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          ON THE SKEPTICISM ABOUT RULE-FOLLOWING 

                                        IN KRIPKE’S WITTGENSTEIN

I.  Introduction 


Many commentators on Kripke’s Wittgenstein: On Rules and Private Language (hereafter WRPL)
 have found it incredible that Kripke would suppose that Wittgenstein was some kind of skeptic about meaning.  But often, it seems to me, these commentators have not paid adequate attentive to the character of the putative meaning skepticism that is chiefly at issue in Kripke’s reconstruction.  The questions here are confusing, but it will be useful to begin with Kripke’s well-known comparison to Hume.  

Kripke asserts, “It is important and illuminating to compare Wittgenstein’s new form of skepticism with the classical skepticism of Hume: there are important analogies between the two.  Both develop a skeptical paradox, based on questioning a certain nexus from past to future.  Wittgenstein questions the nexus between past ‘intention’ or ‘meanings’ and present practice: for example, between my past ‘intentions’ with regard to plus and my present computation ’68 + 57 =125’.” [WRPL p. 62] Hume, of course, is a skeptic about the idea that past causes necessitate their future effects. The nexus questioned by Kripke’s Wittgenstein, on the other hand, is this: what the speaker means now by a term determines how the term, in its present meaning, is to be applied correctly in an indefinite range of yet to be examined cases.  Let us say, for brevity, that what is claimed to be questioned in Wittgenstein is the idea that the meaning of a term semantically determines in advance whether or not the term, so meant, applies to various actual and possible candidate items. In section I, I will spell out more carefully what I think the targeted notion of ‘prior semantic determination’ amounts to, and I will sketch the outlines of the critique of that notion that Kripke’s Wittgenstein elaborates.

Kripke’s discussion brings out the way in which the intuitive conception of semantic determination rests in turn upon an apparently natural view of what it is for a speaker to mean something by a term.  This view, which I will elaborate shortly, is the view that Kripke refers to as “classical realism” about meaning.  In the course of developing the Skeptical Argument that he finds implicit in Wittgenstein, Kripke puts together a critique of classical realism and its associated conception of semantic determination.  Unfortunately, the power and interest of this critique is obscured in Kripke’s presentation by what appears to be a repeated invocation of a striking ‘non-factualism’ concerning the meanings of terms or expressions.  For instance, he says that Wittgenstein “…does not give a ‘straight’ solution, pointing out to the silly skeptic a hidden fact he overlooked, a condition in the world which constitutes my meaning addition by ‘plus’.  In fact, he agrees with his own hypothetical skeptic that there is no such fact, no such condition in either the ‘internal’ or ‘external’ world.”[WRPL p.62]  It is easy to provide a fairly long list of similar passages.
  If these passages are taken at face value, then, according to Kripke, Wittgenstein agrees with the skeptic in holding that

NF) There are no facts, individualistic or social, about the speaker that constitute

 his meaning one thing rather than another (and, rather than nothing at all) by his use of any given term or sentence.

Actually, for most readers of Kripke’s book, it is precisely this non-factualism about meaning that expresses ‘the skeptical conclusion’--the general thesis that the Skeptical Argument purports to establish. What is more, since Kripke holds that Wittgenstein accepts the conclusion, it is the overarching skeptical principle that constrains the framework of the Skeptical Solution.   It seems to me that it is difficult to understand how something like NF) fits into the broader argumentative structure of Kripke’s discussion.  In fact, I will argue that it is doubtful that Kripke should claim that his reconstructed Wittgenstein endorses NF) at all.  As I interpret the Skeptical Argument, it is not at all obvious that NF) should be its upshot. Finally, I will argue that, on its most natural interpretation, NF) is actually incompatible with the perspective of the so-called “Skeptical Solution.” In fact, it is the non-factualism about meaning, taken to be Wittgenstein’s skeptical conclusion, that has been deemed most objectionable, philosophically and exegetically, in Kripke’s exposition of the ‘rule-following considerations.’  So, if we can see how it might be excised from Kripke’s account of Wittgenstein, it would seem that the account is bound to benefit.  The basis for these claims is found in section II.  

In section III, I argue for two related theses.  A) Implicit in the Skeptical Solution is the idea that ascriptions of meaning to a speaker at a time are directly committed to the claim that the speaker’s relevant linguistic dispositions at that time are properly in agreement with relevant standards of correctness settled upon within the wider linguistic community.  B) Given that meaning ascriptions carry this commitment, according to the Skeptical Solution, they cannot be coherently construed, within that framework, as being non-factual in content.  Meaning ascriptions express purported facts about a designated speaker’s linguistic dispositions and their relation to the community’s stable linguistic practices and norms.  In section IV, I try to clarify the conceptual terrain by urging a third claim:  C) we need to draw a distinction between different senses in which a set of facts might constitute a speaker’s meaning so and so by his use of a term during a specific period of time.  This distinction allows us to discriminate between a modest version of the view that a speaker’s dispositions constitute his meaning and a stronger version of the view.  I claim that the Skeptical Solution is actually committed to the modest version but not the stronger one, and I explain why it is only the stronger version of what Kripke calls “the dispositionalist account” of meaning that the Skeptical Argument addresses and arguably defeats.  In my opinion, the failure to draw this distinction has been the source of considerable confusion both in Kripke’s discussion and in critical commentary on it.   
II.  Non-factualism and the Skeptical Conclusion 


In the enormous literature on WRPL, there is really no consensus about what it is that Kripke’s skeptic is questioning.  Hence, I want to begin by making an important but controversial point about the way in which I understand the skeptical challenge.  To do so, let us consider, for instance, Kripke’s chief example of the speaker whose use of the term “+” comes under skeptical investigation. We can suppose that this speaker has at least heard of addition, say, from the teachers who have instructed him about the procedure of adding and about the meaning of the term “+”.  And we can suppose as well that the speaker takes himself to know, on the basis of this instruction, how the operation of addition is to be performed.  Then, on at least one obvious reading of the statement, it will be true that, 

1) In using “+”, the speaker intended to be adding.  

However, it doesn’t follow from this that 

2) The term “+”, as the speaker used it, actually meant addition. 

 For it could be that the operation that the speaker actually learned to execute and did, in fact, execute was quaddition.
  That is, the speaker might wrongly suppose that what he has learned to perform is the procedure or operation that others call “addition,” and, in carrying out a particular calculation, he may aim at and take himself to be adding.  In these circumstances, the speaker would be mistaken in believing that 2) expressed a truth about him.  “+”, as he was disposed to use it then, actually meant quaddition.  This is so, despite the speaker’s own description of what he was doing as ‘addition.’  It is my contention that the skeptical challenge asks for a fact or constellation of facts that could somehow constitute its being the case that 2).  Thus, I believe that the skeptic can allow, throughout his challenge, that, during the relevant period, the speaker meant (intended) to be adding.  The skeptic is not asking, quite generally, what a person’s intending anything at all might consist in.  And he is not asking, quite generally, what makes it the case that a person’s intentions have the content that they do.  His question is a question in what Stalnaker dubs “foundational semantics”—a meta-semantic question about the facts, if any, that constitute a term’s having the meaning that it does either for a speaker (in his idiolect) or within a broader linguistic community.
  What sort of fact makes it the case that a term stands in the relation of meaning (or denoting) to one appropriate semantic value or another? Moreover, this question, as we will see later, does not request some sort of analysis or reduction of the semantic relation mentioned in 2) to facts that are describable in purely non-semantic and/or non-intentional concepts. This point has the consequence that there is no categorical proscription, in the dialectic of the Skeptical Argument, against making certain limited appeals to the speaker’s intentions or, more generally, to the speaker’s intensional states (e.g., his beliefs and desires) when offering either a straight or skeptical solution to the puzzle.

