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The Ordinary Language School: Reply to Weatherson


Brian Weatherson distinguishes the book I wrote from the one he wishes I had written.  The former is a series of intensive case studies of the most important and revealing work of the period, evaluated with an eye to separating strengths from weaknesses, and extracting enduring lessons.  The latter would have focused more on the broader philosophical community – who influenced whom, why some were acclaimed and others neglected, and how work of thinkers I didn’t discuss – e.g. Goodman, Sellars, and Chisholm -- related to work of those I did.  Although such points have merit, their inclusion would, as Weatherson notes, have required dropping material essential to my purpose.  

With this bow to reality, he turns to the book I did write.  However, it soon becomes clear that he is still dreaming of his phantom volume.  In discussing Grice, he raises two main questions.
 (i) 
Is the ordinary language school of philosophy really dead?

(ii) 
If so, did it die as I suggest -- with Grice delivering the final blow to an approach that was already faltering under two decades of accumulated difficulties?

Although the questions are coy, there is a straightforward sense in which the answer to both is “yes”.  When a school of philosophy dies the work done in it doesn’t lose all importance or influence.  Despite the death of logical positivism, echoes of it can be found in subsequent work – e.g., Quine’s holistic verificationism, Van Fraassen’s constructive empiricism, Dummett’s intuitionistic semantics, Hare’s non-cognitivism, and Blackburn’s expressivism.  Although these writers aren’t positivists, aspects of their thought carry on certain themes of positivism.  


The same point can be made about the ordinary language school.  Once a reasonably cohesive and self-conscious approach to philosophy characterized by rough and ready adherence to T1 – T3, the school flourished for a time, and eventually died.

T1.
All philosophical problems are linguistic, arising from the misunderstanding and misuse of language.

T2.
Meaning, in so far as it is central to philosophy, is not to be studied from a theoretical or scientific perspective.  Instead, philosophers must attend to subtle aspects of language use, and show how misuse of words leads to particular philosophical confusions.

T3.
Illuminating philosophical analyses almost never state necessary and sufficient conditions for the application of a term; instead they trace the intricate and philosophically significant web connecting the use of that term to the uses of other, related terms.

To my knowledge, no major philosopher today adheres to T1 – T3.  Kripke, whom Weatherson dubs “the last ordinary language philosopher,” repudiates all three.  His affinity with ordinary language philosophy consists primarily in respecting what we pre-theoretically think, and distrusting unmoored, revisionary speculation.  In this he is closer to Moore than to ordinary language philosophers.  What about adherents of the “Canberra Plan”?  Although they do give dismaying signs of accepting T1, they don’t accept T2 or T3 – and no one would mistake their philosophical outlook for that of Ryle or Austin.  There are, of course, some similarities between those Weatherson mentions and some ordinary language philosophers, but that just shows that the death of an approach to philosophy doesn’t mean that all the concerns of its practitioners vanish along with it, never to appear again in other forms.  As for his observation that “the analysis of knowledge industry … seemed to putter along much the same before and after the demise of ordinary language philosophy,” surely, it is not being suggested that anyone who offers an analysis of an everyday notion is, thereby, an ordinary language philosopher.  In the case of knowledge, a passing acquaintance with some of the more elaborate and  technical attempts to solve the Gettier problem should be enough to disabuse one of the idea that “the analysis of knowledge industry” of the seventies and eighties was the work of the ordinary language school.   For one thing, the search for necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge that characterized the industry cut strongly against the grain of T3. 


In short, the ordinary language school is no more – which does not mean that its classics are consigned to oblivion.  Although the leading proponents of the school were sometimes guided by mistaken methodological and meta-philosophical views, they were also good philosophers with real insights, whose work didn’t always fully conform to those views.  In the book, I stress this point about Wittgenstein, Ryle, and Austin, but Weatherson’s example of Strawson is also apt. Introduction to Logical Theory contains valuable ideas that are largely independent of the flawed methodological perspective that guided it. All too often, however, similarly flawed perspectives did adversely affect the work of even the best ordinary language philosophers.  Strawson’s defective performative analysis of truth -- singled out by Grice and discussed at length in my chapter 5 -- is a classic example of what can go wrong when the systematicity of meaning, and pragmatic implicatures, are overlooked.  A similar error infects one of Austin’s main arguments (discussed on pp. 174-8) for a central thesis of Sense and Sensibilia – that knowledge of objects arising directly from perception often does not rest on evidence. A different kind of obliviousness to the systematicity of meaning – the so-called Frege-Geach point – is shown in chapter 6 to tell against Hare’s performative analysis of good, while Ryle’s Dilemmas is found to contain serious errors due to his adherence to T1 and T3, and to his the assimilation of necessity and apriority to analyticity. Recurring flaws like these doomed the school, despite the fact that it produced some enduring classics of the analytic tradition. 


