Philosophy of Language: Wittgenstein

Fall 2003

Prof. Boedeker

Suggested topics for the final paper

Please write on one of the following topics.  If you would like to write on a topic of your own choosing, please discuss it with me beforehand.

1. How does G.E. Moore propose to defend common sense by proving the existence of the external world?  What does Wittgenstein in On Certainty find “interesting” (#137) about Moore’s proof?  What does he find illegitimate in it, and why?  In what way does Wittgenstein propose to “dissolve” the debate between skeptical idealism and realism?  In particular, what assumption(s) common to both idealism and realism does Wittgenstein question, and what are his reasons for doing so?  Do you find his attempt successful?  Explain.

2. In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein distinguishes between propositions and nonsensical (unsinnig) pseudo-propositions.  Propositions, in turn, either have sense (sind sinnvoll) or lack sense (sind sinnlos).  It is legitimate for someone to say that s/he knows only propositions with sense (4.461, 5.1362).  In On Certainty, something remains of at least the latter distinction in the distinction between empirical hypotheses, and so-called “frame” propositions that hold fast for me.  Explain the similarities and the differences between his earlier and later views.  Be sure to discuss the way in which Wittgenstein’s later distinction involves a broadened conception of language compared to that of the Tractatus.

3. In addition to the attempt to “dissolve” the debate between skeptical idealism and realism, Wittgenstein also attempts what would appear to be two more head-on attacks on skeptical idealism.  The first can be summed up in the slogan “Doubt presupposes certainty”; and the second rests on the claim that the unshakeable belief in the truth of certain propositions (such as “Here is one hand”) is necessary for someone to count as understanding the meaning of words (such as “hand”).  Sketch out one of these attacks.  How might the (Cartesian) skeptic reply to this attack?  Who do you think has the stronger position?  Explain.

4. In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein claims that the tautologies of logic mirror logical form.  In On Certainty, he claims that the “frame” propositions that hold fast for me express a form of life, or communal ways of acting.  Explain what he means by these claims.  What does Wittgenstein in the Tractatus mean by “language”?  What corresponding broadening of the view of language takes place in On Certainty?  Does his later view of frame propositions negate his earlier view of tautologies?  Explain.

[By the way, here are a couple of typographical or translation errors from On Certainty:

Section 10: “it is only in use that the proposition has its sense” should read “it is only in use that the proposition has sense”.

Section 196: “accept as sure” should read “accept as unconditionally sure”.

Section 238: “…my fundamental attitudes that were how it was, and if I should…” should read “my fundamental attitudes.  And if it were that way, I should…”]

5. Explain Wittgenstein’s remark: “For a large class of cases – though not for all – in which we employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word is its use in the language” (PI #43).  How does this view of meaning differ from Wittgenstein’s view in the Tractatus?  (Be sure to explain the Tractatus view of meaning sufficiently.)  Explain Austin’s distinction between locutionary and illocutionary acts.  How is Austin’s view of illocutionary acts related to Wittgenstein’s view of meaning in the Philosophical Investigations?  One objection to Wittgenstein’s view (when taken literally) is that there are surely uses of words that would not properly be called their “meaning”.  Explain Austin’s distinction between illocutionary and perlocutionary speech acts.  Does this distinction avoid the difficulty with Wittgenstein’s view of meaning (when taken literally)?  Explain.

6. Wittgenstein’s discussion of understanding in the Philosophical Investigations, which begins in section 138, comes to a head in sections 201 and 202.  Give a close reading of these two sections in the light of his preceding discussion.  Be sure to explain the views of understanding he criticizes, how they lead to “our paradox”, and what this paradox consists in.  Also be sure to explain the conclusions that Wittgenstein draws in these two sections.

7. Give a close reading of the crucial sections 240-242 of the Philosophical Investigations.  Be sure to explain what Wittgenstein means when he speaks of agreement in the language that humans use, and what he means by saying that “[t]hat is not agreement in opinions but in form of life.”  Also be sure to explain what he means by “agreement… in judgments”, and how this is different from agreement in definitions.  

8. What does Wittgenstein mean by a “private language”, as discussed in section 243?  How is such a language supposed to be set up, as discussed in section 258?  Explain and evaluate his argument, beginning in section 243, that a private language is impossible.  Be sure to discuss the “beetle in the box” argument at section 293.  How does Wittgenstein think that we in fact learn words about sensations, especially in section 244?