Kripke’s formulations of the Skeptical Conclusion have a confusing tendency to vary from passage to passage.  Nevertheless, if we attend to the basic target and tactics of the Skeptical Argument and to certain key aspects of the skeptical response to that argument, we see that there is a fundamental skeptical conclusion that figures as the focus of both the argument and the response.  Moreover, this conclusion does involve a kind of non-factualism or, better, a kind of factual indeterminacy, about what standards of correctness, if any, govern the correct application of expressions in the idiolect of an arbitrary speaker.
 It is precisely this thesis of factual indeterminacy about pre-established standards of correctness that seems to undermine the intuitive conception of prior semantic determination. Here is a bare sketch of the content of and argument for the basic skeptical conclusion I have in mind. 

Let ‘(’ be any basic term a speaker S proposes to use as a general term or predicate.  That is, ‘(’, as S plans to employ it, is to apply correctly or incorrectly, as the case may be, to the members of some open-ended domain of objects D.  We can assume that ‘(’ is a descriptive term for S, a term that applies correctly or incorrectly, in a given instance, depending upon the facts about the specific character of the candidate item in question.  Now, if this is to be so, there needs to be a standard of correctness for S’s envisaged ascriptions of the term, i.e., there needs to be a determination of the type of fact required for the correctness of these prospective ascriptions.  Somehow S needs to adopt an intention or, at least, a linguistic policy or commitment that ‘(’, as he is to use it, is true of something just in case that thing is an instance of the type of fact that he has ‘suitably’ in mind.  Or, in other words, the standard of correctness for S’s use of ‘(’ needs to be established by S in terms of the properties that the D-members might exemplify—in terms of those objective, predicable conditions-in-the-world, realized or not as they may be--by the various objects in D.  If S is to mean something by ‘(,’ then there must be certain properties, P1 through Pn, to which S is committed as the standards of correctness for his use of ‘(’.  S is to follow the semantic rule or guiding principle, constitutive of the term’s meaning, that, for any object in the domain of ‘(’, the term is to be applied to a D-item o just in case o exemplifies the specified mix of P1 through Pn.  These properties or conditions, then, give the robust truth or satisfaction conditions for the term ‘(’ in S’s idiolect.


This is an appealing conception of what is involved in meaning something by a primitive general term.  It is appealing because it ensures that meaning involves a straightforward form of prior semantic determination.  If S has adopted such a semantic commitment and if the relevant facts about candidate objects are taken to be fixed, then it is thereby already determined conclusively, for an unbounded range of candidates in D, whether ‘(’ applies correctly to those objects or does not.  As this formulation indicates, the semantic determination here depends on two distinct but related factors.   In coming to mean something by the term, S establishes which language-independent conditions a candidate for ‘(’ ascription is to exemplify, i.e., S establishes the robust satisfaction conditions for his use of ‘(’.  But now, whether ‘(’ does apply to an object o  (as it is at a certain time) depends also upon whether o actually realizes the stipulated conditions or not.  With this qualification understood, we can say that, on the present conception, meaning determines correct application instance by instance, and so, in this sense, it is normative in relation to the correctness of the speaker’s future ascriptions of ‘(.’   The conception of the meaning of a general term outlined above is, I believe, the conception that Kripke refers to as ‘the classical realist picture of meaning.’[WRPL, p. 73]  I have just stated that ‘picture’ as an account of the meaning of general terms, although, as we will discuss shortly, Kripke explains classical realism, named as such within his text, as a view about the meaning of (indicative) sentences.  


 To underscore the puzzle about ‘prior semantic determination,’ I have stated what Kripke refers to as the ‘classical realist’ account of meaning for the case of predicates, emphasizing its correlative view of how meaning determines application. But, the classical realist conception can be formulated just as well for the case of whole declarative sentences, and when Kripke officially introduces ‘classical realism’ into his discussion, he presents a formulation of the second kind.  We can indicate the connection in the following way. Just as a predicate ‘(’ represents, as we might say, a type of fact which properly constitutes its satisfaction conditions, similarly a ‘descriptive’ sentence ‘(’, as it is used by speaker S, represents a particular possible fact PF--a possible fact that represents the (classical realist) truth conditions for that sentence as it functions in the setting of S’s idiolect.
  ‘(’ expresses a truth just in case the possible fact PF is realized. To allow for the occurrence of context sensitive devices in the relevant sentence (, we should probably say that ‘(’, as S uses it, represents a schematic possible fact PF* and that it is only contextualized utterances of ‘(’ that express specific possible facts, i.e., specific instances of the schematic fact PF*.  However, I will continue to employ the simpler formulation. Thus, according to classical realism, the meaning of a sentence determines the possible fact (if any) whose realization will make the sentence true.  The meaning of a sentence, so conceived, together with the character of the relevant segment of the world determines whether the represented possible fact is realized or not, and it determines whether what the sentence says is or is not true.

The skeptic argues that there can be no fact of the matter about which would-be standard of correctness, out of a host of equally admissible options, is supposed to govern a speaker’s use of a term ‘(.’ And, in the same vein, the skeptic argues that it is always factually indeterminate as to which possible fact, out of a comparable range of options, is represented, in virtue of S’s prior semantic commitments, by a sentence ‘(’ in S’s idiolect.  Given any one intuitively plausible standard of correctness, it is possible to think of  ‘yet others standing behind it’ whose patterns of ‘accord and conflict’ differ from the first, but where each of the deviant alternatives is completely compatible with every fact, inner and outer, associated with S’s use of ‘(’ or ‘(.’ This, then, is what I take to be the basic Skeptical Conclusion—the conclusion for which Kripke’s skeptic argues and the conclusion that Kripke’s Wittgenstein affirms.  Stated somewhat more carefully it says, 

BSC) a) There are no facts about a speaker, taken individually or socially, that establish any single set of properties—out of an indefinite range of alternatives—as the standards of correctness for his/her use of ‘(’.  And, b) there are no individual or social facts that establish any single ‘possible fact’ as that which is represented by the speaker’s use of ‘(’. 

The skeptic argues for this conclusion by considering and rejecting a range of facts about the speaker, supposedly exhausting the viable possibilities that might be thought to determine which property or which possible fact the term or sentence in question actually represents.


What a ‘standard of correctness’ might be will vary, to some extent, from one kind of term to another. For descriptive predicates, as I have said, it is natural to take the standards to be empirical properties, realized or not by various relevant items in the world.  In Kripke’s example of S’s use of “+”, the standard of correctness for the sign is supposed to be a particular method or procedure of calculation that yields a unique numerical value for any pair of natural numbers (or numerals). The speaker takes himself to have learned such a calculation procedure and believes that the procedure he has mastered is exemplified in those calculations that are prompted for him by the term “+”. Since, in one sense of the treacherous word “rule,” the steps and the recursive ordering of those steps that make up the computational procedure are themselves rules of the procedure, the speaker takes himself to have mastered those computational rules. (Rules in this sense should be distinguished from various linguistic formulations of them—from various ‘expressions’ of those rules.) And, of course, the procedure in question is supposed to be a procedure for computing the result of adding any pair of natural numbers. The computational procedure (the algorithm) that S has mastered purportedly determines, for any pair of numerals ‘j’ and ‘k’, how S’s calculations, elicited by ”+,” should properly unfold, and S’s mastery of the procedure involves S’s having generally reliable, although not infallible, intuitive access to what it is that the procedure step by step requires for specific arguments.  Correlatively, the truth conditions of an arbitrary atomic equation framed by S with “+”, i.e., an equation of the form ‘j + k = l’, are centrally defined for S in terms of the procedure that S’s “+” calculations are meant to execute.  For S, such statements are to count as true just in case the result of performing this procedure (the one he has in mind) on j and k is l.  