I now turn to Weatherson’s complaints about my treatment of particular philosophers, starting with Ryle.  His first complaint focuses on Ryle’s argument that seeing a tree is not an inner physiological state, because my knowing that I see a tree doesn’t require knowing physiological facts.  I criticize this argument for conflating a metaphysical question about the essential nature (necessary identity) of my seeing the tree with an epistemological question about what knowing that I see a tree involves.   Although Weatherson agrees with the criticism, he takes the mistake to be “basically verbal,” since he thinks that Ryle’s position can trivially be revised to avoid it.  The revision makes the functionalist point that since seeing a tree is a multiply realizable state, it is not identical with any of its concrete realizations.  However, this is not a revision Ryle can accept.  The crucial point for Ryle is not just that seeing a tree cannot in general be identified with a single neurological realization, but also that particular instances of the state, like my seeing a tree a minute ago, can’t either.  This belies functionalism. For the functionalist, talk about our perceptions is analogous to talk about an automobile’s carburetor.  Just as talk about what a carburetor does is functionalist talk about causally efficacious internal structure -- each particular instance of which is identical with a physical particular under the hood -- so talk about our perceptions is supposed to be functionalist talk about causally efficacious internal structure, each token of which is identical with a particular neurological event.  Since Ryle would reject any such identification as a category mistake, his view is not salvageable in the way Weatherson imagines.


Weatherson’s next point is better. He observes that I wrongly labeled, as a form of verificationism, Ryle’s argument that if the beliefs and desires of an agent A were internal states, unobservable to other agents, then such agents could never know, or even plausibly conjecture, that A believed or desired anything.  The argument assumes that hypotheses about the mental that can’t be conclusively verified or falsified by observation can’t be known or justifiably believed.  However, it does not assume that they are meaningless, and so should not have been labeled, a form of verificationism.  Weatherson is right -- the label was sloppy – even though the critique of Ryle’s argument was sound.

Weatherson’s final point about Ryle concerns his behaviorism. He begins with the humorous acknowledgement that, of course, Ryle must be counted as a behaviorist because what we mean in philosophy by ‘behaviorist’ is determined by the reference-fixing description ‘one who shares Ryle’s view of the mental’ – as if this were an arbitrary linguistic stipulation, with little behind it.  He ends by acknowledging that in fact there is nothing arbitrary about such a stipulation; of course, Ryle was a behaviorist, since he was not an eliminativist about the mental and he rejects the view that mental states are brain states -- leaving nothing else for them to be but behavioral dispositions.   Between these two acknowledgements, Weatherson criticizes me for calling Ryle a behaviorist.   But if Ryle really was a behaviorist, what is wrong with calling him one?  

Weatherson seems to be worried about three points:  (i) Ryle didn’t think of himself as a behaviorist and didn’t like being called one; (ii) Ryle’s dispositional analyses of mental terms freely invoke other mental terms, without (as I emphasize) any systematic effort to show that the chain of analyses bottoms out in entirely behavioral and non-mentalistic language; and (iii) Ryle is in general no friend of reduction – in the sense of the reduction of one theory to another (as in the logicist reduction discussed in Volume 1).  All of these points, are, I believe, of a piece – not only with one another but with Ryle’s insistence that it is wrong to expect philosophical analyses to yield necessary and sufficient conditions for the application of a term.  In keeping with this view, he would reject the claim that there are any truths ((x (Mx ( Bx)( that count as definitions or analyses, where M is a formula containing a mentalistic notion like ‘believe’ and B is an entirely behavioral and physicalistic formula.  Moreover, Ryle would see in this rejection the rejection of behaviorism, and the explanation of (ii) and (iii).  

It is, I think, because he thought of behaviorism in this narrow sense that Ryle didn’t regard himself as a behaviorist.  Nevertheless, he was a behaviorist in the properly more expansive sense of believing that talk of the mental is, in the end, nothing more than talk of behavior.
  The problem is that the dispositional analyses of mental terms on which he spilled so much ink do nothing to establish this.  Perhaps he thought that his critique of the Cartesian picture – and of conceptions of mental states as causally efficacious internal states of any kind -- already established that talk of the mental is nothing more than talk of behavior. Recall his famous analogy (discussed on pp. 94-96) between (i) the view that talk of the mental is talk about something internal that stands behind observable behavior and (ii) the view that talk of the university is talk about something beyond the visible buildings, people, activities, and their coordination.  Just as (ii) is, in Ryle’s view, self-evidently absurd, so is (i).  Thus, he mistakenly seemed to think, his “version of behaviorism” was uncontentious, and unworthy of the name.

