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ABSTRACT

KNOWLEDGE AND THE NATURE OF LANGUAGE 

IN POLITICAL SCIENCE

John W illiam  Danford 

Yale U n ivers ity  1976

Hobbes claimed to establish p o li t ic a l science on a s o lid  episte- 

mological foundation fo r  the f i r s t  time. According to  Hobbes, a l l  gen

uine knowledge must be secured by what he ca lled the resolutive-composi

t iv e  method. This method is  based on a p a rticu la r view o f language. 

Exploration o f th is  conception o f language leads us to John Locke's Essay 

Concerning Human Understanding, where we discover more fu l ly  the view o f 

meaning and d e fin it io n  to which the new method fo r  securing knowledge is  

connected. In the Philosophical Investiga tions , Ludwig W ittgenstein 

presents a c r it iq u e  of a view of language which is  very s im ila r to  the 

one developed by Hobbes and Locke. The c r it iq u e  leads us to  doubt not 

only Hobbes's and Locke's account o f language, but also the understanding 

o f method which is  based on i t .  W ittgenstein supplies us w ith  an a lte r 

native account o f the nature o f language and o f how words have meanings. 

The doubts raised about Hobbes's method lead us to  reconsider the method 

he attempted to  replace. The p a rtic u la r d is taste  he expressed fo r  the 

approach o f A r is to t le  suggests our consideration o f A r is to t le 's  concep

tion  o f knowledge in  p o lit ic a l science. We explore fu rth e r the method
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o f inqu iry  ch a ra c te ris tic  o f the c lass ica l approach by an analysis o f 

P la to 's  Meno. A number o f pa ra lle ls  between W ittgenste in 's view o f 

language and the c lass ica l understanding o f knowledge and inqu iry  are 

examined. In the concluding chapter questions are raised about the 

p a ra lle ls  which have been suggested between W ittgenstein, A r is to t le ,  

and Plato. Consideration is  given to the im plica tions o f th is  study 

fo r  in q u irie s  in  p o li t ic a l science today.

i
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Modern p o li t ic a l science understands i t s  goal to be a complete 

understanding o f p o lit ic s  or socie ty, which is  to say a complete under

standing o f the workings o f p o li t ic a l in s t itu t io n s ,  p o lit ic a l processes, 

power re la tionsh ips , and so fo rth . This is  admitted to be a great ambi

tio n , but there is  reason to th ink  such knowledge w ith in  our grasp, even 

though the p ro jec t has ju s t  begun. We are inc lined  to agree w ith  th is  

modest optimism. The p o lit ic a l th-inkers o f previous centuries would have 

granted th is  p o s s ib il ity  even more re a d ily  than we do. They, however, 

would have asked us, What for? What is  the purpose o f such an under

taking? Natural sc ie n tis ts  seek to  unlock the secrets o f nature fo r  the 

benefit o f mankind. There is  l i t t l e  problem w ith th is  form ulation. As 

fa r  as the natural s c ie n tis t is  concerned, e ith e r we already know or some

one else is  responsible fo r  determining what is  the bene fit fo r  mankind.

But why do p o li t ic a l sc ie n tis ts  want to unlock the secrets o f p o li t ic a l 

processes? I t  is  not, we a l l  agree, because o f the pleasure o f knowing 

in  i t s e l f .  Rather, i t  is  because i f  we understand p o li t ic s ,  we can run 

society be tte r. We w i l l  be in  a pos ition  to use our knowledge fo r  the 

benefit o f mankind. But how can we know what is  be tte r or what benefits 

unless we have some comprehensive understanding o f what is  good? For th is  

we look to the branch o f p o lit ic a l science which is  called normative pol

i t ic a l  theory.

But normative p o lit ic a l theory, i t  turns out, is  p rim a rily  concerned
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with the h is to ry  o f normative p o lit ic a l theory. I t  studies and explicates 

the great theories o f the past, and presents them as a set o f a lte rna tives 

open to us to choose from. I t  does th is  because today we believe i t  is  

impossible fo r  anyone to say, s c ie n t if ic a l ly ,  tha t any o f these a lte rna

tives is  wrong. In  other words, we are inc lined  to answer "no" to the 

question whether we can have genuine knowledge o f the proper ends o f 

human l i f e .  Yet the barest acquaintance w ith the h is to ry  o f p o lit ic a l 

thought is  s u ff ic ie n t to  inform us tha t th is  answer would not have been 

given in  any other age p r io r  to roughly a century ago. Almost a l l  p o l i t i 

cal philosophers in  a l l  ages before our own aspired to s c ie n t if ic  know

ledge o f human goals, th a t is ,  to  what was a t one time called p o lit ic a l 

science simply and now is  called normative p o lit ic a l theory. Whether 

from an urge to  conform or ju s t  from common sense, the fa c t o f our unique 

position should a t leas t give us pause to examine the foundations o f our 

own th inking. Is our understanding satis factory?

i

Our f i r s t  response to the question whether we can have genuine 

knowledge o f the proper ends of human l i f e  is  l ik e ly  to  be th a t we need 

to ask what knowledge is  or what the "cogn itive  status" o f the required 

information is .  I f  we look around we fin d  th a t a simply astonishing amount 

o f modern philosophy is  concerned w ith questions about knowledge; ep iste- 

mology may even be said to be the main theme in  modern philosophy. We fin d  

that a t the core o f the question are questions about the nature o f science. 

There is  an enormous lite ra tu re  devoted to  the methodology o f science. I t  

does not require very much exposure to th is  lite ra tu re  fo r  one to begin to 

wonder whether the nature of s c ie n t if ic  knowledge is  i t s e l f  only a matter 

o f opinion.
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But i t  is  not a matter o f opinion, as anyone tra ined in  science

knows. And we may be misled i f  we t r y  to  discover what science is  by

looking a t what sc ie n tis ts  do. How could we d is tingu ish  between science

and witchdoctoring claiming to  be science? A fte r a l l ,

we do have standards fo r  s c ie n t if ic  research. We re je c t fake cancer 
cures or the formulations o f w itch doctors because there is  something 
about the methodology o f these self-designated "s c ie n tis ts "  th a t is  
not accepted as proper according to  the c r ite r ia  o f science. They . 
do not seek empirical confirmation according to accepted standards.

We need, then, to  ask what the standards o f science are, what the method 

o f science is .  I t  makes sense here to  look fo r  the inventors or discov

erers o f th a t method, in  order to  see what they thought they were doing.

But when we begin to look we fin d  a surpris ing fa c t. Where now we speak 

of the s c ie n t if ic  method, the method o f science, men in  e a r lie r  ages used 

the p lu ra l: there was not one s c ie n t if ic  method but many, fo r  d iffe re n t 

sciences. I f  we look a t the age when what we ca ll s c ie n t if ic  method began 

to emerge, we fin d  th inkers who f e l t  themselves compelled to  argue fo r  the 

new method o f science by claiming th a t i t  was the one way which is  superior

to a l l  other approaches. I t  may be said th a t our current assumptions are
o

testimony to  the power o f th e ir  arguments.

We might give any number o f reasons fo r  saying p o li t ic a l science

^Morton Kaplan, M acropolitics (Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co., 
1969), p. 4.

2
But see Abraham Kaplan, The Conduct o f Inqu iry (Scranton, Pa.: 

Chandler Publishing Co., 1964), pp. 25-33. Kaplan is  a t pains to  show 
tha t there is  no one "s c ie n t if ic  method" but ra ther many d if fe re n t tech
niques in  science. He also explores the d is tin c tio n  between " lo g ic - in -  
use," which involves the procedures employed by s c ie n tis ts , from " recon
structed-! og ic ," or the attempts o f observers to express th a t procedure 
ex post fac to . While Kaplan is  r ig h t  in  ca llin g  a tten tion  to  the open
ness o f science, i t  is  necessary to emphasize tha t not ju s t  anything 
someone claims to be science is  science (even i f  we cannot be sure a t 
the tim e). This indicates tha t there is ,  a fte r  a l l ,  some coherence in  
s c ie n t if ic  method.
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is  a science. I t  is  a systematic body o f knowledge about p o l i t ic s ,  i t  is  

not based on reve la tion  from God, and so fo r th .  But A r is to t le 's  p o lit ic a l 

science, which is  o lder but not less systematic than ours, is  not today 

thought o f as genuine p o li t ic a l science because i t  is  mixed w ith  normative 

judgments to  a very great degree. Instead we c a ll i t  p o l it ic a l thought 

(part o f the "h is to ry  o f p o lit ic a l thought") or perhaps p o li t ic a l philoso

phy. Now, everyone in  p o lit ic a l science knows these th ings. But why do 

we understand i t  th is  way? Why did p o li t ic a l science begin so la te , or 

why do we th ink  i t  began so late? We wish to see why th is  question about 

the status o f our knowledge is  a matter o f concern to  us when i t  was not 

to th inkers o f e a r l ie r  ages.

Although the study which fo llow s is  p a rtly  about s c ie n t if ic  know

ledge, i t  is  not d ire c t ly  about such matters as v e r i f ia b i l i t y ,  explanation, 

or p red ic tion . The portion  o f lite ra tu re  on the philosophy o f science 

which deals w ith  these matters does not seem to help us in understanding 

why modern p o li t ic a l science is  d if fe re n t from e a r lie r  knowledge which had 

claimed to be p o li t ic a l science. This problem is  a problem w ith  a h is to ry , 

and we must study th a t h is to ry  i f  we are to  f u l ly  understand our own assump

tions. When we sc ru tin ize  the h is to ry  o f philosophy w ith  questions about 

the status o f knowledge, one th inker stands out: Thomas Hobbes. Hobbes 

raised w ith un riva lle d  c la r i ty  the most searching questions about know

ledge o f p o li t ic s .  Some o f his answers to those questions may be said to 

have dominated in  one way or another the philosophy o f the la s t three cen

tu ries .

Hobbes proclaimed himself the founder o f p o lit ic a l science qua 

science, the f i r s t  man to  t ru ly  understand the foundations o f the know

ledge called p o li t ic a l science. I f  Hobbes's assessment o f his achievement
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is  co rrect, he must be accorded the honor o f being the founder o f modern 

social science. What did Hobbes do? P o lit ic a l science began, long before 

Hobbes, as the search fo r  knowledge about what is  good fo r  human beings.

I t  began by asking simple questions such as, What is  jus tice?  What is  

courage? What is  a good c itizen?  How can good c itizens  be educated?

These questions were asked by the e a r lie s t p o lit ic a l th inkers in  a certa in  

s p ir i t  o f directness which we fin d  troublesome. The c lass ica l th inkers 

appear to have been genuinely concerned w ith  knowledge about the p o lit ic a l 

world, but not to have been concerned a t a l l  about how th is  knowledge was 

to be discovered or secured. In a word, they appear not to have worried 

about methodology. This makes them seem somehow naive, not to say unphilo- 

sophic. And th is  is  precise ly the charge brought against them by Hobbes. 

Hobbes claims th a t what is  required to  make knowledge s c ie n t if ic  is  nothing 

more than a tten tion  to  method.

The idea tha t Hobbes is  the founder o f modern p o li t ic a l science is 

l ik e ly  to  meet w ith some objections. Our p o lit ic a l science, as well as 

our natural science, i t  is  said, does not resemble Hobbes's deductive 

model o f science and thus any c r i t ic a l  examination o f his thought is  not 

capable o f teaching us anything about the assumptions we wish to  examine.

I t  is  wise to ind ica te  why th is  view is  inco rrec t. Hobbes, according to 

th is  view, copied the method o f h is science from geometry, which is  deduc

t iv e . But natural science is  not deductive. Hence we can be sure Hobbes 

was wrong. One might make th is  view even stronger by adding the fo llow ing 

considerations: Hobbes began by d is tingu ish ing  science from prudence. Pru

dence is  "much knowledge o f antecedents and consequents," and is  never cer

ta in  or un iversa l, and so on. I t  is  Hobbes's prudence, then, which is  more 

lik e  what we c a ll observational natural science, whose most thoughtfu l
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p rac titione rs  have believed i t  to be never certa in  or f in a l because i t  is  

susceptible o f in f in i te  progress, and which is  based on observation o f 

antecedents and consequents with the aim o f discovering re la tion a l laws.

But th is  is  not the so rt o f "knowledge from experience" Hobbes 

means by prudence. The key to science, fo r  Hobbes as fo r  us, is  to  ex

p la in  something by resolving i t  in to  parts. We don 't understand some

th ing , be i t  the weather, a kidney, combustion processes, or s te lla r  evo

lu t io n , unless we take i t  apart conceptually and see why i t  does what i t  

does or has the properties i t  has. What Hobbes means by prudence, however, 

is  more l ik e  what we mean by the term "cond ition ing": the d ire c t experien

t ia l  knowledge th a t Y fo llows X ( in  a psychology study, fo r  example, th a t 

an e le c tr ic  shock follows a flash ing l ig h t ) .  This so rt o f knowledge from 

experience, which a l l  animals share, according to Hobbes, may allow us to 

operate in  the world, but i t  is  in  no sense science. Science—both Hobbes's 

and ours—always involves language, even i f  only mathematical language.

This is  not to say tha t Hobbes's science is  iden tica l w ith ours.

But the idea th a t his was s t r ic t ly  deductive—a view so often a ttr ib u te d  

to Hobbes—and therefore lik e  geometry but not l ik e  science, is  mistaken. 

Hobbes in s is te d  th a t his knowledge began from his observations o f men and 

manners and thus was in  p r in c ip le  accessible to  anyone able to look a t the 

world and fo llo w , w ith Hobbes, the steps o f his analysis. Analysis or 

reso lu tion  is  the f i r s t  step o f a two-step method, fo r  Hobbes. Analysis 

gives us "sim ples," out o f which, in  the second step, we construct a sys

tem which accounts fo r  re a lity  and o f whose tru th  we can be absolutely 

ce rta in . His f i r s t  attempts to construct a science necessarily involved 

only hypotheses which tested the explanatory elements, u n til the true  

elements or "simples" were discovered. I t  is  Hobbes's procedure, w ith
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i t s  hypothesis, the te s tin g , and the resu lting  model, fo r  which Hobbes is

important, and not his conclusions. We w i l l  examine th is  in  the pages to

come. The claim th a t the method presented by Hobbes does not re fle c t the

tru th  about s c ie n t if ic  inqu iry  is  also countered by some evidence from a

modern a u th o rity , whose knowledge o f science must be accorded respect.

A lbert E instein wrote:

We can d is tingu ish  various kinds o f theories in  physics. Most o f 
them are constructive . They attempt to bu ild  up a p ic tu re  o f the 
more complex phenomena out o f the materials o f a re la tiv e ly  simple 
formal scheme from which they s ta r t  out. . . . Along with th is  most 
important class o f theories there exists a second, . . . These employ 
the a n a ly tic , not the synthetic, method. The elements which form 
th e ir  basis and s ta rtin g -p o in t are not hypo thetica lly  constructed but 
em pirica lly  discovered ones, general cha racte ris tics  o f natural pro
cesses, p rinc ip les  tha t give r is e  to mathematically formulated c r i 
te r ia  which the separate processes or the theore tica l representations 
o f them have to s a t is fy .3

My concern w ith these questions arose in  the fo llow ing way. O rig i

n a lly  tra ined in  natural science, I came to the study o f p o lit ic s  w ith a 

strong in te re s t in  the question o f the foundations o f s c ie n t if ic  knowledge. 

I t  was a matter o f some concern how to re la te  the statements characteris

t ic  o f science to  the questions which seemed to be most important in  p o li

t ic s ,  namely, questions about goals. During a period o f w restling w ith 

th is  problem I had the good fortune to be exposed to the la te r  philosophy 

o f Ludwig W ittgenstein. W ittgenstein, as w i l l  be apparent below, has much 

to teach us about the foundations o f knowledge.

Simultaneously w ith my in troduction to  W ittgenstein, I was studying 

A r is to t le 's  p o li t ic a l science. I was surprised to fin d  a number of s im ila r

i t ie s  in  the approaches o f W ittgenstein and A r is to t le ,  p a rtic u la r ly  in  th e ir

3
Quoted in  A. Kaplan, In qu iry , p. 299. See below, Chapter 2.
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atten tion  to  common speech, or to what we say about th ings, as the s ta r t

ing po in t fo r  investiga tion . This led to a determination to pursue fu rth e r 

the matter o f the connection between the A ris to te lean type o f p o lit ic a l 

science and the understanding o f knowledge which W ittgenstein supplies.

This, in  tu rn , led to  the question, What caused us to abandon th is  approach? 

which appeared to be compatible w ith  the very serious, i f  d i f f i c u l t ,  p h ilo 

sophical perspective o f W ittgenstein. This question I could not immediately 

answer.

Sooner or la te r  every student o f the h is to ry  o f p o li t ic a l thought 

comes across the famous Chapter 46 o f Hobbes's Leviathan, in  which Hobbes 

makes e x p lic it  his judgment o f the philosophy o f his i l lu s tr io u s  prede

cessor:

And I beleeve th a t scarce any th ing can be more absurdly said in  
na tu ra l1 Philosophy, than th a t which now is  ca lled A ris to tle s  
Metaphysiques; nor more repugnant to  Government, than much o f 
tha t hee hath said in  his P o litiq u e s ; nor more ignoran tly , than 
a great part o f his Ethiques.

This, together w ith  Hobbes's claim to be the f i r s t  to make the study o f

p o lit ic s  a science, was a strong ind ica tion  th a t the problem o f knowledge

in  p o li t ic a l science might p ro fita b ly  be examined here. And when Hobbes's

unusual concern w ith  language was added to the equation, things began to

add up. I t  remained only to investiga te  tha t conception o f language, and

the differences w ith W ittgenste in 's understanding emerge in  great c la r i ty .

The steps by which I proceeded have been rearranged fo r  th is  study 

in what I hope is  a sequence more log ica l than e ith e r a s t r ic t  chronological 

order or the more haphazard sequence o f actual in te lle c tu a l discovery. The 

general plan o f th is  work is  th is : we begin, in  Chapter 2, w ith an attempt 

to grasp in  d e ta il Hobbes's own understanding o f his method and o f what i t  

promised. We fin d  tha t th is  method is  connected to  a p a rtic u la r p ic tu re
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of language which Hobbes himself took to be the foundation fo r  his proce

dure. In fa c t ,  Hobbes claims, i t  was lack o f a tten tion  to  language and 

thus to method which was responsible fo r  the f u t i l i t y  o f a l l  e a r lie r  

p o lit ic a l science. But the understanding o f language Hobbes o ffe rs  is  

incomplete; i t  f a i ls  to  s a t is fa c to r ily  answer our questions. We f in d  th a t 

Hobbes's philosophical successor Locke also devotes a great deal o f a tten

tio n  to language. Not only does he share Hobbes's conception o f language,

as we w i l l  see, but in  the Essay Concerning Human Understanding he pre-
4

sents th a t conception in  great d e ta il.  We w i l l  explore th is  conception 

in  Chapter 3. By the end o f Chapter 3 we can p a r t ia l ly  see how what 

Hobbes and Locke accomplished has led to  some o f the questions about 

p o lit ic a l science or knowledge w ith which we began.

We then tu rn  to  a consideration o f W ittgenste in 's understanding 

o f language. We show in  Chapter 4 why, according to W ittgenste in 's ac

count, we must conclude th a t Hobbes and Locke were mistaken in  th e ir  

understanding o f language. This chapter is  essen tia lly  c r i t ic a l .  In 

Chapter 5 we explore the p o s s ib il ity  o f a replacement fo r  the understand

ing c r it ic iz e d  in  Chapter 4, by asking how, on W ittgenste in 's understand

ing, we can inqu ire  in to  the meanings o f our terms.

The p o s s ib il ity  th a t Hobbes and Locke were wrong about language 

forces us to  wonder i f  they were r ig h t  in  th e ir  account o f the proper 

method fo r  p o li t ic a l science. We have already noted th a t Hobbes began 

in  self-conscious opposition to a long tra d it io n  o f philosophy whose 

claim to the status o f p o li t ic a l science he denied. He established, or

^But fo r  a s l ig h t ly  d if fe re n t account, see R. S. Peters and H. 
T a jfe l,  "Hobbes & H u ll: Metaphysicians o f Behavior," in  Hobbes and 
Rousseau, eds. M. Cranston and R. S. Peters (Garden C ity : Doubleday &
Co., 1972), pp. 126-35.
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helped to estab lish in  i t s  place, a p a rtic u la r  s c ie n t if ic  method. Since 

Hobbes's pos ition  has come under suspicion, the po licy  o f examining the 

merits o f his opponents' views recommends i t s e l f  to  us. This we attempt 

to do in  Chapters 6 and 7, which consider, respective ly , the p o li t ic a l 

science presented in  A r is to t le 's  Nicomachean Ethics and the method o f 

inves tiga tion  exemplified in  P la to 's  Meno. At the same time we need to 

consider whether Hobbes's accusations against the p o lit ic a l science o f 

his predecessor were not perhaps well founded. I f  they were ju s t i f ie d ,  

and i f  Hobbes's position  is  equally unsa tis facto ry, we must inqu ire  in to  

the p o s s ib il ity  o f a th ird  a lte rn a tive . We consider th is  issue in  the 

eighth and f in a l chapter.

The reasons fo r  the se lection o f A r is to t le 's  Nicomachean Ethics 

w i l l  become clear in  Chapter 6. I t  su ffices  here to say th a t he is  most 

concerned there w ith  the place which the study o f v irtues  fa kind of 

p o lit ic a l science") should occupy in  the framework o f the in te l le c t .  The 

selection o f P la to 's  Meno is  less easy to explain. There are, fo r  one 

th ing , other dialogues which deal more d ire c tly  w ith knowledge. But the 

Meno presents a confrontation between two perspectives which, as we shall 

see by Chapter 7, seem to be the permanent a lte rna tives in  the debate over 

how to ground our knowledge o f p o lit ic s  and p o lit ic a l goals.

A f in a l word o f c la r if ic a t io n  is  necessary. Although much o f th is  

inves tiga tion  concerns various understandings o f the nature o f language, 

the great debate which is  i t s  underlying theme was not about language.

That debate was about method, and the question o f language only entered 

because Hobbes claimed his predecessors had ignored language, not tha t 

they had misunderstood i t .  Both Hobbes and his predecessors might be 

said to  agree on what the main issue is ,  a t leas t. We are not investiga ting

a
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Plato 's or A r is to t le 's  conceptions o f language (although tha t might be 

worthwhile), except in d ire c tly , by asking what so rt o f understanding they 

must have had in  order to proceed as they d id.

Both Plato and A r is to tle  w i l l  be seen to have wrestled w ith the 

same questions about knowledge and science which were the source o f th is  

study. They answered them, in  general, d if fe re n t ly  from the way we 

answer them in  modern p o lit ic a l science. In add ition , and connected 

with th is ,  they do not present th e ir  understandings as does Hobbes in  

the form o f statements which are eas ily  accessible to  a reader; we are 

compelled to  uncover th e ir  complicated answers by our own e ffo r ts .

Whether the answers which we manage to uncover can stand up to Hobbes's 

accusations must fo r  now remain open to  question.
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CHAPTER 2

HOBBES: THE NEW POLITICAL SCIENCE AND ITS DEPENDENCE ON LANGUAGE

1. Hobbes's Claim and His Evidence fo r  the Claim

In 1655, in  the E p is tle  Dedicatory to  De Corpore, Thomas Hobbes 

boasted th a t while "astronomy and natural philosophy in  general" were but 

young, "C iv il Philosophy" was "ye t much younger, as being no o lder . . . 

than my own book De Cive" (p. ix ) .  We must t ry  to understand the trans

formation Hobbes accomplished in  the foundation o f p o lit ic a l philosophy, 

which enabled him to proclaim himself the founder o f the f i r s t  p o lit ic a l 

science worthy o f the name. He draws a comparison between the progress o f 

the natural sciences and the stage o f development in  c iv i l  philosophy.

" I  know," he w rite s , " th a t the hypothesis o f the earth 's  d iurnal motion 

was the invention o f the ancients; but th a t both i t ,  and astronomy, tha t 

is ,  c e le s tia l physics, springing up together w ith i t ,  were by succeeding 

philosophers strangled w ith snares o f words" (De Corpore, E p is tle  Dedica

to ry , p. v i i i ) .  But Hobbes goes on to  claim tha t the true beginning o f 

astronomy, "except observations," is  "not to be derived from fa rth e r time 

than from Nicolaus Copernicus." Hobbes cred its  Copernicus w ith  the 

achievement o f founding astronomy even while admitting th a t Copernicus 

only "revived the opinion" o f Pythagoras, Aristarchus, and Philolaus.

That is ,  what q u a lif ie s  Copernicus as founder is  not the hypothesis i t 

s e lf ,  which he did not invent, but something else which has to do w ith 

i t s  changed character: i t  was no longer merely an "opinion" susceptible

12

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

o f being "strangled w ith snares o f words.

A s im ila r progress is  traced in  physics and in  b io log ica l science, 

the honor o f founder being accorded to G alileo and Harvey respective ly. 

"Before these, there was nothing ce rta in  in  natural philosophy but every 

man's experiments to him self, and the natural h is to rie s , i f  they may be 

called ce rta in , tha t are no ce rta ine r than c iv i l  h is to rie s " (De Corpore, 

Epistle  Dedicatory, p. ix ) .  What Copernicus, G a lileo , and Harvey had 

each accomplished, according to Hobbes, was to achieve ce rta in ty  fe r  

something more than simply "every man's experiment to h im se lf." The old 

natural philosophy, o r, properly speaking, the precursor o f natural p h il

osophy, was "ra the r a Dream than Science," as Hobbes puts i t  in  Leviathan 

(Ch. 46, p. 686).

Immediately a fte r  his shocking claim to have founded c iv i l  philoso

phy with his De Cive, Hobbes poses fo r  him self th is  question: "But what?

were there no philosophers natural nor c iv i l  among the ancient Greeks? He 

answers: "There were men so ca lled ; witness Lucien, by whom they are

derided; witness divers c it ie s ,  from which they have been often by public 

edicts banned. But i t  fo llows not th a t there was philosophy." The im p li

cation is  th a t men were mistaken in  th ink ing  th a t what they said or heard 

was "philosophy," although, as Hobbes says, i t  was "a l i t t l e  l ik e  philoso

phy." Now whatever th is  mislabeled phenomenon was, i t  was enough lik e

^According to Ferdinand Tbnnies there was a s h i f t  in  the focus o f 
philosophy in  Hobbes's time, and th is  influenced Hobbes to take a mechanis
t ic  approach: "Im 17. Jahrhundert hi ess Philosophie in e rs te r L in ie  Natur-
wissenschaft, demn&chst Wissenschaft schlechthin. . ."  (Ferdinand Tbnnies, 
Thomas Hobbes: Per Mann und der Denker (Leipzig: A.W. Z ic k fe ld t, 1912), 
p. 80). Although TOnnies is  undoubtedly correct to some degree, h is view 
fa i ls  to take account o f Hobbes's own claims th a t what had changed in 
philosophy was ne ither i t s  goal nor i t s  subject but i t s  method, a method 
which fo r  the f i r s t  time promised to secure knowledge in  a broad range of 
f ie ld s  which had tra d it io n a lly  concerned philosophers. Cf. De Corpore, 
Ep istle  Dedicatory.
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philosophy th a t "unwary men," th ink ing  i t  to  be philosophy, "adhered to the 

professors o f i t ,  some to one, some to another, though they disagreed among 

themselves. . ."  ( De Corpore, E p is tle  Dedicatory, pp. ix - x ) .  Those who are 

taught by these professors o f so-called philosophy learn "instead o f wisdom, 

nothing but to dispute, and neglecting the laws, to  determine every question 

according to  th e ir  own fancies" ( ib id . ,  p. x ). That is ,  the p o lit ic a l 

philosophy o f Hobbes's predecessors was not only uncertain but also sub

versive. I t  was subversive p recise ly because i t  was uncerta in, because 

i t  taught men to disagree, to  "neglect the law," to  decide each fo r  him

s e lf  what was r ig h t  or ju s t .  I f  p o l it ic a l philosophy is  to be ju s t i f ie d ,  

i t  must show i t s e l f  to  be useful ra ther than subversive. C lassical pol

i t ic a l  philosophy fa ile d  on two counts, then, according to Hobbes: i t  was 

not philosophy t ru ly  because i t  was not s c ie n t if ic  and ce rta in , and i t  was 

subversive and thus could not be ju s t i f ie d  in  a community, even on grounds 

o f u t i l i t y .  I t  was both th e o re tic a lly  and p ra c tic a lly  unsatis factory.

Hobbes does not doubt th a t philosophy is  the quest fo r  wisdom. In 

th is  respect he is  in  agreement w ith  his predecessors. But c le a r ly , what

ever the ancients thought they had, i t  wasn't true  philosophy, and hence 

not wisdom. "Wisdom properly so ca lled is  nothing else but th is ,  the 

perfect knowledge o f the tru th  in  a l l  matters whatsoever" ( De Cive, E p is tle  

Dedicatory, p. 2). But i f  the ancients were wrong in  th inking  they possessed 

some knowledge o f the tru th , what makes Hobbes so ce rta in  th a t he is n ' t  

equally mistaken in  th ink ing  they fa iled?  He o ffe rs , by way o f evidence, 

some "s igns," or "manifest arguments," th a t "what hath h ith e rto  been 

w ritten  by moral philosophers, hath not made any progress in  the knowledge 

o f the tru th ."  These signs consist in  the fo llow ing : " th a t there should

s t i l l  be such sid ing w ith the several factions o f philosophers, th a t the

..-I

i
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very same action should be decried by some, and as much elevated by others; 

tha t the very same man should a t several times embrace his several opinions, 

and esteem his own actions fa r  otherwise in  himself than he does in  others" 

(De Cive, E p is tle  Dedicatory, p. 4). Controversy, according to Hobbes, is  

a sure sign o f the absence o f wisdom.

I f  we turn to the Elements o f Law, Hobbes's e a r lie s t work on c iv i l  

or moral philosophy, we f in d  Hobbes a t his most self-conscious w ith  respect 

to th is  question o f controversy and knowledge. Already in  the f i r s t  para

graph in  Chapter 1, in  introducing his subject m atter, he w rite s , "And 

seeing th a t true knowledge begetteth not doubt nor controversy, but know

ledge; i t  is  manifest from the present controversies, th a t they which have 

heretofore w ritte n  the reo f, have not well understood th e ir  own subject" 

(Elements, 1 .1 .1 ). In Chapter 13 he makes th is  claim stronger ye t: "The

in fa l l ib le  sign o f teaching exactly , and w ithout e rro r, is  th is :  th a t no 

man hath ever taught the contrary; not th a t few, how few soever, i f  any" 

(Elements, 1 .13.3). Indeed, he says, "When in  opinions and questions 

considered and discussed by many, i t  happeneth tha t not any one o f the 

men th a t so discuss them d if fe r  from another, then i t  may be ju s t ly  in 

fe rred , they know what they teach, and th a t otherwise they do not" ( ib id . ) .  

We may ask where Hobbes could have expected to fin d  such pure knowledge. 

Knowing th a t his statement w i l l  be hard to c re d it,  he claims th a t " th is  

appeareth most m anifestly  to  them tha t have considered the divers sub

je c ts  wherein men have exercised th e ir  pens, and th a t divers ways in 

which they have proceeded; together w ith  the d iv e rs ity  o f the sucess there

o f" ( ib id . ) .  Hobbes in v ite s  his reader to fo llow  the tra in  o f thought by 

which he himself had a rrived  a t the surpris ing conclusion. I t  turns out 

th a t the "d ivers subjects" he compares number exactly two, as do the "divers
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ways" o f proceeding, and, as we might expect, the "d iv e rs ity  o f the suc

cess the reo f." What Hobbes does is  to  compare d ire c tly  the approach, and 

re su lts , in  geometry w ith the approach and resu lts  o f c lassica l p o lit ic a l 

philosophy. As to geometry, he w rites , "To th is  day was i t  never heard 

o f, tha t there was any controversy concerning any conclusion in  th is  

subject; the science whereof hath nevertheless been continua lly  am plified 

and enriched w ith  conclusions o f most d i f f i c u l t  and profound speculation" 

(Elements, 1.13.3). When he compares th is  w ith  the tra d it io n  o f c lass ica l 

p o lit ic a l philosophy, the contrast is  sharp indeed:

On the other side, those men who have w ritte n  concerning the fa cu ltie s  
passions, and manners o f men, th a t is  to  say, o f moral philosophy, or 
o f p o lic y , government, and laws, whereof there be in f in i te  volumes, 
have been so fa r  from removing doubt and controversy in  the questions 
they have handled, tha t they have very much m u ltip lie d  the same; 
nor doth any man a t th is  day so much as pretend to know more than 
hath been delivered two thousand years ago by A ris to tle .(E lem ents,
1.13.3)

What, Hobbes asks, has prevented c iv i l  or p o li t ic a l philosophers from 

achieving as much as the geometers who have "been the authors o f a l l  

those excellences, wherein we d if fe r  from such savage people as are now 

the inhabitants o f divers places in  America?" What is  the reason fo r  the 

immense progress in  th e ir  science? The reason, he says, " is  apparent to 

every man th a t looketh in to  th e ir  w rit in g s ; fo r  they proceed from most 

low and humble p rin c ip le s , evident even to the meanest capacity; going on 

slow ly, and w ith  most scrupulous ra tio c in a tio n  (viz.J from the im position 

o f names they in fe r  the tru th  o f th e ir  f i r s t ,  propositions; and from two 

o f the f i r s t ,  a th ird ;  and from any two o f the three a fo u rth ; and so on.

. . ( Elements, 1 .13.3). He expressed th is  somewhat d if fe re n tly  in  De Cive 

where he warns, "We may not, as in  a c irc le ,  begin the handling o f a science 

from what po in t we please" (E p is tle  Dedicatory, p. 4). Hobbes is  aware, as 

he indicated in  De Corpore, tha t "the f i r s t  grounds o f a l l  science are not
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only not b e a u tifu l, but poor, a r id , and, in  appearance, deformed"

(De Corpore, In troduction ). I t  is  ch a rac te ris tic  o f a science to s ta r t

from "humble p rinc ip les" w ith  which no one can disagree, and proceed

from them by syllogism . But science is  ju s t i f ie d ,  indeed recognized,
2

according to  Hobbes, not by i t s  beauty but by i t s  u t i l i t y .  And th is  

includes c iv i l  and moral philosophy, no less than natural philosophy or 

physics. Hobbes's great ambition was to make c iv i l  philosophy as useful 

as the natural philosophy being developed by his contemporaries, and to 

accomplish th is  by the same method, namely, the method o f geometry. In 

his la te r  tre a tise  on the f i r s t  p rinc ip les o f philosophy, De Corpore,

Hobbes even defines philosophy i t s e l f  as "such knowledge o f e ffec ts  or 

appearances, as we acquire by true ra tio c in a tio n  from the knowledge we 

have f i r s t  o f th e ir  causes or generation: And again, o f such causes or 

generations as may be from knowing f i r s t  th e ir  e ffe c ts " (1 .1 .2 ).

2. The Difference Between Prudence and Science

Why did Hobbes th ink  the enterprise o f which he claimed to be

the founder could only succeed on the terms o f the geometer? Could not

the p o lit ic a l world, or the human world, be "known" in  a way d iffe re n t 

from the way the geometer knows geometry? We must look again and more 

deeply a t Hobbes's conception o f knowledge, in  an e f fo r t  to see why he 

boldly attempted something which the classics e ithe r did not th ink  o f,

2
Thus, science or philosophy is  'the Knowledge acquired by Reason

ing" e ith e r from the "Manner o f the Generation o f any th ing to the Prop
e rtie s ; or from the Properties to some possible Way o f Generation o f the 
same; to the end to  bee able to produce as fa r  as m atter, and humane force 
permit~such E ffec ts , as humane l i f e  requ ire th ” (Leviathan, Ch. 46, p. 682; 
emphasis added). Cf. De Cive, Ep istle  Dedicatory, where Hobbes praises 
geometry fo r  producing "whatsoever things they are in  which th is  present 
age doth d if fe r  from the rude simpleness o f a n t iq u ity ,"  and then goes on 
to say tha t i f  "moral philosophers had as happily discharged th e ir  duty,
I know not what could have been added by human industry to the completion 
o f tha t happiness, which is  consistent w ith  human l i f e . "

f t —
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or did not th in k  possible.

Except fo r  Chapter 9 o f Leviathan ("Of the Several! Subjects o f 

Knowledge"), the only systematic treatment o f the meaning o f "knowledge" 

in  Hobbes's major works is  to be found, as we might expect, in  his f i r s t  

and most self-conscious work, the Elements o f Law. And even here i t  must 

be pieced together from remarks in  three d iffe re n t chapters. The most 

important o f these is  Chapter 6, which, although the chapters themselves 

are not t i t le d ,  is  labeled in  the "Order" which precedes the E p is tle  

Dedicatory, "Of knowledge, opinion, and b e lie f ."  Thus we may suppose i t  

contains Hobbes's most d ire c t as well as e a r lie s t treatment o f "knowledge." 

(Indeed, the re levant chapter in  the much la te r  Leviathan is  a d is t i l la t io n  

of th is  e a r lie r  discussion.)

The f i r s t  so rt o f knowledge consists in "experience o f fa c t ."

This is ,  according to Hobbes, not pecu liar to man but something in  which 

"brute beasts also p a rtic ipa te " (Elements, 1 .6 .4). His form ulation in  the 

Elements o f Law is  consistent w ith  the la te r  one in  Leviathan. In the 

former he describes th is  kind o f knowledge as "nothing else but sense, 

or knowledge o r ig in a l . . . and remembrance o f the same" (Elements, 1 .6 .1 ).

In Leviathan i t  is  "nothing e lse, but Sense and Memory, and is  Absolute 

Knowledge; as when we see a Fact doing, or remember i t  done" (Chv 9^:^p. 147). 

Hobbes equates th is  so rt o f knowledge, " i f  i t  be g rea t," w ith  "prudence" 

(Elements, 1 .6 .4 ). And prudence, which he discusses a t much greater length 

elsewhere, is  "nothing else but conjecture from experience" (Elements,

1.4.10), which is  i t s e l f  the re s u lt o f many times observing antecedents 

and consequents, u n t i l  one has a f a i r  p ic tu re  o f what goes on in  the 

world. Prudence is  "to  conclude from experience, what is  l ik e ly  to  come 

to pass, or to  have passed already" (Elements, 1.6.11). But Hobbes warns
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tha t prudence is  never ce rta in , because "experience concludeth nothing 

un iversa lly" ( Elements, 1.4.20). The "tak ing o f signs from experience," 

tha t is ,  prudence, o ffe rs  no access to tru th ; th is  knowledge is  never 

certa in  because "these signs are but con jectu ra l; and according as they 

have often or seldom fa ile d , so th e ir  assurance is  more or less [s i<3 ; 

but never f u l l  and evident; fo r  though man hath always seen the day and 

night to fo llow  one another h ithe rto ; ye t can he not thence conclude 

they shall do so, or th a t they have done so e te rn a lly " (Elements,

I . 4 .10).3

There would seem to be a certa in  resemblance between what Hobbes

ca lls  prudence and our natural science. He seems to  be speaking o f pre

d ic tive  power which comes from much observation o f sequences o f events, 

from experiments, we might say. But the p o s s ib il i ty  tha t he means some

thing l ik e  physics here is  precluded by the fa c t th a t prudence is  in a r t i 

culate: i t  is  shared by "brutes" and resembles more the "knowledge" o f a

dog who expects food to  appear a fte r observing his master perform certa in  

motions. We c a ll th is  kind o f knowledge from experience "cond ition ing ." 

Science, as we w i l l  see below, may observe the same sequences o f events 

observed by prudence (such as weather pa tte rns). I t  d if fe rs  not because 

o f i t s  subject m atter, but because of i t s  method.

Hobbes's discussions o f experience and prudence immediately fo llow  

those o f sense and imagination (which begin the work in  each case), but

precede a l l  discussions o f knowledge.^ The order o f chapters is  an

O
Since prudence consists in  much knowledge o f antecedents and con

sequents, tha t is  in  "taking signs from experience" or "conjecture," i t  is  
natural fo r  Hobbes to  say tha t "they sha ll conjecture best, th a t have most 
experience; because they have most signs to  conjecture by; which is  the 
reason th a t o ld men are more prudent, th a t is ,  conjecture b e tte r, caeteris 
paribus, than young" (Elements, 1.4.10).

^In add ition  to  the works discussed below, see De Homine, Ch.'X.
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important clue here. Chapter 4 o f the Elements o f Law, from which the

above discussion o f prudence is  taken, is  e n tit le d  in  the "Order,"

"Of the several kinds o f discursion o f the mind." Yet Hobbes does not 

present the discussion as a treatment o f knowledge. We are led to  see 

i t  in  th is  way only by his la te r  equation, in  Chapter 6, o f one so rt o f 

knowledge w ith  "prudence." The chapter which comes between these two 

is ,  i t  turns out, lo g ic a lly  p r io r  (as fa r  as Hobbes is  concerned) to  any 

treatment o f knowledge in  the precise sense (as distinguished from 

prudence): Chapter 5 is  e n t it le d , "Of names, reasoning, and discourse 

o f the tongue." The same sequence appears in  Leviathan: Chapter 5,

"Of Reason, and Science," comes only a fte r  the chapter "Of Speech." The 

reason fo r  th is  order is  most c le a r ly  expressed, however, in  the Elements 

o f Law. What is  th is  reason?

The opening paragraph o f Chapter 6 is  something o f an anomaly fo r  

Hobbes, fo r  i t  is  an anecdote:

There is  a s to ry  somewhere, o f one th a t pretended to have been 
m iraculously cured o f blindness, wherewith he was born, by St. Alban 
or other S t.,  a t the town o f St. A lban's; and th a t the Duke o f 
Gloucester being there, to be s a tis fie d  o f the tru th  o f the m iracle, 
asked the man, What colour is  th is?  who, by answering, I t  is  green, 
discovered him self, and was punished fo r  a co u n te rfe it: fo r  though 
by his s igh t newly received he might d is tingu ish  between green, and 
red, and a l l  other colours, as well as any th a t should in terrogate  
him, ye t he could not possibly know a t f i r s t  s ig h t, which o f them 
was ca lled  green, or red, or by other name. By th is  we may under
stand, there be two sorts o f knowledge, whereof the one is  nothing 
else but sense, or knowledge o rig in a l (as I have said a t the beginning 
o f the second chapter), and remembrance o f the same; the other is  ca l
led science or knowledge o f the tru th  o f p ropositions, and how things 
are ca lle d , and is  derived from understanding. Both o f these sorts 
are but experience; the former being the experience o f the e ffec ts  o f 
things th a t work upon us from w ithout; and the la t te r  the experience 
men have o f the proper use o f names in  language. (Elements, 1.6.1)

The second so rt o f knowledge, then, is  science. I t  can be in tro 

duced to the reader only a fte r  Hobbes has introduced speech, or language, 

o r, as he says, "names and appe lla tions ." And not only to the reader,
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but to men simply, fo r  "the invention o f names hath been necessary fo r  

the drawing o f men out o f ignorance" (Elements, 1.5.13). Before men 

have language, or naming, they can indeed "know" in  a sense, a d ire c t 

phenomenal sense, ju s t  as the man o f S t. Alban's "knew" how to d is t in 

guish colors by s ig h t, one from the other. But u n t il the colors were 

named, he could not know "which o f them was called green, or red, or by 

other name." In th is  p re lin g u is tic  condition men's knowledge does not 

d if fe r  from th a t o f "brute beasts" which can know the world phenomenally 

in the same way. But, w rites Hobbes, "by the advantage o f names i t  is

tha t we are capable o f science, which beasts, fo r  want o f them, are not; 

nor man, w ithout the use o f them: fo r  as a beast misseth not one or two 

out o f her many young ones, fo r  want o f those names o f order, one, two, 

three, &c., which we c a ll number; so ne ither would a man, w ithout repeat

ing o ra lly , or m enta lly, the words o f number, know how many pieces o f 

money or other things l ie  before him" (Elements, 1 .5 .4). I t  is  language, 

or naming, which makes possible the second s o rt o f knowledge, the so rt 

peculiar to man, the "reg is te rs" o f which "are ca lled the sciences" 

(Elements, 1 .6 .1 ).^

3. The De Facto Reduction of Knowledge to Science 

and the New Meaning o f "Truth" and "Evidence"

To f in d  our way to the core o f Hobbes's conception o f language, we

need to begin w ith  a closer inspection o f how he defines knowledge. There 

is  a t least a tension, i f  not a con trad ic tion , in  Hobbes's conception o f

^)n speech as the d istingu ish ing  feature o f human beings, see Raymond 
Pol in , P o litiq u e  e t philosophie chez Thomas Hobbes (Paris: Presses univer-
s ita ire s  de France, 1953), pp. 5, 7, 12-13, 99. Pol in argues th a t because
speech is  a human invention, we may understand Hobbes to mean th a t man
makes him self (thus Hobbes prefigures the s im ila r claim made by Rousseau), 
(pp. 24-25).
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|  knowledge. The tension arises from the fa c t tha t while Hobbes e x p lic it ly

i  states tha t there are "two sorts o f knowledge" (Elements 1 .6 .1 ), fo r  the

most part he seems to consider only one o f these real knowledge, and in

one place even defines knowledge so as to exclude im p lic it ly  the so rt he

fo r the most part ignores anyway. The closest he ever comes to a d e fin i

tion  o f knowledge simply is  in  Chapter 6 o f Elements o f Law. I t  is  th is  

"d e fin it io n ,"  or ra ther the resemblance between i t  and the more e x p lic it  

d e fin itions  o f science which occur in  the Elements o f Law and Leviathan, 

which betrays the in c lin a tio n  o f Hobbes to id e n tify  a l l  real knowledge 

with one and only one o f the two sorts whose existence he e x p l ic i t ly  

declares.

There are two things necessarily implied in  th is  word knowledge; 
the one is  tru th , the other evidence; fo r  what is  not true can never 
be known. For le t  a man say he knoweth a thing never so w e ll, i f  the 
same shall afterwards appear to be fa lse , he is  driven to  a confes
sion, tha t i t  was not knowledge, but opinion. Likewise, i f  the tru th
be not evident, though a man holdeth i t ,  ye t is  his knowledge o f i t  
no more than th e irs  tha t hold the contrary. For i f  tru th  were enough 
to make i t  knowledge, a l l  tru ths were known: which is  not so.
(Elements, 1.6.2)

Two cha rac te ris tics , then, id e n tify  th is  second so rt o f knowledge: 

tru th  and evidence. Let us see f i r s t  what Hobbes means by the former.

Truth, as he immediately points out, "hath been defined in  the precedent 

chapter," tha t is ,  in  the chapter on names and "discourse o f the tongue."

Turning back, we fin d  the fo llow ing : "In  every proposition, be i t  a ffirm 

ative  or negative, the la t te r  appella tion [ i . e . ,  the predicatej e ith e r 

comprehendeth the former [ i .e . ,  the s u b je c tj, as in  th is  proposition , char

i t y  is  v ir tu e , the name o f v ir tu e  comprehendeth the name o f ch a rity  (and 

many other v irtues besides), and then is  the proposition said to be TRUE 

or TRUTH: fo r ,  tru th , and a true proposition, is  a l l  one." And, as we 

might expect, a proposition is  fa lse  i f  "the la t te r  appella tion comprehendeth
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not the former" ( Elements, 1.5.10). C lea rly , since propositions are essen

t ia l  to th is  account, language is  required. We are thus forced to con

clude tha t he speaks here o f the p e cu lia rly  human way o f knowing, the
C

second s o rt, as d is t in c t  from prudence shared w ith beasts.

Evidence, the second c h a ra c te r is tic , is  more complicated. Evidence 

" is  the concomitance o f a man's conception w ith  the words th a t s ig n ify  such 

conception in  the act o f ra tio c in a tio n " (Elements, 1 .6 .3). I t  is  not 

enough th a t a man pronounce the words o f a true proposition. Something 

else must accompany his pronouncing; he must have the r ig h t  conceptions 

in  his head while he says the words. To take the man from St. Alban's 

again, we might say tha t even i f  he answered the Duke c o rre c tly , he could 

not be said to  "know" the co lor i f  his answer had been only acc identa lly  

correct, as, fo r  example, i f  he had simply guessed. "For the tru th  o f a 

proposition is  never evident, u n t il we conceive the meaning o f the words 

or terms whereof i t  consisteth, which are always conceptions o f the mind" 

(Elements, 1 .6 .4 ). By conceptions Hobbes means "images" or "representa

tions o f the q u a lit ie s  o f things w ithout us" (Elements, 1 .1 .8 ). Although 

th is  is  not especia lly  techn ica l, he makes a point o f d is tingu ish ing  the 

conceptions, which we have o f th ings, from the actual th ings, the nature 

of which is  inaccessible to us.^

6For a s im ila r account o f the ro le  o f propositions in  s c ie n t if ic  
knowledge, the tru th  o f which fo llow s from the fa c t th a t the propositions 
are constructed from clear and w e ll-de fined  names, see Tbnnies, Hobbes, pp. 
91-94; c f.  S ir  Leslie  Stephen, Hobbes (Ann Arbor, Michigan: U n ivers ity  o f
Michigan Press, 1961), p. 95. For a c r i t ic a l  account see J.W.N. Watkins, 
Hobbes's System o f Ideas: A Study in  the P o lit ic a l S ignificance o f Philo
sophical Theories (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1965), pp. 144-47.

^"By our several organs we have several conceptions o f several 
q u a lit ie s  in  the o b je c ts ... ."  Hobbes says. On the other hand, "because 
the image in  v is ion  consisting in  colour and shape is  the knowledge we 
have o f the q u a lit ie s  o f the object o f th a t sense; i t  is  no hard matter 
fo r  a man to  f a l l  in to  th is  opinion, th a t the same colour and shape are the
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Hobbes's explanation o f evidence is  also curious: "For when a man

reasoneth w ith his l ip s  only, to which the mind suggesteth only the begin

ning, and fo llow eth  not the words o f his mouth w ith  the conceptions o f his 

mind, out o f a custom o f so speaking; though he begin his ra tio c in a tio n  

with true propositions, and proceed w ith  pe rfect syllogism s, and thereby 

make always true  conclusions; ye t are not his conclusions evident to him, 

fo r want o f the concomitance o f conception w ith  his words" (Elements,

1.6.3). (We w i l l  see in  Chapter 4 W ittgenste in 's c r it ic is m  o f th is  kind 

of separation o f words from the mental processes they are supposed to 

represent.) Hobbes him self notes, " I f  the words alone were s u ff ic ie n t ,  

a parrot might be taught as well to  know a tru th , as to speak i t "  ( ib id . ) .  

Now what Hobbes is  explaining here is  undoubtedly co rrect: the man who 

claims knowledge must understand his words, they cannot be an empty fo r 

mula repeated a fte r  the manner o f a pa rro t. Evidence fo r  Hobbes always 

involves language, because i t  has something to do w ith  one's having in

mind the proper meanings fo r  words, or understanding the words in  the 
8correct sense.

very q u a lit ie s  themselves; and fo r  the same cause, th a t sound and noise 
are the q u a lit ie s  o f the b e ll,  or o f the a ir . "  This would be fo o lis h , 
according to Hobbes, who goes on:

" I shall therefore endeavor to make p la in  these four po in ts:
(1) That the subject wherein colour and image are inherent, is  

not the ob ject or th ing seen.
(2) That th a t is  nothing w ithout us re a lly  which we c a ll an image 

or colour.
(3) That the said image or colour is  but an apparition unto us o f 

tha t motion, a g ita tio n , or a lte ra tio n , which the ob ject worketh in  the 
brain or s p ir i t s ,  o r some in te rna l substance o f the head.

(4) That as in  conception by v is io n , so also in  the conceptions 
tha t a rise  from other senses, the subject o f th e ir  inherence is  not 
the ob ject, but the sen tie n t." (Elements^, 1.2.4)

See also Leviathan, Ch. 1; c f.  the account in  Watkins, Hobbes's System, 
pp. 140-42.

O
°Thus we might note tha t i t  also points to the dependence o f even 

s c ie n t if ic  knowledge on knowledge from experience, or prudence. Cf. Tttnnies,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

Hobbes does not g ive, we believe, a s u ff ic ie n t account o f ev i

dence. We may understand why evidence is  a problem, why he is  compelled 

to  deal w ith th is  subject, i f  we re f le c t  on the p ic tu re  o f language 

which seems to guide his thought here. I t  is  a p ic tu re  which is  curious 

in  several respects. He seems to  suggest th a t i f  we are careless we may 

fin d  ourselves speaking, or using language, lik e  parro ts, which suggests 

tha t meaning and speaking are d is t in c t .  What troubles Hobbes is  tha t 

words or names are a rb itra ry  marks or signs, which "stand fo r"  our 

thoughts. Hence he must admit the p o s s ib il ity  tha t one could say a word 

while an inappropriate thought—th a t is ,  a thought d if fe re n t from the one 

which the word re a lly  s ig n if ie s —is  a c tu a lly  in  one's mind. This leaves 

unresolved a fu rth e r d i f f ic u l t y ,  namely, how we can ever be sure the 

thought which we use a word to s ig n ify  is  the same as someone e lse 's . I f  

tru th  is  not merely p riva te  or sub jective , and i t  must not be i f  science 

can e x is t, then there must be some way to guarantee th a t words have mean

ings which are ob jective , th a t is ,  th a t we agree on the conceptions which 

words s ig n ify . Hobbes never, to our knowledge, s a t is fa c to r ily  resolves 

th is  problem.9 That task remains fo r  Locke to deal w ith  (by in s is tin g  

tha t we are passive in  receiving ideas), as we shall see in  Chapter 2.

Hobbes, pp. 92-93. This contradicts the account offered by Sheldon Wolin 
in  P o lit ic s  and Vision (Boston: L i t t le ,  Brown and Co., 1960), pp. 249-51.

g
Cf. Tdnnies, Hobbes, pp. 97-98: "Hobbes geht, ebenso wie Descartes,

von der Tatsache aus, dass fU r jeden Denkenden nur seine Empfindungen, d. h. 
nur subjektive oder psychologische Phclnomene gegeben sind; diese sind die 
benannten Dinge oder genauer d ie Dinge, denen Namen zu geben mttglich is t .
Wenn nun diese e in g e te ilt  werden, so ve rg iss t Hobbes zu erwShnen, dass 
schon der gemeine Menschenverstand, ja  in  einem gewissen Masse der noch 
gemeinere tie r isch e  In te lle k t ,  vor jedem Philosophen eine solche E inte ilung 
vollzogen hat, indem er a lles  s in n lich  Wahrgenommene als die e igentliche 
oder Sussere W irk lich ke it von sich getrennt empfindet und weiss; und diese 
Trennung kann der Philosoph n ich t umhin zu wiederholen; auch in  der ferneren 
Unterscheidung des flusseren Dinges von seinen Eigenschaften geht ihm die 
Sprache voraus."

1
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Once he has discussed tru th  and evidence, the "two things neces

s a r ily  implied in  th is  word knowledge," Hobbes proceeds to  define the 

second o f the two sorts o f knowledge he has already mentioned. "Knowledge, 

therefore, which we c a ll SCIENCE, I define to  be evidence o f t ru th , from 

some beginning or p r in c ip le  o f sense" (Elements, 1 .6 .4 ). This seems 

scarcely d iffe re n t from the e a r lie r  discussion o f the word "knowledge" 

(Elements, 1 .6 .2 ; see above); i t  would appear th a t the most important 

knowledge, i f  not a l l  knowledge, is  "science." Without any re s tr ic t io n  

to one or the other so rt o f knowledge (the in fe r io r  so rt which is  know

ledge from sense, i .e .  experience, and the proper sense o f knowledge, i .e .  

science), Hobbes now goes on:

The f i r s t  p r in c ip le  o f knowledge therefore is ,  th a t we have such and 
such conceptions; the second, tha t we have thus and thus named the 
things whereof they are conceptions; the th ird  is ,  tha t we have jo ined 
those names in  such manner, as to  make true  propositions; the fourth  
and la s t is ,  th a t we have jo ined those propositions in  such manner as 
they be concluding. (Elements, 1.6.4)

Hobbes thus says there are two sorts o f knowledge, ye t when he discusses

knowledge simply, th a t is ,  w ithout q u a lif ic a t io n , the discussion excludes

one o f the two sorts o f knowledge previously id e n tif ie d . Perhaps th is

is  Hobbes1s .attempt to explain what the model o f true knowledge is ,  the

knowledge whose fou r "p rinc ip les" he l is t s ,  and a t the same time account

fo r  the fa c t th a t we so often ca ll "knowledge" something which does not

sa tis fy  his "p r in c ip le s ."

4. The Epistemoloqical Fa iling  o f

Classical Thought: S ta rting  Points and D e fin itions

Now we are in  a better position  to  see precisely what is  the f a i l 

ing o f c lass ica l p o li t ic a l philosophy, what is  the source o f the endless 

controversy. The so-called knowledge o f Hobbes's predecessors in  p o lit ic a l
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philosophy was knowledge only in  the f i r s t  sense, prudential knowledge, 

and therefore lacking the ce rta in ty  cha rac te ris tic  o f the knowledge called 

"science." How could th is  have escaped the notice o f e a r lie r  thinkers? 

"The reason whereof is  no other, than tha t in  th e ir  w ritings  and d is 

course they take fo r  p rinc ip les those opinions which are vu lga rly  re

ceived, whether true or fa lse ; being fo r  the most pa rt fa lse " (Elements,

1.13.3). The objection Hobbes raises is  an objection to  the s ta rtin g  

point o f the o ld p o lit ic a l philosophy. "There be two sorts o f men tha t 

be commonly ca lled  learned," he w rites in  Elements o f Law, "one is  tha t 

so rt tha t proceedeth evidently from humble princ ip les . . . the other are 

they th a t take up maxims from th e ir  education, and from the a u th o rity  o f 

men, or o f custom, and take the habitual discourse o f the tongue fo r  

ra tio c in a tio n . . ."  (1 .13.4). There is  no doubt as to which category is  

meant to  include A r is to t le  and the tra d it io n  o f c lassica l p o li t ic a l 

thought. Even in  the Ep istle  Dedicatory to th is  early work, Hobbes 

w rites , "They th a t have w ritte n  o f ju s tic e  and po licy in  general, do a l l  

invade each o ther, and themselves, w ith con trad ic tion ." I f  moral science 

or philosophy is  to be reduced "to  the rules and i n f a l l i b i l i t y  o f reason, 

there is  no way, but f i r s t  to put such p rinc ip les down fo r  a foundation, 

as passion not m istrusting , may not seek to displace; and afterward to 

build  thereon the tru th  o f cases in  the law o f nature (which h ith e rto  

have been b u i l t  in  the a ir )  by degrees, t i l l  the whole be inexpugnable" 

(Elements, E p is tle  Dedicatory, p. xv).

In Hobbes's most purely philosophical work, De Corpore, his com

p la in t about s ta rtin g  points in  science is  stated most c le a rly . For the 

ancients, w ith the exception o f geometry, "there was no ra tio c in a tio n  cer

ta in , and ending in  science, th e ir  doctrines concerning a l l  other things
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being nothing but controversy and clamour; which, nevertheless, happened, 

not because the tru th  to which they pretended could not be made evident 

without fig u re s , but because they wanted true  p rin c ip le s , from which they 

might derive th e ir  ra tio c in a tio n " (De Corpore, 1.6.16). What are the "true  

p rinc ip les" which they lacked? Hobbes answers in  a word: d e fin it io n s . 

"There is  no reason," he w rite s , "but th a t i f  true  d e fin it io n s  were 

premised in  a l l  sorts o f doctrines, the demonstrations also would be 

true" ( ib id . ) J 0

The exact status o f d e fin itio n s  in  Hobbes's philosophy is  d i f 

f ic u l t  to  determine, but i t  is  also o f the greatest im portance.^ I f  

d e fin itio n s  are to serve as the f i r s t  p rinc ip les  in  science, as the s ta r t

ing po in t o f any reasoning capable o f leading to true and ce rta in  know

ledge, th e ir  fundamental s ign ificance  is  obvious. How does Hobbes th ink  

we a rrive  a t d e fin it io n s  when we philosophize? That i t  is  necessary to 

begin from correct d e fin itio n s  may be seen, according to  Hobbes, from the 

fa c t th a t "the errours o f D e fin itions  m u ltip ly  themselves, according as 

the reckoning proceeds; and lead men in to  absurd ities , which a t la s t they 

see, but cannot avoyd, w ithout reckoning anew from the beginning, in  which 

lyes the foundation o f th e ir  errours" (Leviathan, Ch. 4, p. 105). How then 

do we define something, and how (by what standard) do we t e l l  when we have 

got i t  righ t?

Hobbes's practice o f discussing d e fin itio n s  in  the same breath 

with geometry suggests a pre lim inary answer. In geometry, which, as he . 

says, " is  the onely Science tha t i t  hath pleased God h ith e rto  to  bestow on

^ C f.  M.M. Goldsmith, Hobbes's Science o f P o lit ic s  (New York: 
Columbia U n ivers ity  Press, 1966), pp. 8-9.

]1Cf. Goldsmith, Hobbes's Science, p. 7;Stephen, Hobbes, pp. 89-90.
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mankind, men begin a t s e tt lin g  the s ig n ific a tio n s  o f th e ir  words; which 

se ttlin g  o f s ig n if ic a tio n s , they c a ll D e fin it io n s ; and place them in  the 

beginning o f th e ir  reckoning" (Leviathan, Ch. 4, p. 105). From th is  i t  

would appear Hobbes is  suggesting th a t a d e fin it io n  is  something on which 

we "se ttle "  before beginning, perhaps something a rb itra ry . D e fin itio n s , 

he seems to say, are s t r ic t ly  a matter o f convention, to  be specified  fo r  

purposes o f c la r i ty  as the case requ ires . ^  What is  important is  only 

tha t they be c le a r, and "s e tt le d ."  This is  re in forced by a passage in  

De Corpore, to  which we w i l l  return la te r :  "Whatsoever the common use o f

words be, ye t philosophers, who were to  teach th e ir  knowledge to  others, 

had always the l ib e r ty  and sometimes they both had and w i l l  have a neces

s ity ,  o f taking to  themselves such names as they please fo r  the s ig n ify in g  

o f th e ir  meaning, i f  they would have i t  understood" (1 .2 .4 ). E uc lid 's  

Elements begins by se ttin g  down tha t "a po in t is  tha t which has no part" 

and "a lin e  is  breadthless length ." Is  i t  in  th is  fashion th a t Hobbes 

intends philosophers to begin, by "s e tt lin g  the s ig n if ic a tio n s "  o f the 

terms they w i l l  use?*^ Without, fo r  the moment, our re fle c tin g  on the 

p e cu lia rity  o f th is  approach when applied to  p o li t ic a l matters we may c ite  

fu rthe r support fo r  th is  in te rp re ta tio n  from Hobbes's even la te r  w r it in g , 

De Homine, where in  the chapter "On Speech and Sciences" we fin d  the 

fo llow ing:

Science is  allowed to  men through the former kind (invo lv ing  tru th  o f 
propositions, not fa c t)  o f a p r io r i demonstration only o f those things 
whose generations depends on the w i l l  o f men themselves. . . „ Since

l^For a s l ig h t ly  d if fe re n t account o f d e fin it io n s , see Watkins, 
Hobbes's System, pp. 138-43. Watkins argues tha t Hobbes is  inconsistent. 
Cf. also Stephen, Hobbes, pp. 91-92.

13For an account which claims th is  to be Hobbes's meaning, see 
Stephen, Hobbes, p. 94.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

the causes o f the properties th a t ind iv idua l figures have belong to 
them because we ourselves draw the lin e s ; and since the generation 
o f the figures depends on our w i l l ;  nothing more is  required to  know 
the phenomenon peculiar to  any fig u re  whatsoever, than th a t we con
sider everything tha t fo llows from the construction th a t we ourselves 
make in  the fig u re  to be described. Therefore, because o f th is  fa c t 
(th a t is ,  th a t we ourselves create the fig u re s ), i t  happens th a t 
geometry hath been and is  demonstrable. . . .

F in a lly , p o lit ic s  and eth ics ( th a t is ,  the sciences o f ju s t  and 
un just, o f equity and inequ ity) can be demonstrated a p r io r i ; ^because 
we ourselves make the p rin c ip le s—th a t is ,  the causes o f ju s t ic e  (namely 
laws and covenants)—whereby i t  is  known what ju s tic e  and equ ity , and 
th e ir  opposites in ju s tic e  and in e q u ity , are. (De Homine, Ch. X)

In th is  passage Hobbes reveals c le a r ly  the extent to which he wants to use 

the science o f geometry as the model fo r  p o lt ic a l s c ie n c e .^  There is ,  

however, a d i f f ic u l t y  here, on the reso lu tion  o f which depends Hobbes's 

ultimate success or fa ilu re  in  founding a new p o lit ic a l science. The d i f 

f ic u lty  is  th a t there does not seem to  be an exact p a ra lle l between the 

sort o f d e fin it io n  used in  a geometric demonstration and the d e fin it io n  

o f something lik e  " ju s t ic e ,"  which is  appropriate to  p o li t ic a l science.

This is  not a simple d i f f ic u l t y ;  nor was i t  fo r  Hobbes.15 But in  the end 

his understanding o f th is  d i f f ic u l t y  is  contro lled by something deeper, 

namely, his understanding o f the way language works, o f what language is .

5. The Place o f D e fin itions  in  Hobbes's Conception o f Science

We must begin by ascerta in ing the position occupied by d e fin itio n s

^ I t  is  necessary to c la r i fy  one po in t, about which a great deal o f 
confusion has arisen. What was important about geometry fo r  Hobbes was i t s  
method, a method used in ,  and essentia l to , any true science but most c le a rly  
exemplified in  the case o f geometry. I t  is  fo r  th is  reason th a t he appeals 
to geometry, not as the only model, but as the purest. The s to ry  is  o f 
course more complicated, as w i l l  become apparent below.

15In De Corpore, where Hobbes w rites most extensively on philoso
phical method, he seems to  be aware o f a to o -fa c ile  id e n tif ic a t io n  o f these 
two sorts o f d e fin it io n s . Cf. Watkins, Hobbes's System, pp. 144-50; Gold
smith, Hobbes's Science, pp. 12-14.
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in  the overa ll system o f philosophy as conceived by Hobbes. Philosophy is  

the knowledge o f causes, or o f the manner o f generation o f a th ing (see 

De Corpore, 1 .6 .1 ). I t  is ,  as Hobbes says, "common to a l l  sorts o f method, 

to proceed from known things to  unknown" (De Corpore, 1 .6 .2). What we 

know p rim a rily , th a t is ,  before we begin to use any “method," is  th a t a 

thing ex is ts . (Hobbes often ca lls  th is  the h o t i. )  We know th is  by means 

o f sense. But in  order to  know anything s c ie n t if ic a l ly ,  we need to know 

its  causes, or the manner o f i t s  "generation." (Or, as Hobbes puts i t ,  

the d io t i . ) In the knowledge tha t a th ing e x is ts , we know i t  as a 

"whole" f i r s t ;  we do not know i t s  p a r ts .^  As to knowledge o f causes, 

however, we know more about the causes o f the parts (they are more acces

s ib le  to us) than o f the whole th ing: "For the cause o f the whole is  com

pounded o f the causes o f the parts; but i t  is  necessary th a t we know the 

things tha t are to be compounded, before we can know the whole compound" 

( ib id . ) .  Hobbes adds, to fo re s ta ll confusion: "Now, by parts, I  do not

here mean parts o f the th ing i t s e l f ,  but parts o f i ts  nature; as, by the 

parts o f man, I do not understand his head, his shoulders, his arms, &c. 

but his f ig u re , qu a n tity , motion, sense, reason, and the l ik e ;  which acci

dents being compounded or put together, cons titu te  the whole nature o f man, 

but not the man him self" ( ib id . ) .

What Hobbes means by th is  statement can be understood more c le a rly  

i f  we compare i t  w ith  the method used by Euclid in  the th irtee n  books of 

his Elements. E uc lid 's  geometry is  based on the p rin c ip le  th a t we can know 

the tru th  o f geometric propositions only because we construct, step by step, 

every proposition w ith  which geometry is  concerned, using fo r  proof nothing

l^C f. the s l ig h t ly  d iffe re n t account in  J. Weinberger, "Hobbes's 
Doctrine o f Method," American P o lit ic a l Science Review Vol. LXIX (December 
1975): 1336-53. Cf. Watkins, Hobbes's System, pp. 66-71.
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but agreed upon d e fin itio n s  and f i r s t  p rinc ip les . We thus understand the 

"wholes" o f geometry (squares, tr ia n g le s , pentagons), because we see how 

they are constructed from, or can be reduced to , simple "p a rts ."  By parts 

f!  we do not mean only the three sides o f a tr ia n g le , but "universals" such

as angles and lines. In the case o f Hobbes, too, the "parts" o f a science
■■

are understood to be "universal th ings ," such as fig u re , motion, v is ib i l i t y ,  

etc. (De Corpore, 1 .2 .9).

The ce rta in ty  o f geometry in  no way c o n flic ts  w ith the fa c t th a t, 

as Euclid fo llow ing A r is to tle  knew, any science rests on a foundation 

which is  assumed or unprovable. There are three types o f " f i r s t  p rinc ip les" 

at the foundation o f Euclid 's system: d e fin it io n s , postulates, and axioms 

(or "common notions," koinai ennoiai ). Geometry (or any science, fo r  

tha t matter) assumes i t s  subject matter only in  the sense th a t the d e fin i

tions are not proven: what we mean by "square" is  explained by a d e fin it io n , 

but tha t squares e x is t and what the properties o f squares are, are what 

geometry demonstrates.^ The d e fin it io n s  require only to be understood; 

the propositions must be demonstrated or proven. Thus the d e fin it io n s  with 

which Euclid begins are supplemented by two kinds o f f i r s t  p rinc ip les  w ith

out which nothing could be demonstrated. These are: (1) postulates, the 

status o f which is  in  Euclid not p e rfe c tly  clear but which may be said

■^Geometry does assume the existence of a lin e  and a po in t. Every
thing else must be proven (see Euclid, Elements, ed. Thomas L. Heath (New 
York: Dover Publications, In c ., 1956, discussion by e d ito r on p. 143). The 
squares w ith  which geometry deals, o f course, "e x is t"  only in  the abstract 
world o f geometry. But a t leas t fo r  Euclid, the notion o f a square is  not 
invented, but ra ther abstracted from those four-sided approximations to 
squares which may be encountered in  everyday l i f e .  Geometry thus seeks to 
discover and demonstrate the properties o f abstract squares, and can do so 
only by showing tha t squares e x is t. We may understand th is  la s t require
ment simply by considering th a t i t  is  possible to  define a figu re  which 
cannot e x is t, such as a three-sided fig u re  w ith two angles greater than 90°, 
and which geometry cannot investiga te .
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X:s*
to be assumptions necessary to the practice  o f geometry but in  themselves 

unprovable (such as, th a t a l l  r ig h t angles are equal), and (2) common notions 

or axioms, which fo r  our purpose in  understanding Hobbes may be said to  be 

simply the ru les o f lo g ic  ( in  Euclid, e.g. th a t equals subtracted from 

equals are equal). W ithin i t s  own subject m atter, geometry is  absolutely 

certain because we construct, in  f u l l  view and from p rinc ip les  accepted 

by a l l  (who practice  geometry), the propositions concerning the nature 

of tria ng le s , c irc les",, rectangles, and so on.

