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Wittgenstein and Parmenides
ABSTRACT: In distinguishing for the first time between Being and non-Being, Parmenides makes an argument that appears intended to establish that it is impossible to speak about what does not exist.  This argument bears interesting similarities to one made by Wittgenstein in the Tractatus for the necessary existence of simple objects.  Moreover, both arguments exhibit a suggestive kind of overdetermination, whereby what is said descriptively to be impossible or indiscernible is also seemingly prescriptively prohibited.  This somewhat paradoxical structure, I argue, informs Wittgenstein’s thinking about sense, rules, and norms throughout his career.  Documenting it leads to some questions about the so-called “resolute” interpretation of the Tractatus, as well as to a better understanding of the passages in the Philosophical Investigations (paragraphs 46-50) in which Wittgenstein most directly criticizes the Tractatus theory of simple objects and names.
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus famously ends with a remark that, as he says in the book’s “Preface,” could also summarize the sense of the book as a whole:


What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence.
Passing over, for the moment, the difference between speaking and knowing, the remark can be read almost as a paraphrase of one written almost 2500 years ago:

You could not know what is not – that cannot be done – nor indicate it.
  

The second remark comes near the beginning of the single ‘treatise’ of Parmenides, long discussed as the first work in the Western tradition to draw a general distinction between being and non-being.  Within Parmenides’ poem, it appears immediately after the dramatic narrative description of the narrator’s journey to the place of a goddess.  The traveler is offered the choice between two mutually exclusive paths, the one the “path of Persuasion,” truth, and being; the other, the “indiscernible” path of non-being, error, and illusion.  Here are the words of the goddess:
Come now, and I will tell you (and you must carry my account away with you when you have heard it) the only ways of enquiry that are to be thought of.  The one, that [it] is and that it is impossible for [it] not to be, is the path of Persuasion (for she attends upon truth); the other, that [it] is not and that it is needful that [it] not be, that I declare to you is an altogether indiscernible track…

What follows this is the passage I have already quoted, and then:
For the same thing is there both to be thought of and to be [or: thought and being are the same].
  

And later:
What is there to be said and thought must needs be; for it is there for being, but nothing is not.
  

Together, these enigmatic passages have long been taken to comprise an elliptical argument for the conclusion expressed above, to the effect that it is impossible to know, speak, or otherwise recognize what is not or what is not the case, or (perhaps equivalently) that it is possible only to know, speak, or refer to what is or what is the case.  The argument has exerted an influence on philosophers from Plato on; and even today we may recognize in it the first stirrings of the general attempt to apply logical reasoning to the structure of what is.  For in saying that there are only these two paths that can be thought of, the goddess’ argument is the first to seemingly restrict thought to the choice of the two stark alternatives of what is and what is not, what can be an object of thought and knowledge and what is simply nothing.  The stark choice remains a model for all rational or logical thinking, for any and every attempt to model the structure of what can be in the parallel structures of what can be thought, and so enforces, in manifold forms throughout the history of Western thought, the unity of being and thinking that the goddess herself seems to assert. 
As commentators have noted, however, there is a certain interesting ambiguity of regard, amounting almost to a performative contradiction, in the goddess’ instructions to the traveler.
  For if it is the goddess’ intention to describe in logical terms the structure of whatever is, her words are at the same time also imperative; her aim is not simply to point out the two paths but also to recommend the first and proscribe the second.  In so doing, she imposes on thought the force of the very distinction between truth and error that she may be taken to be the first ever to point out.  But if the second path is both “indiscernible” and even, necessarily, “not to be,” then how is it indeed possible for the goddess herself to indicate it to the traveler in order to prohibit him from pursuing it, demanding that “you must hold back your thought from this way of enquiry”?
  Similarly, if the first path is indeed that of that which is, indeed the only “one” of which there truly remains “an account,” how is it possible for the goddess to recommend that the young travel follow this path, given that there seems to be no alternative that is even so much as conceivable?  In describing the two paths, the remarks of the goddess would seem to ambiguously combine description with prescription, demanding the necessary while prohibiting the impossible.
  
My suggestion in this paper will be that something very like this curiously ambiguous structure is also exhibited by Wittgenstein’s ongoing investigation into logic, ethics and the bounds of sense, both in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and in his later critique of that work.  Both remarks, the one of Parmenides at the dawn of Western thought, and that of Wittgenstein at the much more recent moment of its more fully attained linguistic self-consciousness, can seem, read one way, simply to be tautologies.  That is, both can seem simply to assert that whatever cannot be talked about (or thought about, or known), indeed cannot be talked about (or thought about, or known).  Taken this way, the argument (if such it is) risks arguing nothing; for tautologies say nothing.  Taken another way, however, they do indeed both articulate substantial prohibitions, saying that there is an area of things or matters – that, as we may say, of “non-being” – about which it is impossible to say anything, since these things or matters fail to exist.  But now the argument risks internal incoherence; for it seems to refer to what, by its very saying, it cannot, namely the “realm of non-being” that, by its very lights, cannot exist.  
I
If we take Parmenides to be outlining an argument with a substantial conclusion, we may take that conclusion to be that it is impossible to know, refer to, or conceive “nothing” or “what is not.”  The argument can be presented in a general form, one that (as commentators have noted) has also captured the imagination of a variety of philosophers since Parmenides:

P1. In order to significantly refer to something, I must be, or at least be able to be, in some direct cognitive relation to it, for instance acquaintance.
P2. In order for me to be able to be in some cognitive relation to a thing, it must exist.
Conclusion: It is impossible to significantly refer to a thing that doesn’t exist (i.e. “You could not know what is not – that cannot be done – nor indicate it…”)

A form of the argument seems to be what Plato is reacting against already in the Sophist and the Theatetus.
  As Barnes has noted, Berkeley employs a version of it – together with some supplementary premises – to establish subjective idealism; and it bears a more-than-passing resemblance to Anselm’s ontological argument.
  The version that explicitly requires acquaintance as the cognitive relationship underlying successful reference is suggested by Russell.
  

However, as commentators have also noted, the conclusion, in its general form, is hard to credit.  The plain ordinary possibility of entertaining propositions, and making judgments, about non-existent objects speaks against it; and there does not seem to be any special problem with making linguistic reference to such objects either (the whole possibility of discourse about fictional characters, for instance, depends on it).
  To be credible, the argument in this form would have to establish the necessary existence of whatever exists, in order to deny the possible existence of what does not.
  Thus, the argument in this form is often taken to rest on a glaring modal fallacy, that of equivocating between a de re and a de dicto reading of “nothing cannot exist”
 or a compositional fallacy of equivocation on the reference of “what is not.”
 