I next turn to Weatherson’s complaint that my attribution to Austin of an anti-skeptical goal in Sense and Sensibilia is unfounded, and his suggestion that Austin’s aim was merely to advance direct realism about perception. It is true that Austin was a vigorous opponent of sense-data, and a harsh critic of attempts to analyze the perception relation we bear to ordinary objects in terms of any supposedly more basic relation involving appearances.  However, to stop there is to miss his attack on the privileged epistemic role of appearance statements, expressed by (1), in justifying knowledge attributions. 

1.
Knowledge of ordinary objects in our environment requires empirical evidence provided by statements about how things perceptually appear.  These appearance statements constitute a maximally secure epistemic foundation encompassing crucial evidence for claims about the ordinary objects around us.

Although Austin recognizes special difficulties with versions of (1) that take appearance statements to be about sense data, he makes it clear that he regards (1) as a dangerously incorrect invitation to skepticism. no matter how appearance statements are construed.  For this reason, he mounts two main arguments against it.  One (discussed on pp. 174-8) attempts to show that certain statements -- like the statement It’s a pig, made looking at a pig directly in front of one -- are known without one’s having evidence for them at all.  The other (discussed on pp. 187-92) tries to show that it is wrong to think of appearance statements as having greater epistemic security than that of the ordinary material-object statements they are supposed to justify.  


Austin notes the connection with skepticism near the end of Sense and Sensibilia, in discussing Warnock’s linguistic version of Berkeley.  

Although Warnock insists that neither he nor Berkeley has any intention of casting doubt on the judgments we ordinarily make, of arguing for any brand of philosophical scepticism, this procedure of representing forms of words [ordinary material-object statements judged true on the basis of perception] as in general vulnerable is, of course, one of the major devices by which the sceptical theses have commonly been insinuated.  … What Warnock is really trying to do … is to produce … a minimally adventurous form of words, by use of which we can always stick our necks out as little as possible.  And in the end he arrives at the formula, ‘It seems to me now as if …’ … But Warnock doesn’t leave it at that; he goes on to say that statements about ‘material things’ are not the same as sets of statements about how things seem – the two kinds of statements are related as verdicts to evidence. … But this comparison is really quite disastrous.  It clearly involves falling in with a number of mistakes we mentioned earlier on [in the discussion of Ayer] – with the idea, for instance, that statements about ‘material things’ as such are always, have to be, based on evidence, and that there is a particular other kind of sentence [appearance statements] the business of which is to be evidence-providing. … Warnock’s comparison also leads directly to just the kind of ‘scepticism’ which he is officially anxious to disavow. … To give a verdict on evidence is precisely to pronounce on some matter on which one is not a first-hand authority.  So to say that statements about ‘material objects’ are in general like verdicts is to imply that we are never, that we can’t be, in the best position to make them … But to put the case in this way is to make it seem quite reasonable to suggest that we can never know, we can never be certain, of the truth of anything we say about ‘material things’… But how absurd it is … It is just this kind of comparison which does the real damage. (138- 41)

As this passage makes clear, Austin’s concern with perception was intimately linked to a concern with how it provides knowledge, and to his view that non-realist, appearance-based, treatments of perception open the door to disastrous and absurd forms of skepticism.   It must be remembered that Sense and Sensibilia is an attack on two main works --  Ayer’s The Foundations of Empirical Knowledge, in which a sense-data analysis of perception is placed in service of a phenomenalist capitulation to skepticism, and Warnock’s Berkeley, in which a sympathetic ordinary-language face is put on Berkeley’s skeptical phenomenalism.
  To read Sense and Sensibilia oblivious to Austin’s evident intent of demolishing the epistemically disastrous effects of misguided philosophies of perception is to fail to come to grips with one of its central themes.

In the case of Wittgenstein, Weatherson objects to the connection I draw between the deflationary conception of philosophy in the Investigations and the identification of necessity, apriority, and  analyticity. I argue that Wittgenstein’s deflationism is a consequence of (i) his view that the problems of philosophy are linguistic, and so are to be solved by linguistic analysis, (ii) his rejection of the Tractarian conception of analysis as involving hidden logical forms, and (iii) his social conception of meaning and deflationary conception of rule-following, understood in terms of socially-conditioned agreement about the use of words.  Point (i) is a holdover from the Tractatus, where the necessary, the apriori, and the linguistically, and logically, true are explicitly identified. The Investigations is similarly explicit that truths that are not empirical or scientific are apriori and therefore linguistic in nature.  Since -- like other major philosophers of the period — Wittgenstein took the necessary and the apriori to be one, he did, as I maintain, identify necessity, apriority, and analyticity.
 