Even in  geometry, the making or construction begins from observ-
18ing. The idea o f a l in e , breadthless and in f in i te ly  extended, is  under

stood only by abstraction from the lin es  we see, which have breadth and are 

never p e rfe c tly  s tra ig h t nor in f in i te .  The key to the method is  not to 

deny the v a lid ity  o f observation, but to  take nothing on fa i th ,  to  expose 

even the apparently obvious fac ts  to doubt, and to require  proof. What 

one constructs is  the necessary and in co n tro ve rtib le  framework which 

underlies everyday triang les  or everyday p o lit ic s .  But the science is  not
19constructed out o f th in  a ir ,  or on the basis o f merely a rb itra ry  p rin c ip les .

181 Compare W olin's statement: "Geometry, which served as the model
fo r Hobbes, does not purport to  te s t i t s  propositions by an appeal to 
experience." Wolin claims th a t Hobbes a rrived a t his understanding o f 
method la rge ly  "on the basis o f a mistaken notion tha t the methods o f 
geometry and science were akin" (P o lit ic s  and V is ion , p. 251). In con
tra s t,  however, see Craig Walton, "The Philosophia Prima o f Thomas Hobbes," 
in  Thomas Hobbes in  His Time, eds. Ralph Ross, Herbert W. Schneider,
Theodore Waldman (Minneapolis: U n ivers ity  o f Minnesota Press, 1974), p. 32: 

"Hobbes takes geometry very serious ly . . I t  provides the conceptual 
equipment fo r  a theory o f motion which A r is to t le  did not achieve. Euclid 
erred by bracketing a c tu a lity  and merely presupposing the axioms in  
'h is  f i r s t  element.1 To Hobbes, f i r s t  elements should be demonstrated 
from th e ir  foundations in  a c tu a lity . . . . Hobbes thus does not proceed 
de more geometrico, though he uses ‘mathematical science' as a syn
onym fo r  ra tion a l knowledge."

This in te rp re ta tio n  has the v ir tu e  th a t i t  agrees w ith what Hobbes under
stood himself to be doing.

19Cf. the account o f Hobbes's method in  Watkins, Hobbes System,
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The conceptions which l ie  a t i t s  base are the re s u lt o f carefu l analysis
20o f the sensible, observable world. I t  is  emphatically em pirica l. What 

makes i t  abstract is  not the fa c t th a t i t  has no re la tio n  to  observation, 

but th a t the observation begins from what evidently  is  and abstracts 

the universal out o f the p a rtic u la r and unnecessary. Hobbes's p o li t ic a l 

science is  intended to be analogous to  E uc lid 's  geometry, but the p ro jec t 

i t s e l f  is  not w ithout d i f f ic u l t ie s .  What is  questionable about applying

pp. 47-55, 66-75. Watkins ca re fu lly  re la tes Hobbes's approach to  the 
"Paduan methodology" o f in q u iry  ch a ra c te ris tic  o f the emerging natural 
science o f G alileo and Harvey. He emphasizes the fa c t tha t f i r s t  p rinc ip les  
are the re su lt o f repeated e ffo r ts  to analyze by hypothesis, th a t is ,  " th a t 
i t  is  only gradually th a t we are led to  the cause o f an e ffe c t . . . th a t 
hypotheses are indispensib le" (p. 54).

20We do not possess a record o f how Euclid, fo r  example, a rrived  
a t the propositions which make up his Elements ( in  which the procedure is  
s t r ic t ly  deductive). I t  is  safe to  say, however, th a t he did not create 
out o f th in  a ir  the d e fin it io n s  from which he begins. We may, however, 
in  the absence o f such a record from Euclid, turn to  Archimedes, his 
distinguished successor. Archimedes re fers to his work in  geometry as 
"inves tiga tions ," in  which he seeks to  discover the re la tionsh ips which 
hold among spheres, cones, and so on. These investiga tions begin from 
observation to ascertain the properties o f geometrical bodies. Thus, 
he w rites , in  the beginning o f his tre a tis e  "On the Sphere and C ylinder," 
"For, though these properties also were n a tu ra lly  inherent in  the 
figures a l l  along (autei tei physei prouperchen peri ta  eiremena schemata) , 
ye t they were in  fa c t unknown to  a l l  tne many able geometers who lived 
before Eudoxus, and had not been observed by anyone. Now, however, i t  
w i l l  be open to  those who possess the re q u is ite  a b i l i t y  to  examine 
these discoveries o f mine" (The Works o f Archimedes,ed. T. L. Heath 
(Cambridge: Cambridge U n ivers ity  Press, 1897), pp. 1-2; emphasis added).
Cf. Watkins, Hobbes's System, pp. 66-68, 70. Goldsmith (Hobbes's Science, 
p. 47) quotes Hobbes's claim tha t in  the practice o f natural science 
"you must fu rn ish  yo u rse lf w ith  as many experiments (which they c a ll 
phenomenon) as you can. And supposing some motion fo r  the cause o f 
your phenomenon, t r y ,  i f  by evident consequence, w ithout con trad ic tion  
to any other manifest tru th  or experiment, you can derive the cause 
you seek fo r  from your supposition" (Decameron Physiologicum, Ch. 2, 
in  Hobbes, The English Works o f Thomas Hobbes, ed. S ir  W illiam  Molesworth, 
vo l. 7 (London: John Bohn, 1839-1945), p. 88.

I
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th is  method to  p o li t ic a l phenomena is  the requ is ite  assumption th a t they

are reducible to  or can be understood as constructions out o f simpler 
21elements. To put th is  another way: Although p o li t ic a l in s t itu t io n s  

are creations o f men, we must wonder i f  they are creations in  the same 

sense as geometric figu res . Can we understand p o lit ic a l p rinc ip les  and 

B in s titu tio n s  as constructions from simpler elements, as a square is

constructed out o f lines  and angles? I f  Hobbes seeks to  understand what 

f  " ju s tice " is  by resolving i t  in to  i t s  component parts , we must ask whether,

or how, i t  can be understood to  have component parts.

We proceed in  philosophy from known things to  unknown, and we must 

begin from our pre-philosophic (o r p re -s c ie n tif ic )  knowledge th a t a thing 

ex is ts . We know the existence o f the s ingu lar th ings, the wholes, by our 

senses. We must fin d  some s o rt o f bridge to  get from our beginning point

to knowledge o f the causes o f parts i f  we hope to be able to compound

th is  knowledge in to  s c ie n t if ic  knowledge o f a whole, th a t is ,  knowledge 

of the causes or "manner o f generation" o f a whole. For example, in  seek

ing to understand the nature o f p o lit ic a l communities, Hobbes begins from 

the known fa c t tha t they e x is t, and tha t they are composed o f ind iv idua l 

men. Ind iv idua l men, in  tu rn , are understood by resolving them—th e ir  

actions and b e lie fs —in to  the psychological components which in  combination 

explain behavior. These components turn out to be, when analyzed, the 

basic "impulses" Hobbes c a lls  appetite  and aversion, the two kinds o f motion 

which l ie  a t the roots o f a l l  human psychology. These motions—and

On the reductive character o f Hobbes's philosophical method, 
see also TtJnnies, Hobbes, pp. 73, 89-90. "Der k r it is c h e  Geist des Philo- 
sophen is t  dieser Geist der Analyse, welcher a lle  Realitat in  ih re  Elemente 
a u fltis t und z e ig t, wie diese von selber sich zusammensetzen oder von einer 
Uber ihnen befindlichen In te l!ig e n z  zusammengesetzt und zusammengehalten 
werden" (pp. 89-90).
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sp e c ific a lly  the two fundamental types (motion toward, motion away from)-  

are universals. Knowledge o f universal things " is  to  be acquired by 

reason, tha t is ,  by reso lu tion" (De Corpore, 1 .6 .4 ). That is ,  the d is 

covery o f the component parts is  the end o f the f i r s t  h a lf o f the famous
22resolutive-compositive method. The tra n s it io n  from our p re -s c ie n t if ic  

knowledge o f wholes to knowledge o f parts is  accomplished by what Hobbes 

ca lls  “ re so lu tio n ," or the ana ly tica l method" (ib id^)?c-e

The parts or simplest things are.discovered by analysis. But 

how do we know the causes o f these parts? By what bridge do we cross 

the compositive side o f the s c ie n t if ic  method? The bridge is  supplied 

by the fa c t th a t "the causes o f universal things (o f those, a t le as t, 

tha t have any cause) are manifest o f themselves, or (as they say com

monly) known to  nature" (De Corpore, 1 .6 .5 ). In other words, the la s t 

step in  the a na ly tica l process leaves the philosopher w ith the most 

universal conceptions, the lowest common denominators, as i t  were, which 

resolve his o r ig in a l sense knowledge. And fo r  knowledge o f these uni

versals, 'bnd o f th e ir  causes (which are the f i r s t  p rinc ip les  by which 

we know the d io t i o f th ings),"says Hobbes, "we have in  the f i r s t  place 

th e ir  d e fin it io n s , (which are nothing but the exp lica tion  o f our simple 

conceptions" (De Corpore, 1 .6 .6 ). D e fin itio n s , then, the " f i r s t  p rinc ip les"

&

2^0n the resolutive-com positive method, see De Corpore, 1.6.1:

"The f i r s t  beginnings, there fore , o f knowledge, are the phan
tasms o f sense and imagination; and th a t there be such phantasms 
we know well enough by nature; but to  know why they be, o r from 
what causes they proceed, is  the work o f ra tio c in a tio n ; which con
s is ts  . . .  in  composition, and d iv is io n  or reso lu tion . There is  
therefore no method, by which we fin d  out the causes o f th ings, but 
is  e ith e r compositive or re so lu tive , or p a rtly  compositive, and 
p a rtly  re so lu tive . And the reso lu tive  is  commonly ca lled a na ly tica l 
method, as the compositive is  ca lled syn th e tica l."
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of demonstration, occupy in  the overa ll philosophical system an abso

lu te ly  central pos ition . They are the keystone of Hobbes's epistemo- 
23

logical archway. Between the two processes o f resolution (from

sense to f i r s t  p rinc ip les ) and composition (from f i r s t  p rinc ip les  to

true s c ie n t if ic  knowledge o f the th ing  sensed) l ie  d e fin it io n s , "the

explication o f our simple conceptions." What Hobbes means by our simple
24conceptions is  also made clear. "For example, he tha t has a true con

ception o f place, cannot be ignorant o f th is  d e fin it io n , place is  tha t 

space which is  possessed or f i l le d  adequately by some body; and so, he 

that conceives motion a rig h t, cannot but know tha t motion is  the p r i

vation c f  one place, and the acqu is ition  o f another" (De Corpore, 1 .6 .6 ). 

From these simple conceptions may be generated, by the compositive or 

synthetical method, a l l  the p rinc ip les  o f geometry: "A lin e  is  made by

the motion o f a po in t, superfic ies by the motion o f a l in e , " and so on. 

From these considerations o f motion, we "pass to the consideration o f 

what e ffects  one body moved worketh upon another" which leads us even

tu a lly  to physics ( ib id . ) .  From physics we can eventually consturct 

psychology (o r moral philosophy) and in  tu rn , p o lit ic a l science (or c iv i l

230n the primacy o f d e fin it io n s , c f.  Stephen, Hobbes, p. 93. See 
also Goldsmith, Hobbes's Science, p. 9.

24Although these simple conceptions e x is t only in  our minds and 
not in  ob jects, and so are in  a sense a rb itra ry , we must note th a t they 
are not e n tire ly  a rb itra ry . They are in  some sense " b u i l t  in to " the 
world, and not ju s t  any notion w i l l  do. Since they must enable us to 
explain the nature o f the phenomena about which we are in q u ir in g , a rr iv in g  
a t them is  as much a matter o f discovery as i t  is  o f invention. Cf. the 
account in  Stephen, Hobbes, pp. 93-94. In modern physics, fo r  example, 
the notion o f a neutrino is  a human im position on the world, a "simple" 
which is  intended to supply a theore tica l explanation o f ce rta in  pheno
mena (th is  is  not to say tha t neutrinos don 't "e x is t,"  or th a t we cannot 
tes t to see i f  they in  fa c t do). Not ju s t  any notion w i l l  s a tis fy  the 
theoretica l need: the concept o f a neutrino, while in  a sense a rb itra ry , 
must " f i t "  the data. Cf. the account in  Po lin , P o litique  e t philosophie, 
pp. 43-52.
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philosophy). I t  should now be c lear why d e fin itio n s  are o f such impor

tance in  Hobbes's account o f science. The resolutive-com positive method 

i t s e l f  is  closely connected with an understanding o f language according 

to which unambiguous d e fin itio n s  are in  p r in c ip le  possible and which 

permit us to give a c lear account o f the nature o f anything. The view

of language must teach tha t words "stand fo r"  concepts which can be
? 5defined—in  p rin c ip le —in  some unambiguous way. I t  is  th is  view which 

w il l  be scrutin ized in  Chapters 4 and 5.

6. Hobbes's P o lit ic a l Science and the S c ie n t if ic  Method

In Hobbes's overa ll view, psychology and p o lit ic a l science 

fo llow , in  order, a fte r  physics; they are, in  fa c t, generated from i t .

In his words, "the reason why these are to  be considered a fte r  physics 

is , tha t they have th e ir  causes in  sense and imagination, which are the 

subject o f physical contemplation" (De Corpore, 1 .6 .6). But c iv i l  p h il

osophy may be learned, and even constructed, independently o f physics.

We do not need to begin from the ground up every time. This is  true  be

cause we may be content to in te rru p t the reso lu tion  when we have reached 

simples which are s u ff ic ie n t to explain p o li t ic s .  This requires, o f 

course, the assumption tha t these simples can be adequately defined so tha t 

we have "exp lica tion" o f the simple conceptions to which p o li t ic a l terms

25A number o f commentators have argued th a t Hobbes was a nominal
is t  of some so rt because o f his statement th a t there is  nothing universal 
but names (Leviathan, Ch. 4 ), but he is  accused o f inconsistent nominal
ism because he also mentions names o f abstractions, which are not par
t ic u la r  things. We may avoid the debate here since i t  is  not germane to 
our argument. See Samuel I .  M intz, The Hunting o f Leviathan (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U n ivers ity  Press, 1962), pp. 23-25; Watkins, Hobbes's System, 
pp. 104-107, 147-50; Goldsmith, Hobbes Science, pp. 63-64. Cf. Dorothea 
Krook, "Thomas Hobbes's Doctrine o f Meaning and Truth," Philosophy XXXI 
(1956), 3-22.
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(such as laws, ju s t ic e , e tc .)  are reducib le. Just as we a rr ive  a t f i r s t

princip les by successive resolutions in  philosophy genera lly, the p rinc ip les  

b f c iv i l  philosophy are reached by reso lu tion  o f p o lit ic a l wholes, or the 

terms which stand fo r  p o lit ic a l concepts. And when one has atta ined the

conceptions, "from hence he may proceed, by compounding to the determination 

of the ju s tic e  or in ju s tic e  o f any propounded action" (De Corpore, 1 .6 .6 ), 

The greatest example o f the app lica tion  o f th is  method, o f course, is  in

Hobbes's own early  work De Cive, which was w ritte n  p r io r  to , and indepen

dently o f, the sections o f his philosophical system which in  p r in c ip le  

should have preceded i t .

F o rth righ t and unideal i s t i c  observation o f the p o li t ic a l world, 

according to Hobbes, qu ick ly teaches one th a t the central fa c t o f p o lit ic s  

is  competition and the struggle o f each ind iv idua l to fu rth e r his own 

in te res ts . This much had been claimed many times before, from the time

2^We may be permitted to  bypass consideration o f the complicated 
problem o f whether social sciences are in  theory reducible to  psychology 
(what Hobbes c a lls  moral philosophy) which in  turn may be reduced to 
physics. We may bypass th is  problem because Hobbes h im self, a f te r  assert
ing the linkage ju s t  stated, goes on to say th a t "C iv il and moral philosophy 
do not so adhere to  one another, but th a t they may be severed. For the 
causes o f the motions o f the mind are known, not only by ra tio c in a tio n , 
but also by the experience o f every man th a t takes the pains to  observe 
those motions w ith in  himself" (De Corpore, 1 .6 .7 ). C iv il philosophy, in 
other words, or Hobbes's p o li t ic a l science, constitu tes a kind o f micro
cosm o f philosophy or science genera lly. I ts  f i r s t  p rinc ip le s  may be derived 
independently, by the exact same process used in  "philosophy sim ply," as he 
puts i t .  "Therefore, not only they th a t have attained the knowledge o f the 
passions and perturbations o f the mind, by the synthetica l method, and from 
the very f i r s t  p rinc ip les  o f philosophy," may achieve a true science of 
c iv i l  du ties, "and a l l  other knowledge appertaining to  c iv i l  philosophy"; 
c iv i l  philosophy is  accessible not ju s t  to these, Hobbes says, "but even 
they also tha t have not learned the f i r s t  pa rt o f philosophy, namely, 
geometry and physics, may, not w ithstanding, a tta in  the p rin c ip le s  o f c iv i l  
philosophy, by the ana ly tica l method" ( ib id . ) .  Cf. R.S. Peters and H. T a jfe l,  
"Hobbes & H u ll: Metaphysicians o f Behaviour," in  Hobbes and Rousseau, eds. 
Maurice Cranston and Richard S. Peters (Garden C ity , New York: Doubleday and 
Co., In c ., 1972).
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27o f the e a r lie s t p o li t ic a l th ink ing . But what Hobbes adds, or believes

he adds, is  a method whereby tha t opinion is  transformed in to  knowledge.

resolving the commonwealth in to  i t s  pa rts , and these, fu rth e r, in to  th e ir  

elements. Hobbes's own example is  th a t we may resolve "unjust" in to  

"fa c t against law ," and "law" in to  "command o f him or them tha t have

coercive power," and so on (De Corpore, 1 .6 .7 ).

P o lit ic a l science wishes to discover what a commonwealth or ju s tic e  

re a lly  is ,  in  order to secure peace, according to Hobbes. Since a l l  men 

use the term " ju s tic e "  carelessly and ambiguously in  vulgar discourse, each 

advancing his own claims as ju s t ,  we must penetrate beneath vulgar d is 

course and ignore these claims. How then can we discover the conception 

fo r  which " ju s tic e "  re a lly  stands, th a t is ,  the necessary or o r ig in a l 

meaning o f ju s tic e  before men learned they could fu rth e r s e lf is h  in te res ts  

by cheating, so to  speak, in  the use o f the word? We do th is ,  according 

to Hobbes's p o li t ic a l science, by analyzing or breaking down the common

wealth in to  parts , th ink ing  our way back to  men's primary or basic moti

vations, and then by inventing in  our minds the circumstances in  which 

ju s tice  would be constructed fo r  the f i r s t  time in  fa c t. By c lear-s ighted 

observations o f p o li t ic a l re a l i ty ,  we t r y  to discover what makes men do 

what they do—obey laws or break them, f ig h t  wars, study medicine, lock 

th e ir  doors, or whatever. At f i r s t  one might despair, in  th is  analysis, 

because i t  appears tha t men act from a va rie ty  o f motives, seeking many 

d iffe re n t goals. But, Hobbes te l ls  us, we soon see th a t despite an almost

machus, in  P la to 's  Republic, Book I (336b-341a). See also the speeches 
offered by Glaucon and Adeimantus which open Book I I  (357a-367e).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Societies are simply aggregations o f ind iv idua l atomic men, each motivated 

by his own passions. To understand p o li t ic s ,  then, one must begin by
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H perfect re la tiv ism  o f g o a l s , 28 the great va rie ty  o f motivations can be
H
' reduced to a few simple passions, including desires (e.g. o f honor, or o f

commodious liv in g )  and fears. Even the reduction to a re la t iv e ly  small 

; number o f ends is  not s u ff ic ie n t,  however. I t  turns out, according to

Hobbes, tha t despite the va rie ty  o f ends men may pursue, they are a l l  a like  

in one respect: they each require the same means, namely, power, which is  

necessary to a tta in  any end. From th is  we may conclude there w i l l  be uni-
: v  •

versal competition, and war, which in  turn w i l l  force each man to  the re a l

iza tion  o f his one t ru ly  fundamental need, his sine qua non, which is  to 

: stay a live . The basic m otivation, then, once men rea lize  th e ir  s itu a tio n *

emerges as a desire fo r  se lf-p reserva tion . Once we have penetrated, by 

means o f th is  analysis, beneath the apparent va rie ty  o f p o li t ic a l communi

tie s  and th e ir  b e lie fs  to the fundamental tru th  about human beings and 

what moves them, we bring them together again and compose or construct a 

commonwealth. The necessary features o f th is  commonwealth must be the 

core o f every p o lit ic a l community, however much these features are covered 

over in  the world o f vulgar speech.

We perform the construction in  a manner precisely analogous to the 

way Euclid determines the properties o f a tr ia n g le : by constructing i t  from 

the simplest elements ( lin e s ) ,  in  a se lf-ev ide n t manner using only postulates 

and axioms (ru les o f lo g ic , we may loosely say), and propositions previously 

proven. The simplest elements o f the p o li t ic a l universe considered by i t 

s e lf are the two fundamental passions, th a t is ,  appetites and aversions.

From these may be constructed by combination (using also the undefined terms 

"m o tion ,"'bp in ion ,11 "overcoming," e tc .)  a complete human psychology which

OO
For an account o f Hobbes as an e th ica l r e la t iv is t ,  and o f his 

contemporaries' reactions, see Samuel I .  M intz, The Hunting o f Leviathan 
£ (Cambridge: Cambridge U n ivers ity  Press, 1962), pp. 27-28.

V;'
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ft c learly  defines everything from laughter to courage. (Courage, fo r  example,

i':5 is  constructed by combining fear (which equals aversion, w ith opinion o f

hurt from the ob ject) w ith hope (which equals appetite w ith opinion o f a t- 

ta in ing) o f overcoming tha t hurt by resistance.)

The reso lu tion  o f man in to  his passions or motivations leads Hobbes 

to a rticu la te  a te r r ib le  sta te o f nature, and from tha t he is  led to  the 

need fo r  a sovereign to guarantee peace and hence c iv i l  society. The geo

metric analogy is  present a t every stage o f his argument because i t  con

s is ts  o f a series o f c lear propositions, linked by lo g ic . Hobbes's con

clusion about the meaning o f ju s tic e  (which is  "whatsoever is  not Unjust."; 

in ju s tice  in  turn is  " the not Performance o f Covenant" (Leviathan, Ch. 15, 

p. 202), is  based on the propositions previously proven, ju s t  as Euclid 

bases the proof o f proposition 1 o f Book I I ,  concerning rectangles, on 

the e a r lie r  proofs and constructions o f Book I .

The necessary features o f a p o li t ic a l community which emerge from 

Hobbes's p o lit ic a l science include, among others, the fa c t tha t p o lit ic s  

is  a permanent struggle fo r  power (channeled, in  Hobbes's commonwealth, 

in to  the peaceful struggle fo r  power in  the form o f wealth), and the fa c t 

tha t a t the very core of p o lit ic s  is  the desire fo r  peace, which in  turn 

comes from man's fea r of v io le n t death. The raison d 'e tre  o f any p o lit ic a l 

community, no matter what illu s io n s  i t  may have about i t s e l f ,  is  always 

peace and se cu rity , no more and no less, according to Hobbes. I t  is  impor

tant to note, however, tha t the content o f Hobbes's p o lit ic a l philosophy 

and his substantive claims about p o lit ic s  are less important to us here 

than his method, his understanding o f how p o lit ic a l science must proceed.

Nevertheless, Hobbes claims his theory " f i t s "  the world. That he

H considers th is  absolutely crucia l is  shown by his attempt to  adduce empir-

H ica l evidence o f the state o f nature immediately fo llow ing the description
I
Itm
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of that sta te . Some reader, Hobbes is  aware, may not t ru s t  the inference 

of the state o f nature, an inference "made from the Passions," and conse

quently may

desire . . .  to have the same confirmed by Experience. Let him there
fore consider w ith  himselfe, when taking a journey, he arms himselfe, 
and seeks to go well accompanied; when going to sleep, he locks his 
dores; when even in  his house he locks his chests; and th is  when he 

% knows there bee Lawes and publike O ffice rs , armed, to revenge a ll
in ju rie s  sha ll bee done him; what opinion he has o f his fe llo w  sub
je c ts , when he rides armed; o f his fe llo w  C itizens, when he locks 
his dores; and o f his ch ild ren , and servants, when he locks his chests. 
Does he not there as much accuse mankind by his actions, as I do by 
my words? (Leviathan, Ch. 13, p. 187)

Hobbes is  concerned le s t one take th is  theory to be an a rb itra ry  construc

tio n , bearing no re la tio n  to  the world we know from common sense. He makes 

clear tha t i t  is  an attempt to explain th a t world by penetrating beneath 

the surface o f our experience in  the everyday world. The reso lu tive - 

compositive method must be seen to be concerned w ith the world we l iv e

in , despite the fa c t th a t i t  attempts to explain by means o f a break w ith 
29common sense.

Hobbes did not, o f course, intend his s c ie n t if ic  "reconstruction" 

o f the p o lit ic a l re a l i ty  as a description o f what ac tua lly  happened in  fa c t, 

in h is to ry . In th is  sense one might say he is  attempting to  "reform" lan

guage by showing what p o lit ic a l terms can leg itim a te ly  mean, what they 

necessarily mean. The fa c t tha t most philosophers before Hobbes had not

^9For an exce llen t account o f Hobbes's insistence th a t we te s t our 
p o lit ic a l science against the common-sense p o lit ic a l world, see Tttnnies, 
Hobbes, pp. 92-94. Hobbes asserts, according to Tttnnies, th a t "re ine  
Wissenschaft nur mbglich se i, von Gedankendingen: abstrakten Gegenst&nden, 
ideellen Ereignissen; daher auch von einem .p o litische n ' Kbrper, der m it 
keinen Sinnen wahrnehmbar is t ,  dessen Typus w ir konstruieren. A lle  diese 
Gedankendinge machen w ir schlechthin, nclmlich denkend, und kdnnen solche, 
die w ir als der Susseren oder ktirperlichen Welt angehflrig denken, in  der 
W irk lich ke it—mehr oder minder auf vollkommene Weise—nachbilden; immer 
aber kdnnen w ir w irk liche  Tatsachen, auch wenn s ie , wie der Staat und wie 
moralische B e g riffe , nur in  den Gedanken der Menschen e x is tie re n , an 
diesen unseren Ideen messen" (p. 93; emphasis added).
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understood th is  he would a ttr ib u te  to  th e ir  delusions about language and 

science. In the actual h is to r ic a l circumstances everything was confused, 

every meaning rendered ambiguous, by ce rta in  "phantasms o f the mind" which 

men invented to cover over th e ir  anx ie ty , to explain what they did not 

understand. Thus ju s tic e  was understood by p rim itive  man to  be dispensed 

by gods. I t  was re lig io n  which prevented the development o f language 

ra tio n a lly , but i t  does not prevent Hobbes from fig u rin g  out how p o lit ic a l 

terms would have been invented, th a t is ,  what they should have meant) i f  men 

had had no delusions or had understood themselves s c ie n t if ic a l ly .
f::

7. Science and the World: Theory and Practice
J;’V

The d i f f ic u l t y  we alluded to  e a r l ie r  in  the matter o f d e fin it io n s  

is  now apparent. The c la r i ty  and power o f a demonstration, i t  appears, 

depends d ire c tly  on d e fin itio n s  which are derived by the a n a ly tic  proce

dure. Unfortunately d e fin it io n s , "because they are p r in c ip le s , cannot be 

demonstrated" (De Corpore, 1 .6 .12). Although they cannot be demonstrated, 

Hobbes qu ick ly  adds th a t "they need no demonstration, though they need 

exp lica tion" ( ib id . ) .  This, however, raises a d i f f ic u l t y .  I f  d e fin it io n s  

are impossible to prove, but acceptance o f them is  necessary in  order, 

quite simply, to do science, how are we to understand the re la tio n  o f 

science to the world? Does Hobbes understand his p o li t ic a l science to 

be p rov is iona lly  co rrect, an abstract framework which underlies p o li t ic a l 

practice?

What is  involved here is  a question about the status o f geometry 

as a science. The c lass ica l th inkers considered i t  th e o re tic a l, as opposed 

to p o lit ic a l science which was p ra c tic a l. The c la r i ty  o f the eternal and 

absolute tru ths  o f geometry was due in  pa rt to  the fa c t th a t geometry is  

abstract. I t  abstracted from a world in  which, fo r  example, points do
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have breadth and lin e s  are not in f in i te ly  extended. Hobbes apparently 

hoped tha t a true  p o li t ic a l science could be constructed which would be 

theoretical and ce rta in  ju s t  as is  geometry. One must wonder, however, 

whether there is  not something problematic about the idea o f a th e o re ti

cal science o f a p ra c tica l matter lik e  p o lit ic s .

In c lass ica l thought th is  problematic re la tionsh ip  was o f very 

serious consequence: fo r  us, on the other hand, the problematic aspect 

is  somewhat e lus ive , p recise ly because o f the success o f Hobbes's attempt 

to reforge the connection between theory and p ractice . Why i t  was a prob

lem may be seen from the fo llow ing considerations. One component o f the 

theoretica l r ig o r  o f geometry, o f i t s  excellence as a "pure science," is  

i ts  abstractness. That is ,  geometry is  theo re tica l because i t  "abstracts" 

from the complexity o f the empirical world—i t  abstracts from, among other 

things, co lo r, which is  always part o f the figures we can see. For the

classical th inke rs , the p u r ity  and r ig o r  o f geometry were purchased a t a

price. What geometry te l ls  us about the universe was recognized to  be

only one side o f th ings , to require supplementation from the world o f 

common experience, in  order to  be p ra c tic a l, or u s e f u l . F o r  Hobbes, 

on the contrary, the natural or common-sense understanding is  i t s e l f  use

less precisely because o f i t s  complexity, heterogeneity, and d iv e rs ity .

And theore tica l science is  useful precise ly because i t  is  abstract, since 

the only way the human mind can deal w ith  a chaotic world o f nothing but
0 1

sense impressions is  to  impose order, to s im p lify . Consequently, fo r

Hobbes the abs trac t, the th e o re tica l, is  the only access to tru th  about

See Chapter 6 ,below.

31Hobbes presents his p ic tu re  o f a chaotic world o f matter in  motion: 
which we perceive by our senses and "order" in  our own minds, in  Leviathan, 
Chs. 1-3. Cf. Stephen, Hobbes, pp. 105-13.
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the world. I t  is  more "re a l" than common sense because naming—-the process 

which precedes any science—is  a matter o f imposing a framework on the 

natural chaos. The abstraction from the world o f sense, which caracter- 

izes geometry, is  a necessary component, on Hobbes's understanding, o f any 

theoretica l science which hopes to be p rac tica l or usefu l. What was fo r  

the classics a defect, in one sense, o f theore tica l science—-its  abstract

ly ness--is fo r  Hobbes the sine qua non o f i t s  u t i l i t y .  Theoretical science

can be p ractica l only because i t  orders, s im p lif ie s , abstracts, and so 

makes the world manageable.
(»• ;■

ft This approach was a ttra c tiv e  to  Hobbes, even aside from the reasons
y
£ we have attempted to elucidate above, because he had in  fro n t o f hfm the
V-, ■

model o f the new natural science, which was based on a new understanding
qo

y of tha t re la tionsh ip  between theo re tica l p u rity  and p rac tica l u t i l i t y .

Classical physics had been, to say the le a s t, unproductive. But in  Hobbes's 

time the abstract tru ths o f mathematics, applied to the physical world, 

were producing a new p rac tica l science which was true because i t  worked, 

and which worked w ith wonderful success. On Hobbes's understanding o f 

language, i t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to see why th is  should not be equally i f  not 

more e ffe c tive  when applied to  human constructs such as p o li t ic a l in s t i 

tu tions: no one, a fte r  a l l ,  denies th a t men make these. In fa c t,  i t  is  

precisely th is  which permits Hobbes to  claim th a t p o lit ic a l science can
qq

achieve greater ce rta in ty  than natural science. I t  is  important th a t

32cf. E.A. B u rtt, The Metaphysical Foundations o f Modern Science 
(Garden C ity : Doubleday & Co., 1954), p. 134.

33For th is  claim see De Homine, Ch. X (see p. 29 above); c f.
De Corpore, I I I . 25.1, where, as Hobbes turns to the consideration o f nat
ural phenomena, he w rite s : " I  now enter upon the other p a rt; which is  the 
finding out by the appearances or e ffe c ts  o f nature, which we know by sense, 
some ways and means by which they may be, I  do not say they are, generated. 
The p rin c ip le s , therefore , upon which the fo llow ing discourse depends, are
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we grasp the im p lica tion  of th is  assertion. Hobbes is  not attempting to 

model his p o lit ic a l science on the pattern o f natural sciences. Rather, 

his claim is  th a t his new c iv i l  philosophy w i l l  be the f i r s t  to meet the 

requirements o f science simply, th a t is ,  o f s c ie n t if ic  knowledge. I t  is  

the invention o f language which permits man access to knowledge properly 

speaking.

Knowledge, according to Hobbes, is  expressed in  statements which 

are constructed s y llo g is t ic a lly .  I t  is  th is  fa c t which makes the terms 

of p o lit ic s  knowable. We know only what we construct. We name th ings, 

we agree on names by "opera tiona liz ing" th e ir  d e fin it io n s , but we recog

nize tha t as regards nature th is  is  an im position o f our own construction 

on a world which already ex is ts . The p o lit ic a l phenomena, the "conceptions" 

which p o li t ic a l terms re fe r to , are a r t i f i c ia l :  we can know them more fu l ly  

because we make them. This is  to say, p o li t ic a l science is  capable o f 

more ce rta in ty  not because we make p o li t ic a l science, but because we make 

the p o lit ic a l phenomena, the things to  which our terms o f p o lit ic a l d is 

course re fe r—laws, states, monarchs, e tc. Of course, as Hobbes rea lizes , 

we ourselves don 't make them; they have been in  existence fo r  great stretches 

o f time. But we can know them fu l ly  nevertheless because we can recover 

the circumstances in  which the concepts were created. By c a re fu lly  observ

ing human nature and h is to ry , and reducing i t  to the essential elements 

which must always have been present, we can reconstruct the s itu a tio n  in

which the f i r s t  terms o f p o lit ic a l discourse were needed and thus invented. 34

not such as we ourselves make and pronounce in  general terms, as d e fin it io n s ; 
but such, as being placed in  things themselves by the Author o f Nature, are 
by us observed in  then."

^ C f .  Leviathan, Ch. 4, p. 101. Men invented languages "as need 
(the mother o f a l l  inventions) taught them" (emphasis added).
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And we can use the new understanding to  estab lish  a secure basis fo r  the 

tru ly  necessary p o lit ic a l in s titu t io n s  (by weeding out myths such as d iv ine 

r ig h t o f kings and showing the real basis o f leg itim acy).

The question whether moral science is  d iffe re n t in  p r in c ip le  (more 

knowable) from physical is  not, we believe, s a t is fa c to r ily  resolved by 

Hobbes. On the one hand, he seems to say tha t a l l  knowledge is  hypothetical 

(of names), moral science or geometry no less than physics. Both require 

testing against the fa c ts , the real world (see note 28 above). On the 

other hand, the form ulation th a t "we know only what we make" seems to sug

gest tha t geometry is  knowable in  some way more completely than physics.V :  •

‘i'v
I f  tha t is  not the case, Hobbes is  forced in to  the position o f assuming

some underlying harmony between the geometry we construct w ith  human lo g ic  

and the working o f the physical universe—a harmony which he nowhere pro

claims and which seems to contrad ic t the s p i r i t  o f his philosophy. Although 

Hobbes in  his la te r  works seems more c le a rly  to d iffe re n tia te  physics from 

moral science (De Corpore, I I I . 25.1), his position is  fa r  from clear in  

Leviathan, most notably in  the famous diagram in  Chapter 9. In any event, 

we w i l l ,  in  what fo llow s, make use o f Locke's more systematic attempt to 

deal w ith th is  issue, since Hobbes leaves us unsa tis fied . That there is  

an ambiguity in  Hobbes's teaching is  s u f f ic ie n t ly  demonstrated by the fa c t 

tha t numerous attempts to  resolve the issue have led to two main schools 

of thought on the question o f the connection between his p o lit ic a l thought 

and his physical science.35

^See Leo Strauss, The P o lit ic a l Philosophy o f Hobbes (Chicago:
I  University o f Chicago Press, 1966), pp. 151-52. For more deta iled consid-
|  eration o f Hobbes's po s ition , see Manfred Riedel, "Zum VerhcHtnis von

Ontologie und p o lit is c h e r Theorie bei Hobbes," in  Hobbes-Forschungen, eds. 
Reinhart Koselleck and Roman Schnur (B e rlin : Duncker & Humblot, 1969), 
pp. 103-18; W.H. Greenleaf, "Hobbes: The Problem o f In te rp re ta tio n ,"  in  
Hobbes and Rousseau, eds. Cranston and Peters; Goldsmith, Hobbes's Science,
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Hobbes's claim th a t the meanings o f the p o lit ic a l terms are the 

resu lt o f human construction, together w ith  the fa c t o f the existence o f 

diverse, not to  say ra d ica lly  d if fe re n t,  languages, cannot help but ra ise 

the question whether p o lit ic a l terms such as ju s tic e  are not merely con

ventional, w ith d iffe re n t meanings a t d if fe re n t times. I t  thus opens 

up the p o s s ib il ity  tha t p o lit ic a l science may be o f only lim ite d  v a lid ity  

because o f i t s  being time- or place-bound. That is  to say, i t  forces us 

to recognize the p o s s ib ility  th a t p o li t ic a l science may be h is to r ic a l.

That Hobbes is  aware o f th is  p o s s ib il ity  seems very l ik e ly  from the 

second paragraph o f Chapter 4 o f Leviathan, where he mentions "the d ive r

s ity  o f Tongues" in  the "several! parts o f the world." Hobbes re jects  

the h is to r ic is t  conclusion, because he believes th a t meanings necessarily 

emerge in  the same way everywhere because o f man's permanent nature. Never

theless i t  was possible to  argue, a fte r  Hobbes, tha t what he thought was a 

necessary h is to r ic a l sequence (emerging from the sta te  o f nature), was in 

fac t only the re s u lt o f a c c id e n t.^  And c le a rly  i f  meanings are under

stood to be dependent on accidental h is to r ic a l circumstances, concepts 

might very well be d iffe re n t in  d if fe re n t times. This im p lica tion  o f his 

understanding was la te r  decisive in  the abandonment o f the task which he 

believed to be the core o f p o lit ic a l science: the understanding o f ju s tic e .

H istoric ism  did not e n t ire ly  succeed in  d e v ita liz in g  Hobbes's ap

proach, however. At leas t one version o f Hobbes's method responded to the

p. 39. See also Leo Strauss, "On the Basis o f Hobbes's P o lit ic a l Philoso
phy," in  What is  P o lit ic a l Philosophy (Glencoe, I l l in o is :  The Free Press, 
1959), pp. 170-96, and Natural Right and H istory (Chicago: The U n ivers ity  
o f Chicago Press, 1953), pp. 166-201.

3£)As Rousseau, fo r  example, la te r  claimed in  the Discourse on the 
Origins o f In e q u a lity , in  The F irs t  and Second Discourses, ed. and trans . R. 
Masters (New York: Saint M artin 's  Press, 1964), pp. 141, 143.
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claim th a t ju s tic e  and other p o lit ic a l terms are h is to r ic a l by simply 

retrenching: i t  abandoned the attempt to study s c ie n t if ic a l ly  those things 

which began to be ca lled  "value-terms" and instead simply t r ie d  to  des

cribe p o lit ic a l systems or organizations. I t  attempted th is  by reducing 

the va rie ty  o f p o li t ic a l o rgan iza tions^ to  a set o f fundamental elements 

—what Hobbes would have ca lled "un iversa ls"—and describing the re la tio n 

ship between than.

Hobbes, in  any case, th inks tha t c lea r d e fin itio n s  a c tu a lly  un

cover what ju s t ic e  is., because they remove the ambiguity which grows onto 

a word in  vulgar usage and restore to i t  i t s  proper or necessary meaning. 

I t  should be c lear from th is  tha t Hobbes's understanding o f the p o ss ib il

i t y  o f a p o li t ic a l science, including the resolutive-com positive method 

and the understanding o f propositions, is  connected w ith  a p a rtic u la r 

a ttitud e  toward common speech. Behind th a t, in  tu rn , lie s  a certa in  

understanding o f the nature o f language. In the next chapter we w i l l  

explore th a t conception o f language and t r y  to bring out some o f the 

problems in to  which Hobbes's successors were led by his new method.

Once the connection between his method and his view o f language is  c lea r, 

i t  w i l l  be possible to ra ise some serious questions about both.

^ O r s truc tu res , or functions, in  another version.
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CHAPTER 3

LANGUAGE, SIGNIFICATION, AND MEANING IN HOBBES AND LOCKE

We may well be sympathetic to Hobbes's palpable impatience w ith 

the approach o f his predecessors in  p o lit ic a l science. I t  is  understand

able tha t he would fe e l, as do we, fru s tra tio n  a t the c ir c u la r ity ,  ambi

gu ity , and even contradictions to be found in  works which purported to be 

knowledge (see Chapters 6 and 7, below). We have now examined the grounds 

fo r Hobbes's claim th a t he is  the true  founder, the f i r s t  to see c le a rly  

the re la tio n  between language or words on the one hand and knoweldge or 

science, on the other. I f  his claim seems immodest, i t  can only be because 

what he took to be so s tr ik in g  and powerful about science is  now so common

place: in  other words, i t  can only be because o f the success o f Hobbes 

himself.

We wish now to  inqu ire  in to  the p a rtic u la r  understanding o f lan

guage which permitted Hobbes to claim so much.* His understanding is  one

we are not given to  questioning, because i t  accords w ith common sense. At
2

the same time, i t  is  ch a ra c te ris tic  o f natural science, and natural science

Despite Hobbes's claims, i t  would not be accurate to describe him 
as an op tim is t. He concedes tha t the f in a l understanding o f the names o f 
the p o lit ic a l phenomena, th a t is ,  the correct d e fin itio n s  and c lea r re la tio n 
ships between d e fin itio n s  which together comprise true  p o lit ic a l science, is  
not possible u n t i l  philosophy i t s e l f  is  complete. See De Corpore, 1.2.16, 
where, a fte r  g iv ing  examples o f the lo g ica l resolution  o f names, he adds,
" I would not have any man th ink  I  d e live r the forms above fo r  a true  and 
exact o rd ina tion  o f names; fo r  th is  cannot be performed as long as philoso
phy remains im perfect."

^See Rudolph Carnap, An In troduction  to The Philosophy o f Science

51
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normally claims to question and probe beneath coiranon sense. That in  th is

case natural science and common sense agree makes our questioning doubly

un like ly. What is  th is  understanding o f language upon which Hobbes builds

his philosophy? Only a fte r  we come to  see i t  in  i t s  complete form can we

begin to understand the true  foundation o f Hobbes's p o lit ic a l science. We

w ill supplement Hobbes's statements about language w ith those o f John Locke,

who trea ts  o f words and language much more system atically and a t greater

length than Hobbes. (Book I I I  o f Locke's Essay Concerning Human Under-

standing is  devoted exclusive ly to language.) I t  is  not d i f f i c u l t  to

show tha t Hobbes and Locke share the conceptions o f knowledge and language
4

we are exploring, although, o f course, they d if fe r  in  other respects. The 

conception o f language tha t we are in terested in ,  i t  should be noted, is  so 

fundamental th a t i t  remains untouched by other changes Locke made in  

Hobbes's p o lit ic a l philosophy.

1. Hobbes's Understanding o f Language

Language, on Hobbes's view, is  a kind o f communications code, a 

code set up by men to transm it messages to each other. The creation o f

(New York: Basic Books, 1966), pp. 4, 51, 52, 58-61. See also John Wilson, 
Language & The Pursuit o f Truth (Cambridge: The U niversity Press, 1969).

3For an account o f Locke's aim and accomplishment in  Book I I I  o f 
his Essay which d if fe rs  in  some respects from what fo llow s, see Karl Fahrion 
"Die Sprachphilosophie Lockes," in  Archiv f t t r  Geschichte der Philosophie, ed 
Ludwig Stein, vo l. 26 (B e rlin : Druck und Verlag von Leonhard Simion N f., 
1912), pp. 56-65.

4Cf. the account in  G ilb e rt Ryle, "John Locke on the Human Under
standing," in  Locke and Berkeley, eds. Armstrong and Martin (Notre Dame; 
Indiana: U nivers ity  o f Notre Dame Press, pp. 25-26. Ryle summarizes as 
fo llows: "That the evidence o f p a rtic u la r perceptions can never be a
foundation fo r  true  knowledge, th a t true  knowledge is  both completely gen

s'; era! and completely certa in  and is  o f the type o f pure mathematics . . .
are doctrines which Locke's whole Essay is  intended to es ta b lish ."
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th is  code was a technical problem, an inven to r's  problem. Indeed, Hobbes 

compares i t  to other inventions: "The invention o f P r in tin g , though ingen

ious, compared w ith  the invention o f L e tte rs , is  no great matter . . . .

But the most noble and p ro fita b le  invention o f a l l  o ther, was th a t o f 

SPEECH . . ."  (Leviathan, Ch. 4, p. 100). One may say th a t the invention 

of language is  not d if fe re n t in  p r in c ip le  from, although o f course o f vastly  

greater s ign ificance than, the invention o f the telephone, which solves 

another problem in  communications, namely, communicating in s ta n tly  over
5

long distances. Acoording to Hobbes, language i t s e l f  is  a to o l, created

by men.

Language consists o f words, which are used to communicate our

thoughts or conceptions to  one another.^ But words had a p r io r  use, namely, 

to serve fo r  an ind iv idua l as reminders o f what his thoughts or conceptions 

were in  the past. The f i r s t  use o f words was as marks. "A MARK therefore 

is  a sensible object which a man erecteth v o lu n ta r ily  to  h im self, to  the 

end to remember thereby somewhat past, when the same is  objected to  his

Cf. De Homine, Ch. X.2, where Hobbes describes in  more d e ta il 
the sense in  which he means to say language was "invented:"

"For i t  is  incred ib le  tha t men once came together to take counsel 
to constitu te  by decree what a l l  words and a l l  connexions o f words 
would s ig n ify . I t  is  more cred ib le , however, th a t a t f i r s t  there 
were few names and only o f those things th a t were the most fa m ilia r . 
Thus the f i r s t  man by his own w i l l  imposed names on ju s t  a few ani
mals, namely, the ones th a t God led before him to look a t; then on 
other th ings, as one or another species o f things offered i t s e l f  to 
his senses; these names, having been accepted, were handed down from 
fathers to th e ir  sons, who also devised others."

®See also David R. B e ll, "What Hobbes Does With Words," Philoso
phical Quarterly 19 (A p ril 1969): 155-58. Bell argues tha t Hobbes's 
theory o f language is  a d ire c t precursor o f J. L. A ustin 's  modern theory 
o f the language o f "performative utterances." See J. L. Austin, How to 
Do Things With Words, ed. J. 0. Urmson (New York: Oxford U n ivers ity  Press, 
1962). Whatever the merits o f th is  view, i t  leaves untouched the account 
given here o f Hobbes's view o f science and i t s  re la tionsh ip  to  language. 
Cf. Dorothea Krook, "Thomas Hobbes's Doctrine o f Meaning and T ru th ," 
Philosophy XXXI (1956): 3-22.
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sense again. As men tha t have passed by a rock a t sea, set up some mark, 

whereby to  remember th e ir  former danger, and avoid i t "  ( Elements, 1 .5 .1 ). 

Moreover, words are only a type o f mark, a subset o f the class o f a l l  ima

ginable marks. "In  the number o f these marks, are those human voices 

(which we c a ll the names or appellations o f th ings) sensible to the ear, 

by which we re ca ll in to  our mind some conceptions o f the things to  which 

we give those names or appellations" (Elements, 1 .5 .2).

Such marks, however, are only a pre lim inary to genuine language.

As long as words serve only as marks, men cannot communicate w ith each 

other. And "though some one man, o f how exce llen t a w it  soever, should 

spend a l l  his time p a rtly  in  reasoning, and p a rtly  in  inventing marks fo r  

the help o f h is memory, and advancing himself in  learning; who sees not 

that the benefit he reaps to  himself w i l l  not be much, and to others none 

at a ll? "  I t  is  necessary, then, fo r  words to  take on another func tion , 

because "unless he communicate his notes w ith  others, his science w i l l  

perish w ith him" (De Corpore, 1 .2 .2 ). This second function o f names 

Hobbes ca lls  "s igns." Words function as "signs'," says Hobbes, "when many 

use the same words, to  s ig n if ie  (by th e ir  connexion and order,) one to  

another, what they conceive, or th ink  o f each m atter; and also what they 

desire, feare, or have any other passion fo r"  (Leviathan, Ch. 4, p. 101).^ 

Generally or ph ilosoph ica lly  speaking, signs e x is t wherever we f in d  corre

la tion  between phenomena; Hobbes o ffe rs  an example from nature. "A th ic k  

cloud is  a sign o f ra in  to fo llo w , and ra in  a sign th a t a cloud has gone

Thus Dorothea Krook maintains Hobbes has two theories o f language, 
a "s ign-function ing" theory and a theory o f language as discourse. Con
sidering Hobbes's overa ll purpose (to  account fo r  knowledge) and his own 
statements on the matter, th is  seems somewhat a rb itra ry  on Krook's p a rt, 
fo r Hobbes saw his theory o f language as one consistent explanation o f 
what language is  and does. See "Hobbes's Doctrine."
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before, fo r  th is  reason only, th a t we seldom see clouds w ithout the con

sequence o f ra in , nor ra in  a t any time but when a cloud has gone before"

(De Corpore, 1 .2 .2 ). Words are merely a human counterpart o f th is  more 

general phenomenon. And th is  means, as Hobbes notes, th a t we can d is 

tinguish between natural signs, and those which "are a rb itra ry , namely, 

those we make choice o f a t our own pleasure, as a bush hung up, s ig n if ie s  

that wine is  to  be sold there; a stone set in  the ground s ig n if ie s  theii
& bound o f a f ie ld ;  and words so and so connected, s ig n ify  the cog ita tions
i
p  and motions o f our mind" ( ib id . ) .  Words, whether as marks or as signs,
3-r
££ are s t r ic t ly  a rb itra ry , created by men fo r  a sp e c ific  purpose: to stand
p
£; fo r a conception. Marks and signs d i f fe r  only in  th a t, as Hobbes says,

?£ "we make those fo r  our own use, but these fo r  the use o f others“ ( ib id . ) .

The a rb itra ry  symbols which we c a ll words, when connected as signs o f
h':

our thoughts, "are ca lled SPEECH, o f which every part is  a name" (De Cor- 

pore, 1 .2 .3 ). Hobbes defines the term "name" in  De Corpore as fo llow s:

"A NAME is  a word taken a t pleasure to  serve fo r  a mark, which may ra ise  

in  our mind a thought lik e  to some thought we had before, and which being 

pronounced to  others, may be to  them a sign o f what thought the speaker 

had, or had not before in  his mind" (De Corpore, 1 .2 .4 ). Language, we 

may say, is  in  Hobbes's understanding what we c a ll a symbolic system, re

markably l ik e  a code. Each symbol in  the code is  a name, which stands fo r  

a conception, w ith  which in  turn we have learned to id e n tify  i t .  This 

accords w ith  our common-sense view o f words.

2. Complications Because o f Universal Names

How do we understand someone who uses a word l ik e  " ra t io n a l,"  or 

a general term which has no obvious re fe re n t, l ik e  "man"? Hobbes ca re fu lly  

points out th a t names are never signs fo r  th ings, but only fo r  conceptions
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of things: " th a t the sound o f th is  word stone should be the sign o f a

stone, cannot be understood in  any sense but th is ,  th a t he tha t pronounces 

i t  thinks o f a stone" ( De Corpore, 1 .2 .5 ). Thus "man" proves to be no d i f 

f ic u lty  even though i t  has no clear re fe ren t. "Man" is  what Hobbes ca lls  

a'Universal name," or a name "common to many th ings ." We understand some

one who uses the name "man" to have in  his mind a general conception, not 

a conception o f a p a rtic u la r  person. A name o f th is  type " is  imposed on 

many th ings, fo r  th e ir  s im ilitu d e  in  some q u a lity , or other accident: And 

whereas a Proper Name bringeth to  mind one th ing onely; Universals reca ll 

any one o f those many." Universal names stand fo r  a class o f th ings, or 

fo r what is  common to our conception o f each. Such classes may be broad 

and general o r narrow; the former may encompass the la t te r  e n tire ly . "And 

of Names U n iversa l!, some are o f more, and some o f lesse extente; the 

larger comprehending the lesse large: and some again o f equal! extent, 

comprehending each other re c ip ro c a lly ."  The p ic tu re  Hobbes draws is  one 

of words or names as so many labe ls , each attached to our conceptions in  

such a way as to stand fo r  e ith e r a class o f conceptions, or an ind iv idua l 

conception, or some "q u a lity  or other accident" common to various concep

tions. He o ffe rs  an example: "The Name Body is  o f la rge r s ig n if ic a tio n

than the word Man, and comprehendeth i t ;  and the names Man and R a tiona l!, 

are o f equal 1 extent, comprehending mutually one another" (Leviathan, Ch.

4, p. 103).

Once we begin to see th a t words are names fo r  conceptions, we might 

wonder why there is  ever any problem understanding what someone says. The 

explanation, according to Hobbes, is  tha t universal names are problematic.

"The appellations th a t be un iversa l, and common to many th ings, are not 

always given to a l l  the p a rticu la rs , (as they ought to  be) fo r l ik e  conceptions
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I

and considerations in  them a l l ;  which is  the cause tha t many o f them are 

not o f constant s ig n if ic a tio n , but bring in to  our minds other thoughts than 

those fo r  which they were ordained" (Elements, 1 .5 .7). Such words, Hobbes 

adds, "are ca lled EQUIVOCAL." That is ,  by the very fa c t th a t universal 

names are un iversa l, they are usually not as c lear as p a rtic u la r and 

proper names. They have what Hobbes considers a defect in  th e ir  use i f  

not in  th e ir  nature; we cannot always know exactly what they mean, be

cause everyday usage: does not s t ic k  to  one meaning.

This equivocation o f names maketh i t  d i f f ic u l t  to recover those 
conceptions fo r  which the name was ordained; and th a t not only in  
the language o f other men, wherein we are to consider the d r i f t ,  
and occasion, and contexture o f the speech, as well as the words 
themselves; but also in  our own discourse, which being derived from 
the custom and common use o f speech, representeth not unto us our 
own conceptions. I t  is  therefore a great a b i l i t y  in  a man, out o f 
the words, contexture, and other circumstances o f language, to de
l iv e r  himself from equivocation, and to  f in d  out the true meaning 
of what is  said: and th is  is  i t  we c a ll UNDERSTANDING. (Elements,
1.5.8)

We understand what is  said, according to  Hobbes, when the con

ception fo r  which a name is  the sign ac tu a lly  occurs to  us. How do we 

know i t  is  the r ig h t  conception, the conception which re a lly  goes w ith 

the name? This, apparently, is  decided by discovering "those conceptions 

fo r which the name was ordained." Presumably, th is  means the conceptions 

to which the name was assigned or ordained by i t s  f i r s t  user or i t s  inven

to r , or perhaps (since the f i r s t  user might have been confused) simply o r-
g

dained by nature, by the order o f th ings. Where do we get these

O
Although in  general her account is  exce llent, Krook maintains 

that Hobbes was so radical a nom inalist tha t he meant to say a l l  tru ths 
are e n tire ly  creations o f men, th a t a l l  d e fin itio n s  are wholly a rb itra ry . 
This considerably overstates his pos ition . (See above, pp. 33, 43) Men 

% make up names to stand fo r  thoughts, which means the names are a rb itra ry
t  but not necessarily tha t thoughts are a rb itra ry . A proposition is  a tru th

i f  the words are arranged properly, but th is  does not perm it men (a t least 
according to Hobbes's view) to create any tru ths  they want. (See note 10 
below.) See Krook, "Hobbes Doctrine," pp. 4-19; c f. J. M. Brown, "A Note
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conceptions, in  the absence o f some so rt o f ancient d ictionary? Hobbes 

is  less clear about th is  than we might hope.

3. The Problem o f Common Speech

Now i f  "naming" a conception, th a t is ,  the act referred to ju s t  

above, is  the o r ig in  o f a l l  our words, understanding consists in  having 

in our minds the r ig h t  conceptions fo r  names, or in  "fig u rin g  out" the 

true meanings o f names, the conceptions o f which they are the "s igns."
g

But common speech is  ambiguous, not to say inaccurate and misleading.

I t  is  necessary to penetrate beneath the ambiguity o f vulgar and ordinary 

language, to cut away i t s  vagueness and sloppiness and get a t the concep

tions themselves. The fa c t th a t names are e n tire ly  a matter o f convention, 

according to  Hobbes, points to the fa c t tha t a large number o f philosophi

cal disputes are nothing but disputes about words whose s ig n ifica tio n s  are 

not se ttled . And the conventionality o f language is  what permits Hobbes 

to seek to end disputes by penetrating beneath the names and dealing w ith 

the conceptions, or phenomena, which are re a lly  in  q u e s tio n .^

on Professor Oakeshott's In troduction to the Leviathan," and Krook, "Mr. 
Brown's Note Annotated," P o lit ic a l Studies 1 (1953): 53-64, 216-27.

g
Hobbes's fr ie n d  and patron, S ir  Francis Bacon, had noted th is  

problem, and we may assume Hobbes had been exposed to Bacon's ideas. "Now 
words," Bacon wrote, "being commonly framed and applied according to  the 
capacity o f the vu lgar, fo llow  those lines  o f d iv is io n  which are most ob
vious to the vulgar understanding" (S ir  Francis Bacon, Magna In s ta u ra tio , 
second part (The New Organon, LIX), in  Essays, Advancement o f Learning,
New A tla n tis , and Other Pieces, ed. Richard Foster Jones (New York: Odyssey 
Press, 1937), p. 287).

*^This a tt itu d e  is  ch a rac te ris tic  o f the p rac titione rs  o f the 
emerging natural science o f Hobbes's century. G a lileo , fo r  whom Hobbes 
had great admiration, may have profoundly influenced the la t te r  on th is  
po int. In his famous Letters on Sunspots G alileo challenges the view tha t 
sunspots are s ta rs . " I t  is  indeed true  th a t I am quibbling over names, while 
I know tha t anyone may impose them to s u it  h im self. So long as a man does 
not th ink  th a t by names he can confer inherent and essential properties on 
th ings, i t  would make l i t t l e  d ifference whether he ca lls  these 's ta rs '"
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I t  is  easy to  see why th is  approach appeared to promise so much, 

especially three and a h a lf centuries ago, when schools were s t i l l  domi

nated by tha t phenomenon Hobbes so b i t te r ly  hated, Scholastic philosophy, 

the "canting o f Schoolemen" (Leviathan, Ch. 5, p. 115; c f. Ch. 46). In 

contrast to the abundant use o f "names th a t s ig n if ie  nothing; but are 

taken up, and learned by ro te  from the Schooles, as hyposta tica l, transub

s tan tia te , consubstantiate, eternal-Now, and the l ik e  . . ."  (Leviathan,

Ch. 5, p. 115), Hobbes's hard-headed insistence on c lear and consistent 

use of terms could only be a breath o f fresh a ir .  But Hobbes's approach 

is  not w ithout problems.

I f  words or names stand fo r  conceptions, how can we be sure we 

agree in those conceptions? Names, a fte r  a l l ,  are defined by other words, 

and how w i l l  we be sure we share the conceptions fo r  which they stand? The 

invention o f names, Hobbes says, drew men out o f ignorance "by c a llin g  to 

th e ir  remembrance the necessary coherence o f one conception to another" 

(Elements, 1 .5.13). But what is  the source o f th is  "necessary coherence"?

In De Homine, Hobbes proves th a t names are conventional by c it in g  the fa c t 

that "languages are d iverse," while "the nature o f things is  everywhere 

the same" (X.2). But what au tho rity  can he c ite  in  support o f th a t claim?

I f  language is  ra d ic a lly  conventional, men must a l l  see the world in  the 

same way or there would be no p o s s ib ility  o f communication. We must a l l  

share conceptions, o r a t leas t some fundamental few conceptions, out o f

(Galileo, Letters on Sunspots, in  Discoveries and Opinions o f G a lileo , ed. 
Stillman Drake (New York: Doubleday & Co., 1957), p. 139.) Names are 
e n tire ly  a rb itra ry . G a lileo 's  in te re s t is  not in  quibbling over what to 
label these phenomena. " I  do not care i f  they are called stars, . . . But 
these solar stars w i l l  be d iffe re n t from any other stars" (quoted in  
Ludovico Geymonat, G alileo  G a lile i (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1957), 
p. 66, from G a lileo , Favor's National Ed., IV ,257). Call them what you w i l l ,  
as fa r  as G alileo is  concerned, tha t w i l l  in  no way a ffe c t the subject o f 
inquiry.
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which others can be constructed. The "necessary coherence" o f our concep

tions is  not adequately explained by Hobbes in  the lim ited  space he devotes 

to his understanding o f language.1**

4. Locke's Understanding o f Language

In the hope o f discovering something more about th is  understand

ing o f language, we must turn to  John Locke's Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding. In doing so, we w i l l  t r y  to  make e x p lic ity  the features 

of a more general understanding o f language--that is ,  the understanding

ta c it ly  accepted in  much o f modern thought—which considers language as
12a symbol-system or too l fo r  human communication.

We wish to inqu ire  in to  the claim th a t there ex is ts  a "necessary 

coherence o f one conception to another" and the accompanying im p lica tion

**For Hobbes's account o f language in  general, compare the account 
given above w ith  th a t in  J.W.N. Watkins, Hobbes's System o f Ideas (New 
York: Barnes and Noble, 1965), pp. 138-62; S ir  Leslie  Stephen, Hobbes 
(Ann Arbor: U n ivers ity  o f Michigan Press, 1961), pp. 89-97; M.M. Goldsmith, 
Hobbes's Science o f P o lit ic s  (New York: Columbia U n ivers ity  Press, 1966), 
pp. 4-12; and Krook, "Hobbes's Doctrine."

12I t  is  worth noting here a ce rta in  degree o f s im ila r ity  w ith  
the approach o f a t leas t one modern social s c ie n tis t.  The fo llo w ing , 
taken from a recent book in  p o lit ic a l science, re fle c ts  a view which 
is  by now fa m ilia r :

"In  order to 'know' a process, we must use symbols th a t we match in  
some way against the d is tr ib u tio n  o f some aspects of the process we 
study. . . .  (p. 5)

A symbol is  an order to  re ca ll from memory a p a rtic u la r th ing 
or event, or a p a rticu la r set o f th ings or events. Any physical 
work or event th a t functions repeatedly as such a command can thus 
function as a symbol. I f  we use several symbols, so as to  be able 
to re ca ll several d if fe re n t th ings, we must connect our symbols w ith 
some operating ru les . Together, the set o f symbols and the set o f 
operating ru les form a symbol system or a model. . . .

Any language uses such a symbol system. . . .  (p. 10)
We have seen th a t men th ink  in  terms o f models. Their sense 

organs abstract the events tha t touch them; th e ir  memories store 
traces o f these events as coded symbols; and they may re ca ll them 
according to patterns they learned e a r l ie r ,  or recombine them in  
patterns th a t are new.1'(p . 19) (Karl Deutsch, The Nerves o f Govern
ment (New York: Free Press, 1966),)
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that men share the conceptions fo r  which th e ir  words stand as labe ls .

That Locke is  in  agreement w ith  Hobbes on th is  matter may be seen from 

the fo llow ing passage, in  which he concludes his e lucidation o f a p h ilo 

sophical dispute:

The knowing precisely what our words stand fo r ,  would, I  imagine, 
in th is  as well as a great many other cases, qu ickly end the dispute.
For I am apt to th in k  tha t men, when they come to examine them, f in d  
th e ir  simple ideas a l l  generally to  agree, though in  discourse w ith  
one another they perhaps confound one another w ith d iffe re n t names.
I imagine th a t men who abstract th e ir  thoughts, and do well examine
the ideas o f th e ir  own minds, cannot much d i f fe r  in  th ink ing ; however
they may perplex themselves w ith  words. . . : though amongst unthink
ing men, who examine not scrupulously and ca re fu lly  th e ir  own ideas,
and s tr ip  them not from the marks men use fo r  them, but confound
them w ith words, there must be endless d ispute, wrangling, and ja r 
gon. . . . But i f  i t  should happen th a t any two th inking men should 
re a lly  have d if fe re n t ideas, I do not see how they could discourse 
or argue w ith one another. (Essay, 11.13.28)

Locke shares w ith  Hobbes the view th a t words are signs o f some

thing else, th a t language is  a set o f symbols, l ik e  a code, fo r  communicat-
13ing messages to one another. Words are "made use o f by men as signs o f 

th e ir  ideas; not by any natural connexion th a t there is  between p a rtic u la r 

a rticu la te  sounds and certa in  ideas, fo r  then there would be but one lan

guage amongst a l l  men; but by a voluntary im position, whereby such a word 

is  made a r b i t r a r i ly  the mark o f such an idea" (Essay, I I I . 2 .1 ). This 

would appear to  lead to some d i f f ic u l t ie s .  I f  a man's words stand only 

fo r "the ideas he has, and which he would express by them," i t  would seem 

that meaning is  determined exclusive ly by the user o f a word, which makes 

i t  hard to see how one could ever be said to  use a word improperly, or how 

a word could be said to  have a "meaning" a t a l l .  But the reason fo r  Locke's 

insistence on th is  po in t is  not d i f f i c u l t  to  f in d : "Words being voluntary

Cf. Locke's Second Le tte r to S t i l l in g f le e t ,  quoted in  Fulton H. 
Anderson, The Influence of Contemporary Science on Locke's Method and 
Results (Toronto: U nivers ity  L ib rary Studies, 1923), p. 20.
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signs, they cannot be voluntary signs imposed by him on things he knows 

not. That would be to make them signs o f nothing, sounds w ithout s ig n i f i 

cation" (Essay, I I I . 2 .2). A man cannot use words to stand fo r  ideas he 

doesn't have. This reca lls  Hobbes's discussion o f "evidence" (see above, 

pp.23-25). Moreover, says Locke, despite the fa c t tha t words can "proper

ly  and immediately" stand fo r  nothing but ideas " in  the mind o f the 

speaker," men are constantly tempted to  "give them a secret reference" 

to something else. "They suppose th e ir  words to be marks o f the ideas 

in the minds also o f other men, w ith whom they communicate: fo r  else they 

should ta lk  in  vain, and could not be understood, i f  the sounds they ap

plied to one idea were such as be the hearer were applied to  another, 

which is  to speak two languages" (Essay, I I I . 2 .4). Locke appears to  be 

in  a d i f f ic u l t  position here. On the one hand he maintains tha t " i t  is  

a perverting the use o f words, and brings unavoidable obscurity and con

fusion in to  th e ir  s ig n if ic a tio n , whenever we make them stand fo r  anything 

but those ideas we have in our own minds" (Essay, I I I . 2 .5 ). On the other 

hand, unless a man applies a word to the idea which the word t ru ly  s ig n ifie s : 

"he does not speak properly: and . . . unless a man's words excite  the same 

ideas in  the hearer which he makes them stand fo r  in speaking, he does not 

speak in te l l ig ib ly "  (Essay, I I I . 2 .8 ). I f  our words can stand only fo r  our 

own ideas, as i t  would seem from Locke's account they must, and i f  we are 

nevertheless to be understood or to  "speak in te l l ig ib ly , "  then the ideas 

themselves must be the same in  each o f us.*^

Now, ideas are not innate, as Book I o f the Essay is  intended to 

prove. How then do we learn the proper association between words and the

•^On the necessity tha t men share ideas, see also S is te r Mary Paul
ine F it ts ,  John Locke's Theory o f Meaning: An Exposition and C ritique (Wash
ington, D.C.: Catholic U niversity o f America Press, 1960), pp. 22-23.
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ideas fo r  which they stand, and which we share w ith  those to  whom we 

speak? Locke admits th a t "men stand not usually to examine, whether the 

idea they, and those they discourse w ith  have in  th e ir  minds be the same: 

but th ink i t  enough th a t they use the word, as they imagine, in  the common 

acceptance o f th a t language; in  which they suppose tha t the idea they 

make i t  a sign o f is  precisely the same to  which the understanding men 

of tha t country apply the name" (Essay, I I I . 2 .4 ). How do we come to 

learn these "s ig n if ic a tio n s ,"  the meanings o f words " in  the common accep

tance" o f our language? Before we can deal w ith Locke's account o f lan

guage learn ing, there is  a p r io r  question, namely, how do we acquire the 

ideas themselves? A fte r a b r ie f  discussion o f ideas we can ask how we

learn to associate thou with the words which s ig n ify  them.

5. Locke's Account o f the O rig in o f Ideas

Ideas precede language in  the human understanding. The ideas 

p themselves, s ta rtin g  from the very beginning o f the l i f e  o f a human being,

|  come, as Locke says, " in  one word, from EXPERIENCE" (Essay, I I . 1 .2 ). This
l:
f experience he divides in to  two parts, sensation and re fle c tio n . Our senses

I "convey in to  the mind several d is t in c t  perceptions o f th ings, according to
£

those various ways wherein those objects do a ffe c t them. And thus we 

come by those ideas we have o f ye llow , w hite , heat, cold, s o ft ,  hard, 

b it te r ,  sweet, and a l l  those which we c a ll sensible q u a lit ie s "  ( Essay,

|  I I .  1.3 ) . 15 The other source o f ideas is  our own mental operations which,

The d is tin c tio n  between q u a lit ie s  and the simple ideas which we 
have o f them is  not a ltogether c lear in  Locke's account. Ryle, in  "John 
Locke," charges th a t "the term 'id e a ' is  used by Locke in  a number o f 
completely d if fe re n t senses," and th a t th is  leads Locke a t times in to  a 
kind o f nonsense (pp. 16-25). For an attempt to c la r ify  ce rta in  ambiguities 
in Locke's account o f q u a lit ie s , see Reginald Jackson, "Locke's D is tin c tio n  
Between Primary and Secondary Q ua litie s " in  Locke and Berkeley, eds. Armstrong 
and M artin, pp. 53-77, Cf. Jonathan Bennett, "Substance, R e a lity , and
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"when the soul comes to re f le c t  on and consider" them, "do fu rn ish  the 

understanding w ith  another set o f ideas, which could not be had from things 

without. And such are perception, th ink ing , doubting, be liev ing , reason

ing, knowing, w i l l in g , and a l l  the d iffe re n t actings o f our own minds. . ." 

(Essay, I I . 1 .4 ). These two taken together, "when we have taken a f u l l  

survey o f them, and th e ir  several modes, combinations, and re la tio n s , we 

shall fin d  to  contain a l l  our whole stock o f ideas; and th a t we have 

nothing in  our minds which did not come in  one o f these two ways" (Essay,

I I . 1 .5 ).16

Immediately a fte r  his discussion o f "ideas in  general, and th e ir  

o rig in " in  the f i r s t  chapter o f Book I I ,  Locke introduces a cruc ia l d is 

t in c tio n . Chapter 2 opens w ith th is  sentence: "The b e tte r to  under

stand the nature, manner, and extent o f our knowledge, one th ing is  

ca re fu lly  to be observed concerning the ideas we have; and th a t is ,  tha t 

some o f them are simple and some complex" (Essay, I I . 2 .1 ). We have a l

ready been given some examples o f what Locke means by simple ideas, in  

the discussion o f experiences o f the source o f a l l  our ideas. But now 

he elaborates fu rth e r.

Though the q u a lit ie s  th a t a ffe c t our senses are, in  the things 
themselves, so united and blended, th a t there is  no separation, no 
distance between them; ye t i t  is  p la in , the ideas they produce in  
the mind enter by the senses simple and unmixed. For, though the

Primary Q u a lit ie s ,"  ib id . ,  pp. 86-124; Fahrion, "Sprachphilosophie," 
p. 63; and note 23 below.