We can refine the argument, however, by altering its conclusion somewhat.  Rather than taking it to demonstrate that everything that can be talked about must exist, we might alternatively take it to demonstrate only the necessary existence of a special class of simple objects (rather than objects overall) which must exist in order for significant reference to occur.  On this reconstruction, although it is certainly possible meaningfully to deny the existence of certain things, these things, the ‘existence’ of which it is possible to deny, are in fact structured complexes of more simple elements, and to deny the existence of one of these complexes is just to deny the proposition stating that the simple elements are in fact arranged in such a way as to form this particular complex.  Of the simple elements, on the other hand, it is indeed impossible to say or conceive that they are not, for their existence is necessary in order for sense to be possible at all.
At TLP 2.02-2.0212, Wittgenstein gives a highly compressed argument for the necessary existence of such simple objects:

2.02 The object is simple

2.0201 Every statement about complexes can be analyzed into a statement about their constituent parts, and into those propositions that completely describe the complexes.

2.021  Objects form the substance of the world.  Therefore they cannot be compound.

2.0211 If the world had no substance, then whether a proposition had sense would depend on whether another proposition was true.

2.0212  It would then be impossible to sketch out a picture of the world (true or false).

The argument is a transcendental one premised on the determinacy of sense, or in other words on the possibility of issuing propositions, true or false.  The connection between the requisite determinacy of sense (which makes it possible to draw a true or false picture of the world) and the necessary existence of simples is at first obscure, but it can be reconstructed with the help of a few subsidiary premises from elsewhere in the Tractatus (in particular, 3.22-3.24).  The key point is that, if some of the terms that function as simple (i.e., unanalyzable) names in language could fail to refer, then it would be possible for the propositions involving them to fail to be true in either of two ways.  First, such a proposition could be false in the usual sense, i.e. because the objects it names, though existing, fail to be configured into an actual state of affairs in the way that it says they are.  But second, it could fail to be true (indeed, fail to have sense) because the simple names in it fail to refer to anything at all.  If this were possible, then whether any proposition had sense at all would depend on the truth of other propositions (namely, the ones asserting the existence of bearers of each of its names).  And then it would be impossible to determinately correlate propositions with states of affairs at all.

The argument thus reconstructed bears a strong similarity to the argument considered above that purported to establish the strong, original version of Parmenides’ claim that it is impossible to refer to “what is not.”
  However, it improves on that argument in at least two ways.  First, it does not rely on any tendentious claims about the form of our actual relation to objects, or the necessity for us to be in some particular cognitive relation to them (e.g. “acquaintance”).  All that it requires is that sense be determinate, or in other words that there by some intelligible distinction between truth and falsity for propositions.  Second, since the current argument is sensitive to the grammatical distinction between simple names (which stand for objects) and “complex names” or propositions (which stand for complexes or states of affairs), it does not yield the (surely incredible) conclusion that it is impossible to refer to anything that does not exist.
  In accordance with Russell’s theory of descriptions, seemingly simple names are in fact (as can be shown on analysis) concealed descriptions of complexes; the seeming failure of reference of a phrase like “the present king of France” is in fact equivalent to the falsity of the proposition asserting the existence of a complex.  Upon analysis, then, the sentence asserting the non-existence of unicorns, for instance, is perfectly in order: in any case, all that is needed for its coherence is that the simple elements that would make up unicorns if they existed do in fact exist.  
In this way, we may move, then (as Plato himself likely does) directly from Parmenidean considerations about the possibility of reference to the position that Socrates sketches in the Theatetus, at 223e:

…The primary elements, as it were, of which we and everything else are composed, have no account.  Each of them, in itself, can only be named; it is not possible to say anything else of it, either that it is or that it is not.
And indeed, the Tractarian argument for simples also has it as a direct consequence that, as Wittgenstein puts it at TLP 3.221:
Objects I can only name.  Signs represent them.  I can only speak of them.  I cannot assert them.  A proposition can only say how a thing is, not what it is.  

If, in other words, it were possible to describe (rather than simply name) the simple objects that make up the substance of the world, then whether a proposition composed of simple names had sense would again depend on the truth or falsity of other propositions, in this case those describing the objects.  But this would again make sense indeterminate.  It is therefore a transcendental condition for the possibility of sense that it be impossible to say anything about the simple objects. Even to assert that a particular simple sign has an object at all will be to violate this condition, to speak what, in seeming to describe the indescribable simples, must actually be nonsense.
  
