativity”.

 33. Ginet, “Th e Dispositionalist Solution”.
 34. Ibid., 62.
 35. Ibid., 70.
 36. Ibid., 62–7. Ginet writes:
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I do know some past tense counterfactual conditionals about myself as directly, by 
memory, as I know what some of my categorical conscious states were. Suppose I said 
the words, “the ordering of letters”; and thereby meant the alphabetic ordering of all 
the letters of the alphabet (rather than, say, a misspelled word that I had earlier referred 
to with that same phrase). A few moments later I can (normally) simply remember 
not only that I said those words, but also that I meant by them the function <“a”, “b”>, 
<“b”, “c”>, … etc. And I can simply remember that if I had then considered the question, 
I would have thought that the function I meant includes the pair <“f ”, “g”>. I can directly 
remember that a certain counterfactual conditional was true of me. Th at is, we allow a mem-
ory impression with that content to justify me in claiming to know the truth of such a coun-
terfactual. Compare one’s knowledge of the truth of a subjunctive conditional that expresses 
one’s conditional intention: in normal circumstances when I assert, “If the telephone were 
to ring now, I would answer it,” I am not making a hypothesis about myself. And when I 
remember having had such an intention, I am not making an hypothesis about my past self: 
I know simply on the basis of memory that the conditional was true. (Ibid.: 62–3)

  Ginet is right for the cases mentioned. Alas, his point does not generalize. Th e case of the alphabet 
is persuasive only because we have chanted the alphabet so many times in the past. Th e case bela-
boured by the sceptic is diff erent because we are dealing with scenarios that I have never encountered 
before. 

 37. A. Miller, “Horwich, Meaning and Kripke’s Wittgenstein”, Philosophical Quarterly 50 (2000), 161–74, 
esp. 161; cf. Horwich, “Meaning, Use and Truth”, 360. Here I follow Miller’s rather than Horwich’s 
formulation, since Horwich’s text is concerned specifi cally with what he calls the “use theory of mean-
ing”. Th is is a communal disposition theory. I shall discuss it below.

 38. Horwich, “Meaning, Use and Truth”, 364.
 39. Ibid., 361–2. 
 40. Miller, “Horwich, Meaning and Kripke’s Wittgenstein”.
 41. S. Soames, “Scepticism about Meaning: Indeterminacy, Normativity, and the Rule-Following Para-

dox”, Canadian Journal of Philosophy, suppl. vol. 23 (1998), 211–49, esp. 223.
 42. Ibid., 231.
 43. Again, “m” and “n” are numerals. Th e assumption of determinism is needed to make sure that I will 

give the same answers on diff erent occasions for the same values for “m” and “n”. 
 44. Soames, “Scepticism about Meaning”, 226–8.
 45. Ibid., 229.
 46. Ibid. 
 47. Th e best general introduction to supervenience is D. Chalmers, Th e Conscious Mind: In Search of a 

Fundamental Th eory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), ch. 2.
 48. Perhaps Soames will protest here that just because he has not been very precise about which physical 

properties provide the supervenience base, it is unfair to saddle him with global supervenience. If 
this is his position then Soames owes us an account of how to restrict the class of the relevant physi-
cal properties.

 49. Here I am indebted to discussions with Tim Crane, Peter Lipton, Barry Smith and José Zala-
bardo.

 50. Cf. M. Dummett, “Realism”, Synthese 52 (1982), 55–112, esp. 111: “A disposition of any kind is not a 
quality of which we can be directly aware …”.

 51. C. B. Martin & J. Heil, “Rules and Powers”, Language, Mind, and Ontology, Philosophical Perspectives 
12 (1998), 283–312, esp. 289.

 52. C. Wright, Truth and Objectivity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 117–18; S. Mum-
ford, Dispositions (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 56.

 53. Martin & Heil, “Rules and Powers”, 304.
 54. C. B. Martin, “Final Replies to Place and Armstrong”, in D. M. Armstrong, C. B. Martin, U. T. Place, 

Dispositions: A Debate, T. Crane (ed.), 163–92 (London: Routledge, 1996), 190; Martin & Heil, “Rules 
and Powers”, 305.

 55. Martin & Heil, “Rules and Powers”, 291.
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 56. Note that I am not making the general claim that wherever actual and counterfactual behaviour is 
the same, dispositional structure must be the same, too. I accept that in simple force cases such dis-
crimination seems possible. My point is rather that in the given scenario such a distinction cannot 
be made without bringing in information about the intention of the designer of the machines. And 
this point carries over to the analogous case of dispositions to add or skadd.