*®Anderson traces Locke's presentation o f the theory o f ideas to 
the influence o f his good fr ie n d  Robert Boyle, the chemist. Locke himself 
was a doctor, o f course, and was passionately in terested in  s c ie n t if ic  
method and i t s  app lica tion  to the treatment o f disease, especia lly  be
cause o f i t s  re liance on careful observation. Anderson argues persuasive
ly  tha t Locke's philosophical method was heavily influenced by the natural 
science outlook ( in  Locke's Method, pp. 6-14); c f. Jackson, "Locke's Dis
t in c t io n ,"  pp. 56-58; John W. Yolton, "Locke's Concept o f Experience," in  
Locke and Berkeley, eds. Armstrong and M artin, p. 52.
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sight and touch often take in  from the same ob ject, a t the same 
time, d if fe re n t ideas;—as a man sees a t once motion and co lo r; 
the hand fee ls  softness and warmth in  the same piece o f wax: ye t 
the simple ideas thus united in  the same subject, are as p e rfe c tly  
d is t in c t as those th a t come in  by d if fe re n t senses. The coldness 
and hardness which a man fee ls  in  a piece o f ice  being as d is t in c t  
ideas in  the mind as the smell and whiteness o f a l i l y ;  or as the
taste o f sugar, and smell o f a rose. And there is  nothing can be
pla iner to a man than the c lea r and d is t in c t  perception he has o f 
those simple ideas; which, being each in  i t s e l f  uncompounded, con
tains in  i t  nothing but one uniform appearance, or conception in
the mind, and is  not d istingu ishable  in to  d iffe re n t ideas.
(Essay, I I . 2.1)

The most important fa c t about simple ideas is  th a t in  dealing 

with them, the understanding " is  mere passive; and whether or no i t  w i l l  

have these beginnings, and as i t  were m ateria ls o f knowledge, is  not in  

its  own power" (Essay, 1 1 .1 .2 5 ).^  These then are the bedrock o f our 

mental processes, the raw m aterials which are "g iven," and w ith  which we 

can operate. They are "furnished to the mind" by experience only. "When 

the understanding is  once stored w ith  these simple ideas, i t  has the power 

to repeat, compare, and unite than, even to an almost in f in i te  va rie ty , 

and so can make a t pleasure new complex ideas. But i t  is  not in  the 

power o f the most exalted w it,  or enlarged understanding, by any quick

ness or va rie ty  o f thought, to invent o r frame one new simple idea in  the 

mind, not taken in  by the ways before mentioned: nor can any force o f the 

understanding destroy those tha t are there" (Essay, I I . 2 .2 ). We can now 

see tha t the foundation fo r  Locke's claim th a t men share the same ideas 

is  his understanding th a t, a t the most basic level where the mind gets the 

f i r s t  ideas w ith  which i t  can operate, the human understanding is  e n tire ly  

passive. "These simple ideas," he w rites in  another chapter, "when offered

This p a ss iv ity  is ,  however, q u a lif ie d  by Locke. Despite his 
emphasis here on the receptive character o f the mind, he speaks also o f 
the mind perceiving sense impression. A certa in  amount o f ambiguity seems 
inescapable here. See Anderson, Locke's Method, pp. 17-19; c f .  Yolton, 
"Locke's Concept," pp. 41-44.
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to the mind, the understanding can no more refuse to  have, nor a lte r  when 

they are im printed, nor b lo t them out and make new ones i t s e l f ,  than a 

m irror can refuse, a lte r ,  or o b lite ra te  the images or ideas which the 

objects set before i t  do there in  produce" (Essay, I I . 1.25). Complex 

ideas, on the other hand, w i l l  always be seen to involve an act o f the 

understanding, according to  Locke. Even in  associating the softness, 

warmth, and co lor o f a piece o f wax in to  the idea o f "wax," the mind must 

be understood to be ac tive , since, c le a r ly , the simple ideas o f which it- 

is  composed "come in  separate ly," as we might say.

We must d is tingu ish  between the ordering o f ideas in  the under

standing and the order in  which these ideas come to us in  our experience 

as human beings. Locke's simple ideas, in  other words, though they con

s t itu te  the bu ild ing blocks out o f which a l l  our complex ideas are made, 

do not appear to  us as "simple ideas" in  f i r s t  experience. Yellow or 

white, warm or s o ft, appear to us in  combination w ith other ideas. We 

experience, in  sensation, p a rtic u la r  things as mixtures or combinations 

o f sensory q u a lit ie s . The famous nineteenth-century e d ito r o f the Essay, 

Alexander Campbell Fraser, comments in  a note th a t " in  d istingu ish ing 

simple from comp!ex ideas Locke does not assert th a t the former are, or 

can be, received, or represented, in  th e ir  s im p lic ity ; nor does he deny 

that a 'simple' idea o f sense, as such, is  an abstraction from our actual 

experience." The simple ideas, in  Fraser.*-s words, "are 's im ple ' in  the 

sense o f being incapable o f ana lysis, while a l l  complex ideas can be 

a n a l y s e d . T h e  d is tin c tio n  Locke draws between simple and complex ideas; 

as we would say, is  an ana ly tica l d is tin c tio n .

18In John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Vol. 1 
(New York: Dover Publications, 1959), note to I I . 2.1, p. 144.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

Our ideas then, can a l l  be traced to  the simple ideas which we 

receive passively and which, in  a m ultitude o f combinations, account fo r  

the complex ideas they comprise. I t  remains to be seen how we learn to  

attach words, or "names," to ideas. We experience the world f i r s t  in  a 

series o f sensations or p a rtic u la r th ings. "A ll things th a t e x is t being 

particu la rs , i t  may perhaps be thought reasonable tha t words, which ought 

to conform to  th ings, should be so to o ,—I mean in  th e ir  s ig n if ic a tio n :

I  but yet we fin d  qu ite  the contrary. The fa r  greatest part o f words tha t

I
I-st

make a l l  languages are general terms: which has not been the e ffe c t o f 

neglect or chance, but o f reason and necessity" (Essay, I I I . 3 .1 ). Lan

guages are not made up p rim a rily  o f proper nouns, in  other words. This 

fa c t, which seems to s tr ik e  Locke in i t i a l l y  as pecu lia r, is  explained

p: by several reasons. According to Locke's account in  the previous book,
|
I  "The use o f words then being to stand as outward marks of our in te rna l

|  ideas, and those ideas being taken from p a rticu la r th ings, i f  every
I"
p pa rticu la r idea tha t we take in  should have a d is t in c t  name, names

|  must be endless" (Essay, I I . 11.9). Aside from th is  "p ra c tica l"  d i f f i -

I cu lty , however, there is  a problem which is  more serious ph ilosoph ica lly .
c ’

| I f  only p a rtic u la r things had names, Locke points out, language would be

I useless, or there would be no language (see below, pp. 142-43). The

reason is  th is .  The end of language is  th a t men may "communicate th e ir  

thoughts." This can only happen when, "by use or consent, the sound I 

make by the organs of speech, excites in  another man's mind who hears i t ,

the idea I apply i t  to in  mine, when I  speak i t .  This cannot be done by

names applied to p a rticu la r th ings; whereof I alone having the ideas in my 

mind, the names o f them could not be s ig n if ic a n t or in te l l ig ib le  to  another, 

who was not acquainted w ith a l l  those very p a rticu la r things which had
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fa llen  under my notice" (Essay, I I I . 3 .3 ). I f  a language consisted only 

of proper names, apparently, men could not know whether they shared the 

same ideas. But what about simple ideas, which, according to the above 

account, are shared by a l l  men? The d i f f ic u l t y  is  resolved by Locke's 

explanation o f the process by which we a rrive  a t general terms.

6. Abstraction and Naming

"Words become general," Locke explains, "by being made the signs

of general ideas: and ideas become general by separating from them the

circumstances o f time and place, and any other ideas th a t may determine

them to th is  or tha t p a rticu la r existence" (Essay, I I I . 3 .6 ). An almost

identica l account o f th is  process can be found in  Book I I :

This is  ca lled  ABSTRACTION, whereby ideas taken from p a rtic u la r  
beings become general representatives o f a l l  o f the same kind; and 
th e ir  names general names, applicable to whatever exists conformable 
to such abstract ideas. Such precise, naked appearances in  the mind, 
w ithout considering how, whence, or w ith  what others they came there, 
the understanding lays up (w ith names commonly annexed to them) as 
the standards to  rank real existences in to  so rts , as they agree w ith  
these patterns, and to denominate them accordingly. Thus the same 
color being observed to-day [s ic ] in  chalk or snow, which the mind 
yesterday received from m ilk , i t  considers tha t appearance alone, 
makes i t  a representative o f a l l  o f th a t kind; and having given i t
the name whiteness, i t  by th a t sound s ig n if ie s  the same q u a lity
wheresoever to  be imagined or met w ith ; and thus universa!s, whether 
ideas or terms, are made. (Essay, I I . 11.9)

Since language i t s e l f  rests on the creation o f general terms by abstrac

tio n , i t  is  c lea r tha t nothing a t a l l  can be conmunicated u n t il we have 

performed the process. Yet i t  also appears th a t "whiteness"—which is  a 

simple idea—cannot become an idea fo r  us u n t il we have abstracted i t  

from other sensible q u a ! i t ie s .^  The recognition of simple ideas, or 

be tte r, self-consciousness about our simple ideas, rests on the mental

* 9See Essay, I I . 1.25. Fraser points out in  note 5 (pp. 142-43) 
that as regards simple ideas, Locke "does not say th a t they are ever 
'o ffe red ' in  th e ir  s im p lic ity —as iso la ted  sensations. Elsewhere, he 
implies the con tra ry."
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process called abstraction. Before we abstract, our ideas cannot be

simple ideas but only p a rtic u la r ideas. Language is  impossible w ithout

abstraction. Thus Locke can claim tha t simple ideas are the same fo r

everyone, even though in  order to  speak or even th in k  about them we

need abstraction. When he says (as above) th a t w ithout general terms

our ideas "could not be s ig n if ic a n t or in te l l ig ib le  to  another" he is

not claiming th a t we need language in order to  have ideas. He claims

only tha t w ithout general terms we cannot be understood a t a l l ,  could

not communicate even though we share the simple ideas, simply because

we would not be able to  establish which ideas names stand fo r .

This leads d ire c t ly  to  the question how we learn to  abstract.

I  Locke explains what abstraction is  in  Book I I ;  in  Book I I I  he undertakes

"to trace our notions and names from th e ir  beginning, and observe by

what degrees we proceed, and by what steps we enlarge our ideas from

f i r s t  infancy" ( Essay, I I I . 3 .7 ). But Locke never re a lly  te l ls  us how

we learn abstraction. He explains only how children begin to do i t ,  but

apparently we are to assume the " fa c u lty "  o f abstraction is  natural or

inherent. We do not learn to abstract, we simply abstract:

There is  nothing more evident, than th a t the ideas o f the persons 
children converse w ith (to  instance in  then alone) are, l ik e  the 
persons themselves, only p a rtic u la r . The ideas o f the nurse and 
mother are well framed in  th e ir  minds; and, l ik e  p ictures o f them 
there, represent only those in d iv id u a ls . The names they f i r s t  
gave to them are confined to these in d iv idu a ls ; and the names of 
nurse and mamma, the ch ild  uses, determine themselves to  those 
persons. Afterwards, when time and a la rse r acquaintance have 
made then observe th a t there are a great many other things in  the 
world, th a t in  some common agreements o f shape, and several other 
q u a lit ie s , resemble th e ir  fa th e r and mother, and those persons 
they have been used to , they frame an idea, which they f in d  those 
many pa rticu la rs  do partake in ;  and to th a t they g ive, w ith  others, 
the name man, fo r  example. And thus they come to have a general 
name, and a general idea. Wherein they make nothing new; but only 
leave out o f the complex idea they had o f Peter and James, Mary and 
Jane, th a t which is  pecu liar to each, and re ta in  only what is  common 
to them a l l .  (Essay, I I I . 3.7)
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Although Locke notes tha t th is  process is  ch a rac te ris tic  o f both language

learning and what he c a lls  "mental discourse" generally, he does not claim

that language and thought are necessarily connected.20 Because o f his

understanding o f words as signs which "stand fo r"  ideas, Locke can imagine

someone abstracting general ideas w ithout ever having a language or
21communicating his ideas to  others.

Not only do humans share the fa c u lty  o f abstraction, but, as Locke 

is  a t pains to  show, i t  is  the possession o f th is  fa cu lty  o f abstraction 

which distinguishes human beings from brutes. "Whatever rudimentary 

mental fa cu ltie s  beasts have," w rites Locke, " th is ,  I th in k , I  may be 

positive  in , - - th a t  the power o f abstracting is  not a t a l l  in  them; and 

that the having o f general ideas is  th a t which puts a perfect d is tin c tio n  

betwixt man and brutes, and is  an excellency which the fa c u lt ie s  o f brutes 

do by no means a tta in  to" (Essay, 11.11.10). Brutes, we may say, have 

ideas in  the p r im itiv e  sense: th e ir  senses allow them to  d is tingu ish  odors 

or colors, or a master from others, ju s t  as a growing ch ild  "begins to 

know the objects which, being most fa m ilia r  w ith i t ,  have made las ting  

impressions" and thus "comes by degrees to  know the persons i t  d a ily  con

verses w ith , and distinguishes them from strangers; which are instances 

and e ffects  o f i t s  coming to re ta in  and d is tingu ish  the ideas the senses 

convey to i t "  (Essay, I I . 1.22). Considered in  th is  l ig h t ,  brutes and 

children a like  can be said to have ideas, but only e x p e rie n tia lly , th a t is ,

20Thus we have seen p a ra lle l accounts in  Book I I  ("Of Ideas") and 
Book I I I  ("Of Words") o f th is  process. I t  is  curious th a t in  both ac
counts, and p a rt ic u la r ly  in  the e a r lie r  one purporting to  deal w ith ideas 
themselves, and not w ith words, Locke introduces and explains the process 
o f abstraction by ta lk in g  about language or names ra ther than ideas. One 
is  compelled to wonder, then, whether his insistence on separating lan
guage away from mental discourse is  a well-founded insistence.

21Cf. Chapter 5, note 20.
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from pa rticu la rs  and not by abstraction. I t  is  the fa c u lty  o f abstrac

tion  which distinguishes the human understanding. Just as the passiv ity  

o f the mind in  experience is  the guarantee tha t a l l  men have the same 

I f  simple ideas, i t  is  the fa cu lty  o f abstraction, also shared, which permits

|  men to th ink  and speak.

7. Complex Ideas and D e fin itions

Let us return to the question in  l ig h t  o f which we embarked on 

th is  inqu iry  in to  Locke's thought. We wished to  discover how we learn 

"s ig n if ic a tio n s ,"  or the meanings o f words " in  the common acceptance" o f 

our language (see above p .63). Words stand fo r  ideas. Ideas have been 

distinguished in  two ways. F irs t ,  Locke distinguishes ideas in to  par

t ic u la r  and general. This is  necessary in  order to  square his account 

of our experience w ith  our capacity fo r  language, since language is  

mostly general whereas experience is  a l l  "o f p a rtic u la r th ing s ." The 

|  la t te r  fa c t,  namely, tha t we experience only p a rticu la rs , makes neces-

$ sary Locke's second d is t in c tio n . By th is  d is t in c tio n , we have simple
r:
r ideas and complex ideas. Only the fa c t tha t the mind is  passive in re -
i
I ceiving simple ideas guarantees th a t men share the same ideas simply.

|  Simple ideas are received in  combinations or groups. Although

|  the simple ideas which make up something lik e  gold, th a t is ,  "yellowness,

great weight, d u c t i l i t y ,  f u s ib i l i t y ,  and s o lu b il i ty  in  aqua re g ia , &c." 

(Essay, 11.23.37), are experienced by our senses separately, the under

standing is  accustomed to experiencing them together, and consequently
22combines them in to  one complex idea. The mind, as Locke says, "has a

^ T .  H. Green accuses Locke o f "playing fa s t and loose w ith 'idea ' 
and 'q u a l i t y , '"  because Locke admits he w i l l  interchange the terms accord
ing to  whether the powers are in  the objects themselves (q u a litie s ) or "as 
they are sensations or perceptions in  our understandings" (ideas)
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power to consider several [simple ideasj united together as one idea; 

and tha t not only as they are united in  external objects, but as i t s e l f  

has joined them together" (Essay, I I . 12.1). That is ,  the mind makes the 

complex idea, e ith e r from simple ideas which appear together, as when 

they come from an external ob ject, or in  some combination which is  a rb i

tra ry . "Ideas thus made up o f several simple ones put together, I  ca ll 

complex;--such as are beauty, g ra titude , a man, an army, the universe; 

which, though complicated of various simple ideas, or complex ideas 

made up of simple ones, ye t are, when the mind pleases, considered each

by i t s e l f ,  as one e n tire  th ing, and s ig n ifie d  by one name" (Essay, I I . 12.1,
23emphasis added). Locke notes th a t a l l  our ideas are founded on simple

ideas in  th is  way: "A ll those sublime thoughts which tower above the 

clouds, and reach as high as heaven i t s e l f ,  take th e ir  use and footing 

here. . ." (Essay, I I . 1.24). The mind, despite i t s  "great power in 

varying and m u ltip ly ing  the objects o f i t s  thoughts," must always s ta r t  

from simple ideas because "the mind can have no more, nor other than what 

are suggested to i t "  (Essay, I I . 12.2). "But when i t  has once got these 

simple ideas, i t  is  not confined barely to  observation, and what o ffe rs  

i t s e l f  from w ithout; i t  can, by i t s  own power, put together those ideas 

i t  has, and make new complex ones, which i t  never received so united"

(Essay, I I . 8 .8 ). In Green's words, "An equivocation is  not the less so 
because i t  is  announced. I t  is  ju s t  because Locke allows himself a t his 
convenience to interchange the terms 'idea ' and 'q u a lity ' th a t his doctrine 
is  a t once so p lausib le  and so hollow" (Hume and Locke (New York: Thomas Y. 
Crowell Co., 1968), p. 13). The problem here, however, seems to be the 
much deeper one invo lv ing the re la tio n  o f mind to the world. I t  is  not 
c la r if ie d  by the s tr ic tu re  Green places on Locke to be consistent, and 
the im p lica tion th a t Locke simply d id n 't  grasp the problem. Cf. Winston
H. F. Barnes, "Did Berkeley Misunderstand Locke?" in  Locke and Berkeley, 
eds. Armstrong and M artin, pp. 78-85; Fahrion, "Sprachphilosophie," p. 63. 
See also note 16 above.

^ C f.  F i t ts ,  Locke's Theory, p. 23.
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(Essay, I I . 12.2). The mind can form, on i t s  own, complex ideas, in  ad

d ition  to the complex ideas which come to  i t  n a tu ra lly . The la t te r ,  which 

are ideas o f p a rtic u la r things in  the world which always present the same 

combination o f simple ideas, Locke c a lls  complex ideas o f substances.

The former so rt o f complex ideas are ca lled mixed modes.

We are now in  a position to  see the basis o f Locke's claim th a t

words stand fo r  ideas, and his ce rta in ty  th a t if- we used words properly 

they would stand fo r  the same "c lea r and d is t in c t"  ideas fo r  each o f us.

As he puts i t ,  "d e f in it io n  being nothing but making another understand 

by words what idea the term defined stands fo r ,  a d e fin it io n  is  best 

made by enumerating those simple ideas th a t are combined in  the s ig n i f i 

cation o f the term defined. . ."  (Essay, I I I . 3.10). This understanding 

is presented by Locke in  d ire c t opposition to  the c lassica l A r is to te lia n  

understanding o f a d e fin it io n , and w i l l  be examined by us again when we 

I turn to A r is to t le . As fa r  as Locke is  concerned, enumerating the simple
i t '

ideas which make up a complex one is  the best d e f in it io n , "and i f ,  in 

stead o f such a d e fin it io n , men have accustomed themselves to use the 

next general term, i t  has not been out o f necessity, or fo r  greater

clearness, but fo r  quickness and dispatch sake" (Essay, I I I . 3.10).

On Locke's view o f language, the sim plest and most p r im itiv e  lan- 

|  guage is  the key to  understanding a l l  language, ju s t  as the simple ideas
L—

'

t  are the key to " a l l  those sublime thoughts which tower above the clouds."
f;
|  We understand the higher in terms o f the lower, the sublime thought in

|  terms o f the bu ild ing  blocks o f which i t  is  comprised. I t  is  easy to see
*£•
r why, on th is  view, most arguments and d i f f ic u l t ie s  ought to be capable o f

I  resolution by carefu l d e fin it io n s , "the greatest part o f the questions

I  and controversies th a t perplex mankind depending on the doubtful and
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uncertain use o f words, o r (which is  the same) indetermined ideas, which 

they are made to stand fo r"  (Essay, E p is tle  to the Reader).

I t  remains fo r  us to  examine in  more d e ta il Locke's d iv is io n  o f
OA

complex ideas in to  mixed modes and substances. The names which s ig n ify  

these types o f complex ideas, Locke says, "have each o f them something 

peculiar and d iffe re n t from the other" (Essay, I I I . 4 .1 ). Mixed modes, 

according to  Locke's account, are complex ideas which "contain not in 

them the supposition o f subsisting by themselves" (Essay, I I . 12.4).

"Such are the complex ideas we mark by the names o b lig a tio n , drunkenness, 

a l i e , &c.; which consisting o f several combinations o f simple ideas o f 

d iffe re n t kinds, I have ca lled  mixed modes. . . . These mixed modes, 

fi being also such combinations o f simple ideas as are not looked upon to

I  be cha rac te r!s tica l marks o f any real beings tha t have a steady existence
I
I  but scattered and independent ideas put together by the mind, are thereby
-I"
|  distinguished from the complex ideas o f substances" (Essay, I I . 22.1).
I We might put th is  in  other words thus: the ideas fo r  those things which 

I  ex is t independently o f men—trees, bears, rocks, water, gold—are sub-

I stances; the ideas o f those things whose existence depends in  some sense

|  upon men, such as commonwealth, ju s t ic e , or philosophy, are "mixed modes.

(There is  some ambiguity here s t i l l :  tables are made by men, but have 

substance because they are made from wood. The status o f such ideas is  

not pe rfe c tly  c lea r.)^5

Substances, by contrast, are complex ideas o f those "th ings"

^R e la tio n s , the th ird  category o f complex ideas, is  subsumed 
under mixed modes by Locke when he discusses language, or names o f these 
complex ideas. We are ju s t i f ie d  in  doing the same here, collapsing the 
o rig ina l three types o f complex ideas in to  two.

25Cf. Anderson, Locke's Method,pp. 25-29; F i t ts ,  Locke's Theory,
p. 31.
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which " e x i s t . L o c k e  explains as fo llow s:

I f  any one should be asked, what is  the subject wherein colour 
or weight inheres, he would have nothing to  say, but the s o lid  
extended parts ; and i f  he were demanded, what is  i t  th a t s o l id ity  
and extension adhere in , he would not be in  a much be tte r case 
than the Indian . . . who, saying th a t the world was supported 
by a great elephant, was asked what the elephant rested on; to 
which his answer was--a great to rto is e : but being again pressed 
to know what gave support to the broad-backed to rto is e , rep lied  
- - something, he knew not what. . . . The idea then we have, to  
which we give the general name substance, being nothing but the 
supposed, but unknown, support o f those q u a lit ie s  we find  
ex is ting . (Essay, I I . 23.2)

The complex ideas ca lled substances can never be pe rfec tly  known, because

they are co llec tions  o f simple ideas which we must discover; we have no

control over the combination of sensible q u a lit ie s  "which we are used

to fin d  united in  the thing called horse or stone" (Essay, I I . 23.4), fo r

example. The sensible q u a lit ie s  which belong to a p a rticu la r substance

like  gold are not a l l  known, because we may always discover new q u a lit ie s

by subjecting the substance to  a new te s t. We do not decide the q u a lit ie s

of a substance, but instead we attempt to  discover what they are.

8. The Conventionality o f Mixed Modes

Locke d istinguishes the "rea l essence" o f ideas from th e ir  "nominal 

essence." Nominal essences are constitu ted  by the abstract idea we make o f

26As has been noted by many commentators on Locke's Essay, there 
is  a t least an apparent inconsistency (not to say a fundamental contradic
tion) in  Locke's thought on substance. The d i f f ic u l t y  is  in the claim tha t 
the mind can have ideas only o f what i t  experiences, and i t  cannot "exper
ience" substance. The issue is  outside our scope here, but o f great impor
tance fo r  almost a l l  subsequent B r it is h  philosophy. See Fahrion, "Sprach- 
philosophie," pp. 56-57, 63. Fahrion maintains tha t "Lockes Sprachphiloso- 
phie vor allem der K larste llung des Substanzbegriffs dienen s o i l ,  dass die 
Sprachphilosophie se lbst vom Lockeschen Substanzbegriff bee in flusst is t ,  
dass das d r i t te  Buch [bn Language] im besonderen die psychologische Entsteh- 
ung des doppelten Substanzbegriffs erklftren w i l l  und insofern den Htthe- 
punkt der Lockschen Denkens d a rs te llt ,  end lich , dass aus diesem Grund 
die weitere Entwicklung der englischen Philosophie as das d r it te  Buch 
Lockes angeknUpft hat.“
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something; i f  we know the idea o f a man, as Locke says, we know the nominal 

essence o f man. But the "rea l essence" is  the "rea l in te rn a l, but generally 

(in  substances) unknown cons titu tio n  o f things" (Essay, I I I . 3.15), tha t is ,  

what a thing re a lly  is .  The importance o f th is  d is t in c tio n  may be seen by 

considering the fa c t tha t in  complex ideas which we make, tha t is ,  in  

mixed modes, the nominal essence and the real essence "are always the 

same; but in  substances always qu ite  d iffe re n t"  (Essay, I I I . 3.18) We

can know the essence, both real and nominal, o f the idea o f a mixed mode,
27simply because i t  is  a construction o f the mind. In th is  Locke follows 

Hobbes. "Thus, a fig u re  including a space between three lin e s , is  the 

real as well as nominal essence o f a tr ia n g le ; i t  being not only the 

abstract idea to which the general name is  annexed, but the very essentia 

or being o f the th ing i t s e l f "  (Essay, I I I . 3.18). "But i t  is  fa r  otherwise," 

notes Locke, "concerning th a t parcel o f matter which makes the ring  on my 

finger; wherein these two essences are apparently d if fe re n t"  ( ib id . ) .

Since we cannot know the real essence o f substances, we cannot achieve 

the same s o rt o f c la r i ty  in  our knowledge o f substances; we must s e tt le  

fo r  a so rt o f progressive approximation of complete knowledge. Our know

ledge of the physical or natural world w i l l  necessarily be less perfect 

than our knowledge o f the human world simply because the real essence o f 

tha t natural world is  inaccessible to us. In the f in a l book o f his Essay, 

in a chapter devoted to an exploration o f "the extent o f human knowledge," 

Locke notes "We shall do no in ju ry  to our knowledge, when we modestly

^ F it ts  asserts tha t Locke "re jec ts  real essence as unknowable"
(p. 31). This is  c le a rly  mistaken. Locke's po in t is  p recise ly to d is t in 
guish the p o s s ib il ity  o f complete knowledge o f what we make from the hypo
the tica l knowledge to which we are lim ite d  when i t  comes to  the natural 
world. See also F it ts ,  Locke's Theory, p. 23. Cf. W. von Leyden, "What 
is  a nominal essence the essence of?" in  John Locke: Problems and Perspectives 
ed. John W. Yolton (Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity Press, 1969), pp. 224-33.
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think w ith ourselves, tha t we are so fa r  from being able to comprehend 

the whole nature o f the universe, and a l l  the things contained in  i t ,  

that we are not capable o f a philosophical knowledge o f the bodies tha t 

are about us, and make a pa rt o f us: concerning th e ir  secondary q u a lit ie s , 

powers, and operations, we can have no universal ce rta in ty " (Essay, IV .3.29); 

emphasis added).

We create by construction the ideas o f mixed modes. Consequently 

the standard by which to  measure the knowledge of a mixed mode is  w ith in  

us; whereas simple ideas, as Locke says, "are pe rfec tly  taken from the 

existence o f th ings, and are not a rb itra ry  a t a l l "  (Essay, I I I . 4.17).

The names o f mixed modes, by contrast, "stand fo r  ideas p e rfe c tly  a rb i

tra ry ; those o f substances are not p e rfe c tly  so, but re fe r to  a pattern, 

though with some la titu d e " ( ib id . ) .  Ideas o f substances, th a t is ,  must 

conform to some degree w ith what ex ists in  nature; there is  a natural 

standard. "The mind, in  making i t s  complex ideas o f substances, only 

follows nature; and puts none together which are not supposed to have 

a union in  nature" (Essay, I I I . 4.28). To v io la te  or ignore the standard 

nature o ffe rs  here would be noj: only fo o lish  but disastrous.

Men observing certa in  q u a litie s  always joined and ex is ting  together, 
therein copied nature; and o f ideas so united made th e ir  complex ones 
o f substances. For, though men make what complex ideas they please, 
and give what names to them they w i l l ;  ye t, i f  they w i l l  be under
stood when they speak o f things re a lly  e x is tin g , they must in  some 
degree conform th e ir  ideas to  the th ings they would speak o f; or

28By "secondary q u a litie s " Locke means "such q u a lit ie s  which in 
tru th  are nothing in  the objects themselves but powers to produce various 
sensations in  us by th e ir  primary q u a lit ie s , i .e .  by the bulk, f ig u re , 
texture, and motion o f th e ir  insensible parts, as colours, sounds, tastes, 
&c." (Essay, I I . 8.10). That is ,  o f what is  "out there ," we can know only 
tha t i t  is  matter, pa rtic les  o f some s o rt, in  motion: the colors we see, 
the sounds we hear, are secondary because they are e ffec ts  in  us o f some
thing "out there" which we cannot f u l ly  know. (Cf. Hobbes, Leviathan,
Chs. 2, 3; Locke, Essay, I I . 8.13, 13, 15, 16).
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else men's language w il l  be lik e  th a t o f Babel. (Essay, I I I . 6.28)

We seek to discover more about the nature o f plants or rocks, and by th is  

means to improve the accuracy o f our ideas about the substances we inves

tigate. Our idea o f gold must conform to  what nature presents as gold: 

thus we te s t to  see a t what temperature gold melts, we do not decide on

our own. We seek continua lly  to make our idea o f a substance a more
29fa ith fu l copy o f the natural arrangement o f q u a lit ie s .

Now, i f  the complex ideas o f substances are only p a rtly  conven

tional because o f the existence o f standards in  nature, the ideas ca lled 

mixed modes are ra d ic a lly  conventional. They are "not only made by the 

mind, but made very a rb i t r a r i ly ,  nade w ithout patterns, or reference to 

any real existence." The mind does not, w ith regard to ideas o f mixed 

modes, "v e r ify  them by patterns containing such peculiar compositions
f£;
|  in nature. To know whether his idea o f adultery or incest be r ig h t ,  w i l l
li-■:
f?. •

|  a man seek i t  anywhere amongst things existing? Or is  i t  true  because any

|  one has been witness to  such an action? No: but i t  su ffices here, tha t
gf.

I  men have put together such a co lle c tio n  in to  one complex idea, th a t makes
s'

the archetype and sp e c ific  idea; whether ever any such action were committed 

in rerum natura or no" (Essay, I I I . 5 .3 ). We know whether we have the r ig h t

idea of incest, o r pa rric ide , or ju s tic e  (to  use some o f Locke's most com

mon examples) not by checking our idea against any standard in  nature, but 

by asking someone else to l i s t  the simple ideas which together are s ig n ifie d  

by tha t name. The fa c t tha t they are a rb itra ry , says Locke, may be estab

lished by the fa c t th a t such ideas may be "made, abstracted, and have names

29F it ts  c r it ic iz e s  Locke's understanding o f knowledge o f substances: 
claiming tha t Locke "has confused notions which he tr ie s  to express in  his 
own adaptations o f A ris to te lia n  scho lastic terms." The c r it iq u e  is  not per
suasive, however. See F it ts ,  Locke's Theory, pp. 25-26.
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given than" before any example o f the idea a c tua lly  existed or occurred 

(Essay, I I I . 5 .5). The ideas are constructed by the mind fo r  convenience 

only, in  the sense th a t we may wish to communicate a set o f simple ideas 

together many times, and so we tag them as a group, a complex idea. Thus 

we single out one type o f murder, the murder o f a fa th e r, and c a ll i t  par

ric ide , while leaving many other equally p a rtic u la r sorts o f murder un

named. I t  is  "p e rfe c tly  evident," Locke w rites , th a t "the mind searches 

not its  patterns in  nature . . . but puts such together as may best serve 

its  own purposes" (Essay, I I I . 5 .6 ). Further proof o f the conventiona lity  

of mixed modes is  supplied by the fa c t tha t such complex ideas are d i f 

ferent from one socie ty to  another, from one language to  another, "which 

p la in ly  shows th a t those o f one country, by th e ir  customs and manner o f 

l i f e ,  have found occasion to  make several complex ideas, and given names 

to them, which others never co llected in to  sp e c ific  ideas." The cu ltu ra l 

re lativ ism  implied in  th is  view is  made much stronger by Locke a few sen

tences la te r . "Nay," he w rite s , " i f  we look a l i t t l e  more nearly in to  

th is  matter, and exactly compare d if fe re n t languages, we sha ll f in d  th a t, 

though they have words which in  trans la tions  and d ic tio n a rie s  are supposed 

to answer to one another, ye t there is  scarce one o f ten amonst the names 

of complex ideas, especia lly  o f mixed modes, th a t stands fo r  the same 

precise idea which the word does th a t in  d ic tion a ries  i t  is  rendered by" 

(Essay, I I I . 5 .8 ). Moreover, a fte r  using the example o f the most conven

tional o f conventions, namely, weights and measures, Locke goes so fa r  as 

to claim tha t although weights and measures d i f fe r  indeed, "we sha ll fin d  

th is  much more so in  the names o f more abstract and compounded ideas, such 

as are the greatest part o f those which make up moral discourses (Essay, 

I I I . 5.8, emphasis added). How is  i t ,  then, tha t Locke is  also the most
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famous and in f lu e n t ia l th e o ris t o f natural law?

Now, the f i r s t  man who framed any given complex idea, and gave i t  

a name, did so fo r  convenience in  repeating the set o f simple ideas of 

which i t  consists, o r communicating i t  to  another (Essay, I I I . 5.15). The 

combination o f ideas or the complex idea preceded the name. But i t  is  

common fo r  us, since we in h e r it  a language, so to speak, to  learn names 

before or a t leas t a t the same time as the ideas. This fa c t ,  together 

with the often very great complexity o f these mixed modes, makes fo r  con

fusion and obscurity  in  the mind o f someone learning a new idea o f th is  

sort. Learning the meaning o f a "name," as Locke notes, " is  the hardest 

to be done where, F irs t ,  The ideas they stand fo r  are very complex, and 

made up o f a great number o f ideas put together. Secondly, Where the 

ideas they stand fo r  have no ce rta in  connexion in  nature; and so no set

tled standard anywhere in  nature e x is tin g , to  re c t i fy  and ad just them by" 

(Essay, I I I . 9 .5 ). Since names o f mixed modes s ig n ify  ideas which e x is t 

only in  the understanding, the s ig n if ic a tio n  o f such words w i l l  "be often 

various in the minds o f d if fe re n t men" (Essay, I I I . 9 .7). A c h ild  learn

ing the language is  to ld  the meanings o f the names he is  taught. This 

is  simple enough, according to Locke, when the names stand fo r  things 

and ideas l ik e  w hite , sweet, m ilk , sugar, ca t, or dog. "But as fo r  mixed 

modes, espec ia lly  the most m aterial o f them, moral words, the sounds are 

usually learned f i r s t ;  and then, to know what complex ideas they stand 

fo r, they are e ith e r beholden to the exp lica tion  o f others, or (which 

happens fo r  the most part) are le f t  to  th e ir  own observation and industry; 

which being l i t t l e  la id  out in  the search o f the true and precise meaning 

of names, these moral words are in  most men's mouths l i t t l e  more than bare 

sounds; or when they have any, i t  is  fo r  the most part but a very loose and
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indetermined, and, consequently, obscure and confused s ig n if ic a tio n "

(Essay, I I I . 9 .9 ). Although we might hope tha t common usage would regulate 

the meanings o f such words, and indeed to some extent "the ru le  o f pro

prie ty" does accomplish th is ,  i t s  power is  not s u ff ic ie n t fo r  any more 

than re s tr ic t in g  meanings to  the rough degree needed in  common conversa

tion . Unfortunately, "nobody having an a u th o rity  to estab lish  the pre

cise s ig n if ic a tio n  o f words, nor determine to  what ideas any one shall 

annex them," there is  no regulation adequate to "Philosophical Discourses." 

Mixed modes are, then, co n s titu tio n a lly  " l ia b le  to th is  im perfection, to  

be o f doubtful and uncertain s ig n if ic a tio n "  (Essay, I I I . 9 .8 ).

As i f  th is  natural defect in  moral words were not s u ff ic ie n t in  

i t s e l f  to make true  understanding very d i f f i c u l t ,  such words are suscep

t ib le ,  in  add ition , to  in ten tiona l misuse. They are subject to  "w ilfu l 

fau lts  and neglects," by means o f which men "render these signs less 

clear and d is t in c t  in  th e ir  s ig n if ic a tio n  than na tu ra lly  they need to 

be" (Essay, I I I . 10.1). I t  is  not necessary fo r  us here to  catalog the 

problems Locke raises in  th is  respect, except to  say tha t he points to 

what he considers a p a rtic u la r ly  v ic ious abuse in  the "inconstancy" o f 

use. "Words being intended fo r  signs o f my ideas, to  make than known to 

others, not by any natural s ig n if ic a t io n , but by voluntary im position, i t  

is p la in  cheat and abuse, when I make than stand sometimes fo r  one th ing 

and sometimes fo r  another" (Essay, I I I .  10.5). The abuse may be in ten tiona l 

or simply the re s u lt o f human laziness or van ity , as when men take words 

they have heard, and, "th a t they may not seem ignorant what they stand fo r ,  

use them con fiden tly , w ithout much troub ling  th e ir  heads about a certa in  

fixed meaning" (Essay, I I I . 10.4). Nevertheless, i t  is  important to note 

tha t mixed modes are not e n tire ly  a rb itra ry  fo r  the ind iv idua l person.
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One may not mean simply whatever he wants to  by them; ra the r, the fa c t 

that Locke can speak o f "abuse" and "neglect" implies th a t while men are 

often sloppy in  using mixed modes, they do properly s ig n ify  ideas which 

can be made c lear.

9. The P o s s ib ility  o f a P o lit ic a l Science

I t  is  the radica l conventionality o f mixed modes which leads to 

the obscurity and uncertainty to which such ideas are prone, because 

conventionality deprives us o f any obvious standard fo r  the r ig h t  use 

of words. But the re a liza tio n  tha t moral words stand fo r  s t r ic t ly  a rb i- 

I  tra ry  complex ideas also opens us to a p o s s ib ility  o f vast human impor-

|  tance. I t  leads us to  rea lize  tha t we are capable o f a true  moral science,

■h of complete and perfect knowledge o f moral matters and moral p rinc ip les .

This p o s s ib ility  reminds us o f the claims advanced by Hobbes, th a t he was

jv the founder o f a t ru ly  s c ie n t if ic  p o li t ic a l science, the f i r s t  true  pol-

|  i t ic a l  philosophy. Locke and Hobbes agree on th is  po in t: i t  is  possible,

using the proper method, to construct a demonstrative science o f ju s tic e  

and m o ra lity .^  This p o s s ib il ity  ex is ts  because men make ju s tic e  and 

a ll the ideas which we ca ll moral ideas. For Locke as well as fo r  Hobbes, 

the method o f th is  science has a t i t s  foundations the procedure o f d e f in i

tion . Since moral ideas are "combinations o f several ideas th a t the mind 

of man has a r b i t r a r i ly  put together w ithout reference to any archetypes, 

men may, i f  they please, know exactly the ideas tha t go to  each composi

tio n , and so both use these words in a ce rta in  and undoubted s ig n if ic a t io n , 

and pe rfec tly  declare, when there is  occasion, what they stand fo r  (Essay,

I I I . 11.15). Because moral words can be defined, says Locke, " I  am bold to

cy

30Cf. Ryle, "John Locke," pp. 25-26, 38-39.
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think tha t m ora lity  is  capable o f demonstration, as well as mathematics: 

since the precise real essence o f the things moral words stand fo r  may be 

perfectly  known, and so the congruity and incongru ity o f the things them

selves be c e rta in ly  discovered; in  which consists perfect knowledge" (Essay,

I I I . 11.16). Discourses in  m ora lity  can be "much more c lear than those in 

natural philosophy" (Essay, I I I . 11.17). M ora lity  i t s e l f ,  i f  properly 

grounded, might be placed "amongst the sciences capable o f demonstration 

(Essay, IV .3.18). "For ce rta in ty  being but the perception o f the agree

ment or disagreement of our ideas, and demonstration nothing but the per

ception o f such agreement, by the in te rven tion  o f other ideas or mediums; 

our moral ideas, as well as mathematical, being archetypes themselves, and 

so adequate and complete ideas; a l l  the agreement or disagreement which we 

shall f in d  in  them w il l  produce real knowledge, as well as in  mathematical 

figures" (Essay, IV .4 .7). Like Hobbes, Locke holds th a t the moral or pol

i t ic a l world is  knowable to  a greater degree than the natural world. We 

can understand the constituents o f the p o lit ic a l world p e rfe c tly  because 

they are constructed by us, they are conventional and not na tura l.

I t  is  fa r  easier fo r  men to frame in  th e ir  minds an idea, which 
shall be the standard to which they w i l l  give the name ju s t ic e ; 
w ith which pattern so made, a l l  actions th a t agree sha ll pass 
under th a t denomination, than, having seen A ris tid e s , to  frame 
an idea th a t sha ll in  a l l  th ings be exactly l ik e  him. For the 
one, they need but know the combination o f ideas th a t are put 
together in  th e ir  own minds; fo r  the other, they must inqu ire  
in to  the whole nature, and abstruse hidden co n s titu tio n , and 
various q u a lit ie s  o f a th ing ex is ting  w ithout them. (Essay, I I I .
11.17)

A ris tides the Just, according to  Locke, is  less knowable than the ju s tice  

he dispensed, because he was part o f the natural world, properly speaking, 

while his ju s t ic e  was conventional. The conventional character o f moral 

and p o lit ic a l terms does not, however, mean they are a rb itra ry , according 

to Locke.
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As in  the case o f Hobbes, i t  is  reasonable to suspect th a t Locke

could not have fa ile d  to  grasp the r e la t iv is t  im plications o f th is  view o f

language. Nevertheless Locke, l ik e  Hobbes, did not accept the r e la t iv is t  
31implications. However corrupt and confused the meanings o f moral and 

p o lit ic a l terms in  common usage, i t  is  possib le, according to Locke, to  

discover in  human nature a standard which te l ls  us what the minimum con

tent o f moral and p o l i t ic a l terms should be. Locke jo in s  Hobbes in  the 

claim tha t the s ta rtin g  po in t fo r  th is  enterprise cannot be what men say 

in common speech. The s c ie n t if ic  determination o f the meaning o f p o l i t i 

cal terms must proceed by penetrating beneath common speech, by looking 

d ire c tly  a t the nature o f human beings uncomplicated by th e ir  b e lie fs  and
O O

opinions about why they do what they do.

The question we must begin from, according to Locke, is  why men 

construct the ideas ca lled mixed modes. As he has shown,^ men construct 

them fo r convenience. They have constructed these conventional ideas not 

fo r whimsy but fo r  use. And what is  useful is  connected to what one needs. 

Now, i f  we can determine what are the real or natural human needs, as d is 

tinguished from spurious needs which men may th ink  or say they have, we 

can decide what conventional concepts they should have constructed. That 

is , in  order to determine w ith accuracy the "natu ra l" meanings o f

•^This is  most c le a r ly  seen, o f course, in  Locke's Second Treatise 
of Government, where Locke proceeds to  derive p rinc ip les  o f natural r ig h t  
from the fac ts  o f the s ta te  o f nature. He understands-the p o li t ic a l p r in 
ciples he presented to be va lid  fo r  men in  a l l  times and places, because 
they fo llow  from th a t condition "a l l  men are n a tu ra lly  in , "  th a t is ,  the 
state which is  natural to a l l  human beings (Second T rea tise , I I . 4).

^ C f .  Anderson, Locke's Method, pp. 4-6, 12. Anderson's account 
emphasizes Locke's em pirical in c lin a tio n s , and his d is tru s t o f "vague and 
in s ig n ific a n t forms o f speech."

33
above.

Essay, I I I . 5.6 and I I I . 5.15; see also our discussion, pp.78-80
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conventional mixed modes such as ju s t ic e  or sovereignty, we need to  analyze 

human needs—em pirica lly— down to th e ir  foundations. We w i l l  then be in  a 

position to construct a science which gives us the meanings o f the "con

ventional" terms o f p o lit ic s  and m ora lity . This means our f i r s t  requ ire

ment is  an empirical study o f ;iu.»an psychology, a study which analyzes 

human nature. An uncompromising focus on th is  human nature, as Locke 

holds in  the Second T rea tise , w i l l  show th a t human beings stripped o f 

social conventions are ra d ic a lly  ind iv idua l seekers o f property. This 

(together w ith  nature 's niggardliness) is  a l l  tha t is  required to  derive 

the fundamental p rinc ip les  o f ju s tic e  and social organization.

Although Locke departs from Hobbes in  the content o f his p o lit ic a l 

philosophy, his method—the approach o f imagining the construction o f 

society from the elements themselves, and ignoring what men say—is  iden

tic a l w ith Hobbes's resolutive-com positive method. I t  thus attempts to 

supply a standard from nature fo r  the adm ittedly conventional meanings 

of p o lit ic a l terms, or mixed modes.

Another question arises here, however. Why is  i t ,  i f  men have 

these natural needs, th a t they have not before now determined what the 

needs are? I f  the terms fo r  mixed modes were invented fo r  convenience, 

and based on natural needs, why haven't men managed to invent them properly? 

Have the ambiguity and confusion now so r i f e  crept in to  th e ir  concepts, or 

were the concepts wrong from the s ta rt?  Locke, lik e  Hobbes, seems to th ink  

the concepts were not corrupted so much as misconceived from the beginning 

—because men did not understand themselves or th e ir  true needs. Their 

vision was obscured above a l l  by th e ir  p ride , which caused them to miss 

seeing tha t they were in  need, th a t nature did not provide b o u n tifu lly , 

that th e ir  true  condition was severe i f  not desperate. Out o f p ride , men
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to ld themselves tha t "God has given us a l l  things r ic h ly "  ( I  Tim. v i.1 7 ), 

as Locke points out (Second T rea tise , V.31). But in  the next section, 

Locke continues: "God, when he gave the world in  common to a l l  mankind,

commanded man also to  labor, and the penury o f his condition required i f  

of him." That is ,  had men understood the scrip tures properly, th e ir  true 

neediness would have been apparent to them. Knowing th e ir  true  needs, 

which Locke now shows them, men can accurately determine the mixed modes 

(what ju s tic e  means, fo r  example) which w i l l  serve them properly.

10. Conclusion

i  We have seen how the understanding o f language in  question here

leads to a separation o f knowledge in to  two realms: knowledge o f what men 

construct themselves (mixed modes) and hence can know p e rfe c tly , and know

ledge of those things in  nature (substances) o f which men can have only 

approximate knowledge. That th is  separation accomplished ph ilosoph ica lly  

by Hobbes and Locke has had a profound impact on the modern world is

obvious enough.3^ Indeed we should note tha t Hobbes and Locke did not 

"accomplish" the s p l i t  by themselves; they partic ipa ted  along w ith  many 

others in  the process we now describe as the "emergence o f modern science." 

But i t  is  important fo r  us to examine the philosophical roots o f the s p l i t  

we are here speaking o f,  fo r  the fo llow ing  reason. Hobbes and Locke did 

not succeed in  creating , nor has anyone else, a successful moral science 

of the so rt fo r  which they thought they had la id  the foundations. The 

reasons fo r  th is  fa c t are important. But i f  Hobbes and Locke were unsuccess

fu l in  th e ir  hope, they nevertheless took the decisive step o f establish ing 

the s p l i t  between the natural world and the world o f human constructs on

3^Cf. Fahrion, "Sprachphilosophie," pp. 63-64; Green, Hume and Locke, 
pp. 95-101; Ryle, "John Locke," pp. 25-26. See note 4 above.
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an epistemological foo ting . This foo ting  is  in ex tricab ly  linked w ith a 

certain understanding o f the way language works.

Although the classics o f course recognized the d is t in c tio n  be

tween the natural and the conventional, they did not claim what Hobbes 

and Locke asserted, namely, tha t we can t ru ly  know only the conventional, 

because we make i t .  This s p l i t  was accomplished in  the hope tha t a true 

and certa in  science o f moral terms was a p o s s ib ility . This hope has 

today a l l  but disappeared. But the s p l i t  i t s e l f ,  once i t  was a f a i t  

accompli, le f t  whatever knowledge o f the human world we did possess ex

posed to the erosion o f subjectivism . Once men discovered th a t they 

could not define, w ith  "c lear and d is t in c t  ideas," the moral and p o l i t i 

cal terms, the v is ion  o f language elaborated by Hobbes and Locke held 

them trapped: cut o f f  from the p o s s ib il ity  o f p a r t ia l,  or approximate, 

or uncertain knowledge o f ju s t ic e , they could see only tha t ju s t ic e  must 

be defined by each user, or a t most by each cu ltu re  or h is to r ic a l epoch. 

Eventually th is  led to  the conclusion th a t use o f the word " ju s tic e "  is  

subjective, and not subject to  correction according to any standard e ith e r 

natural or conventional. Staking everything on the p o s s ib il ity  o f a clear 

and d is t in c t d e fin it io n  meant th a t w ith the gradual re a liza tio n  th a t no 

such d e fin it io n s  are possible in  moral speech, because they can never be 

agreed upon, we have been le f t  w ith  nothing but "value words." I f  we 

know only what we ourselves construct, we now rea lize  tha t we cannot know 

moral terms because we never re a lly  "make" them the way Locke explained. 

And attempts to  "remake" them have not been successful. This does not, 

of course, prove Locke was mistaken. I t  may be rather th a t the task o f 

analyzing human nature is  so d i f f i c u l t  th a t we have barely begun. In 

tha t case Locke is  g u ilty  only o f being too o p tim is tic . I t  appears in
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any case th a t i f  Hobbes and Locke are correct in  th e ir  understanding o f 

knowledge, the imperatives o f the resolutive-com positive method, and the 

necessity o f reconstructing common speech, are unavoidable. Nevertheless, 

we must wonder whether the whole p ro jec t is  properly understood.

Is there any ph ilosoph ica lly  respectable a lte rn a tive  to  th is  con

clusion? There is  o f course the a lte rn a tive  Hobbes re jected, when his 

e ffo r t to th in k  through the problem o f what knowledge is  led him to see 

that the c lass ica l th inkers had taken too much fo r  granted. But i t  would 

appear tha t to  consider seriously the c lass ica l approach to the p o li t ic a l 

universe, we in  turn would have to break w ith  Hobbes's understanding o f 

science and o f knowledge, and the account o f language which th a t under

standing entaiTs. Is i t  possible to  do th is?

The c lass ica l th inkers appeared to Hobbes to have sought a d e f in i

tion o f ju s tic e , but to  have begun in co rre c tly  because they sta rted  from 

common opinions about what ju s tic e  is ,  from what men say about ju s t ic e , 

instead of re jec ting  ambiguous ordinary speech and penetrating beneath i t .  

There is  no denying th a t they did not reach sa tis fa c to ry  d e fin it io n s .

We may, however, en terta in  the p o s s ib il ity  tha t th e ir  search fo r  the 

meaning o f ju s t ic e  was not a search fo r  a d e fin it io n  in  Hobbes's sense. 

That would mean th a t they did not agree w ith Hobbes as to what knowledge 

is , tha t is ,  about the re la tionsh ip  between naming (language) and know

ledge. An a lte rn a tive  understanding o f knowledge is  indicated.

■ In seeking to know what ju s tic e  is ,  one might say p rov is io na lly

that the c lassics sought not a d e fin it io n  in  Hobbes's sense, but ra ther 

an understanding o f the place o f ju s tic e  in  the human world, o f the re la 

tion between ju s tic e  and the fa m ily , the re la tio n  o f ju s tic e  to  su rv iva l, 

to education, to punishment, and so on. Perhaps the c lass ica l th inkers
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inquired in to  the nature o f ju s t ic e  in  a d iffe re n t way from Hobbes be

cause they understood there to be more kinds o f knowledge than Hobbes 

accepts. The goal o f understanding the place o f ju s t ic e  in  human l i f e  

would permit or even require th a t we begin not by denying common speech 

or what men say, but by considering various ordinary opinions about i t ,  

opinions re fle c tin g  a va rie ty  o f s itua tions  in  which ju s t ic e  is  re levant. 

Of course, the understanding which results--w hat c lass ica l th inkers might 

have called knowledge—would be un like  geometric ce rta in ty , and would 

not f u l f i l l  Hobbes's c r i te r ia  o f science or knowledge. Thus to  re je c t 

Hobbes's and Locke's understanding o f p o lit ic a l science requ ires, a t 

least, a d iffe re n t view o f knowledge. On the other hand, i f  words do 

stand fo r  certa in  ideas or conceptions in  the way Hobbes and Locke say, 

we cannot deny th e ir  conclusion about what knowledge is .  To avoid th e ir  

conclusions we would need a d if fe re n t understanding o f language, o f how 

words have meanings and how we use them.

Now, perhaps we need to  consider what Hobbes re jected . But 

neither Plato nor A r is to t le  gives anywhere a systematic account o f lan

guage.^ I t  was perhaps th is  fa c t which led Hobbes to  believe they had 

fa ile d  to  probe to the core o f human knowledge or science, and as a re su lt 

had been overly careless in  th e ir  standards fo r  knowledge. The fa ilu re  

of the classics to  supply a systematic account o f language would thus 

seem to foredoom any serious attempt to re ca ll th e ir  approach to

^The closest Plato comes to presenting such an account is  in  the 
dialogue ca lled  the C ratylus, which, however, could not in  any sense be 
called systematic. In i t  Plato seems to conclude th a t language is  ne ither 
wholly natural nor wholly conventional, but ra ther some combination (see 
Cratylus, 385d8-e2, 390d9-e3). A r is to t le 's  account o f language must be 
pieced together from several o f his works. See De In te rp re ta tio n e , Ch. 1; 
Poetics, especia lly  Ch. 6; and the Rhetoric. For an attempt to  systematize 
A r is to t le 's  understanding, see Miriam Therese Larkin, Language in  the P h il
osophy o f A r is to t le  (The Hague: Mouton, 1971).
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understanding the p o lit ic a l world. To do so would be to  take a step back

wards, to  become less sophisticated in  our th ink ing .

However, there is  another a lte rn a tive  which poses a challenge to 

Hobbes's understanding o f language and the account o f human knowledge 

and p o li t ic a l science based on i t .  I t  is  th a t o f Ludwig W ittgenstein, 

which we w i l l  explore in  the next two chapters. I t  remains to  be seen 

whether W ittgenste in 's  understanding leads us to a p o li t ic a l science 

which resembles th a t o f the c lass ics , or to  some th ird  a lte rn a tive  

d is t in c t from both Hobbes's and his predecessors'.
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CHAPTER 4

WITTGENSTEIN'S PHILOSOPHICAL INVESTIGATIONS:

A CRITIQUE OF THE COMMON-SENSE NOTION OF LANGUAGE

The p o lit ic a l philosophy constructed on Locke's understanding o f 

language was plagued by problems which proved insoluble both in  Locke's 

time and subsequently. The central task of pre-Hobbesian p o lit ic a l ph ilos

ophy, namely, the founding o f the best p o li t ic a l order in  thought or 

speech, had always been undertaken w ith  a ce rta in  s p i r i t  o f te n ta tive 

ness. The re s u lt was never certa in  or f in a l.  The new s c ie n t if ic  method 

of Hobbes, together w ith the understanding o f language thought out by 

Locke, brought a b r ie f  hope th a t a t long la s t a clear and ce rta in  p o l i t 

ical philosophy could be created, one which would command the assent o f 

a ll because i t  would be based on, and deduced from, c lear d e fin it io n s .

What was wrong w ith  a l l  previous attempts in  p o lit ic a l philosophy, and 

what led to such endless b ickering, as Hobbes pointed out, was the fa ilu re  

to understand what knowledge is ,  and how i t  can be secured. The success o f 

the new natural science was proof enough fo r  Hobbes th a t the only true  model 

fo r knowledge was geometry (see note 14, Chapter 2). He set out to establish 

a science o f the same so rt fo r  the p o li t ic a l world, a p o lit ic a l science.

Locke wholeheartedly followed Hobbes's lead in  th is  question o f method.

According to  Locke, the p o li t ic a l world and the terms o f our p o l i t 

ica l discourse must be understood to e x is t by a so rt o f convention: tha t is ,  

the meanings o f " ju s t ic e ,"  "courage," and so fo r th , were determined by 

the men who f i r s t  used the words. We are compelled to admit, on Locke's

91
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view, tha t c la r ity  about p o lit ic a l phenomena depends on our recovering 

the o rig ina l meanings o f the terms, the meanings thought o f by the f i r s t  

namers or else ordained by nature.* This is  only possible fo r  us by 

means o f a reconstruction in  speech o f the o rig in a l s itu a tio n  in  which 

such terms were f i r s t  needed, tha t is ,  o f the state o f nature. In order 

to discover the meanings o f the p o lit ic a l terms as they must o r ig in a lly  

have come in to  being, i t  was necessary to s tr ip  from man the merely con

ventional a ttr ib u te s  which had been covering over his fundamental nature. 

According to Hobbes, a t le a s t, the state o f nature reveals the basic drive 

of man to be se lf-p reserva tion , which fo llows from the absolutely primary 

fac t, which is  the fear o f v io le n t death. Self-preservation is  thus under

stood by Hobbes to  be the one Right o f Nature, "which Writers commonly ca ll 

Jus Naturale" (Leviathan, Ch. 14, p .189). Once th is  is  understood, i t  is  

possible to derive a l l  the moral commands—or "natural laws"—from tha t 

fundamental d rive . Although Locke's state o f nature is  d iffe re n t from tha t 

envisioned by Hobbes, the two have a t least one thing in  common, namely, 

the method o f deriv ing a l l  moral and p o lit ic a l p rinc ip les  from one primary 

natural law. In Locke's case th is  law is  stated as fo llow s:

Every one . . . when his own preservation comes not in  competition, 
ought . . .  as much as he can, to preserve the res t o f mankind, and 
may not, unless i t  be to  do ju s tic e  to an offender, take away or 
impair the l i f e ,  or what tends to the preservation o f the l i f e ,  the 
lib e r ty ,  health, limb, or goods o f another. (Second T rea tise , I I . 6)

There is  a problem w ith th is  understanding, however. Not everyone 

agreed e ithe r w ith  Hobbes or w ith Locke as to what constitutes the fundamen

ta l drive: Rousseau is  the most famous th inke r, but not the only one, to

As we saw in  Chapter 2 above, the meanings ordained by nature were 
probably misapprehended in  many cases by the f i r s t  inventors. Confusion 
from re lig io n  and supers tition  prevented them from seeing th e ir  own need 
c learly . In th is  sense, o f course, on Locke's view a reform o f language 
is  indicated.
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claim tha t Hobbes did not go fa r  enough back to reveal the true s ta te  o f

drive. Where Hobbes and Locke were certa in  th a t the bedrock fo r  a true 

science o f p o lit ic s  had been exposed, those who came a fte r  were less san

guine. The certa in  and compelling p o lit ic a l science o f such terms as 

jus tice , ob liga tion , v ir tu e , or courage, no longer seemed imminent: the 

meanings o f such terms stubbornly resisted s c ie n t if ic  c la r if ic a t io n .

The fa c t th a t p o lit ic a l science was not able to  liv e  up to  the 

standard o f ce rta in ty  and c la r i ty ,  to say nothing o f u t i l i t y ,  set by Gal

ilean natural science, led eventually to the abandonment o f i t s  o rig ina l 

task, which was the understanding o f the nature o f ju s t ic e  and the best 

p o lit ic a l order. Natural science had proven susceptible of enormous pro

gress as a re s u lt o f i t s  method, which involved the app lica tion  o f s t r ic t ly  

logical language (includ ing mathematics) to  uncontroversial "sim ples," such

as mass or distance, resu lting  in  powerful descrip tive  and testable s ta te -
2

ments about the natural world. Moral or p o li t ic a l philosophy, however, 

lacking such uncontroversial "simples," was replaced by a new so rt o f 

p o lit ic a l science. The "behavioral" social sciences, which were modelled 

on natural science, have focused on d if fe re n t questions from the questions 

which were the ju s t if ic a t io n  fo r  the older approach.

In our time p o lit ic a l science qua science does not see as one of 

its  tasks the e lucidation o f the meaning o f " ju s tic e "  or the ju s t  p o lit ic a l

2
See E. A. B u rtt, The Metaphysical Foundations o f Modern Science

(Garden C ity : Doubleday & Co., 1954), pp. 209-12. B u rtt discusses Newton's

On Newton's view, according to B u rtt, "inasmuch as we are to tre a t mechan
ics and optics a lg e b ra ica lly , we must introduce symbols to represent a ll 
of th e ir  properties w ith which we are concerned (such as the d irec tion  o f 
motion and fo rce , and the pos ition , brightness, and d istinctness o f op tica l 
images) in  th e ir  mathematical reduction."
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order. This re s tr ic t io n  o f scope stems from a ju s t if ie d  reservation 

about the question whether p o lit ic a l terms, such as " ju s tic e "  or "ob liga

tio n ," have any meaning, or ra ther whether they can be said to  be capable 

of d e fin itio n . For th is  question our understanding o f language is  deci

sive. Indeed, our understanding lie s  a t the very root o f the problem o f 

ho'v or even whether a "normative" p o li t ic a l science is  possible. On 

Locke's understanding o f language, we are forced to the conclusion tha t 

i t  is  not. But is  Locke's understanding correct?

Locke's p ic tu re  o f language was not o rig in a l w ith  him. Perhaps 

because of i t s  powerful appeal to common sense, i t  has been a s ta rtin g

point fo r  philosophical in qu iries  fo r  centuries. I t  was not unknown to
3

the c lassica l th inkers . And, in  d if fe re n t form, i t  can be seen as the

basis o f W ittgenste in 's  Tractatus Logico-Phi1osophicus in  th is  century.

Wittgenstein is  o f p a rtic u la r  in te re s t to us here. Rare among philosophers,

he changed profoundly his thought about language, though not his approach

to philosophy, when he returned to philosophy a fte r  a break o f more than

a decade.^ W ittgenstein became profoundly d is s a tis fie d  w ith the philosophy

to which his early  understanding of language had led him as a young man.

Although we w i l l  not deal in  de ta il w ith  the understanding o f language as

presented in  the Tracta tus, i t  is  necessary to consider i t  b r ie f ly .  In the

Tractatus W ittgenstein asserts tha t the propositions o f which language con-
5

s ists are a c tu a lly  p ictures of re a l ity ,  o f states o f a ffa irs  in  the world.

3
Cf. Socrates' mention o f such a doctrine in  P la to 's  Theaetetus,

a t 202a.

^See Norman Malcolm, Ludwig W ittgenstein: A Memoir (New York:
Oxford U n ivers ity  Press, 1958), ppT 14-15. See also note 7 below.

5
Also, according to  the Tractatus, "The to ta l i t y  o f propositions 

is  language" (4.0001). Cf. A. Kenny, W ittgenstein (London: Penguin Press, 
1973), pp. 54-71; Justus Hartnack, W ittgenstein and Modern Philosophy, trans.
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The tru th  or f a ls i t y  o f a proposition consists in  agreement or disagree

ment between the s ta te  o f a f fa irs  i t  p ictures and the actual s ta te  o f 

a ffa irs . According to W ittgenstein, " in  a proposition a name is  the rep

resentative o f an o b je c t,"  th a t is ,  words or names "stand fo r"  th in g s .6 

I t  is  necessary to  add th a t W ittgenstein asserted th a t a l l  meaningful lan

guage consists o f propositions. (He w rite s , "My whole task consists in  

explaining the nature o f the p ropos ition ," (Notebooks, p. 39).) Thus,

"Most o f the propositions and questions to be found in  philosophical works 

are not fa lse  but nonsensical" (Tractatus, 4.003). Despite numerous d i f 

ferences between th is  and Hobbes's p ic tu re  o f language, the two understand

ings have in  common the idea tha t words or names "stand fo r"  something (con

ceptions or ob je c ts ), and the notion th a t much i f  not most o f everyday lan

guage is  obscure and confused. For W ittgenstein the tru th  o f a proposition 

consisted in  i t s  accurate representation o f r e a l i ty ,  which required tha t 

we f ix  exactly what each sign or name "stands fo r " ;  fo r  Hobbes, or Locke, 

tru th  of a proposition resu lts  from i t s  expressing in  symbols true  re la 

tionships among the conceptions we have s tipu la ted  the symbols to  represent.

We w i l l  focus here on W ittgenste in 's la te r  work, the Philosophical 

Investigations. This work contains, as he says in  the Preface, "the pre

c ip ita te  o f philosophical investigations which have occupied me fo r  the 

la s t sixteen years." The Investigations present W ittgenste in 's mature 

understanding o f language.^ I t  begins by considering one form o f the

Maurice Cranston (Garden C ity : Doubleday & Co., 1965), pp. 13-42; and K. T. 
Fann, W ittgenste in 's Conception o f Philosophy (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University o f C a lifo rn ia  Press, 1971), pp. 8-21.

^Cf. Tractatus 3.22: "In  a proposition- a name is  the representative
of an ob jec t." What W ittgenstein meant by "ob jec t" (Gegenstand) is  the sub
je c t o f some controversy. See note 15 below.

^There is  a large lite ra tu re  on the issue o f the co n tin u ity  or
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common-sense p ic tu re  o f language, w ith  a view to exposing i t s  defective

ness. The f i r s t  paragraph presents a passage from St. Augustine's Confes

sions, in  which Augustine describes h is learning o f language. As we w il l  

see, tha t understanding is  v ir tu a l ly  iden tica l w ith the understanding o f 

language in  Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding. The f i r s t  s ix ty -  

f ive  paragraphs o f W ittgenste in 's Investigations are a development and 

treatment o f precise ly the problem o f language we are try in g  to  unravel.

1. The Inadequacy o f the Common-Sense P icture

The Investigations opens, w ithout any preparation, w ith  a paragraph

from Augustine in  La tin . I t  is  transla ted in to  English as fo llow s:

When they (my elders) named some ob ject, and accordingly moved 
towards something, I saw th is  and I grasped th a t the th ing was called 
by the sound they uttered when they meant to  po in t i t  out. Their 
in ten tion  was shewn by th e ir  bod ily  movements, as i t  were the natural 
language o f a l l  peoples: the expression o f the face, the play o f the 
eyes, the movement o f other parts o f the body, and the tone o f voice 
which expresses our s ta te  o f mind in  seeking, having, re je c tin g , or 
avoiding something. Thus, as I heard words repeatedly used in  th e ir  
proper places in  various sentences, I gradually le a rn t to understand 
what objects they s ig n if ie d ; and a fte r  I had tra ined my mouth to form 
these signs, I  used them to  express my own desires. (From Augustine, 
Confessions, 1.8, quoted in  PI I ,  1)

"These words, i t  seems to me, give us a p a rtic u la r p ic tu re  o f the essence 

of human language" (PI I ,  1). W ittgenstein characterizes Augustine's p ic 

ture o f language th is  way: "The ind iv idua l words in  language name objects

—sentences are combinations o f such names. In th is  p ic tu re  o f language

we fin d  the roots o f the fo llow ing  idea: Every word has a meaning. This

d iscon tinu ity  between W ittgenste in 's e a r lie r  and la te r  philosophy. See, 
fo r example, Peter Winch, "The Unity o f W ittgenste in 's Philosophy," in  
Studies in  the Philosophy o f W ittgenste in , ed. Winch (New York: Humanities 
Press, 1969), pp. 1-19; Kenny, W ittgenste in , pp. 219-32; A. Janik and S. 
Toulmin, W ittgenste in 's Vienna (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1973), pp.
13-32, 167-238; M. Engel, W ittgenste in 's  Doctrine o f the Tyranny.of Language 
(The Hague: Martinus N ijh o ff ,  1971), pp. 11, 27-42; Hanna F. P itk in , W i t t - ^  
genstein and Justice (Berkeley and Los Angeles: U n ivers ity  o f C a lifo rn ia  
Press, 1972), pp. 24-49.
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meaning is  correlated w ith  the word. I t  is  the object fo r  which the word 

stands" (PI I s 1). This p ic tu re  o f language is  not uncommon; we may even 

say i t  has been the p reva iling  view a t a l l  times. I t  was worked in to  a 

sophisticated form by W ittgenstein in  his e a r lie r  philosophical work, as 

we noted above, but here he subjects i t  to a c r i t ic a l  scru tiny . " I f  you 

describe the learning o f language in  th is  way you are, I believe, th ink ing 

p rim arily o f nouns l ik e  'ta b le 1, 'c h a ir ',  bread', and o f people's names, 

and only secondarily o f the names o f certa in  actions and properties; and 

of the remaining kinds o f word as something th a t w i l l  take care o f i t s e l f "

(PI I ,  1). Later he describes th is  as having a "one-sided d ie t o f examples,"

to which he a ttr ib u te s  many philosophical p e rp le x itie s . His is  an open, 

ten ta tive  method, ra is in g  questions by posing examples and counter-examples 

in a kind o f argument w ith him self, and examining these examples to see 

what they teach w ithout try in g  to f i t  them in to  a preconceived p ic tu re .

Does language re a lly  work the way Augustine seems to p ic ture  it?  