It is important to notice that two different but related kinds of rules are involved in “+”’s coming to mean addition for S.  There are the computational rules (for addition) that S is supposed to have learned through his training in performing suitable calculations and in seeing them performed by others.  But there is also the semantic rule that is also involved in S’s establishing a meaning for his use of “+”.  He commits himself to the semantic rule stated above, the rule that is to assign truth or satisfaction conditions to his present and prospective applications of the term in “+” equations. The conditions thus assigned by the semantic rule for “+” are grounded in the rules of calculation that S takes himself to have learned. So, whether S, in any given instance, has carried out a specific calculation ‘correctly’ depends upon whether his actual computational performance is in accordance with what his internalized procedure prescribes for the computation in question.  And, the truth or falsity of a corresponding “+” equation depends upon the specific arithmetic facts concerning the application of the procedure in that case.  It depends, more specifically, upon which number is generated as the upshot of the intended method of calculation when it has been carried out correctly for the arguments in question.  

But, what the skeptic argues is that there simply are no facts about which procedure it is that the speaker has learned and made the subject of his semantic rule. There are no facts about the speaker that make it the case that the procedure he purportedly has mastered and thereby has in mind as governing ‘+’ really is a procedure of addition, rather than quaddition, and rather than some other oddball operation defined upon the natural numbers.  Similarly, he insists, there are no facts about the speaker which establish whether the truth or falsity of any “+” equation, affirmed by S, turns on the mathematical facts about addition, or turns instead on counterpart facts about quaddition, or, again, on counterpart facts about still another deviant method of calculation.  There are no facts about whether “+”, as the speaker uses it, is governed by any one arithmetical operation (algorithm) or another.  The Skeptical Argument proceeds by rejecting various proposals about the facts that might provide a ‘straight solution’ to the skeptic’s challenge, and, taken together, these proposals are supposed to exhaust the possibilities.  

The Skeptical Solution is defined as skeptical because of its acceptance and incorporation of BSC).  The first step in the Skeptical Solution is to grant that terms and sentences do not have classical realist satisfaction or truth conditions, and that their meaningfulness does not depend on truth or satisfaction conditions in this sense.   Note that this is the crucial first step in establishing the framework of the Skeptical Solution. Kripke says, “If Wittgenstein is right, we cannot begin to solve it [the skeptical problem] 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.  …The picture of correspondence-to-facts must be cleared away before we can begin with the sceptical problem.”[WRPL, pp. 78-9]  On the basis of the Skeptical Argument, Kripke’s Wittgenstein denies that terms even purport to have classical realist standards of correctness and, as in the passage just quoted, he denies, more or less equivalently, that sentences purport to represent classical realist ‘possible facts.’ In other words, Kripke’s Wittgenstein denies that sentences and predicates have the meanings they do in virtue of  having classical realist truth or satisfaction conditions at all.

Classical realist implicitly operates with a conception of the content of meaning ascriptions.  For classical realism, the statement

3) Sentence ‘(’, as S uses it, means that such and such
says roughly the same as

4) ‘(’, as S uses it, represents the possible fact that such and such,                                   

where 4) records a genuine relation between ‘(’ and the ‘possible fact’ in question.   Similarly, 

5) The term ‘(’, as S uses it (during t), means so and so 

says that

6) ‘(’, as S uses it (during t), is governed by its antecedent name-like correlation with the language independent property of being so and so.

Consequently, as Kripke affirms, the Skeptical Solution rejects this conception and offers alternative accounts, constrained by BSC), of the content of meaning ascriptions like 3) and 5).  To arrive at the basis of such an alternative account, Kripke says, “…we must consider how we actually use: (i) the categorical assertion that an individual is following a given rule (that he means addition by ‘+’); (ii) the conditional assertion that “if an individual follows such-and-such a rule, he must do so-and-so on a given occasion.”[WRPL, p. 108]. We will take a look at these ‘skeptical’ accounts of meaning later in the discussion.  

However, none of the considerations so far provide grounds for understanding Kripke’s apparent claims that Wittgenstein himself subscribes to the sort of non-factualism about meaning mentioned earlier.  I have insisted that it crucial to the attack on the classical realist idea of ‘semantic determination’ that Kripke’s Wittgenstein accepts BSC), and that result tells us that there are and there can be no facts about the speaker that constitute suitable classical realist standards of correctness for his use of terms and sentences.  It is this result that questions whether any robust truth conditions can be put in place to settle in advance semantic questions of accord and conflict over an unbounded range of actual and potential cases.  What is more, the skeptic, who is a classical realist about semantics, accepts the conception of the content of meaning ascriptions sketched above. It follows, therefore, that Kripke’s skeptic is committed to a radical semantic non-factualism about meaning.  That is, the skeptic accepts the thesis that there are no facts that constitute the speaker’s meaning something by his uses of the terms and sentences in his idiolect.  But, it is hard to see why Kripke’s Wittgenstein should agree. On Kripke’s own account, Wittgenstein repudiates the classical realist conception of meaning and meaning ascriptions, and he constructs another in its place. So, it should mark a distinction between Kripke’s skeptic and Kripke’s Wittgenstein that the latter but not the former is tempted by BSC) into non-factualism about meaning.

On the other hand, it is true that Kripke’s Wittgenstein denies that meaning ascriptions like 3) and 5) and their variants have classical realist truth conditions—denies that they express ‘possible facts.’ Thus, Kripke asserts, “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, p. 86].  At this juncture, we do arrive at the result that meaning ascriptions are not ‘fact stating’ in the quasi-technical sense favored by classical realism.  However, the emphasis on this specific claim is also puzzling.  Under the regime of the Skeptical Solution no meaningful declarative sentence purports to represent a classical realist possible fact, and it therefore marks out nothing special about meaning ascriptions to note that they fail to ‘state facts’ under such a theoretically loaded interpretation of the phrase.  Kripke’s Wittgenstein would turn out to be a non-factualist about everything under the present interpretation. In this sense, no sentence whatsoever states or depicts facts, when BSC) has been embraced.  For the same reason, it is doubly puzzling when Kripke says, “Recall Wittgenstein’s sceptical conclusion: no facts, no truth conditions, correspond to statements such as, ‘Jones means addition by ‘+’’.” [WRPL, p. 77] If we assume that the talk here of ‘facts’ and ‘truth conditions’ is to be construed within the classical realist framework, one would have thought that ‘the Skeptical Conclusion’ was something much stronger and specific to the special case of meaning ascriptions—a thesis like our BSC) for example.

It looks to me, therefore, as though Kripke may have confused BSC) with the thesis that meaning ascriptions don’t have classical realist truth conditions and, moreover, confused BSC) with the non-factualism about meaning you get if you arrive at BSC) from within the context of a classical realist conception of meaning. If these issues are kept straight, it appears that the Skeptical Solution is not directly committed to any notable non-factualism about meaning.  Its endorsement of BSC) does not so commit it. However, it is more difficult to decide whether the Skeptical Solution, in its further positive ramifications, might support an interesting, substantial form of non-factualism about meaning.  After all, the Skeptical Solution does not deny the somewhat schematic claim that meaning is, in some sense, normative, despite the fact that it jettisons the classical realist account of the normativity of meaning, the account of semantic determination.   It remains an open question whether whatever alternative conception of normativity the Skeptical Solution constructs might lead to some sort of non-factualism about meaning ascriptions. This question is hard to adjudicate, because it is unclear how certain key aspects of the Skeptical Solution are supposed to work.  We will investigate this question in the next section

III. Factualism in the Skeptical Solution

Let me attempt an overview of some key strands in the Skeptical Solution.  In particular, I will follow Kripke in stating these aspects as they apply to the paradigmatic case of the term “+” and its semantic relation to the arithmetic operation of addition.  There are some special features of the case of arithmetic propositions that call for some comment here. Of course, the Skeptical Solution is supposed to offer us a framework that explains what is for an arbitrary term ‘(’ to have meaning and what it is to say that the term, as used by a particular speaker, means so and so.   However, without commenting on the special features of arithmetic ‘properties’ and arithmetic ‘truth,’ it hard to state how the account of meaning ascriptions in the Skeptical Solution is supposed to work for “+”.  And if there is confusion about this central example, the confusion is liable to infect our understanding of the more general framework. 