 57. Martin & Heil, “Rules and Powers”, 302.
 58. Ibid., 305.
 59. McGinn’s capacities are similar to dispositions realistically construed (Wittgenstein on Meaning, 168–

75). Th ey fall by the same criticism. Cf. C. Wright, “Critical Notice of Colin McGinn’s Wittgenstein 
on Meaning” [1989] , in Rule-Following and Meaning, Miller & Wright (eds), 108–28. 

 60. Horwich, “Wittgenstein and Kripke on the Nature of Meaning”, 111.
 61. Boghossian, “Th e Rule-Following Considerations”, 173.
 62. Horwich, “Wittgenstein and Kripke on the Nature of Meaning”, 112.
 63. Neil Tennant (Th e Taming of the True (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1997), 125–42) off ers a version of 

communal dispositionalism combined with elements of other strategies. Tennant thinks of minds as 
machines. In the case of machines we can work out which inputs will produce which outputs. We can 
write “machine tables” that both specify such input–output pairings and describe how these pairings 
are produced by the internal mechanism of the machine. Th e same goes for minds:

For a materialist, the diff erence between … machines and your mind is only a matter of 
degree. When you learn new words, some part of your mind/brain is being redesigned to 
compute communally approved outputs for a given range of inputs. … Given a mature 
speaker, one could in principle open his head … and discover his sub-programme for “+”, 
or “green”. Idealizing, we can say that he ought to respond to “58 + 67 = ?” with “125”.  
 (Ibid.: 131)

  Tennant admits that we know too little about function localization in the brain to give this suggestion 
much substance. To circumvent this problem, he makes a further proposal. We can counter the scep-
tic by agreeing with him on a machine table for addition (at least up to 57). And we can then build 
a machine that instantiates this machine table. Th is is meant to solve the problem of how we should 
decide “what the sum of two numbers is – what anybody’s answer ought to be”: “Having written down 
the machine table for addition, let any question as to how one ought to respond to an addition sum 
be answered by reference to the machine table, and its physical realisation …” (ibid.: 131). 

   Tennant realizes that the machine table can be interpreted in diff erent ways by the sceptic. But 
he dismisses this possibility by shift ing the burden of proof: “Let them show now how such deviant 
interpretations of machine-table symbols can sit coherently with the deviant interpretations originally 
off ered by the sceptic for the function symbol (such as ‘+’) for which the machine table was agreed 
upon” (ibid.: 133). Tennant also off ers a solution to the problem of our machines going wrong. Th e 
solution is to run several machines in parallel (ibid.: 134). 

   Tennant claims to “have met the sceptical challenge, and have off ered a physicalist account, based 
on neurological and behavioural dispositions, of what it is for the world of a language to have the 
meanings that (or to mean what) they do” (ibid.: 137). To the fi nitude problem he replies that a dis-
positionalist account does not demand that the adder be able to add numbers of any length. It suffi  ces 
if he passes more limited tests of his ability to add (ibid.: 137–30). And, fi nally, Tennant invokes the 
community in order to solve the mistake problem:

Kripke … ignores the recourse that the dispositionalist would have to the wider consensus 
to be obtained within a community of understanders. … part of true understanding on the 
part of any speaker or subject is a principled willingness to defer to communal correction. 
Such correction is usually adjudicated by a minority of experts if need be; but still it involves 
other understanders and their dispositions to compute (for such, it is being maintained, is all 
that there is to ground the normativites in question). … Th e pig-headed maker of mistakes 
who refuses ever to be corrected can indeed be said (by the dispositionalist) to mean skad-
dition rather than addition. But the fallible adder who is willing to have his mistakes pointed 
out to him, and accept corrections as called for, may by virtue of those very dispositions be 
said to be a true understander of addition. (Ibid.: 140)
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  I remain unconvinced. First, Tennant’s machine analogy fails to make contact with the arguments 
that Kripke explicitly directs against it. Secondly, Tennant does not address the crucial problem of 
idealization. Th irdly, Tennant’s answer to the fi nitude problem is obviously unsatisfactory. My dis-
positions to give sums in reply to plus-queries with non-enormous numbers cannot show that I have 
dispositions to give sums in reply to plus-queries with enormous numbers. And fourthly, Tennant’s 
communitarian-dispositionalist treatment of the mistake problem fails to circumvent the diffi  culties 
we have just analysed with reference to Horwich’s proposal.