Wittgenstein begins his investigations by th ink ing up a f a i r ly  simple and 

commonplace use o f language where the p ic tu re  does not seem to f i t .  Let 

us fo llow  W ittgenste in 's investiga tion  step by step, examining his examples 

and th inking along w ith  him. He begins w ith the fo llow ing :

Now th ink  o f the fo llow ing use o f language: I send someone shopping.
I give him a s l ip  marked " f iv e  red apples". He takes the s lip  to  the
shopkeeper, who opens the drawer marked "apples"; then he looks up the 
word "red" in  a tab le  and finds a color sample opposite i t ;  then he 
says the series o f cardinal numbers—I assume tha t he knows them by 
heart—up to the word " f iv e "  and fo r  each number he takes an apple o f
the same color as the sample out o f the drawer. I t  is  in  th is  and
s im ila r ways tha t one operates w ith words. "But how does he know
where and how he is  to look up the word 're d ' and what he is  to do w ith
the word 'f iv e '? " ------Well, I assume th a t he acts as I have described.
Explanations come to an end somewhere.—But what is  the meaning o f the 
word "five"?--N o such thing was in  question here, only how the word 
" f iv e "  is  used. (PI I ,  1)

Even so simple an example reveals a defect in  the Augustinian or
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Lockean understanding o f language. I t  reveals a problem in  th e ir  claim 

that the meaning o f each word is  the ob ject or mental conception or idea
g

i t  stands fo r .  We don 't see any ob ject or idea which corresponds to or
g

is s ig n ifie d  by the word " f iv e "  in  the example. Rather, i t  seems to be 

related to an action o f the shopkeeper, to  something he does. But then 

how can the meaning o f the word " f iv e "  be something i t  stands fo r?  "That 

philosophical concept o f meaning has i t s  place in  a p r im itive  idea o f the 

way language functions. But one can also say th a t i t  is  the idea o f a 

language more p rim itiv e  than ours" (PI I ,  2). W ittgenstein explores th is  

by constructing an imaginary p rim itive  language, one " fo r  which the des

c rip tio n  given by Augustine is  r ig h t . "  This imaginary language, he w rites ,

is  meant to  serve fo r  communication between a bu ilder A and an assis
tan t B. A is  bu ild ing w ith build ing-stones: there are blocks, p i l la r s ,  
slabs, and beams. B has to  pass the stones, and th a t in  the order in  
which A needs them. For th is  purpose they use a language consisting 
of the words "b lock", " p i l la r " ,  "s la b ", "beam". A c a lls  them out;
—B brings the stone which he has le a rn t to  bring a t such-and-such 
a c a l l .  Conceive th is  as a complete p rim itive  language. (PI I ,  2)

Augustine's description o f language, W ittgenstein goes on, is  correct

in part. Augustine does indeed "describe a system o f communication: but

not everything th a t we c a ll language is  th is  system" (PI I ,  3). Augustine's

examination o f language is  too re s tr ic te d . " I t  is  as i f  someone were to

say: 'A game consists in  moving objects about on a surface according to

certain rules . . . " —and we rep lied : You seem to be th ink ing  o f board

^For a very good and more de ta iled  account o f the development o f 
th is  idea in  the Blue Book, see Engel, W ittgenste in 's Doctrine, pp. 15-20.

g
Though o f course Hobbes would say the conception " f iv e "  is  what 

the. word stands fo r .  This whole passage ca lls  to  mind Hobbes's insistence 
that a component o f knowledge is  evidence, th a t is ,  the meaning o f a propo
s itio n  be evident to i t s  user. Hobbes was^facing the issue th a t the words 
are nothing but signs, themselves somehow life le s s ,  and need mental a c t iv ity  
to make them mean something. Cf. Engel, W ittgenste in 's Doctrine, pp. 16-17; 
Blue Book, pp. 1-5; see below, pp. I l l ,  112.
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games, but there are others. You can make your d e fin it io n  co rrect by 

expressly re s tr ic t in g  i t  to those games" (PI I ,  3).

Having s a tis fie d  himself th a t the Augustinian p ic tu re  o f language 

is  misleading, W ittgenstein looks more c lose ly  a t the p r im itive  language 

he has constructed in  imagination. How do i t s  users get so they can 

speak i t ,  or use it?  We could imagine, he says, tha t th is  language "was 

the whole language o f A and B; even the whole language o f a t r ib e .  The 

children are brought up to perform these actions, to use these words as 

they do so, and to  react in  th is  way to  the words o f others" (PI 1 , 6 ) .

We learn language in  the context o f human a c t iv it ie s ,  and in  p a rtic u la r 

in the a c t iv it ie s  where the language is  used. The teaching o f language, 

in th is  sense, " is  not explanation, but tra in in g " (PI I ,  5). This chal

lenges our usual p ic tu re  o f a ch ild  being taught the meanings o f words 

simply, independent o f any but the teaching context i t s e l f .  W ittgenstein 

realizes th a t such teaching does play some ro le  in  our language-learning.

But he cannot accept learning the association o f word and mental image as 

the purpose o f even th is  so rt o f teaching. Part o f the c h ild 's  language 

tra in in g , as he says, "w il l  consist in  the teacher's po inting to  the ob

je c ts , d ire c ting  the c h ild 's  a tten tion  to  them, and a t the same time u tte r

ing a word; fo r  instance, the word 's la b ' as he points to  th a t shape."

Such'bstensive teaching" w i l l  produce some association "between the word 

and the th in g ."  This may make us th in k  th a t a p ictu re  o f the ob ject comes 

before the c h ild 's  mind when i t  hears the word. And in  fa c t th is  may occur. 

But in  the language we have imagined, " i t  is  not the purpose o f the words to 

evoke images. ( I t  may, o f course, be discovered tha t th a t helps to  a tta in  

the actual purpose.)" What W ittgenstein is  seeking here is  the meaning o f 

"understanding," o f what we mean when we say th a t the ch ild  understands
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the word "slab" fo r  example. "Don't you understand the c a ll 'S la b !' i f  

you act upon i t  in  such-and-such a way?—Doubtless the ostensive teaching 

helped to bring th is  about; but only together w ith  a p a rtic u la r tra in in g .

With d iffe re n t tra in in g  the same ostensive teaching o f these words would 

have effected a qu ite  d if fe re n t understanding" (PI I ,  6).

Our common-sense p ic tu re  o f words and meanings, the Lockean or 

Augustinian p ic tu re , looks only a t the surface o f things and assumes or 

ignores everything else. I t  is  W ittgenste in 's in s ig h t th a t th a t "every

thing else" is  abso lu te ly c ruc ia l in  re a lly  understanding human language.

In the middle o f these opening paragraphs o f the Investiga tions, w ithout 

preamble or explanation, we fin d  W ittgenste in 's  d is t i l la t io n  o f th is  in 

s ight: " ' I  set the brake up by connecting up rod and le ve r.'--Y e s , given

the whole o f the re s t o f the mechanism. Only in  connection w ith th a t is  

i t  a brake-lever, and separated from i t s  support i t  is  not even a leve r; 

i t  may be anything, or nothing" (PI I ,  6). What we do when we ignore the 

context o f a c t iv it ie s  in  which words are embedded, is  to take fo r  granted 

"the whole o f the re s t o f the mechanism." And the price we pay fo r  th is  

is  to ra d ic a lly  misconceive human language.

2. The Expanded B u ilde r's  Language and the Temptation to Reduction!sm

W ittgenstein next considers an expansion o f the language o f the 

builders, which makes i t  more complex. (He c a lls  such a combination o f 

a c t iv ity  and language a "language game," and we w i l l  explore th is  concept 

below.) In add ition  to  the words "s la b ," "b lock ," " p i l la r , "  and "beam,"

■^Cf. Winch, "The U n ity ." Winch characterizes the tendency to 
look behind words fo r  a separate realm o f meanings ( in  elementary proposi
tions) as looking fo r  "what lie s  hidden beneath our normal ways o f ta lk in g ,"  
and id e n tif ie s  th is  as the theme o f the Tracta tus. In the la te r  philosophy, 
he says, W ittgenstein has made the " s l ig h t ,  but decisive" s h if t  to looking 
fo r  "what is  hidden in  our normal ways o f ta lk in g " (p. 19).
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the expanded language is  to include a series o f words, the le tte rs  o f the

alphabet, to  function as did the numerals o f the shopkeeper in  the f i r s t

example. Besides numeral functions, he adds two words, "which may as well

be 'th e re 1 and ' t h is '  (because th is  roughly indicates th e ir  purpose), tha t

are to be used in  connexion w ith a pointing gesture" (PI I ,  8). F in a lly ,

Wittgenstein adds to the language a set o f co lor samples. The language

comes to l i f e  in  his descrip tion :

A gives an order lik e : "d—slab—there". A t the same time he shews
the ass is tan t a colour sample, and when he says "there" he points to 
a place on the build ing s ite .  From the stock o f slabs B takes one 
fo r  each le t te r  o f the alphabet up to "d ", o f the same colour as the 
sample, and brings them to  the place indicated by A .—On other occa
sions A gives the order " th is —there". At " th is "  he points to  a 
bu ild ing stone. And so on. (PI I ,  8)

A fte r  a b r ie f  discussion o f how th is  language w i l l  be taught, 

Wittgenstein returns to the question w ith which he began, the question 

raised by Augustine's and Locke's understanding o f language. "Now what 

do the words o f th is  language s ig n ify? " he asks (PI I ,  10). "What is  

supposed to  shew what they s ig n ify , i f  not the kind o f use they have?

And we have already described th a t. So we are asking fo r  the expression 

'This word s ig n if ie s  th is ' to  be made part o f the descrip tion . In other 

words the descrip tion  ought to  take the form: 'The word. . . .s ig n if ie s

. . . . ' "  (PI I ,  10). Why do we in s is t  th a t a l l  words s ig n ify  in  th is  

way? W ell, we do a fte r  a ll ta lk  about words s ig n ify in g . W ittgenstein 

examines the cases where we properly make th is  a part o f the description 

o f a word. We can, as he says, "reduce the description o f the use o f the 

word 's la b ' to the statement th a t th is  word s ig n if ie s  th is  ob ject. This 

w il l  be done, when, fo r  example, i t  is  merely a matter o f removing the 

mistaken idea tha t the word 's la b ' re fe rs  to the shape o f build ing-stone 

that we in  fa c t ca ll a 'b lo c k '—but the kind o f 're fe r r in g ' th is  is ,  tha t
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is to say the use o f these words otherwise, is  already known" (PI 1, 10; 

my tra n s la tio n ). Likewise, we can say tha t the le tte rs  "a ," "b ," e tc ., 

s ign ify  numbers. We do th is , fo r  example, when we want to correct someone 

who mistakenly th inks tha t "a ," "b ," "c ,"  play the part ac tua lly  played in  

the language by "b lock," "s lab ," " p i l la r . "  "But assim ilating the descrip

tions of the uses o f words in  th is  way cannot make the uses themselves any 

more lik e  one another. For, as we see, they are absolutely unlike" (PI I ,  

10).

An adequate account o f language, we may say, must recognize th a t 

words function in  numerous ways. I t  foregoes the temptation to assimi

late a l l  words under one use, tha t o f s ig n ify in g . "Think o f the too ls in  

a tool-box: there is  a hammer, p lie rs , a saw, a screw-driver, a ru le , a 

glue-pot, g lue, n a ils , and screws.—The functions o f words are as diverse 

as the functions o f these objects. (And in  both cases there are s im ila r

it ie s  among i t s  d iffe re n t parts. "Of course," notes W ittgenstein, "what 

confuses us is  the uniform appearance o f words when we hear them spoken 

or meet them in  s c r ip t and p r in t. For th e ir  application is  not presented 

to us so c le a r ly . Especially when we are doing philosophy!" (PI I ,  11).

We may th ink  o f words as instruments o f another s o rt, to make th is  c learer. 

I t  is ,  W ittgenstein says, " l ik e  looking in to  the cabin o f a locomotive.

We see handles a l l  looking more or less a lik e . (N atura lly , since they are 

a ll supposed to be handled.)" (PI I ,  12). But one handle is  to be pu lled , 

another cranked continuously, another is  a switch w ith  only two e ffe c tive  

positions. Each is  connected to "the re s t o f the mechanism," to reca ll 

an e a r lie r  metaphor, in  some way not obvious unless you know how to drive  

a locomotive. Our claim tha t a l l  words s ig n ify  something or are symbols 

in  a sort o f communications code, is  l ik e  in s is tin g  tha t a l l  these handles
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operate the same way. No wonder, then, tha t we get in to  d if f ic u l t ie s  t r y 

ing to understand language th is  way. "Imagine someone's saying: ' A ll

tools serve to modify something. Thus the hammer modifies the position 

of the n a il,  the saw the shape o f the board, and so o n . '—And what is  mod

if ie d  by the ru le , the g lue-pot, the na ils?— 'Our knowledge o f a th in g 's

length, the temperature o f the glue, and the s o lid ity  o f the b o x .'------

Would anything be gained by th is  assim ila tion o f expressions?— " (PI I ,  14).

In any language beyond the most p r im itive  we w i l l  f in d  d iffe re n t 

kinds o f words; thus in  the expanded builders language we can d is tingu ish  

the words "s la b ," "b lock," e tc .,  from the kind o f words used fo r  numerals 

("a ," "b ," e tc . , ) .  The functions o f "slab" and "block" resemble each 

other more than the functions o f "slab" and "d ," fo r  example. But we w i l l  

understand the phenomenon o f language better i f  we do not t r y  to  make i t  

conform to a pre-conceived pattern , but ra ther accept i t s  m u lt ip l ic ity .

3. Reductionism

The bu ilde rs ' languages, both simple and expanded, consist only 

of orders. We should not be troubled by th is  fa c t, says W ittgenstein. " I f  

you want to say tha t th is  shews them to be incomplete, ask you rse lf whether 

our language is  complete;--whether i t  was so before the symbolism o f chem

is try  and the notation o f the in fin ite s im a l calculus were incorporated in  

i t ;  fo r  these are, so to  speak, suburbs o f our language. (And how many 

houses or s tree ts does i t  take before a town begins to  be a town?)" In 

fo llow ing up th is  metaphor, he w rite s , "Our language can be seen as an 

ancient c ity :  a maze o f l i t t l e  s tree ts  and squares, o f old and new houses, 

and o f houses w ith  additions from various periods; and th is  surrounded by 

a m ultitude o f new boroughs w ith  s tra ig h t regular s tree ts and uniform houses" 

(PI I ,  18). The Philosophical Investigations can be seen as a record o f
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W ittgenstein's explorations o f th is  c i ty ,  explorations in  which he 

approaches build ings and streets now from one side, now from the other, 

seeing the same places again and again, but each time from a s lig h t ly  

d iffe re n t perspective.11

A language consisting e n tire ly  o f orders is  s t i l l  a language, as 

Wittgenstein points out: " I t  is  easy to imagine a language consisting

only o f . . . questions and expressions fo r  answering yes or no. Now, 

Wittgenstein asks, What distinguishes one kind o f sentence from another 

when the words o f which they are composed are the same? He approaches 

th is  by asking, f i r s t ,  whether in  the language we have imagined the c a ll 

"slab!" is  a sentence or a word. We are tempted to ca ll i t  an e l l ip t ic a l  

sentence, as he says, because i t  seems to be a shortened form o f the sen

tence, "Bring me a s la b ." "But why should I not on the contrary have 

called the sentence 'Bring me a s lab ' a lengthening o f the sentence 'S la b !'?  

—Because i f  you shout 'S la b !' you re a lly  mean: 'Bring me a s la b '.—But

how do you do th is :  how do you mean th a t while you say 'S la b !'?  Do you 

say the unshortened form to yourself?" (PI I ,  19). W ittgenstein is  d ire c t

ing our a tten tion  to the common-sense notion th a t some so rt o f mental pro

cess accompanies the u tte rin g  o f words and gives a sentence meaning, while
12yet remaining independent o f i t s  expression in  words. He is  po inting to

The metaphor was used by W ittgenstein him self. He is  reported 
to have said th a t " in  teaching you philosophy I'm  l ik e  a guide showing you 
how to fin d  your way around London. . . . A fte r I  have taken you many jo u r
neys through the c ity ,  in  a l l  sorts o f d ire c tio n s , we shall have passed 
through any given s tre e t a number o f times--each time traversing the s tre e t 
as part o f a d iffe re n t journey. At the end o f th is  you w i l l  know London; 
you w i l l  be able to fin d  your way about l ik e  a born Londoner" (D. A. T. 
Gasking and A. C. Jackson, "W ittgenstein as a Teacher," in  Ludwig Wittgen
ste in : The Man and His Philosophy, ed. K. T. Fann (New York: D e ll, 1967), 
p. 51). Cf. P itk in , W ittgenste in, pp. ix - x i  fo r  a s im ila r explanation, 
which also quotes th is  remark.

1 9There is  already a large volume o f l ite ra tu re  on th is  portion o f
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something odd about th is  notion. He concludes th is  fru s tra tin g  argument 

with himself as fo llow s: "But when I  c a ll 'S la b !1, then what I want is ,

that he should bring me a s la b ! C erta in ly , but does 'wanting th is ' con

s is t in  th ink ing  in  some form or other a d if fe re n t sentence from the one 

you u tte r? --"  (PI I ,  19). The meaning, we begin to see, is  not something 

separate from the words, something which exists in  the head o f the speaker. 

I t  is  somehow embedded in  the circumstances o f use. The sentence "S lab!" 

is  " e l l ip t ic a l , "  as he says, "not because i t  leaves out something th a t we 

think when we u tte r  i t ,  but because i t  is  shortened—in  comparison w ith  

a p a rticu la r paradigm o f our gratranar" (PI I ,  20). And tha t four-word 

paradigm, in  tu rn , ex ists a t leas t p a rtly  because our language contains 

a va rie ty  o f other possible expressions (from which i t  must be d is tingu ish 

ed), such as "Bring him a s lab ," or " Hand me a s lab ," and so fo r th . I t  is  

because these p o s s ib il it ie s  e x is t th a t we speak o f "Bring me a slab" as 

having the same sense as "Slab!" in  the language we imagined. But i f  they 

have the same sense, is n ' t  there a verbal expression fo r  i t?  W ittgenstein 

answers: "But doesn't the fa c t th a t sentences have the same sense consist

in th e ir  having the same use?" We w i l l  look in  vain to  f in d  the meaning 

somewhere else.

We are asked to imagine an add ition  to the bu ilde rs ' language 

whereby the ass is tan t reports on the number o f slabs or blocks in  such- 

and-such a place, by saying, fo r  example, "Five s labs." "Now what is  the 

difference between the report or statement 'F ive slabs' and the order

'Five s la b s !'?—Wei 1, i t  is  the part which u tte ring  these words plays in 

the language-game" (PI I ,  21). What d iffe re n tia te s  a question from a

W ittgenste in 's thought. See a r tic le s  by Feyerabend, Malcolm and Strawson 
in  W ittgenstein: The "Philosophical In ves tig a tions", ed. G. P itcher 
(Notre Dame: U n ivers ity  o f Notre Dame Press, 1966).
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statement, or an order from a repo rt, is  not ju s t  something in  the words, 

nor is  i t  some mysterious "meaning" in  the mind o f the speaker, but the 

to ta l i ty  o f circumstances in  which the speaker u tte rs  the words.

The po in t o f these remarks, and the reason W ittgenstein considers

th is  problem so fundamental to  his considerations, is  th is :  the notion

that language is  no more than a communications code by means o f which we

make statements to  or ask questions o f each other makes us look elsewhere

fo r the thoughts or ideas, or "meanings," conveyed by language. On th is

understanding we have a tendency to overlook the fundamental fa c t th a t
1 ^using language, or speaking, is  a human a c t iv ity .  We are tempted, i f  

we misunderstand language in  th is  way, to  make claims such as th a t a l l  

questions are re a lly  statements in  d isguise, and thus to misunderstand 

the ro le  th a t questioning plays in  human l i f e .  We are tempted, th a t is ,  

to reduce the complexity o f language to  one sing le form. But th is ,  accord

ing to W ittgenstein, in e v ita b ly  d is to rts  language, and w i l l  not even help 

us to understand i t .  In his words, " I f  you do not keep the m u lt ip l ic ity  

of language-games in  view you w i l l  perhaps be inc lined to ask questions 

lik e : 'What is  a question?'—Is i t  the statement tha t I do not know such-

and-such, or the statement tha t I wish the other person would t e l l  me. . . 

Or is  i t  the descrip tion  o f my mental s ta te  o f uncertainty?—And is  the 

cry 'H e lp !' such a description?" (PI I ,  24). "Of course," he goes on, " i t  

is  possible to  substitu te  the form o f statement or description fo r  the 

usual form o f question: ' I  want to know whether. . . . '  or ' I  am in  doubt

whether. . . . ' —but th is  does not bring the d iffe re n t language-games any 

closer together."

13For a more deta iled explanation see P. F. Strawson's exce llent 
a r t ic le ,  "Review o f W ittgenste in 's Philosophical Inves tiga tions ," in  
W ittgenstein, ed. P itcher.
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This attack on a reductive approach to language is  made more ex

p l ic i t  in  the Blue and Brown Books. There W ittgenstein t r ie s  to explain 

our "craving fo r  gene ra lity ," and to  show why i t  misleads us in  these 

matters. "This craving fo r  genera lity  is  the resu ltan t o f a number o f 

tendencies connected w ith p a rtic u la r philosophical confusions" (BB, p. 17). 

"Our preoccupation w ith the method o f science," as he puts i t ,  is  one o f 

these.

I mean the method o f reducing the explanation o f natural phenomena 
to the smallest possible number o f p rim itive  natural laws; and, in  
mathematics, o f un ify ing the treatment o f d if fe re n t topics by using 
a genera lization. Philosophers constantly see the method o f science 
before th e ir  eyes, and are ir re s is ta b ly  tempted to  ask and answer 
questions in  the way science does. This tendency is  the real source 
o f metaphysics, and leads the philosopher in to  complete darkness.
(BB, p. 18)

Wittgenstein tr ie s  to show why the reduction is t method o f natural science 

is  not appropriate to the understanding o f language: reducing language to 

a small number o f "simples," or to  one model, ine v ita b ly  causes us to 

misunderstand i t .  " I  want to say here tha t i t  can never be our job to 

reduce anything to  anything, or to  explain anything. Philosophy re a lly  

is  'pure ly d e s c rip tiv e '."  (BB, p. 18).

4. Language Games

We need to examine what W ittgenstein ca lls  "language g a m e s . H e  

uses th is  both to  describe generally "the whole, consisting o f language 

and the actions in to  which i t  is  woven," and in  more re s tr ic te d  senses.

For example, " in  the practice o f the use" o f bu ilders ' language, "one 

party ca lls  out the words, the other acts on them" (PI I ,  7). This consti

tutes a simple language game in  i t s e l f .  By means o f th is  expression

deta iled account o f language games (Sprachspiele) is  to be 
found in K. Wuchterl, S truktur und Sprachspiel bei W ittgenstein (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1969), esp. pp. 114-28, 132ff.
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Wittgenstein emphasizes the fa c t th a t learning words means learning how to

use them, what human beings do w ith then, how a p a rtic u la r language game

is  played. In th is  narrow sense he includes as well the very process o f

learning words: in  learning the bu ilders ' language, fo r  example, "the

learner names the objects; tha t is ,  he u tte rs  the word when the teacher

points to the stone" (PI I ,  7). This in  i t s e l f  could be considered a

sort o f very simple language game.

"How many kinds o f sentence are there?" W ittgenstein asks. "Say

assertion, question, and command?—There are countless kinds: countless

d iffe re n t kinds o f use o f what we c a ll 'sym bols', 'words', 'sentences'"

(PI I ,  23). And each kind o f use o f words—each language game—is  part

of a human a c t iv i ty ,  or something human beings do:

Review the m u lt ip l ic ity  o f language-games in the fo llow ing  
examples, and in  others:

Giving orders, and obeying them—
Describing the appearance o f an ob ject, or g iv ing i t s  measurements— 
Constructing an object from a descrip tion (a drawing)—
Reporting an event—
Speculating about an event—
Forming and tes ting  a hypothesis—
Presenting the resu lts  o f an experiment in  tables and diagrams— 
Making up a s to ry ; and reading i t —
Play-acting—
Singing catches—
Guessing r id d le s—
Making a joke; te l l in g  i t —
Solving a problem in  p rac tica l a rithm etic—
Translating from one language in to  another—
Asking, thanking, cursing, greeting , praying.

—I t  is  in te res ting  to  compare the m u lt ip l ic ity  o f the too ls in  language 
and of the ways they are used, the m u lt ip l ic ity  o f kinds o f word and 
sentence, w ith  what log icians have said about the s tructu re  o f language. 
(Including the author o f the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. ) (PI I ,  23)

And, we might add, including John Locke.

We have already looked b r ie f ly  a t W ittgenste in 's early  "p ic tu re -

theory" of language presented in  the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (pp.94-9E).

What is  most important about th is  view fo r  us is  the claim th a t the only
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way a proposition can have meaning is  by i t s  a b i l i t y  to  "p ic tu re " re a lity .

Language is  reduced, in  the Tractatus, not merely to  propositions, but to
15the kind o f propositions ch a ra c te ris tic  o f natural science. A ll the 

other parts o f language are meaningless (although there are d iffe re n t 

ways o f being meaningless).16 Hence the famous concluding remark, "Where 

one cannot speak, thereof one must be s ile n t . "  The s im ila r ity  w ith  Locke 

lie s  in  the claim tha t every word has a meaning because i t  "stands fo r" 

something else. For W ittgenstein, however, the class o f meaningful propo

s itions became so small as to  exclude most o f the statements w ith  which 

Locke was concerned.

To return  to  language games. Learning our language means learning 

how to play many d iffe re n t language games, in  which words are used in  d i f 

ferent ways. The language games are a form o f human action , or a c t iv ity ;  

they are something human beings cto, and not ju s t  something used in  the 

process o f doing something else. I t  is  important to see what is  enta iled 

in th is  claim th a t language games are themselves human a c t iv it ie s .  Words 

are learned in  language games. The meanings o f words are connected to 

the pa rt the words play in  the various language games, o r a c t iv it ie s  in 

which they occur. Understanding a word, we may say, is  l ik e  understanding 

a lever in  the cab o f a locomotive: f u l ly  understanding i t  requires in  a

16Professor T. Morawetz has called my a tten tion  to a disagreement 
about th is  m atter. Morawetz holds th a t th is  view is  now generally regarded 
as a ttr ib u ta b le  to log ica l p o s it iv is ts  such as Ayer, but th a t i t  was not 
W ittgenste in 's view. I t  does not appear to  me to be so clear. Cf. J. 
Hartnack, W ittgenste in, pp. 17-25, 45-57; J. Bogen, W ittgenste in 's  Philosophy 
of Language (New York: Humanities Press, 1972); G. E. M. Anscombe, An 
In troduction to W ittgenste in 's Tractatus (Philadelphia: U nivers ity  o f 
Pennsylvania Press, 1971), pp. 11-20, 25-30.

* 6See A. M. Quinton, "Excerpt from 'Contemporary B r it is h  Philosophy'," 
in  W ittgenste in , ed. P itcher, pp. 7-8.
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sense an understanding o f the whole mechanism, tha t is ,  o f what the 

mechanism is  f o r ! 7 Understanding the pa rt requires some grasp o f the 

whole o f which i t  is  a pa rt. In the case o f a language game, th is  en ta ils  

understanding what th a t human a c t iv ity  is ,  what i t  is  fo r ,  why i t  is  play

ed. Words (a t leas t many words) are used in many d if fe re n t a c t iv it ie s .

To understand the f u l l  meaning o f a word requires some grasp o f a l l  the 

a c t iv it ie s , the socia l wholes, in  which the word plays a part.

The claim th a t language is  an a c t iv ity  brings out the fa c t tha t 

when human beings speak or use words they are doing something, and tha t 

speaking is  a pa rt o f human l i f e .  What distinguishes human action from 

mere motion, or the growth o f a p lan t, is  the fa c t tha t i t  is  p o te n tia lly , 

a t leas t, caring, valuing a c t iv ity ,  a c t iv ity  which has meaning fo r  human 

beings. The meanings o f words can only be understood i f  we understand 

the purpose or ends o f the human a c t iv it ie s  o f which words are pa rt. Ig 

noring the d if fe re n t language games and th e ir  ends or purposes when seek

ing the meaning o f a word is  lik e  try in g  to understand the brake-lever in  

a locomotive w ithout understanding what a locomotive does, or what i t  is  

fo r.

I t  is  very d i f f i c u l t  to  overcome the conventional notion tha t

Cf. Strawson, "Review," p. 25. Here the importance o f the purpose, 
of what something is  used f o r , is  brought out. As Strawson explains i t ,  

"instead, then, o f gazing a t th is  over-simple p ic tu re  o f language, 
w ith i t s  attendant ass im ila tions, we are to  look a t the elements of 
language as instruments. We are to  study th e ir  use. Only so can we 
solve our conceptual problems. Variants on 'use1 in  W ittgenstein are 
' purpose' 'fu n c tio n ' 'ro le ' 'p a r t ' 'a p p lic a tio n .' I t  is  not a complaint 
to  say th a t th is  central notion is  not immediately and wholly c lear.
The general aim is  c lear enough: to  get away from our fasc ina tion  w ith 
the dubious re la tio n  o f naming, o f meaning, and to  make us look a t the 
speaking and w ritin g  o f language as one human a c t iv ity  among others, 
in te ra c tin g  w ith  others; and so to  make us notice the d if fe re n t parts 
th a t words and sentences play in  th is  a c t iv ity "  (emphasis added).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

112

handling o f signs, and an organic p a rt, which we may c a ll understanding 

these signs, meaning them, in te rp re tin g  them, th ink ing" (BB, p. 3). What 

he means can be seen by th ink ing o f the shopkeeper in  the f i r s t  example 

above. When the shopkeeper reads the s l ip  which says " f iv e  red apples," 

i t  seems to us th a t a mental image o f red appears to him i f  he understands 

the words. But W ittgenstein in s is ts  th a t we get away from the "occu lt 

appearance o f the processes o f th ink ing" (BB, p. 4 ), by replacing the 

mental image in  every instance w ith  the act o f looking a t a real object.

The shopkeeper looks a t a tab le  o f co lo r samples to  f in d  "red ," fo r  exam

ple. " I f  the meaning o f the sign (roughly, tha t which is  o f importance 

about the sign) is  an image b u i l t  up in  our minds when we see or hear the 

sign, then f i r s t  le t  us adopt the method we have ju s t  described o f replac

ing th is  mental image by some outward object seen, e.g. a painted or 

modelled image. Then why should the w ritte n  sign plus the painted image 

be a live  i f  the w ritte n  sign alone was dead?" (BB, p. 5). W ittgenstein 

sums th is  up as fo llow s: "The mistake we are lia b le  to  make could be

expressed thus: We are looking fo r  the use o f a sign, but we look fo r  i t  

as though i t  were an object co-ex is ting  w ith the sign. (One o f the rea

sons fo r  th is  mistake is  again th a t we are looking fo r  a 'th in g  corres

ponding to  a substan tive .1)" (BB, p. 5). We are misled in  th is  case by 

the understanding o f language ch a ra c te ris tic  o f Augustine and Locke, the 

understanding which takes words to  be labels fo r  th ings—objects, ideas, 

mixed modes, or whatever—about which we already have something we want 

to say.

5. Naming and Qstensive D e fin itions

I f  we return to the Philosophical Inves tiga tions , we fin d  Wittgen

ste in continuing th is  lin e  o f thought. We th in k , he says, " th a t learning
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language consists in  giving names to objects. V iz, to human beings, to 

shapes, to colours, to pains, to  moods, to  numbers, e tc . ."  (PI I ,  26).

This brings to  mind Hobbes's words in  De Homine: "Speech or language is

the connexion o f names constituted by the w i l l  o f men to stand fo r  the 

series o f conceptions o f the things about which we th ink. Therefore, as 

a name is  to an idea or a conception o f a th ing , so is  speech to the d is

course of the mind" (Ch. X, p. 37). "To repeat—naming is  something lik e  

attaching a label to  a th ing ," W ittgenstein continues. "One can say tha t 

th is  is  preparatory to  the use o f a word. But what is  i t  a preparation 

for?" (PI I ,  26). We have already seen the so rt o f answer he expects to 

th is  question: '"We name things and then we can ta lk  about them: can

re fe r to them in  t a l k . '—As i f  what we did next were given w ith the mere 

act o f naming. As i f  there were only one thing called 'ta lk in g  about a 

th in g '"  (PI I ,  27). The kinds o f things we do in  speech are so various 

tha t they cannot be lumped together in  th is  way:

Think o f exclamations alone, w ith  th e ir  completely d iffe re n t func
tions.

Water!
Away!
Ow!
Help!
Fine!
No!

Are you inc lined  s t i l l  to c a ll these words 'names o f ob jects '?"
(PI I ,  27)

Now le t  us look more closely a t the process o f naming. We th ink 

names are learned when we ask someone, fo r  example, "What is  th is  called?" 

and ind icate the th ing we mean. The response, "This is  called . . ."  is  

called an ostensive d e fin it io n . W ittgenstein wants to  bring out something 

we generally do not rea lize  about th is  so rt o f learning o f words, namely, 

that ostensive d e fin it io n s  are always open to a kind o f misunderstanding. 

What we overlook is  the fa c t tha t one must already know a great deal even
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to ask fo r  the d e fin it io n  o f a word. Think of looking up words in  a d ic 

tionary, fo r  example, and o f the so rt o f d e fin itio n s  (which are not osten- 

sive) one finds there. We can, as W ittgenstein says, ostensively define 

a ll sorts o f things—the name o f a co lo r, o f a m ateria l, o f a person, a 

numeral, and so fo rth . "The d e fin it io n  o f the number two, "That is  called 

"tw o"'—pointing to two nuts—is  p e rfe c tly  exact.—But how can two be 

defined lik e  that? The person one gives the d e fin it io n  to  doesn't know 

what one wants to ca ll 'tw o '; he w i l l  suppose tha t 'two' is  the name 

given to th is  group o f nuts!" (PI I ,  28). The ostensive d e fin it io n  o f 

anything else is  subject to m is in te rp re ta tion  o f the same kind. "He might 

equally well take the name o f a person, o f which I gave an ostensive def

in it io n ,  as th a t o f a colour, o f a race, or even o f a po in t o f the com

pass. That is  to say: an ostensive d e fin it io n  can be various ly  in te r 

preted in  every case" (PI I ,  28).

Suppose, though, th a t we define the numeral w ith  the fo llow ing 

sort o f ostensive d e fin it io n : “ 'This number is  ca lled " tw o " '."  The use 

o f the word "number" w i l l  show him what we are ta lk in g  about, or as W itt

genstein says, i t  "shews what place in  language, in  grammar, we assign to 

the word" (PI I ,  29). But then in  tu rn  we must explain the use o f "number, 

i f  the d e fin it io n  is  to be understood. But how can we define "number"? 

Apparently a whole chain of d e fin itio n s  w i l l  be required. "And what about 

the la s t d e fin it io n  in  th is  chain? (Do not say: 'There is n ' t  a " la s t"

d e f in it io n '.  That is  ju s t  as i f  you chose to say: 'There is n ' t  a la s t 

house on th is  road; one can always bu ild  an add itiona l o n e '.)"  (PI I ,  29).

I t  appears tha t we can ostensively define the numeral "two only 

i f  the learner already knows what "number" or "numeral" means, what a 

number is . "So one might say: the ostensive d e fin it io n  explains the use 

—the meaning—of the word when the overa ll ro le  o f the word in  language
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is  clear. Thus i f  I  know th a t someone means to explain a colour-word to 

me the ostensive d e fin it io n  'That is  ca lled  "sep ia "1 w i l l  help me to under

stand the word" (PI I ,  30).

I t  is  easy to imagine going to  a fore ign country and learning the 

language, in  large pa rt, by ostensive d e fin it io n s . A Frenchman might ask 

his English fr ie n d  the name o f a chess-piece, fo r  example, as they share 

a game. Often a stranger to  the language w i l l  have to guess the mean

ings of these ostensive d e fin it io n s , and as W ittgenstein points out, he 

w il l  be sometimes r ig h t ,  sometimes wrong. But th is  re fle c tio n  on def

in itio n s  is  c ru c ia lly  important to  W ittgenste in 's understanding o f 

language (and our own), because w ith  i t  we begin to understand a rig h t 

Augustine's descrip tion  o f language-learning. "And now, I  th in k , we can 

say: Augustine describes the learning o f human language as i f  the ch ild  

came in to  a strange country and did not understand the language o f the 

country; th a t is ,  as i f  i t  already had a language, only not th is  one.

Or again: as i f  the ch ild  could already th in k , only not ye t speak. And 

'th in k ' would here mean something l ik e  'ta lk  to i t s e l f ' . "  (PI I ,  32).

This is ,  we might say, another case of " I  set up the brake by connecting 

rod and le ve r": th a t is ,  o f assuming the whole o f the re s t o f the mech

anism. Augustine's description is  one way we can learn (pa rt o f) a lan

guage, but i t  is  not the way a ch ild  f i r s t  learns to speak. Learning 

language the f i r s t  time involves much more than learning to  associate 

the names w ith  the proper th ings; i t  is  learning to cto something, to par

t ic ip a te  in  a human a c t iv ity .  Learning language is  learning language-
19games, and i t  involves as much " tra in in g "  as explaining.

9This im p lica tion  o f W ittgenste in 's thought has given r is e  to 
the impression th a t he was a so rt o f behav io ris t, and meant to  deny the 
independence o f human thought or re fle c tio n  by tracing i t  to behavioral
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The purpose o f W ittgenste in 's investiga tions up to th is  po in t might 

be said to have been negative or c r i t ic a l .  He has attempted to  show why 

the common-sense or Augustinian p ic tu re  o f language is  inadequate, be

cause u n t il tha t inadequacy is  exposed our understanding o f language is  

blocked. The "general notion o f the meaning o f a word" which we get from 

Augustine, W ittgenstein w rites , "surrounds the working o f language w ith  a 

haze which makes c lea r v is ion  impossible. I t  disperses the fog to  study 

the phenomena o f language in  p r im itive  kinds o f app lica tion in  which one 

can command a c lear view o f the aim and function ing o f the words" (PI I ,

5). A fte r showing th a t Augustine's view o f language does not begin to 

take account o f anything beyond names, or beyond words which function  as 

labels, W ittgenstein takes up in  more d e ta il the question o f how names 

themselves work. In  p a rtic u la r , and what is  o f most importance to  us 

here, he takes up the question whether these words (th a t is ,  roughly, 

substantives or names) stand fo r  combinations o f simpler th ings, ideas, 

or objects. Can we say, he asks, tha t they are somehow composite?

conditioning. See C. S. Chihara and M. A. Fodor, "Operationalism and 
Ordinary Language: A C ritique  o f W ittgenste in ," in  W ittgenste in, ed.
Pitcher. I t  would appear th a t Noam Chomsky also a ttr ib u te s  such a doc
tr in e  to  W ittgenste in. See Chomsky, Cartesian L inqp is ties (New York:
Harper & Row, 1966), pp. 10 (where W ittgenstein is  mentioned), 11-19,
59-73; notes 11, 21, 94, and above a l l  note 114, where Chomsky re fe rs 
to w rite rs  whose conclusions are "based oot on observation but on a 
p r io r i assumptions about what they believe must take place. Cf. ,  e .g ., 
the speculation on how a l l  language 'h a b its ' are b u i l t  up by tra in in g , 
in s tru c tio n , condition ing, and reinforcement in  references c ited  . . . ."  
Here Chomsky c ites  W ittgenstein, along w ith  Skinner's Verbal Behavior.
For reasons which should be c lea r, th is  in te rp re ta tio n  is  a misunderstand
ing o f W ittgenste in. The best discussion o f th is  issue is  to  be found in  
Gebauer's Wortgebrauch, Sprachbedeutung (Munich: Bayerische Schulbuch- 
Verlag, 1971), pp. 71-73. Gebauer concludes, "Trotz dieser in  gewissem 
Sinne mechanistischen Deutung der Sprache und tro tz  der Ablehnung der 
Privatsprache is t  W ittgensteins Theorie der Bedeutung n ich t behav io ris tisch" 
(p. 73, emphasis added).
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I 6. Simples and Composites

This brings us very close to  examining the doctrine th a t the def

in it io n  o f a name ite ra te s  the simple elements which together make up i t s  

meaning, which we saw in  the previous chapter to be ch a ra c te ris tic  o f Locke. 

In W ittgenste in 's Tractatus is  propounded a s im ila r doctrine , in  which the
i on

names o f primary elements o f re a l i ty  (which W ittgenstein ca lled "ob jects")

"become descrip tive  language by being compounded together" (PI I ,  46; the

phrase is  W ittgenste in 's quotation from Socrates in  the Theaetetus). But

in the Tractatus W ittgenstein never said what the "object" or primary e le - 
21ment might be. In the Investigations he examines the reasons why these

simple elements are so e lusive. Where once he was ce rta in  they had to

e x is t, now he simply looks to see i f  they do e x is t. The "idea th a t names

re a lly  s ig n ify  simples" is  indeed tempting. "But what are the simple

constituent parts o f which re a l i ty  is  composed?," he asks.

What are the simple constituent parts o f a chair?—The b its  o f wood 
o f which i t  is  made? Or the molecules, or the atoms?--"Simple" means 
not composite. And here the po in t is :  in  what sense "composite"?
I t  makes no sense a t a l l  to  speak absolutely o f the "simple parts o f 
a ch a ir". (PI I ,  47)

The reason i t  makes no sense to speak absolutely o f the simple parts o f

something is  tha t the word "s im ple," or "composite" fo r  tha t matter, takes

its  meaning from the language games i t  is  used in ,  and "absolute ly simple"

is  an expression in  which "simple" is  cut loose from i t s  moorings. We

l i t e r a l ly  do not know what you mean, i f  you say th a t. In W ittgenste in 's

words: " I f  I t e l l  someone w ithout fu rth e r explanation: 'What I see before

me now is  composite', he w i l l  have the r ig h t to ask: 'What do you mean by

20See J. G r i f f in ,  W ittgenste in 's Logical Atomism (Seattle : Univer
s ity  o f Washington Press, 1969) fo r  a more deta iled discussion of th is  
issue. Cf. Bogen, W ittgenste in 's Philosophy, pp. 55-74.

21Cf. Bogen, W ittgenste in 's  Philosophy, pp. 61, 74-101.
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"composite"? For there are a l l  sorts o f things th a t tha t can mean!' —

The question 'Is  what you see composite?1 makes good sense i f  i t  is  a l

ready established what kind o f complexity—tha t is ,  which p a rtic u la r  use 

o f the word—is  in  question" (PI I ,  47). W ittgenstein makes a joke about 

th is . "Asking 'Is  th is  object composite?' outside a p a rtic u la r language- 

game is  l ik e  what a boy once d id , who had to say whether the verbs in  

certain sentences were active  or passive voice, and who racked his brains 

over the question whether the verb 'to  sleep' meant something active or 

passive" (PI I ,  47).

For some purposes we may want to  consider a tab le and chairs as 

consisting o f "simples" which are pieces o f wood and screws, fo r  another 

the simples may be the atoms which make up the materials themselves. Can 

we say which is  the "re a l" table? Is one set o f simples more "re a l"  than 

another? W ittgenste in 's understanding leads us to  say tha t i t  depends on 

what you are going to  do—i f  you are moving your fu rn itu re , perhaps the 

pieces are what you want, but i f  you are g iv ing a dinner party is n ' t  the 

"essence" o f a tab le  and chairs the fa c t th a t they allow people to s i t  

together and eat and ta lk? Understanding f u l ly  what a tab le  is  would cer

ta in ly  require knowing th is  ju s t  as much as knowing tha t i t  consists o f 

screws and pieces o f wood attached in  such-and-such a fashion, or th a t i t  

consists o f atoms bonded together in  a p a rticu la r configuration.

But th is  consideration o f a physical object does not s a tis fa c to r

i l y  dispose o f Locke's theory o f mixed modes, because we are not required 

to reduce complex words in  the case of mixed modes to absolute ly simple 

elements, only to component parts which we can, a fte r  a l l ,  recognize. And 

Locke's approach is  doubly tempting, as we have seen, because i t  is  power

fu l ly  re in forced by the s c ie n t if ic  method, which understands things by
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taking them apart (Hobbes's resolutive-compositve method). Really knowing 

the meaning o f some name would seem to require knowing the parts th a t make 

up the thing named. W ittgenstein returns to  the problem o f composites in  

th is form some pages la te r  in  the Investiga tions. Here he is  worrying about 

the question whether the meaning o f a name is n 't  clearer to  us when the name 

is "resolved" in to  component parts by analysis.

When I say: "My broom is  in  the corner",—is  th is  re a lly  a s ta te
ment about the broomstick and the brush? Well, i t  could a t any rate 
be replaced by a statement g iving the position o f the s t ic k  and the 
position o f the brush. And th is  statement is  surely a fu rth e r analysed 
form o f the f i r s t  one.—But why do I c a ll i t  " fu rth e r analysed"?—W ell, 
i f  the broom is  there, th a t surely means tha t the s tic k  and brush must 
be there, and in  a p a rticu la r re la tionsh ip  to one another; and th is  
was as i t  were hidden in  the sense o f the f i r s t  sentence, and is  express
ed in  the analysed sentence. (PI I ,  60)

But there is  something curious about th is .  Someone who says the broom is  

in the corner surely doesn't mean to say, "The broomstick is  in  the corner, 

and so is  the brush, and the broomstick is  fixed  in the brush." What, won

ders W ittgenstein, would someone say i f  we asked him i f  th a t was what he 

meant? "He would probably say th a t he had not thought spec ia lly  o f the

broomstick or spec ia lly  o f the brush a t a l l .  And tha t would be the r ig h t

answer, fo r  he meant to speak ne ither o f the s tic k  nor o f the brush in  par

t ic u la r ."  We are asked to imagine ourselves saying to someone, "Bring me

the broomstick and the brush which is  f i t te d  on to i t . "  And W ittgenstein 

asks: " I s n 't  the answer: 'Do you want the broom? Why do you put i t  so

oddly?' Is he going to understand the fu rth e r analysed sentence better?

—This sentence, one might say, achieves the same as the ordinary one, but 

in a more roundabout way" (PI I ,  60). I t  is  true , o f course, tha t the in 

tention o f the speaker may be the same in  both cases, and he may indeed 

succeed in  being handed the object so he can sweep the room. In some 

sense the two orders may be said to  have the same meaning, especia lly  i f
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we were d if fe re n tia t in g  them from some other order, fo r  example one re

garding the tab le  or i t s  component parts. But we would not in  other cases 

consider them to have the same meaning. And to say th a t the sentence in  

which we speak o f the component parts is  an "analyzed" form o f the sen

tence "Bring me the broom" is  somehow misleading. For i t  " re a d ily  seduces 

us in to  th ink ing  th a t the former is  the more fundamental form; th a t i t  

alone shews what is  meant by the other, and so on. For example, we th ink : 

I f  you have only the unanalysed form you miss the analysis; but i f  you know 

the analysed form tha t gives you everyth ing.—But can I not say tha t an 

aspect o f the m atter is  lo s t on you in  the 1a tte r  cases as well as the 

former?" (PI I ,  63).

I t  w i l l  be worthwhile here to look a t an example from p o li t ic s ,  

that is ,  an example o f a p o lit ic a l phenomenon o f which an aspect is  lo s t 

when i t  is  reduced or broken down in to  more general elements. Suppose we 

consider the meaning o f ju s tic e . (A s im ila r kind o f inves tig a tio n , con

cerning "human excellence," is  found in  P la to 's  Meno which we w i l l  discuss 

in Chapter 7 .) On f i r s t  consideration, when we examine ju s t ic e  there ap

pear to  be a large number o f p a rticu la r cases o f ju s t  acts and ju s t  things 

and ju s t  arrangements, o f what common speech ca lls  ju s t ic e . We say, fo r  

example, th a t i t  is  ju s t  to pay taxes, to a rre s t crim ina ls , to  care fo r  

aged parents. I f  we analyze such examples we w i l l  have d i f f ic u l t y  bring

ing to l ig h t  any universal elements which make each an example o f ju s tic e . 

Are they each ju s t  because ju s tic e  means g iv ing  what is  deserved, what is  

due someone? That is  a common opinion o f ju s t ic e , and perhaps a good

guide. (For example, Polemarchus, in  the Republic, is  s a tis fie d  tha t
22"giving what is  due" is  the core o f ju s t ic e .)  But i f  ju s t ic e  is  g iv ing 

22Republic, 331c-d. Polemarchus a ttr ib u te s  the d e fin it io n  to
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to someone what we owe (as Socrates ob jec ts ), why do we th ink  i t  unjust 

to return to  a deranged man the weapon he had le n t to us when in  sound 

mind? Perhaps th is  suggests th a t the common element is  "helping someone 

else," and not "g iv ing what is  owed." (But then why do we say i t  is  ju s t 

in some cases to  k i l l  someone in  self-defense?) We have troub le  find ing  

the common element. Perhaps a l l  these things are ju s t ,  when they are, 

not because o f some shared simple element or elements to which they can 

be reduced, but because o f a ce rta in  p a rtic ip a tio n  in  or con tribu tion  to 

a larger whole, a p o lit ic a l community. Why do some t r ia ls  and some laws 

s trike  us as unjust when courts and laws are the very locus o f jus tice?  

Perhaps because there is  something which stands behind our judgment in 

these considerations, some notion o f the ends or goals o f the p o lit ic a l 

community, o f p o lit ic s  i t s e l f .  In considering the vast range o f p o l i t i 

cal phenomena, from taxes to  t r ia ls ,  our judgment proceeds not from the 

fa c t th a t they share or lack some simple element o f " ju s t-n e ss ," but 

rather from th e ir  re la tionsh ip  to  the goals we understand our p o lit ic a l 

community to  aim a t. I t  is  th is  we look to in  judging the ju s t ic e  or 

in ju s tic e  o f a crim inal sentence, or a graduated income tax , o f deporting 

an il le g a l a lie n , or o f the salary o f a congressman. I f  we t r y  to fin d  

ju s tic e  by seeking the general fac to rs  present in  a l l  ju s t  th ings, i f ,  in  

other words, we indulge what W ittgenstein c a lls  our craving fo r  genera lity , 

we w i l l  analyze these th ings w ithout re a liz in g  th a t indeed "an aspect o f 

the matter" is  lo s t on us. The whole may be heterogeneous and not reduc

ib le .

Names are used in  various language games which may be s im ila r,

Simonides. The form ulation offered f i r s t  by Socrates is  s l ig h t ly  d iffe re n t 
"As to ju s t ic e , shall we so simply assert th a t i t  is  the tru th  and giving 
back what a man has taken from another?"
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but not necessarily the same. "In  what sense," W ittgenstein asks, "do the 

symbols o f th is  language-game stand in  need o f analysis?" (PI I ,  64). We 

might say th a t the flaw  in  Augustine's or Locke's understanding o f lan

guage is  once again brought to the surface here in  the tendency to  reduce 

a ll the ways language works to  one way, to  make i t  a l l  conform to  one 

pattern. I f ,  in  fa c t,  we could reduce a l l  complex names (to say nothing 

of other types o f words) to parts th a t were more fundamental, i t  would be,

in W ittgenste in 's terms, a way o f replacing one language game by another.

We might say, in  th a t case, tha t the one was an abbreviation o f the more 

detailed form, an abbreviation we used fo r  convenience. But in  actual

fa c t two such language games (one "regu la r" and one "analyzed") are surely

d iffe re n t, and must be understood on th e ir  own terms. We must re s is t  what 

W ittgenstein c a lls  our "contemptuous a tt itu d e  towards the p a rtic u la r  case" 

(BB, p. 18). The observations on analyzed forms o f sentences lead W itt

genstein to the end o f what we may c a ll the f i r s t  major section in  the 

progress o f the Investiga tions:

Here we come up against the great question th a t lie s  behind a l l  
these considerations.--For someone might object ag inst me: "You
take the easy way out! You ta lk  about a l l  sorts o f language-games, 
but have nowhere said what the essence o f a language-game, and hence 
o f language, is :  what is  common to a l l  these a c t iv it ie s ,  and what 
makes than in to  language, or parts o f language. So you le t  you rse lf 
o f f  the very part o f the investiga tion  th a t once gave you you rse lf 
most headache, the part about the general form o f propositions and 
o f language." (PI I ,  65)

This must indeed have seemed an irony to W ittgenstein, who had thought as

a young man to  have fin ished , in  the Tractatus Logico-Phi1osophicus, saying

what could be said o f the essence o f language. Now he responds to th is

accusation th a t he has fa ile d  to show the general form o f propositions w ith

an admission o f g u i l t :  "And th is  is  tru e .— Instead o f producing something

common to a l l  th a t we ca ll language, I am saying th a t these phenomena have
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no one thing in  common which makes us use the same word fo r  a l l , —but 

that they are re la ted  to one another in  many d iffe re n t ways. And i t  is  

because o f th is  re la tion sh ip , o r these re la tionsh ips , tha t we c a ll them 

a ll 'language1. I w i l l  t r y  to explain th is "  (PI I ,  65).

This is  the central theme o f W ittgenste in 's r ich  understanding of

language. He has found th a t fo rc ing  i t  in to  one pattern purchases sim

p l ic i ty  a t the cost o f correct understanding. Yet how can we define 

language, or even recognize i t ,  i f  there is  no "core" meaning common to

a ll i t s  forms? The idea of a d e fin it io n  w i l l  again be a centra l theme

in Chapter 5. I t  w i l l  bring us back to  Hobbes and Locke and th e ir  new 

p o lit ic a l science by ra is ing  questions about th e ir  view o f language. We 

have seen in  Chapter 3 only the c r i t ic a l  or destructive h a lf o f Wittgen

s te in 's  la te r  thought. I t  remains to be seen how, or in  what sense, words 

have meanings; i t  is  th is  question which we take up next.
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CHAPTER 5

WITTGENSTEIN'S ACCOUNT OF MEANING

In Chapter 4 we saw th a t the understanding o f language on which 

Hobbes's and Locke's p o lit ic a l science was based is  open to serious, not 

to say decisive, objections. W ittgenste in 's c r it iq u e  o f such an under

standing is  based on the claim th a t words don 't a l l  function in  the same 

way. That is ,  not a ll words "stand fo r"  some idea or conception. The 

nature o f language is  accessible to  us "only i f  we make a radica l break 

with the idea tha t language always functions in  one way, always serves 

the same purpose: to convey thoughts—which may be about houses, pains, 

good and e v i l ,  or anything else you please" (PI I ,  304). But the c r it iq u e  

penetrates deeper. Even words which do a t f i r s t  seem to stand fo r  an idea, 

tha t is ,  the words we ca ll substantives, turn out not to have c lea r, stable 

meanings.

Now, we may admit tha t up to  th is  po in t W ittgenste in 's philosophy 

has provided an e ffe c tive  c r it iq u e  o f our common-sense understnading. But 

with what are we to replace our understanding? Is W ittgenste in 's approach 

simply destructive? How do words have meanings? A fte r a l l ,  there is  no 

denying th a t we often explain to someone else the meaning o f an unfam iliar 

word. How are we to account fo r  the fa c t tha t we speak o f words having 

meanings? We w i l l  t ry  to bring out, in  th is  chapter, the p o s itive , con

s tru c tive  side o f W ittgenste in 's understanding o f language. We examine 

his account o f how we grasp the meanings o f words by means o f the grammar 

which controls th e ir  use.
124
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We have been led by W ittgenstein to  see tha t a proper under

standing o f language w i l l  be more complicated and less systematic than 

the understanding presented by Locke. The f i r s t  step toward th is  under

standing was to  see language i t s e l f  as an a c t iv i ty ,  as something bound 

up in  human l i f e  and not an a rb itra ry  adjunct to  i t .  What do the parts 

of th is  a c t iv ity  ca lled language have in  conranon th a t makes us c a ll them 

a ll "language"? A t the close of the preceding chapter we found th a t 

Wittgenstein declares there is  no such core o f language, no one thing 

shared by a l l  the parts o f which language consists. Nevertheless, we 

use the one word "language" to describe a l l  the d if fe re n t parts. W itt

genstein must explain why we do th is .  The explanation comprises, in  a 

way, the remainder o f the Philosophical Investiga tions . We w i l l  once 

more proceed by focusing on one small portion  o f the work, namely, the 

sections which immediately fo llow  his promise o f an explanation, and t r y  

to f i l l  out the explanation by using examples taken from elsewhere. But 

i t  must be understood th a t th is  explanation, as fa r  as W ittgenstein is  

concerned, is  never completed in  the Investigations a t a l l .  And the 

sense o f th is  incompleteness is  i t s e l f  pa rt o f the explanation, in  a way 

that we w i l l  t r y  to  make clear.

1. Meaning and Family Resemblances

W ittgenstein asks us to consider, by way o f example, "the proceed

ings tha t we c a ll 'games'." What is  the essence or the core o f the meaning 

of the word "game"? What property or ch a ra c te ris tic  is  common to a l l  the 

things we c a ll games? " I  mean board-games, card-games, ball-games, Olympic 

games, and so on. What is  common to them a ll? --D o n 't say: 'There must be 

something common, or they would not be ca lled  "games'"—but look and see 

whether there is  anything common to a l l "  (PI I ,  66). We are urged to  look
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into th is  question na ive ly , w ithout preconceptions. C h a ra c te ris tica lly , 

Wittgenstein is  more in terested in  understand!'ng, even when the d ire c tion  

of his inq u iry  seems to  threaten his e n tire  structu re  o f knowledge, and 

even when the understanding he achieves appears to complicate something 

which a t f i r s t  appears simple. Years e a r lie r  he thought he had d e f in i

t iv e ly  explained the structu re  o f language, w ith the p ic tu re  theory o f 

the Tractatus (see Chapter 4, p .94); now he clouds th a t c ry s ta llin e  

understanding fo r  the simple reason th a t he sees i t  to  have been wrong.

And i t  was wrong, he believed, p rec ise ly  because i t  reduced something o f

enormous complexity to something in  p r in c ip le  very simple (although his 

explanation was not simple to g rasp).*

What happens when we look c lose ly  a t these a c t iv it ie s  ca lled  games?

" I f  you look a t them you w i l l  not see something tha t is  common to  them a l l ,

but s im ila r it ie s ,  re la tionsh ips , and a whole series o f them a t th a t. To

repeat: d o n 't th in k , but look!" (PI I ,  66). As in  the case o f the a c t i

v it ie s  which make up our language—a l l  the things we do w ith words—we

have troub le  fin d in g  something to  c a ll the "core" o f the idea o f games.

Wittgenstein introduces the expression "fam ily  resemblances" to  describe 

th is  re la tion sh ip  to  each other o f a l l  the things we c a ll games. Some share 

certa in fea tures, and o f these some features are common to s t i l l  other games. 

They are a l l  re la ted as a fam ily , although there is  no s ing le  d is t in c t iv e  

t r a i t  which id e n tif ie s  each as a "game."

Look-for example a t board-games, w ith th e ir  m u ltifa rious  re la tionsh ips .
Now pass to  card-games; here you fin d  many correspondences w ith  the

Cf. K. T. Fann, W ittgenste in 's  Conception o f Philosophy (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: U n ivers ity  o f C a lifo rn ia  Press, 1971), pp. 55-63; and R. M. 
Bambrough, "Universals and Family Resemblances" in  W ittgenstein: The 

“Philosophical Investigations", ed. G. P itcher (Notre Dame: U n ivers ity  o f 
Notre Dame Press, 1966), pp. 186-204.
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f i r s t  group, but many corranon features drop out, and others appear.
When we pass next to ball-games, much th a t is  common is  re ta ined, 
but much is  lo s t .—Are they a l l  "amusing"? Compare chess w ith  
noughts and crosses. Or is  there always winning and los ing , or 
competition between players? Think o f patience. In ba ll games 
there is  winning and los ing ; but when a ch ild  throws his b a ll a t 
the wall and catches i t  again, th is  feature has disappeared. Look 
a t the parts played by s k i l l  and luck; and a t the d ifference be
tween s k i l l  in  chess and s k i l l  in  tennis. Think now o f games lik e  
r ing -a -ring -a -roses; here is  the element o f amusement, but how many 
other ch a ra c te ris tic  features have disappeared! And we can go 
through the many, many other groups o f games in  the same way; can 
see how s im ila r it ie s  crop up and disappear. (PI I ,  66)

Of course the features o f language are much more complicated even 

than th is . In the case o f games, as W ittgenstein examines them, we see 

"a complicated network o f s im ila r it ie s  overlapping and criss-cross ing : 

sometimes ove ra ll s im ila r it ie s ,  sometimes s im ila r it ie s  o f d e ta il"  (PI I ,  

66). We can expect to  fin d  even greater complexity in  language.

The a c t iv it ie s  we ca ll games are re la ted to each other not in  any 

single way, but as members o f a fa m ily , each o f whom resembles others in  

some ways, but not in  a l l ,  e .g ., in  b u ild , in  fa c ia l features, height, 

ha ir co lo r, temperament, gestures, e tc .. "'Games' form a fa m ily ,"  as
p

Wittgenstein puts i t .  Our concept o f game is  extended in  the same way 

"as in  spinning a thread we tw is t f ib re  on f ib re .  And the strength o f 

the thread does not reside in  the fa c t th a t some one f ib re  runs through 

its  whole length , but in  the overlapping o f many fib re s " (PI I ,  67). How

ever, a problem can arise here which is  best brought out by considering 

the concept o f number instead o f game. The d iffe re n t kinds o f numbers are 

related to each other by the same so rt o f fam ily  resemblance. But with 

numbers we are tempted to say something l ik e  th is ,  which W ittgenstein 

an tic ipa tes: " 'A l l  r ig h t:  the concept o f number is  defined fo r  you as

For a c r i t ic a l  examination o f the notion o f "Fam ilienahnlichkeit" 
or fam ily  resemblance, see Gunter Gebauer, Wortgebrauch, Sprachbedeutung 
(Munich: Bayerischer Schulbuch-Verlag, 1971) pp. 38-41.
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the log ica l sum o f these ind iv idua l in te rre la te d  concepts: cardinal numbers, 

rational numbers, real numbers, e tc .; and in  the same way the concept o f a 

game as the log ica l sum o f a corresponding set o f sub-concepts'11 (PI I ,  68). 

That is ,  we can imagine an exact d e fin it io n  o f numbers or games as one in  

which we make a carefu l l i s t  o f a l l  the subordinate types, o f number or o f 

game, which together comprise the concept i t s e l f .  But " i t  need not be so," 

says W ittgenstein. "For I can give the concept 'number' r ig id  l im its  in  

th is  way, tha t is ,  use the word 'number' fo r  a r ig id ly  lim ited  concept, 

but I can also use i t  so tha t the extension o f the concept is  not closed 

by a fro n tie r . And th is  is  how we do use the word ’ game"1 (PI I ,  68).

2. Boundaries and Precision

This idea gives us some d i f f ic u l t y .  Can Wittgenstein mean what he 

appears to be saying, namely, tha t the concept o f a game has no fro n tie rs  

or boundaries? C h a rac te ris tica lly  he indicates the d irec tion  o f his thought 

by asking questions. "How," he asks, " is  the concept o f a game bounded?

What s t i l l  counts as a game and what no longer does? Can you give the 

boundary? No. You can draw one; fo r  none has so fa r  been drawn. (But 

that never troubled you before when you used the word 'game'.)" (PI I ,  68). 

Games then form not only a fam ily , they form an open fam ily , a fam ily  w ith 

no clear lin e  to d iv ide  i t  from other concepts (sports or jokes, fo r  exam

ple). This leads us in to  a tension which W ittgenstein is  a t pains to  

explore: the tension is  evident in  our temptation to ask how we can know 

what a game is  a t a l l ,  i f  the concept has no clear boundaries. I f  "the 

use of the word is  unregulated, the game we play w ith i t  is  unregulated," 

he accuses him self, and then answers: " I t  is  not everywhere circumscribed

by ru les; but no more are there any rules fo r  how high one throws the ba ll 

in tennis, or how hard; ye t tennis is  a game fo r  a l l  tha t and has rules
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too" (PI I ,  68). We can admit th a t in  one sense the use o f the word game 

is unregulated—there are points where we are not guided by ru les—but we 

can and do use the word nevertheless, and s t i l l  know what a game i s . 3

W ittgenstein raises two fu rth e r objections to his claim th a t games 

form a fa m ily , and then investigates th e ir  im plica tions. We may consider 

them in  tu rn . Suppose you t e l l  someone what a game is by g iv ing him ex

amples o f games. You are unable to  give an exact d e fin it io n , to  say where 

the concept ends, fo r  example, because the concept is  not c le a r ly  circum

scribed. Now the f i r s t  objection is  raised in  th is  form: " 'B u t i f  the

concept "game" is  uncircumscribed l ik e  th a t, you don't re a lly  know what 

you mean by a "game"."' W ittgenstein asks the imaginary questioner a 

question in  re tu rn : "When I give the descrip tion : 'The ground was qu ite

covered w ith  p la n ts '—do you want to say I don 't know what I am ta lk ing

about u n t il I can give a d e fin it io n  o f a plant?" (PI I ,  70). Most o f us,

of course, know what plants are, even though most o f us could not give 

a bo tan is t's  account o f them. And even botanists do not have a d e f in i

tion  which is  absolutely clear about the fringes o f p lant l i f e ,  so to

speak. I f  we were asked to explain the statement tha t the ground was

covered w ith  p lants, we might, perhaps, make use of a drawing and say,

"The ground looked roughly l ik e  th is , "  as W ittgenstein suggests. "Perhaps 

I even say ' i t  looked exactly l ik e  th is .  ' —Then were ju s t  th is  grass and 

these leaves there, arranged ju s t  l ik e  th is?  No, tha t is  not what i t  means. 

And I should not accept any p ic tu re  as exact in  th is  sense" (PI I ,  70).

Our a tten tion  is  directed here to the fa c t th a t we can say what we mean, 

and say i t  c le a rly , even w ith concepts which themselves do not have clear

30n ru les , compare the account in  Anthony Kenny, W ittgenstein 
(London: Penguin Press, 1973), pp. 170-77.
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and d is t in c t  boundaries. And i f  you want to deny th is ,  W ittgenstein h in ts , 

you w i l l  f in d  yourse lf in  the midst o f the same so rt o f confusion over the 

concept o f "exactness" as you were in  over the concept "game."

W ittgenstein notes th a t we could describe th is  concept "game" as 

a concept w ith  blurred edges, and then raises a second objection: "But

is a blurred concept a concept a t a ll? "  That is ,  doesn't a concept w ith 

blurred edges somehow f a l l  short o f a perfect concept, a real concept, 

which ought to  be c lear a l l  around? And ca n 't we then say i t  is n ' t  a 

real concept? W ittgenstein again questions the questioner: " Is  an in 

d is t in c t photograph a p ic tu re  o f a person a t a ll?  Is i t  even always an 

advantage to  replace an in d is t in c t  p ic tu re  by a sharp one? I s n 't  the 

in d is t in c t one often exactly what we need?" (PI I ,  71). I f  we carry a 

photograph o f a loved one, fo r  example, is n ' t  a photograph which is  in 

d is t in c t enough to  obscure fa c ia l blemishes exactly what we need? Per

haps th is  is  only to  say th a t even i f  fo r  u t i l i ta r ia n  purposes d is t in c t

ness were always be tte r, human needs transcend the u t i l i t a r ia n .  (We 

have aesthetic needs and moral needs, fo r  example.)

I t  is  not always true tha t i f  an in d is t in c t p ic tu re  is  good, a 

d is t in c t one w i l l  be be tte r, even i f  i t  were possible always to  use d is 

t in c t  ones.^ "Frege compares a concept to an area and says th a t an area 

with vague boundaries cannot be ca lled an area a t a l l .  This presumably 

means th a t we cannot do anything w ith i t . —But is  i t  senseless to say: 

'Stand roughly the re1? Suppose th a t I  were standing w ith  someone in  a

^Even on u t i l i t a r ia n  grounds an in d is t in c t  photograph may be an 
advantage. For example, an in d is t in c t  photograph of a policeman would 
be an advantage i f  one were teaching a ch ild  th a t the "policeman is  our 
fr ie n d ."  I f  the photograph were d is t in c t ,  the ch ild  might take you to 
mean th a t only the p a rticu la r man pictured is  fr ie n d ly , and therefore 
misunderstand. A p ic tu re  o f a policeman w ith  in d is t in c t  features would 
better convey the po in t th a t the uniform is  what matters.
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c ity  square and said th a t. As I say i t  I  do not draw any kind o f boundary, 

but perhaps po in t w ith  my hand—as i f  I were ind ica ting  a p a rt ic u la r  spot"

(PI I ,  71). In a sense th is  is  a l l  we can do, fo r  what standard o f exact

ness are we to apply i f  someone complains th a t we are too vague? W ell, we 

can t ry  to  ind ica te  i t  more p rec ise ly , say by going over and standing 

where we mean the person to stand. But is  th a t exact? (What i f  our fe e t 

are not the same size?) We are troubled here by the idea th a t we must 

mean something more exact than we are in  p ractice  able to  ind ica te . But 

is  tha t true? (See PI I ,  87-88.)

This po in ting , or saying "stand roughly there ," which we do to 

indicate to  someone where we mean him to  stand, is  not less exact than 

our in te n tio n , a t leas t in  normal cases. I t  is  very s im ila r to the way 

we would explain to  someone what a game is .  How would we do th a t, in  

fact? " I  imagine th a t we should describe games to him, and we might add:

'This and s im ila r things are ca lled 'J a n ie s " . ( P I  I ,  69). We give the 

person examples o f games, describe ind iv id ua l games to him, w ithout o ffe r 

ing a general d e fin it io n  o f the word "game." "One gives examples and in 

tends them to  be taken in  a p a rtic u la r  way.—I do not, however, mean by 

th is  th a t he is  supposed to see in  those examples tha t common th ing which 

I —fo r  some reason—was unable to  express; but th a t he is  to employ those 

examples in  a p a rtic u la r way." Our meaning is  best examined here by look

ing a t the actions involved, and not by searching fo r  some in te n tio n  w ith in  

us which we are unable to express c le a r ly . "Here giving examples is  not 

an in d ire c t means o f explaining—in  d e fau lt o f a be tte r. For any general 

d e fin it io n  can be misunderstood too. The po in t is  tha t th is  is  how we 

play the game. ( I  mean the language-game w ith  the word 'gam e'.)" (PI I ,  71). 

We do not teach someone less than we know ourselves, when we explain
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something th is  way. Somehow we fee l we ought to  be able to  o ffe r  up a 

d ic tion a ry -so rt o f d e f in it io n , o f games in  general, but we cannot. And 

th is  is  not a fa ilu re .  We can and do explain, by describing cases, and 

leaving our l i s t  unbounded. "And do we know any more about i t  ourselves?

Is i t  only other people whom we cannot t e l l  exactly what a game is?—But 

th is  is  not ignorance. We do not know the boundaries because none have 

been drawn." This is  curious. When we look c losely here, i t  seems as i f  

we have lo s t our g rip  on the concept "game." Where are i t s  boundaries?

"To repeat, we can draw a boundary—fo r  a special purpose," w rites W itt

genstein. "Does i t  take th a t to  make the concept usable? Not a t a l l !  

(Except fo r  th a t special purpose.) No more than i t  took the d e fin it io n :

1 pace = 75 cm. to make the measure o f length 'one pace' usable. And i f  

you want to say 'But s t i l l ,  before tha t i t  wasn't an exact measure', then 

I reply: very w e ll, i t  was an inexact one.—Though you s t i l l  owe me a 

d e fin it io n  o f exactness" (PI I ,  69).

We have observed the problematic character o f exactness in  po in t

ing to a place, describing a p ic tu re , and using a measure o f length. W itt

genstein now d irects  our a tte n tion  to  our common-sense idea th a t when we 

explain something to  someone by g iv ing him examples, we are in  e ffe c t ask

ing him to p ick out what is  common to a l l  the examples. There is  some

thing misleading about th is ,  something about i t  which does not bear close 

examination. Suppose we gave someone a series o f p ic tu res , each w ith  many 

d iffe re n t co lors, and to ld  him th a t the color which a l l  the p ictures have 

in  common is  what we c a ll "green." "This is  a d e fin it io n , and the other 

w il l  get to  understand i t  by looking fo r  and seeing what is  common to the 

p ictures. Then he can look a t, can po in t to , the common th ing" (PI I ,  72). 

But th is  gets us in to  d i f f ic u l t ie s  as soon as we t r y  i t  w ith d e fin itio n s
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of other than the same shade o f a co lor. I t  suggests, and misleads by 

suggesting, tha t "to  have understood the d e fin it io n  means to have in  one's 

mind an idea o f the thing defined, and tha t is  a sample o r p ic tu re ."  Sup

pose we are ta lk ing  about shapes o f figu res , however, or d if fe re n t shades 

of a color. Imagine we are shown various d iffe re n t samples o f leaves and 

to ld  "This is  ca lled a ' le a f ' . "  Then, in  W ittgenste in 's words, " I  get 

an idea o f the shape o f a le a f, a p ic tu re  o f i t  in  my mind.—But what does 

the p icture o f a le a f look l ik e  when i t  does not shew us any p a rticu la r 

shape, but 'what is  common to  a l l  shapes o f le a f ’ ? Which shade is  the 

'sample in  my mind' o f the colour green—the sample o f what is  common to 

a ll shades o f green?" (PI I ,  73).