So, the Skeptical Solution, accepting BSC), assumes that there is no general computational procedure, potentially present in S’s mind at t, ‘+’ that determines in advance, for each pair of possible arguments, the patterns of derivations that correct calculations for “+” by S must realize.  As a consequence, there is nothing that assigns classical realist truth conditions, grounded upon such an intended pre-established computational procedure, to sentences of the form ‘j + k = l’ (as they are used by S).  Nevertheless, in opening his account of the Skeptical Solution, Kripke explains, “[The skeptical conclusion] holds no terrors in our daily lives; no one actually hesitates when asked to produce an answer to an addition problem! Almost all of us unhesitatingly produce the answer ‘125’ when asked for the sum of 68 and 57, without any thought to the theoretical possibility that a quus-like rule might have been appropriate!”  [WRPL, p. 87].  It is a crucial part of the Skeptical Solution that we are wholly right to proceed ‘blindly’ in this fashion.  An individual calculator, who is seemingly competent in the use of “+”, is epistemically entitled to perform a particular calculation ‘on his own’ and in taking his result defeasibly to be right.  

Naturally, some computations performed by S may contain ‘mistakes’ and may be ‘corrected’ by others in the community.  But, S, although wrong in these instances, remains justified in his practice of calculating on his own as long as his computations for “+” remain in overall agreement with the way in which others would carry out the calculations for the same range of numerical arguments.  If this overall agreement were to lapse and the general expectation of agreement were to fade, then the entitlement that each ‘competent’ individual has for proceeding on his own would lapse as well.  On the other hand, when a framework of overall agreement has been successfully sustained, by initial training and by subsequent instruction and correction, then the individual calculator can take his calculations to be derivations of genuinely correct arithmetic results.  Given a particular addition problem, if there is suitable concordance among adders concerning the pattern that their token calculations for that problem realize, then the background of global agreement justifies them in accepting calculations of that pattern as correct.  The community adopts that pattern and, in Wittgenstein’s phrase, they ‘put it in the archives.’  If ‘j’ and ‘k’ are the arguments in question and ‘l’ is the numerical result that the accepted pattern of calculation yields, then the equation ‘j + k = l’ is effectively accepted in the community as an arithmetic truth.

Wittgenstein himself seems to regard these accepted equations as having the character of particularized ‘rules’ that, given a stable framework of community agreement, fix the unique result that correct “+” calculations with j and k must produce.  An individual adopts such a rule for j, k, and l when he accepts his own “+” computation (resulting in ‘l’) as a ‘model’ for—as paradigmatic of--how any “+” computation on ‘j” and ‘k” ought to go.  He sees his own concrete calculation as instantiating the pattern to which counterpart concrete calculations must conform. Of course, the community’s acceptance of such rules or problem-specific arithmetic standards of correctness is not just an accident.  How individual calculators will, in favorable circumstances, perform is determined, i.e., is causally determined, both by the regimen of training in “+” computations they have received and their natural propensities in learning to go on from that training in the normal and mutually expected way.  So, the acceptance by various calculators of the correctness of a given pattern of calculation will normally take place as a matter of course, and the pattern that each of them derive is likely to strike them as the ‘natural and inevitable’ right result.

Of course, it is no part of the conception here that an equation ‘j + k = l’ means the same as “We mostly agree in getting l when we compute the sum of j and k.”  If a community of game players agree in accepting the rule of chess (in these words), “The King in chess moves one square in any direction,” then the words themselves simply express that familiar rule of chess.  These words do not express the anthropological truth that the community of chess players has concurred in setting up such a rule, and similarly, arithmetic equations say nothing about the performance of competent adders.  Within the framework of the Skeptical Solution, it is true that the patterns of correct calculation with “+” and the corresponding simple truths about addition that they embody are, in effect, settled upon over the course of time.  It is critical here that, for Kripke’s Wittgenstein, nothing establishes in advance even the truth conditions (let alone the truth value) of every atomic equation framed in terms of “+”.  It is left to the community to settle upon those truth conditions and the patterns of calculation that support them, and this is a process with an indefinitely extendable history over time.  Nevertheless, the results that get accepted—the “+” equations that come to be adopted—are themselves timeless or tenseless statements.  The truths that they express make no reference to time nor to particular instances of calculating in terms of “+.”

At the heart of the Skeptical Solution is an alternative account of meaning.  It tells us that the meaning of a term ‘(’, in a given linguistic community, depends upon a) the assertability or justification conditions that the community accepts in practice for sentential completions of ‘(’ and b) the characteristic role or utility of the predicate, so employed, within the language games in which it figures.  In the highly simplified story about the use of “+” adumbrated above, the assertability conditions for basic “+” equations are given by the computations from which the equations are to be read off.  However, the status of particular computations as justifying the assertion of a specific “+” equation presupposes that the community is implicitly in agreement or, at least, is in a position to reach agreement about how the pertinent computation-types should be performed.  Presumably, a central language game role of the assertible “+” equations is provided by the way that these equations mediate inferences between judgments about the cardinality of sets and ordinal positioning in a series.  In point of fact, any minimally acceptable account of the language game roles of the term “+” and of the “+” equations would have to go well beyond these basic applications, and a more extended account would quickly become quite complicated.  But, perhaps this is enough to suggest a rough idea of the approach of the Skeptical Solution to questions of meaning.  The Skeptical Conclusion purports to show that the meaning a term cannot be explained in terms of facts about its classical realist truth conditions. The alternative account of meaning that the Skeptical Solution offers maintains that the meaning of a term depends instead upon facts about a) and b) above--the justification conditions of the term and the functions that it serves in relevant language games. 


However, these considerations are enough to raise a puzzle about how questions of linguistic meaning could fail to be factual according to the Skeptical Solution.  First, the Skeptical Solution certainly does not deny that there are genuine facts concerning categories a) and b) above. Second, the Skeptical Solution affirms that what it for a term to mean something during a certain time depends upon constellations of facts from these two categories.  It is true that we are never given any clear articulation of what the nature of this ‘dependence’ is supposed to be.  Kripke tells us that the Skeptical Solution denies that necessary and sufficient conditions for meaning ascriptions can be given it terms of considerations drawn from a) and b).  In fact, he also tells us that the Skeptical Solution proposes no ‘analysis’ at all of what meaning something by a term or sentence consists in.  In particular, no analysis and no reduction of meaning in terms of factors from categories a) and b) is envisaged.  Nevertheless, some rather underspecified thesis of factual dependence is central to the Skeptical Solution.  Even if it were supposed that matters of linguistic meaning stand only in some kind of weak supervenience relation to the pertinent facts in a) and b), it is hard to comprehend how, from the ‘skeptical’ perspective, questions about what a term or sentence means could not to be in factual in their import.  Indeed, questions of meaning should be just as factual as the undisputed facts about linguistic practice that figure in a) and b).  After all, only if the Skeptical Solution is understood to claim that what a term or sentence means is somehow explained by the more fundamental facts that these two categories cover, does it give us a genuine alternative to the classical realist account of meaning.

These reflections are reinforced if we focus on what the Skeptical Solution proposes concerning the assertability or justification conditions for ascriptions of meaning to an individual speaker’s use of a term.  For instance, what are the justification conditions for meaning ascriptions that say that “+”, as used by a speaker S, does or does not mean addition?  More narrowly, what are the (third person) assertability conditions for judgments of this type?  Having stressed the importance of the background presupposition that the community is roughly in agreement about how a range of tractable “+” calculations are to be performed, Kripke says:

Any individual who claims to have mastered the concept of addition will be judged by the community to have done so if his particular responses agree with those of the community in enough cases, especially the simple ones (and if his ‘wrong’ answers are not often bizarrely wrong, as in ‘5’ for ’68 = 57’, but seem to agree with ours in procedure, even when he makes a ‘computational mistake.’) An individual who passes such tests in enough other cases is admitted as a normal speaker of the language and member of the community.  Those who deviate are corrected and told (usually as children) that they have not grasped the concept of addition. [WRPL, p. 91-2].
Thus, the favorable justification conditions that the Skeptical Solution assigns to  

judgments of the form


7)  ‘+’, as S uses it during a time t, means addition
seem to correspond roughly to the type of  inductive evidence appropriate for confirming counterpart factual judgments of the form

7’) During t, S is disposed to compute ‘+’-problems in adequate alignment with the patterns of calculation for ‘+’ that are actually or prospectively accepted by his linguistic community and correspondingly to affirm ‘+’-equations in suitable agreement with the reports of the results of these calculations that members of the community would standardly endorse.