Applying the central distinction of the Tractatus’ elucidatory apparatus, the necessity of simple objects composing the ultimate structure of the world is, then, to be shown rather than said; taken as a fundamental feature of the metaphysical structure of the world, as a result of which sense itself is possible, it is to be demonstrated on the level of language simply by the existence of names and the possibility of using them in propositions.  It is, however, impossible to assert this necessity, on pain of violating transcendental conditions for the possibility of sense and falling into nonsense.  In line with the Tractatus’ infamous distinction between showing and saying, we may say, indeed, that if there are any necessary metaphysical or ontological preconditions for the possibility of sense themselves, the necessity of these conditions will only be showable and it will be therefore be impossible either to assert or to deny it.  As for Parmenides, the insight into the necessity of what is will presuppose an insight into the impossibility of what is not; but the straightforward statement of this insight will, of necessity, fail in its own saying.
  Moreover, as for Parmenides, this necessary failure of saying will play an essential role in structuring those critical procedures of  analysis, elucidation, or reflection by means of which we subject each other’s utterances to rational criticism at all.  According to Wittgenstein (6.53), the utility of such procedures depends on our bringing our interlocutor to recognize her own failure to “give sense” to certain of the signs that she is using.The point, whether in opening our own remarks to the criticism of others or working through the Tractatus’ own dialectic, is to come to see that certain of the signs that we have been using have not in fact been given a sense, that we have indeed been applying signs only in service of (what we shall come to recognize) as a kind of illusion.  Our insight into the truth of our corrected perspective will, then, consist solely in this recognition, in coming to understand that our earlier use of signs had been grounded in an illusion of sense.  The “showing” wherein what “cannot be said” “shows itself” will consist in this demonstration to ourselves of the illusoriness of our earlier perspective, our pretence to say what can indeed only be shown, the yield of which can only be nonsense.  And from our corrected perspective, we may take the specific (seeming) propositions of the Tractatus that have seemed to lay out the (seemingly) necessary structure of the world as simply having been contributions to this showing, aids to our self-understanding in the tricky work of comprehending the sense of our own signs.  
In this way, the procedure of rational criticism that the Tractatus recommends can be tied naturally to its own internal distinction between description (saying) and demonstration (showing), and indeed to its performative claim to “elucidate” what can indeed only be shown.  Yet there is clearly something unstable, indeed almost paradoxical, in this procedure itself, as so described.  This instability can come to the fore, in particular, if we consider the regular use of what we may describe as standards of rational criticism in reacting to each other’s remarks and attempting to determine the extent of their sense.  Consider, for instance, what we may say, in the course of everyday conversation, to someone whom we take to have uttered a contradiction, to have asserted of some definite state of affairs both that it obtains and that it does not.  We may then naturally assert a form of the law of noncontradiction, saying: of that state of affairs which you have twice mentioned, it is impossible to hold both that it obtains and that it does not.  In so doing, we will be echoing, of course, the gesture of the goddess in Parmenides’ poem in indicating the two paths and their distinctness: a way to describe our gesture is to say that we have pointed out to you, by means of the appeal to what the goddess demonstrated, that you cannot say what you thought you could.  We will have said, pointing to the utterance as a whole, you can’t say that: and our basis for saying so will be the logical law we cite, what appears to govern, in a general way, what can and cannot be said at all.  
Nevertheless, for the interpretation according to which the criticism has, straightforwardly, the force of proscription, there are two problems.  First, if Wittgenstein (and Parmenides, as I have suggested we might read him) is right, then the “contradictory” utterance will in fact, if the criticism is successful, have said nothing at all, and so it will be impossible for us to point out to its speaker than he cannot say that.  Second, and correlatively, the general law of the excluded middle that we seek to apply in this particular case, being a tautology, also says nothing; and so it will be mysterious how pointing it out can be pointing out anything at all, that is, how pointing it out can operate as a proscription of anything.  Together, the two problems make it mysterious how any articulate general standard of reasoning or logic that is constitutive of sense can, at the same time, actually operate to criticize particular utterances, how a principle endowed with the universality of a bound of sense can subsequently intervene to challenge the particular utterances that fall afoul of its law.  
Without overstatement, we can put this as the more general problem of how any linguistic statement of a logical law or rational principle can have normative force at all.  More specifically: for any linguistic expression of a standard or rule that we take to both to express conditions of the possibility of sense and have force in rationally criticizing particular utterances, we may ask after the sense of this expression.  Since what such a principle expresses is a precondition on the possibility of sense itself,  the  expression will not be a proposition which has sense in the usual way; but this will make its capacity to constrain propositions, and hence to be used as a standard of rationality, quite mysterious.  This does not prevent general principles of rational criticism from in fact being applied routinely, in everyday interlocution, to evaluate and criticize particular linguistic performances; but it does make the possibility of such criticism, and the motivating force of its terms, enigmatic.   Once we have taken the definitive step of seeing the possibility of rational criticism as inevitably determined by the logical forms of the language that we speak, we must see this problem as unavoidable wherever we seek to characterize the force of linguistically formulated principles at all, and so wherever we apply general terms of rational criticism to the claims that we advance, formulate, presuppose or entertain.

II
On the interpretation I have been suggesting so far, the claim of ordinary procedures of rational criticism to distinguish utterances genuinely expressing thoughts from meaningless pseudo-expressions, and to bring out the true sense of partially meaningful utterances, can only be summarized in systematic form by means of logical principles that are themselves empty of content.  Clarity about the “principles of logic” as well as the substantial-seeming propositions of the Tractatus itself about the conditions for the possibility of meaningful language, therefore, would depend on recognizing these seeming principles and propositions as universally lacking in content, indeed as wholly and completely nonsense. That they should be so recognized is the main heuristic claim of a recently popular line of interpretation of the Tractatus, what has been called by some of its adherents the “resolute” interpretation.
  On the “resolute” interpretation, in particular, Wittgenstein is resolute in refusing to distinguish (as earlier interpreters had taken him to) between two types of nonsense, “plain” nonsense like “A is a fribble” and “important nonsense” (such as, perhaps, the seeming propositions of the Tractatus itself) that, though ultimately nonsensical, still suffices to show something substantive that cannot be said.  Instead, according to these interpreters, the rhetorical or dialectical point of the elucidatory propositions of TLP is to induce, and then systematically remove, the illusion that either of these types of pseudo-sentences actually have any sense.  It is in this sense, on the interpretation, that Wittgenstein’s remarks lead us genuinely to “kick away the ladder,” leaving us with a silence that, as Conant has put it, “in the end is one in which nothing has been said and there is nothing to say (of the sort that we imagined there to be).”
  The positive demonstrative content of the Tractatus – that which is shown to a reader through a successful engagement with it – is simply that those forms of words, like those that make up most of the Tractatus itself, that seem to articulate substantial metaphysical claims are themselves wholly nonsense.  One benefit of such a demonstration is, on the interpretation, to help us to recognize and more easily resist the temptations that lead us to metaphysics to begin with – that is, to lead us to resist the illusion by way of which what is in fact nonsense can masquerade as sense.