We can see how the p ic tu re  we have formed from the f i r s t  example 

—the example of m ulti-co lo red p ictu res—misleads us in  other examples. 

This reca lls  the discussion in  Chapter 2 o f Hobbes's man from St. Alban's 

(pp.20-21). There too the issue was the supposed existence o f a concep

tion  in  the mind (which Hobbes ca lled evidence), separate from the speci

f ic  examples. We are tempted to th ink  tha t when we understand a d e fin i

tion  of th is  type i t  must always mean we have a p ic tu re  o f,  or could po int 

to , something tha t the various pictures or concepts have in  common. And 

th is  does not seem to be the case i f  we are ta lk ing  about the shape o f a 

lea f. On the other hand, we can and do recognize a le a f shape when we 

see one. "Might there not be such 'general' samples?" objects Wittgen

s te in 's  imaginary in te rlo cu to r. "'Say a schematic le a f, or a sample o f 

pure green?'—C erta in ly there might. But fo r  such a schema to be under

stood as a schema, and not as the shape o f a p a rticu la r le a f,  and fo r  a 

s lip  o f pure green to be understood as a sample o f a l l  tha t is  greenish 

and not as a sample o f pure green—th is  in  turn resides in  the way the
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samples are used." I f  we doubt th is ,  we should ask ourselves what shape 

a sample o f the co lor green must be, W ittgenstein suggests.- I f  we made 

i t  rectangular, would i t  not be a sample o f a green rectangle? "So should

i t  be 'ir re g u la r ' in  shape? And what is  to prevent us then from regarding

i t —that is ,  from using i t —only as a sample o f ir re g u la r ity  o f shape?"

(PI I ,  73). The answer c le a rly  is  tha t nothing would prevent us from do

ing tha t. The existence o f a schematic sample o f shape or co lor depends 

on how we use i t ,  which is  what W ittgenstein is  try in g  to bring out here.

3. In a rticu la te  Knowledge

A ll o f these considerations are intended to re f le c t on the ques

tion we began w ith , the question about the meaning o f the concept "game." 

They seem to po in t to  the same disconcerting conclusion, namely, th a t we 

cannot re a lly  say what such a concept means. But how can we know what i t  

means i f  we ca n 't say what i t  means? "What does i t  mean to know what a

game is?" W ittgenstein asks. "What does i t  mean, to  know i t  and not be

able to say it?  Is th is  knowledge somehow equivalent to an unformulated 

de fin ition?  So tha t i f  i t  were formulated I should be able to recognize 

i t  as the expression o f my knowledge?" (PI I ,  75). We are tempted to 

th ink tha t i f  we could ju s t  fin d  the r ig h t words fo r  i t ,  our knowledge 

could be set out c le a r ly  and d is t in c t ly .  But since we cannot f in d  ju s t  

the r ig h t words, we are forced to explain the meaning of a game by g iv ing 

a series o f examples which somehow "h in t a t" the essence o f "game" w ith 

out ever being able to  a c tua lly  say i t .  W ittgenstein questions th is  way 

of th ink ing . " I s n 't  my knowledge, my concept o f a game, completely ex

pressed in  the explanations I could give? That is ,  in  my describing exam

ples of various kinds o f game; shewing how a l l  sorts o f other games can be 

constructed on the analogy o f these; saying th a t I should scarcely include
i ;

! :
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th is  or th is  among games; and so on" (PI I ,  75). This is  what our know

ledge of what a game is  consists in , no more but also no less. I f  our 

concept o f a game is  not defined by c lear and d is t in c t boundaries, could 

we not improve i t  by drawing them? " I f  someone were to draw a sharp 

boundary I could not acknowledge i t  as the one tha t I too always wanted 

to draw, or had drawn in  my mind. For I  did not want to  draw one a t a l l "  

(PI I ,  76). We use the concept despite the fa c t tha t i t  seems to lack 

sharp boundaries, but we s t i l l  fee l th a t we know what a game is .  We w i l l  

see below th a t part o f the usefulness o f such a concept is  p recise ly in  

i ts  lack o f these sharp boundaries, and th a t th is  is  a centra l part of 

the f le x ib i l i t y  and power o f language.

We are, nevertheless, disturbed by the idea tha t we can know 

something and not be able to say i t .  To th is  uneasiness W ittgenstein 

comments:

Compare knowi ng and sayi ng:
how many fe e t high Mont Blanc is — 
how the word "game" is  used— 
how a c la r in e t sounds.

I f  you are surprised th a t one can know something and not be able to 
say i t ,  you are perhaps th ink ing  o f a case l ik e  the f i r s t .  Certainly
not o f one l ik e  the th ird . (PI I ,  78)

Our knowledge is  in  many cases an in a rtic u la b le  knowledge. I t  cannot be

proved or "tested" in  these cases by our a b i l i t y  to give a c lear explana

tio n , although we can th ink o f other ways to te s t i t  in  many cases. (We 

may ask a c h ild  who says he knows how a c la r in e t sounds to  po in t i t  out 

from the sounds o f other instruments, fo r  example.) We are compelled to 

raise an ob jection to th is ,  however, on Hobbes's behalf. " In a rtic u la te  

knowledge," on Hobbes's account, is  a contrad iction  in  terms. For tha t 

is  p recisely what we c a ll prudence as d is t in c t  from real knowledge, the 

usefulness o f which flows from i t s  ce rta in ty  and c la r ity .  And we must
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wonder, from th is  viewpoint, whether W ittgenste in 's view would not tempt 

us in  many cases to  abandon too soon the attempt to  make our knowledge 

secure by form ulating i t  c le a r ly . W ittgenstein may make us too comfort

able w ith in a r tic u la te  knowledge, and thereby lead us to abandon s c ie n ti

f ic  inqu iry  in  cases where i t  might succeed. Thus Hobbes might be taken 

to be saying th a t what makes our knowledge in a rtic u la te  is  a defic iency 

in our ordinary language; th a t we need to  p u rify  and c la r i fy  i t  so th a t 

i t  permits us to  express our thoughts c le a r ly , and tha t th a t is  a l l  the 

more reason to  re je c t common speech in  favor o f precise and d e fin ite  

s c ie n t if ic  language. W ittgenste in 's p o in t, however, is  tha t not only 

can we not escape ambiguities and imprecision i f  we are to continue liv in g  

as human beings,5 but tha t these apparent ambiguities and imprecisions are 

themselves necessary to  our liv e s  and our language. I f  meanings were a l

ways d is t in c t  and c le a rly  bounded, we could not use a word in  new s itu a 

tions. We could not p ro jec t our language in to  them (see below). (We 

would have to  give up speaking o f e th ics . As W ittgenstein asserts in  

the Tractatus, 6.421, "Ethics cannot be put in to  words," and again, "Ethics 

is  transcendental.") We must not lose s ig h t o f the fa c t th a t speaking a 

language is  i t s e l f  an a c t iv ity .  We learn what so rt o f things to say in  

what so rt o f circumstances, which enables us to express ourselves even in  

new s itu a tio n s , where c ry s ta llin e  p u r ity  in  meanings would preclude us 

from speaking because we could not know what to say. We can see, in  any 

case, th a t a t leas t some o f our concepts are not lim ited  by d is t in c t  

boundaries. This is  not to say they have no boundaries a t a l l ,  th a t any

thing one wishes to c a ll a game is  therefore  a game. The l im its  which do 

more or less r e s t r ic t  our use o f a word are a complicated sub ject, one

5Cf. Hanna F. P itk in , W ittgenstein and Justice (Berkeley and Los 
I Angeles: U n ive rs ity  o f C a lifo rn ia  Press, 1972), pp. 56, 62, 90-92.

LL̂
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which we w i l l  tu rn  to  sh o rtly .

There is  a fu rth e r aspect o f the meaning o f a word which Wittgen

stein considers a t th is  po in t, and which we fin d  in  a sense most discon

certing o f a l l .  We can and do use some words, i t  begins to appear, as 

i f  th e ir  meanings not only are not defined by c lear boundaries, but can 

be said not to  be " f ix e d ,"  in  a certa in  sense, a t a l l .

Consider th is  example. I f  one says "Moses did not e x is t" , th is  
may mean various th ings. I t  may mean: the Is ra e lite s  d id not have
a sing le  leader when they withdrew from Egypt o r: th e ir  leader
was not ca lled  Moses o r: there cannot have been anyone who ac
complished a l l  th a t the B ible re la tes o f Moses o r: etc. e tc .—We
may say, fo llow ing  Russell: the name "Moses" can be defined by means 
o f various descriptions. For example, as "the man who led the Is ra e l
ite s  through the w ilderness", "the man who live d  a t th a t time and 
place and was then ca lled 'Moses'", "the man who as a ch ild  was taken 
out o f the N ile  by Pharoah's daughter" and so on. (PI I ,  79)6

Now, W ittgenstein says, although we may define "Moses" in  any o f these 

ways, when to ld  "Moses did not ex is t" we w i l l  probably s t i l l  ask fo r  c la r 

if ic a t io n  by asking what exactly is  being denied. When we say something 

about Moses, then, are we always prepared to substitu te  "some one o f 

these descriptions fo r  'Moses'?" W ittgenstein answers fo r  himself: " I

shall perhaps say: By 'Moses' I understand the man who did what the B ible 

relates o f Moses, o r a t any ra te  a good deal o f i t .  But how much? Have I

^W ittgenstein raises here an issue w ith  which he had wrestled in  
his e a r lie r  work, the issue o f the d is t in c tio n  between names and descrip
tions. The problem was inherited  from Gottlob Frege (see The Basic Laws 
o f A rithm etic (Berkeley and Los Angeles: U n ive rs ity  o f C a lifo rn ia  Press, 
1967), pp. 11-25) and Bertrand Russell attempted a so lu tion by proposing 
the theory o f d e fin ite  descriptions (which would hold tha t the name 
"Moses" re fe rs , but the descriptions o f Moses are themselves proposi
tions which are not equivalent to the proper name). See the c lear d is 
cussion in  Kenny, W ittgenste in, pp. 34-42. Cf. Justus Hartnack, Wittgen
ste in and Modern Philosophy, trans. Maurice Cranston (Garden C ity : Double- 
day & Co., 1962), pp. 14-19; Hide Ish iguro, "Use and Reference of Names," 
in Studies in  the Philosophy o f W ittgenste in, ed. Peter Winch (New York: 
Humanities Press, 1969), pp. 20-50. The la t te r  argues persuasively th a t 
W ittgenstein disagrees w ith Russell even in  the Tractatus on the question 
of re fe rr in g .
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decided how much must be proved fa lse  fo r  me to give up my proposition 

as false? Has the name 'Moses' got a fixed  and unequivocal use fo r  me 

in a l l  possible cases?" (PI I ,  79). What he is  pointing to here is  th a t 

we often use words w ithout fixed  meanings. This resu lts  in  the fa c t tha t

they are open to  question, i f  there is  p a rticu la r reason to ra ise  a ques

tion .

Suppose we have given a d e fin it io n  in  advance and then one part of 

i t  proves to  be fa lse : fo r  example, I t e l l  you tha t Nora is  dead, and des

cribe the person I mean (d e fin it io n ) , and then i t  turns out th a t one part 

of the d e fin it io n  is  mistaken. "Shall I be prepared to declare the propo

s itio n  'N is  dead1 fa lse—even i f  i t  is  only something which s trike s  me

as incidenta l tha t has turned out false? But where are the bounds o f the

incidenta l?—I f  I  had given a d e fin it io n  o f the name in  such a case, I 

should now be ready to a lte r  i t "  (PI I ,  79). The point o f th is  is  once 

again to attack the notion tha t words are always capable o f c lear d e f in i

tio n , as i f  they were shorthand fo r  something else (say, a l i s t  o f a t t r i 

butes), which we might spell out i f  we wished. "And th is  can be expressed 

lik e  th is :  I use the name *N' w ithout a fixed  meaning. (But th a t detracts 

as l i t t l e  from i t s  usefulness, as i t  detracts from tha t o f a tab le  tha t

i t  Stands on fou r legs instead of three and so sometimes wobbles)" (PI I ,

79). We use words backed, as i t  were, by a whole series o f "props" or 

meanings which we are prepared to explain i f  asked, and we can perhaps 

even do w ithout one or two. But o f course we can s t i l l  use them wrongly, 

because a t some po in t too many props may be removed fo r  the word to have 

a use.
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4. Language-Learning and P articu la r Cases

I f  the meaning o f a word l ik e  the word "game" is  ne ither fixed  nor 

clearly  and d is t in c t ly  bounded, how do we ever learn the meaning o f a word 

lik e  "game" a t a ll?  W ittgenstein recommends tha t when we are having d i f 

f ic u lt ie s  o f the so rt we have ju s t  traced, "always ask you rse lf: How did

we learn the meaning o f th is  word. . .? From what so rt o f examples? in 

what language-games?" (PI I ,  77). An examination o f the process o f lan

guage-learning is  the remedy fo r  many o f our misconceptions about language, 

because an understanding o f how human beings learn to p a rtic ip a te  in  th is  

a c t iv ity  w i l l  shed l ig h t  on the a c t iv ity  i t s e l f .

A c h ild  is  not taught the ru les o f grammar f i r s t ,  and then expected 

to apply them. He does not learn the p rinc ip les  o f language a t a l l .  We 

can say th a t fo r  the most pa rt, "one is  not taught one's native language, 

one learns i t , "  in  Paul Z i f f 's  words.^ The ch ild  does not a t f i r s t ,  or 

even fo r  several years, ask fo r  d e fin it io n s , but simply encounters words. 

"Mostly, i t  encounters them in  s itua tions  where no one is  try in g  to  teach
g

i t  anyth ing ... . The ch ild  simply live s  among persons who ta lk . "  As 

ch ildren, we learn by hearing words used by those around us, and used in 

the language games or contexts in  which the words are customary. This is  

a cruc ia l po in t. We learn more "how we speak" than "what a word means."

The s itua tions  in  which certa in  words are appropriate are learned by the 

ch ild : i t  learns the cases where one says "bye-bye" or "doggy" or "he lp ." 

When a ch ild  learns such a case, tha t is ,  a s itu a tio n  where a word is  ap

propria te, does i t  "understand" the word? W ell, in  a sense we want to 

say yes, because the ch ild  can use the word. But also we want to  say no,

^Quoted in  P itk in , W ittgenste in, p. 55. From Semantic Analysis 
(Ithaca: Cornell U niversity Press, I960) p. 35.

W ittgenstein, p. 55.
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because understanding a word re a lly  would seem to require knowing how to  

use i t  in  various d iffe re n t contexts, not only to say "help" when the 

ch ild  needs to  be l i f t e d  over a puddle, fo r  example, but what help is  more 

generally: what helping w ith the dishes is ,  how to o ffe r  a helping hand, 

and so fo r th . The c h ild  does not normally encounter iso la ted words, but 

words already in  contexts, both verbal and s itu a tio n a l. The c h ild  is  

confronted by human beings using language in  certa in  a c t iv it ie s  o r s itua 

tions, where the emotions, fa c ia l expressions, e tc ., are as important 

as what is  a c tu a lly  said. And no two s itua tions  or contexts are exactly 

a like . How then does the ch ild  se lec t the features o f a s itu a tio n  which 

are semantically relevant? That is  d i f f i c u l t  to  say. C erta in ly  i t  would 

be unusual fo r  someone to te l l  the ch ild  what to look fo r  and in  fa c t  we 

might doubt our a b i l i t y  to do so. Somehow, however, human beings manage 

to no tice , even i f  not consciously, the features (actions, expressions, 

objects) o f a context which are re la ted  to the words being used. Of 

course there are mistakes, but language-learning would be impossible i f  

they were a t a l l  frequent.

The fa c t th a t no two contexts are exactly a lik e  points to  another 

feature o f language: i t  is  an open-ended system. The openness o f language 

both requires and permits the p ro jection  in to  new circumstances o f words 

and phrases learned in  other, s l ig h t ly  d if fe re n t contexts. P itk in  des

cribes one p a rtic u la r  example o f actual language-learning th a t is  an 

excellent i l lu s t r a t io n  o f the idea o f learning from cases. I t  involves 

a three-year-o ld ch ild  who came in to  her parents' bedroom one morning 

dragging her blanket. When her parents to ld  her to take i t  back and 

put i t  on her bed, she said, " I  simply ca n 't function in  the morning 

w ithout my b lanke t." P itk in  w rite s ,
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At f i r s t  her parents were astonished; they had no idea tha t a word 
l ik e  "function" was in  the c h ild 's  vocabulary. But then they recog
nized the expression as one the mother c h a ra c te r is tic a lly  uses about 
her morning coffee, and everything seemed c lea r: the ch ild  had merely 
"picked up" the expression. Moreover, she "picked i t  up" well enough 
to use i t  co rre c tly  on th is  (almost?) appropriate occasion. Or 
should we say ra ther th a t something in  the configuration o f the s itu a 
tio n  reminded her o f those other s itu a tio n s , invoking mother and cof
fee, and she ju s t  found herse lf saying the words? 9

P itk in  points out th a t while the ch ild  does know something about the word

"function" a t th is  po in t, we would not say she re a lly  understands " fu n c tio n ."

I f  we asked her what i t  means she could not t e l l  us.

I t  seems a t f i r s t  glance th a t a ch ild  learns language by being to ld  

the names or labels o f th ings: "doggy," " k i t t y , "  "Mom," and perhaps ad

jec tives  l ik e  "h o t,"  or "b lue ." But we should by th is  time be suspicious 

o f the accuracy o f th is  view, as a re s u lt o f W ittgenste in 's examination o f 

the s im ila r  p ic tu re  in  Augustine's Confessions. We can now see where th is  

p ic ture  misleads us. In the blanket example above, the ch ild  did not 

learn what a "function" is  by having one pointed out to i t  by an adu lt. 

"C learly , i t  was the ch ild  i t s e l f  th a t 'looked a t language and looked a t 

the world and looked back and fo r th .1"'*'0 The c h ild  recognized a s itu a tio n , 

a context, and used the word i t  thought to be appropriate to i t .  We w i l l  

s t i l l  be m isled, however, i f  we th ink  o f the learned word as a label fo r  

a s itu a tio n . Instead, we should see i t  not as a label a t a l l ,  but as a 

signal in  a game, an appropriate "move" to  be made, to  go back to  Wittgen

ste in . What is  learned is  not so much what something is ,  as when one uses 

a word. The c h ild , in  short, learns to  p a rtic ip a te  in  language games. He 

learns what we human beings say to each other, in  what circumstances.

9Ibid.
l° P itk in ,  W ittgenste in, p. 57; the quotation w ith in  is  from Paul

Z i f f .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

Another feature o f language is  i t s  openness to  new s itua tions  and 

contexts, i t s  f lu id i t y .  Indeed th is  openness o f language, the capacity 

to be projected in to  new s itu a tio n s , is  not merely a useful feature : i t  

is  an essential ch a ra c te ris tic  o f language, the sine qua non. I f  no two 

s itua tions are exactly a lik e , what is  i t  th a t provides the con tinu ity  

which allows us to  use the same word or expression in  both, to  recognize 

precisely the s im ila r it ie s  which "count" fo r  the appropriateness o f a 

p a rticu la r word? I t  is  important to note th a t i f  words were confined to 

the exact s itu a tio n  in  which they were f i r s t  used, we could not be said 

to have a language a t a l l .  Locke, as we saw, made a s im ila r po in t.

The meaning o f a word is  learned from p a rtic u la r  cases by the 

language-learning c h ild . But th is  too is  an inadequate form ulation, be

cause what W ittgenstein teaches us is  tha t the meaning o f a word is  con

s titu te d  by those various p a rtic u la r cases. The ch ild  learns the meaning 

o f "p la y ," fo r  example, from the various occasions on which he hears i t :

"go play w ith  Jimmy," "stop playing and come to d inner," "don 't leave the 

playground," " le t 's  play catch." Eventually he hears i t  in  other contexts, 

and w i l l  be able him self to  use the word more w idely. He w i l l  hear other 

expressions such as "p lay the piano," " i f  you play your cards r ig h t , "  "we 

saw the O 'N e ill play la s t n ig h t,"  and so fo r th . Adults who use th is  word 

in  a l l  these ways can indeed be said to know the meaning o f "p la y ," but 

th e ir  knowledge is  not d if fe re n t in  kind from the c h ild 's ,  i t  is  only 

constitu ted by more cases. Nevertheless, language is  systematic. And 

th is  is  what allows us to p ro jec t i t  in to  new s itu a tio n s . As P itk in  

w rites , "The ind iv idua l must draw his own conclusions, abstract his own 

d e fin itio n s  from the cases he encounters; i t  is  a l l  up to  him. And ye t,

^ C f .  Locke, Essay, I I . 11.9 and I I I . 3 .3 ; and above, Ch. 2, pp.
67-68.
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i t  is  not a l l  up to  him, fo r  there is  such a thing as making a mistake,

[ ■ i 12
s ic ] .  Children do th a t, and then we correct them."

Language is  characterized by a kind o f tension which is  responsible fo r

both i t s  usefulness and i t s  power. The tension comes from the fa c t tha t
13a natural language is  both regularized, th a t is  characterized by rules 

which make i t  possible to say a word is  used in co rre c tly , and a t the 

same time is  open to new contexts, is  not "everywhere bounded by ru les" 

(PI I ,  84). We must now examine these cha rac te ris tics  in  more d e ta il.

We w il l  look a t what W ittgenstein says about rules and the re g u la ritie s  

of human l i f e  in  which they are grounded.

5. Grammar

W ittgenstein discovers tha t we use the word "game" w ithout being

able to define i t  p rec ise ly , but nevertheless knowing what i t  means. He

then turns to the question o f the nature o f his own a c t iv ity :  is  he, by

studying language ph ilosoph ica lly , seeking a remedy fo r  a defect in  lan- 
14guage? The answer is  no. I t  is ,  he says, "o f the essence of our inves

tig a tio n  th a t we do not seek to learn anything new by i t .  We want to

^ P it k in ,  W ittgenste in, p. 62.

^B y  natural language we mean simply one which human beings liv e  
with or use in  ordinary l iv in g .  I t  is  to be contrasted w ith an a r t i f i c ia l  
language, such as a computer language (FORTRAN) or the language o f a tech
nical f ie ld .  Of course the borderline may be blurred (by the more or less 
extensive use o f o r ig in a lly  technical language as "jargon" in d a ily  l i f e ) .

14w ittg e n s te in  is  famous fo r  his remark tha t "Philosophy leaves 
everything as i t  is . "  (Except fo r  our understanding, we might add.) This 
has given r ise  to the b e lie f tha t his philosophy is  conservative. For such 
a viewpoint, see Alan Wertheimer, " Is  Ordinary Language Analysis Conserva
tive?" (Paper delivered a t the 1974 Annual Meeting o f the American P o l i t i 
cal Science Association, August 29-September 2, 1974. Copyright, 1974,
The American P o lit ic a l Science Association.) See also P itk in 's  discussion 
in  W ittgenstein, pp. 325—28, 336—40. (Cf. Karl Marx, Theses on Feuerbach, 
No. 11.) We w i l l  re turn to the question o f W ittgenste in 's understanding 
of philosophy below, in  Chapter 8.
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understand something tha t is  already in  p la in  view. For th is  is  what we 

seem in  some sense not to udnerstand" (PI I ,  89). Why is  i t  th a t we seem 

to be unable to say what we do a fte r  a l l  know—fo r  example, what a game 

is? "Something th a t we know when no one asks us, but no longer know when 

we are supposed to give an account o f i t "  is ,  he w rite s , "something tha t 

we need to remind ourselves o f" (PI I ,  8 9 ).-^  The investiga tion  o f phenom

ena, according to  W ittgenstein, is  ac tua lly  carried out by reminding our

selves o f " the kind o f statement th a t we make about phenomena": i t  is  

directed, in  th is  sense, not so much a t the phenomena themselves as
* I £

"towards the ‘ p o s s ib i l i t ie s ' o f phenomena." The investiga tion  " is  

therefore a grammatical one" (PI I ,  90). We are investiga ting  a concept 

or an expression, he te l ls  us, by examining the grammar o f a word. "Gram

mar," he w rites la te r ,  " te l ls  us what kind o f object anything is "  (PI I ,  

373). This notion o f the grammar o f a word is  central to  his understand

ing o f language, and to  our inqu iry  about the meanings o f words.

W ittgenstein begins to use th is  expression, and to  explain i t ,  in  

the Blue and Brown Books. Here W ittgenstein is  examining an old philoso

phical question—which he traces to  Socrates, in  fa c t—the question what 

is  knowledge. We fin d  out what knowledge is ,  he says, by looking in to  the 

language games where the word is  used, the circumstances where we say "he 

knows" or " I  know." The grammar o f an expression te l ls  us what contexts

15This c a lls  to mind Socrates' attempt, in  the Meno, to show tha t 
the slave boy is  only being "reminded" o f what he somehow already knew.
See below, Chapter 7.

IfiCf. S. Morris Engel, W ittgenste in 's Doctrine o f the Tyranny of 
Language (The Hague: Martinus N ijh o ff,  1971), pp. 35-39, 41, 133-40. Engel, 
whose work here is  concerned mainly w ith  the Blue Book, argues th a t W itt
genstein began, a t le a s t, w ith the notion th a t philosophical d i f f ic u l t ie s  
are caused only by language. His account o f the d iffe rence between scien
t i f i c  and l in g u is t ic  explanations provides a useful contrast w ith  the 
account given here.
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or s itua tions the word is  appropriate to . "To ask ourselves what, in  the 

p a rticu la r case we are examining, we should ca ll 'g e ttin g  to  know'," is ,  

W ittgenstein says, merely to  examine "the grammar (the use) o f the word 

'to  know'" (BB, p .23; c f. BB, p .24). The grammar o f a word might be said 

to include a l l  the various expressions in  which we can use the word, and 

the s itua tions  in  which these are su itab le . I t  is  not simply a verbal 

matter, but encompasses s itu a tio n s , contexts, and a c t iv it ie s  in  the world. 

Just as " i t  is  part o f the gramnar o f the word 'c h a ir ' th a t th is  is  what 

we ca ll ' to  s i t  on a c h a ir '"  (BB, p .24), we can fin d  out something about 

knowledge by examining the grammar o f the word knowledge. The ita lic iz e d  

" th is "  is  meant to  ind icate  a set o f phenomena in  the world, to  which 

W ittgenstein po in ts, as i t  were, in  the im agination.*^ We do sometimes 

make mistakes in  learning the grammar o f a concept, or learn incompletely. 

We may know only part o f the grammar o f an expression, and then be sur

prised to fin d  a new use as we learn more. Such learning never ceases 

fo r  some expressions, especia lly since the grammar o f a word is  i t s e l f  

not something permanent and fixed . I t  may change as a word is  used in  

new ways: what f i r s t  appears as a v io la tio n  o f a grammatical ru le  gradu

a lly  becomes acceptable. A ch ild  may master the grammar o f a word only 

b i t  by b i t ,  corrected only as he is  detected using a word wrongly. For

^Learn ing the grammar o f expressions means more than putting 
words together properly: i t  means using them in  the proper s itua tions .

"Thus, the grammar o f 'c h a ir ' t e l ls  us not merely th a t one 
's i t s  on' a 'c h a ir , ' but how one s its  on a cha ir. What makes i t  
a cha ir is  the way we use the ob ject, tha t we s i t  on i t  in  th a t 
ch a ra c te ris tic  way." (P itk in , W ittgenste in, p. 118)

We know because o f grammar what concepts are re levant to each other. We 
know th a t "co ffee "is  the kind o f th ing which can be strong or weak, fo r 
example, while water is  not. The grammar o f "coffee" re la tes i t  to strong 
and weak. And i f  someone says, " I  hope you l ik e  your water strong," as he 
serves you a glass o f water, i t  is  our knowledge o f the grammar o f "water" 
which te l ls  us something is  odd.
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example, a fr ie n d  who was always asked the same question by her mother 

on cold mornings, o r a fte r  a bath, learned to use the word "robe-on" fo r  

the te rry  c lo th  garment customarily used in  these circumstances. She was 

accustomed only to hearing, "Have you got your robe on?" or "You should 

have your robe on," and only when she was a teenager was th is  case o f 

mistaken grammar detected by a frie nd  and remedied. We are always vu l

nerable to  such mistakes; tha t on the whole we do not make them is  an 

ind ica tion  o f the complexity o f an expression's grammar because i t  is  

the m u lt ip l ic ity  o f ways a word can be used which prevents us from 

learning from only one type o f example in  most cases.

Grammar te l ls  us what kind o f th ing anything is  because i t  con

tro ls  the ways we can use expressions and thus re la tes them to  our world. 

When, in  the Meno, ^  Socrates te l ls  his companion tha t he would define 

"figu re " to  be " th a t which always goes w ith  c o lo r,"  he is  making a s ta te 

ment about the grammar o f these words. I t  is  the grammar o f co lo r which

te l ls  us i t  is  the kind o f thing which always has a shape or " f ig u re ,"

ju s t as, to use another example, "a 'tone ' is  the so rt o f th ing th a t has

a 'p itc h 1—which is  to  say tha t our concepts o f 'tone ' and 'p itch ' are
19

grammatically re la ted  in  certa in  ways." Again, as W ittgenstein puts i t ,  

grammar regulates "the  ' p o s s ib il i t ie s ' o f phenomena" (PI I ,  90).

This matter may be made c lea rer, as well as more germane to  our 

concern here, i f  we consider examples o f words other than nouns we asso

cia te  w ith  physical objects. To know what "a r id d le " is ,  we can say, in 

volves mastering the grammar o f " r id d le ,"  th a t is ,  the sorts o f circum

stances which count as " te l l in g  a r id d le ,"  "so lv ing a r id d le ,"  "being

*%ee below, Chapter 7.

19P itk in , W ittgenste in, p. 121.
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baffled by a r id d le ,"  and so on. We learn the grammar p rim a rily  by assim

ila t in g  a jumble o f separate cases, cases where words are spoken by those 

around us who are not try in g  to teach us anything. As ch ild ren we learn 

what a law is ,  fo r  example, or what "law" means, from a great va rie ty  o f 

expressions not a l l  o f which seen to  mean the same th ing . We learn th a t 

"law" is  somehow connected w ith  policemen and judges, and perhaps w ith 

paying a f in e . So laws can be v io la te d , or broken (but not repaired), 

or enforced, or upheld. But the law o f g rav ity  is n ' t  enforced, nor is  the 

law o f averages. Laws are somehow l ik e  ru les , but some are w ritte n , some 

are discovered. We learn th a t laws are something you can be outside o f 

("ou tlaw "), or sco ff a t ("s co ffla w "), and they are connected to  courts, 

and lawyers, and congressmen, to punishment, prison, and ju s t ic e . They 

are supported by precedents and p rin c ip le s , and there is  also the law o f 

the land. There are good laws and bad laws, natural laws, laws which are 

made to be broken, and so on. When we assim ilate a l l  these usages or 

expressions, and many more, we fin d  ourselves in  contro l o f the grammar 

which regulates our use o f th is  complex term, and more im portant, we d is 

cover th a t we can use the concept in  new s itu a tio n s , can recognize new 

instances o f laws or new uses (e.g. Parkinson's Law).

We must be careful not to  th ink  o f the grammar o f a word as a 

closed, rule-bound system. This is  the same temptation we have resisted 

before, and now i t  points again to a certa in  tension in  W ittgenste in 's 

understanding—a so rt o f balancing act which keeps two opposing stra ins 

in  his thought poised, ne ither taking command to a po in t where we would 

ca ll th is  understanding a "theory" o f language. Although grammar "regu

lates the p o s s ib il i t ie s ,"  th a t is ,  both permits and guides our speaking,
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the language is  not "everywhere circumscribed by ru les. W ittgenstein 

returns again to  the example o f a cha ir:

I say "There is  a cha ir". What i f  I go up to i t ,  meaning to  fetch
i t ,  and i t  suddenly disappears from sight? "So i t  wasn't a cha ir,
but some kind o f i l lu s io n " .  But in  a few moments we see i t  again
and are able to touch i t  and so on. "So the chair was there a fte r
a l l  and i t s  disappearance was some kind o f i l lu s io n " .  But suppose
tha t a fte r  a time i t  disappears again--or seems to disappear. What 
are we to  say now? Have you rules ready fo r  such cases—rules say
ing whether one may use the word "cha ir" to include th is  kind o f 
thing? But do we miss them when we use the word "ch a ir" ; and are we 
to say th a t we do not re a lly  attach any meaning to  th is  word, because 
we are not equipped with rules fo r  every possible app lica tion  o f it?  
(PI I ,  80)

That is ,  our grammar is  open: we won't know what to  say in  every case.

The p o s s ib ilit ie s  o f phenomena are regulated in  the sense th a t we cannot 

come across a chair tha t can walk or ta lk  or disappear, or a t leas t i f  we 

do we shall probably wonder what to c a ll i t .  "Can a machine have tooth

ache?" asks W ittgenstein. And we want to  say no, tha t is  not possible. 

"Did you mean to say," he asks, " th a t a l l  our past experience has shown 

that a machine never had toothache?" That is  o f course tru e , but he is  

ind icating here something deeper than th a t. When we deny tha t machines

^^The problem o f rules has been central to a good many in te rp re 
ters o f W ittgenste in 's  la te r  work, especia lly as i t  raises the question 
of the p o s s ib ility  o f p riva te  languages (how can there be a ru le  i f  there 
is  no one to check on i t s  app lica tion?). See Fann, W ittgenste in 's Con
ception, pp. 72-79, fo r  an excellent discussion. On the notion o f a p r i
vate language and i t s  connection to the idea o f separate mental processes, 
reca ll the discussion of Locke's understanding o f words above, p. 70.
See also Stanley Cavell, "The A v a ila b il ity  o f W ittgenste in 's Later P h il
osophy," in  Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say? (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1969), pp. 47-52; "Must We Mean What We Say?," same volume; the essays 
by A.J. Ayer and R. Rhees in  W ittgenste in, ed. P itcher; and Peter Winch,
The Idea o f a Social Science and I ts  Relation to Philosophy, ed. R. F. 
Holland (New York: Humanities Press, 1958), pp. 24-39. The Winch book has 
i t s e l f  touched o f f  a voluminous debate in  anthropological l ite ra tu re . See 
P itk in , W ittgenste in , pp. 241-63; c f. R a tio n a lity : Key Concepts in  the 
Social Sciences, ed. Bryan R. Wilson (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1970); also 
Dorothy Emmet and A lasdair MacIntyre, eds., Sociological Theory and 
Philosophical Analysis (New York: MacMillan Co., 19/0).
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can have toothaches, W ittgenstein te l ls  us tha t "the im p o ss ib ility  o f which 

you speak is  a log ica l one" (BB, p .16). We don 't say machines cannot have 

toothaches because we have made an empirical generalization to th a t e ffe c t. 

Machines cannot have toothaches because nothing we could see or experience 

would count as a "machine having toothache." Our language precludes th is  

p o s s ib ility . I t  is  the grammar o f "machine" which te l ls  us they are not 

the kind o f things tha t have toothaches. The grammar o f "toothache" 

prevents our a ttr ib u tin g  one to a machine.

To re turn to  the p o lit ic a l example, we may fin d  there are cases 

where we cannot decide whether to  ca ll something a law, and which suggest 

to us tha t ou r  knowledge o f what a law re a lly  is ,  is  incomplete. Perhaps 

th is  w i l l  cause us to  look fu rth e r. I f  we hear a dispute between two 

people who cannot agree on whether some law o f congress is  re a lly  a law, 

we may come to rea lize  th a t some laws need to be "tested" before we can 

know whether they are t ru ly  laws, and th a t th is  " tes tin g " has something 

to do w ith , in  some way, a judgment about whether i t  accords w ith the 

broader goals o f our p o lit ic a l community. That is ,  whether something is  

a law or not may be connected to the aims o f our s ta te , or o f our consti

tu tion . Thus to fin d  out more f u l ly  what a "law" is  we cannot leave i t  

at c it in g  various uses; fo r  deciding i t  is  not merely a matter o f words.

6. Nature and Convention: W ittgenstein and Locke

I t  is  possible here to ra ise a serious ob jection , based on the 

fo llow ing considerations. We have said th a t grammar te l ls  us what kind 

of thing anything is ,  tha t i t  regulates the p o s s ib ilit ie s  o f phenomena, 

and the examples seem to bear out tha t claim . Now, grammar is  learned 

from ind iv idua l cases o f speaking about things or speaking during a c t iv i

t ie s ; we learn the grammar as we learn language games. But language games

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

to some extent to  be a rb itra ry . A fte r a l l ,  is n ' t  i t  merely a matter
21of convention tha t we play th is  language game ra ther than another?

Couldn't we ju s t  as well have language games in  which i t  is  pe rfec tly  

a ll r ig h t  to  speak o f machines having toothaches? I f  our system o f 

concepts is  o f human construction, imposed on a world to which we have 

access only by means o f our senses, why could we not ju s t  as well have 

language games, or concepts, very d iffe re n t from those we know? We 

need only re ca ll the suggestions to  th is  e ffe c t by both Hobbes and Locke, 

which they re jected in  the end, however, in  favor o f natural standards. 

Nature, we might say, though i t  does not give us the concepts themselves, 

causes us to  f in d  the concepts we have to be most "na tu ra l" or e f f ic ie n t .  

Now, fo r  Hobbes and Locke, the notion o f the "naturalness" o f our concepts 

had as a co ro lla ry  the notion th a t we can discover th e ir  o rig in a l and pre

cise meanings by th ink ing  our way back to the conditions which must have 

existed when concepts were needed and thus invented. Both o f these no

tio n s , however, were abandoned by la te r  th inkers, perhaps in  view o f the 

fa ilu re  o f attempts to recover the precise meanings (or o f attempts to  

restore them to  use, when they were recovered, as by Hobbes).

Despite his rad ica l c r it iq u e  o f the understanding o f language 

shared by Hobbes and Locke, however, W ittgenstein might be said to restore 

the re s p e c ta b ility  o f th e ir  claim th a t our concepts are na tu ra l, a t least 

to some degree. He returns again and again to  th is  problem o f the conven

t io n a l i ty  o f our language games, o f our grammar, and eventually leads us

21On the general question o f the degree to which W ittgenstein is  
to  be understood as a "conven tiona lis t," some o f the most in te res ting  
lite ra tu re  involves his understanding (or as some c r i t ic s  would have i t ,  
his misunderstanding) o f mathematics. In th is  regard, see Charles S. 
Chihara, "W ittgenstein and Logical Compulsion," in  W ittgenste in, ed. 
P itcher, pp. 448-68, and D.S. Shwayder, "W ittgenstein on Mathematics," 
in  Studies, ed. Winch, pp. 66-116. Cf. Michael Dummett, "W ittgenste in 's 
Philosophy o f Mathematics," in  W ittgenste in, ed. P itcher, pp. 384-447.
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to a more complicated understanding o f the very notion o f convention. 

Although our language games and our grammar may be conventional, they 

are not acc identa l, fo r  W ittgenstein. Rather, they are grounded in  or 

based on ch a ra c te ris tic  ways we human beings have o f l iv in g  and acting 

together, cha rac te ris tics  o f human beings simply. " I t  is  only in  normal 

cases th a t the use o f a word is  c le a rly  prescribed; we know, are in  no 

doubt, what to  say in  th is  or th a t case. The more abnormal the case, the 

more doubtful i t  becomes what we are to  say. And i f  things were quite  

d iffe re n t from what they ac tua lly  are—i f  there were fo r  instance no char

a c te r is t ic  expression o f pain, o f fe a r, o f jo y ; i f  ru le  became exception 

and exception ru le ; or i f  both became phenomena o f roughly equal frequency

 th is  would make our normal language-games lose th e ir  po in t" (PI I ,

142). So i f  our language games are conventional, they are conventions 

based on ce rta in  "very general fa c ts  o f nature. (Such fac ts  as mostly 

do not s tr ik e  us because o f th e ir  g e n e ra lity .)"  (PI I I ,  12, p .230).

W ittgenstein o ffe rs  numerous examples. Although weights and 

measure represent fo r  us paradigms o f conventiona lity , the fa c t th a t we 

weigh things i t s e l f  depends on some "very general facts  o f nature." "The 

procedure o f pu tting  a lump o f cheese on a balance and f ix in g  the price 

by the turn o f the scale would lose i t s  po in t i f  i t  frequently  happened 

fo r  such lumps to suddenly grow or shrink fo r  no obvious reason" (PI I ,  

142). "Why does i t  sound queer," W ittgenstein asks, "to  say: 'For a

second he f e l t  deep g r ie f '?  Only because i t  so seldom happens?" (PI I I ,

1, p .174). The answer o f course is  no, not because i t  is  ra re , but be

cause deep g r ie f  is  not the kind o f th ing one can fee l " fo r  a second"— 

whatever emotion tha t is ,  we want to  say, i t  is  not deep g r ie f .  But 

is n 't  i t  simply a convention th a t we say th is  about g rie f?  W ittgenstein

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

points to  the fa c t tha t the kind o f th ing g r ie f  is  is  connected w ith  what 

human beings are l ik e ,  the ways they express things they fe e l.  " 'G r ie f ' 

describes a pattern which recurs, w ith  d iffe re n t va ria tio n s , in  the weave 

of our l i f e .  I f  a man's bod ily expression o f sorrow and o f jo y  a lte rnated, 

say with the tic k in g  o f a clock, here we should not have the character

is t ic  formation o f the pattern o f sorrow or o f the pattern o f jo y " (PI 

I I ,  1, p .174). Our liv e s , and the world, would have to  be d if fe re n t fo r  

our concepts to change in  fundamental ways. And o f course i t  could be 

d iffe re n t, so we w i l l  admit tha t such things are in  a sense conventional.

But they are somehow, as P itk in  puts i t ,  "natural conventions"; they are 

'hot subject to renegotiation a t w i l l . " 22

But i t  is  not s u ff ic ie n t to  leave the matter here. We are compel

led to admit th a t there is  a range o f "naturalness" here: i t  is  not enough 

to say th a t our conventions are natural to  man as man. Languages do d i f fe r ,  

although the differences are ra re ly  so great as to preclude tra n s la tio n , 

and i t  is  the degree o f s im ila r ity  in  the grammar o f concepts which deter

mines the degree to  which they occupy s im ila r places in  the conceptual 

systems o f two languages. Many concepts which are not "sub ject to  renego

t ia t io n  a t w i l l "  (e.g. English re lig io u s  words are mainly monotheistic) 

are nevertheless not "na tu ra l" to human beings.23 The question, o f course, 

remains, which concepts are "n a tu ra lly  conventional" and in  what degree.

This must be the subject o f fu rth e r inqu iry .

The patterns o f human a c t iv i ty ,  on which our l in g u is t ic  conven

tions are based and which in  turn are grounded in  "very general facts o f

22P itk in , W ittgenste in, p. 138.

23I am indebted 
th is  p a rtic u la r example

po
I am indebted to  Professor Thomas Pangle fo r  the suggestion o f
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nature," are ca lled by W ittgenstein "forms o f l i f e . "  The term is  not 

meant to be precise; we cannot make a l i s t  o f a l l  human "forms o f l i f e . "  

I t  characterizes the ways human beings have o f being and acting together, 

including a l l  the "natura l" expressions we share. I t  is  ch a ra c te ris tic , 

fo r example, o f human beings to fee l pain, or jo y , or g r ie f ,  and to  ex

press these in  ch a rac te ris tic  ways. The ways we express these may be 

said to be conventional, but they are conventions not fixed  simply by 

custom or agreement. They are fixe d , ra the r,

by the nature o f human l i f e  i t s e l f ,  the human f ix  i t s e l f .  . . . That 
tha t should express understanding or boredom or anger. . . is  not 
necessary: someone may have to be said to "understand suddenly" and 
then always f a i l  to manifest the understanding f iv e  minutes la te r ,  
ju s t  as someone may be bored by an earthquake or by the death o f his 
ch ild  or the declaration o f m artia l law, or may be angry a t a pin or 
a cloud or a f is h ,  ju s t  as someone may q u ie tly  (but comfortably?) s i t  
on a cha ir o f  n a ils . That human beings on the whole do not respond 
in  these ways is ,  therefore, seriously re ferred to as conventional; 
but now we are th inking o f convention not as the arrangements a 
p a rticu la r cu ltu re  has found convenient. . . . Here the array of 
"conventions" are not patterns o f l i f e  which d iffe re n tia te  men from 
one another, but those exigencies o f conduct which a l l  men s hare.24

The re g u la r it ie s  o f convention are the foundations upon which our lives

together are based. In W ittgenste in 's words, "What has to be accepted,

the given, is —so one could say—forms of l i f e "  (PI I I ,  11, p. 226).

The grammar o f a word, then, is  learned in  language games which 

although conventional are not a rb itra ry . The connections which grammar 

draws fo r  us, or allows us to draw, among our concepts are not s t r ic t ly

Stanley Cavell, "Claim to R a tion a lity " (Ph.D. d isse rta tio n , 
Harvard U n ive rs ity ), quoted in  P itk in , W ittgenstein, pp. 133-34. I t  should 
be noted th a t the very examples offered by Cavell in  the passage quoted 
present a b i t  o f evidence against h is claim. There is  no word fo r  boredom 
in ancient Greek, nor, fo r  th a t m atter, in  English before 1750 (Oxford 
English D ic tio n a ry ). The concept o f boredom, or ennui, has not had a gen
eral existence. The closest synonyms in  ancient Greek mean something more 
lik e  monotony or i r r i t a t io n .  On the account offered by W ittgenstein, we 
are compelled to wonder whether people in  cultures w ihtout a word fo r  
boredom did not l iv e  more exc iting  live s  (or a t least were more eas ily  
occupied)!
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accidental. That happiness is  linked to  certain fa c ia l expressions, and 

is  not normal in  some circumstances; th a t anger is  expressed in  charac

te r is t ic  ways, and is  associated w ith certa in  natural occasions fo r  anger 

that pain is  linked w ith what we c a ll pain-behavior, as well as to pos

s ib le  responses to someone in  pa in-such as p ity ,  compassion, and so 

fo rth —a ll these things are indeed b u i l t  in to  our grammar. But beyond 

tha t they are based on natural characte ris tics  o f human l i f e  on th is
nc

planet, on our forms o f l i f e .  There is  no guarantee tha t we w i l l  not 

meet w ith cases we don 't know what to do w ith , as W ittgenstein often 

points out. And o f course we can imagine d iffe re n t circumstances, c i r 

cumstances in  which our concepts would perhaps be d iffe re n t. Wittgen

stein put i t  th is  way: " I f  anyone believes tha t certa in  concepts are

absolutely the correct ones, and th a t having d iffe re n t ones would mean 

not rea liz ing  something th a t we re a lize —then le t  him imagine ce rta in  

very general facts o f nature to be d if fe re n t from what we are used to , 

and the formation o f concepts d iffe re n t from the usual ones w i l l  become 

in te l l ig ib le  to  him" (PI 11,11, p. 230).

25An excellent discussion o f th is  matter is  to be found in  J. L. 
Austin, "Other Minds," in  Philosophical Papers,(New York: Oxford Univer
s ity  Press, 1970). See especia lly pp. 107-9.

260f  course, one may object on the basis o f some kind o f cu ltu ra l 
re la tiv ism , th a t these ch a ra c te ris tic  patterns are not in  fa c t so exten
sive. But the fa c t tha t tran s la tio n  is  possible so generally between 
even ra d ic a lly  d iffe re n t languages would appear to be prima fa c ie  ev i
dence fo r  W ittgenste in 's po in t. Once again, there is  a large l i t e r a 
ture in  anthropology on th is  issue. For the conventionalist s ide, see 
Benjamin Lee Whorf, Language, Thought and R ea lity , ed. John B. C arro ll 
(Cambridge: M .I.T . Press, 1967). A number of issues also a rise  here 
over the matter o f the understanding o f one cu lture  by another. See 
Peter Winch, "Understanding a P rim itive  Society," in  R a tio n a lity , ed. 
Bryan R. Wilson. An overa ll account o f th is  issue is  to be found in 
P itk in , W ittgenste in, pp. 241-63.
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7. Forms o f L ife  and the Mistake o f Reduction

What is  the source o f our agreement as to  the concepts we use? 

Wittgenstein appears to  be saying th a t our agreement comes from the gram

mar of an expression or concept, which we learn from language games. He 

imagines a c r i t i c  saying to him, "'So you are saying th a t human agreement 

decides what is  true  and what is  fa ls e ? "1 As i f ,  we might say, human be

ings had annual meetings to review the conventions o f th e ir  grammar. But 

Wittgenstein answers: " I t  is  what human beings say th a t is  true  and

fa lse ; and they agree in  the language they use. That is  not agreement in 

opinions but in  forms o f l i f e "  (PI I ,  241). The grammatical conventions, 

the language, are grounded in  forms o f l i f e  which human beings share, 

which are somehow natural to them. That is ,  our concepts are not "true" 

or "fa lse " simply, they are pa rt o f our language; and " i t  is  not a kind

of seeing on our p a rt, i t  is  our acting which lie s  a t the bottom o f the 
27language-game."

The agreement as to concepts fo r  Locke, however, does re s t on 

what W ittgenstein ca lled "a kind o f seeing on our p a rt."  In Chapter 3 

we traced Locke's account o f agreement in  language to agreement in  the 

simple ideas, which are the bu ild ing blocks o f a l l  our complex ideas, 

and which are received passively by the mind. This is  a kind o f seeing: 

we agree, Locke says, because our minds receive the same impressions 

from w ithout. In acquiring the simple ideas, we re ca ll Locke saying 

tha t the understanding " is  merely passive; and whether or no i t  w i l l  

have these beginnings, and as i t  were m ateria ls o f knowledge, is  not 

in  i t s  power" (Essay, I I . 1.25; see also our Chapter 3, p .65). The

^Ludwig W ittgenstein, On C e rta in ty , eds. G. E. M. Anscombe and 
G. H. von W right, trans. Denis Paul and G. E. M. Anscombe (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1969), par. 204, p. 28.
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facu lty  o f abstraction , which iso la tes the simples, is  shared by a l l  o f 

us and th is  fa c t alone guarantees our agreement on the simple ideas.

Now fo r  Locke, th is  agreement meant in  turn th a t we can in  p r in c ip le  

discover the constituen t parts o f our complex ideas—including the moral 

and p o lit ic a l concepts—by progressively analyzing them in to  the simpler 

ideas on which we agree.

W ittgenstein has raised questions about th is  account o f language 

and human understanding. On W ittgenste in 's account o f language, our con

cepts are not co lle c tio n s  o f simple ideas on which we agree, but, so to 

speak, too ls  in  our a c t iv ity  o f speaking, and i t  is  th is  a c t iv ity  which 

constitutes our agreement. And the c ruc ia l notion here is  th a t these 

a c t iv it ie s  are not reducible to  something sim pler; the terms we use in  

a language game are not necessarily constructed out o f simpler elements. 

Wittgenstein d ire c ts  us ra ther to look a t the language game i t s e l f ,  and 

above a l l  to  i t s  purpose, or to the place i t  occupies in  our liv e s . A 

language game, or a game such as chess, fo r  example, "has not only ru les , 

but also a po in t" (PI I ,  564). W ittgenstein discovers th is  from the 

fac t th a t he is  " in c lin e d  to d is tingu ish  between the essential and the 

inessentia l in  a game, too ," and th a t he does th is  by looking a t the pur

pose or the goal o f the a c t iv ity .  For Locke the various human a c t iv it ie s  

of which p o li t ic s  is  one, are to be understood as complicated combinations 

of a few more basic a c t iv it ie s .  P o lit ic s  is  something we do fo r  the sake 

of preserving our property or liv e s . The complex va rie ty  o f goods or 

goals fo r  the sake o f which we act might be said to be reducible to  two 

sorts, according to  Locke. On the one hand, the goals which are purely 

conventional, or re la tiv e  to each ind iv idua l (beauty, a r t ,  devotion to 

tru th ) ; on the o ther, the natural goals or goods agreed on by a l l :  those 

which s a tis fy  our desire or needs fo r  comfort, secu rity , or power. The
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conventional goals are not capable o f being ordered or ranked, while the 

la t te r—the natural goods or goals—are reducible to  one primary need, 

se lf-preservation . For W ittgenstein, however, there is  no sharp d is tin c 

tion between these types o f a c t iv it ie s ,  or "forms o f l i f e . "  Forms o f 

l i f e  are "what has to  be accepted, the given" (PI I I , 11,p .226). " I f  I 

have exhausted the ju s t if ic a t io n s  I have reached bedrock and my spade 

is turned. Then I am inc lined  to say 'This is  simply what I do '" (PI 

I ,  217). We must understand a human form o f l i f e  on i t s  own terms. We 

do th is  by looking a t the overa ll place i t  occupies in  our liv e s , which 

means we begin by asking what i t s  purpose or goal is .  W ittgenste in 's 

account d ire c ts  us to  inqu ire  in to  the re la tio n  o f our forms o f l i f e  

w ithout necessarily seeking to reduce complicated ones to more simple 

or basic ones.

We are le f t ,  however, w ith the question how or whether we can 

order or understand bette r the obscurely re la ted—and sometimes contra

d ic to ry—forms o f l i f e  in  which our concepts have th e ir  use in  language 

games. How do we understand the notion o f courage, which has a pa rt in  

war but also in  p o lit ic s ?  What are the p r io r it ie s ?  W ittgenstein does 

not answer th is  question, but through his account we learn to  see i t  as 

a question. We learn tha t we cannot set aside the goals a t which the 

a c t iv it ie s  themselves claim to be d irected in  favor o f some neutral or 

universal aims which l ie  underneath a l l  our a c t iv it ie s :  the neutral or 

universal goals don 't e x is t, we d on 't have terms fo r  them, and we can

not invent such terms because they would have no meaning abstracted 

from the purposeful a c t iv it ie s  or language games in  which they would 

find  meaning. I f  words have meanings jm language games, and these are 

part o f our forms o f l i f e ,  we must look a t them, and not beneath them,
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in order to understand what we do. Our agreement is  in  the complicated 

forms o f l i f e  themselves, not in  "simple idead' received passively by 

the mind. W ittgenstein explains the meanings o f words by tracing  the 

complicated language games in  which he claims we learn them, and these 

language games in  tu rn  are nowhere c le a r ly  defined. We get the im

pression th a t two people using a term l ik e  " ju s t ic e "—th a t is ,  what 

Locke c a lls  a complex idea—may not mean qu ite  the same th ing , might 

use the term in  d if fe re n t senses, or use i t  w ith d iffe re n t boundaries 

lim itin g  th e ir  conceptions, or even no fixed  boundaries a t a l l !  We 

are compelled to  th in k  o f Hobbes's dictum, w ith which Locke agreed, 

that "one man c a lle th  Wisdome, what another ca lle th  feare; and one 

c ru e lty , what another ju s tic e ; . . . And therefore such names can 

never be true  grounds o f any ra tio c in a tio n " (Leviathan, Ch. 4, p. 109- 

10).

How, then, does W ittgenstein help us in  any way a t a l l  to over

come the d i f f ic u l t ie s  which Hobbes's in s ig h t exposes to us? How can 

p o lit ic a l philosophy inquire in to  ju s t ic e , f in d  out what ju s tic e  is., 

in such a world? Where Locke to ld  us what we needed was to  iso la te  the 

constituent parts o f such ideas and thereby compel some agreement, a rrive  

at some c e rta in ty , regarding the p o li t ic a l th ings, W ittgenstein te l ls  us 

there are no constituent parts a t a l l !  I f  the s itu a tio n  seemed hopeless 

to the successors o f Hobbes and Locke, how much worse i t  is  a fte r  W itt

genstein, or so we may th ink .

We want to suggest th a t, conceived in  the above terms, the pro

je c t o f understanding ju s tic e  is  indeed hopeless. That is ,  so long as 

we conceive o f the science o f the p o li t ic a l phenomena on the model o f 

modern natural science w ith i t s  p a rtic u la r emphasis on explanation by
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reduction, we are doomed to fa ilu re .  There is  an a lte rn a tive  way o f 

approaching p o li t ic s ,  however. I t  is  an a lte rn a tive  both pointed out 

and to some degree illum inated by W ittgenste in 's understanding o f lan

guage. I t  is  an approach characterized by some degree o f disagreement, 

and, to put i t  in  the worst l ig h t ,  endless bickering. I t  is  the approach 

which Hobbes e x p lic it ly  rejected when he set down his new p rin c ip le s  and 

founded his new science, tha t is ,  the approach o f his predecessors. We 

turn to two examples o f i t  in  the next chapters.
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CHAPTER 6 

ARISTOTLE'S ETHICS: THE PLACE 

OF CLASSICAL POLITICAL SCIENCE

We do not require W ittgenste in 's account o f language to t e l l  us 

that Hobbes's method did not succeed, inso fa r as i t s  goal was d e fin ite  

conceptions o f the real meanings o f p o l i t ic a l ly  re levant terms. Long 

before W ittgenste in 's  Philosophical Investiga tions , p o lit ic a l science had 

ceased to understand i t s e l f  as the science o f what is  ju s t  or un jus t, 

s t r ic t ly  speaking.* What we may say o f W ittgenste in 's account is  not tha t 

i t  teaches us to  abandon what Hobbes took to  be his task, but th a t i t  in 

dicates a possible source o f e rro r in  Hobbes's thought and thus reopens 

the debate Hobbes thought he had se ttle d . We must t ry  to  reconstruct the 

terms o f the debate in  order to understand the other side, and t r y  to 

grasp the method which Hobbes's s c ie n t if ic  method replaced.

Hobbes's account o f the d is t in c tio n  between science (true  knowledge)

and prudence (common sense) required th a t he make a radical break w ith  the

classica l understanding o f the d is t in c tio n  between theore tica l and p ra c ti

cal sciences, in  order to  have any science o f p o lit ic s  a t a l l .  Once cer

ta in ty  is  made the c r ite r io n  o f science, i t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to see how there

can be a science o f a p ractica l matter such as p o li t ic s .  Hobbes circumvents

th is  d i f f ic u l t y  by replacing the d is t in c tio n  between theore tica l and p ra c ti

cal sciences w ith  the d is tin c tio n  between theore tica l sciences and applied

*Cf. Wilhelm Hennis, P o li t ik  und praktische Phil osophi e (Neuwied am 
Rhein and B e rlin : Hermann Luchterhand Verlag, 1963), pp. 9-23.
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sciences. The app lica tion  o f Hobbes's s c ie n t if ic  understanding o f society 

in order to  guarantee peace was understood by him to be no d if fe re n t from 

the app lica tion  o f geometry to  solve a surveyor's problems o f measurement. 

According to  Hobbes, the absolute ce rta in ty  o f a theore tica l science, 

which deals w ith  the universal and necessary, not only does not preclude 

its  guiding us in  p ractice , but is  what permits i t  to guide us. The u t i l 

i ty  and thus the ju s t i f ic a t io n  fo r  any science is  contingent on i t s  incon-
2

te s ta b il i ty ,  o r i t s  capacity to  withstand the "ca v ils  o f skep tics ."

According to Hobbes, the ro le  o f science or philosophy in  human 

l i f e  is  to serve practice . "The end o f knowledge is  power; and the use 

of theorems (which, among geometricians, serve fo r  the fin d in g  out o f 

properties) is  fo r  the construction o f problems; and, la s t ly ,  the scope 

of a l l  speculation is  the performing o f some action , or th ing to  be done" 

(De Corpore, 1 .1 .6 ). The u t i l i t y  o f p o lit ic a l science, which is  the a p p li

cation o f reason to the problems o f soc ie ty , might be said to  be tha t i t  

serves the f i r s t  law which p o lit ic a l science i t s e l f  discovers: to  seek 

peace. The u t i l i t y  o f "moral and c iv i l  philosophy," w rites Hobbes, " is  

to be estimated, not so much by the commodities we have by knowing these

I f  we can have ce rta in  knowledge only o f what we construct by means 
of syllogism s, however, i t  is  necessary to  admit th a t such knowledge remains 
always contingent. The natural world is  knowable by means o f the s c ie n t if ic  
languages we construct, but the meanings o f our terms are a human a r t i f ic e ,  
imposed on a world permanently a lien  to  us. In Hobbes's words,

"No Discourse whatsoever, can End in  absolute knowledge o f Fact, 
past,or to  come. For, as fo r  the knowledge o f Fact, i t  is  o r ig in a lly ,  
Sense; and ever a fte r ,  Memory. And fo r  the knowledge o f Consequence, 
which I have said before is  ca lled Science, i t  is  not Absolute, but Con
d it io n a l! .  No man can know by Discourse, tha t th is ,  or th a t, is ,  has 
been, or w i l l  be; which is  to know absolute ly: but onely, th a t i f  This 
be, That is ;  i f  This has been, That has been; i f  This sha ll be, That 
shall be: which is  to know co n d itio n a lly ; and th a t not the consequence 
o f one th ing to another; but o f one name o f a th in g , to  another name 
of the same th in g ."  (Leviathan, Ch. 7, p .56)

The p red ic tive  power o f such a science—which is  a lso, o f course, the basis 
of i t s  u t i l i t y —is  the means o f tes ting  i t s  tru th .
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sciences, as by the calam ities we receive from not knowing them" (De Corpore, 

1.1.7). In order to  be usefu l, a science must be indisputable. Now,

Hobbes's conception o f the nature o f science or knowledge is  c lose ly  tie d  

to his conception o f i t s  function in  human l i f e .  Theoretical science is  

ju s t if ie d  by i t s  app lica tion . Before we p u rify  our knowledge i t  is  not 

knowledge, only prudence, and as such in  need o f science. At the least 

one can say th a t Hobbes's moral o r c iv i l  philosophy did not ju s t i f y  i t s e l f  

in practice . I t  may be th a t Hobbes is  correct in  his understanding of 

science, and wrong only in  th ink ing tha t a science o f ju s tic e  or moral 

terms is  possible. This might be said to  be the conclusion to  which la te r  

philosophers were eventually forced, on the basis o f Hobbes's re s tr ic t io n  

of the use o f the term science to  enterprises of a certa in  s o r t, together 

with more than two centuries o f recurring fa ilu re .

The question which we are now compelled to ra ise , as a re s u lt o f 

the doubts posed by W ittgenste in 's account o f language, is  whether Hobbes's 

re s tr ic t io n  o f the use o f "science" is  not i t s e l f  a re su lt o f the same mis

understanding o f language which led him to hope fo r  too much from his 

c iv i l  philosophy. To understand the transformation in  the use o f "science" 

which Hobbes and his contemporaries accomplished, we need to examine the 

understanding o f science which he challenged and replaced. What was the 

understanding o f the ro le  o f science or philosophy in  p o lit ic s  before 

Hobbes? What were the ch a ra c te ris tics , in  regard to method and subject, 

of pre-Hobbesian p o lit ic a l science? The log ica l choice o f subject fo r  

th is  examination is  A r is to t le , because Hobbes makes i t  e x p l ic i t  tha t his 

new science is  intended to replace th a t o f A r is to t le .

We need, then, to investiga te  A r is to t le 's  understanding o f the 

place o f p o li t ic a l science or p o li t ic a l knowledge in  human l i f e ,  both as
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to i ts  in te lle c tu a l foundations and i t s  re la tio n  to p o lit ic a l practice.

I t  is  well to begin by noting tha t A r is to t le 's  understanding is  compli

cated and ambiguous: the ambiguities and lacunae in  his account o f know

ledge d ire c t us to  see what is  not made e x p lic it .  One th ing , however, is  

clear immediately: knowledge or science (epist&ng) is  used more broadly 

by A r is to tle  than by Hobbes, although A r is to t le  was also aware o f the 

narrow use.

1. The Problem o f P o lit ic a l Science 

in Book I  o f the "Nicomachean E th ics"

The most systematic account o f the epistemological and p ractica l 

status o f p o li t ic a l science is  to be found in  Books I and VI o f the Nicoma

chean E th ics. This account, together w ith  points made in  the Metaphysics, 

Topics, and Posterior A na ly tics , w i l l  be the basis fo r  our in q u iry . As a 

prelim inary we may observe th a t according to  Book I o f the Nicomachean 

Ethics., there is  a p o lit ic a l science. A r is to t le  indicates th a t in  general 

terms i t  is  the science o f what is  good fo r  human beings (1094b5). P o lit 

ica l science is  a body o f knowledge w ith p rinc ip les  and tru ths  not neces

s a r ily  demonstrable by syllogism ; i t  remains to  be seen p recise ly what is  

its  dependence on or re la tio n  to f i r s t  p rin c ip le s , names, and d e fin it io n s .

There are three b r ie f  discussions o f method in  Book I o f the 

Nicomachean Ethics (1094b, 1095b, 1098a-1098b). Each has to do w ith  the 

notion o f fundamental p r in c ip le s , and a l l  three leave us w ith the same am

b igu ity  about the re la tio n  between fundamental p rinc ip les  and the in v e s ti

gation o f e th ics. The f i r s t  discussion o f method makes e x p lic it  the fa c t 

that p o lit ic a l science should not be expected to be s t r ic t ly  demonstrable,
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3

nor i t s  tru ths  precise. One who is  educated, according to  A r is to t le ,  

seeks " th a t degree o f precision in  each kind o f study which the nature 

of the subject a t hand admits" (1094b25). The s t r ic t  demonstration ap

propriate to  mathematics is  here e x p l ic i t ly  contrasted w ith  the "merely 

probable" conclusions o f oratory. P o lit ic a l science may f a l l  somewhere 

in between, however. What is  made c lea r is  tha t p o lit ic a l science ca lls  

fo r a certa in  degree o f judgment on the part o f i t s  p ra c tit io n e r. Now, 

A ris to tle  continues, a man "can judge competently the things he knows," 

and a good judge in  each p a rtic u la r f ie ld  is  one who has been tra ined 

in i t "  (1094b23-1095al). For th is  reason, "a young man is  not equipped 

to be a student o f p o lit ic s ;  fo r  he has no experience in  the actions 

which . . . form the basis and subject matter o f the discussion" (1095al- 

1095a3). I f  we scru tin ize  these three remarks w ith care, A r is to t le 's  

point turns out to be: a man is  ready to be a student o f something only 

when he is  a good judge on the sub ject, tha t is ,  only when he already 

knows (gigndskei) i t .  The issue raised by th is  form ulation is  the status 

of the foundation or f i r s t  p rinc ip les  o f A r is to t le 's  inves tiga tion . From 

what does the inqu iry  begin, i f  i t s  subject must be known before we seek 

to know it?  The f i r s t  discussion o f method leaves us w ith  th is  quandary.

The second discussion o f method takes up th is  question on the next 

page but one. Here A r is to tle  introduces the problem d ire c t ly ,  by saying 

tha t "arguments which proceed from fundamental p rinc ip les  (a rcha i) are 

d iffe re n t from arguments th a t lead up to them" (1095a31). He does not

3
Cf. Hennis, P o l i t ik , p. 41. Hennis contrasts A r is to t le 's  posi

tion  in  th is  passage with the approach o f Descartes, as the founder of 
the modern understanding. (See pp. 41-45.) See also O tfried  Httffe, Prak- 
tische Philosophie: Das Model! des A ris to te les  (Munich and Salzburg: Anton 
Pustet, 1971), pp. 24-5, 107-25. O tfr ie d 's  account is  exce llen t. Cf. 
Lambert F ilkuka, Die metaphysischen Grundlagen der E th ik bei A ris to te les  
(Vienna: Carl Konegen, 1895), pp. 90-91.
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say which so rt he is  engaged in , however:

We must s ta r t  w ith  the known. But th is  term has two connotations:
"what is  known to us" and "what is  known" pure and simple. There
fo re , we should s ta r t  perhaps from what is  known to  us. For th a t 
reason, to be a competent student o f what is  r ig h t  and ju s t ,  and o f 
p o lit ic s  genera lly , one must f i r s t  have received a proper upbringing 
in  moral conduct. The acceptance o f a fa c t as a fa c t is  the s ta rting  
po in t, and i f  th is  is  s u f f ic ie n t ly  c le a r, there w i l l  be no fu rth e r 
need to ask why i t  is  so. A man w ith  th is  kind o f background has or 
can eas ily  acquire the foundations from which he must s ta r t .
(1095bl-8)

The ambiguity over the two senses of "know" is  a theme we w i l l  consider in  

detail below, in  our discussion o f Book V I. I t  may su ffice  here to  summar

ize A r is to t le 's  po in t as fo llow s: we must in  some sense already know what

ever i t  is  we are inqu iring  in to , but the in q u iry  w i l l  transform our know

ledge. We may know something w ithout being able to a r tic u la te  i t ,  in  the 

sense in  which we know the grammar o f a word, but i t  is  our inqu iry  which 

te lls  us "what kind o f thing anything is "  in  a deeper, a rticu la te d  sense.

As a consequence o f th is  po in t A r is to t le  e x p l ic i t ly  l im its  his

audience to those who already know the p rinc ip les  o f e th ics , a t leas t in
5

the sense o f understanding the code o f an honorable man. I t  w i l l  be 

enough, A r is to t le  seems to  say, i f  we can a r tic u la te  more f u l ly  fo r  th is  

man the nature o f the p rinc ip les  he already knows, w ithout questioning

4
Filkuka, however, a fte r  explaining A r is to t le 's  two concepts of 

method, from f i r s t  p rin c ip le s , and to f i r s t  p rin c ip le s , asserts: "Fur
die Ethik entscheidet er sich f(Jr die le tz te re  Methode, indem ja  Uber das 
Einzelne, ob es gut Oder schlecht s e i, kein Zweifel i s t ,  und aus diesen 
konkreten Fa llen, a ls dem uns Bekannteren, nun das allgemeine Princip 
herge le ite t werden s o il"  (Grundlagen, p. 95).- We fin d  th is  fa r  from clear 
in A r is to t le 's  account. Cf. J.H. Randall, A r is to t le  (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1960), pp. 42-4.

5
Cf. Hennis, P o l i t ik , pp. 39-40. Hennis makes the in tr ig u in g  

point th a t we must understand the re s tr ic t io n  o f audience to  be an actual 
part o f the p rac tica l aspect o f A r is to t le 's  p o lit ic a l science. By contrast, 
he notes, "In  der modernen Erkenntnistheorie hat der Adressat der Erkennt- 
nisse bekanntlich keinen Ort. Die Wissenschaft is t  eine Sache des denken- 
den Ichs, die Vermittlung der Erkenntnisse hat m it der Erkenntnis nichts 
zu tun."
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whether they are r ig h t.  As we w i l l  see in  the discussion below, th is  

matter is  more complicated. But A r is to t le  has a compelling reason fo r  

presenting his subject in  th is  way.

This discussion o f method also serves to ind ica te  th a t the proper 

beginning po in t fo r  inqu iry  is  common speech or common opinions about 

what is  good and bad, th a t is ,  the opinions common to men o f good breed

ing. We do not ye t know whether these are the fundamental p rin c ip le s  o f 

inqu iry. They seem to be the f i r s t  p rin c ip le s  or s ta rtin g  points (a rcha i), 

but perhaps another kind o f f i r s t  p rin c ip le s  are the goal o f the inqu iry . 

Thus the question o f the d ire c tio n  o f inve s tig a tio n , w ith  which A r is to t le  

began, is  l e f t  open.®

The th ird  discussion o f method occurs several pages fu rth e r  on 

(1098b). I t  is  here th a t the d i f f ic u l t y  is  most openly exposed. A r is to tle  

begins by re ca llin g  the e a r lie r  po in t th a t "one should not requ ire  prec i

sion in a l l  pursu its  a lik e "  (1098a27), but only tha t degree o f precision 

appropriate to  the subject.