Actually, to reflect properly some of the nuances and qualifications in Kripke’s discussion of the assertability conditions for “+” equations, my formulation of 7’) should be expanded and refined. But, this simple version should be adequate for stating the main points I want to make. If the speaker S passes the tests that Kripke mentions in the quoted paragraph, then members of the community are supposed to be warranted or justified in judging that 7).  But what is the character of the epistemic entitlement that members of the community are thereby supposed to gain?  The simplest answer is this.  S’s passing the indicated tests is understood to provide factual evidence or empirical confirmation for proposition 7).  That identifies the nature of the warrant or justification that these assertability conditions supply for instances of 7).  However, this natural supposition makes sense only if it is assumed that 7) expresses, in part or whole, the content of the patently factual proposition 7’).  Since the assertability conditions proposed for 7) describe confirming evidence for 7’), it is utterly opaque how those same conditions could warrant 7) in some quite different way.  Hence, the Skeptical Solution had better grant that 7) itself says something distinctively factual—something akin to 7’).       


Here is a more general formulation of the way that the Skeptical Solution contends that ascriptions of meaning of the form


5) The term ‘(’, as S uses it during t, means so and so
are related to the conditions that warrant their assertion.  An instance of 5) will be defeasibly warranted if

i) facts about how S actually ascribes ‘(’ to candidate instances are in adequate alignment with the justification conditions in his community for judgments about suitable test cases that they are so and so;

ii) facts about S’s use of ‘(’ reflect adequate sensitivity to the role and utility of ‘(’ assertions within the wider activities of the linguistic community;

and

iii) the facts indicate that the way that S is disposed to use ‘(’ would

continue to be adequately in alignment over time with community justification conditions for ‘(’ and sensitive to the future role and utility of the term in pertinent language games.  

Now, we ask, as we asked before, how is it that these facts—the positive justification conditions for meaning ascriptions of form 5)—constitute an intelligible kind of warrant for asserted instances of 5)?  What kind of epistemic entitlement can the facts falling under i) through iii) provide for the content expressed by these meaning ascriptions?  It is worth recalling that there are various kinds of warrant that relevant facts can supply for different kinds of linguistic acts.  Thus, facts about a speaker and his situation may warrant him in ordering someone to do something.  Other sorts of fact may warrant him in making a promise to do something himself, and still others may warrant him in conferring a special kind of authority on another person.  And so on.  From case to case the general character of the warranting facts will vary and so will the character of the warrant they confer.  The present question is: what kind of warrant do the facts in i) through iii) provide for asserted instances of 5)?  The Skeptical Solution is not entitled to assume blankly that the warranting force of the justification conditions it assigns to meaning ascriptions is a matter about which nothing needs to be said.


It is tempting to believe that there is nothing much to say here because what there is to say is so obvious.  One might cheerfully allow that the proponent of the Skeptical Solution thinks that the facts in i) through iii) warrant meaning ascriptions by supplying adequate but still defeasible evidence for them.  Perhaps this is the obvious idea, and no further fussing is required. Perhaps!  But then, the Skeptical Solution had better incorporate a still more obvious consequence of this concession.  Meaning ascriptions, understood to be potentially licensed by such evidence, must consequently express an appropriate content about matters of fact.  It must express a factual content that the confirming evidence in question can intelligibly support, and that proposition will be a suitable analogue to 7’) above.  Therefore, strict non-factualism about ascriptions of meaning can form no coherent part of the Skeptical Solution.  

It could be allowed that meaning ascriptions express something more than a narrowly factual content.  Maybe, as Kripke sometimes seems to claim, assertions of 5) carry some additional speech act force like ‘acknowledging’ the competence of S as a ‘(’ user and/or ‘endorsing’ his license to continued employment of the term.  Still, even if  such a qualification were to be countenanced, the point remains that meaning ascriptions about a speaker S at a time t will, among other things, express a factual commitment about the relation of S’s actual and prospective use of ‘(’ to the established norm-determining practices of the community.  I don’t see how this conclusion can be avoided.    

IV.  The Dispositionalist Account of Meaning: Two Versions
However, there is a major concern that needs to be addressed.  Haven’t I  implausibly saddled the Skeptical Solution with a certain version of what Kripke calls ‘the dispositionalist account of meaning’?  After all, I have argued that the Skeptical Solution is implicitly committed to the view that instances of the meaning ascriptions in 5) make a factual claim about how the speaker S is disposed at t to apply the term ‘(’ and about how his dispositions are related to his community’s standards of correctness for ‘(’. And yet, in the course of developing the Skeptical Argument, Kripke’s Wittgenstein argues that a dispositionalist account of meaning is patently misconceived. [WRPL, pp. 22-38]  Haven’t I just argued that what is called “the Skeptical Solution” really turns upon embracing a ‘Straight Solution’ to the skeptical challenge—a straight solution that says that meaning something by a term is constituted by the speaker’s dispositions to apply and otherwise deploy the term in question.  If this is so, then there is a fundamental incoherence here, but it is likely that the incoherence lies in my explication of Kripke’s overall dialectic.


It will come as no surprise that I believe that this impression rests on a serious misunderstanding of the content of ‘the dispositionalist account of meaning’ that is criticized and rejected at one important stage of the Skeptical Argument.  There is a perfectly natural sense in which, given the outlook of the Skeptical Solution, S’s meaning ‘addition’ by “+” at a time t is constituted by S’s dispositions to use “+”.  But, there is also another equally natural sense—a stronger sense—in which what S means by “+” at t cannot be determined or constituted by those dispositions.  It is only the stronger version of the dispositionalist account that is attacked at the relevant stage of the Skeptical Argument.              
 
We can start by registering the fact that there is a significant ambiguity that potentially arises when we ask whether there are certain facts, events, states or processes that constitute a speaker's meaning something by a term at or during a certain time.  To bring out the potential ambiguity, consider, first, the following simple case.  Someone may assert truly that

7) Jones murdered Smith in the library at midnight,

and this may be true despite the fact that the death of Smith that Jones’ action caused occurred in the hospital at noon of the following day.  Suppose that Jones murdered Smith by stabbing him, and the stabbing took place in the library at midnight.  In one sense, the stabbing constituted (is identical with) the murder and explains why it was in the library and at midnight that the murder was performed.  But, in another sense, the fact that Jones stabbed Smith in the library at midnight is not sufficient to constitute the fact that 8) reports.  Something more was needed to constitute the stabbing as a case of murder.  For instance, it is required that the stabbing brought about Smith’s demise in the ‘right’ way.  So, we can say that the murder was constituted in time (and location) by the stabbing, but the stabbing was constituted as a case of murder by further facts about the causal upshot of the stabbing. 

Or here is another somewhat more suggestive example.  Consider the fact that 

8) Lucy already knew, at a certain time t, that Fred and Ethel would erect a duplex on this site in six months time. 