By taking seriously the methodological implications of Wittgenstein’s translation of the critical project into the linguistic mode of reflection on possibilities of sense, therefore, the ‘resolute’ interpretation succeeds admirably, where other, earlier interpretations had failed, in demonstrating how the longstanding rational critique of metaphysics can succeed as an immanent critique of what is, even by our own lights, ultimately nonsensical.  Since the effect of my successful recognition of one of my phrases or sentences as a piece of metaphysics is that I come to see that it in fact, even by my own standards of meaning, said nothing, there is no need for the critique to appeal to the authority of any external standard of sense in regulating or constraining the meaningfulness of utterances in the language as a whole.  The problem of the force or bindingness of such standards as may be explicitly asserted in the course of the critical conversation is apparently resolved by this appeal to the interlocutor’s capacity to recognize her own utterances as nonsensical according to standards she herself already accepts; where elucidation is the product of self-recognition, there is no need to provide an account of the authority by means of which its maxims are enforced on another.  The elucidation that provides, in a particular case, the resolution to a bout of metaphysics is itself, an instance of such self-recognition, the speaker’s own identification of the standards or principles of sense that (as she now comes to see) she had employed all along.  Such a recognition, though it may be aided or prompted by external cues, and even by seeming formulations of what may seem to be general or universal rules of sense or meaning for the language, is in each case, then, dependent on one’s own recognition of those constraints that, in using the language, one has oneself put upon it.  
And yet, whatever the success of the resolute interpretation’s account of what may be gained by our successful recognition of our earlier sentences or phrasings as nonsense, it is in fact not altogether clear that the interpretation can give an entirely successful account of what is involved, to begin with, in the ‘temptation to metaphysics’ itself.  We can begin to see the difficulty by considering once more what is involved, according to the ‘resolute’ interpretation, in my successful engagement with the dialectic that can, on the interpretation, lead me to overcome metaphysics by repudiating some of my own earlier utterances as nonsense.  According to Diamond, for instance, this engagement involves coming to see that these earlier utterances seemed to have sense only due to a certain kind of “mythology” or “fantasy,” a kind of “imaginative activity” whereby I understood them to express meaningful propositions when in fact they did not.
  This understanding was in fact illusory, as we will have come to see by the end of the story, these seeming sentences actually said nothing, even by our own lights.  Yet what is bound to remain mysterious on the resolute interpretation is how they, saying nothing, could (even so much as) have produced an illusion of sense – that is, how they could even so much as have seemed to us to articulate substantial features of the world when (in fact, and by our own lights) they actually say nothing.  In addition to its positive account of the gain of successful elucidation, how we can overcome illusion and begin to see the world aright, the ‘resolute’ interpretation, if it is to be entirely successful, must also provide something like an error theory, an account of just what is happening when we are gripped by illusions of sense, of how they arise and how they become gripping.  But it is just this account that the interpretation, committed as it is to the claim that ‘metaphysical’ utterances in fact say nothing, has difficulty in providing.  We can, of course, normally understand illusion as the mistaking of one thing for another, as the misconception or misperception, due to peculiar features of our perceptual or intellectual capacities, of what is in fact there as having quite different properties or features than it actually does.
  But if the resolute interpretation is correct, then the illusion involved in the grip of metaphysics cannot be an illusion in this sense.  For it does not involve taking something that exists as something other than what it is, but rather taking nothing – words or sentences that in fact have no sense – as in fact being something, as in fact articulating (some) substantial content or sense.  But even if we come to recognize this perception as having been wholly and completely false, it will then be not only difficult, but probably impossible, to say how it gripped us to begin with.

Interestingly, in fact, it is the ‘resolute’ interpretation’s own relative success in accounting for the elucidatory potential of a critique of metaphysics grounded in the dialectic of sense that most threatens its ability to give a coherent account of the illusion that is overcome by the successful outcome of this dialectic.  For in identifying “metaphysical propositions” as wholly and completely senseless, the resolute interpretation deprives itself of the ability to explain how they can, nevertheless, grip our minds or our imaginations, how we can (even so much as) be tempted by the illusion that they capture significant features of reality.  In particular, on the ‘resolute’ interpretation, the error of taking ‘metaphysical’ statements or forms of words for sense cannot be explained as arising from the confusion of structures on two levels of reality, an ‘empirical’ level of particular facts or states of affairs, and a ‘transcendental’ level of structures that are presupposed to them or seen as governing them.  For according to the resolute interpretation, there is no such ‘transcendental’ level of structures, principles, or realities.  What an earlier age of critical thought would have seen as the confusion of ‘transcendental’ and ‘empirical’ levels is here treated rather as a confusion on the level of language whereby we take meaningless strings of nonsense as in fact saying something.  But what this something is, or how we can make the mistake, will again be, in general, impossible to say.
III

As I have argued so far, then, once we follow Wittgenstein in taking the possibility of rational criticism of metaphysical illusion to consist wholly in an immanent reflection on the possibilities of sense, we will not really understand the possibility of its principles having force unless we can see this force, itself, as grounded in a certain kind of peformative ambiguity or contradiction, a structure of overdetermination by means of which, in its application, the impossible is prohibited as the substantial content it cannot be, and the necessary is required as the empty generality that itself, being empty, cannot be required.  The structure is exactly the same as the paradoxical structure of overdetermination that we found in Parmenides’ poem, according to which the ‘indiscernible’ path of non-being is both proclaimed impossible and specifically barred to the young traveler by means of what seems to be an elucidatory enjoinment of its dangers.  It is this structure of overdetermination between necessity and requirement, impossibility and prohibition, at the root of the operation of any rational standard of sense that Wittgenstein had perhaps not completely, I suggested, recognized at the time of the Tractatus, insofar as the explicit remarks on the Tractatus themselves can be seen to rely on this crossing or confusion between the descriptive and the prescriptive if they are to have any ability to lead us to criticize our own “metaphysical” remarks as nonsense and so come to recognize and repudiate the temptations from which they arise.  But, as I shall argue in this section, by the time of his later critique of the Tractatus, Wittgenstein had come to recognize this productive ambiguity of the rational force of principles, and indeed would make it a central object of his attention in his long and involved investigation, undertaken in the Investigations and elsewhere, into the status of the explicit linguistic formulation of rules and what can be understood as involved in grasping them, accepting them, following them, or being constrained by them.  
In a passage from the Big Typescript, probably first written down in 1933, Wittgenstein in fact recognizes this paradoxical situation of overdetermination in its general form:
Grammatical rules, as they currently exist, are rules for the use of words.  Even if we transgress them we can still use words meaningfully. Then what do they exist for? To make language-use as a whole uniform? (Say for aesthetic reasons?) To make possible the use of language as a social institution?

And thus—like a set of traffic rules—to prevent a collision? (But what concern is it of ours if that happens?) The collision that mustn’t come about must be the collision that can’t come about! That is to say, without grammar it isn’t a bad language, but no language.

