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REPLY TO JAMES CONANT

I'have profited more than I can say from Jim Conant’s ﬂm_omovrﬂo&m MMMMWMM
i i d his willingness to
larship, as well as from his warmth an . . .
Mwawmwwaonaw of virtually everything I have written in the _mmm%ommmwwm
resent paper, which goes far beyond just a response to my &EM mcoﬁm
W?anmnoa Necessity” is an excellent example Mm irmﬁmzwaaﬂa - mMa ooB.
i justi to this -
ns of space, I cannot begin to @o.ucm:on ere to this . :
w%owﬂmwmmm%. but W:oma_% recommend reading and Ram&cm it, for it nom_—wﬂww
MS& anmomﬁmv more than one reading to fully m.&mo%. It _Hm EMM M rﬂmmovg
i i i ften kept apart in convention
the way in which topics 80. o . o scholashin and o
ts—history of philosophy, Wittgens . .
WMMMMHMM philosophy of logic—can benefit mn.oB having their deep and
manifold relationship brought out by a _un:_mnm _Eo_.muwﬂ“:& length. Both
ivi i oug] .
Conant’s paper divides into two parts, of r :
parts owﬂgz oﬂmemaoum on my philosophy Mm _om_m. qwm M_H.MM WMMMM.M%MW
i both Conant an :
concerns the forerunners of my view, as dI bich o
ts on Descartes’s views, w
Kant and Frege. (Conant also commen s Wisenmstoims
i than mention.) The second part rea .
et i the Tt i d offers a rful rebuttal of what is
i i powerfu
Tractatus in the light of my views, and o . -
i k. I am totally in agreem
i ost common way of reading E&. worl 1
”MWﬂMM“E on all this, so in this reply I will E.BE% take the opportunity to
expand on and clarify some points in my position.

SE AND MEANING . . . . .
o Conant reports “very recent Putnam” as agreeing with Wittgenstein

that “sense had not (yet) been made of the n:ommon.w Mw to a”o WM%MWMMW%M
i i ite right, but since,* unlike most phi y
the laws of logic. That is quite right, . philosophers.
“ ” “ ing” as synonyms, it may g . ;
do not use “sense” and “meaning” a : . e
impression that I think the denial of a law of logic has no meaning, in w
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case it would be utterly unclear how I could regard sentences which contain
such denials as subsentential components as meaningful, Clearly a sentence
which can be shown to be self-contradictory can function as a meaningful
part of a larger sentence; for example, a conditional whose consequent is
known to be self-contradictory is treated as equivalent to the denial of its
antecedent.

What 1 argue in the paper Conant cites is that the word “sense” in ques-
tions like “In what sense do you mean that?” is much more flexible than the
word “meaning” as used in philosophers’ talk of “translation manuals” and
“recursive specifications of meaning.” To use an example due to Charles
Travis, suppose someone paints the leaves on my Japanese ornamenta] tree
(which has copper-colored leaves) green, If someone who doesn’t know
what happened remarks that my tree has “green leaves”, is that right or
wrong? We may reply that it all depends on what sense we give to “green
leaves™; but I don’t think this shows that that either “green” or “leaves” has
two meanings. Rather, it shows that even given the (dictionary) meanings of
the words, we do not always know what a particular sentence says (if any-

in the language, but it also depends on a multitude of features of the context.
A case which interested me as far back as “It Ain’t Necessarily So™ jg

Similarly, “Momentum is not exactly mass times velocity” once had no
sense; but it is part of Einstein’s achievement that the sense he gave those
words now seems inevitable. We read old physics texts roBovroEo&Q for
the most part; certainly we do not say that “momentum” used to refer to a dif-
ferent Quantity, but rather that the old theory was wrong in thinking that
momentum was exactly my. So this is not a case of giving a word a new
meaning in the language. But that does not alter the fact that the use to
which we put those words (the sense we have given them) was not available
before Einstein. Even if we decide to say that the sentence “had a meaning
in the language” even before Einstein, that does not mean that it was under-
standable—understandable as a claim—before Einstein.

Coming to the case of the laws of logic: certainly there is no meta-
physical guarantee available that something that will strike us as completely
analogous to what happened in the case of geometry will never happen in the

375



field of logic. To point this out is the right way tobe a “fallibilist” with respect
to logical laws. But to express fallibilism ‘positively’, by saying “The laws
of logic may turn out to be wrong,” is a mistake: for we have no more suc-
ceeded in giving those words a sense now than the pre-Euclideans I imag-

ined a moment ago had succeeded in giving a sense t0 “a plane triangle may
have two right angles as base angles.”