On the one hand, we can ask, "What was it about Lucy that constituted her knowing about the prospective duplex at the earlier time t?  (What made it the case, concerning  Lucy at that time, that, she already knew then that her friends were going to build a duplex on the site?)  And the answer to this question--a question, so to speak, about the constitution in time of her prior knowledge--is answered, at least to a first approximation, by pointing out that, already at t, Lucy believed that Fred and Ethel would erect a duplex on that site in six months.  Nevertheless, there is a different constitutive question that can be raised in the same context. One can also inquire about the conditions that Lucy’s relevant belief at t has to satisfy in order for it to constitute a case of her knowing (at t) that Fred and Ethel would build the duplex.  That is, we can also ask, "But what made it the case that Lucy’s belief was an instance of her knowing that her friends would construct a duplex at the site?"  A chief part of the answer to this question includes the following: the fact that Fred and Ethel did build a duplex at the site within the envisaged period, and the additional fact that Lucy’s reasons for holding her belief were related, in the right epistemic way, to the etiology of the ensuing duplex construction.  Therefore, if we ask, “What constituted Lucy’s knowing, already at t, that Fred and Ethel would erect a duplex there and then?” we can either be asking a more ambitious question: roughly, “What are the necessary and sufficient conditions for the truth of proposition 8)?”  Or, we can be asking the more modest question, “What was the state of Lucy at t that constituted (given the realization of appropriate further conditions) her having prior knowledge of an ensuing duplex?” Thus, these examples illustrate that an action or state or process x can constitute an instance of ( as something that takes place at or during a certain time (x constitutes in time that instance of () although the facts about x that constitute it as (are sufficient for its being) an instance of ( are not all realized prior to or at the time that x occurs.  

Late in PI, Wittgenstein asserts, “In saying, ‘When I heard this word, it meant … to me’ one refers to a point of time and to a way of using the word.  (Of course, it is this combination we fail to grasp.)” [PI, part II, 175e]  It is not clear what conceptual difficulty he has in mind in this passage. Obviously, he thinks that we tend to misinterpret the role of temporal reference in some of our basic talk about meaning and understanding.  A related thought is expressed at PI #187, a remark that occurs in the heart of the rule-following considerations. 

‘But I already knew, at the time when I gave the order, that he ought to write 1002 after 1000.’—Certainly; and you can also say you meant it then; only you should not let yourself be misled by the grammar of the words “know”’ and “mean’.  For you don’t want to say that you thought of the step from 1000 to 1002 at that time—and even if you did think of this step, still you did not think of other ones.   When you said ‘I already knew at the time…’ that meant something like: ‘If I had been asked what number should be written after 1000, I should have replied ‘1002’.” And that I don’t doubt.  This assumption is rather of the same kind as: “If he had fallen into the water then would have jumped in after him,”—Now, what was wrong with your idea? 

It is striking that, in this passage, Wittgenstein links together the ‘grammar’ of “he already knew it then” with the ‘grammar’ of “he meant it then” as having a similar potential to mislead. But how do they mislead?  In #188, he goes on:

Here I should first of all like to say: your idea was that the act of meaning the order had in its own way already traversed all those steps: that when you mean it your mind as it were flew ahead and took all the steps before you physically arrived at them.

Thus you were inclined to use such expressions as: “The steps are really already taken, even before I take them in writing or orally or in thought.”  And it seemed as if they were in some unique way pre-determined, anticipated—as only the act of meaning can anticipate reality.  

Without attempting a detailed exegesis of these remarks, it seems that we can say this much.  The ‘grammar’ of temporal reference in our talk about meaning and prior knowledge misleads us about what meaning and prior knowledge amount to—what constitutes meaning something at a certain time or what constitutes knowing something in advance. Moreover, it is worth noting that the misunderstanding in question is said to involve a corresponding misunderstanding about what it is for meaning to determine the speaker’s prospective steps in advance.  In any case, whatever Wittgenstein may have had in mind here, we have observed that the question. “What facts constitute S’s having already known that P?” exhibits a recognizable ambiguity. Thus, when we ask, “What facts constitute S’s meaning so and so by ( at t?” we do well to be alive to the possibility that this question also involves a troublemaking ambiguity of a similar stripe.  

In fact, Kripke implicitly allow conceptual space for some such distinction when, at the very outset of his discussion, he formulates the basic ground rules of the skeptical challenge. He says,  

“An answer to the skeptic must satisfy two conditions.  First, it must give an account of what fact it is (about my mental state) that constitutes my meaning plus, not quus.  But, further there is a further condition that any putative fact must satisfy.  It must, in some sense, show how I am justified in giving the answer ‘125’ to ’68 + 57’.  The ‘directions’ mentioned in the previous paragraph 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, p. 11].  

As the sprinkling of scare quotes in the passage suggests, its import is pretty murky.  Nevertheless, I read these remarks in the following way.  First, an answer to skeptical challenge must specify the kind of psychological or other state that 

S, the “+” user, was in at t--the state that provided the constitution in time of S’s meaning something by “+” when he did.  Second, if ( is the putative state in question, then there must be facts about ( that constitute it as a case of S’s meaning addition rather than quaddition during the designated period. However, the passage also indicates that the skeptic understands this constraint in a very strong way.  

The constraint is this.  If state ( is genuinely to constitute S’s meaning addition by “+” at t, then the facts about ( (at t) must, as Kripke puts it “…determine what [the speaker] must do in each instance.” That is, the facts about state (, as it occurs at t, should already determine then, for any pair of arguments for “+”, the specific conditions (the specific computational pattern) that a particular calculation for those arguments has to satisfy in order for the calculation to have been performed correctly.  Correlatively, given S’s intentions in ascribing “+” to various number triples, these same conditions should also settle the conditions under which the “+” equations that S employs would count as true.  The pre-established conditions on the correctness of S’s calculations are ‘the directions’ that Kripke refers to in the previous quotation—the facts about how a given calculation ought step by step to be carried out.  I take it that the stipulation that these ‘normative conditions’ are to be ‘contained in’ facts about state ( requires that those conditions must somehow be determined by the pertinent facts about (--determined by facts about ( that are already realized at t.  Indeed, it is a part of the skeptic’s conception that facts about ( should determine the computational patterns in such a way that S has privileged but fallible intuitive access to the step by step unfolding of those patterns.  S’s intuitive access should ‘guide’ him in performing his calculations, and should ‘tell’ him what to do.  Finally, the series of correct calculations that satisfy the case-by-case correctness conditions must correspond, in the expected way, to the infinite table for addition.  In other words, the constraint that is being imposed on candidate states of meaning for an individual speaker is one that is derived directly from a classical realist conception of meaning.  The desired facts about the putative state of meaning must explain how “+”, as S uses it, is antecedently governed at t by a standard of correctness that suitably tracks the pre-determined facts about addition on the natural numbers.  This is the idea, mentioned but debunked in PI #146 that “[t]he understanding itself is a state which is the source of the correct use.”
The nature and strength of this constraint emerges sharply in Kripke’s discussion of the way in which ‘the dispositionalist account’ proposes to respond to the skeptical challenge.  The constraint, applied to the dispositional account, requires that it be possible, as Kripke puts it, to ‘read off’, from some specified range of facts concerning S’s dispositions, the ‘normative’ conditions that specify how S’s calculations are to be performed.  And this means, I assume, that the relevant facts about S’s dispositions at t (partially idealized perhaps) are themselves to determine how correct calculations for “+” are, at any given stage, to be carried out.  What Kripke argues at some length is that this constraint on the dispositional account cannot be met without introducing some form of unacceptable circularity.  In other words, what Kripke’s arguments aim to show is that facts about S’s dispositions concerning “+” cannot provide a ‘straight solution’ to the skeptical challenge.

It seems to me that the skeptic’s implicit constraint on dispositionalist accounts of what constitutes a speaker’s meaning something by a term is too strong.
 It does not reasonably apply to a significantly more modest version of the dispositionalist account.  Suppose that this account purports to answer only what I have called “the modest question” about what constitutes (in time) S’s meaning something by a term during a given period.  The modest account will grant that facts about S’s dispositions in arithmetic calculation do not themselves determine standards of correctness for the “+” calculations that S performs. It grants, in other words, that the truth conditions for S’s use of “+” equations cannot be ‘read off’, by S or others, from S’s computational and related linguistic dispositions.  Those standards, it may be allowed, are established in some other fashion quite independently of S and his proclivities in computing “+” and in asserting associated “+” equations.  Nevertheless, the modest account maintains, first, that what makes it the case that, at time t, S meant addition by his use of “+” is the fact that, at that time, S was disposed to perform “+” calculations in such-and-such a way.  Thus, these dispositions represent the constitution in time of S’s meaning addition by “+”.  And, second, the modest version requires that the calculations he was thereby disposed to perform must have been roughly in accord—give and take some errors--with the independently established standards or conditions of correctness for the various specific calculations keyed to “+”.   According to this modest dispositionalism, it is just the fact of approximate accord with appropriate standards accepted in the community that stands as the constitutive requirement for S’s dispositions concerning calculation with “+”, to count as a genuine instance of his using that term to mean addition.’
    