A carpenter and a geometrician both want to  fin d  a r ig h t  angle, but 
they do not want to  "find i t  in  the same sense: the former wants to 
fin d  i t  to  the extent to  which i t  is  useful fo r  his work, the la t te r ,  
wanting to  see t ru th , t r ie s  to  ascerta in what i t  is  and what so rt 
o f th ing i t  is .  (1098a28-33)

Hobbes, we may re c a ll,  in s is ts  th a t understanding always re lie s  on the 

same type o f explanation, using the resolutive-com positive method.7 

A r is to tle , by con trast, notes th a t " in  some instances, e .g ., when deal

ing w ith  fundamental p r in c ip le s , i t  is  s u f f ic ie n t  to po in t out convincing

ly  tha t such and such is  in  fa c t the case" (1098b2). Our common-sense

Cf. H tiffe , Praktische Phi1osophie,pp. 72-76. See also the excel
len t discussion o f s ta rtin g  points in  M arjorie  Grene, A P o r tra it  o f A ris 
to t le  (Chicago: U n ive rs ity  o f Chicago Press, 1963), pp. 103-12.

7Cf. Hennis, P o l i t ik ,  pp. 102-3.
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knowledge o f the p rinc ip les  o f e th ics , then, can count as fundamental 

p rinc ip les. A r is to t le  confirms th is  by noting th a t we acquire some fun

damental p rinc ip les  "by some so rt o f habituation" (1098b4).8

We learn the fundamental p rinc ip les  o f ethics by being brought up 

properly. Why then do we require A r is to t le 's  trea tise?  Is i t  a theory 

of ethics which investigates the reasons fo r  e th ica l princ ip les? He in 

s is ts  tha t i t  is  not; he is  not asking why, because i t  is  s u ff ic ie n t to 

know th a t something is  r ig h t:

The purpose o f the present study is  not, as i t  is  in  other in q u ir
ies , the attainment o f theore tica l knowledge: we are not conducting 
th is  in q u iry  in  order to  know what v ir tu e  is ,  but in  order to become 
good, else there would be no advantage in  studying i t .  (1103b26-30)

We are le f t  wondering why he wrote the E th ics, in  l ig h t  o f his claim in

Book I  th a t one must already know what is  good before he can study i t .

A r is to tle  focuses our a tten tion  on the question o f the status o f his

enterprise by means o f these three discussions o f method. Is his inqu iry

more l ik e  th a t o f the carpenter or the geometrician above?^ This question

is  centra l to  Book VI.

Three other points about method are indicated in  Book I .  We have 

already noted A r is to t le 's  claim th a t the beginning po in t o f in q u iry  is  

common opin ion, o r "what we say" about the matters in  q u e s tio n .^  In 

add ition , A r is to t le  ind ica tes, the prelim inary resu lts  o f our inves tig a tion ,

Q
See Ostwald's footnote to th is  passage in  A r is to t le ,  Nicomachean 

E th ics, trans. Martin Ostwald (Indianapolis and New York: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 
1962), p. 18.

9
Cf. Werner Jaeger, A r is to t le :  Fundamentals o f the H istory o f His 

Development, trans. Richard Robinson (London: Oxford U n ive rs ity  Press, 1962), 
pp. 85-86. Jaeger finds th a t A r is to t le  means his a c t iv ity  is  more lik e  
the carpenter's a c t iv ity .  See also Filkuka, Grundlagen, p. 92.

■ ^A ris to tle 's  re liance on expressions such as th is  are evident 
throughout the E th ics; fo r  example, see 1097a30, 1097bl5.
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which may be reached by log ica l argument (as in  1097al5-25), or by induc

tion (from p a rtic u la r  cases to a general ru le  (1097a25-1097bl)), by analogy, 
11or whatever, must be tested against or examined "on the basis o f the

views commonly expressed about i t "  (1098bl0). Agreement w ith  our common
12opinions is  one way o f confirming our conclusions, as A r is to t le  seeks 

to show in  Chapter 8 o f Book I .  We may say th a t one o f A r is to t le 's  in 

vestigative too ls  consists in  inqu iry  in to  what W ittgenstein c a lls  the 

grammar o f concepts: what is  good as an end, fo r  example, must be what we 

praise fo r  i t s  own sake ("good" is  connected to  "p ra is in g ," and in  a cer

ta in  way) (1101bl0-1101b30). We w i l l  re turn to the question o f method 

below. F irs t  we must t r y  to  resolve the question o f why A r is to t le  w rites 

the Ethics.

Let us tu rn  to Book VI o f the Nicomachean E th ics, which consti

tutes the s ing le  most comprehensive discussion by A r is to t le  o f the place 

of the ra tiona l fa c u ltie s  and knowledge in  human l i f e .  There is  some

thing m issing, however. A r is to t le  neglects to mention, except ob lique ly , 

the place o f the very enterprise in  which he is  himself engaged in  the 

Ethics.

2. The Rational Faculties

A r is to t le  begins in  Book VI to consider the in te lle c tu a l excel

lences, the excellences o f character having been discussed in  the books 

immediately preceding. He o ffe rs  f i r s t  some "pre fa tory remarks about the 

soul" (1139a3). The soul, he begins, has two parts, ra tion a l and ir ra t io n a l

■^Cf. Wayne N. Thompson, A r is to t le 's  Deduction and Induction 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi N.V., 1975), pp. 89-100.

I O
A s im ila r ity  may be noted here to the description o f " re f le c 

tive  equ ilib rium " in  John Rawls, A Theory o f Justice (Cambridge: Harvard 
U niversity Press, 1971), pp. 2 0 ff. ,  48-51, 120, 432.
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The former ( ra tio n a l, or logos) part o f the soul has i t s e l f  two parts ,

"one whereby we contemplate those things whose f i r s t  p rinc ip les  are invar

iable, and one whereby we contemplate those things which admit o f va ria 

tion" (1139a7-8). These he distinguishes by name as the s c ie n t if ic  fa cu lty  

and the ca lcu la tive  fa cu lty , respective ly. The ca lcu la tive  fa c u lty  is  

id e n tifie d  w ith  de libe ra ting . I t  is  important to note th a t the s c ie n t if ic  

and ca lcu la tive  fa c u lt ie s , as stated, are not mutually exclusive: there 

may be a class o f things which admit o f va ria tion  themselves while th e ir  

" f i r s t  p rin c ip les" remain invariab le .

I t  begins to  appear, in  the beginning o f Chapter 2 o f Book V I, 

that A r is to tle  has in  mind fo r  the ca lcu la tive  facu lty  something s im ila r 

to what we have seen in  Hobbes as the p r in c ip le  o f reason i t s e l f .  He 

appears to th ink  reason is  a kind o f "reckoning" concerned only w ith  the 

means to ends which are supplied independently by desire. A r is to t le ,  how

ever, leaves the ro le  o f the ca lcu la tive  fa cu lty  ambiguous here. The 

ground presented in  Chapter 1 fo r  the d is tin c tio n  between the s c ie n t if ic  

and ca lcu la tive  fa c u ltie s  is  in  Chapter 2 sh ifted  a b it .  I t  now appears 

that the former involves only in te lle c tu a l tru th  and falsehood, whereas 

the la t te r  is  concerned with action or a c t iv ity  in  the broad sense (inc lud 

ing making or production). The ca lcu la tive  fa cu lty  thus involves some so rt 

of combination o f desire and reason: " I f  the choice is  to  be good, the

reasoning must be true  and the desire co rrect; tha t is , reasoning must a f

firm  what desire pursues: th is  then is  the kind o f thought and the kind o f 

tru th  th a t is  p ractica l and concerned w ith  action" (1139a25). This realm 

is  distinguished from the realm o f the sou l's  s c ie n t if ic  fa c u lty  as fo llow s: 

"On the other hand, in  the kind o f thought involved in  theore tica l knowledge 

and not in  action or production, the good and the bad state are, respective ly ,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

170

tru th  and falsehood" (1139a25-28). We are to  understand, i t  seems, th a t 

science is  d istinguished from reason concerned w ith  action not only by 

the in v a r ia b i l i ty  o f subject matter but also by the status o f the reason- 

er as e ith e r an actor or merely a contemplator. In A r is to t le 's  words, 

"Thought alone moves nothing; only thought which is  d irected to some end 

and concerned w ith action can do so" (1139a36-37). This in  contrast to 

Hobbes, fo r  whom the only d is tin c tio n  between s c ie n t if ic  reason and reason 

concerned w ith  action is  the s c ie n t if ic  method, which might be said to 

transform the la t te r  in to  the former by making i t  in con trove rtib le . Ac

cording to Hobbes, as we saw in  Chapter 2, a l l  reasoning is  "reckoning"
13consequences. Unless secured by the s c ie n t if ic  method (the re so lu tive - 

compositive method), th is  reckoning is  subject to  doubt; and even scien

t i f i c  knowledge proper remains a t one remove from the phenomenal world, 

in a sense, because i t  deals w ith our conceptions o f phenomena. Neverthe

less, fo r  Hobbes i t  is  in  p rin c ip le  possible to have a science o f anything 

fo r which human beings have (or can invent) names or language. A r is to t le ,  

i t  would appear, is  making a fundamental d is tin c tio n  between the s c ie n t if ic  

and the ca lcu la tive  fa c u lt ie s  on the basis o f what he believes to  be a 

fundamental d iffe rence  in  the nature o f the things w ith which each is  con

cerned, and the d iffe rence  in  a tt itu d e  o f the reasoner. But th is  would 

not be e n t ire ly  co rrec t, fo r  A r is to t le  leaves open in  Chapter 2 the pos

s ib i l i t y  th a t there is  something beyond these two fa c u lt ie s . What a t f i r s t

13See the exce llen t discussion in  Hennis, P o l i t ik , p. 101. A con
nection is  asserted between Hobbes's thought and the work o f Peter Ramus 
(Pierre de la  Ramee): "Indem Ramus die fe ine  D ifferenzierung der a r is to -
te lischen Syllogismen (w issenschaftliche, d ia lek tische , Enthymema) verwarf, 
pos tu lie rte  er s ta t t  dessen die E inhe it der Logik und die G le ichfttrm igkeit 
a lle r  Denkoperationen. Die Erwdgungen, die d ie Handlungen eines Menschen 
m otivieren, scheinen Ramus 'lo g isch ' von keiner anderen S truktur zu sein 
als die Kalkulationen eines Geometers."
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appears to be a d is t in c tio n  between sciences o f things eternal and un

changeable, on the one hand, and the ra t io n a lity  o f action which is  con

cerned w ith the means to the ends which are supplied by v ir tu e , on the

other, begins to b lu r when one considers the a c t iv ity  in  which A r is to t le
14himself is  engaged in  the E th ics. The status o f th is  a c t iv ity —which

is  neither pure theo re tica l science nor simply de libera tion  about what 

to do—becomes in  Chapter 2 an unspoken theme which hovers over the re

mainder o f Book VI.

In Chapter 3 o f Book VI A r is to t le  begins to  heighten the sense 

tha t something is  missing from his account. In th is  and the next fou r 

chapters he considers the f iv e  ways the soul has o f a tta in ing  tru th : 

a r t ( techne), science (epistamg), p rac tica l wisdom (phrongsis), th e o re ti

cal wisdom (sophia), and in te llig e n ce  (nous). The reader is  not given 

any account o f A r is to t le 's  derivation  o f these f iv e  and not others; what

ever his reason fo r  om itting such an account, the omission has the e ffe c t 

o f making the reader wonder precise ly why he presents them as he does, 

and thus to consider whether they give an adequate account o f the fa c u lty  

o f logos as a whole. The d iv is io n  A r is to t le  makes here, however, does 

not on the surface present any d i f f ic u l t ie s ,  and his reasons are revealed 

as he proceeds.

The f i r s t  o f the f iv e  fa c u lt ie s  he considers is  pure science 

(epistgmg). He c a re fu lly  points out th a t he is  considering i t  in  i t s  

precise sense on ly , and not in  any o f the broader uses to  which his readers 

might be accustomed. This caveat is  worth bearing in  mind. What we know 

s c ie n t if ic a l ly ,  he begins, we are convinced cannot vary. The ob ject o f

^See, however, F ilkuka, Grundlagen, p. 92. Filkuka finds  no 
ambiguity in  A r is to t le 's  account.
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s c ie n t if ic  knowledge exists by necessity; i t  is  therefore e te rna l. "More

over," he continues, " a l l  s c ie n t if ic  knowledge is  held to  be teachable, 

and what is  s c ie n t if ic a l ly  knowable is  capable o f being learned" (1139b 

25-26). We cannot but re ca ll in  th is  connection Hobbes's great emphasis 

on the d is t in c tio n  between teaching and persuading, the former being 

possible in  science, the la t te r  always a sign tha t not knowledge but 

opinion is  being treated. On th is  ch a ra c te ris tic  o f s c ie n t if ic  know

ledge Hobbes and A r is to t le  are in  agreement. Now, s c ie n t if ic  knowledge 

is  teachable and a l l  teaching is  based on or proceeds from what is  already

known. Teaching proceeds e ith e r by induction—which a rrives a t universa!s
15—or by syllogism , which begins from universals. S c ie n tif ic  knowledge, 

according to  A r is to t le ,  is  o f the s y llo g is t ic  type; i t  is  a capacity 

"whereby we demonstrate," and here he re fe rs the reader to  his discussion 

in the Posterior A na ly tics , where we f in d  a s im ila r paragraph: "By dem

onstration I  mean a syllogism productive o f s c ie n t if ic  knowledge" (Post.
1 fiAn. 1.2; 71bl8). Thus, according to  both accounts, s c ie n t if ic  know

ledge cannot stand e n tire ly  on i t s  own, because "there are s ta rtin g  points 

or p rinc ip les  from which a syllogism {.deduction! proceeds and which are 

themselves not a rrived a t by a syllogism {^deduction]" (1139b30). Accord

ing to A r is to t le ,  s c ie n t if ic  knowledge taken by i t s e l f  is  hypothetical in 

the fo llow ing  sense: the ce rta in ty  o f the knower, regarding the things he 

knows by syllogism , is  dependent on the strength o f conviction regarding 

the tru th  o f the f i r s t  p rinc ip les  from which the procedure begins. And 

these are not reachable by syllogism . That is ,  "there cannot be demonstration

*^For c la r if ic a t io n  on induction, see Max Black's a r t ic le ,  "Induc
tio n " in  The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vo l. 3.

1 fiThe tra n s la tio n  o f the Posterior Analytics here is  th a t o f G. R. G. 
Mure in  Basic Works o f A r is to t le ,  ed. McKeon.
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of the fundamental p rinc ip les  o f demonstration, nor, consequently, 

s c ie n t i f i c  knowledge o f s c ie n t if ic  knowledge" (Post. An. ,  11 .1 9 ; 100bl4). 

Science is  thus in  need o f some assistance. "A man knows a th ing scien

t i f i c a l ly  when he possesses a conviction arrived a t in  a ce rta in  way, and 

when the f i r s t  p rinc ip les  on which th a t conviction rests are known to him 

w ith ce rta in ty—fo r  unless he is  more certa in  o f his f i r s t  p rinc ip les  

than o f the conclusion drawn from them he w i l l  only possess the knowledge 

in question accidenta lly" (1139b35). S c ie n tif ic  knowledge (epistemg) 

in  the s t r ic t  sense is  thus concluded to be capable of demonstration, 

to be necessary and ce rta in , but nevertheless incomplete or inadequate, 

because lim ite d  by i t s  dependence on f i r s t  p rinc ip les  which i t  is  not 

i t s e l f  able to  supply. A r is to t le  abruptly ends his discussion o f purely 

s c ie n t if ic  knowledge a fte r  th is  lim ita t io n  has been revealed. I t  is  

worth noting one more feature o f his treatment: the emphasis on the 

te a ch a b ility  and le a rn a b ility  o f epistemt reca lls  the passage in  Book I 

o f the Ethics where A r is to t le  warns the reader th a t p o lit ic a l science 

is  not capable o f being taught to , or learned by, the young because they 

lack p rac tica l experiences. We are compelled to wonder then about the 

re la tionsh ip  between p o lit ic a l science and science simply, the te a ch a b ility  

o f which is  stressed in  th is  account. At the very least one can say tha t 

A r is to t le  indicates here th a t p o li t ic a l science is  not a science in  the 

s t r ic t  sense.

The next chapter o f Book VI o f the Ethics considers the so rt o f 

knowledge cha ra c te ris tic  o f a c ra f t  or a r t  (techn£), which deals w ith 

part o f the class o f things th a t admit o f va ria tion . Thus we may be led 

to th ink th a t the class o f things to  which these were opposed in i t ia l l y ,  

namely, "the things whose f i r s t  p rinc ip les  are in va ria b le ," has been
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adequately dea lt w ith  in  the chapter on science. Since th is  does not turn 

out to be the case, and on the assumption th a t the order in  which A r is to t le  

treats these ra tiona l fa cu ltie s  is  s ig n if ic a n t, we must wonder why the d is 

cussion o f techng fo llow s tha t o f epistQng. One p o s s ib ility  is  th a t he is  

dealing f i r s t  w ith  the ra tiona l fa cu ltie s  which are least s e lf -s u f f ic ie n t .  

Techng, or what might be called technical knowledge, is  characterized by 

the fa c t th a t i t  knows how to make something or bring something in to  

being, but does not give an account o f i t s  end. The end is  given; the 

techn@ is  concerned exclusively w ith means. Thus not only does i t  not 

contrast sharply w ith  pure science, technt is  ac tua lly  very much l ik e  

epistSne in  respect o f i t s  being a procedure which conveys us, in  e ith e r 

thought or p rac tice , from one po in t (a given s ta rtin g  po in t, or given 

materials) to  another (an end which is  unquestioned).

3. Prudence as a Rational Faculty

A r is to t le  deals next w ith p rac tica l wisdom or prudence (phronSsis), 17 

This comprises the second part o f the ra tion a l fa cu lty  concerned w ith 

things tha t admit o f va ria tio n , the f i r s t  having been concerned w ith 

making or producing an object. Prudence is  concerned with acting "w ith  

regard to things th a t are good and bad fo r  human beings" (1140b7; my trans

la tio n ). We may thus expect p rac tica l wisdom to  include or be iden tica l 

with p o lit ic a l science, and especia lly because the one example A r is to t le  

gives o f a man o f prudence is  Peric les, a great p o lit ic a l man. This ex

pectation is  not borne out, however, and we need to discover the reasons 

fo r  A r is to t le 's  d istingu ish ing p rac tica l wisdom or prudence from p o lit ic a l

^See the complicated account in  P. Aubenque, La prudence chez 
A r is to tle  (Paris: Presses u n ive rs ita ires  de France, 1963), esp. pp. 7-30. 
Cf. Jaeger, A r is to t le , pp. 81-88. Jaeger's account is  c r it ic iz e d  very 
ca re fu lly  by Aubenque.
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science. We must re ca ll th a t Hobbes too makes th is  d is t in c tio n . He made 

i t  on the basis o f his understanding o f science and language. A r is to t le 's  

d is tin c tio n  is  not made on the same grounds, however.

A r is to t le  begins w ith the claim th a t we can understand what prac

t ic a l wisdom is  by considering the people who are said to possess i t .  Why 

does he re ly  on th is  consideration, whereas he did not need to  look a t 

"what people say" in  order to id e n tify  science or technical knowledge?

He emphasizes in  th is  way the immediate dependence o f prudence on common 

opinion, on what people say in  ordinary speech. We are thus a le rted  to 

the most s tr ik in g  d ifference between p rac tica l wisdom and the sorts o f 

technical knowledge ju s t discussed. Prudence turns out to involve a f a c i l 

i t y  a t de libe ra ting  about th ings: we speak o f men having p rac tica l wisdom 

in some p a rtic u la r th ing "when they ca lcu la te  well w ith respect to some 

worthwhile end . . . and i t  fo llow s th a t, in  general, a man o f p rac tica l 

wisdom is  he who has the a b i l i t y  to de libera te" (1140a30). This ra tiona l 

qua lity  is  d istinguished from science not simply on the basis o f i t s  method 

(or lack of method, as Hobbes cla im s), but also by i t s  ob ject. "No one 

deliberates about things tha t cannot be other than they are, or about 

actions th a t he cannot possibly perform" (1140a34). P ractica l wisdom is  

also distinguished from a r t.  The former involves only action i t s e l f ,  

whereas a r t  aims a t a product separate from the process o f making. I t  

does seem to be s im ila r to  a r t  (or technical knowledge, or techng) in  one 

important respect, however, which A r is to t le  considers in  the very beginning. 

There is  a sense in  which prudence is  an a b i l i t y  to get whatever one wants, 

a s k i l l  in  acting which allows one to  a tta in  his s e lf is h  ends. Thus " i t  

is  held to be the mark o f a prudent man to  be able to  de libera te  well about 

what is  good and advantageous fo r  him self" (1140a25). From th is  perspective
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prudence is  l ik e  a r t  because i t  is  concerned s t r ic t ly  w ith means. But 

A r is to tle  is  carefu l to q u a lify  th is  h in t o f the s e lf is h , p ro fita b le  side 

of prudence. He indicates th a t the ends o f good action are not wholly 

open to question. That is ,  i f  p rac tica l wisdom involves means to  ends 

which i t  does not i t s e l f  supply, those ends are not neutral in  the sense 

that the ends o f an a r t  may be neu tra l. He makes use here o f the ambi

guity (shared by Greek and English) in  the word good (agathos), which 

can mean "p ro fita b le "  in  a s e lfis h  sense (good fo r  oneself) but also

carries a h in t o f good simply, th a t is ,  re la ted to some more ob jective
18conception o f what is  re a lly  good fo r  human beings. A r is to t le  indicates 

that the ends fo r  which p rac tica l wisdom knows the means are not neutral 

in the same way in  which the end o f a techng is .  There is  a techne fo r  

making weapons, and one's excellence in  tha t techn£ is  determined by the 

products produced. This is  not true  in  the case o f prudence, because the 

mere exercise o f prudence is  i t s e l f  an excellence. "We can speak o f ex

cellence in  A r t, but not o f excellence in  prudence," according to  A r is to t le ,  

but th is  is  because in  i t s e l f  "prudence is  an excellence or v ir tu e "  (1140b

22-23). Seen from th is  side, i t  cannot be used well or badly; i t s  use is
1Qalready good because i t  seeks what is  good fo r  human beings.

One fu rth e r po in t in  th is  account o f p rac tica l wisdom deserves 

careful sc ru tiny . A r is to t le  re fe rs  to  the term fo r  moderation (sQphrosyne),

18Cf. Aubenque, La prudence, p. 9. The author suggests th a t the 
tra d it io n a l tra n s la tio n  o f phron^sis as "prudence," "qui a eu pour e f fe t  
d 'is o le r  assez precisement l 'u n  des deux sens du mot, ne d o it  pas nous 
masquer ce qu'a pu avo ir d'£tonnant pour les auditeurs e t les lecteurs 
d 'A r is to te , ni ce que peut encore avo ir de problematique, l'em p lo i du meme 
mot phronesis dans deux acceptions aussi d iff£ re n te s , pour ne pas d ire  
oppos€es, sans qu'aucune exp lica tion  vienne ju s t i f ie r  la  coexistence de 
ces deux sens ou le  passage de l 'u n  ci la u tre ."

19Ib id . ,  pp. 144-45.
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and explains i t  as etym ologically derived from the words fo r  "preserving 
20prudence." This is ,  he says, because moderation keeps us from fo rge t

ting what is  good fo r  us, since i t  prevents excesses o f pleasure and pain 

from destroying or perverting our knowledge o f the proper ends. "For 

pleasure and pain do not destroy or pervert a l l  b e lie fs , fo r  example, the 

b e lie f th a t the three angles of a tr ia n g le  are, or are not, together equal 

to two r ig h t angles, but only be lie fs  concerning action" (1140bl4-15).

That is ,  whatever prudence gives us, i t  is  more vulnerable to the des

tru c tive  in fluence o f pleasures and pains than is  the more technical know

ledge o f geometry. Perhaps i t  stands in  need o f some assistance or theo

re tica l defense. We may wonder a t the in se rtion  o f th is  p a rtic u la r exam

ple from geometry, especia lly  followed as i t  is  by a recurrence to the 

subject o f f i r s t  p rin c ip le s  (which had been the main theme o f the des

c rip tio n  o f pure science or epist&nS). "The f i r s t  p rinc ip les  o f action

are the end to which our acts are means; but a man corrupted by a love

of pleasure or fea r o f pain, e n tire ly  fa i ls  to  discern any f i r s t  p r in c i

ple, and cannot see th a t he ought to choose and do everything as a means 

to th is  end, and fo r  i t s  sake" (1140bl8-21). This seems to suggest—es

pec ia lly  in  l ig h t  o f the reference to geometry—th a t action as well as

geometry has i t s  own f i r s t  p rin icp les , and th a t they may even be in va ria 

ble. The only d iffe rence  indicated here between the f i r s t  p rinc ip les  o f 

geometry and those o f human action or v ir tu e  is  th a t the la t te r  are cap

able o f being perverted or destroyed or fo rgo tten . Thus they are not 

necessary in  the same sense as the p rinc ip les  o f geometry, which must be 

accepted i f  one wishes to  do geometry, and one may,after a l l ,  l iv e

2D I t  should be noted tha t Plato suggests the same dubious etymology 
fo r  sflphrosyng in  C ra ty lus, 411e. See Ostwald's note in  his tra ns la tio n  
of the E th ics , p. 153.
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according to the standards merely o f pleasure and pain.

The ambiguity o f th is  account reca lls  the no-man's land we d is 

covered e a rlie r  in  the beginning o f Book V I, where the status o f A ris 

to t le 's  p ro ject in  the Ethics was brought in to  question. I t  appeared 

to f a l l  somewhere between the purely contemplative s c ie n t if ic  account 

of what is  eternal and inva ria b le , and the purely p ractica l concern w ith 

making and acting as means to  ends which are not themselves questioned.

We have now seen the p o s s ib ility  th a t f i r s t  p rinc ip les may e x is t fo r

human action. We are compelled to  wonder i f  such p rinc ip les  are the sub-
21je c t o f the Ethics i t s e l f .  Whether or not th is  is  the case, such f i r s t

princip les are beyond the realm o f purely p ractica l wisdom or prudence,

which, as he ind ica tes, is  concerned with the means to  the end o f liv in g

well (eu p ra tte in ) . V irtue  or m ora lity  is  thus le f t  autonomous: i t  is

the end o f human action , and from the perspective o f prudence is  not open 
22to question.

A r is to t le  has now dea lt w ith  the f i r s t  three o f the f iv e  ra tiona l 

facu lties  which comprise the human logos, and a pattern is  evident in  the 

progression. The primary l in k  among the fa cu ltie s  o f science, a r t ,  and 

prudence (epistQng, techng, phrongsis) is  th a t each is  a more or less

21 The ambiguity o f the notion o f prudence--as both a kind o f know
ledge and a v ir tu e — is  also noted by Aubenque (see note 18 above). He goes 
on to claim, in  fa c t,  th a t " l 'o r ig in a l i te  d 'A ris to te  consiste, en re a lite ,  
dans une nouvelle conception des rapports de la  theorie e t de la  pratique, 
consequence e l l  e-mane d'une rupture pour la  premiere fo is  consommee dans 
Vunivers de la  theorie . Ce qui est nouveau chez lu i ,  ce n 'e s t pas un 
in te re t in e d it pour 1'a c tio n—Socrate ni Platon n 'avaient ete de purs 
specu la tifs— , mais la  decouverte d'une scission a l ' in te r ie u r  de la  r a i
son, e t la  reconnaissance de cette  scission comme condition d'un nouvel 
in te lle c tu a l ism pratique" (La prudence, p. 144). Cf. Hbffe, Praktische 
Philosophie, pp. 55-8.

22Cf. Jaeger, A r is to t le , pp. 83-88. See also Aubenque's discussion 
o f Jaeger's views in  La prudence, pp. 10-21, 26.
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self-contained a c t iv ity —since s k i l l  in  each does not require fu rth e r 

questions to  be raised—and ye t each is  characterized by what is  from a 

philosophical perspective an obvious lim ita t io n , not to say defic iency, 

namely, each fa i ls  to give an account ( logos) o f i t s e l f .  Each proceeds 

on the basis o f f i r s t  p rinc ip les which are themselves outside the sphere 

of the p a rtic u la r ra tiona l q u a lity  i t s e l f .  The f i r s t  p rinc ip les  o f science 

are not guaranteed by science, nor the ends o f an a r t given by the a r t  i t 

s e lf, and the goal sought by p ractica l wisdom is  set fo r  i t  by v ir tu e .

There is ,  moreover, a sort o f ascent from the f i r s t  to the th ird  in  what 

we might describe as the v u ln e ra b ility  to  doubts from outside: the ends 

of the various a rts  may be the subject o f disagreement more than the pre

mises o f a science, and th is  is  m anifestly even more true  o f the goals o f 

action. And th is  leads A r is to tle  f in a l ly  to  ra ise the issue o f the sources 

of f i r s t  p r in c ip le s , a t least the f i r s t  p rinc ip les  o f science. The status 

of the ends or f i r s t  p rinc ip les o f action again remains in  the background, 

an important but unspoken theme.

4. F irs t  P rinc ip les

The account which A r is to tle  o ffe rs  in  Chapter 6 o f the fourth  

ra tiona l fa c u lty , in te llig en ce  (nous), is  very b r ie f and highly formal.

I t  consists in  the claim tha t science cannot i t s e l f  derive i t s  f i r s t  

p rinc ip les , ye t these princ ip les must be known with ce rta in ty . Since 

they are not known as a re su lt o f any o f the other ra tiona l fa c u lt ie s , 

they must be known by in te lligence . One other feature inserted in  th is  

b r ie f section deserves mention. In discussing "the fa cu ltie s  by which we 

a tta in  tru th , and by which we are never deceived both in  matters which 

can and in  those matters which cannot be other than they are" (1141a5), 

A r is to tle  omits a r t  or technf, which is  a fte r  a l l  a p ractica l s k i l l .
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But he does include p rac tica l wisdom, which must thus be considered to 

be capable o f a tta in ing  tru th  and not merely, as one might be tempted to 

th ink, a kind o f in a rtic u la b le  common-sense understanding o f "the r ig h t 

thing to do."

The subject o f the next chapter is  the la s t o f the ra tiona l fa cu l

tie s , which is  wisdom (sophia). One is  a t f i r s t  surprised to  discover 

that th is  is  the "most precise" (a k rib e s ta ti)  form o f knowledge there is ,  

more perfect even than pure science. The man w ith  wisdom, or theore tica l 

wisdom, "must not only know what fo llows from fundamental p r in c ip le s , but 

he must have true  knowledge o f the fundamental p rinc ip les  themselves. Ac

cordingly, theore tica l wisdom must comprise both in te llig e n ce  and s c ie n ti

f ic  knowledge. I t  is  science in  i t s  consummation, as i t  were, the science 

of the things th a t are valued most h igh ly" (1141al7-20). I t  is  conse

quently higher than prudence (phronesis) or p o lit ic a l science (p o li t ik g , 

which l i t e r a l ly  means simply " p o l i t ic s " ) .  The example A r is to t le  o ffe rs  

by way o f explanation o f th is  la s t po in t reveals th a t prudence is  know

ledge o f p a rticu la rs  whereas theore tica l wisdom knows universal p rinc ip les . 

Prudence fo r  human beings involves what is  good and bad fo r  human beings, 

but there may be a separate prudence fo r  other animals. Theoretical wis-
O O

dom, on the contrary, deals w ith the whole. "Surely, i f  'hea lthy ' and 

'good' mean one th ing fo r  men and another fo r  fishes, whereas 'w h ite ' and 

's tra ig h t ' always mean the same, 'w ise ' must mean the same fo r  everyone, 

but 'p ra c t ic a lly  wise' w i l l  be d iffe re n t"  (1141a23-25). I t  appears tha t 

the knowledge o f the whole, o f which A r is to tle  speaks here, is  philosophy.

He immediately turns his a tte n tion , however, in  the middle o f the 

chapter on theore tica l wisdom, back to prudence and p o li t ic a l science. The

23Cf. Aubenque, La prudence, p. 9
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rest o f Book V I, which includes s ix  more chapters, is  devoted to a fu r 

ther exploration o f the ro le  o f p rac tica l wisdom, and the discussion is  

constantly shadowed by questions about the re la tionsh ip  between p o li t ic a l 

science and p rac tica l wisdom. A so rt o f tension is  established between, 

on the one hand, knowledge o f general p rinc ip les  which may be to ta l ly  

useless in  action , and on the other, knowledge o f the p rinc ip les  o f action 

which is  unable to  re la te  i t s e l f  to any general p rinc ip le s . The la t te r  

(knowledge o f the p rinc ip les  o f a c tio n ), A r is to t le  ind icates, is  prudence; 

and th is  is  useful because i t  knows p a rtic u la r  th ings. "This explains why 

some men who have no s c ie n t if ic  knowledge are more adept in  p rac tica l mat

te rs , especia lly i f  they have experience, than those who do have s c ie n t if ic  

knowledge. For i f  a person were to know th a t l ig h t  meat is  eas ily  digested, 

and hence wholesome, but did not know what so rt o f meat is  l ig h t ,  he w i l l  

not produce health, whereas someone who knows tha t pou ltry  is  l ig h t  and 

wholesome is  more l ik e ly  to  produce health" (1141bl7-20). The example 

would appear to demonstrate the defect o f pure s c ie n t if ic  knowledge which 

is  certa in  and deductive but lacks any grounding in  experience; i t  a lso, 

however, reveals the fa c t th a t the man o f experience may not be able to 

give an account o f why what he knows to be true  is  true , and thus w i l l  

be a t a loss i f  an un fam ilia r s itu a tio n  is  encountered. The best so rt o f 

knowledge, A r is to t le  means to ind ica te , would be a combination o f both:

"Now, p rac tica l wisdom is  concerned w ith  action . That means th a t a person 

should have both [[knowledge o f universals and knowledge o f pa rticu la rs^ or 

knowledge o f pa rticu la rs  rather [than knowledge o f un ive rsa ls j" (1141b20-23). 

He seems to say f i r s t  tha t the combination would be the most desirable so rt 

o f prudence, but already we have seen th a t properly speaking prudence is  

only the la t te r —the knowledge o f p a rticu la rs . The man o f experience, we
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know, is  supposed to  be prudent even w ithout theore tica l p r in c ip le s . The 

reader is  compelled to wonder i f  th is  does not po int to  something beyond 

prudence, but d if fe re n t from theo re tica l wisdom. And in  fa c t A r is to t le  

concludes the chapter w ith  the words, "Here too, i t  seems, there must be 

some supreme d irec ting  fa cu lty "  (1141b23; my tra n s la tio n ). I t  is  impos

s ib le  to avoid th ink ing  th a t he means p o lit ic a l science.

5. The Place o f P o lit ic a l Science

Why then is  p o lit ic a l science le f t  in  darkness, repeatedly men

tioned but never focused on or defined? The reason would seem to  be tha t 

the Ethics is  a tre a tis e  on two le ve ls : i t  develops the p rinc ip les  o f 

v irtu e  fo r  men o f action w ithout questioning the foundations o f v ir tu e , 

and a t the same time indicates a great deal about those foundations. We 

must re ca ll in  th is  context Chapter 4 o f Book I ,  where A r is to t le  c le a rly  

indicates th a t fo r  his purposes in  the Ethics i t  is  enough to show what 

the p rinc ip les  o f v ir tu e  are, w ithout asking why we practice  them (see 

above pp.165-66). Notwithstanding th is  claim , i t  is  c lear tha t a pa rt 

of the Ethics is  devoted to  exploring the foundations of the v ir tu e s , 

both explaining and ye t exposing the lim ita tio n s  o f the various v irtues 

o f the human character. To consider only one example, A r is to t le  d is t in 

guishes genuine courage from i t s  close re la tive s  according to the end 

fo r  which a courageous act is  performed. He thus d irec ts  us to account 

fo r  "why" we perform an act o f courage, th a t is ,  he shows us th a t we 

practice th is  v ir tu e  a t leas t fo r  the sake o f something else. In Book 

I I I ,  A r is to t le  w rites th a t "courage is  noble, and, accordingly, i t s  end 

is  noble, too; fo r  a thing is  defined by i t s  end. Thus i t  is  fo r  a noble 

end th a t a courageous man endures and acts as courage demands" (1115b 

22-24).
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The la s t two chapters o f Book VI bring out more c le a r ly  the gap 

between simply acting w e ll, on the one hand, and understanding human ac

tion , on the other. A r is to tle  here indicates th a t i t  is  not necessary to 

have know!edge o f what is  noble or good or ju s t in  order to  be noble or 

good or ju s t .  This may constitu te  a bow to virtuous men o f action who 

would be incapable o f g iv ing a theore tica l account o f v ir tu e . Yet we 

have observed tha t p ractica l wisdom is  also in  need o f a defense which is  

much closer in  s p i r i t  and method to theore tica l wisdom (sophia), and 

which is  iden tica l w ith  p o li t ic a l science, properly speaking. I t  is  in

th is  sense th a t A r is to tle  says the Ethics is  "a kind o f p o li t ic a l science"
24

(1094bl2; my tra n s la tio n ). I t  not only explains what things are good

fo r human beings, but also seeks to explain why, thus bridging the gap 

between an autonomous v ir tu e  which can be practiced by the man o f pru

dence w ithout knowing why, and the realm of philosophy which requires an 

account o f everything tha t is .  The E th ics, understood th is  way as a kind 

of p o lit ic a l science, is  a theo re tica l defense o f the v irtues  i t  a t the 

same time ou tlines . The simple man o f courage can be courageous simply 

because he knows he ought to  be, and A r is to tle  does not teach him to  doubt. 

But the reader who is  ph ilosoph ica lly  inclined a t the same time w i l l  rea l

ize tha t the issue is  more complicated: he needs to look a t the intended 

end, in  order to judge whether i t —and the action d irected to  i t — is  t ru ly  

noble.

I t  is  apparent tha t p o li t ic a l science as understood by A r is to t le  

is  iden tica l in  an unqualified sense neither with prudence nor w ith  science.

^The Greek is  " h£ men oun methodos toutfln eph ie ta i, p o lit ik t*  t is  
ousa." P o lit ik g  is ,  to use Ostwald's phrase, "the science o f the c ity -  
s ta te ," and is  q u a lifie d  by the t is  (OstwaTdnote, p. 4 ). "P o l i t ik i  t is "  
is  translated by W. D. Ross, The Basic Works o f A r is to t le , ed. McKeon 
(New York: Random House, 1941), p. 936, as "p o lit ic a l science, in  one sense 
o f tha t term."
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P o litica l science and prudence are very s im ila r: they are in  some sense 

"the same q u a lity  o f mind (hexis) though th e ir  essence is  not the same." 

Both are concerned w ith actions, w ith  what is  good and bad fo r  man; but 

prudence does not comprehend i t s  own f i r s t  p rin c ip le s . I t  is  also appar

ent tha t p o lit ic a l science is  not ide n tica l w ith  theore tica l wisdom 

(sophia). This is  not, however, because of the d is tin c tio n  between things 

variable and things invariab le  which might a t f i r s t  be taken to  be deci

sive, because as we have seen A r is to t le  has le f t  an ambiguity in  th is  

apparent dichotomy. (The d is tin c tio n  he draws is  between things whose 

f i r s t  p rinc ip les  do not vary, such as mathematics, and things which do 

admit o f va ria tio n , such as our actions. There may, as we have noted, 

be a kind o f science o f actions which vary, i f  th e ir  f i r s t  p rinc ip les  are 

inva riab le .) What does separate p o lit ic a l science from theore tica l w is

dom is th a t the former is  concerned w ith  man alone, the la t te r  w ith  every

thing th a t is ,  the whole o f which man is  only a part and to which what is  

good or bad fo r  man may be o f secondary importance (c f. 1141a30).

I f  p o li t ic a l science is  not prudence, not science, and not theo

re tic a l wisdom, what is  it?  What characterizes the enterprise in  which 

A r is to tle  is  engaged in  the E th ics, which he describes as "a kind o f po l

i t ic a l  science"? Nowhere are the answers to these questions made e x p lic it .  

But in  the la s t two chapters o f Book VI A r is to t le  considers th is  issue.

He concludes the chapter preceding the la s t two as fo llow s: "We have

now completed our discussion o f what p rac tica l and theore tica l wisdom 

are; we have described the sphere in  which each operates, and we have 

shown th a t each is  the excellence o f a d if fe re n t part o f the soul" 

(1132bl4). This should complete the plan o f Book VI as i t  was o r ig in a lly  

stated. But A r is to t le  immediately goes on to "ra ise  some questions about
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the usefulness o f these two v ir tu e s ."  This is  s tr ik in g ly  out o f character 

in the E th ics, where in  general no e x p lic it  attempt is  made to ju s t i f y  a 

v irtu e  on grounds o f i t s  u t i l i t y .  This should a le r t  us to  the importance 

of what fo llow s. The problem o f u t i l i t y  is  ra ised, i t  appears, by a kind 

of paradoxical re la tionsh ip  in  which theore tica l and p rac tica l wisdom 

(sophia and phrontsis) stand to  human happiness. F irs t ,  theore tica l wis

dom, A r is to tle  w rites , " w il l  study none o f the things th a t make a man 

happy" (1143bl9). This compels us to ask what does study these things. 

Practical wisdom, A r is to t le  continues, is  in  a way "concerned w ith  th is  

sphere," but fo r  what purpose do we need it?  " I t  is  true  tha t p ractica l 

wisdom deals w ith what is  ju s t ,  noble, and good fo r  man, and i t  is  doing 

such things th a t characterizes a man as good. But our a b i l i t y  to perform 

such actions is  in  no way enhanced by knowing them," since the v irtues  

are q u a lit ie s  o f character, acquired by habit (1143b22). A r is to t le  is  

u n w illing , as we saw e a r lie r  (see above, p .179) to  claim tha t the exer

cise o f v ir tu e  is  dependent on reason or wisdom: v ir tu e  remains autono

mous. He o ffe rs  the analogy o f medicine and health: one can be healthy 

w ithout knowing the science o f medicine. In add ition , he adds, " i t  would 

seem strange i f  p rac tica l wisdom, though in fe r io r  to theo re tica l wisdom, 

should surpass i t  in  a u th o rity , because th a t which produces a th ing rules 

and d irec ts  i t "  (1143b33). This cannot help but c a ll to mind p o lit ic a l 

science or p o li t ic s ,  the p rinc ip les  o f ru lin g . Whatever we th ink  o f these 

questions about usefulness, i t  is  c lear th a t something is  missing from the 

account up through Chapter 11. A sentence from the beginning o f Chapter 12 

underscores th is . "These then are the questions we must discuss; so fa r  we 

have only stated them as problems" (1143b36).

Now, A r is to t le  continues, each o f the two separate in te lle c tu a l
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virtues is  desirable in  i t s e l f ,  "even i f  ne ithe r o f them produces any-
\

th ing ." This ind ica tes, apparently, th a t i t  is  not in  fa c t th e ir  u t i l i t y  

which is  a t issue here. Nevertheless, we are to ld ,  they do in  fa c t pro

duce something. Theoretical wisdom produces happiness, "not as medicine 

produces health , but as health i t s e l f  makes a person healthy" (1144a4).

That is ,  the possession o f such wisdom makes a man happy; i t  is  an end 

in  i t s e l f  fo r  th is  p a rt o f the soul.^5 Does p rac tica l wisdom produce 

happiness in  the same way? Not p rec ise ly , because "v irtu e  makes us aim 

at the r ig h t  ta rg e t, and p ractica l wisdom makes us use the r ig h t  means," 

A r is to tle  continues. That is ,  the co rrec t p a ra lle l to theore tica l wis

dom, which is  the excellence o f one p a rt o f the soul, is  fo r  the active  

part o f the soul not p ractica l wisdom but v ir tu e . Practical wisdom is  one 

step fu rth e r removed. And p ractica l wisdom is  not e n tire ly  necessary, 

because as A r is to t le  has ju s t  pointed out a few lines  e a r lie r ,  i t  makes 

no d ifference whether someone has p rac tica l wisdom himself or lis te n s  to 

others who have i t  (1143b30). We are thus le f t  in  some confusion as to 

the importance o f p rac tica l wisdom fo r  happiness.

At th is  po in t in  the chapter A r is to t le  retraces his steps, announc

ing tha t "the argument has to be met th a t our a b i l i t y  to perform noble and 

ju s t acts is  in  no way enhanced by p ra c tica l wisdom." The dilemma here is  

tha t A r is to t le  does not wish to  present v ir tu e  as dependent on reason, 

because th is  would subordinate v ir tu e  to  the ra tiona l fa cu ltie s  and rob 

i t  o f the autonomy which is  the source o f the d ig n ity  o f the simply moral man

25I t  should be noted tha t i t  has no re la tio n  to m ora lity , which 
concerns the active  pa rt o f the soul. This would seem to leave open the 
p o s s ib ility  o f happiness even fo r  a man who does not possess moral v ir tu e .

of
For a d if fe re n t in te rp re ta tio n , see Jaeger, A r is to t le , pp. 82-83. 

Jaeger argues th a t A r is to t le 's  understanding o f phron^sis, in  th is  connec
t io n , is  a c tu a lly  "the pub lic recantation o f the Platonic views in  the
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Hence he usually  presents v ir tu e  as determining the ends o f our action, 

while p rac tica l wisdom is  charged w ith  seeking the means. Thus, " i t  is  

v irtue  which makes our choice r ig h t.  I t  is  not v ir tu e , however, but a 

d iffe re n t capacity, which determines the steps which, in  the nature o f 

the case, must be taken to  implement th is  choice" (1144a20). The obvious 

problem w ith  th is  form ulation, o f course,is: What is  the source o f v ir tu e  

its e lf?  How do we ever know what v ir tu e  is?

Having indicated the nature o f the problem he is  w restling  w ith , 

A r is to tle  s h if ts  the argument. "We must stop fo r  a moment to  make th is  

point c le a re r,"  he begins. There is  a capacity ca lled "cleverness," i t  

seems, which is  "the power, to  perform those steps which are conducive to 

a goal we have set fo r  ourselves and to  a tta in  th a t goal" (1144a25). I t  

is  a s t r ic t l y  neutral so rt o f ca lcu la tio n , very s im ila r to  Hobbes's con

cept o f human ra t io n a lity .  Cleverness is  distinguished from p rac tica l 

wisdom by the fa c t th a t the la t te r  has as i t s  end something noble or good, 

whereas cleverness in  i t s e l f —what we might c a ll technical ra t io n a lity — 

may be used fo r  any goal, noble or base. As fa r  as cleverness is  con

cerned, the goodness or badness o f any action is  co incidenta l only. Prac

t ic a l wisdom includes th is  ca lcu la ting  a b i l i t y ,  but i t  is  only practica l 

wisdom t ru ly  when i t  pursues v ir tu e . "For the syllogisms which express 

the p rin c ip le s  in i t ia t in g  action run: 'Since the end, or the highest good,

is such-and-such . . . ' —whatever i t  may be; what i t  re a lly  is  does not 

matter fo r  our present argument" (1144a32). C lea rly , however, "what i t  

re a lly  is "  is  the question to which the e n tire  Ethics is  devoted. But 

from the po in t o f view o f p rac tica l wisdom, the end is  a given premise 

from which the syllogism begins. And only the good man can judge i t  co rre c tly .

Protrepticos/1 (A r is to tle 's  early  tre a tis e ) .
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Abruptly A r is to t le  begins a new chapter, the la s t chapter o f Book 

VI. The reason fo r  the in troduction  o f "cleverness" is  now brought out.

I t  turns out th a t there are re a lly  two senses o f "v ir tu e ,"  and the lower 

stands in  the same re la tio n  to the higher, in  a way, as cleverness stands 

to prudence. The lower so rt o f v ir tu e  is  "natural v ir tu e ,"  a kind o f un

thinking d ispos ition  to be v irtuous, which is  found even in  ch ild ren , but 

which is  lia b le  to  be harmful i f  i t  is  not combined with " in te llig e n ce " 

(nous). "V irtue  in  the f u l l  sense," or the higher so rt, is  d istinguished 

from the natural v ir tu e  by the fa c t th a t i t  has in te llig e nce  (which was 

e a rlie r characterized as a knowledge o f f i r s t  p rin c ip le s , or the ends o f 

action). The good which resu lts  from the "b lin d " natural v ir tu e  is  a 

matter o f accident; v ir tu e  in  the f u l l  sense requires the s igh t o f in te l

ligence, part o f the ra tiona l fa c u lty . This d is tingu ish ing o f two senses 

of v ir tu e  permits A r is to t le  to  leave v ir tu e  in  one sense not dependent 

on reason, while showing th a t in  the fu l le s t  sense i t  is  c lose ly linked 

to reason or p rac tica l wisdom. He strengthens the conviction th a t th is  

issue is  what troubles him by re fe rrin g  next to Socrates' contention tha t 

v irtu e  is  knowledge. This claim must be regarded w ith suspicion, accord

ing to A r is to t le 's  account, because i t  in e v ita b ly  leads to the subordina

tion  o f v ir tu e  to reason, by making i t  impossible fo r  the simple but good- 

hearted man to  be v irtuous. V irtue  would thus be robbed o f the autonomy 

which A r is to t le  wishes to  leave to i t .  Socrates, i t  turns out, was "p a rtly  

r ig h t and p a rt ly  wrong." I t  is  impossible to  be good " in  the f u l l  sense o f 

the word" w ithout p rac tica l wisdom—in  th a t Socrates was r ig h t.  But appar

ently there is  another sense o f good which does not require wisdom to  be 

actualized. V irtue  in  the f u l l  sense is  "guided by p ractica l wisdom" 

(1144b25). As soon as th is  secret is  ou t, however, A r is to t le  backs o f f
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again as the chapter draws to a close, asserting once more tha t "v irtu e  

determines the end, and practica l wisdom makes us do what is  conducive to 

the end" (1145a5-6). Apparently there are two senses o f p rac tica l wisdom 

as w e ll.

The higher kind o f v ir tu e  is  characterized by the fa c t th a t i t  is  

a product o f r ig h t  reason (orthos logos): i t  is  the true knowledge o f what 

is good fo r  human beings. What is  good fo r  human beings—the real subject 

of the Ethics —includes theore tica l wisdom, the possession o f which makes 

men happy. Hence the knowledge which is  presented in  the E th ics, and 

which we have suspected to be "p o lit ic a l science," does in  fa c t emerge 

not only as the knowledge o f what is  good and bad fo r  man but also as 

d irec tive  of,and in  a sense superior to , theore tica l wisdom. Practica l 

wisdom simply, which is  on a lower level as tha t fa cu lty  which is  on a 

lower level as th a t fa cu lty  which seeks to secure the ends to which i t  is  

directed by v ir tu e , is  concerned only w ith means. I t  cannot give d irec

tion  to theore tica l wisdom. But p o lit ic a l science does d ire c t theore tica l 

wisdom, and th is  is  ju s t if ie d  by the fa c t th a t i t  is  only through p o l i t i 

cal science, t ru ly  understood, th a t A r is to t le  himself comes to  know what 
27is  good fo r  man. I f  p ractica l wisdom, as A r is to tle  says, "makes provi

sions to secure theore tica l wisdom," one might say i t  knows to do th is  

only as a re s u lt o f p o lit ic a l science, which in  turn knows not only how 

to secure theore tica l wisdom, but why. P o lit ic a l science t ru ly  understood 

remains in  the background even here, unless one re fle c ts  a t each page about 

the a c t iv ity  in  which A r is to tle  himself is  engaged in  w ritin g  the Ethics. 

Despite his disclaim er in  Book I I ,  Chapter 2, to the e ffe c t th a t he writes

Cf. H6ffe, Praktische Philosophie, p. 58: "Wenn [der Mensch]
aber auch wissen w i l l ,  warum er philosophieren s o il ,  hat er d ie Ethik zu 
studieren."
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the Ethics not to  know what v ir tu e  is ,  but to  become good, i t  is  qu ite  

clear th a t fo r  one audience a t leas t the former is  the centra l ch a lle n g e ;^  

and th a t theo re tica l knowledge about v ir tu e  is  a desirable goal in  i t s e l f  

is s u f f ic ie n t ly  established in  Book VI.

E a rlie r  we brought up A r is to t le 's  attempt to r e s t r ic t  his audience 

to those who already know the p rinc ip les  o f e th ics , and to exclude the 

young who are not fa m ilia r  w ith p o li t ic s .  This re s tr ic t io n  was made in  

l ig h t  o f his claim  tha t one must already know how to act before one can 

be a good judge o f the p rinc ip les  o f e th ics A r is to t le  discusses. He wishes 

to speak, i t  appears, only to  the gentleman, the good c it iz e n , since he is  

try ing to  answer the question, what are the goals o f human l i fe ?  The 

gentleman knows the answer, in  one sense, to th is  question. This requires 

that the perspective o f the gentleman be taken as the s ta rtin g  po in t, 

while ye t try in g  to  see why the goals are what they are said to  be. I t  

is qu ick ly apparent tha t A r is to t le  is  re lu c tan t to deduce the p rinc ip les  

of v ir tu e  from th e ir  u t i l i t y ,  since th is  would degrade th e ir  status to 

mere means, and thus undermine the conviction o f the gentleman. This 

does not, however, prevent p o li t ic a l science from inqu iring  which v irtues 

are in  fa c t use fu l, and fo r  what, which are good or pleasant in  themselves, 

and which partake o f both. The gentleman knows, fo r  example, tha t v ir tu e  

includes courage and moderation, and does not need to ask why these are 

good. But A r is to t le  can t e l l  us more. Moderation can be contrasted w ith 

courage, the exercise o f which may not be pleasant, but is  ju s t i f ie d  in 

stead by i t s  end—tha t fo r  the sake o f which i t  is  exercised (1117a30-ni7b 

15). Moderation, the Ethics te l ls  us, is  l ik e  courage in  th a t i t  concerns

Cf. Hbffe, Praktische Phi 1osophie, pp. 61-62: "Das s it t l ic h e
Engagement s p r ic h t A ris to te les  in  e iner Forme! aus—Zie l der Abhandlung 
is t  n ich t Erkenntnis, sondern Handeln— , d ie als Z ie l das ablehnt, was 
seine E th ik ta tsS ch lich  le is te t :  d ie Erkenntnis."
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the ir ra t io n a l p a rt o f the soul (1117b24), but un like  courage in  th a t the 

practice o f moderation is  i t s e l f  pleasant in  a way. Yet moderation too is  

fo r the sake o f something beyond. I t  is  fo r  the sake o f freedom from the 

body, and from the lower part o f the soul. Despite the claim th a t the 

p o lit ic a l science o f the Ethics inquires only in to  the "what" and not the 

"why" of the ends o f human l i f e ,  we see th a t i t  cannot avoid discovering 

something o f the la t te r  in  the course o f pursuing the former. And th is  

means i t  may discover th a t some v irtues  are not well-grounded, while ye t 

remaining necessary in  some sense which, i f  a rticu la te d , would be destruc

tive . In order not to undermine the conviction o f the gentleman, A r is to tle  

constantly attempts to keep in  fro n t o f him the perspective o f the c it iz e n , 

or the p o li t ic a l man. Perhaps he suspects th is  perspective cannot defend 

i ts e l f .  In con trast to  A r is to t le ,  Socrates always questions the c it iz e n ’ s
O  Q

view. Socrates wants men to ju s t i f y  v ir tu e ; he is  obstinate in  his re

fusal to accept i t  w ithout reasons. I t  is  true tha t A r is to t le  wishes to 

inquire in to  foundations, but since he suspects (perhaps he is  more cer

ta in than was Socrates) tha t the foundations are often a rb itra ry ,  he tr ie s  

at the same time to leave the foundations undamaged, and in  fa c t to make 

them a b i t  stronger. We cannot escape the conclusion th a t some v irtues 

at least do not stand up to  sc ru tiny , th a t they have no ra tio n a l j u s t i f i 

cation. And th is  is  troublesome. I t  might be said to be the core o f 

Hobbes's d is s a tis fa c tio n . Hobbes betrays an in c lin a tio n  to  ignore what 

fo r A r is to t le  are "higher" v irtu e s—greatness o f soul, e tc .—because i t  

is  these which are less ju s t i f ia b le  except as ends in  themselves. Hobbes

29See, fo r  example, Socrates' conversation w ith  Cephalus and then 
Polemarchus in  Republic I (330dl-336bl). Socrates' "own" account o f his 
philosophic a c t iv i ty ,  as given in  the Apology, o ffe rs  another example.
See also Chapter 7 below. Cf. Nietzsche, Beyond Good and E v i l , Section 
191.
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is  impatient w ith  the in a b i l i t y  o f the simply good c it iz e n  to  ju s t i f y  his 

v irtue w ith  any ce rta in ty  or to  make his view o f v ir tu e  compelling. I t  is  

better from a p rac tica l standpoint, according to Hobbes, to  r e s t r ic t  our

selves to what we are sure o f,  to the "v irtu e s " necessary to the ends we 

a ll requ ire , such as peace. In th is  Hobbes is  very persuasive: fo r  des

pite  whatever might be lo s t ,  we hope to make what is  le f t  th a t much more 

secure and ind isputab le , to buttress i t  against the "ca v ils  o f skep tics."

Socrates, when compared to A r is to t le ,  may be seen to have more o f 

the skeptical s p i r i t  o f Hobbes. He pushes the gentleman fo r  an account.

By contrast, A r is to t le 's  attempt to f in d  a middle ground is  characterized 

by a certa in  so rt o f indeterminacy, not to  say obscurity. This is  Hobbes's 

charge, and we may ea s ily  sympathize. Nevertheless, whatever our d i f f i 

cu lties in  accepting i t ,  i t  is  th is  middle ground which A r is to t le  tr ie s  

to hold in  the E th ics. The Ethics is  "a kind o f p o lit ic a l science" 

because i t  seeks both to  describe and to explain the v irtu es—the stan

dards and goals—of the c it iz e n  or gentleman, while remaining w ith in  the 

perspective o f the c it iz e n .

6. The Method o f P o lit ic a l Science

I t  remains fo r  us to try  to understand the method by which A ris 

to t le 's  p o li t ic a l science proceeds, in  contrast especia lly w ith the method 

of Hobbes's p o li t ic a l science. What are the " f i r s t  p rin c ip les " o f A ris 

to t le 's  p o li t ic a l science? How are they arrived a t, and how are they pro

ceeded from?

I t  is  important to  note tha t A r is to t le 's  understanding o f science 

and Hobbes's are not wholly d iss im ila r: much o f the P rio r Analytics d ire c t

ly  prefigures Hobbes's discussion o f method in De Corpore. A r is to t le ,  

lik e  Hobbes, makes demonstration (here apodeixis) a requirement fo r
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s c ie n t if ic  knowledge. But demonstration in  A r is to t le 's  understanding in 

cludes more than s t r ic t ly  proof by sy llog ism .30 I t  includes a t leas t a 

second type o f demonstration, the d ia le c t ic a l.  We may see the reasons 

fo r th is  by the fo llow ing considerations. According to  some thinkers 

(we w i l l  have occasion to re ca ll th is  when we turn to P la to 's  Meno), A ris 

to tle  says, there is  no p o s s ib il ity  o f s c ie n t if ic  knowledge, "owing to the 

necessity o f knowing the primary premises" (Post. An. ,  72b5). That is ,  i f  

there is  no way o f knowing other than by s y llo g is t ic  demonstration from 

premises, "an in f in i te  regress is  involved," because " i f  behind the p rio r 

stands no primary* we could not know the posterio r through the p r io r  

(. . . fo r  one cannot traverse an in f in i te  series)" (Post. An. ,  72b9-10). 

These same th inke rs , according to  A r is to t le , go on to claim th a t even i f

the series terminates and there are primary premisses,yet these are 
unknowable because incapable o f demonstration, which according to 
than is  the only form o f knowledge. And since thus one cannot know 
the primary premisses, knowledge o f the conclusions which fo llow  from 
them is  not pure s c ie n t if ic  knowledge nor properly knowing a t a l l ,  
but rests on the mere supposition tha t the premisses are tru e ."
(Post. An., 72bll-14)

This problem did not trouble Hobbes, we may re c a ll,  because according to

his account o f human reason, a l l  knowledge is  hypothetical a t the deepest

leve l. For A r is to t le ,  there is  the p o s s ib ility  o f knowledge simply, tha t

is ,  knowledge which is  ce rta in  w ithout being hypothetica l, because human

reason is  a t home in  the world; fo r  Hobbes, human reason finds i t s e l f  in

an a lien  world o f matter and motion, and i t  can know w ith ce rta in ty  only

what i t  constructs. A r is to t le  re jec ts  the view tha t the only possible

One testimony to  th is  fa c t is  an ambiguity in  tra n s la tio n . Some 
trans la tions render both apodeixis and syllogismos from the Greek as 
"demonstration" in  English. But demonstration in  the s t r ic te s t  sense, fo r  
A r is to t le ,  is  apodeixis (Topics, 100a25). We use syllogism here in  the 
modern sense, which is  Hobbes's sense, o f s t r ic t ly  log ica l reasoning. We 
w il l  re tu rn  to th is  below.
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knowledge is  the knowledge from s y llo g is t ic  demonstration because th a t 

e ffec tive ly  precludes any p o s s ib ility  o f a re a l—tha t is ,  unhypothetical 

—science. E ither we have knowledge which is  not demonstrable, then, or 

there is  another kind o f demonstration.

Both, in  fa c t,  are true according to A r is to tle : we do have know

ledge which cannot be demonstrated, and i f  we extend the use o f the term 

"demonstration" we may say there is  another type o f demonstration, besides

apodeixis, which produces knowledge. This second type o f demonstration
31is the d ia le c tic a l. The philosophical procedure of the d ia le c tic  is  

important to our account here in  two ways. F irs t ,  i t  is  the so lu tion  to 

the problem ju s t  noted, o f in f in i te  regression or c irc u la r ity  in  s c ie n ti

f ic  demonstrations. In philosophy, according to  A r is to t le , the use of 

d ia le c tic  is  " in  re la tio n  to the u ltim ate bases o f the p rinc ip les  used 

in the several sciences . . . fo r  d ia le c tic  is  a process o f c r it ic is m  

wherein lie s  the path to  the p rinc ip les o f a l l  in qu iries" (Topics, 101a 

37-101b34). A r is to t le  thus recognizes the dependence o f any s c ie n t if ic  

inquiry on some "p re s c ie n tif ic "  procedure which produces the f i r s t  p rin 

ciples o f the science i t s e l f . 33 One might a t f i r s t  th ink  th a t th is  is  

l i t t l e  d if fe re n t from Hobbes, who did a fte r  a l l  discuss in  d e ta il the 

procedure fo r  securing f i r s t  p rinc ip les . But there is  an a ll- im p o rtan t

31Here the word translated as demonstration is  syllogismos. A 
number o f a r tic le s  devoted to A r is to t le 's  understanding o f d ia le c tic  in 
the Topics are co llected in  G. E. L. Owen, ed;, A r is to t le  on D ia le c tic :
The "Topics" (Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 1968). See especia lly F. 
Solmsen, "D ia le c tic  w ithout the Forms," pp. 49-68, and G. Ryle, "D ia lec tic  
in the Academy," pp. 69-79.

32cf. M arjorie Grene, A P o rtra it o f A r is to tle  (Chicago: The Univer
s ity  o f Chicago Press, 1963), pp. 106-7. According to Grene, " i t  has often 
been said th a t A r is to t le  fa ile d  as a physical s c ie n tis t because he was too 
em pirical, because he stayed too close to  the everyday world o f common 
sense." Cf. J. H. Randall, A r is to t le  (New York: Columbia U n ivers ity  Press, 
1960), pp. 56-57.
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difference. In Hobbes the procedure fo r  reaching f i r s t  p rinc ip les  was 

resolution, whereas according to  A r is to t le  i t  is  d ia le c t ic : " i t  is

through opinions generally held on the p a rtic u la r points th a t these 

[p rinc ip les proper to the p a rtic u la r  science in  hand] have to  be discussed, 

and th is  task belongs properly, or most approximately, to  d ia le c tic "  

(Topics, lO lb l ) . ^  The foundations o f sciences are understood in  a rad

ic a lly  d if fe re n t way by the two th inkers : Hobbes in s is ts  th a t one who 

begins from "vulgar discourse" or conrnon speech w i l l  never reach the 

tru th ; on A r is to t le 's  account, "opinions generally held" (common speech) 

are necessarily the s ta rtin g  po in t fo r  any inqu iry .

The second way in  which d ia le c t ic  is  important here is  th a t in 

i t s e l f  d ia le c t ic  is  a mode o f reasoning ( logos) which can produce know

ledge, and not ju s t  the foundation fo r  knowledge. I f  we extend the mean

ing o f "demonstration," d ia le c t ic  is  thus a second method o f demonstrating 

a tru th . A r is to t le  indicates in  a passage in  the Posterior Analytics th a t 

we must understand a t least the p o s s ib ility  o f using demonstration in  two 

senses: the unqualified  sense and an extended sense wherein a knowledge 

is  demonstrated i f  an argument, reasoned soundly and lo g ic a lly ,  produces 

conviction (p is t is )  in  the h e a re r .^  In the realm o f p o l i t ic a l science,

33On s ta rtin g  from opinions, see Hennis, P o l i t ik , pp. 88, 89-115. 
On the charge th a t such a s ta rtin g  po in t dooms the in qu iry  to  subjectivism  
(Hobbes’ s charge), Hennis w rites : "Dass die Aussage, dieses oder jenes:
Tugend, F re ih e it, Glfick des Einzelnen, s taa tliche  Macht, soz ia le r Friede 
oder was immer im p liz ie re  das 'e ig e n tlich e ' Problem p o lit is c h e r Ordnungen, 
eine Meinung w iedergibt, der man andere Meinungen entgegenstellen kann, 
d lir fte  unbestre itbar sein. B le ib t somit der Ausgangspunkt der po litischen 
Wissenschaft n ich t im zufcH lig vagen Gebiet des Meinens v e rs tr ic k t?  Wir 
wdrden sagen: ja  und nein. Es g ib t ein Meinen geringerer und hbherer 
Evidenz. Es g ib t sogar eine Methode zur Gewinnung dieser hdheren Evidenz" 
(p. 88). Cf. Solmsen, "D ia le c tic ,"  pp. 49-68.

34In the Rhetoric, A r is to t le  speaks o f the kind o f argument which 
produces conviction in  the hearer as "a so rt o f demonstration JapodeixisJ, 
since we are most strongly convinced when we consider a th ing to have been
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which is  a p rac tica l science, and deals w ith  contingent m atters, most 

conclusions w i l l  not achieve the absolute ce rta in ty  o f, say, the conclu

sions o f geometry. This is  not a defect o f p o lit ic a l science, fo r  A r is to t le , 

but simply an aspect. D ia lec tica l reasoning, in  other words, is  the so rt 

of demonstration appropriate to  a p rac tica l science, in  add ition  to being 

the source fo r  the f i r s t  p rinc ip les  o f a l l  sciences. A r is to t le  does not 

hesitate to  re je c t some subjects as inappropriate fo r  d ia le c t ic . I t  is  

not appropriate, fo r  example, in  geometry, where demonstration in  the 

s t r ic t  sense is  required. For the use o f d ia le c t ic ,  the appropriate sub

jects "should not border too c lose ly on the sphere o f demonstration, nor 

yet be too fa r  removed from i t :  fo r  the former cases admit o f no doubt, 

while the la t te r  involve d if f ic u l t ie s  too great" (Topics, 105a7). There 

are two "species" o f d ia le c tic a l arguments, according to A r is to t le .  These
O C

are induction ("a passage from ind iv idua ls  to  u n ive rsa ls "), and reason

ing, which " is  an argument in  which, ce rta in  things being la id  down, some

thing other than these necessarily comes about through them" (Topics,
36100a25). D ia le c tica l reasoning begins "from opinions th a t are generally 

accepted," and "genera lly  accepted" means "accepted by everyone or by the 

m ajority or by the philosophers" (Topics, 100b20). The importance o f the

demonstrated. The o ra to r 's  demonstration is  an enthymeme, and th is  is ,  in 
general, the most e ffe c tiv e  o f the modes o f rh e to rica l proof . The enthy
meme is  a so rt o f syllogism , and the consideration o f syllogisms o f a l l  
kinds . . .  is  the business o f d ia le c tic  " (R hetoric, 1355a5*, my trans la tion ).

35This may be il lu s tra te d  by A r is to t le 's  own example, "the argument 
that supposing the s k ille d  p i lo t  is  the most e ffe c tiv e , and likew ise the 
sk ille d  chario teer, then in  general the s k ille d  man is  the best a t his 
pa rticu la r ta sk "(Topics, 105al2).

36D ia le c tica l reasoning, then, is  a kind o f denonstration. A ris 
to t le  does note th a t there are d iffe re n t degrees o f demonstrative strength 
which depend on the strength o f the conviction about the points from which 
the reasoning begins. See Posterior A na ly tics , 72a25-72b4; Topics, 100a25.
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d is tin c tion  between induction and reasoning is  simply th is : "Induction

is the more convincing and clear: i t  is  more re ad ily  lea rn t by the use 

of the senses, and is  applicable generally to the mass o f men, though 

reasoning is  more fo rc ib le  and e ffe c tive  against contradictious people" 

(Topics, 105al6). We may take i t  from th is  th a t d ia le c tica l reasoning 

is capable o f being, a t least in  some cases, h ighly compelling. A r is to t le  

seems to have in  mind the so rt o f argument which we associate w ith a c lear 

and fo rce fu l legal b r ie f ,  one tha t marshalls a l l  evidence to convince the 

reader o f a po in t.

In A r is to t le 's  p o lit ic a l science the demonstration o f tru ths  is

important, ju s t  as i t  was fo r  Hobbes. A r is to t le ,  however, recognizes the

p o s s ib ility  o f a tta in in g  " tru th  and knowledge" by a kind o f demonstration
37which is  not s y llo g is t ic .  The most important respect in  which these ap

proaches d i f fe r  is  in  the s ta rtin g  points. We must reca ll Hobbes's claim 

that what was wrong w ith  his predecessor's p o lit ic a l science was i t s  un

c r it ic a l assumption th a t knowledge could be atta ined beginning even from 

common opinions. I t  should now be c lea r, however, th a t A r is to t le 's  epis- 

temological claims are not u n c r it ic a l. Instead they attempt to account 

fo r our s c ie n t if ic  knowledge by recognizing i t s  dependence on p re s c ie n tif ic  

or common-sense knowledge.

The d iffe rence  in  s ta rtin g  po in ts, though absolutely fundamental, 

is by no means the only d ifference in  the two methods or approaches. I t  

w il l  su ffice  to  mention only a few. Second in  importance is  the d iffe rence

3^This fa c t is  noted also by Solmsen, who seems, however, to  a t t r i 
bute some confusion to  A r is to t le  in  th is  m atter. "Surely as long as d ia 
le c t ic  was engaged in  trac ing  the s tructu re  o f Being i t  would have been 
almost a sacrilege to  describe i t  as a technique operating on the basis 
of 'op in io ns .' I t  claimed to deal w ith the tru th  and to be a way towards 
the discovery o f tru th . A method re ly ing  on opinions seems to  leave no 
room fo r  a l£th£" ( "D ia le c tic ,"  p. 65).
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in the ro le  o f d e fin it io n s . D e fin itions  are fo r  Hobbes the s ta rtin g  

points, as we saw in  Chapter 2, because the/ 'texplicate" the simples from 

which syllogisms are constructed. For A r is to t le ,  d e fin it io n s  are ra ther 

the goal o f his enterprise, a t leas t in  the sense th a t an understanding 

of a thing is  what his science seeks, and d e fin itio n s  are what t e l l  us 

"a th in g 's  essence" (Topics, 101b38). The nature o f a d e fin it io n  is  also 

rad ica lly  d if fe re n t. A d e fin it io n  in  A r is to t le 's  science te l ls  us what 

something is ,  f i r s t  by locating i t  fo r  us in  a genus o f th ings, tha t is ,  

showing us what "kind" o f thing i t  is ,  and second, by d is tingu ish ing  i t  

from (and re la tin g  i t  to ) other things o f the same kind or members o f the 

same genus. This is  known as the "genus-d iffe ren tia " d e fin it io n . We w il l  

have occasion to examine such a d e fin it io n  in  the next chapter. I t  cannot 

but remind us o f the so rt o f lin k in g  d e fin it io n  which goes along with 

W ittgenstein 's account o f the grammar o f a word, because such a d e fin it io n  

defines by exploring "likeness" to  and differences from other th ings, and 

hence shows us the place o f a th ing in  our world. Hobbes, as we re c a ll,  

defined by c a re fu lly  analyzing a thing in to  i t s  parts. In  A r is to t le 's  

view, wholes are not understandable s t r ic t l y  by understanding parts; "the 

whole is  not the same as the sum o f i t s  parts" because a complete account 

of the whole must show i t s  re la tio n  to other wholes, as well as to the 

whole simply, which lim its  our v is ion .