The passage comes in the midst of a section of the Typescript entitled “Language in our Sense not Defined as an Instrument for a Particular Purpose.  Grammar is not a Mechanism Justified by its Purpose.”  The sense of the passages immediately preceding it is that we cannot see language as a whole, or the specific rules that we follow in speaking it, as an instrument or tool designed for the accomplishment of certain antecedently given purposes, for instance the “communication” of antecedently given thoughts.  For language has no such purpose, and there is no specific task we aim to achieve in speaking it at all.  Were there such a task, the constitutive rules of grammar would indeed function like ‘traffic rules,’ prohibiting certain possibilities and allowing others so that the purpose of language as a whole might better be accomplished.  But since there is not, we cannot take the force of these rules to rely on their ability to prohibit certain possibilities – instead, as Wittgenstein says, the “collision that mustn’t come about must be the collision that can’t come about.”  In other words, an explicitly stated grammatical rule, if it is indeed constitutive of the language itself, must be conceived as having force not in that it rules out certain actual possibilities, but in that in fact it is impossible not to follow it and still speak the language at all.  Any force that the expression of a grammatical rule might have in leading us to reconsider the sense of one of our remarks, or provide insights into the actual possibilities of sense, must be seen to result, in paradoxical fashion, from this crossing of the constitutive with the descriptive, the necessary confusion of what is impossible to say with what is to be criticized in what the other has said.
A sense of the implications of this paradox also seems to play an important role in Wittgenstein’s understanding, at around this time, of what can be meant by “ethics” and the sense of “ethical propositions” (if any such there be).  It is particularly evident, indeed, in the “Lecture on Ethics” that he delivered in Cambridge in 1929, in which Wittgenstein considers the possibility of propositions expressing what he calls claims of “absolute value,” for instance claims of intrinsic and non-instrumental goodness or badness, beauty, and the like.  We shall in fact, as he argues, find no such claims anywhere expressed by propositions; for, as he had held also in the Tractatus, propositions can do no more than express facts, and facts are all on a level.  No fact has intrinsically any more or less value than any other, and so it is impossible, as well, to find any justification in the world of facts for any claim or precept  of ethics that demands one course of action rather than another.  It follows from this that we will never find, among states of affairs or their consequences, any that we shall be able to see as an absolute source of rational compulsion, as holding the power to demand absolutely and non-instrumentally what we should do:

I said that so far as facts and propositions are concerned there is only relative value and relative good, right, etc. And let me, before I go on, illustrate this by a rather obvious example. The right road is the road which leads to an arbitrarily predetermined end and it is quite clear to us all that there is no sense in talking about the right road apart from such a predetermined goal. Now let us see what we could possibly mean by the expression, 'the absolutely right road.' I think it would be the road which everybody on seeing it would, with logical necessity, have to go,or be ashamed for not going. 

And similarly the absolute good, if it is a describable state of affairs, would be one which everybody, independent of his tastes and inclinations, would necessarily bring about or feel guilty for not bringing about. And I want to say that such a state of affairs is a chimera. No state of affairs has, in itself, what I would like to call the coercive power of an absolute judge.
 

What Wittgenstein here says about ethics certainly holds, in a general sense, for anything we may consider to be an expression of rational force.  That is, there can be no proposition that expresses (non-instrumental) rational force, since no fact can have what Wittgenstein here calls the “coercive power of an absolute judge.”  The immanent reflection that the Tractatus already undertook on the inherent possibilities of linguistic sense already suffices to demonstrate that what is expressed by the expressions that attempt to formulate standards of rationality or sense is never to be found among the world of facts; if we took these expressions, to express any such state of affairs, we would necessarily also see that supposed state of affairs to be a chimera.  It follows, as well, that any imperatives that purport to be backed by rational force cannot be seen as backed by any particular states of affairs at all.  Thus it is that, by reflecting on the relationship of facts and sense, we can come to demystify the claim of such seeming imperatives to be backed by the demand of any specific power at all; indeed, as we may come to see, there is no fact, circumstance, or entity that could demand that we follow them, or that could make it unconditionally mandatory or necessary that we follow any specific course of action.  
Yet at the same time, it is essential to note that Wittgenstein’s goal in the lecture as a whole with respect to what we may call “rational force” is not simply demystification.  For while he holds that no proposition can express what he there terms “absolute value,” and that no fact can actually provide a backing for the force of those expressions that attempt incoherently to formulate its claims, it is not his point to deny that there can be any such judgments at all.  Indeed, the tendency that is evident in the attempt to express ethical judgments, as much as it may lead us to a struggle with the bounds of language that is indeed “perfectly, absolutely hopeless,” is also, as he says in concluding the lecture, the “document of a tendency in the human mind which I personally cannot help respecting deeply and I would not for my life ridicule it.”  
More broadly, even as we follow Wittgenstein in recognizing the impossibility of presenting the rational force of explicitly stated standards as arising from their expressing the obtaining of any state of affairs, it would be a mistake, I think, to take it that the author of the lecture to be recommending that we refuse to feel this kind of force, or that we reject its applicability to the critical consideration of our own words and statements.  To do so would indeed, as we saw in the last section, also be to render unintelligible how we are to benefit from the sort of critique of sense that Wittgenstein himself is offering, both in the Tractatus and the Investigations.  To see this critique simply as demystifying the pretense of expressions of rational force to say anything factual might be to see it as helping us to resist certain kinds of institutions or structures of power that claim necessity for their actually contingent demands, but it would also tend to make it obscure how we (mistakenly, as it may be) come to see these claims, rooted as they are in particular facts or circumstances, as necessary at all.  In this respect, as we saw in the last section, the critique would render deeply obscure the ground of its own utility, its own purpose in reacting to the metaphysics from which it purports to free us.  To engage in this way, and thus to be really useful as a criticism of the tendencies that lead us to metaphysics as well as their resolution, we must develop a critique that takes the illusion at the roots of metaphysics more seriously than any simple demystification can. 
How, then, can we conceive of the possibility of a kind of rational force that is effective without being backed by real facts or circumstances, that preserves its power to motivate us to reject certain kinds of words, statements, or formulations while nevertheless refusing to account for this power in terms of its arising from certain contingent or particular facts?  We can begin to see this by considering the inherently paradoxical position of what we may call a “rule” or “standard” for the use of language.   
At PI 46, in the course of reconsidering the deep motivations of his own Tractatus account of language, Wittgenstein revisits the argument that he gave there for the necessary existence of certain simple objects, the bearers of names whose objective reference was seen as necessary for the possibility of sense itself.  In an unusual moment of historical reference, he quotes the version of this argument that Plato put in the mouth of Socrates in the Theatetus, the argument for the necessary existence of ‘primary elements’ that Plato himself may well have understood as a consequence of the argument of Parmenides.  “Both Russell’s ‘individuals’ and my ‘objects’ (Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus),” Wittgenstein admits, “were such primary elements.”
  The critical reflection that assays the argument that purported to demonstrate their absolute necessity will therefore isolate the common element that links Theatetus (paraphrasing Parmenides), Russell, and Wittgenstein’s earlier self in their common sense of the rational necessity of certain absolute posits or entities, what must seemingly exist on the primitive level of naming if sensible language itself is to be possible.  Here, Wittgenstein’s first response is to consider what we should call the “simple elements” in a real case of “analysis”, in this case the “analysis” of a chair into its simple component parts.  As repeatedly occurs in the opening sections of the Investigations, here Wittgenstein’s staging of the terms of a “metaphysical” analysis in terms of an actually realistic case works immediately to loosen the grip of the argument upon us; in the actual case of taking a chair to pieces, we might stop anywhere, and wherever we stop we may call what we have the absolutely simple elements.  This already suffices to show that there must be something wrong with the argument, at least as applied to particular cases: there is in this case, and indeed in the other cases Wittgenstein moves quickly to consider, nothing that we should have to recognize as ultimately simple elements.  And yet the loosening of the application of the argument to particular cases might still coexist with our credulity in its more general form; we might continue to take it, for instance, that on the level of the institution of language itself, or its presupposition, there must nevertheless be simple elements that can only be named. 