The following example illustrates what the modest dispositionalist has in mind.  Suppose it is true that Oscar knew how to play the Brighthurst piano sonata during a certain time t, and we ask what constituted Oscar’s knowing how to play the sonata at that time.  One obvious possibility--there is an assortment of cases here--is that Oscar’s knowing how to play the sonata was constituted in time by his ability or disposition to produce performances at the piano, when prompted to play the sonata, that have such-and-such a detailed character. Of course, what constitutes this ‘narrow’ ability as an instance of knowing how to play the sonata is the fact that all or most of these actual and counterfactual performances match nearly enough the way in which the Brighthurst composition should be played.  We don’t imagine that it is facts about Oscar’s ‘Brighthurst’ piano playing dispositions that establish the ‘normative’ facts about how the sonata is to be played.  The Brighthurst sonata cannot be ‘read off’ from Oscar’s significantly flawed and sometimes incomplete performances.  Those ‘normative’ facts are presumably settled by what Brighthurst specified when he composed his work and, perhaps, by facts about the evolving traditions of performance that have come to be recognized in connection with this piece.  In any event, these ‘normative facts’ are plainly settled quite independently of any facts about Oscar and his ability to play the  composition.  Still, it seems right that Oscar’s Brighthouse sonata dispositions are sufficient to constitute his knowing how to play it, or, more specifically, that they are sufficient, in the imagined case, to constitute the temporal basis of his knowing how to play it during t.  What is more, the sentence, “Oscar knew, at time t, how to play the Brighthurst sonata” surely states a determinate (if somewhat vague) fact about Oscar and about his piano repertoire at the time.

The modest dispositionalism about meaning rejects the thought that the case-by-case conditions for the correctness of S’s calculations for “+” are themselves determined by facts about S’s dispositions to use “+”.  Therefore, it agrees with the Skeptical Argument’s objections to the strong version of the dispositionalist account of meaning, while rejecting the skeptic’s constraint on what it takes for a state of the speaker to constitute (to be identical with) his thereby meaning what he does. And again, the rejection of that constraint is tantamount to the rejection of the classical realist’s view of meaning. Nevertheless, modest dispositionalism does assume, in effect, that case-by-case correctness conditions for  “+” calculations have somehow been independently established.  Isn’t even this assumption in conflict with BSC)?  Doesn’t the assumption contradict BSC)—at least on its broadest interpretation?  If it is assumed that facts about the collective computational dispositions of the community of “+” calculators, or facts about the dispositions of some designated part of that community, are supposed to determine case-by-case correctness conditions for the calculations they perform with “+”, then Kripke explicitly contends that this assumption is also defeated by an extended version of that part of the skeptical argument directed at the original dispositionalist account.  He suggests that many of the arguments against the thesis that a single speaker’s dispositions can determine how his calculations for “+” should go will equally defeat the similar idea that dispositions to calculate, pooled from the wider community, determine correctness conditions for the community’s use of “+”. [See WRPL, p. 111] 

The Skeptical Solution, accepting BSC), denies that there is a fact about individual speakers or about the community as a whole that establishes something as the meaning which guides them in their computations for “+” and determines in advance, for each pair of arguments, the conditions that correct individual calculations for “+” must satisfy.  Nevertheless, as I discussed at the beginning of this section, the Skeptical Solution does affirm, for a large but rather indeterminate range of cases, that it is established, perhaps defeasibly, within the community that certain of the “+” calculations they perform are to be accepted as correct and that the corresponding “+” equations are to be accepted as true.  These are the basic de facto standards for correct addition against which the competence of individual “+” users are to be tested.  The Skeptical Solution provides, along these lines, for the establishment of patterns of correct calculation performed for “+.”  It thereby provides for computational patterns that have the status of established requirements imposed upon the community’s practice of adding natural numbers, requirements that are independent of the computational vagaries of any single individual.  

This, then, is the schematic perspective of the Skeptical Solution, incorporating the modest dispositionalism about what constitutes meaning sketched above.  The term “+”, as a given speaker uses it, means addition if the speaker, in performing calculations for "+", is disposed, under favorable circumstances, to produce computations that are roughly in accordance with the standards for these calculations that the community has or is prepared to put in place.  On this approach, what constitutes the basis in time of S’s meaning addition by “+” during t just are S’s dispositions concerning the use of “+” at that time. And what constitutes those dispositions as instances of meaning addition by “+” is the substantial but imperfect conformity of what S is disposed to calculate with the indeterminately large and open-ended set of standards for correct calculation that have come to be instituted within the community.   Thus, it is wrong for Kripke’s Wittgenstein to deny, if he does, that correct ascriptions of meaning state facts about the speaker and his dispositions concerning the proper use of the term in question.                    

There is one final complication that deserves comment.  Although the truths of addition that the community has adopted up to a given time may be very large, they still are finite, and the truth or falsity of a potential infinity of “+” equations still remains to be fixed.  This means that, even if a speaker’s dispositions concerning “+” have so far matched all the established standards closely enough, there is still a possibility that, as the community extends its range of standards for addition, the course of these new determinations and the individual speaker’s evolving dispositions may diverge.  If this were to happen, then any earlier warranted judgment that the speaker meant addition by “+” would come to be defeated.  This consideration shows that, at any time, there is no fact about the speaker and his dispositions that simply ‘make it true’ that, at the time in question, he has meant addition by “+”. And yet, this concession could sound as if it represents the sort of non-factualism about meaning ascriptions that I have said the Skeptical Solution can and should avoid.  In my opinion, however, it is an illusion that whatever ‘non-factualism’ these observations might support is philosophically substantial.

Let’s go back to the case of Lucy’s prior knowledge, but slightly change the content of what she is supposed to know in advance.  Let us imagine that it is claimed that, at a certain point in time, Lucy already knew that 

9)  No duplex would ever be erected on this site.  

Of course, there is no point in time such that the state of the world up until that time will have fully validated 9), but this trivial observation hardly impugns the factual character of that proposition. However, since the meaning ascriptions in 5), unlike proposition 9), contain a reference to a specific period of time, the question of truth validation for them might seem to be less trivial.  Shouldn’t facts about the speaker at the time to which the ascription refers play some privileged role in making that ascription true?  Nevertheless, it is similarly trivial that there is no time by which the state of the world has already made it definitely true that 

10)  Lucy already knew at t that no duplex would ever be erected on this site.

Just as the relevant facts about the site continue to sustain the truth of 9) as time goes by, these same facts, together with further facts about the evolving epistemic relations of Lucy’s belief to what does or doesn’t happen at the site, may also continue to sustain the truth of 10).  So, yes!  Facts about Lucy’s belief during t have a certain privilege in relation to the overall determination of the truth value of 10).  Nevertheless, there is never a point in time at which a set of facts that have been realized up until that time constitute Lucy’s belief as a case of knowing that 9)—no facts that fully validate the credentials of her belief in 9) as knowledge.  In the light of these reflections, there may be some temptation to deny that 10) can have the function of ‘describing’, or ‘reporting’ some configuration of already realized facts. But, be this as it may, such a denial could hardly represent an interesting non-factualism about prior knowledge.  After all, either 10) is indefinitely sustained through time or it is not, and, the issue, at each juncture, is a question of the existing facts.  Despite the complication of its internal reference to a specific time, 10) is no more non-factual in content than 9).