The "whole" which we ca ll a ra ilro a d  locomotive, to  re ca ll an exam

ple used in  Chapter 4, is  not comprehended by adding together a l l  o f i t s  

parts or "systems," such as the brake-system, e le c tr ic a l system, d riv ing  

mechanism, and so on. To re a lly  understand what a locomotive is ,  by A ris 

to t le 's  account, we need to understand the ro le  i t  plays in  human l i f e :  

why we b u ild  them (they are used fo r  tra nsp o rta tion ), how they can be
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dangerous (they cannot stop e a s ily ) , what i t  costs to run them, what s k i l ls  

i t  takes to operate them, and so on. Our understanding is  not s u ff ic ie n t 

even when we can take one apart and put i t  together; unless we know how 

and where i t  f i t s  in to  the human world, we do not f u l ly  understand i t .

7. D ia lectica l Inqu iry

A r is to tle  presents the steps in  the method o f d ia le c tic a l inqu iry  

in Book I o f the Topics. They may be paraphrased as fo llow s. Begin w ith 

some problem or contrad iction in  the propositions o f common opinion or 

coimion speech. Often th is  w i l l  be a problem which comes from the fa c t 

that the "supposition o f some eminent philosopher" is  seen to c o n f lic t  

with "the general opinion" (Topics, 104b20), but i t  may only be a problem 

resulting from our desire to discover the answer to  a hypothetical problem 

of choice. (A r is to tle  o ffe rs , as an example o f an e th ica l proposition , 

"'Ought one rather to obey one's parents or the laws, i f  they disagree?"1 

(Topics, 105b23).) Once the proposition or problem fo r  d ia le c tic a l in 

quiry is  established, the next step is  an investiga tion  in to  the senses 

or meanings o f the various terms in  i t .  A r is to t le  urges the learner again 

and again to "look and see whether" and "examine," w ith an eye to deter

mining ca re fu lly  a l l  the various senses which a word may have, so as 

e ither to focus on the one most important fo r  the inqu iry , or to simply 

achieve a perspicuous understanding of the terms, and things being scru

tin ized . For example, he says,

. . . see i f  the actual meanings included under the same term 
themselves have d if fe re n t d iffe re n tia e , e.g. "colour" in  bodies and 
"colour" in  tunes: fo r  the d iffe re n tia e  o f "colour" in  bodies are 
"s igh t-p ie rc ing " and "s ig h t compressing," whereas "colour" in  melodies 
has not the same d iffe re n tia e . Colour, then, is  an ambiguous term; 
fo r  things th a t are the same have the same d iffe re n tia e . (Topics, 
107b26)

What is  most important fo r  us about th is  passage, and dozens o f others in
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a s im ila r s p i r i t ,  is  A r is to t le 's  insistence tha t d is tin c ito n s  o f meaning 

be drawn, and s im ila r it ie s  explored, w ith a view to understanding some- 

thing simply. He does not seek to  iso la te  a s ing le  uncluttered meaning 

of a term, which somehow lie s  beneath the confusing surface o f vulgar 

discourse. In fa c t, A r is to tle  takes issue w ith Plato p a rtly  over what 

he sees as the la t te r 's  attempt in  th is  d ire c tio n . In his inqu iry  in to  

the meaning o f the term "good" in  Book I o f the E th ics , fo r  example, 

A ris to tle  puts i t  th is  way:

. . . the term "good" has as many meanings as the word " is " :  i t  
is  used to describe substances, e .g ., d iv in ity  and in te llig e n ce  are 
good; q u a lit ie s , e .g ., the v irtu es  are good; qu a n titie s , e .g ., the 
proper amount is  good; relatedness, e .g ., the useful is  good; time, 
e .g ., the r ig h t moment is  good; place, e .g ., a place to l iv e  is  
good; and so fo rth . I t  is  c lea r, therefore, th a t the good cannot be 
something universal, common to a l l  cases, and s in g le ; fo r  i f  i t  were, 
i t  would not be applicable in  a l l  categories but only in  one.
(1096a22—29) 38

His approach is  compatible w ith the understanding o f language offered by 

Wittgenstein and outlined in  the previous chapters, in  tha t i t  seeks a 

perspicuous view o f a m u lt ip l ic ity  o f meanings, ra ther than an analysis 

or reduction o f tha t m u lt ip l ic ity  to  one pure resolved meaning.

Once the senses o f various terms are grasped, the remaining steps 

of the d ia le c tic a l inqu iry  are to  examine the s im ila r it ie s  w ith  other re 

lated things (what W ittgenstein would ca ll the grammatical p a ra lle ls ) and 

the d ifferences between s im ila r th ings. Courage, as A r is to t le  says, " is  

concerned w ith  fee lings o f confidence and o f fe a r,"  but not "w ith both to

O O
J On the other hand, A r is to t le  is  not s a tis fie d  simply to say the 

word has many meanings: "What, then, is  the meaning o f 'good' [ in  these
d iffe re n t things}? Surely, i t  is  not th a t they merely happen to have the 
same name. Do we c a ll them 'good' because they are derived from a sing le  
good, or because they a l l  aim a t a sing le good? Or do we rather ca ll them 
'good' by analogy, e .g ., as s ig h t is  good in  the body, so in te llig e n ce  is  
good in  the soul, and so other th ings are good w ith in  th e ir  respective 
fie lds? " (E th ics, 1096b26-29)
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to an equal extent" (1117a29-30). And although courage is  re la ted to 

fear ( i f  we d o n 't even know enough to  be a fra id  o f a danger, what may 

appear to be courage is  re a lly  ignorance, says A r is to t le  (1117a22)), i t  

is not re lated in  the same way to  ju s t  any fea r. "Now i t  is  true  tha t 

we fear a l l  e v ils ,  e .g ., d isrepute, poverty, disease, friendlessness, 

death. But i t  does not seem th a t a courageous man is  concerned w ith a l l  

of these. . . . [Ajman is  not a coward i f  he fears in s u lt  to  h is w ife  and 

children, or i f  he fears envy or the l ik e ;  nor is  he courageous i f  he is  

of good cheer when he is  about to  be flogged" (1115al0-23). I f  two 

things belong to  the same genus, or to  two genera which are "not very 

much too fa r  apart" (Topics, 108a2), one should begin by e l ic i t in g  "the 

differences which things present to  each other" (Topics, 107b38). On the 

other hand, "likeness should be studied f i r s t ,  in  the case o f things be

longing to d if fe re n t genera" (Topics, 108a6). In a dd ition , such cases are 

more d i f f i c u l t ,  and "p ractice  is  more especia lly  needed in  regard to terms 

that are fa r  apart; fo r  in  the case o f the re s t, we sha ll be more easily  

able to see in  one glance the points o f likeness" (Topics, 108al2). The 

major importance o f th is  investiga tion  in to  s im ila r it ie s  and d iffe rences— 

which is  analogous to  what in  W ittgensteinian terms we ca lled  a grammatical 

investiga tion—is  th a t i t  helps us to id e n tify  the ob ject o f in q u iry :

"Grammar te l ls  us what kind o f th ing anything is , "  W ittgenstein said. 

A r is to tle 's  form ulation is  scarcely d if fe re n t:

The discovery o f the d ifferences o f things helps us both in  rea
sonings about sameness and d iffe rence , and also in  recognizing what 
any p a rtic u la r  th ing i s . . . £ l ] t  helps us in  recognizing what a thing 
is  because we usually d is tingu ish  the expression th a t is  proper to the 
essence o f each p a rtic u la r th ing by means o f the d iffe re n tia e  tha t are 
proper to i t .  (Topics, 108a38-108b5, emphasis added)

I t  is  also useful to  inqu ire  in to  likenesses. This helps us, A r is to t le  says,

with "the rendering o f d e f in it io n s ,"  because " i f  we are able to  see in  one

JLmk
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glance what is  the same in  each ind iv idua l case o f i t ,  we sha ll be a t no 

loss in to  what genus we ought to put the object before us when we define 

i t :  fo r  o f the common predicates th a t which is  most d e f in ite ly  in  the 

category o f essence is  l ik e ly  to be the genus" (Topics, 108b20-23).

We may summarize what we have presented o f A r is to t le 's  method o f

d ia lec tica l in q u iry  as fo llow s: (1) I t  begins from common speech or com

mon opinions, and often from a con trad ic tion  im p lic it  in  two opinions.

(2) I t  seeks d e fin it io n s  which are d if fe re n t in  kind from Hobbes's d e fin i

tions (in  th a t they define by showing re la tio n sh ip s ), and which play a 

d iffe re n t ro le  in  the inqu iry  (because they are ends and not universals 

from which syllogisms can be constructed). (3) I t  proceeds by, among 

other th ings, e l ic i t in g  re la tionsh ips between d iffe re n t wholes, and not 

merely by resolving wholes in to  parts. (4) I t  seeks a perspicuous under

standing ra ther than a reductive understanding, because (5) i t  is  not

based on the idea th a t knowledge can only be secured by reconstructing

the combinations o f ideas which are added together to  make a concept.

There is  no denying Hobbes's accusation against th is  A r is to te lia n  p o l i t i 

cal science, namely, th a t i t  does not achieve the ce rta in ty  or c la r i ty ,  

hence the usefulness, o f geometry. The issue which must be ra ised, how

ever, is  whether such an ideal is  possible fo r  a science o f p o lit ic a l 

phenomena, th a t is ,  fo r  a science dealing w ith the concepts human beings 

use in  p o li t ic a l speech and p o li t ic a l action.

8. Conclusion

The p ic tu re  we have sketched o f A r is to t le 's  approach to the p o li

t ic a l world—a t leas t inso far as d ia le c t ic  is  a philosophical too l in  po li 

ica l science—must be admitted to  d i f fe r  d ra s tic a lly  from Hobbes's idea l. 

At the same tim e, as we hope to have shown, A r is to t le 's  approach has a
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great deal in  common w ith  what we might imagine a p o lit ic a l science based 

on W ittgenste in 's understanding o f language to  look l ik e .  At the very 

least one may say th a t i t  is  compatible w ith tha t understanding o f lan

guage, whereas Hobbes's approach is  not. This is  not to say th a t A ris 

to tle  possessed an understanding o f language anything l ik e  what Wittgen

stein o ffe rs . That is  doubtful a t the leas t. And i t  would be an unreason

able expectation in  any case, since the overwhelming concern w ith  lan

guage in  philosophical inqu iry  is  p e cu lia rly  modern. But the fa c t tha t 

we do not possess an A ris to te lia n  c r it iq u e  o f language is  no more a de

cisive objection here than the fa c t th a t W ittgenstein did not w rite  pol

it ic a l science. Our inqu iry  would not be necessary i f  e ith e r had under

taken both tasks.

We are not comparing understandings o f language only or even 

prim arily . Our task ra ther is  to show—and th is  we w i l l  t r y  to  bring out 

more f u l ly  in  the next chapter—th a t a p a rticu la r understanding o f lan

guage is  the natural accompaniment to a p a rticu la r view o f the world, and 

of a p a rtic u la r understanding o f science and knowledge. And what is  a t 

issue in  the case o f Hobbes, once we have become aware o f the serious 

problems in  his understanding o f naming and language, is  the v a lid ity  o f 

his side o f the debate w ith A ris to te lia n  p o lit ic a l science. We should 

not be surprised i f  tha t approach to the p o lit ic a l world m erits reconsider

ation, and in  making th is  discovery we do not need or intend to claim tha t 

A r is to tle  and W ittgenstein would agree on very many, not to  say a l l ,  ph ilo 

sophical issues.

For A r is to tle , p o lit ic a l science is  the attempt to  a r tic u la te  the 

nature o f a l l  the phenomena o f p o lit ic s .  I t  seeks to  know what the
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p o lit ic a l world is  both in  order to  act and also simply to know. I t  is

important to  know because knowing is  a s p e c if ic a lly  human fa c u lty . The 

exercise o f th is  fa cu lty  in  reasoning and inqu iring  in to  the things which 

constitute our world is  i t s e l f  rewarding. For Hobbes, on the other hand, 

reason is  merely a refinement o f prudence, and science is  fundamentally 

no more than the reduction o f things to  the framework o f matter and 

motion which comprise them. Hobbes's science, tha t is ,  seeks to  reduce 

p o lit ic s  to  the framework which is  supposed to  l ie  beneath the surface of 

our world. A r is to t le 's  o lder view can be made to appear, in  con trast, as 

a kind of naive or un re flec tive  contentment w ith mere phenomena, w ith  the 

surface o f th ings, We must, however, consider the p o s s ib ility  th a t the 

surface o f things is  the re a lity  w ith which a tru ly  p o lit ic a l science 

must deal. This is  not to deny th a t we are often fooled by appearances, 

or that there may be important factors in  human action which l ie  hidden 

from view. I t  is  merely to say tha t our access to the phenomena o f the 

human world must necessarily be through an understanding o f them which 

is contained in  the way we th ink  and speak about them. I t  may be tha t 

the e f fo r t  to penetrate beneath what we can discover from the way we 

think and speak o f them is  based on a mistaken understanding o f the nature 

of those phenomena.

In the next chapter we w il l  examine, in  P lato 's Meno, two contrast

ing approaches to understanding a p o lit ic a l term which in  some ways m irro r 

the debate we have been sketching. Among other things th is  should make 

clear our b e lie f tha t the issue between Hobbes and A r is to t le  is  a very 

old, and perhaps permanent, issue in  p o li t ic a l science.

3^Cf. H tiffe, Praktische Philosophie, pp. 59-71, and Aubenque,
La prudence, pp. 33-51.
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CHAPTER 7

PLATO'S MENO: THE METHOD OF CLASSICAL POLITICAL SCIENCE

P la to 's  Meno is  a dialogue concerned w ith , among other th ings, 

the nature o f human excellence or v ir tu e  (a re t£ ). But as in  a l l  the 

Platonic dialogues, there are many subsidiary themes. One o f these, 

which fo r  our purposes is  the most important, is  the problem o f method:*

the problem o f how to go about inqu iring  in to  the nature o f excellence,
2

or any other o f the human things. We w il l  examine P la to 's  conception 

of method in  the Meno in  the l ig h t  o f what we now understand about the 

quarrel between Hobbes and the classics and the issues in  th a t quarrel 

which are raised by W ittgenste in 's account o f language. We should, as 

a re su lt o f the la t te r ,  be a le r t  to the p o s s ib ility  th a t the method 

appropriate to an inqu iry  in to  the nature o f human excellence is  no d i f 

ferent, s t r i c t l y  speaking, from the method fo r  inqu iry  in to  the meaning 

of "human excellence."

Socrates confronts in  the person o f Meno a method, or ra ther a

*Cf. Malcolm Brown, "Plato disapproves o f the slave-boy's answer," 
in P la to 's  Meno, ed. M. Brown (New York: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1971), p. 198:
"The Meno . . . combines an inqu iry  about v ir tu e  w ith the more fundamental 
discussion o f how to  inqu ire  properly ."

2
The usage o f "th ings" in  th is  manner fo llows the Greek, in  which 

what we would c a ll the noun is  omitted from an expression and understood.
Thus kalos means "noble," ta  kala "the noble th ings"; agathos means "good," 
ta agatha "the good th ings ," and so on. I t  would be d i f f i c u l t  to  avoid 
th is  usage in  trans la ting  from Plato, even though we are not accustomed to i t .

205
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number o f possible methods, which are sophisticated ( in  both the loose 

and the l i t e r a l  sense) but u n re fle c tive . Meno has been a student o f 

Gorgias the sophist, who was rare among sophists fo r  not claim ing to
3

teach v ir tu e  or excellence. The encounter presented in  the Meno is  an 

encounter between a great teacher and an unteachable man. In the course 

of the dialogue a great deal is  revealed about Meno's character. We are 

compelled to  wonder whether th is  character is  perhaps the natural accom

paniment to  the approach to knowledge which Meno presents in  the dialogue. 

Is Meno's in a b i l i t y  to  learn what Socrates can teach re la ted  to  the con

tra s t in  methods which they represent?

1. The Opening Scene

Meno opens the dialogue: "Can you t e l l  me, Socrates, whether

human excellence is  teachable? Or i f  not teachable, is  i t  acquired by 

training? Or i f  ne ither by tra in in g  nor by learn ing, does i t  come to
4

human beings by nature, or in  some other manner?" (70a l-4 ). Socrates 

does not respond d ire c tly  to  Meno's question but instead launches in to  

a somewhat lengthy speech describing the general lack o f wisdom in  Athens, 

with which lack he then id e n tif ie s  h im self, and ends by s ta tin g  his own 

complete ignorance o f the nature o f human excellence. Meno is  surprised, 

or pretends to be, and asks i f  he is  to  carry back to Thessaly th is  report 

of Socrates, namely, th a t Socrates does not know what human excellence is .

O
For Meno's background, as w ell as his fa te  a fte r  the time o f the 

dialogue's imagined occurrence (supposed by most commentators to  have 
been 402 B .C .), see E. Seymer Thompson, The Meno o f Plato (Cambridge:
W. Heffer & Sons, 1961; o r ig in a lly  published by Macmillan, 1901), pp. 
x ii- x x ,  I v i i .  See also Jacob K le in , A Commentary on P la to 's  Meno (Chapel 
H i l l :  U n ive rs ity  o f North Carolina Press, 1965), pp. 35-47.

^Translations from the Meno are my own. Where necessary fo r  
c la r ity ,  I  have borrowed from trans la tions  by K le in, Commentary, and 
Benjamin Jowett, Meno (New York: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1949).
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"Not only th a t, my fr ie n d ,"  rep lies  Socrates, "but also th a t I have never 

met anyone else who knew [what human excellence i s 3,as i t  seems to  me."

When Meno asks i f  th is  means th a t Socrates does not th ink  Gorgias (Meno's 

teacher, whom Socrates has met) knows what excellence is ,  Socrates rep lies  

that he does not have a very good memory. He asks Meno to remind him what 

Gorgias says about v ir tu e . Socrates thus points to a connection between 

his ignorance and his in fe r io r  memory; we may be led to suppose, along 

with Meno, th a t knowing what human excellence is  means being able to
5

remember something, in  Meno's case to remember what Gorgias has to ld  him.

Meno's re liance  on the fa c u lty  o f memory, which is  reinforced in  the

Greek by the s im ila r ity  between his name Meno and "remembering," or

mn&n6n is  a pe rs is te n t theme throughout the dialogue, and one to which
6

we w il l  re turn  below.

When Socrates asks him to say what human excellence is ,  Meno is  

immediately ready to  rep ly. His rep ly , we sense r ig h t away, is  somewhat 

naive in  th is  context. I t  re fle c ts , both in  substance and in  the lack o f 

hesitation w ith  which i t  is  de livered, an un re flec tive  or common-sense 

understanding o f human excellence, except th a t i t  omits to mention p ie ty .^  

" I t  is  not d i f f i c u l t  to  say [what human excellence is 3 » Socrates," Meno 

begins. He proceeds to name the excellence o f a gentleman (arete andros), 

and the excellence o f a woman, and explains fu rth e r tha t there is  a d is t in c t  

excellence appropriate to ch ild ren , e ith e r female or male, an old man,

^See Thompson, The Meno, however, fo r  a d if fe re n t view. He main
tains tha t the fa c t " th a t Meno is  a pup il o f Gorgias is  a mere accident"
(p. I v i i ) .

^See K le in , Commentary, pp. 43-45.

^The omission o f p ie ty  and i t s  bearing on Meno's character is  also 
noted by Thompson, in  The Meno, pp. xx, 85 (note 30).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

208

and even a slave. "And there are many other excellences, so th a t i t  is  

not d i f f ic u l t  to  say, concerning excellence, what i t  is , "  Meno explains 

to Socrates. I t  is  no surprise when Socrates is  not sa tis fie d  w ith  th is  

f i r s t  attempt by Meno to say what human excellence is .  Meno has only 

given him a l i s t  o f various excellences, and a sketchy l i s t  a t th a t, 

making no attempt to  re la te  them to each other, to  account fo r  the fa c t 

that they are a l l  ca lled aretg, or excellence.

Meno is  apparently sa tis fie d  w ith  the approach o f l is t in g ,  or 

pointing to , the m u lt ip l ic ity  o f excellences. W ittgenstein, we re c a ll,  

saw the a r tic u la tio n  o f the meaning o f a word in  the exploration o f the 

various senses o f a word, w ithout reducing a l l  those senses to  one "essence," 

without fo rc ing  the m u lt ip l ic ity  o f meanings in to  one r ig id  d e fin it io n .

But is  Meno's answer iden tica l to  W ittgenste in 's goal o f a "perspicuous 

understanding?" W ittgenstein also seemed to  say th a t such an understanding 

is more than simply a l i s t  o f meanings, because the meaning o f a word is  

not lim ited  in  th a t way. The approach Meno takes w ith excellence appears 

at f i r s t  to be based on the same m u lt ip l ic i ty ,  which was so characteris

t ic  of W ittgenste in, but we need to wonder whether these two approaches
Q

are re a lly  the same. W ittgenste in 's understanding o f language supplied 

us with grounds fo r  th ink ing tha t we must s ta r t ,  as Meno does, from 

common speech; i t  does not require us to  leave the matter there. Socrates, 

in any case, does not wish to leave i t  a t a s ta te  o f unexamined m u lt ip lic 

ity .

^See Martin Andie, "Inqu iry  and v ir tu e  in  the Meno,"  in  P la to 's  
Meno, ed. M. Brown, pp. 291-92. Andie discusses the connection between 
Socrates' approach and a view (which he a ttr ib u te s  to W ittgenstein) tha t 
d e fin ition s  are in te l l ig ib le  only on the basis o f "a u th o rita tive  know
ledge o f cases, and not cases on the basis o f d e fin it io n s " (p. 292). His 
conclusions d i f fe r  from ours, p a rtly  because he appears to take Socrates' 
statements fo r  P la to 's  views.
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We remember tha t Hobbes's re jec tion  o f the c lassica l approach 

was based on the fa ilu re  o f tha t approach to  s e tt le  things w ith  ce rta in ty  

and c la r ity .  The naive view w ith  which Hobbes was d issa tis fie d  may be 

said to be represented a t th is  po in t by the l is t in g  o f types o f human 

excellence which Meno o ffe rs , the un re flec tive , common-sense idea o f 

excellence. The m u lt ip l ic ity  o f th is  approach, Hobbes charged, is  not 

systematic. Socrates' f i r s t  task is  to bring Meno to the po in t o f d is 

sa tis faction  which Hobbes f e l t  w ith th is  understanding. He seeks to  do 

th is  by in s is tin g  th a t Meno give him one d e fin it io n  of human excellence 

simply, and not a l i s t  o f various human excellences unillum inated by any 

view o f th e ir  re la tio n  to  each other or the whole of human excellence. 

Socrates may suspect what w i l l  be confirmed la te r  in  the dialogue, namely, 

that Meno's real d e fin it io n  o f excellence is  something much more skep ti

cal, and in  fa c t close to Hobbes's understanding i t s e l f .  There is  a gen

t le  mocking o f Meno's f i r s t  attempt as Socrates compares the human excel

lences Meno has given him to a swarm o f bees, whereas what he, Socrates,

wanted was the essence o f bees, tha t is ,  th a t aspect o f bees in  view o f

which a l l  bees are bees. With regard to  human excellence, he asks Meno, 

What is  the one aspect which a l l  the human excellences have, in  view o f 

which they are human excellence? He wishes to  f in d  the essence o f human 

excellence, i t  would appear, by seeing what is  common to a l l  the various 

meanings o f the term.

To ask "what is "  something is  the beginning o f a search fo r  

knowledge o f tha t th ing . Knowledge about something is  d if fe re n t from 

r ig h t opinion in  th a t i t  is  anchored or connected to something else tha t

we already know. The transformation o f opinion in to  knowledge is  accom

plished by g iv ing an account o f something, by showing us the place o f tha t
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something in  a la rger whole, which in  the la rgest sense is  our whole ex

perience, our world. The process begins from what we opine about th ings, 

from what we commonly th ink  or say, from common speech. But conmon speech 

points in  d if fe re n t d irec tions . I f  we simply accept th is  fa c t,  or rather 

these d if fe re n t d irec tion s , w ithout re fle c tin g  on or try in g  to  account 

fo r them, then we do not go beyond common speech. This is  the position  

of Meno a t the beginning o f the dialogue. What Socrates wants him to 

see is  a t f i r s t  no more than the fa c t th a t there is  a problem in  his 

g lib  re c ita tio n  o f the various human excellences. How do these "parts" 

of human excellence f i t  together? How, fo r  example, does the excellence 

of a ch ild  f i t  together w ith  the excellence o f a man, or o f an old man, 

or a slave? Why are they a l l  ca lled  "excellence"? The philosophic mind, 

tha t is ,  the mind seeking knowledge about what human excellence is., 

begins from i t s  awareness o f these questions.

Now, we must consider the p o s s ib il ity  th a t the demand Socrates 

makes o f Meno here, namely, to give him a d e fin it io n  o f human excellence 

simply, is  iro n ic . Nothing seems fu rth e r from the s p i r i t  o f Wittgen

stein than the P latonic doctrine o f the Forms, a t leas t on the convention

al understanding o f P lato; and th is  would appear to be exactly what 

Socrates is  h in ting  a t in  the exchange w ith  Meno. Plato more than anyone 

else, according to the conventional view, taught precise ly what Socrates 

here teaches Meno, th a t to understand something l ik e  human excellence is  

to iso la te  and contemplate the essence underlying a l l  p a rtic u la r  manifes

ta tions. This understanding o f P lato, however, ignores above a l l  the 

dramatic s itu a tio n  in  the dialogues, where Socrates sometimes confronts 

his in te rlocu to rs  as a teacher, as in  the Meno. I t  is  s tr ik in g  th a t Plato 

never has his Socrates o ffe r  a c lear d e f in it io n  o f human excellence, or
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rather, tha t he o ffe rs  a number o f more or less ambiguous and contrad ic

tory d e fin itio n s . The Meno is  concerned in  so many places and from so 

many angles w ith  the problem o f d e fin it io n s  th a t i t  seems a t le a s t wise 

to remain open to the p o s s ib ility  tha t Plato was himself aware o f the 

issue Hobbes charged the classics w ith  ignoring , the issue o f method.

The Meno may be read as an attempt by Plato to  explore the issue o f def

in itio n s  and meanings, both in  the dramatic action and in  the substan-
9

tive  treatment o f the meaning o f human excellence. At th is  po in t, we

only ra ise the p o s s ib ility .  We must w a it and see whether Socrates has

another notion o f a d e fin it io n , o r whether his demand fo r  the essence is  
10serious.

2. The Beginning o f Inqu iry

To re tu rn  to the dialogue, Socrates explains what he is  seeking 

—the d e fin it io n  o f human excellence sim ply--by comparing his goal to  the 

aspect o f bees in  view o f which they are a l l  bees. One who is  seeking 

knowledge about the nature o f human excellence, Socrates warns, would do 

well to keep his eyes fixed  on th is  common aspect, the e id o s^  which

q
We are not alone in  th is  reading. For an investiga tion  o f the 

so rt o f d e fin it io n s  Socrates is  seeking, which makes use o f modern theories 
of meaning and semantics, see Laura Grimm, D e fin itio n  in  P la to 's  Meno, 
H is to risk , F ilo s o fis k , Klasse, NY Serie. No. 2, Norske Videnskapps- 
Akademi (Oslo: Oslo U nivers ity  Press, 1962). Cf. H. -P. S tah l, "Begin
nings o f propositiona l log ic  in  P la to ," in  P la to 's  Meno, ed. M. Brown, 
pp. 180-97.

*®Cf. Richard G. Schmitt, P la to 's  Theory o f Knowledge in  the Meno:
A Commentary (unpublished thes is , U n ivers ity  o f Chicago, 1952), pp. 16, 
39-41. In Schm itt's view the essence d e fin it io n  is  the goal o f in q u iry , 
and the s o rt o f d e f in it io n  which draws connections is  only proper a t a 
lower stage o f d ia le c tic .

11Eidos means in  ordinary Greek l i t e r a l ly  "form" or "shape." I t  
is ,  o f course, usually translated in  P latonic studies as "Idea ." See 
Paul Fried!cinder, Plato (Princeton: Princeton U n ivers ity  Press, 1973),
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goes along w ith  a l l  the various excellences.

I f  he were to  ask Meno to  id e n tify  th is  aspect o f bees, Socrates 

asks, could Meno do so? Meno answers th a t he could. Socrates does not 

pursue the po in t fu rth e r, but we are compelled to wonder whether Meno 

could, in  fa c t ,  s a tis fy  the request. There are basic types o f bees—the 

queen, the drone, and the worker: by v ir tu e  o f what q u a lity  would he, or 

we, say a l l  these types o f bees are bees? This f i r s t  example can be seen 

to contain in  a sense the two fundamental a lte rna tives  fo r  d e fin it io n  

which w il l  be important throughout the dialogue. One possible answer 

would be to id e n t ify  something common to a l l  o f the types o f bees, such 

as having four wings, or hairy bodies. But aside from a few such q u a lit ie s  

—which are not even re s tr ic te d  to  bees alone—and the fa c t th a t they make 

and eat honey, the various sorts o f bees d if fe r  in  the most important 

respects. What they do share, however, (and th is  comprises the second 

possible kind o f answer) is  the fa c t o f p a rtic ip a tio n  in  a hive or socia l 

colony. Although the roles as well as the physical properties o f the 

queen, the drones, and the workers are a l l  d if fe re n t, each so rt o f bee 

contributes in  some manner to  the whole, and bees are commonly id e n tif ie d  

by th is  aspect. We would ca ll i t ,  however, a shared end ra ther than a 

shared q u a lity .

Socrates next brings in  the examples o f health, size,and strength. 

Meno thinks th a t these things are the same in  essence, no matter where 

they appear: ye t when Socrates suggests th a t human excellence fo llow s the 

same patte rn , being the same inso fa r as i t  is  excellence whether i t  appears

pp. 3-31; Francis M. Cornford, P la to 's  Theory o f Knowledge (New York: 
Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1957), pp. 4-8, 269; Klara Buchmann, "Die S tellung des 
Menon in  der platonischen Philosophie," Philologus, Supplementband 29 
(Leipzig: D ie terich 'sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1936), pp. 36-59, 66-73.
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in a c h ild , a slave, or a man, Meno answers only th a t " i t  somehow seems 

to me, Socrates, tha t th is  [human excellence} is  no longer the same as 

those others." He is  apparently unaware o f the second p o s s ib il ity  con

tained in  the bee example.
12Bees are a standard metaphor fo r  p o lit ic a l socie ty. The metaphor 

might have suggested to Meno a d if fe re n t way o f applying his f i r s t  attempt 

to define excellence. He began by saying there is  the excellence o f a 

man, a woman, a c h ild , and a slave, and Socrates asked him to say what 

the common aspect is . The example o f bees suggests tha t instead o f 

searching fo r  some q u a lity  common to a l l  these, he could understand them 

a ll as excellences because o f th e ir  common p a rtic ip a tio n  in ,  o r contribu

tion  to , a whole (th a t is ,  the p o lit ic a l community). As in  the case of 

bees, the various “ parts" o f excellence could be understood to  consti

tute excellence because o f th e ir  common end, ra ther than some common 

qua lity . By moving from the example o f bees—which suggests th is  type 

of d e fin it io n  so c le a r ly —to the somehow d iffe re n t example o f physical 

a ttrib u te s  (hea lth , s ize , s treng th ), Socrates is  in v it in g  Meno to focus 

on the non-reductive type o f d e f in it io n , the type which defines by look

ing toward a whole in  which the parts p a rtic ip a te , ra ther than to  some
1 ^qua lity  shared by a l l  the parts. But Meno does not accept the in v ita 

tion . Socrates also manages, w ith  the example o f the bees, to  prepare 

the way fo r  the discussion which comes up almost immediately, in  which 

Meno says th a t excellence is  ru lin g , and Socrates responds by reminding 

him th a t th is  does not account fo r  the excellence o f the ch ild  or o f the

■^See, fo r  example, A r is to t le ,  P o lit ic s  1253al0; Hobbes, Leviathan 
Ch. 17, pp. 225-27; P lato, Phaedo 82b; Republic 552c.

■^Cf. A r is to t le , Pol i  t i  cs 1276b27.
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slave. I f  there is  a "part!1 of excellence which may be said to  belong to 

a slave, i t  may be v is ib le  in  his con tribu tion  to the p o lit ic a l conmunity, 

his ro le  as a subordinate but necessary pa rt o f the whole. This is  ignored 

by focusing exclusive ly on ru lin g .

Me may regard the two comparisons suggested by Socrates, f i r s t  

the swarm o f bees and then physical q u a lit ie s , as attempts to  get Meno 

started in  a genuine inqu iry . Such inqu iry  begins, ch a ra c te r is tic a lly  

fo r the P latonic Socrates, by e l ic i t in g  the s im ila r it ie s  and differences 

suggested by such comparisons. We could say th a t Socrates' "method" 

begins by exploring s im ila r it ie s  in  the "grarranar" o f the cases he com

pares. An in te rlo cu te r genuinely awake to  the problems and issues, in  

other words an in te rlo cu to r un like  Meno, would perhaps have jo ined Socra

tes in  exploring the resemblance between health, strength and excellence 

by pointing out, fo r  example, th a t each o f these—unlike the bee-ness o f 

bees—can be possessed by a human being to a greater or lesser degree, 

extending a l l  the way to th e ir  complete absence. Health or s trength, 

lik e  human excellence, reveal themselves to us in  what we do, in  our 

actions; we cannot display strength in  sleep, but require an opportunity 

to act. Strength, however, un like human excellence, can be used fo r  any 

number o f purposes, not a l l  o f them good, and in  tha t respect i t  is  pro

foundly d if fe re n t from human excellence which may be said to be more o f 

a d isposition  than a ca pa b ility . Further exploration might help Socrates 

to learn something about Meno's o r ig in a l question regarding the acquis i

tion  o f excellence. Is human excellence, l ik e  s ize, something which once 

gained does not disappear? Or must i t  be constantly exercised to  prevent 

i t  from s lipp ing  away, lik e  strength? Such questions explore s im ila r it ie s  

in the grammar o f the expressions; they ask what we say or th in k  about 

something in  numerous d iffe re n t contexts.
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Socrates has asked Meno fo r  an account o f the whole (o f human 

excellence), which Meno cannot give. We have next to see how Meno is  

forced to see the inadequacy o f his o rig in a l approach, and takes refuge 

in a certa in idea o f s c ie n t if ic  method. In the process we w il l  watch 

Socrates e l i c i t  from Meno's somewhat simple-minded attempts to define 

human excellence, im plica tions which are contrad ictory but which, by 

the ir very con trad ic tion , reveal something fundamental about human 

excellence.

3. Two Sides o f Excellence Considered

A fte r the apparent fa ilu re  o f Meno to  take up his h a lf o f the 

inquiry, Socrates returns (a t 73a6) to  Meno's f i r s t  l is t in g  o f the excel

lences o f a man, and a woman, and focuses on a ce rta in  s im ila r ity  between 

the descriptions. "Well then," says Socrates, "were you not saying th a t 

the excellence o f a man is  to  manage a c ity  w e ll,  and th a t o f a woman to 

manage well the household?" Meno: " I  was" (73a7). "And is  i t  possible

to manage well a c i ty  or a household, or anything e lse, i f  one does not 

manage moderately and ju s tly ? "  Meno: "C learly  no t." Socrates goes on

to show th a t both men and women, and also old men and young men, whatever 

they do, must act ju s t ly  and with moderation i f  they are t ru ly  good 

(agathos). Meno agrees, although his agreement seems to come s t r ic t ly  

from the lo g ic  o f the argument ra ther than from any deeper understanding. 

Socrates would appear to  be d irec ting  Meno's a tten tion  to  one aspect o f 

excellence, namely, tha t insofar as i t  is  something accessible to  a l l  

sorts o f human beings, i t  points toward moderation and ju s tic e . We speak 

of good c itizens  as including not only our p o li t ic a l leaders, but the men 

and women who obey the laws, and who p a rtic ip a te  ju s t ly  in  the more mundane 

p o lit ic a l processes. This "side" o f human excellence or v ir tu e  is  profoundly
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important fo r  a man l ik e  Meno to  understand, and the next exchange suggests 

that he does not ye t see i t .

Socrates again in v ite s  Meno to t r y  to  re co lle c t what Meno him self 

and Gorgias say excellence is . "What else [can excellence be) but the 

a b il i ty  to ru le  over human beings?" answers Meno, ignoring what has ju s t  

been brought out by Socrates. We might expect Socrates here to  p e rs is t 

in the lin e  o f argument he had begun, and ask Meno whether he would add 

" ju s t ly ,"  but f i r s t  he raises another objection. This objection is  ex

tremely important fo r  our discussion o f d e fin itio n s . "But is  the excel

lence o f a ch ild  the same, Meno, or the excellence o f a slave? Can the 

slave ru le  over the master, and can a slave who rules s t i l l  be a slave?" 

That is ,  does not Meno's answer, th a t excellence is  a b i l i t y  to  ru le , re

quire tha t we consider excellence not as i t  applies to every p a rtic u la r  

sort o f human being, but only to  some few? Socrates does not ob ject to 

the answer i t s e l f ,  which might o ffe r  a good beginning po in t fo r  in q u iry , 

but he brings out the fa c t th a t looking a t excellence from th is  side 

would require us to  a b s tra c t^  from another s ide, from other aspects 

which would have to  be included in  a complete or comprehensive understand

ing o f excellence. He w i l l  re turn  to th is  theme again la te r .

Socrates now attempts to continue his e a r lie r  lin e  o f argument, by 

asking Meno i f  he would not add " ju s t ly "  to  his statement. Meno agrees im

mediately, because, as he says, " ju s tic e  is  excellence"—a phrase which has 

by th is  time, from Meno's mouth, the ring  o f an empty slogan. This permits 

Socrates to pursue the po in t he has ju s t  hinted a t about abstraction , a l

though Meno, as we w i l l  see, does not fo llow . This time Socrates uses an 

analogy to i l lu s t r a te  his method. "Would you say 'exce llence,1 Meno, or

^See below, p. 220.
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'an excellence'?" he asks. Meno doesn't fo llo w . When Socrates explains, 

Meno responds th a t he means "an excellence" because ju s tic e  is  only one 

and there are others. Socrates asks him to name them. "Courage seems 

now to me to be excellence, and moderation and wisdom (sophia) and great

ness o f soul and many others," says Meno. These are the parts o f excel

lence, i t  seems. But, says Socrates, "we are not able to fin d  the one 

excellence which runs through them a l l "  (74a9).

I t  seems l ik e ly  tha t the analogy Socrates takes next is  chosen 

with an eye to  Meno's previous education. As a student o f Gorgias he would 

have been tra ined in  geometry, as w i l l  soon become apparent. I f ,  Socrates 

begins, someone were to ask, "What is  shape (schema)?" and Meno answered 

"roundness," he might be asked next whether he would say roundness is  

"shape," or "a shape." This Meno has no troub le  fo llow ing . I f  a p a ra lle l 

inquiry were made about co lo r, Socrates continues, would Meno say white

ness is  "co lo r" or "a color"? They agree he would say "a co lo r,"  because 

there are other co lors besides white. The p a ra lle l is  now spelled out fo r  

Meno, but Socrates continues fu rth e r, asking Meno to go ahead and answer 

the question "What is  shape?" as p ractice  fo r  the question about excel

lence. Try to  say, he urges, w ith emphasis on the repeated " t ry "  (p e iro ) . 

Meno responds, "No! Rather you, Socrates, say" (75bl).

4. Socrates' Three D e fin itions

The next section o f the dialogue contains a c lear example o f the 

d e fin itio n a l approach o f Socrates.15 He agrees to t r y  to say what schema

15Grimm, however, believes Socrates, in  his d e fin it io n a l approach, 
simply made a "m istake," because he made "an in va lid  inference from thing 
to concept, or from thing to  word." Thus, she says, "Socrates may be said 
to have taken upon himself the impossible task o f intending to describe 
the meaning o f a term a t the same time as he intends to  give an empirical 
theory about things denoted by the term ." Socrates' so rt o f d e fin it io n
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(shape or shaped surface) is ,  provided Meno w i l l  then attempt the same 

for excellence. Meno agrees. Socrates' d e fin it io n  o f schema is  sur

prising to Meno. Schema, Socrates says, is  "the only th ing (ho monon 

t6n ont6n) which always goes along w ith  co lo r."  And he asks Meno whether 

he is  sa tis fie d  w ith the answer, as he, Socrates, would be i f  Meno offered 

a d e fin it io n  o f the same so rt fo r  excellence. What so rt o f d e fin it io n  

has Socrates offered? I t  is  a lin k in g  d e f in it io n , drawing a connection 

to something else. I t  does not break down or resolve the term schema 

into component parts ; ra the r, i t  lin k s  the concept as a whole to  another 

concept, another pa rt o f the phenomenal world. I t  lin ks  the concept to 

the world o f common sense. I t  does not immediately "get behind" the phe

nomena, but ne ither is  the connection obvious to  us a t a glance. The def

in it io n  says something we already know or re co lle c t once we th in k  about 

i t ,  w ithout re ly ing  on a special method.

Meno is  not sa tis fie d  w ith i t .  "But th is  is  simple-minded (eufthes), 

Socrates," he objects. And he goes on to explain. What i f  someone were to 

say he did not know what co lo r is? Then Socrates' d e fin it io n  would not 

te l l  him what schema is . The d e fin it io n  Socrates has offered fa i ls  to  

sa tis fy  Meno, i t  would appear, because i t  employs undefined terms. Soc

rates responds pedagogically, and w ith  a barely concealed rebuke, to  the 

e ffec t th a t i f  he were ta lk in g  to a "wise man" (there is  irony in  Socrates' 

use o f th is  term sophos) (75c8), o f the e r is t ic  or antagonistic s o rt he 

would not go on u n t il re fu ted , but since he is  ta lk ing  together in  dialogue 

with a fr ie n d , he w i l l  instead t r y  to  explain himself fu rth e r, using pre

mises to  which Meno can agree. These two p o s s ib ilit ie s  fo r  philosophical 

inqu iry—one the e r is t ic ,  the other the d ia le c t ic a l—are o f enormous

is "a confusion o f nominal and real d e fin it io n "  (D e fin it io n , p. 30).
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importance in  th is  dialogue; the persona lities which n a tu ra lly  go along 

with each "method" w i l l  be seen to  be re flec ted  in  Meno and Socrates, 

respectively.

Socrates proceeds now to  e l i c i t  Meno's agreement to some new 

terms. "There is  something you c a ll an end, or l im it ,  or extremity?"

After Socrates notes th a t although these terms probably could be d is t in 

guished by P ro d icu s ,^  he means by than the same th ing. Meno agrees.

"And there is  also something you c a ll a surface (epipedon) and also a 

solid (stereon)?" Socrates asks, e x p lic it ly  noting tha t these terms have 

the same meanings in  geometry. Again Meno agrees. This allows Socrates 

to o ffe r a second d e fin it io n : Sch&na is ,  he says, th a t in  which a so lid  

ends, or more concisely, "the l im i t  o f a so lid " (stereou peras)(76a7).

To th is  Meno's only response is  to ask, "And what do you say co lo r is ,  

Socrates?"

Before we see how Socrates deals w ith  th is ,  we must examine what 

has ju s t transpired. Two d e fin itio n s  o f schema have now been offered by 

Socrates: his own, and a second which attempts to s a tis fy  Meno's objec

tions. The second is  c le a rly  more " s c ie n t i f ic ,"  i t  appears to  meet Meno's 

requirements; th is  is  stressed by Plato in  his making geometry e x p lic it .

The terms in which schema is  defined on the second t r y  are themselves tech

nical terms in  geometry. Why then did Socrates o ffe r  f i r s t  the simpler 

d e fin it io n , the d e fin it io n  which depended on lin k in g  the concept o f schema 

to another, fa m ilia r  concept? Socrates' f i r s t  d e fin it io n  brings out a 

connection between sch&na and another concept, co lo r. The connection 

reveals, a t least in  pa rt, the place o f schema in our common-sense world, 

the world o f phenomena. Color and shaped surface always appear together
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together in  the world; we do not fin d  one w ithout the other. Socrates' 

f i r s t  d e fin it io n  may be said to po in t to the fa c t tha t h is understanding 

of the whole, o f the things (ton onton) simply, is  d if fe re n t from the 

understanding ch a ra c te ris tic  o f the science o f geometry. Socrates' def

in it io n  connects the th ing to  something else; he thereby indicates the 

view tha t the whole is  heterogeneous, and not a composite o f universal 

"simples" to which i t  can always be reduced. We cannot but re ca ll in 

opposition to th is ,  the resolutive-com positive method o f Hobbes. What

ever geometry can reveal to us, one thing about which i t  has absolutely 

nothing to say is  c o lo r: geometry abstracts from co lo r. In fa c t,  the 

rigor and power o f geometry is  in  part a re s u lt o f i t s  abstraction from 

the world o f phenomena. I t  is ,  we may say, a useful or productive under

standing w ithout being a comprehensive understanding. Geometry can te l l  

us everything about shapes but nothing about co lo r even though these 

phenomena are never separable in  the w orld .17 Plato has pointed to th is  

difference in  several ways, and Meno's response to  Socrates' geometric 

d e fin it io n  once again focuses our a tten tion  on co lo r.

A fte r chiding Meno fo r  his demanding and h u b ris tic  a tt itu d e  in 

the discussion, Socrates o ffe rs  him a d e fin it io n  o f co lor as requested.

The d e fin it io n  is  th is  time given " in  the manner o f Gorgias" ( kata Gorgian),of 

which Meno approves. I t  is  based on the claim o f Gorgias (fo llow ing  Emped

ocles)1^ th a t there are ce rta in  "effluences" o f th ings, and passages in to

17See above, Chapter 2, pp. 44-46.
1 ftThus i t  is  the type of d e fin it io n  ch a ra c te ris tic  o f pre-Socratic 

philosophy or natural philosophy, which was concerned w ith  the study o f 
nature (physis)—what we would c a ll physics. That Socrates is  fa m ilia r  
with th is  type o f reductive or " s c ie n t if ic "  d e f in it io n  is  especia lly 
important to us here, in  view o f h is marked lack o f enthusiasm fo r  i t .
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which these effluences pass when they are ne ither too small nor too large. 

"And there is  something you c a ll s ight?" asks Socrates. Meno answers a f

firm a tive ly . Then, explains Socrates, "co lo r is  an effluence o f shaped 

surface, commensurate w ith  and perceptib le to  s igh t" (76d4). Meno ex

presses his pleasure a t th is  answer w ith  high praise. "Perhaps," Socrates 

suggests o f his answer, " i t  was phrased according to  what is  habitual w ith  

you." Not only th a t, he says, but a s im ila r d e fin it io n  might be used fo r  

sound, odor, and many other th ings. He thus indicates to us tha t the def

in it io n  is  so general th a t i t  t e l ls  us very l i t t l e .  I t  is  general in  the 

sense th a t i t  reduces the va rie ty  and complexity o f what appears to  us in  

the world to  an und iffe ren tia ted  homogeneity. Although th is  so rt o f reduc

tion can be very usefu l, especia lly in  perm itting us to  manipulate data 

with the too ls o f mathematics, i t  also pays a p rice , which is  the d is to r

tion  o f p recise ly the va rie ty  and complexity which also must be pa rt o f 

our understanding o f the world.

Three d e fin it io n s  have now been offered by Socrates: two o f
19schema, and one o f co lo r, which is  most pleasing to Meno. I f  we compare 

these d e fin it io n s , we fin d  a progression which reveals something about 

Meno's approach to  understanding the meanings o f the terms in  question.

He was not s a tis fie d  w ith Socrates' f i r s t  d e fin it io n  because i t  re lie d  on 

a connection between schema and another concept, co lo r, which according to 

Meno, an in te r lo c u to r might not know. Leaving aside the question whether 

anyone who understood the language a t a l l  could f a i l  to know what "co lo r" 

means, we may compare th is  state o f a ffa irs  to Socrates' second d e f in it io n . 

In response to Meno's claim tha t the f i r s t  attempt used an undefined term,

19Socrates' own, and the narrow one conforming to Meno's objections. 
Cf. K le in , Commentary, pp. 65-67.
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Socrates defined schgma in  the s ty le  o f a geometrician, using several 

terms which Meno had in  advance admitted to  understanding: " l im i t , "  "s o lid ,"

"surface." There is  a certa in  c la r i ty  in  th is  second d e fin it io n  which comes 

from the fa c t th a t the terms employed are almost un ive rsa lly  accepted and 

used in  the same way. But the c la r i ty  is  purchased only by removing one

se lf from ordinary speech or common sense. Meno's ready acquiescence in 

the ir use, even while  he was opposed to  the use o f the term "c o lo r ,"  is  an 

indication o f the so rt o f knowledge he seeks. The th ird  d e f in it io n , or 

color, goes even fu rth e r. The terms o f i t  are y e t more inaccessible to 

the non-specia lis t: the Empedoclean term "effluences" has a f la v o r more 

than merely techn ica l, i t  is  pa rt o f the specialized language or jargon 

of a p a rtic u la r philosophical school. Meno's immediate acceptance o f the 

thing ca lled "s ig h t" in  the th ird  d e fin it io n  provides a fu rth e r reason to 

wonder about his in te re s t. Can someone who accepts "s ig h t" w ithout d e fin i

tion seriously maintain th a t "co lo r" requires d e fin itio n ?  Why is  Meno ready 

to accept and even applaud the th ird  d e fin it io n  while re je c tin g  the f i r s t  

and remaining neutral w ith respect to  the second?

A ll three o f the d e fin it io n s  employ undefined terms. Socrates' 

f i r s t  and sim plest d e fin it io n  is  leas t abstract, and i t s  terms have th e ir  

common or ord inary meanings. The second, geometricians' d e f in it io n ,  ab

stracts from the phenomena themselves, as we have seen. I t  too makes use 

of terms which are not defined, but which are accepted as fundamental in 

the practice  o f geometry (or are reducib le to others which are accepted as 

fundamental). The th ird  d e fin it io n  uses undefined terms o f both the specia l

ized ("e ffluence") and ordinary ( "s ig h t" )  so rts , but ne ither is  questioned 

by Meno. We are led to believe, by Socrates' comments, th a t th is  is  be

cause the d e fin it io n s  are progressively more fa m ilia r  to  Meno; he remembers

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

223

them, or d e fin itio n s  l ik e  them, and he even prefers an empty form ulaic 

d e fin ition  i f  i t  is  fa m ilia r  and sounds " s c ie n t i f ic . "  Socrates, by con

tra s t, makes e x p lic it  his b e lie f tha t "the other" (ekeing) d e fin it io n — 

presumably his f i r s t - - i s  best. He appears to prefer an approach which 

sticks as c losely as possible to ordinary non-technical meanings. But we 

have seen th a t th is  method is  open to a powerful objection: How can we 

get a toe-hold, so to speak, a base from which to begin our inquiry?

With Socrates' f i r s t  d e fin it io n  the problem is  c learest, but does i t  not 

exist ju s t as much in  the case o f the others, in  which, though somehow 

hidden, the undefined terms are nevertheless present? For the moment 

we must leave th is  question, and fo llo w  Meno's second attempt to  define 

excellence in  general. The question o f undefined terms w i l l  be an under

lying theme in  the next part o f the dialogue, however, although i t  does 

not come to the surface u n t il the end o f the section (79d).

5. Meno's Character and the Two Types o f Inqu iry

In the next section o f the dialogue, the character o f Meno becomes 
20a very important theme. I t  is  necessary to  re ca ll fo r  a moment the cur

ious rebuke Socrates gave Meno a short while back, when Meno began to 

sound simply argumentative. At tha t po in t (75c8, above p. 218) Socrates 

implied th a t there are two types o f in q u iry , or tha t an inqu iry  l ik e  the 

one in which they are engaged can proceed in  e ith e r o f two " s p ir i t s , "  

namely, the " e r is t ic  and antagonistic" s p i r i t  .or the fr ie n d ly  (or e ro tic )

20For an exce llen t account o f what Meno's remarks reveal about 
his character, see Thompson, The Meno, pp. x ix -xx . Thompson l is t s  a rro 
gance, self-esteem, van ity , and want o f se lf-co n tro l. Despite th is  analy
s is , however, Thompson goes on to say o f Meno: "He may have been a bad
man—that was a matter o f comparative ind iffe rence ; he ce rta in ly  was a 
bad pup il—th a t is  a point o f cardinal importance." We need to  be a le r t  
to the p o s s ib il ity  tha t there is  some connection between these, however.
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21"d ia le c tica l" s p i r i t .  Each o f these goes along w ith a ce rta in  method.

The e r is t ic  inqu iry  is  ra d ica lly  skeptical and refuses to admit undefined 

terms, the other t r ie s  to  explain what is  meant only i f  and when disagree

ment arises. Each o f these methods, the Meno makes c lear, implies a cer

tain moral outlook, an a ttitu d e  toward other human beings and the world, 

both in  p o lit ic s  and in  p riva te  l i f e ,  as we w i l l  see. Socrates is  going 

to unveil the f u l l  im plications o f these d if fe re n t a ttitudes in  the next 

section. This w i l l  lead us in to  the d i f f i c u l t  and complicated Socratic 

contention th a t v ir tu e  is  knowledge, a t leas t one side o f which may be 

understood as fo llow s: what one thinks excellence or v ir tu e  (arete) is

depends to a great extent on what one's conception o f knowledge is ,  or 

what kind o f knowledge is  thought to be possible fo r  human beings. This 

understanding o f the connection between knowledge and v ir tu e  w i l l  be 

brought out more fu l ly  below.

Meno again t r ie s  to define excellence in  general, th is  time w ith 

a quotation from an un iden tified  poet. "Excellence is , "  Meno begins, "as 

the poet says, 'to  take de ligh t in  the high things and to master them'" 

(chairein te  ka lo is i kai dynasthai). "And I too say th is ,  tha t excellence 

is desiring the high things and being able to get them." In the ensuing 

discussion Socrates examines th is  statement w ith Meno to  see i f  i t  helps 

them id e n tify  excellence, and in  the process Socrates changes the s ta te 

ment in  s ig n if ic a n t ways, ju s t as Meno has already begun to re in te rp re t 

the poet's words. The manner in  which the passage is  a ltered by Socrates,

^One commentator sees in  th is  exchange the lesson from Plato 
that "Socrates reacts strongly and defensively to  contentiousness or an
tagonism," and tha t he " is  conscious o f his tendency to respond emotionally 
in spec ific  kinds o f s itu a tio n s ." See Jerome Eckstein, The P latonic Method: 
An In te rp re ta tion  o f the Dramatic-Philosophic Aspects o f the Meno (New York: 
Greenwood Publishing Corp., 1968), p. 24.
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with no objection from Meno, te l ls  us a great deal about Meno's character.

Meno w il l  reveal himself to be a man who sees no d is tin c tio n  between the 

noble (to  kalon) and the good ( ton agathon). Socrates claims a t the end 

of the discussion th a t the poet's statement has not helped them to discover 

excellence: i f  tru e , th is  may be because the d is tin c tio n s  cruc ia l to  under

standing excellence are precisely the ones Socrates manages to b lu r or 

ignore in  the in q u iry . The fa c t th a t Meno is  not aware o f th is ,  th a t he 

does not question the e lim ination o f those d is tin c tio n s , may explain his 

in a b il i ty  to  understand excellence as w e ll. The dialogue proceeds as 

follows:

Socrates takes up the statement o f the poet, and in  his f i r s t  

question to Meno he changes "the high th ings" (ta  kala) to  "good th ings" 

or "goods" (agatha), a change to which Meno re a d ily  consents. In the 

next few exchanges Socrates w i l l  t r y  to  show Meno tha t the f i r s t  pa rt 

of the statement, namely, tha t excellence is  desiring good th ings, cannot 

be r ig h t because a l l  men desire good th ings, or a t least what they consid

er to be good th ings. I t  is  to  th is  end tha t Socrates wishes to  change 

"high things" to  "goods," since in  the matter o f high or noble things a ll 

men are most emphatically not a lik e  in  th e ir  desires. Whatever excellence 

is  determined to be, common sense te l ls  us tha t i t  is  not possessed by 

everyone to an equal degree: the best human beings are best p rec ise ly  be

cause they have excellence. Meno is  open to the change Socrates makes in  

part because he is  sophisticated, th a t is ,  he would be prepared to  agree 

with the view th a t the "high th ings" are only conventional anyway, and 

therefore not in  p r in c ip le  d if fe re n t from the good things: one man's high 

things are another man's good th ings. This might also be expressed by the 

claim tha t knowledge o f what is  high and what is  not, or knowledge o f values,
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as we would say, is  in  p r in c ip le  impossible. With th is  claim goes the 

view tha t "noble" or "high" are only disguised expressions fo r  "expedient." 

Expediency thus becomes the only judgment fo r  which we have a standard.

Even i f  no d ifference between kala and agatha is  admitted, how

ever, i t  would be possible to argue tha t men d if fe r  in  the degree to  

which they desire (epithymein) the good things. Hence Socrates' second

change in Meno's statement, which consists in  his su b s titu tin g  "w ill in g "
22or "choosing" (boulesthai) fo r  the o rig in a l "d es irin g ." Desiring admits 

of degrees, whereas the verb he substitu tes fo r  i t  has the sense o f d e lib 

erate or a t leas t conscious choice, and therefore does not admit o f degrees. 

The two changes Socrates makes allow him to persuade Meno to  agree tha t 

since no one w il l in g ly  chooses the bad th ings, everyone is  the same in 

respect o f w il l in g  the good th ings.

Since excellence, as we have seen, must d if fe re n tia te  men, Socrates 

suggests to  Meno tha t the key to  excellence must be sought in  the second 

ha lf o f Meno's statement, th a t is ,  in  the a b i l i t y  to  get the good th ings. 

"According to your d e fin it io n , i t  would [now] appear, excellence is  the 

a b il i ty  to get hold o f the good th ings ," says Socrates. Meno agrees 

wholeheartedly ( th is  is  the so rt o f th ing he cannot help but enjoy hearing). 

What good things? Socrates suggests health and wealth, and Meno adds "and 

to possess gold, I say, and s i lv e r ,  and honor in  the c ity ,  and o f f ic e ."

His enthusiasm is  almost palpable: these are the goods, Plato ind ica tes, 

in which Meno is  most in terested.

We are compelled to wonder whether Meno's preoccupation w ith  wealth, 

honor, and power as the goals does not somehow go along w ith  what he w il l  

d ire c tly  reveal to be his deeper conception o f knowledge, which is  th a t i t

pp
Cf. K le in, Commentary, p. 75.

A  ' ■
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doesn't e x is t. Meno begins, as we w i l l  see, from a radica l skepticism.

He w il l  come very close to claiming th a t we never re a lly  know anything, 

especially about what is  noble or exce llen t, and from th is  i t  appears to 

follow th a t wealth and power are the only ju s t i f ia b le  goals because w ith 

them we can do whatever we want. We must re ca ll Hobbes's pos ition  here. 

Hobbes argues th a t since men cannot agree on any goals except avoiding 

the ev il o f v io le n t death, a l l  men seek power ( in  the form o f wealth, or 

honor, because power allows them to  pursue any good). Skepticism about 

the goals most men claim to believe in  (the goals given by p ie ty , t ra d i

tion , e tc .) seems to be the natural accompaniment to both an unrestrained 

selfishness and a cynicism about our a b i l i t y  ever to know anything beyond 

the "tru ths " which are "operational" (what is  true  is  what works).

In response to a question from Socrates, Meno admits th a t i t  is  

necessary fo r  these goods to be acquired ju s t ly  and not u n ju s tly  i f  th e ir  

possession is  to  cons titu te  excellence. This small concession does not 

dampen Meno's enthusiasm. And fu rth e r , Socrates suggests, when acquiring 

goods would requ ire  in ju s tic e , true  excellence consists ra ther in  not 

having them. Meno agrees.

I t  now appears, as Socrates demonstrates, tha t ne ither possessing

nor lacking these goods is  in  i t s e l f  excellence, but whatever is  done with
23jus tice  is  excellence and whatever is  done w ithout i t  is  bad ( kaka).

Now, Socrates ind ica tes , Meno appears to  be saying th a t excellence is  

every action done w ith  what he had before id e n tif ie d  as only a part o f 

excellence. Meno seems to th ink  we could know the whole by knowing a 

part, but can anyone, Socrates asks, who does not know what excellence is  

know what a p a rt o f excellence is? Socrates asks Meno to re ca ll how, in

O O

Or moderation (sdphrosyng) or p ie ty  ( h o s io tts ) , which are also
mentioned.
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the answer about schfma, they rejected any answer which employed or depend

ed on terms which were unexamined or not agreed upon. "And r ig h t ly  we re

jected them, Socrates," responds Meno (79d5). Socrates: "But then, best

of men, do not suppose we can explain to  someone what excellence is  by 

means of i t s  pa rts , while excellence as a whole is  s t i l l  being sought."

With th is  Socrates urges Meno to s ta r t  a l l  over again ( fo r the th ird  time) 

and try  to say what excellence is .

Socrates has turned Meno's o r ig in a l e r is t ic  objection against him, 

by accusing him o f using undefined terms. Why has he done th is ,  p a rtic u la r

ly  in view o f his la te r  position on th is  issue? He may be try in g  to  expose 

a defect in  Meno's own understanding of s c ie n t if ic  method by po in ting to  

the fa c t th a t there is  no s ta rtin g  place fo r  such an inqu iry  which w i l l  not 

be open to the objection o f undefined terms. Although th is  is  true o f 

geometry as well as a discussion o f excellence, Meno seems ra ther to  be

lieve tha t his in a b i l i t y  to  fin d  the proper beginning is  due to  Socrates' 

tricke ry  in  dialogue. For now Meno launches in to  an angry and even th rea t

ening accusation o f Socrates. Socrates explains tha t i f  he (as Meno claims) 

stuns others in to  ignorance, i t  is  only because he is  ignorant h im self; he 

re a lly  does not know what excellence is . But he would be w ill in g  to jo in  

with Meno in  any in q u iry , since they seem to share th is  ignorance. Socrates 

might have hoped by th is  time to  have conveyed th a t an in q u iry  in to  some

thing lik e  excellence cannot be grounded on clear d e fin it io n s , but ra ther 

w il l  have to  proceed somewhat te n ta tiv e ly , ascending by means o f connec

tions, from ignorance to a more comprehensive understanding. He might hope, 

with anyone other than Meno, a t leas t to  dispense w ith e r is t ic  objections.

6. Recollection

Meno, however, responds to Socrates' suggestion tha t they inqu ire
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2ft
s together by triumphantly asking, "And how w i l l  you inqu ire , Socrates, in to

t something o f which you know not a t a l l  what i t  is? Which o f the things

you do not know w i l l  you put fo rth  as the subject o f inquiry? And even

i f  you happen to f in d  i t ,  how would you know tha t th is  is  the thing which

you did not know?" (80e). Socrates restates th is  "e r is t ic  argument"

(eristikon logon) in  a more general form, w ith which he indicates he is

fam ilia r: namely, th a t i t  is  not fo r  human beings to search fo r  anything,

neither th a t which they know nor th a t which they do not know, fo r  i f  they

know they do not need to search, and i f  they do not know they do not know
24

what to search fo r .  He indicates th a t he does not th ink  the argument is

sound, and Meno is  eager to hear why. Socrates, in  response, te l ls  him a

"noble tru th "  which he has heard from "men and women wise in  d iv ine  th ings."

This is  fa m ilia r  to  us as the "myth o f re co lle c tio n ." The reco llec tion

thesis, and the in te rroga tion  of the slave boy which il lu s tra te s  i t ,  are

intended to help Meno and us to understand P lato 's conception o f the way

we inquire in to  and have knowledge o f something we do not know completely:

in other words, P la to 's  conception o f the method o f philosophizing about 
25the human th ings. The reco lle c tion  thes is , then, may be expected to 

shed l ig h t  on the inqu iry  in to  the nature o f excellence which has ju s t  been 

attempted, apparently unsuccessfully. We w i l l  see tha t the reco llec tion  

thesis has certa in  p a ra lle ls  to  the so rt o f inqu iry fo r  which we have been

24For an extensive discussion o f th is  passage in  which Meno reveals 
his skeptical in c lin a tio n s , see Andie, "Inqu iry  and V irtu e ," pp. 264-84.

25Cf. F. M. Cornford, "Anamnesis," in  P lato 's  Meno, ed. M. Brown, 
pp. 108-27; Andie, "Inqu iry  and V irtu e ,"  pp. 268-73. Andie also discusses 
Plato's teaching in  l ig h t  o f the Euthydemus and Charmides (pp. 274-84).
For a comparison o f anamnesis w ith the midwife doctrine o f the Theaetetus, 
see Cornford, P la to 's  Theory, pp. 2-3, 27-29. On the supposed Pythagorean 
influence evident in  the re co lle c tion  doctrine, see Buchmann, "Die Stellung 
des Menon," p. 73; Cornford, "Anamnesis," p. 121.
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26prepared by W ittgenste in 's understanding o f language.

This next section o f the dialogue consists o f two general argu

ments which together are c irc u la r , a fa c t which w i l l  be o f importance 

fo r us but is  completely missed by Meno.27 The f i r s t  part consists o f a 

story or myth, the "noble tru th "  Socrates has ju s t  mentioned; the second 

is a demonstration or i l lu s t ra t io n  o f the re co llec tion  thesis in  the form 

of a dialogue between Socrates and Meno's slave boy. The noble tru th  

teaches, according to Socrates, th a t the human soul is  immortal and tha t 

i t  is  born many times in to  th is  world, and also leaves th is  world many 

times. As a re s u lt o f i t s  deathlessness, the soul has seen a l l  the things 

of th is  world and a l l  things o f the lower world many times, and hence 

there is  nothing i t  does not know. I t  is  no wonder then (ouden thaumaston) 

that when in  th is  world the soul : should be able to re c o lle c t (anamn^sthtnai) 

what i t  already once knew concerning human excellence and other th ings.

For, he goes on, everything tha t exists in  nature exists in  k insh ip , and 

the soul has learned a l l  th ings, so th a t there is  nothing to  prevent some

one i f  he reco lle c ts  even ju s t  one th in g , from reco llec ting  everything
28else from th a t one th in g , i f  he is  courageous and does not get t ire d  of 

searching. From th is  s tory Socrates draws the lesson th a t we should not

26According to  Cornford, some commentators, "wishing perhaps to 
transform P la to 's  theory in to  something th a t we can accept, reduce the 
doctrine o f Anamnesis to  a form in  which i t  ceases to  have any connection 
with the pre-existence o f the soul. But Plato unquestionably believed in 
im m ortality. . . "  (P la to 's  Theory, p. 3). We.believe what w i l l  be said 
below about the c ir c u la r ity  o f the re co lle c tio n  thesis raises a t leas t 
some doubts about Cornford's pos ition .

27On the c ir c u la r ity  o f the re co lle c tio n  doctrine , see Andie, 
"Inquiry and V irtu e ,"  pp. 267, 299-300; c f. M arjorie Grene, A P o r tra it  
of A r is to tle  (Chicago: U niversity o f Chicago Press, 1963), pp. 103-12.

28On the re la tio n  o f re co lle c tion  to  P latonic Ideas, see H. -P. 
Stahl, "Beginnings," pp. 196-97.
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be persuaded by the e r is t ic  objection to  in qu iry  (which Meno had raised) 

but rather we should inqu ire  a c tive ly  and eagerly. He concludes by urging 

Meno to jo in  him in  the search fo r  the answer to the question, What is  

excellence?

The sto ry  was intended to  show th a t, as Socrates puts i t ,  both

searching and learning are a ltogether re co lle c tio n . True learn ing , th is

would seem to mean, requires some so rt o f e f fo r t  by the learner to  re ca ll

something; i t  cannot occur the way we sometimes th in k , as i f  knowledge
29were passed to , or "poured in to " someone by a teacher.

I t  is  not immediately obvious how the re co lle c tion  thesis con

tained in  Socrates' s to ry  bears any re la tio n  to the problem o f method 

which is  our concern. For the moment i t  is  enough to ind ica te  two impor

tant features. F irs t  is  i t s  assertion th a t the soul somehow "knows" a l l  

things even though i t  does not "know" them in  another, more normal sense. 

What is  the process by which th is  la te n t knowledge is  converted in to  true 

knowledge? And where is  the la te n t knowledge before i t  is  brought out? 

Second is  the assertion in  the story th a t everything in  nature exists in

kinship, or is  re la ted  to  everything e lse, w ith  the re s u lt th a t i t  is  pos-
30sib le  to "re c o lle c t"  the whole o f nature s ta rtin g  from only one part.

This appears to  suggest th a t a l l  the things tha t e x is t in  or by nature 

constitu te  a whole, we may even say the whole, which in  some way i t  is  our

Cf. K le in , Commentary, pp. 97-98.
30Cf. Andie, "Inqu iry  and V irtu e ,"  pp. 300-03. Andie's account 

d iffe rs  from the one given here p a rtly  because o f his claim th a t there 
is  a p r io r i knowledge o f things which involves knowing something necessary 
about them (which is  not based on experience, th a t is ) .  But in  many re
spects the accounts are s im ila r i f  we consider the notion o f grammar 
(Chapter 5, above) as "necessary" because what i t  te l ls  us is  independent 
of one kind o f experience. Andie emphasizes the connections between th ings, 
and the fa c t th a t from knowledge o f one th ing we can recover knowledge of 
a ll others. See p. 301, especia lly note 42.
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goal to comprehend. This reminds us o f the problem o f the whole and i t s  

parts which concluded the previous section o f the dialogue. But how then 

is i t  possible to  know a part w ithout knowing the whole, as Socrates asked 

Meno before? Is  the re co lle c tion  thesis intended somehow to answer th a t 

question? The second part o f th is  section, the demonstration, w i l l  o ffe r  

a resolution to these problems.

Meno has asked i f  Socrates can show him (endeixasthai) how reco l

lection works (82a6). Socrates is  w ill in g  to  t r y ,  although, as he warns, 

" i t  w il l  not be easy." He asks Meno to c a ll one o f his attendants fo r  

Socrates to demonstrate on, and a slave boy comes forward. There is  only 

one q u a lif ic a tio n  which Socrates in s is ts  on. "He is  Greek and speaks 

Greek?" The importance o f th is  requirement is  not to be underestimated: 

even a slave, a young slave, apparently, w i l l  be capable o f re co lle c ting  

so long as he is  competent in  the language in  which they are to  converse. 

The emphasis on language is  the more s tr ik in g  because the dialogue they 

carry on w i l l  concern not the meaning o f,  say, excellence, but a geome

trical problem which involves only a drawing and numbers and geometrical 

re la tionships. The problem is  determining the side o f a square o f known 

area, namely, e igh t square un its . The slave has no knowledge o f geometry. 

He does have a common-sense notion o f what a square is ,  and he does know 

simple a rithm e tic . A fte r te l l in g  Meno to pay a tte n tion , to see i f  the boy 

is taught the answers by Socrates or i f  he reco llec ts  then h im self, Socra

tes begins to question the boy.