Even with the grip of the argument thus loosened, it remains, however, to account for its arising, and its appearance of integrity; and here Wittgenstein moves toward a deeper and more critical reflection on the sources of what we may come to see as its constitutive illusion of sense, and indeed of the illusions that tend to grip us whenever we give ‘metaphysical analyses.’  As is often the case in the Investigations as well, our gaining this sense depends on our deeper reflection about what it means to adopt a language, to accept its constitutive standards, to speak in its terms and to experience its standards as binding – a sense for which we cannot provide an argument, but which we may nevertheless come to recognize in the course of reflection on it.  Here again, the argument of the Tractatus is perceptible as having attempted to articulate something like a definitive and necessary connection between what can be named and what can exist at all:
50. What does it mean to say that we can attribute neither being nor non-being to elements?—One might say: if everything that we call ‘being’ and ‘non-being’ consists in the existence and non-existence of connexions between elements, it makes no sense to speak of an element’s being (non-being); just as if everything that we call ‘destruction’ lies in the separation of elements, it makes no sense to speak of the destruction of an element.

One would, however, like to say: existence cannot be attributed to an element, for if it did not exist, one could not even name it and so one could say nothing at all of it.—But let us consider an analogous case.  There is one thing of which one can say neither that it is one metre long, nor that it is not one metre long, and that is the standard metre in Paris.—But this is, of course, not to ascribe any extraordinary property to it, but only to mark its peculiar role in the language-game of measuring with a metre-rule.—Let us imagine samples of colour being preserved in Paris like the standard metre.  We define: ‘sepia’ means the colour of the standard sepia which is there kept hermetically sealed.  Then it will make no sense to say of this sample either that it is of this colour or that it is not.

We can put it like this: This sample is an instrument of the language used in ascriptions of colour.  In this language-game it is not something that is represented, but is a means of representation…And so to say ‘If it did not exist, it could have no name’ is to say as much and as little as: if this thing did not exist, we could not use it in our language-game.—What looks as if it had to exist, is part of the language.  It is a paradigm in our language-game; something with which comparison is made.  And this may be an important observation; but it is none the less an observation concerning our language-game – our method of representation.  

In revisiting his own earlier argument, Wittgenstein here takes it from another direction, suggesting a transfigured understanding of its sense that may seem to liberate us from its force.   The metaphysician’s venerated argument for the necessary existence of what is – what seemed also, on the level of the critique of language, to articulate the transcendentally necessary structural conditions for the possibility of meaning itself – is, from another direction of regard, simply a mystified internal reflection of the contingency of our own institutions.  The selection of the standard metre as the standard, like all of those decisive but essentially arbitrary and conventional moments of contract or compact (real or assumed, actually recalled in the collective memory of a community or interpolated in the backward projection of its mystical foundation) at which we will always already have come to agree on the commonality of a technique or the shared methods of a mutual practice, institutes the constitutive terms of the game of measuring within which the meter itself may then subsequently appear, if we are not careful to remember them, as something like a “necessary existent.”  But we would remain mystified if we took this seeming necessity as reflecting anything other, ultimately, than the contingent effect of our own arbitrary choice at the moment of institution.  The choice of that stick as the standard meter (that word, the particular link between that sound and that object) was of course arbitrary; we could have done as well with any stick that we could grasp, any sound that we could utter.  And something similar will plainly be true of the seeming necessity of anything we may call a rule of logic or language at all.  
Yet we may again begin to doubt that Wittgenstein’s intention here is simply to demystify in this way, as we reflect more deeply on what is involved in this apparently liberating insight into contingency, and on what we can indeed think, in articulating it, under the interrelated concepts of “rules,” “practices,” “institutions,” and “origins,” as we apply these concepts to the retroactive discernment of that by which we do in fact, and undeniably, feel definitively bound in the most ordinary moments of our everyday lives.  Here, the question of rational standards is not simply one about the possibility of making sense of those moments of institution or origin by which we may suppose these standards to have been, at the real or fictitious “originary” moment of a community or a language, explicitly or implicitly adopted; more than this, it is the question also of the force of their regular and routine application, on an everyday basis, to the manifold and varied linguistic performances that make up an ordinary human life.  And it is beyond doubt that the Wittgenstein of the Investigations  takes this problem – the problem of how signs get their application, how they get to be meant or used in the ways that they regularly are, of what this regularity means, and more generally of what is involved in talking or thinking of “the use of a sign” or the rules by which we characterize it, and what it means to learn these rules, to know them, to follow them or to dispute them – as one of the deepest and most significant problems that contemporary critical thought can indeed take up.  Here, the question of what it is to follow a rule is explicitly and emphatically not to be answered by a conventionalist account of the arbitrary institution of standards; in the language of the famous rule-following paradox of PI 201, for instance, we may say: any account of the conventional institution of standards would still stand in need of an account of the conventions of their application, and so the conventionalist explanation would hang in the air along with what it is trying to explain, ultimately providing no help.  