SENSE AND NONSENSE

In “Rethinking Mathematical Necessity” 1 dismissed the question as to
whether contradictions are Bomﬁbm_nmm as “futile”. Thus when I suggested
that Frege was attracted to and Wittgenstein actually held the position that
the negation of a theorem of logic violates the conditions for being a think-
able thought or judgment, 1 was not excluding contradictions from “mean-
ing” in the sense of well-formedness in the language, or saying that they have
no use at all. (As already pointed out, a sentence which is known to be self-
contradictory can still function as a meaningful part of alarger sentence.) My
point was, rather, that a contradiction cannot be used to make an intelligible

claim.?

IS PHILOSOPHY JUST THE UNMASKING OF NONSENSE?

In the second half of his paper, Conant suggests that reading the
Tractatus in the light of my present view can help to explicate that work. The
emphasis of Conant’s reading is not on the early Wittgenstein’s conception
of philosophy; rather, he concentrates on (and, in my opinion, greatly illu-
minates) the form of the work, but he does say some Very helpful things
about that conception of philosophy, and I cannot resist commenting on
that conception.

Conant reads the Wittgenstein of the Tractatus as having had the fol-
lowing conception of philosophy (often taken to be the conception of the
later Wittgenstein): philosophy exposes the kind of nonsense that bewitches
the intellect by reducing it to, or unmasking it as, plain nonsense. (Both
Conant® and I see the later Wittgenstein as moving beyond this conception,
but that is material for another essay.#) Now, 1 do think that a great deal of
nonsense has always accompanied philosophy, and that no one can spend a
lifetime doing philosophy without sometimes falling into speaking non-

sense. But I do not accept the Tractarian view that the unmasking of non-
sense is the entire business of the philosopher (which is not to say thatitisn’t
a necessary part of philosophy).

What the Tractarian view misses, it seems to me, is the fact that phi-
losophy does not spring up in a void. Great wr.%movio& movements arise
from reflection on life and on the place of humanity in the world. Again and
again they have proposed ways of redirecting both individual and social life.
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HEm moﬁi&?l%o activity of putting forward and discussing what I called
H\H_ENB_. images of the ioaa.: in The Many Faces of Realism—seems to me

M Eaa.ﬁgmm_u_m task of philosophy.* Philosophy certainly needs moments
M- technical argument, and it needs moments of exposing nonsense, but nei-
ther ﬁ.vw Eomn adds up to anything of lasting value in the absence ,% moral
imagination.

In ooz.,\nammos with Drury, Wittgenstein made the remark that “The
Eoc._mam &mo.cmmoa in the Investigations are being seen from a religious point
of view. HEm remark has puzzled commentators, who have thought that it
must be o<.am=8 of a covert religious doctrine underlying Wittgenstein’s
overt HowowEm. This Eﬂoﬂnoﬁwaon neglects the fact that Wittgenstein also said
mo Drury H am not a no:mwo.:m man, but I cannot help seeing every problem
rom a religious point of view.” What does it mean to see a philosophical
problem from a religious point of view? I am struck by the following mbmuo
between the present situations of religion and philosophy: any reli moww
v.anmo:.jsmﬁ become aware, in our time, of the widespread qnn.aoso Sma i
tify nn:m:i i:r the diseases of religion—with fundamentalism. ?Wma&mo“
mSa mcwmnmﬁ.uou in all its forms. Certainly one cannot simply say .E& nnmmwom
is a good thing; it can work good, but it can also work great evil, and God
Ho:o Wsoim .S.roEoH w has so far worked more of the one or of the MVSQ And
_ ere is a m.BwEm_M similar, So.cmr smaller-scale, tendency to Eo:ﬂ@.\ phi-
omwv.g.\ .2_9 the diseases of philosophy—with dogmatism, apriorism, unin-
«oc_m_c_:ar .EE nonsense. (And again, one cannot simply mmw that vE_o,mo h
is a good thing, and for the same reason.) There is, on the other hand m_woVN
tendency to ‘reinterpret’ religion as radical politics, or morality, or vmaoch

M_mo%_”ﬂab etc.; m:.a 50.3 is a strikingly similar tendency to reinterpret phi-
. :v y as oomeZm science, or nmam.momgmmo speculation in general. But I
elieve Qm.ﬁ vr__nmovrw and religion must both be defended, defended from
mro.: enemies, within and without, and defended also from ,Eow misguided
reinterpreters’. To apply to philosophy a remark that Wilfrid Ombgo__mmnma

made about religion years ago: i i
: go: it cannot raise us above a human i
can bring us fo a fully human level. fovel but
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