 Chapter 4: Other responses
 1. Wright, “Kripke’s Account of the Argument”, 773, n.5.
 2. A. Miller, “Introduction”, in Rule-Following and Meaning, Miller & Wright (eds), 10, n.16.
 3. C. Peacocke, “Content and Norms in a Natural Word”, in Information, Semantics, and Epistemology, 

E. Villanueva (ed.), 57–76 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), 66.
 4. Ibid., 68.
 5. Ibid., 74.
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tion sums with result n [n is the numeral for n], including, for every p < n, the sum “p + (n – p)” and 
the sum “(n – p) + p”.

 7. Ibid., 112. 
 8. Th ere is an x and there is a y such that: x is F and y is F and y is not identical with x; and for all y: if a 

w is F, then it is identical either with x or with y.
 9. Ibid., 113.
 10. Ibid.
 11. Ibid., 114.
 12. M. Devitt & K. Sterelny, Language and Reality: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Language, 2nd ed 

(Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), chs 4 and 5.
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 15. P. Maddy, “How the Causal Th eorist Follows a Rule”, Midwest Studies in Philosophy 9 (1984), 457–77, 

esp. 469–70.
 16. Ibid., 470.
 17. Ibid., 471–2; cf. also P. Maddy, “Mathematical Alchemy”, British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 

37 (1986), 279–314. 
 18. Boghossian, “Th e Rule-Following Considerations”, 158.
 19. F. Feldman, Critical Notice of Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, Philosophy and 

Phenomenological Research 46 (1986), 683–7; M. Gilbert, On Social Facts (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1989), 114–24; J. J. Katz, Th e Metaphysics of Meaning (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1990), 163–74; J. Zalabardo, “Wittgenstein on Accord”, Pacifi c Philosophical Quarterly 84 (2003), 
311–29.

 20. J. J. Katz, Language and Other Abstract Objects (Oxford: Blackwell, 1981).
 21. Katz, Th e Metaphysics of Meaning, 89–90.
 22. Ibid.
 23. Th is reply is given in Katz, Th e Metaphysics of Meaning, ch. 4.
 24. Ibid., 163–4.
 25. Ibid.
 26. Ibid., 166.
 27. Ibid.
 28. Ibid., 167.
 29. Ibid.
 30. Ibid.
 31. Ibid., 171.
 32. Ibid., 173.
 33. P. A. Boghossian, “Sense, Reference and Rule-Following”, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 
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54 (1994), 139–45. For other criticism of Katz’s Platonism, see R. G. Gibson, “Katz on Indeterminacy 
and the Proto-Th eory”, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 54 (1994), 133–9; P. Horwich, 
“Meaning and Metaphilosophy”, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 54 (1994), 145–50; G. 
W. Levvis, “Wittgenstein’s Grammatical Propositions as Linguistic Examplars: A Refutation of Katz’s 
Semantic Platonism”, Philosophical Investigations 19 (1996), 140–58; and E. M. Zemach, “Katz and 
Wittgenstein”, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 54 (1994), 151–5. Katz replies to some of his 
critics in “Replies to Commentators”, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 54 (1994), 157–83

 34. Boghossian, “Sense, Reference and Rule-Following”, 142.
 35. Ibid., 143.
 36. Katz, “Replies to Commentators”, 170.
 37. It is surprising to note, for instance, that Bob Hale’s fascinating defence of Platonism (Abstract Objects 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987)) does not address Wittgenstein’s and Kripke’s objections. For 
a criticism of Hale’s version of Platonism with Kripkenstein-inspired permutation arguments, see P. 
Pagin, Review of Hale, Abstract Objects, History and Philosophy of Logic 10 (1989), 111–13.

 38. Cf. Zemach, “Katz and Wittgenstein”.
 39. C. Wright, Wittgenstein on the Foundations of Mathematics (London: Duckworth, 1980); M. Wilson, 

“Predicate Meets Property”, Philosophical Review 91 (1982), 549–89; Bloor, Wittgenstein.
 40. Feldman, Critical Notice of Kripke. Cf. Zalabardo, “Wittgenstein on Accord”.
 41. Feldman, Critical Notice of Kripke, 686.
 42. Ibid., 687.
 43. Of course, the Platonist might claim that the reason is the incoherence of meaning scepticism. Th is 

reason can only be undercut by the demonstration that the sceptical solution is adequate. 

Chapter 5: Factualism and non-factualism
 1. Boghossian, “Naturalizing Content”, 164.
 2. S. Blackburn, Spreading the Word: Groundings in the Philosophy of Language (Oxford: Clarendon, 

1984), 170–71. For a general overview of diff erent forms of projectivism in metaethics, see Miller, 
An Introduction to Contemporary Metaethics. 