It is true that in the Investigations Wittgenstein doesn’t pay much attention to necessity, per se.  Nor, so far as I know, does he argue directly from the necessity of philosophical claims to their apriority, and then to their analyticity.  Thus, Weatherson seems to think, recognition of the Kripkean necessary aposteriori would not have affected his meta-philosophical position.  I am not so sure. Although such a recognition may not have disrupted any direct argumentative route to (i), showing that necessity cannot be reduced to analyticity, would, I suspect, have encouraged the suspicion that apriority can’t either – as it has for us -- and in that way threatened (i).  Even more important, there were already good grounds at the time Wittgenstein wrote to reject the linguistic conception of the apriori.  As shown in chapter 12 of Volume 1, Quine’s argument in “Truth by Convention” was a powerful (though underappreciated) attack on the idea that analyticity explains apriority.
  Weatherson emphasizes that some analytic philosophers argued, rather than simply assumed, that the way to explain the necessary apriori was to identify it with the analytic.  That’s true. But if the philosophers of the period were so open to argument on this point, some defender of the linguistic conception of the apriori should have cogently answered Quine.  That none did suggests that the identification of necessity, apriority, and analyticity had, by the forties, attained the status of a dogma.


The relevance of Quine to my evaluation of Wittgenstein’s linguistic conception of philosophy underscores another way in which Weatherson is off target.  He notes the far-reaching importance I attach to the progress we have made in distinguishing logical, analytic, apriori, and necessary truth – and also my recognition of Kripke’s contribution to this progress.  However, he fails to note my recognition of the contributions of others. In Quine’s case, these include his 1936-argument against the linguistic conception of the apriori, and his 1951-argument against the linguistic conception of the necessary.   Wittgenstein, among others, ignored them at his peril.


Weatherson’s underestimation of the significance of Wittgenstein’s and Ryle’s identification of the necessary and the apriori with the analytic, and his neglect of my discussion of Quine’s contribution to the ultimate disentanglement of these three types of truth, leads him to complain that I exaggerate the importance of Kripke.  Unfortunately, he gives no examples of any such exaggeration apart from the problematic remarks he makes about Ryle and Wittgenstein that I have already dealt with.  Instead, he tries to make his point with a string of pejoratives  – Whig history, and Kripke as hero and deus ex machina – as well as with sarcasm -- “Soames gives us no inkling of where theories of direct reference came from save from the brilliant mind of Kripke.”  What is one to say about the evident irritation animating these remarks?  

To me, it appears to have led him to misrepresent the role Kripke plays in my history.  A few factual observations may help.  First, though Kripke certainly blazed the trail, he has never been a direct reference theorist in the sense (intended by Weatherson) that David Kaplan, Nathan Salmon, and I have been.  Second, Weatherson’s repeated implication that I uncritically give Kripke more than his due ignores my extensive criticism in chapters 15-17 of important aspects of his account of the necessary aposteriori and the contingent apriori.  Third, as Weatherson well knows, but apparently can’t accept, the aim of my already lengthy volumes made it impossible to trace the antecedents not just of Kripke’s views on reference, but of many of the important ideas I discuss.  Fourth, although Weatherson says that “there’s no discussion of the possible connections between Wittgenstein’s later theories and direct reference,” precisely this point is discussed on pages 18-22.   

Finally, a general point.  I wouldn’t be doing philosophy if I didn’t think that it progressed, and that as a result we know more now than we did a century ago.  For that reason, I don’t view the history of philosophy as a story of the irresolvable clash of defensible but irreconcilable views, in which all we can do is present the passing parade of who said what, and who influenced whom.  Instead, I see it as an identification of what philosophical progress has been made, and an account of how it was made.  For those who think this is “Whig history” I pose two questions.  First, if you don’t think that progress is made in philosophy, or that history should chronicle it, why should we be interested in the subject, or its history, at all?  Second, if you agree that history is centrally concerned with real philosophical progress, but you think I have misidentified it, what have been the most important developments in the past century, and what shortcomings in the philosophy that preceded them does our more advanced knowledge allow us to spot? 

� See Wittgenstein on games and family resemblances (discussed on pp. 16-17, 26-27), and Ryle on conceptual analyses (discussed on pp. 79-80).


� This is all I meant in the chapter about Ryle’s need to show that talk of the physical reduced to talk of the behavioral.


� A.J. Ayer, The Foundations of Empirical Knowledge, (New York: Macmillan), 1940; G.J. Warnock, Berkeley, (New York: Pelican Books) 1953.


� In assessing the quotation of a Wittgensteinian remark about the synthetic apriori, I would emphasize his mention of the analysis of the concept of prime number.  Analysis, understood in the old logical manner, was something that Wittgenstein gave up after the Tractatus. According to the later Wittgenstein, something might hold by virtue of meaning, even if its truth is not guaranteed by any old-style analysis (and so would be judged synthetic by the old standard).


� W.V. Quine, “Truth by Convention,” first published in O. H. Lee (ed.), Philosophical Essays for A. N. Whitehead, (New York: Longmans), 1936;  reprinted  in The Ways of Paradox, (New York: Random House), 1966.
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