Moving closer to Wittgenstein’s positive concern with gaining the kind of “understanding that consists in seeing connections,” we may helpfully observe the great and irreducible complexity of mutual involvements that indeed characterizes anything we may actually call the application of a standard, or the appeal to one in criticism, in the course of the routine practices of ordinary life.  That is, if someone else tells us that we have judged the length of the bridge in metres wrongly, we will not be in a position to accept the criticism unless we also accept not only that this is what we call a metre, that this is what we call (the technique) of measuring with metre-sticks (by laying them end to end), that this is what we call the result and that its point, that this is what we are to do when the technique goes wrong or we make a mistake(that this is what is called going wrong, making a mistake).  To accept all of this is to accept the whole set of dimensions of relevance, significance and mutual understanding that we may, for convenience, call a “practice” or a “language-game,” but it lacks the unity of a single structure or a single purpose; rather there are multiple connections and dimensions of significance, connecting in manifold and complicated ways with many of the various necessities and contingencies of our everyday lives.  
To see a single purpose here, or to attempt to reduce the heteroegeneity of cases to the authority of a single standard at all, may now be seen to radically falsify the case, as if the simple fiction of the institution of a standard could account for the unaccountable, the vast and irreducible complications of what we may call appealing to a standard, arguing with reference to one, presupposing one or criticizing one in the many and varied circumstances in which we may be said to do so.  Here, we may come to realize, there will be no account of the institution and application of standards that does not, also, comprehend this complexity, that does not perceive the manifold interrelationships of each linguistic practice with every other and thus the inherent impossibility of accounting for them in terms of discrete moments of institution.  As we see this, we see also that the conventionalist account of institution, as readily as it may demystify internal arguments for necessary existences, also posits purposes where there are none, or too many; for there is no purpose, in general, to measuring (unless it be that of everything we do with lengths) or to language or communication (unless it be that of everything we do with life).  
And we may then come to suspect, as well, that the apparently demystifying account of the metaphysician’s argument for absolute necessities, the attempt to reverse these necessities into the liberating contingencies of institutional adoptions, fictionalizes the basis of our practices just as much as does the metaphysical argument it is supposed to replace.  Responding to a single desire for explanations, both the argument and its debunking satisfy this desire only on the basis of a dissimulation or denial of the very life they are designed to explain.  With respect to the question of rational force, the dissimulation operates in two directions.  Following the metaphysician in positing ultimate structures whose existence cannot be denied, it removes these structures dogmatically from the very possibility of rational criticism it is attempting to comprehend; whereas following the converse strategy of demystification, it treats the rational force of standards as the mere outcome of the contingent decisions of those who were there at the beginning.  Along the first line, it treats rational structures as necessary, but empty of force; along the second line, it treats them as forceful but contingent.  Neither treatment resolves, or even grasps, the originary paradox of necessity and force that we first saw demonstrated in Parmenides, and repeated 2500 years later in Wittgenstein’s conception of the elucidatory powers of a thoroughgoing linguistic critique of sense. 

To see past this dissimulation would be to grasp the paradox of a life in which the regular experience of the contingency of individual practices does not seem to exclude the mystical effects of their collective force.  Here we may again begin to feel a sense of wonder or mystery, a sense of how remarkable it is that we can feel, and be, bound by restrictions that we never adopted ourselves, ruled by standards that we cannot recognize as having been created by us but that we nevertheless recognize as our own.  Here, too, we may begin to recognize our regular appeals to standards as involving, essentially and constitutively, the memory of a moment of institution that, as we also recognize, cannot be anything other than a fiction, the necessary inscription in our everyday lives of what we simultaneously must have occurred in theory but never could have in practice.  Holding together both the metaphysician’s argument for necessity and the conventionalist response, we can only see the appeal to a standards as regularly involving the paradoxical crossing of contingency and necessity, actuality and ideality, fact and right.  
Without resolving this constitutive paradox, we may begin to articulate it by noting the unique logical position that we must see anything like a standard as holding in relationship to the instances it governs, a position that Wittgenstein does not hesitate to call “peculiar.”  Owing to this role, for instance, the standard meter stick must be treated, ambiguously, as both one object among others (it is this that makes it usable as an object of comparison at all) and, at the same time, as occupying the elevated and exceptional position of the general, what in being comparable to any other sets the terms by which any other individual can be judged.  It is this paradoxical position at the crossing of the particular and the universal that gives the standard metre-stick in Paris the peculiar fate of being able to be called neither one meter nor not one meter long; the singular position of the standard, neither inside nor outside the language-game it constitutes, marks it also as the singular exception to the general logical law (here, the law of the excluded middle) that it holds in place.  
This structurally necessary place of paradox, it is important to note, can by no means be dissipated or resolved simply by drawing a distinction between perspectives “internal” and “external” to our language-games or practices.
  For in fact the singular place of the standard appears from neither of these two perspectives; to take it as either one is to submit it to the logic of the ordinary run of objects which it in fact underlies.  From outside the practice, the standard is simply another particular, undistinguished and essentially undifferentiated from any other.  From inside, the standard does not exist as an object at all; it is useful only as a contingent means of reference to the law of generality which, clothed with the mystical aura of necessity, must always already have been in place.  Neither perspective captures the fundamental contradiction that is essential to the rational force of any standard in its actual application to cases, the contradiction by means of which the standard is, simultaneously, both particular and universal, both irreducible fact and the normative basis of general law.  And more generally, here we may grasp what is ultimately unsatisfying about attempts to resolve the temptations of metaphysics, or demystify our relationship to them critically by introducing either a relativism of language-games or a simple distinction between what is internal and what is external to their bounds.  For if it can be said that in language we will never be free of the force of reason, that we will never be outside the application of the logos to what can be thought or said, we can now say that this is because as long as we are ‘in language’ (as long as we live) we can never be either simply inside a particular language-game nor simply outside all of them; as soon as we open our mouths to speak a language, we are bound by it, fated to the necessity of the determination of our meaning by categories not our own; but just as soon, and by a fundamental reflexive capacity of language itself, we may begin to question and interrogate them, to challenge the ground of the application of the categories to the individuals they are ordinarily taken to cover.  To experience these contradictory imperatives of having a language is thus to acknowledge the strange crossing between particularity and generality that, arguably at least, first makes it possible for any particular symbol to mean anything (general) at all.
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� Fr. 2, as translated by Kirk, Raven and Schofield (1983, p. 245).  Throughout this paper, I use Kirk and Raven’s translations of Parmenides’ poem.  In some cases, however, these are controversial; for good alternatives see, e.g., Austin (1986) and Cordero (2004).  