Similarly, if things go well, the claim that S meant addition by “+” will continue to have been factually sustained despite the fact that it will never be fully validated. The issues would be the same if the Brighthurst Sonata were both unfinished and endlessly a work in progress, while Oscar had boundless endurance at the piano.  In the case of meaning, as in the case of prior knowledge (both knowing that and knowing how), the continuing absence of full validation by the facts is not enough to institute anything more than a philosophically tame non-factualism.  All that is established by these deliberations is the unsurprising point that the constitutive credentials of a speaker’s meaning a certain something by a term may remain, at any given stage, incomplete, open-ended, and subject to the vagaries of linguistic history.

  IV)  The Factualism of Meaning Ascriptions in Wittgenstein  

Kripke calls attention to the famous remark at #10 in PI, and he uses it to summarize and underscore key aspects of his interpretation of Wittgenstein on meaning.  [WRPL, pp. 76-7] In conclusion, I want to comment briefly on some of the themes that this well-known passage inaugurates and on the interesting gloss that Kripke gives them.  I will suggest that it is already clear in #10 and neighboring passages that Wittgenstein certainly is a factualist about meaning ascriptions, although his conception of the facts that correct ascriptions ‘describe’ stands in stark opposition to the classical realist account.  Kripke’s exegesis here is highly suggestive, and it fits rather well with the version of the Skeptical Solution that I have tried to elaborate.    

Having specified the second simple builder’s language game, Wittgenstein says,

Now what do the words of this language signify?—What is supposed to show what they signify, if not the kind of use they have?  And we have already described that.  So we are asking for the expression, “This word signifies this” to be made a part of the description.  In other words the description ought to take the form: “The word  ….  signifies  ….”

Of course, one can reduce [underlining my own] the description of the use of the word ‘slab’ to statement that this word signifies this object….but the kind of ‘referring’ this is, that is to say the use of these words for the rest, is already known….

But assimilating the descriptions of the uses of words in this way cannot make them more like one another.  For, as we see, they are absolutely unlike.

                                            ….

There is a great deal in this passage that deserves scrutiny, but it seems to me that each of 

the following claims are either directly asserted or pretty plainly suggested.  

First, Wittgenstein asserts that a statement of the form


Word W signifies [means, refers to, stands for] so-and-so

is itself a description of the use of word W as it functions in a contextually identified language.  Second, it is held to be a kind of ‘reduced’ form of description that will convey something significant about the facts of W’s use only to someone who already knows a great deal about the kind of ‘signifying’ that is in question in the particular case.  Notice Wittgenstein’s talk here about kinds of ‘referring’ or ‘signifying’ in this remark.  He seems to claim that semantic verbs like “signify,” “refer,” and “mean”, at least in this kind of employment, do not stand for univocal semantic relations that ground and explain, through the speakers’ knowledge of the relata, the actual practice of using the signifying terms or phrases in question.  In important ways, such ascriptions of meaning might be compared to, e.g.,



This piece of ivory stands for the King in Chess.

Here we have an apparently relational statement that conveys information to knowledgeable chess players about how the demonstrated piece of ivory is to be deployed in games of Chess.  Third, even particular meaning ascriptions like, “The numeral ‘c’ means the number three,” are likely to function in a family resemblance manner.  In the builders’ language game, the numeral ‘c’ is used in the very simple way that Wittgenstein lays down.  It is used only in basic counting and in reports of the results of counting.  But numerals that ‘refer to’ or ‘mean’ the number three in, more elaborate, more sophisticated settings exhibit additional uses--uses that are interconnected in complicated ways.  And, one can imagine a host of further variations on the relevant ‘language games’ of counting, ordering, calculating, and reporting cardinality, every one of which will include a use of numerals that stand for (or mean) the various natural numbers.

In remark #10, Wittgenstein is discussing simple ascriptions of meaning made in relation to the expressions of his uncomplicated hypothetical language, and what he says clearly bears on some of our present issues.  As I have just emphasized, Wittgenstein characterizes these meaning reports as descriptions--as descriptions of facts about the roles of these terms in the builders’ language game.  And, although Wittgenstein does not here present matters in these terms, he surely would allow that such ascriptions are sometimes true and that, when they are, they are true in virtue of the facts about the overall linguistic use of the terms that the pertinent ascriptions concern.  What is more, in later remarks in PI, Wittgenstein makes similar claims about, e.g., names of colors, of shapes, and of sensations.   In short, Wittgenstein gives every indication of being some kind of a factualist about meaning ascriptions of these sorts.   And, other than the relative simplicity of the language games he invokes, it is hard to see what is supposed to be special about the examples he supplies.  

Imagine a more complicated version of the builders’ language that contains, for instance, a richer vocabulary for kinds of things and a limitless, computationally transparent series of numerals. Let it be further stipulated that these builders have mastered, in their own notation, the four basic operations of arithmetic.  Now, someone characterizing this slightly more complicated language could say, 

11)  “+”, as the builders use it, means addition,                                

and, from the standpoint Wittgenstein presents in #10, this meaning ascription can represent a correct description of the builder’s use of “+”.  11), for him, would state facts about ‘the post or place in grammar’ of “+” within the language of the builders.
 It does not state that

11’) “+”, as the builders use it, is governed by its name-like correlation with an  antecedently established, result-determining operation of addition.

In his own discussion of remark #10, Kripke points out that one suspects that Wittgenstein is implicitly rejecting as confused the classical realist construal of a meaning ascription such as 5)—the construal that takes instances of 5) (such as 11)) to be roughly equivalent to counterpart instances of 6) (such as 11’)). This emerges at several points in Kripke’s discussion, but one such place is in his comments on Wittgenstein’s treatment of the builders’ numerals.[WRPL, p. 77]  The following is a minimal adaptation by me of these remarks.  It is an adaptation that only changes Kripke’s references to numbers to references to arithmetic operations and substitutes the phrase “the classical realist”’ where Kripke speaks of “the Platonist.”   I have underlined the words and phrases that I have substituted for Kripke’s original wording.

‘…Wittgenstein suggests that such an expression as ‘stands for the arithmetical operation of addition’ is in order, but is dangerous if it is taken to make a certain metaphysical suggestion.  In the sense this is intended by ‘classical realists,’ one suspects him of denying that the plus sign stands for an abstract arithmetic operation called ‘addition’.  Most important for the present purpose, the case exemplifies the central questions he wishes to ask about the use of language.  Do not look for ‘entities’ and ‘possible facts’ corresponding to numerical assertions, but look at the circumstances under which utterance involving numerals and other arithmetic terms are made, and the utility of making them under those circumstances.’
 
This is a succinct statement of some of the fundamental theses of the Skeptical Solution.  It illustrates very clearly, two of the points that I have wanted to highlight, while keeping them disentangled from one another.  Kripke contends that Wittgenstein rejects classical realism about meaning, and his rejection is based on an extended argument that purports to establish its ultimate incoherence.  In repudiating that philosophical outlook, Wittgenstein rejects, across the board, the idea that sentences represent classical realist possible facts and have their particular meanings in virtue of the possible facts they semantically represent.  This, of course, constitutes a repudiation of the view that Wittgenstein had endorsed in the Tractatus.  So, ascriptions of meaning, like all other sentences, do not even purport to depict classical realist possible facts.  But, this important point should not be mixed up with another.  It does not follow that correct meaning ascriptions do not, in some substantial sense, state, describe, or report facts concerning the use of the terms or sentences to which meaning is therein ascribed.  And, in fact, it is clear that Wittgenstein thinks these ascriptions do state facts about ‘use’ in appropriate language games.  (Of course, linguistic use, within Kripke’s reconstruction, is primarily a matter of epistemic warrant and language game utility.) What is more, if we eliminate from Kripke’s formulations of the Skeptical Solution the repeated apparent affirmations of non-factualism about meaning that mar it, we can present, within the framework of his reconstruction, many of Wittgenstein’s major positive themes concerning meaning and use, normativity and truth.
 

                                                                                    George M. Wilson

                                                                        University of Southern California    
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