 3. Ayer, Language, Truth, and Logic. Cf. Miller, An Introduction to Contemporary Metaethics, ch. 2.
 4. Blackburn, Spreading the Word, ch. 5. Cf. Miller, An Introduction to Contemporary Metaethics, ch. 4.
 5. I here mimic Miller’s formulation of quasi-realism for the moral realm. Cf. Miller, An Introduction to 

Contemporary Metaethics, 52.
 6. Blackburn, Spreading the Word; J. McDowell, “Meaning and Intentionality in Wittgenstein’s Later 

Philosophy”, Th e Wittgenstein Legacy: Midwest Studies in Philosophy 17 (1992), 40–52 and “Witt-
genstein on Following a Rule”; McGinn, Wittgenstein on Meaning; Wright, “Kripke’s Account of the 
Argument”; Boghossian, “Th e Rule-Following Considerations”.

 7. M. Dummett, “Wittgenstein’s Philosophy of Mathematics”, Philosophical Review 68 (1959), 324–48, 
esp. 348.

 8. A non-factualist reading is defended in C. Travis, Th e Uses of Sense: Wittgenstein’s Philosophy of Lan-
guage (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 325–8.

 9. Wright, “Kripke’s Account of the Argument”, 769.
 10. S. Soames, “Facts, Truth Conditions, and the Skeptical Solution to the Rule-following Paradox”, Philo-

sophical Perspectives 12 (1998), 313–48, also contains important criticisms of local non-factualism. 
Soames does not equate non-factualism with projectivism; he prefers to say that if meaning attribu-
tions are non-factual then they are “performatives” (in the sense familiar from speech-act theory). 
Th e key point is that performatives (such as “I hereby declare you husband and wife”) do not express 
propositions and thus are not candidates for truth and falsity. On this analysis, to utter “Jones means 
addition by ‘+’” in the right circumstances is to “take Jones into one’s linguistic community, to certify 
him as a competent user of ‘+’ and to license him to use ‘+’ to do what we call ‘add ing’” (ibid.: 323). 

   Soames’s fi rst argument against this view is that a performative rendering of meaning attribu-
tions brings with it a performative rendering of propositional attitude ascriptions. If ascriptions of 
meaning are non-factual, then surely ascriptions of beliefs, desires and so on must be too. But a non-
 factual reading of propositional attitude ascriptions does not seem plausible. All such ascriptions “are 
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unproblematically embeddable in ordinary truth -conditional constructions, such as antecedents of 
conditionals, … and all may themselves appear as objects of propositional attitude verbs, like ‘know’ 
and ‘believe’, which are used to indicate our cognitive relations to facts, and to propositions gener-
ally”. And what holds for these attitude ascriptions actually also holds for meaning attributions: “Since 
meaning and propositional attitude ascriptions satisfy these conditions, they qualify as fact-stating” 

(ibid.).
   Soames’s second complaint is that a performative rendering of meaning attributions would in some 

important respects be too tame a proposal. To demonstrate that meaning attributions are performa-
tives would show merely that the domain of the truth-conditional view is somewhat more limited 
than previously thought. It would leave the truth-conditional view intact, however, for a vast domain 
of sentences that are philosophically signifi cant even though they do not ascribe meanings or mental 
contents. And if this domain remains unchanged, then Kripke can no longer insist that the sceptical 
solution has radical implications for the philosophy of mathematics and the understanding of private 
language (ibid.: 325).

   Soames’s third point against non-factualism about meaning attributions is that it is “incoherent”. 
Take the sentence (a):

(a) No meaning attribution expresses a proposition.
  In so far as (a) makes a claim about a class of sentences, (a) itself expresses a proposition and states a 

fact. Moreover, if (a) expresses a proposition then surely so does its negation:
(b) Some meaning attribution expresses a proposition.

  Now, (b) is an existential generalization. As its instances it has sentences of the form (c):
(c) S is a meaning attribution and S expresses a proposition.

  Now, if (b) expresses a proposition then so must at least some of its instantiations. Alas, according to 
(a), instances of (c) do not express propositions. And thus non-factualism is incoherent (ibid.: 325).

   Th e fi rst two arguments are clearly very strong. Th ings seem less straightforward with respect to 
the third; it seems to rely on the questionable claim that (c) is itself a meaning attribution. But, like 
(a), it is not.
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 12. P. A. Boghossian, “Th e Status of Content”, Philosophical Review 99 (1990), 157–84, esp. 165.
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103 (1994), 287–302; B. Hale, “Rule-following, Objectivity and Meaning”, in A Companion to the 
 Philosophy of Language, B. Hale & C. Wright (eds), 369–97 (Oxford, Blackwell, 1997); Miller, Phi-
losophy of Language, 165–70.
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