� Fr. 2, Kirk and Raven (1983, p. 245).


� Fr. 3, Kirk and Raven (1983, p. 246).  The right translation of this phrase is quite controversial.  


� Fr. 6, Kirk and Raven (1983, p. 247).  


� See, e.g., Austin (1986), chapter 1, Owen (1960), and for an extended interpretation that has influenced me here, Schürmann (2003, pp. 51-109).  Owen (1964, p. 30) is one of the first to suggest a parallel between Parmenides’ argument and that of the Tractatus, holding that Parmenides’ argument “is a ladder to be climbed up and thrown away.”  


� Fr. 7, Kirk and Raven (1983, p. 248).  


� The issue is complicated somewhat – although not, I think, in any essential sense – by the question whether Parmenides means, subsequently in fragment 6, to indicate as well a “third way,” that of the “mortals,” in addition to the two ways of being and non-being (or truth and falsehood) already named.  Although there has been some debate over this question, I think it does not vitiate the present point, since i) the goddess does clearly say in fragment 2 that the way of non-being cannot be indicated (though she indicates it); and ii) if there are two ways in addition to the way of being, it seems clear that the young traveler is barred from both (e.g. by fragment 8: “There still remains just one account of a way, that it is.” )  See discussion in Schürmann (2003), pp. 55-70.  


� Something like this reconstruction is suggested by Barnes (1979), pp. 165-172;  Anscombe (1969), pp. 3-8; Kirk, Raven, and Schofield (1983), pp. 245-46, Owen (1960), pp. 14-16, and Owen (1964), pp. 28-30.  


� See, e.g., Theatetus 187d-201a; Sophist 236d-243d.  


� Barnes (1979), pp. 170-171.


� See, e.g. Russell (1911), Russell (1918), and Russell (1945, pp. 45-49).  


� Kahn (1988), pp. 172-73 and Anscombe (1969), pp. 3-4.


� See, e.g., Anscombe (1969), pp. 3-4 for a helpful discussion.   


� Thus, accoding to Owen (1960, p. 15), Parmenides’ argument is “invalid, for to say ‘nothing cannot exist’ is not to ascribe compulsory non-existence to anything but to say that it is necessarily (truistically) true that what doesn’t exist doesn’t exist, and this unexciting reformulation disables the argument.”  


� Thus, Anscombe (1969, p. 3) holds that Parmenides’ argument “…is valid only if the second premise [viz., “What is not can’t be”] is taken in sensu diviso.  But it has no credibility except in sensu composito.”  


� Here I follow the discussion by Anscombe (1959), pp. 48-49.  See also Livingston (2001).  


� Something close to this parallel between Wittgenstein and Parmenides is suggested by Kahn (1969), pp. 154-55, who suggests reading Parmenides as arguing for existence both of some object-like entities and, more generally, for “existence or reality for the fact or situation which characterizes this entity in a determinate way (in Wittgenstein’s sense of the Bestehen von Sachverhalten, ‘the existence of states of affairs.’)”


� Could Parmenides, in fact, have held something like the revised argument, rather than the (bad) one reconstructed above?  This depends, in part, upon the specific interpretation of the verb “to be” (einai) in Parmenides’ poem.  Whereas it was common, in the earlier twentieth-century literature, to accuse Parmenides’ argument of trading on an illicit confusion of the “existential” with the “predicative” sense of “is,” (see, e.g., Kirk, Raven, and Schofield 1983, pp. 245-46), more recently, in the wake of Kahn (1969), Kahn (1988), and Mourelatos (1970), a consensus has emerged that Parmenides probably intended “einai” primarily in what Kahn calls a veridicative sense: that is, that Parmenides’ uses of phrases of the form “X is” imply, in a primary way, that “X is true” or “X is the case.”  If this is right, then although the Greek of Parmenides and Plato does not generally distinguish between objects and states of affairs or facts, it at least does bring Parmenides’ argument closer to including a recognition  of the relevant connections between reference and truth.  However, there is, of course, no suggestion in Parmenides’ overwhelmingly monistic system of the pluralist ontological atomism required for Wittgenstein’s argument to go through.  


� Cf 4.126: “…The name shows that it signifies an object …”


� As Rhees (1964, pp. 19-20) puts it with respect to Plato’s Parmenides, “Of course, if we speak of the conditions for the possibility of discourse, you cannot ask whether they truly are, or anything of that sort.  They would be involved in asking any sensible question, and any sensible affirmation or denial. …In [Plato’s] Parmenides you try to find out what can be said by various hypotheses, in a strange sort of way, and by drawing out the consequences.  Certainly that is the most detailed examination of what can be said.  Yet it also comes much nearer to recognizing that you cannot say what can be said.  That is why the Tractatus says you can only show it.”  


� See, e.g., Conant (1992), Conant (2002), Diamond (1991), Diamond (2000), Ricketts (1996).    


� Conant (1992), p. 216.  


� Diamond (1991), chapter 1; Diamond (2000), pp. 156-58.


� Kant’s position on “transcendental illusion” in the Dialectic represents  a good object of comparison here.  According to Kant, transcendental illusion is in a certain sense at the root of metaphysics; in this respect it is analogous to the kind of illusion that Conant, Diamond, et al. see Wittgenstein as combating.  But although the illusion whereby I think of the world as a whole, or of the soul as a thing, is not grounded, for Kant, in anything real in the world, it is grounded in our mistaking forms or functions of reason for substantial ideas or concepts (see, e.g., Kant (1789) A 327/B 384).  The problem here is that it is not evident what could play, on the story told by Conant, Diamond, et al., a role analogous to that of these forms or functions for Wittgenstein.    


� For some related considerations, see Hacker (2000).  


� Wittgenstein 1933, p. 147.





� Witgenstein (1929), p. 40.  


� PI 46.


� I have in mind here the kind of position mooted by McDowell (1994) according to which the origin of at least some of our metaphysical illusions lies in our (misguided, on this showing) attempt to take a “sideways-on” perspective on our language, attempting to see from an (illusory, on this showing) perspective the relationship between language and the world.  Cavell (1979, e.g. p. 239) gives what may perhaps be seen as a more promising account of what is involved in the desire to “speak outside language games.” 
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