I t  is  not necessary here to trace the steps o f th is  dialogue w ith 

in the dialogue. A fte r ascertaining th a t the slave knows what a square 

is , tha t is ,  th a t i t  has four equal sides, may be o f any s ize , and so 

fo rth , Socrates allows the boy to  make an apparently confident guess as
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to the side o f a square w ith  an area o f e igh t square un its . A fte r  several 

wrong guesses, Socrates points out to  Meno th a t the slave has now reached 

the point where he knows th a t he does not know the answer, comparing th is  

state to the s ta te  Meno was in  e a r l ie r  when he accused Socrates o f "numb

ing" him. Is he not be tte r o f f  now, Socrates asks, knowing his ignorance? 

Meno: " I t  seems so to me" (84b5). Then Socrates, by means o f a fig u re

drawn in  the dust, ca re fu lly  leads the boy through the steps necessary

fo r him to  see the answer, the length o f the side o f a square w ith  an
31area of e igh t square u n its . Now, the answer to th is  problem (which w il l  

show the problem to have been selected de libe ra te ly ) is  the square root 

of 8, or what is  ca lled an ir ra t io n a l number. Euclid ca lled  such num

bers alogoi (which in  Latin  would become ir ra t io n a l is )  which means unut

terable, or th a t which cannot be said. Such a number, as in  th is  case 

with the slave boy, can be shown, or pointed to , but i t s  value is  incapable

of being stated except by the conventional notation fo r  square roo ts , or in  
32

a drawing. The slave boy manages to  ind ica te  the answer to th is  p a rticu 

la r problem by po inting to  the diagonal o f a square w ith a side o f 2 u n its , 

since the diagonal o f such a square has a length o f ^8"and forms the side

31Thus there are two stages to  the in qu iry . Malcolm Brown suggests 
the theory th a t in  the f i r s t  an a rithm e tica l approach is  employed, while 
the second is  geometrical. The f i r s t  method, he says, is  rigorous but pro
duces no re s u lt;  the second is  m ethodologically "suspect" but y ie ld s  the 
desired re s u lt (M. Brown, "P lato disapproves," pp. 200-01). That two ap
proaches are pursued is  evident enough, but we would ra ther say the f i r s t  
one is  abandoned because i t  is  inappropriate (seeks what is  not to  be found), 
and not because Plato wishes to show th a t geometrical knowledge is  in fe r io r  
or suspect. See also note 49 below.

32
Cf. Brown, who a fte r  expressing wonder a t why Plato chose such a 

complicated problem instead o f one where, say, the sides o f the square were 
doubled, goes on to  conclude tha t Plato meant to  show th a t the method used 
was fa u lty ,  and th a t the inqu iry  "succeeds in  find ing  an answer . . . only 
a fte r abandoning the demand fo r  pe rfec t accuracy" (p. 224). But th is  misses 
the fa c t th a t the answer is  p e rfe c tly  accurate, only i t  must be pointed to 
because i t  cannot be stated. See also pp. 236-240.
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of a square w ith  an area o f 8 square un its . I t  is  only the fa c t tha t 

Socrates has drawn these un its fo r  him in  the dust which enables him to 

"see" the answer. We may understand th is  as an analog o f the problem o f 

defining excellence; in  th a t case too, perhaps, no c lear "answer" is  to 

be found, but something l ik e  an answer can be pointed to . There too the 

answer may emerge as a re su lt o f Socrates' drawing certa in  " lin e s " con

necting excellence w ith other concepts: defin ing excellence is  an analog 

in speech o f the problem drawn in  the dust.

7. Opinion and Knowledge

Socrates demonstrates to Meno th a t his uneducated slave boy now

somehow knows the answer to th is  geometrical problem, w ithout Socrates
33having " to ld "  him the answer. Therefore, says Socrates, the opinions 

must have been somehow " in  him." Again Meno agrees. "Then the one who 

does not know certa in  things may have true  opinions about the things he 

does not know?" Meno: "Apparently." The paradox expressed here contains 

the germ o f the so lu tion to the problem which has plagued us repeatedly in  

th is dialogue: how to inqu ire  in to  what one does not know, or a lte rn a tiv e ly , 

How can one "know" the past w ithout knowing the whole o f which i t  is  a pa rt, 

and ye t how can one know the whole w ithout knowing the parts which comprise 

it?  What is  the s ta rtin g  po in t fo r  inquiry? The slave boy, according to

33And since neither Socrates nor anyone else has ever given him 
that knowledge, he must have possessed i t  always, from some e a r lie r  exis
tence. Hence, says Socrates, " i f  the tru th , o f the things th a t e x is t is  
always in  the sou l, the soul must be deathless" (86bl). C learly th is  re
verses the argument of the s tory w ith  which he began: there he based the 
claim th a t the soul knows a l l  things on the fa c t o f i t s  im m orta lity ; here 
he deduces the claim fo r  the sou l's  im m orta lity from the fa c t th a t i t  knows 
a ll things. The c irc u la r ity  o f the "knowledge" contained in  th is  section 
should a le r t  us to the p o s s ib ility  th a t any important knowledge about the 
human world may necessarily lack an Archimedean point from which i t  could 
be deduced.
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Socrates, somehow knew and did not know a t the same time. The true  opin

ions he had were "s t ir re d  up, as in  a dream," by Socrates' questioning.

And " i f  someone asks him these things many times and in  many d if fe re n t 

ways, in  the end he w i l l  know (e p is te se ta i) these things no less accurate

ly  than anyone else" (85cl0).

The process of reco llec tion  apparently involves asking questions, 

or being questioned, "many times" and " in  d iffe re n t ways" about the thing 

under investiga tion . We cannot help but re c a ll,  in  th is  connection, the 

remark o f W ittgenstein tha t philosophical problems "are solved, not by 

giving new in form ation, but by arranging what we have always known" (PI 

I ,  109). "The work of the philosopher," he says elsewhere, "consists in  

assembling reminders fo r  a p a rtic u la r  purpose. . . . The aspects o f things 

that are most important fo r  us are hidden because o f th e ir  s im p lic ity  and 

fa m ilia r ity . (One is  unable to notice something—because i t  is  always 

before one's eyes.)" (PI I ,  127, 129). W ittgenstein and Socrates appear 

to be speaking o f the same matter. When we inqu ire  in to  the nature o f 

something—such as excellence in  the Meno—we fin d  th a t we do not know 

what i t  is ,  or ra the r, we cannot say what i t  is ,  though we fe e l we "some

how" know. A t the very least i t  would be wrong to say we do not know 

what excellence is .  W ittgenstein suggests th a t the knowledge is ,  in  a 

way, contained in  our language: the grammar o f excellence te l ls  us what 

kind o f a thing i t  is .  I t  does th is  by connecting i t  w ith  other things 

by prescrib ing—la rge ly  but not wholly—the ways in  which we may use i t  

in our language games. That "knowledge" may be understood to be somehow 

"in " us, since by a careful and t ire le s s  inqu iry  we can begin to e lu c i

date the shape o f the concept, by drawing connections, exploring p a ra lle ls  

in grammar, examining new cases. We begin w ith opinions about what the
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thing is ,  and anchor or je tt is o n  the opinions as we proceed in  the in 

quiry. Such an in q u iry  takes the form o f a dialogue: i t  is  te n ta tive  

and questioning, not deductive. The knowledge we possess a t the end 

is only p a r t ia l ly  a rtic u la b le : i t  is  contained in  the simple phrases 

which t e l l  us in  which d irections the concept po in ts, but fo r  one who 

has not pa rtic ipa ted  in  the inqu iry  the phrase remains an empty slogan.

For example, the complexities which are summed up in  the formula "v ir tu e  

is knowledge" are only obscurities to  one who has not thought through 

the inqu iry  by which Socrates arrives a t i t .  In some sense knowledge 

emerges in  the process o f inqu iry  and is  revealed only to  the ac tive  

partic ipan t in  a dialogue. Meno never p a rtic ipa te s : he waits to be 

told what excellence is ,  ignorant tha t i t s  ou tlin e  is  being traced be

fore his eyes both in  speech and in  deed. W ittgenstein remarks, "A main 

source o f our fa ilu re  to  understand is  th a t we do not command a c lear 

view o f the use o f our words.—Our grammar is  lacking in  th is  s o rt o f 

perspicuity. A perspicuous representation produces ju s t tha t understand

ing which consists in  'seeing connexions'" (PI I ,  122).

Such an approach to knowledge cannot claim , o f course, to  produce
34knowledge which is  completely fin ished or absolutely ce rta in . Further 

connections can always be traced, new circumstances imagined. And such an 

inquiry w i l l  always be somehow c irc u la r : i t  begins in  our ordinary lan

guage and ends in  i t ,  w ithout a basis outside. I t  begins w ith  parts only 

pa rtly  known and searches fo r  a perspicuous view o f the whole, mindful 

always th a t other d irec tions remain to  be explored. Socrates' answer to 

the problem o f parts and wholes is  contained in  his assertion th a t the 

slave boy somehow knows and ye t does not know the answer. The status of

^ C f .  Friedlcinder, P la to , p. 169.
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his "true  opinions" remains paradoxical a t th is  po in t. We may suspect, 

however, th a t what Socrates has in  mind is  th a t opinions and knowledge 

are not q u a lita t iv e ly  d is t in c t ,  but ra ther th a t they are poles on a con

tinuum, a continuum traversed in  the process o f "re co lle c tin g " something.

At the conclusion o f Socrates' exchange w ith Meno about the slave's 

knowledge, Socrates urges Meno to  con fiden tly  search fo r  " th a t which you 

do not know, or ra the r, th a t which you do not remember." Meno: " I  th ink

you are r ig h t ,  Socrates; I know not how." To th is  Socrates rep lie s  in  an 

uncharac te ris tica lly  un iron ic fashion. " I  th ink  so too, Meno. I would 

not uphold w ith  much confidence many th ings. But th a t we w i l l  be better 

men and braver and less s lo th fu l i f  we th ink  one should search fo r  tha t 

which one does not know, than i f  we suppose i t  is  impossible to know and

unnecessary to search fo r  what one does not know—th is  I am ready to  f ig h t
35fo r strenuously, in  word and in  deed, whenever i t  is  possib le ." I t

was Meno, we re c a ll,  who asserted p rec ise ly  tha t i t  is  impossible to know

and impossible to  search fo r  something one does not know (80e, above p. 229).

The im p lica tion  is  tha t th is  kind o f skepticism goes w ith  slothfu lness and

a lack o f bravery in  one's character, and thus touches Meno d ire c tly . And

in fa c t we have seen something o f his character already: his cynicism, his
36impiety, h is se lfishness, his devotion to "gold and s ilv e r  and honor."

The type o f in qu iry  which can produce knowledge fo r  us is  somehow c irc u la r, 

as we have seen, because i t  is  not grounded on any outside Archimedean po in t 

of ce rta in ty . The f in a l support fo r  the conviction Socrates states here,

35Cf. Andie, " In q u iry  and V irtu e ,"  pp. 264-74. See also FriedlSnder, 
Plato, pp. 189-90. Friedlfinder (along w ith  M. Brown e t. a l.) reads Socrates' 
q u a lif ic a tio n  here not as a general doubt about "many th in g s ," but as re fe r
ring s p e c if ic a lly  to his lack o f b e lie f in  the reco llec tion  s to ry  or in  the 
slave-boy demonstration. But see Cornford, P lato 's Theory, p. 3 and note 
26 above.

36see above, pp. 224-26, and note 20.
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the conviction th a t i t  is  be tte r to search, is  no more but no less than

the fa c t tha t he is  prepared to f ig h t  fo r  i t .  We may understand th is  as

an acknowledgement th a t no cosmic guarantee is  possible, th a t human action, 

in th is  case Socrates’ action , is  what lies a t the base even o f philosoph

ical inqu iry . Once again, W ittgenstein comes to mind: " I f  I have exhausted

the ju s t if ic a t io n ,  I have reached bedrock, and my spade is  turned. Then I

am inclined to say: 'This is  simply what I  do’ " (PI I ,  217).

8. Language and Knowledge

Knowing a language includes knowing i t s  grammar, which we may say 

has " b u i l t  in to " i t  the knowledge, or p a rt ia l knowledge, which we seek 

when we inqu ire  about concepts l ik e  ju s t ic e  or excellence. We can be said 

to know in  a sense, th a t is ,  p o te n tia lly , what we do not know c le a r ly . No 

new information is  necessary in  an in q u iry  in to  the meaning o f excellence.

We both know and do not know simultaneously. A ll the things th a t e x is t 

are connected in  k inship. The grammar o f our language may be said to re

late each th ing to  a l l  the others d ire c t ly  or in d ire c t ly ,  so th a t the 

world of "the things which are," including the human world, forms a "whole." 

The connections between p ie ty  and ju s t ic e , punishment and re s p o n s ib ility , 

courage and freedom, law and ru le rs , fo re ign  po licy  and geography, v ir tu e  

and knowledge—the l i s t  is  endless—must be inquired in to  in  order fo r  us 

to understand ourselves and our place in  the world. I t  is  philosophy which 

undertakes th is  task, th is  inqu iry  in to  the "whole." I t  transforms opinions 

into knowledge by anchoring them, and th is  occurs when we question our opin

ions, or what we o rd in a r ily  say, "many times" and in "many d if fe re n t ways." 

Our s ta rtin g  po in t in  the search fo r  knowledge o f the whole is  our opinions, 

which we fin d  by asking what "we th ink" something to be: we begin from common
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37speech. But philosophical knowledge transcends common speech, precisely

because i t  is  not sa tis fie d  w ith the unexamined and c o n flic t in g  implica

tions. Philosophy seeks to  discover the whole by discovering how things 

f i t  together or by find ing  the place o f each th ing in  the whole. Philoso

phy may even fin d  th a t the whole contains fundamental tensions or contra

d ictions. I f  th is  is  the case, i t  seeks to reveal the roots o f those fun

damental contrad ictions, to  elucidate the contrad ictory wholes which are 

indicated by the d iffe re n t d irections in  which d iffe re n t parts may po in t, 

or in  which the same part points when considered in  re la tio n  to two d i f 

ferent th ings. For example, Plato seems to ind icate  elsewhere tha t 

courage must be understood to  be subordinate to ju s t ic e , and ye t courage

has another side which puts i t  together w ith wisdom, in to  a tension w ith
38jus tice  and the other p o lit ic a l v irtu es . The grammar o f our language 

is the W ittgensteinian p a ra lle l to Socrates' understanding o f the re la tio n 

ship among the human phenomena, th a t is ,  among excellence, courage, know

ledge, ju s t ic e , convention, and so on. In the Meno s p e c if ic a lly ,  Socra

tes seeks knowledge o f excellence, by beginning from common opinions and 

examining them d ia le c t ic a lly ,  by tracing the im plications o f each of the 

pa rtia l understandings which Meno o ffe rs .

The re co llec tion  thesis was an in te rrup tion  in  the jo in t  inqu iry  

into excellence. I t  was presented by Socrates as an answer to the dilemma 

posed by an e r is t ic  and frus tra ted  Meno, th a t is ,  the question o f how i t  

is ever possible to inqu ire  in to  th a t which one does not know. Socrates 

concluded both the reco llec tion  s tory and the demonstration w ith  the slave 

boy w ith the same appeal to Meno to take heart and jo in  him in  beginning

37Cf. P lato, Charmides, 158e6-159a8.

38Cf. P lato, Protagoras 349dl-350d6; 359bl-360d8.
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again w ith  the question, what is  human excellence? Socrates' appeal is

enthusiastic and hopeful. Meno, however, would rather go back instead

to his o rig in a l question, whether excellence is  something which comes to

many by teaching, or by nature, or some other way. Socrates agrees to

th is , although he notes tha t had he control o f Meno as well as o f himself

he would f i r s t  investigate what excellence is ,  before try in g  to see how i t

is acquired. As i t  turns out, he w i l l  pursue th is  course anyway, and even
. 39get Meno to approve i t .

9. The Argument by Hypothesis

The remainder o f the dialogue can be divided in to  three sections. 

In the f i r s t  Socrates returns to his inq u iry  in to  the nature o f excellence 

(despite Meno's request), and completes the ten ta tive  sketch o f i t s  form 

or eidos. At i t s  conclusion we have a rough idea o f the "shape" o f human 

excellence. The second section raises a serious and perhaps decisive 

objection to the conclusion o f the section immediately preceding. In 

th is  second section, also, the dialogue is  jo ined by another character, 

who replaces Meno tem porarily; th is  is  Anytus, who w i l l  la te r  be one of 

the accusers who bring Socrates to t r i a l .  Plato makes very c lear in  th is  

passage how antagonistic and in su ltin g  Socrates could be, in  conversation 

with someone lik e  Anytus. This is  one o f the most dramatic passages in  

any of the P latonic dialogues. Anytus is  provoked u n til he is  so enraged 

that he cannot or w i l l  not continue to  converse, a t which po in t Socrates 

turns again to Meno. The objections raised in  conversation w ith  Anytus 

about the conclusion of the previous section leave Meno perplexed and, 

perhaps fo r  the f i r s t  time, even in  a state o f wonder (agamai) (95cl)

39Cf. S tahl, "Beginnings," pp. 183-84.

J t it.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

about the puzzle they now appear to  be fac ing . The th ird  and la s t section 

of the dialogue p a r t ia l ly  resolves the contrad ic tory  im p lica tions which 

have been uncovered. In the process i t  adds a missing piece to  the d is 

cussion o f method, by exploring fu rth e r the tension between opinion and 

knowledge which was hinted a t in  the demonstration o f re co lle c tio n  w ith 

the slave boy.

When Socrates and Meno begin again to inq u ire , they are ostensib ly 

going to deal w ith  Meno's o rig in a l question regarding how excellence comes 

to human beings. Socrates asks permission from Meno to pursue the inqu iry  

in a d if fe re n t manner from before: th is  time he would l ik e  to examine the 

problem'by hypothesis" as geometricians do, th a t is ,  to  make a supposi

tion  or hypothesis and then discover by examining i t s  necessary conse

quences whether or not i t  is  in  fa c t the case.40 The geometrical "exam

ple" he o ffe rs  to  i l lu s t r a te  th is  procedure involves determining whether 

i t  is  possible to inscribe  a tr ia n g le  o f specified area in  a c irc le  o f 

specified area. The problem as stated by Socrates is  so obscure tha t 

commentators have been unable to agree on what was intended.41 One might 

quite reasonably conclude th a t the ambiguity o f the form ulation was intend

ed by P lato. Whatever the geometrical problem, a t le a s t one th ing is  

clear: the so lu tion  seems to  depend on seeing whether two rectangular 

areas, the precise shape o f which is  unknown,are s im ila r to  each other. 

Thus the problem prepares us in  advance fo r  Socrates' next task in  the

4^See S tah l, "Beginnings," pp. 180-97. Stahl attempts to show 
tha t Plato here antic ipa tes S to ic lo g ic  and thus modern mathematical 
log ic.

41See the exce llen t discussion o f th is  m atter, w ith  a review o f 
the re levan t lite ra tu re ,  in  K le in , Commentary, pp. 206-08. But see 
Thompson, The Meno, pp. 148-49, fo r  an attempt to  make th is  passage co
herent from a geometrical standpoint.
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inquiry, which w i l l  be to determine whether excellence (or v ir tu e ) is

knowledge, while not knowing c le a r ly  what e ith e r excellence or knowledge 
42is by i t s e l f .  I t  is  also s ig n if ic a n t th a t Socrates suggests a geomet

rica l method here. Such a suggestion is  v ir tu a l ly  guaranteed to  provoke 

no objection from Meno. As we have seen, he is  most comfortable w ith  

fam ilia r techniques and the deductive r ig o r  o f geometry. And ye t here 

he does not appear to  be bothered by the remarkable ambiguity o f Socrates' 

example.

Since we do not know what excellence is ,  Socrates begins, le t  us 

take as a hypothesis th a t i t  is  l ik e  knowledge. W ill i t  then be teachable 

or not? That is ,  since nothing but knowledge, as is  c lear to  everyone 

(panti d§ lon), is  taught, i f  excellence is  " l ik e  knowledge" i t  w i l l  be 

teachable, and i f  not, i t  w i l l  not be teachable. Meno voices his agree

ment. Socrates qu ick ly  adds, then, th a t the next step is  to  determine 

whether indeed excellence is  knowledge or something else. He thus returns 

to the question he is  re a lly  in terested in ,  namely, the nature o f excel

lence simply. Meno does not ob ject to  th is  s h if t .  I f  we take seriously 

the h in t in  the geometrical example Socrates has ju s t  o ffe red, we can 

expect not only th a t he w i l l  now t ry  to  "see how excellence is  re la ted 

to knowledge, but also tha t the inqu iry  w i l l  be one in  which he is  try ing  

to determine whether the two "th ings"—whose precise shape is  unknown— 

are somehow "s im ila r"  to each other in  extent. The method o f argument 

"by hypothesis" has a deeper im p lica tion  as w e ll, which is  connected with 

the problem o f parts and wholes and the problem o f undefined terms. Socra

tes appears to  mean tha t his d ia le c tic a l in q u iry , which ascends from com

mon speech or opinion to knowledge, must always be understood to proceed

^See K le in , Commentary, pp. 208-11.
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from a less than absolutely certa in  foundation, which must i t s e l f  be sub

je c t to continual reexamination. He must re tu rn  again and again to  the 

beginnings, seeking a fu l le r  and deeper knowledge which nevertheless 

remains somehow te n ta tive . The fundamental c ir c u la r ity  o f the reco lle c tion  

thesis may be seen as another ind ica tion  o f th is  aspect o f his "method."

The argument takes shape as fo llo w s: excellence is  a good th ing .

Good things are good fo r  us, th a t is ,  bene fic ia l or p ro fita b le  (ffrphelimos). 

The things which we c a ll p ro fita b le  to  us are health, and strength, and 

beauty, and wealth. But such things can also be harmful (blapton) to  us.

That which determines whether they are p ro fita b le  or harmful to  us is  the 

way in which they are used: used r ig h t ly  they are p ro fita b le , used wrongly 

they are harmful. The same is  true also o f the goods o f the soul, which 

include moderation (s8phros.yn§), ju s t ic e  (dikaiosyng), courage (andre ia), 

d o c ility  (eumathia), memory (mn&ng), greatness o f soul (megaloprepeia), 

and every other such th ing . Of these goods, a t leas t those which are 

not the same as knowledge, we may say they are sometimes p ro fita b le , 

sometimes harmful. Courage, fo r  example, can be harmful i f  i t  is  used 

without judgment: courage w ithout judgment is  nothing but a kind o f bold

ness. In the same way, according to Socrates' argument, each o f these

"things" of the soul must be guided (hggoumenos) by wise judgment (phronesis)
43i f  i t  is  to be p ro fita b le , or good fo r  us. Then excellence, i f  i t  is  p ro f

itab le  or b e n e fic ia l, and i f  i t  is  one o f the things o f the soul, must be

^3I t  is  more d i f f i c u l t  to see how th is  can be in  the case o f ju s 
tice  than w ith  the others. Possibly Socrates would say tha t ju s tic e  s t r i c t 
ly  applied, untempered by mercy, is  sometimes cruel and thus not used w isely. 
Nevertheless there is  something s lig h t ly  outrageous about his claim and 
its  u t i l i ta r ia n  im p lica tions. The fa c t th a t Meno does not ob ject may be 
connected to what we have already seen, namely, his skepticism about ends 
and the consequent preoccupation w ith  means, or what is  usefu l.

A  tew
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the same as wise judgment. Such is  the argument. Excellence, Meno is

compelled to admit, must be wise judgment: something very much l ik e  know-
44ledge, i f  not knowledge i t s e l f .  Insofar as wise judgment points to 

knowledge i t  may be knowledge o f two p a rticu la r so rts , knowledge o f ends 

or knowledge o f means. The la t te r  would constitu te  a so rt o f s k i l l  or 

technf. As a pre lim inary assumption, we can say tha t i f  i t  is  to guide 

the use of the parts o f excellence which are in  themselves ne ither good

nor bad, i t  is  l ik e ly  tha t what is  indicated is  a knowledge o f ends.
4KExcellence then points to  knowledge. ~ We re ca ll th a t the f i r s t  

discussion o f excellence simply, from which emerged the problem o f parts 

and wholes, led us to  see th a t excellence, insofar as i t  is  accessible 

to any human being—man, woman, c h ild , slave—points to ju s t ic e  and mod

eration. In th a t e a r lie r  discussion, Meno raised the p o s s ib ility  th a t 

excellence was the a b i l i t y  to ru le  over human beings, and Socrates object

ed tha t such a d e fin it io n  meant ignoring the fa c t tha t we often speak o f 

the excellence o f a slave or ch ild . Now Socrates returns to th a t sugges

tion o f Meno's by considering excellence as some so rt o f guiding p r in c ip le , 

that which "leads" (h^ge is tha i). Considered in  th is  way, we see th a t ex

cellence points to  wise judgment, which is  emphatically not possessed by 

everyone.

Excellence, as i t  appears to us in  th is  second form ulation, is  

the excellence o f only some human beings, the t ru ly  exce llent ones. And 

th is  understanding o f excellence comprehends the e a r lie r  one, since the

^We need not deal here w ith the d iffe rence , although important, 
between wise judgment (phrontsis) and knowledge (epist&n§). See below, 
pp. 248-51); see also Chapter 6 above, pp. 174-78.

45See, in  th is  connection, Buchmann, "Die Stellung des Menon," 
pp. 90-97; c f. Grimm, D e fin it io n , pp. 18-38.
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jus tice  and moderation considered e a r lie r  are now seen to be guided, in  

the best case, by th is  higher "pa rt" o f excellence which is  l ik e  knowledge.

Of course we should not fo rge t the fa c t th a t some human beings who are not 

p a rticu la rly  wise are nevertheless said to  be excellent or v irtuous people.

We must note th a t Socrates is  much less cautious than A r is to t le  about pre

senting th is  side o f excellence, the side which may undermine (by exposing 

the lim ita tio n s  o f) the v ir tu e  or excellence o f the simple good c it iz e n  

(see above, Chapter 6, pp.191-92/1® The "lower" side o f excellence, which 

was considered f i r s t ,  is  now seen to be incomplete.

Socrates concludes his reasoning by claiming tha t i f  excellence 

is wise judgment, i t  must not come to man by nature: the good (agathoi) 

are not by nature good. Whatever the m erits o f th is  claim, Meno agrees 

without argument. Socrates: "But i f  the good do not become good by

nature, must they not become good through learning?" To which Meno 

replies th a t there appears to be no other a lte rn a tive , because i f  excel

lence is  knowledge, i t  must be acquired by learning. Meno is  quick to 

assume the id e n t ity  o f wise judgment (phrongsis) and knowledge (epist&ng). 

an assumption fo r  which the way was prepared by Socrates' casual in te r 

changing of the terms e a r lie r . But a t th is  po in t th e ir  po ten tia l d is t in c 

tion becomes important. Socrates has im p lic i t ly  suggested th a t wise judg

ment may be only a kind o f knowledge (87c5), th a t is ,  tha t knowledge proper 

may include more than wise judgment. Now he bold ly suggests to  Meno tha t

46Buchmann argues tha t Plato recognizes, in  the Meno, th a t the con
nection between v ir tu e  and knowledge is  not absolute. In a section devoted 
to "d ie Milderung des praktischen In te llektua lism us durch d ie [doxa]," she 
writes tha t "man hat v ie lfach  geglaubt, dass durch den Menon eine Bresche 
in den sokratischen In te llektualism us geschlagen sei . . . dass Platon etwa 
vom Menon ab auch eine Tugend anerkannte, d ie n ich t durch reines Wissen ver- 
bllrgt war" ("D ie Stellung des Menon," p. 95). But see Werner Jaeger, 
A r is to tle  (New York: Oxford U n ivers ity  Press, 1967), p. 84. According to 
Jaeger, Plato "based e th ica l action e n tire ly  on the knowledge o f being."
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i t  may not be true  a fte r  a l l  th a t v ir tu e  is  knowledge. Meno is  ba ffled  

by th is  turn in  the conversation. "What, then?" he asks. "What is  i t  

that makes you discontented w ith th is ,  so th a t you have doubts le s t  ex

cellence not be knowledge?"

Socrates now explains his reasons, beginning the logos in  which

Anytus w il l  p lay so ominous a ro le . Socrates doubts th a t excellence is

knowledge, i t  turns out, because nowhere has he ever seen teachers o f i t .

I f  i t  were indeed knowledge i t  would be teachable, and th is  he does not

re tract. But something which is  teachable, i t  is  f a i r  to assume, would

have teachers and students, and Socrates says th a t although he has searched

many times fo r  such teachers he has not been able to  f in d  any. Socrates

proceeds by naming famous Athenian statesmen (Themistocles, Aristedes,

Thucydides) whom a l l  agree to have been exce llen t men in  the highest sense,

but whose sons became men of no be tte r than average, and often considerably
47in fe r io r , character. The emphasis in  the argument is  on the fa c t th a t 

these exce llent fa thers did everything they could to make th e ir  sons in to  

excellent men. They inva riab ly  succeeded,it seems, in  imparting to  them 

a b ilit ie s  such as w restling  and horsebackriding (by h ir in g  the best 

teachers), but in va ria b ly  fa ile d  in  imparting to  them the excellence 

they themselves possessed. The former a b i l i t ie s  depend, o f course, on 

knowledge o f a ce rta in  s o rt, but i t  is  conspicuously not the knowledge 

of ends, which confirms the suspicion th a t i t  is  th is  so rt which consti

tutes excellence. For Meno, however, fo r  whom a l l  knowledge is  knowledge 

of means or technical knowledge, th is  d is t in c tio n  has no meaning.

A fte r Anytus vents his rage by threatening Socrates, and re tire s

^See Thompson, The Meno, p. x x i i i ;  K le in , Commentary, pp. 230-33. 
Cf. P lato, Protagoras 325b4-328d2.
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from active p a rtic ip a tio n  in  the dialogue (though he remains to  witness 

the conversation), Socrates turns again to  Meno. They are now faced w ith 

a manifest contrad iction  in  th e ir  in q u iry . On the one hand, they have 

established th a t excellence appears to  po in t to , or even to be iden tica l 

with, a certa in  kind o f knowledge. On the other hand, since nowhere are 

there to be found teachers o f excellence, and they have agreed th a t know

ledge is  teachable and fu rth e r , th a t what is  teachable must have both 

teachers and students, i t  appears th a t excellence cannot be knowledge. 

Socrates asks Meno s p e c if ic a lly  about the sophists (Meno having been 

trained by Gorgias) and whether they may a fte r  a ll be the teachers of 

excellence. Socrates appears to  believe tha t the sophists come closest, 

perhaps because they are the only teachers who ever a c tu a lly  claim to 

teach excellence. But Meno is  perplexed: " I  wonder very much about

Gorgias, Socrates, tha t he is  never heard to  promise anything o f the 

kind, but instead he only laughs, whenever he hears someone making such 

promises" (95c l-4 ). Even the sophists, the most famous teachers and 

those in  a pos ition  to make the greatest claims, do not agree among them

selves on th is  issue. Gorgias, who is  one o f the most renowned, makes a 

point o f claim ing to teach the means—most notably the a r t  o f rh e to ric— 

not the ends o f p o lit ic a l ac tion , and laughs a t those whose claims are

bolder. And the sophists who do claim to teach excellence, when asked
48to give an account o f excellence, cannot do so. Socrates maintains, 

with Meno's agreement, tha t men who are in  such confusion about th e ir  

own subject m atter cannot properly be ca lled teachers o f excellence.

This would include sophists and the simply excellent men, who also con

tra d ic t themselves on th is  m atter. The inescapable conclusion is  tha t 

excellence is  not teachable.
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10. Knowledge and Opinion Reconsidered

Meno now finds  himself in  a quandary. He wonders, he says, whether 

there ever are good men a t a l l ,  and how they could come to be good men.

Meno is  perhaps as close as he can ever come to genuine openness to  d ia lec

tica l reso lu tion . Socrates, a t le a s t, must th ink  something o f the kind, 

because a t th is  po in t he begins what w i l l  be the f in a l and p a r t ia l ly  re

solving treatment o f the contradiction they have unearthed. Socrates re

proaches him self and Meno fo r  being worthless or uneducated (phaulo i) 

because i t  now appears they have overlooked a cruc ia l po in t in  the logos 

on excellence. Socrates explains to  Meno what i t  is  they have missed: in 

the consideration o f what i t  is  which must guide (h ^ e is th a i)  the use o f 

the things which in  themselves are e ith e r p ro fita b le  or harmful, they 

determined th a t th is  thing must be wise judgment (phron^sis). (The rea

son fo r  his e a r l ie r  use o f th is  ambiguous term—ambiguous in  th a t i t  fa l ls

between "knowledge" on the one hand and "opinions" on the other—now a t

last becomes apparent.) I t  now appears th a t r ig h t action can also be 

guided by something besides th is  wise judgment or knowledge (Socrates 

sh ifts  now to using "knowledge" (epistang) to  make the opposition c lea re r). 

That something is  true opinion or r ig h t  opinion (orthfe doxa). I f  a man 

is to guide someone on the road to Larisa, as Socrates says, he w i l l  be

ju s t as good a guide i f  he "does not know" but has a true opinion o f the

way as he would be i f ,  having been over the road before, he "knows" the 

way. The d is t in c t io n  between opinions (doxa) and knowledge (epist&ite)
49alluded to in  the reco llec tion  thes is , now emerges in  i t s  f u l l  importance.

49Buchmann argues tha t the notion o f r ig h t opinions was a discov
ery o f major importance in  the development o f P la to 's  thought. See 
Buchmann, "Die Stellung des Menon," pp. 1-5, 94-97. But see also Paul 
Shorey, What Plato Said (Chicago: U n ivers ity  o f Chicago Press, Phoenix 
paperback, abridged, 1965), p. I l l :  " I t  w i l l  be an economy to  warn the
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Knowledge d if fe rs  from true  opinions, we may re ca ll from Socrates' 

demonstration w ith  the slave boy, in  th a t i t  is  fixed or anchored as a 

result o f a process in  which opinions are "many times" and " in  d iffe re n t 

ways" examined.5*̂  Meno, however, apparently does not reca ll or else 

never understood th is  d ifference. Impressed by Socrates' example o f the 

guide to Larisa, he now cannot see any d iffe rence a t a l l  between knowledge 

and true opinion, or why anyone should pre fe r the former to  the la t te r .  

Socrates has recourse here to  another s im ile . Right or true opinions, 

he says, are l ik e  the statues o f Daedalus: these works are very valuable 

i f  they are fastened by chains, but unchained they have a tendency to run 

away and so in  the unchained sta te  they are not very valuable a t a l l .  In 

like  manner, Socrates explains, true opinions can be "beau tifu l and useful" 

and "make fo r  a l l  tha t is  good" while we have them, but they have a ten

dency to turn away out o f the souls o f human beings, and so are not very 

valuable unless they are "bound." This "binding" o f true  opinions is  

done by means o f grounding w ith reasons, th a t is ,  by g iving an account

reader here against the naive fancy th a t the Meno marks the precise point 
in P lato 's development a t which the notion o f r ig h t opinion f i r s t  occurred 
to him and brought about a revo lu tion  in  his thought."

50I t  is  held by some commentators th a t a ll real knowledge, fo r  
Plato, is  the so rt o f knowledge ch a ra c te ris tic  o f mathematics. Thus, on 
Anfinn S tigen's view, P la to 's  understanding is  based on "the reduction o f 
a ll sciences to  mathematics" (The Structure o f A r is to t le 's  Thought (Oslo: 
U n ive rs ite ts fo rlage t, 1966), pp. 90-91). Cornford, who is  probably the 
major P latonic scholar to maintain something lik e  th is , finds in  the Meno 
a new conception o f knowledge modelled on the knowledge o f geometry and 
arithm etic: "Mathematical objects have a l l  the characters which make
them knowable in  a way tha t sensible things can never be known. They are 
perfect and exact, having neither more nor less content than is  expressed 
in  th e ir  d e fin it io n s ."  As fo r  knowledge o f properties, "the properties 
are deduced by a r ig id  chain o f reasoning, such tha t anyone who has under
stood the premises must see the ce rta in ty  o f the conclusions" (Cornford, 
Anamnesis, pp. 112-13). A certa in  s im ila r ity  to  Hobbes's epistemology is  
here evident. But th is  makes us wonder why Socrates says knowledge s ta rts  
from opinions, and is  produced not by deduction but by repeated d ia le c tic a l 
investigation.
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of them in  reason. "And th is ,  my fr ie n d  Meno, is  're c o lle c t io n , ' as was 

agreed by us in  what was said e a r l ie r ."

Excellence, the means o f acqu is ition  o f which Socrates and Meno 

have been seeking to  discover, can now be understood to be grounded on 

true opinions, a t least in  the case o f the excellent Athenians who were 

mentioned in  Socrates' dialogue with Anytus. Their excellence was indeed 

wise judgment, perhaps, but Socrates and Meno have been wrong in  assuming 

too quickly th a t wise judgment (phrongsis) is  iden tica l w ith  knowledge 

fepistQng), whereas in  fa c t i t  can also be based on true  opinions. Thus 

excellence may be considered to  come to men neither by teaching, since i t  

is not knowledge, nor by nature, but by a so rt o f "d iv ine  dispensation": 

the r ig h t opinion o f the statesman is  s im ila r to  the pronouncements of 

soothsayers, in  th a t both say many true  th ings, but do not know what they 

say. The excellence of Themistocles and the other statesmen he has named 

could not be taught to th e ir  sons because i t  was not grounded on knowledge. 

I t  could not give an account o f i t s e l f ,  but ra ther was based on r ig h t 

opinion. Men l ik e  Peric les, A ris tid e s , and Themistocles have great excel

lence and "know i t , "  we may say, but in  another sense they do not know i t .  

I f  they came to know i t  in  the la t te r  sense, th e ir  excellence i t s e l f  might 

be transformed by the very process o f "knowing." Socrates suggests tha t 

i f  someone capable o f making a statesman o f another man were to appear, 

he would be among the liv in g  what Homer says o f Teiresias among the dead: 

"He alone is  in  his senses, and the others are f l i t t i n g  phantoms." We 

are reminded o f the cave metaphor in  the Republic, where the philosopher 

alone o f the cave's inhabitants knows th a t what he sees are merely appear

ances, re fle c tio n s  o f the tru th  o f things (Republic 514a2-518b5). But 

Socrates does not pursue th is  w ith Meno. Rather, he admonishes Meno tha t
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"we shall know the c lea r tru th  (to  saphes) about th is  (presumably a l l  th a t 

has been said) only when, before searching out the way excellence comes to 

human beings, we sha ll have attempted to discover what excellence i t s e l f  

is ."  And then he adds, as he takes his leave, th a t Meno should t r y  to 

persuade Anytus o f a l l  th a t he, Meno, has been persuaded o f; fo r  th is  

would be a service to  the Athenians. Perhaps such a task could be a te s t 

fo r Meno, a measure o f the degree to which his soul has been touched in  

his encounter w ith Socrates.

The conversation we witness in  the Meno, and in  p a rtic u la r the 

discussions re la ted  to  geometry and d e fin it io n s , suggests th a t Plato under

stood the nature o f s c ie n t if ic  d e fin it io n s , th a t is ,  the so rt o f d e f in i

tions on which Hobbes based his science o f p o li t ic s .  But Plato believed 

there was a serious problem in  such d e fin it io n s , or tha t they are open to 

a decisive ob jection , which is  th a t they d is to r t  the phenomena we seek to 

know about, because re a l i ty ,  and especia lly p o li t ic a l r e a l i ty ,  is  not l ik e  

geometry. Socrates understands s c ie n t if ic  d e fin it io n s  be tte r than Meno, 

who proposes them, because Socrates is  aware o f the objections to  which 

such d e fin itio n s  are vulnerable. Socrates suggests to Meno another so rt 

of method, one which proceeds by lin k in g  or connecting the th ing being 

investigated to something else which is  also p a r t ia l ly  known. The d e f in i

tion of sch&na, as th a t which always accompanies co lo r, is  emphatically 

ungeometric, and y e t reveals to  us something about schgma which geometry 

can never reveal no matter how c le a rly  schema is  defined, since geometry 

as a science has nothing to say about co lo r. This example provided a 

pattern fo r  the la te r  attempt to l in k  excellence w ith  knowledge, to see 

the s im ila r ity  o f two things whose precise shape or eidos is  i t s e l f  not 

fu l ly  known. Plato indicates to us la te r  th a t Socrates' method, to the
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extent to  which i t  may be ca lled  s c ie n t if ic ,  is  more l ik e  the so rt o f 

argument "by hypothesis" fo r  which he draws a p a ra lle l from geometry la te r  

in the dialogue. The argument "by hypothesis" suggests something fu rth e r 

about th is  Socratic method, namely, th a t i t  w i l l  always proceed on the 

basis o f a fundamental hypothesis, which is  a supposition in  need o f 

continual reexamination.

As to  human excellence, the nature o f which is  explored in  the 

Meno a t the end, we are not wholly ignorant about i t :  we may say th a t the 

dialogue has p a rtly  uncovered the outlines o f human excellence, i t s  eidos 

or shape. Excellence or a re t£  appears, in  l ig h t  o f the Meno, to be a 

thing w ith  two fundamentally d if fe re n t and p a r t ia l ly  con trad ic to ry  sides.

On the one hand, i t s  grammar seems to  be s im ila r to the grammar o f a 

thing l ik e  health: we say o f i t  th a t i t  is  something accessible to  anyone 

regardless o f size or wealth or sex or in te llig e n ce . In th is  sense, or 

from th is  s ide, aret§~ is  deeply connected w ith ju s tic e . I t  is  the excel

lence o f the "good man," the "good c it iz e n ;"  grammar suggests th a t th is  

pole o f a re t£  is  very close to  what we ca ll "v ir tu e ,"  which is  indeed the 

most common tra n s la tio n  o f the Greek aretf?. On the other hand, however, 

is  the excellence o f the leader, or best human being. This is  the second 

pole o f the concept o f arete. I ts  grammar, as Plato t r ie s  to show, connects 

i t  again and again to  knowledge, or a t least to wise judgment. I t  is  the 

excellence not o f the c it iz e n  but o f the statesman, the excellence r e s t r ic t 

ed to the few (see above, pp. 244-45). This side o f excellence, in  fa c t,  

threatens to  break away from ju s t ic e  completely, in  the d ire c tio n  of 

tyranny or soph is try , or u ltim a te ly  philosophy. (The excellence o f the 

philosopher, in  tu rn , somehow combines wisdom and ju s tic e  on an e n tire ly  

new basis, a basis connected w ith  the e ro tic , but non-competitive, social
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character o f the philosophic l i f e  ra the r than the noble ambition o f the 

l i f e  of a statesman. The two poles o f a re tg  are not simply d iffe re n t; 

they cannot be separated. Each informs the other and together they con

s titu te  the th ing we ca ll human excellence; th a t the grammar o f th is  

concept points in  two p a r t ia l ly  contrad ictory d irections is  a re s u lt not 

of our fa i lu re  to analyze i t  fa r  enough, but’ o f the nature o f human 

language and human l i f e  simply.

In asking "what is "  something, P lato, l ik e  W ittgenstein, under

stands tha t we begin from the phenomena as they come to s ig h t fo r  us in 

speech. He does not assume th a t the answer lie s  behind the scenes, where 

Hobbes's science seeks i t .  Plato examines the things by examining what 

we say about them, since tha t is  where he believes they are to  be found.

On P lato 's understanding, we are looking fo r  things which we somehow 

already know, and we wish to  "re c o lle c t"  them. We begin from our opinions, 

in common speech, and seek the grounds fo r  them, tha t is ,  seek to anchor 

them by g iv ing an account o f them, or o f why we say what we say about the 

things. Exploring the grammar o f a th in g , fo r  W ittgenstein, is  s im ila r 

to what Plato means by g iving an account of a th ing: both are undertaken 

in order to  reveal the place o f something in  the whole, or to see "what 

kind of a th ing anything is . "

The re s u lt o f th is  method, the method presented by Plato in  the 

Meno may be knowledge, a t least knowledge o f a kind ( t is  epistang) about 

the p o lit ic a l th ings. I t  is  knowledge which is  te n ta tive , always having 

to return and begin anew from the beginning, always checking i t s  founda

tions by con tinua lly  doubting them. I t  is ,  as Hobbes claimed, uncertain. 

Perhaps Hobbes was r ig h t  to hope fo r  more than tha t. But we must wonder 

whether more is  possible.
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CHAPTER 8

WITTGENSTEIN AND POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

We began from the observation th a t th inkers in  ages p r io r  to  our 

own believed i t  was possible to  have a p o li t ic a l science o f human goals 

or ends.* We sought to discover what they must have meant by "science" 

in order to believe what they believed. Our inqu iry  led d ire c tly  to 

Hobbes, whom we discovered to have been fu l ly  self-conscious in  his tre a t

ment o f the question o f the status o f science, and who in  fa c t believed 

himself to be the f i r s t  to have paid the necessary a tten tion  to th is  ques

tion . Hobbes's understanding o f science was found to re s t on a pa rticu 

la r view o f language. We explored th a t view, p a rtly  by means of Locke's 

Essay Concerning Human Understanding.

The doubts raised about Hobbes's approach, however, are not s u f f i 

cient to d is c re d it him, which is  to say, they are only doubts. While they 

are not decisive, they do recommend the po licy  o f reconsidering the method 

Hobbes attempted to d is c re d it. We repeatedly uncovered s im ila r it ie s  between 

the approach o f Hobbes's predecessors and what we had e a r lie r  seen to be 

W ittgenstein's approach.

Cf. Jurgen Habermas, Theory and P ractice , trans. J. V ie rte l (Bos
ton: Beacon Press, 1973), pp. 42-44; and Wilhelm Hennis, P o li t ik  und prak- 
tische Philosophie (B e rlin : Herman Luchterhand Verlag, 1963), Chapter 1.
In Hennis's words, "Die p o litisch e  Wissenschaft hat den s ie  motivierenden 
Fragenzusammenhang aus den Augen verloren. Die w ichtigsten Probleme sind 
ih r g e s te llt ,  aber es fe h lt  am Handwerkszeug, s ie  zu erfassen" (p. 23).

254
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But are these s im ila r it ie s  more than supe rfic ia l?  Are we ju s t i 

fied in  seeing some agreement between the c lass ica l approach to p o lit ic a l 

phenomena and what W ittgenstein 's teaching indicates about the way to  

understand our concepts? Have we not lumped together in  "the c lassica l 

approach" positions which themselves d i f fe r  profoundly? I t  is  necessary 

fo r us to devote some a tten tion  to  these serious objections.

1. Philosophical A lliances Reconsidered: Plato and A r is to t le

The suggestion o f an a lliance  between such uneasy bedfellows as 

Plato and A r is to t le ,  to say nothing o f these two and W ittgenstein, deserves 

careful scru tiny . On no issue is  there such wide agreement as on the fa c t 

that A r is to te lia n  p rinc ip les  d if fe r  fundamentally from Platonic p rin c ip le s . 

With th is  general opinion, we agree. But a t the same time, we need to be 

a le r t to the p o s s ib ility  o f areas o f agreement between these two great 

th inkers; A r is to t le  was a student o f P la to , a fte r  a l l .  However much 

Marx and Hegel disagree, fo r  example, to  ignore th e ir  s im ila r it ie s  would 

be not only fo o lish  but disastrous fo r  an understanding o f Marx. As 

regards Plato and A r is to t le , we believe an exce llent case may be made 

that th e ir  d ifferences are minor on the issue o f s ta rtin g  points and on 

the issue o f the ro le  o f philosophy genera lly.

F ried rich  Solmsen may be taken as typ ica l o f those who see a pro

found d iffe rence between Plato and A r is to t le  on the issue o f s ta rtin g  

points. He maintains tha t whereas the P laton ic d ia le c tic ia n  has "reso lu te 

ly  turned his back on opinion" (doxa), A r is to t le  "proceeds on the assump

tion  th a t d ia le c t ic  deals w ith arguments and propositions taken from the

realm o f 'o p in io n .'"  Thus A r is to t le 's  "disagreement w ith P lato , even i f
o

never allowed to  come in to  the open, would seem to be ra d ic a l."  What is

2
Fried rich  Solmsen, "D ia le c tic  w ithout the Forms," in  A r is to t le
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not c lear, however, is  (1) tha t A r is to t le  has reduced the importance o f 

d ia le c tic , as Solmsen claims, and (2) th a t Plato turns his back on doxa. 

I t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to  see where Plato begins in  dialogues, i f  not from the 

opinions o f in te rlocu to rs  such as Theaetetus, Meno, Cephalus, and others.

A more persuasive account is  offered by John H. Randall, J r . ,  in  

which A r is to t le  is  seen as proposing th a t we use d ia le c tic  both to  a rrive  

at s ta rting  points (archai) and to  examine th e ir  correctness. A r is to t le 's  

position, according to  Randall, is

. . .  an exact, ana ly tica l statement o f the po in t o f the metaphor 
tha t Plato uses, th a t knowledge is  l ik e  remembering something, lik e  
recognizing what we have known a l l  along. We fin d  universals in  ex
perience. 4

In a ll fa irness , i t  must be said tha t Solmsen also recognizes a certa in  

s im ila r ity :

Quite l ik e  P la to 's , A r is to t le 's  d ia le c tic  is  p rim a rily  concerned 
w ith d e fin it io n s , i .e .  the t i  e s tin , and lik e  P la to 's  i t  re fle c ts  
a genuine d ia legestha i, a succession o f questions and answers.
. . . i t  is  s t i l l  as true as i t  was o f the P latonic dialogues th a t 
a d e fin it io n  (or d ia le c tic a l proposition) once i t  is  put forward 
depends fo r  i t s  surviva l on the assent o f o the rs .5

The examples we possess o f inqu iry  in P la to 's  dialogues do seem to  begin

on D ia le c tic , ed. G. E. L. Owen (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), p. 55.

^Solmsen him self argues th is  matter in a note against Wieland, 
whom he quotes as w ritin g  tha t " f l i r  A ris to te les  das Prinzipienwissen 
immer nur in  der Weise der Doxa mbglich is t "  (Die a r is to te lis ch e  Physik, 
(Gttttingen, 1962), p. 221). Solmsen admits th a t "generally speaking, 
d ia le c tica l operations fig u re  in  the arguments by which A r is to t le  sup
ports his 'p r in c ip le s , '"  but he s t i l l  holds th a t, as fa r  as he can see, 
"cases o f the kind are exceptional ra ther than ty p ic a l. What may be 
true o f the Nicomachean Ethics would not necessarily be true o f De Caelo 
or the biological works" (Solmsen, "D ia le c tic ,"  p. 54, note 4). Cf. Chapter 
6, above.

A
John Herman Randall, J r . ,  A r is to t le  (New York: Columbia U nivers ity  

Press, 1960), p. 45.

^Solmsen, "D ia le c tic ,"  p. 52.
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from common speech, even i f  such inqu iring  is  not content to leave the 

matter there. I t  seems f a i r  to  say th a t however deeply divided A r is to t le  

and Plato were on the issues o f where inq u iry  ends, in  the manner o f how 

inquiry begins and proceeds there is  some agreement between them.

Nevertheless, we may po in t to ce rta in  d ifferences o f tone which 

have a bearing on our concerns here. We might characterize A r is to t le  as 

more s a tis fie d  than Plato w ith  the natural appearance o f phenomena. A r is 

to tle  is  more concerned to  reveal each phenomenon in  i t s  d e ta il,  to  supply 

the fu l le s t  possible a r tic u la tio n  o f i t s  nature as we o rd in a r ily  under

stand i t .  He is  more inc lined  to  leave complexity where complexity ap

pears, and less inc lined  to  pursue apparent contrad ic tions. P la to , by 

contrast, is  more in terested in  knowing the place o f something in  the 

whole, and thus is  more concerned w ith  i t s  connections to other concepts 

or to what we have ca lled i t s  grammar. A r is to t le  is  more concerned w ith  

language, coirenon speech, or what we o rd in a r ily  say. As we saw in  his 

treatment o f reason in  the E th ics , A r is to t le 's  in c lin a tio n  to  leave 

things on th e ir  own ground may have been the exercise o f a philosophic 

prudence o f h is own in  allow ing the simply good man to stand on his own 

ground w ithout reasons.

At th is  po in t i t  is  worth noting a ce rta in  p a ra lle l d iffe rence  

between the positions o f Hobbes and Locke. Hobbes's q u a lif ie d  admiration 

fo r Plato may be said to  re f le c t  his sharing o f P la to 's  impatience w ith 

the ordinary a r tic u la tio n  o f phenomena. Locke is  more complacent than 

Hobbes, more concerned to  explain why what ex ists is  le g itim a te  and com

prehensible than to fin d  the underlying p r in c ip le  o f p o l i t ic a l phenomena 

which would perm it us to reorder them in  some more useful way.

We are ju s t i f ie d  in  fin d ing  A r is to t le  and Plato in  agreement on
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one other issue o f moment to th is  study. The c e rta in ty  which is  character

is t ic  o f Hobbes's method is  regarded by both c lass ica l th inkers as unneces

sary, not to say impossible in  p o lit ic a l science in q u iry . This may be 

seen from the fa c t th a t A r is to t le  c le a rly  lim its  his audience, in  the 

Nicomachean E th ics , to  those who w i l l  a t least not question whether v ir tu e  

exists. Some agreement, a t least on s ta rtin g  po in ts , was thought to  be 

necessary in  order even to  p a rtic ip a te  in  the in ves tiga tion . And P lato, 

as we saw in  the Meno, d istinguishes two sorts o f in q u iry : the d ia le c t ic , 

which occurs among friends and proceeds from some shared basis, and e r is 

t ic  or antagonistic in q u iry , where compelling proof is  required in  order 

fo r the p a rtic ipan ts  to  conclude anything. Now Hobbes, as we saw, consid

ers th is  e r is t ic  and skeptical a tt itu d e  endemic to any p o li t ic a l philosophy 

because in  th a t f ie ld  "there is  nothing not d isputable, because i t  compareth 

men, and meddleth w ith  th e ir  r ig h t and p r o f i t ;  in  which as o f t  as reason 

is against a man, so o f t  w i l l  a man be against reason. And from hence i t  

cometh, th a t they th a t have w ritte n  of ju s tic e  and po licy  in  general, do 

a ll invade each other, and themselves, w ith con trad ic tion" (Elements,

Epistle Dedicatory, p. xv ). The d ifference between the understandings o f 

Hobbes on the one hand, and Plato and A r is to t le  on the other, is  re lated 

to the respective understandings o f the place p o li t ic a l philosophy occupies 

in human l i f e ,  a po in t we w i l l  take up below. I t  su ffices  fo r  the moment 

to reca ll th a t fo r  Hobbes such philosophy is  ju s t i f ie d  only by i t s  usefu l

ness, whereas the c lass ics , by contrast, understand th a t men may pursue 

the inqu iry  fo r  i t s  own sake.

Beyond these points we do not intend to claim a strong resemblance 

between the accounts offered by Plato and A r is to t le .  But even i f  some 

agreement between then is  accepted as genuine, are we fu rth e r ju s t i f ie d
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in find ing  agreement between th e ir  approaches and the approach indicated 

by W ittgenstein 's investigations in  our own century? Before turn ing to 

the most troublesome objection to th is  s im ila r ity —-the fa c t tha t Wittgen

stein himself never engaged in  p o li t ic a l philosophy—we need to consider 

a number o f more detailed points o f d iffe rence.

2. Plato and Wittgenstein

We d ire c t our a tten tion  here to comparing Plato and W ittgenstein.

We may do th is  because the general d ifferences between Plato and A r is to tle  

put Plato, fo r  the most p a rt, a t a greater remove from W ittgenstein. A ris 

to tle  is  more concerned than Plato to  leave things as they are, to look 

and see w ithout rev is ing , and above a l l  to  look a t what we say (see Chapter 

6). He is  less eager to push fo r  ju s t i f ic a t io n ,  to  expose foundations 

which may not be f u l ly  ra tio n a l, as we saw in  the case o f the m ora lity  of 

the simple good man. One could say th a t A r is to t le 's  "spade reaches bed

rock," to use W ittgenstein 's phrase, a b i t  sooner than does P la to 's . Hence 

the genuine differences regarding language and method which d iv ide  the 

classics from Wittgenstein are more sharply drawn by comparing Plato and 

Wittgenstein.

The testimony o f W ittgenstein himself is  the best place to begin.

We do not know how serious ly , or to  what extent, W ittgenstein studied 

Plato. He makes c r i t ic a l  references to  the Theaetetus (see PI I ,  46, 518). 

In th a t dialogue, according to W ittgenste in 's reading, "when Socrates asks 

the question, 'what is  knowledge?' he does not even regard i t  as a prelim

inary answer to enumerate cases o f knowledge" (BB, p. 20; the reference 

is to Theaetetus 1460-67c). W ittgenstein finds himself in  disagreement 

with th is  pos ition . We may inqu ire , however, whether i t  is  wise to a t t r i 

bute to Plato the doctrine he puts in  the mouth o f Socrates. As fo r  the
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passage to  which W ittgenstein re fe rs  in  the Theaetetus, we would be in 

clined to take as a prelim inary answer the enumeration o f cases o f know

ledge, ju s t  as in  the Meno we saw such an enumeration as the statement 

of the pe rp lex ity  from which the search fo r  knowledge begins. Wittgen

s te in 's  disagreement w ith  Plato in  the passages to which he re fe rs  might 

better be described as a disagreement w ith positions temporarily presented 

by P lato 's Socrates. (In  PI I ,  46, the passage Wittgenstein quotes even 

begins w ith  Socrates' saying, " I f  I  make no mistake, I have heard some 

people say th is . . emphasis a d d e d . H e r e ,  then, W ittgenstein in  

thinking he disagrees w ith  Plato may only be disagreeing w ith Socrates, 

or with th is  p a rtic u la r  speech o f Socrates.

Nevertheless, there are disagreements in  both method and substance 

between Plato and W ittgenstein. The most important as regards language 

is  tha t W ittgenstein is  more to le ra n t o f ordinary usage than P lato. The 

la t te r  may f a i r l y  be accused of a certa in  impatience w ith the common opin

ions about meanings which he usually e l ic i t s  from in te rlocu to rs  a t the 

beginning o f a dialogue. Plato has his Socrates d is to r t  what others put 

forward, as he does w ith  Polemarchus' attempt to  say what ju s tic e  is  in  

Book I o f the Republic. Although Polemarchus' form ulation is  inadequate, 

he c le a rly  intends to say more than what Socrates recognizes in  his s ta te 

ment. Socrates argues in  one d ire c tio n , and succeeds in  reducing the com

p le x ity  o f Polemarchus' understanding to the notion tha t ju s tic e  is  some 

sort o f expertise, divorced from any consideration o f good in ten tions which 

Polemarchus had also meant. Confronted w ith Socrates' d is to r t io n , Polemar

chus is  ba ffled . But Plato may be attempting, by means o f such exchanges,

6For positions on language variously expressed by Socrates, not 
a ll o f which could be read as P la to 's  view, see also Cratylus 421e, 431b, 
439b-c.
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only to reveal tha t as we commonly use words they have contrad ic tory  im p li

cations. W ittgenstein too points th is  out. The d iffe rence hinges on the 

question whether Plato is  ind ica ting  a need to  remedy the defectiveness o f 

ordinary speech. W ittgenstein c le a r ly  does not accept th is :  language is  

" ' in  order as i t  i s . 1 That is  to  say, we are not s tr iv in g  a fte r  an idea l, 

as i f  our ordinary vague sentences had not ye t got a qu ite  unexceptionable 

sense, and a perfect language awaited construction by us" (PI I ,  98). Once 

we discover tha t " ju s tice " or "courage" are used in  somewhat contradictory 

ways, what more can we do, on W ittgenste in 's view? W ittgenstein would be 

outraged a t the way Socrates "reduces" excellence to  knowledge, or "the 

noble" to  "the good," as we saw in  the Meno. But is  th is  reduction meant 

to ind icate th a t language reform is  needed, or is  i t  an attempt by Plato 

to reveal ce rta in  connections in  the meanings o f our words--in th e ir  

grammar--which we do not o rd in a r ily  see, but which, when exaggerated, 

lead us in to  paradoxes? These questions we cannot hope to s e tt le  here, 

and we must leave them as questions.^

W ittgenstein is  in terested in  words or language more than is  Plato. 

This goes n a tu ra lly  w ith his preoccupation w ith epistemological questions, 

which were fo r  the c lassica l th inkers an important but not the primary 

point o f focus. In modern philosophy genera lly, as we saw in  considering 

Hobbes, concern w ith the means o f securing knowledge emerges as the central 

task o f philosophy. As a re s u lt,  concern w ith  language has never been fa r

^ I t  is  in te res ting  to po in t out in  th is  connection a passage from 
Norman Malcolm's memoir on W ittgenstein:

"W ittgenstein once observed in  a lectu re  th a t there is  a s im ila r ity  
between his conception o f philosophy (e.g. 'the  problems are solved, 
not by g iv ing new in form ation, but by arranging what we have always 
known'. . . ;  ‘ the work o f the philosopher consists in  assembling re
minders fo r  a p a rtic u la r purpose1. . .)  and the Socratic doctrine  th a t 
knowledge is  reminiscence: although he believed th a t there were also 
other things involved in  the la t te r . "  (Norman Malcolm, Ludwig Wittgen

ste in : A Memoir (New York: Oxford U n ivers ity  Press, 1972), p. 51.
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from the surface o f modern thought. P lato, by con trast, makes language 

his e x p lic it  theme only in  the C ratylus, and there he seems to conclude 

that despite i t s  importance, language is  not the key which unlocks the 

world to  us. At the r is k  o f d is to rtin g  Plato by quoting only his Socrates, 

we note the la t te r 's  words near the close o f the dialogue: "How real ex is

tence is  to be studied or discovered is ,  I suspect, beyond you and me.

But we may admit so much, th a t the knowledge o f things is  not to  be derived 

from names. No, they must be studied and investigated in  themselves"

(Cratylus, 439b3-7). Although there is  a genuine d iffe rence between Plato 

and W ittgenstein here, i t  may be a d iffe rence mostly in  emphasis. Wittgen

stein is ,  as we have tr ie d  to  show, not ju s t  in terested in  language, or in  

words. He is  concerned to discover what knowledge is ,  and he believes the 

path to an understanding l ie s  through language. But language is  not ju s t  

words, according to  W ittgenstein. I t  comprises also the circumstances o f 

th e ir  use, the world in  which the words appear, as i t  were.

Plato searched fo r  the ideas or forms o f th ings, which are more 

than the meanings o f words (although in  one sense the dialogues are searches 

fo r d e fin it io n s ) . Our words grasp re a l ity  inadequately, according to  P lato. 

W ittgenstein, by con trast, tr ie s  to show th a t there is  not something which 

stands behind the words. He therefore urges us to  seek understanding not 

by looking behind language, but a t the language games themselves in  which 

words are used. But these two approaches may be closer in  s p i r i t  than they 

a t f i r s t  appear: where Plato says th a t meanings are o f l i t t l e  help to us 

and so concludes th a t examination o f words is  not the way to search fo r  

tru th , W ittgenstein denies tha t words have meanings in  th a t way, and so 

looks a t the circumstances o f th e ir  use.

The most pe rs is ten t d ifference to  be found would seem to  be what
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we have already noted, namely, P la to 's  skepticism. P lato, or a t least 

Plato's Socrates, re a lly  is  not s a tis fie d  w ith  the contrad ic tory im p li

cations he often uncovers in  our concepts. He continues to  doubt th a t 

we understand things fu l ly ,  and continues to look fo r  the account o f 

the whole in  which contradictions are resolved. In th is  respect Plato 

may be said to be closer to  the skeptica l s p i r i t  o f Hobbes. Hobbes was 

impatient w ith  ambiguity and con trad ic tion , and sought to  penetrate back 

to the o rig ins  o f concepts in  order to  uncover th e ir  c lear meanings. 

Wittgenstein seems more pa tien t. He is  prepared to to le ra te  ambiguity 

and confusion, to  explore them and even seems to teach th a t they are a 

necessary part o f a liv in g  natural language (as we saw above). But th is  

may not be the case. Nietzsche, in  fa c t ,  maintained th a t such contra

d ic to ry  and ambiguous meanings are ch a ra c te ris tic  o f the language o f any 

culture w ith  a long and complicated h is to ry . "Only th a t which has no 

h istory can be defined," as he says; concepts in  h is to ry  become so over- 

la in  w ith  layer upon layer o f new meanings tha t they necessarily lose 

th e ir  c la r i ty .  At an e a r lie r  cu ltu ra l stage, Nietzsche maintains, the 

complicated combination o f meanings "must have been more e a s ily  soluble,
O

i ts  components more eas ily  disassociated." P lato, l ik e  Hobbes, might 

be said to have sought to  re turn to  a kind o f natural c la r i t y  o f meaning. 

For Nietzsche, the c la r ity  is  a matter o f h is to ry , and not na tu ra l. W itt

genstein, however, forces us to wonder whether a cu ltu re  where meanings 

were simple and clear would not have to be very d iffe re n t from ours, more 

lik e  a cu ltu re  o f robots than a cu ltu re  o f human beings.

O
Fried rich  Nietzsche, The Genealogy o f Morals, "Second Essay," 

Section 13, in  The B irth  o f Tragedy and The Genealogy o f Morals, trans. 
Francis G o lffing  (Garden C ity : Doubleday Anchor Books, 1956), p. 212. I 
am indebted to Mr. T. Paterson fo r  d ire c ting  me to th is  passage.
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Despite these differences between W ittgenste in 's and P lato 's 

approaches, th e ir  methods o f inqu iry are s im ila r in  two other respects, 

respects which in  turn lead us to the real core o f th e ir  d ifferences.

The f i r s t  o f these is  the fa c t tha t both approach philosophical questions 

in a d ia le c tic a l s p i r i t .  We mean th is  in the deeper sense o f d ia le c tic  

noted by Socrates in  the Meno. For both Plato and W ittgenstein, ph ilo 

sophic inqu iry  is  d ia le c tica l because i t  goes on between friends seeking 

tru th . As such i t  has the ten ta tive  character, the lack o f compulsion 

so cha ra c te ris tic  o f W ittgenstein 's la te r  philosophy, which in  fa c t is  

often pursued by means o f imaginary dialogues or conversations. As we 

saw in the Meno, such an approach may lead one to "see" the tru th , but 

i t  does not compel i t .  We need to ask, however, whether the reasons 

fo r engaging in  th is  d ia le c tic  were the same fo r  W ittgenstein as fo r 

his ancient predecessors.

The second s im ila r ity  involves P la to 's  metaphor o f the cave. At

least as a young man, Wittgenstein apparently accepted a p rin c ip le  s im ila r

to th is  famous P latonic teaching. He wrote to one o f his friends tha t

human existence " is  l ik e  a dream. But in  be tte r hours we wake up ju s t

enough to re a lize  tha t we are dreaming. Most o f the time, though, we are 
g

fast asleep." Philosophy seeks to penetrate a so rt o f fog in  which most 

of our live s  are live d , to see c le a rly  what is  only seen as in  a dream 

most o f the time. But we may wonder about th is .  For Plato, i t  is  true , 

l i f e  is  live d  by most men w ith in  a horizon which prevents a true under

standing o f the nature o f the world or themselves. That horizon is  con

s titu te d  by the opinions, assumptions, dogmas, which l im it  men's v is ion .

g
Letters from Ludwig Wittgenstein (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1967), 

p. 7; also quoted in  A. Kenny, W ittgenstein (London: Penguin Press, 1973), 
p. 3.
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Put another way, common speech gives us only an inadequate or p a rtia l 

grasp o f re a lity .  The task o f philosophy is  the escape from th is  lin g u is 

t ic  cave. W ittgenstein, in  contrast, seems to teach th a t the l in g u is t ic  

cave, i f  indeed i t  is  a cave, must be accepted as our permanent home.

The task o f philosophy might be said to be to  t r y  to understand as c le a rly  

as we can what is  in  the cave: normally i t  is  a cave in  which we only 

dream, but in  our "b e tte r hours" we wake up enough to see our s itu a tio n .

We have now to consider what has so fa r  been ignored, and what 

is the most obvious and most far-reaching ob jection to comparing these 

thinkers on the ground on which we have sought to compare them. Why did 

Wittgenstein never w rite  a word o f p o lit ic a l philosophy? The answer to 

th is  question w i l l  lead us to the core o f the d iffe rence between Wittgen

stein and the c lass ics , as well as reveal a fundamental s im ila r ity  be

tween W ittgenstein and the modern th inkers against whom we have considered 

him here.

3. Why Did W ittgenstein Write No P o lit ic a l Philosophy?

The discussion in  Chapter 6 o f the place o f p o lit ic a l science or 

p o lit ic a l philosophy in  c lassica l thought brought out the fa c t o f i t s  

preeminence in  philosophy simply. For both Plato and A r is to t le  p o lit ic a l 

philosophy was necessarily in  the pos ition  o f preeminence because they 

recognized th a t p o li t ic a l considerations were in e x trica b ly  connected to  

the p o s s ib ility  o f any philosophy whatsoever. P o lit ic a l philosophy is  

today subordinate to epistemology. We may thus trans la te  the question o f 

th is  section in to  the question, Why has epistemology replaced p o li t ic a l 

philosophy as the queen o f philosophy?

One might begin by observing th a t the reasons fo r  th is  usurpation 

are themselves re la ted  to the argument o f the preceding chapters. This may

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

266

be seen from the fo llow ing considerations: philosophy may be said to  be 

p u b lic -sp irite d  in  varying degrees, from the essen tia lly  personal character 

of W ittgenstein 's philosophical in q u iry  to the predominantly p o li t ic a l con

cern o f, fo r  example, M achiavelli. The philosophy o f c lass ica l th inkers 

was p u b lic -s p ir ite d  out o f necessity. Hobbes was e n tire ly  correct when 

he charged tha t the philosophy o f the ancients was subversive. Purely 

ra tiona l in q u iry  was threatening to  established p o lit ic a l orders because, 

as Hobbes said, i t  taught men to  question the ways o f th e ir  p o li t ic a l com

munities. For th is  reason, which the classics recognized as well as 

Hobbes, p o lit ic s  and p o lit ic a l orders demand the a tten tion  o f philosophy 

i f  philosophy is  to survive. This raises the question why philosophy 

should survive, i f  i t  is  not usefu l. Or to put i t  another way, Why do 

men philosophize? In the answer to  th is  question, Hobbes is  a t odds with 

his predecessors.

Hobbes's philosophy was p u b lic -s p ir ite d  in  a more primary sense.

Its  very raison d 'e tre  was u t i l i t y .  Philosophy must cease to be subver

sive, in  Hobbes's view. To accomplish th is ,  the character o f p o lit ic s  

must be a lte red so tha t p o li t ic a l communities are not threatened by tru th  

or ra tiona l inqu iry . P o lit ic s  can be made ra tio n a l, as Hobbes tr ie s  to 

show, i f  we teach men to obey laws fo r  genuine reasons (fea r and s e lf -  

in te re s t) ra ther than out o f custom, hab it, b e lie f,  or su p e rs titio n . That 

th is  requires a d iffe re n t tone in  p o li t ic s ,  i .e .  less emphasis on v ir tu e  

and more a tte n tion  to secu rity  and "commodious liv in g "  does not bother 

Hobbes. The important th ing is  the disappearance o f the subversive in f lu 

ence o f various opposed conceptions o f the v ir tu e  a t which the community 

should aim. Since men w i l l  then have faced the tru th  about the reason 

fo r  th e ir  l iv in g  together, ra tio n a l inqu iry  in to  the possible competing
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goals can no longer be threatening. Hence a t the same moment philosophy 

ceases to need to worry about p o lit ic s  and p o lit ic s  about philosophic 

inquiry.

One might say th a t the transformation Hobbes sought to  make would 

elim inate the need fo r  philosophy to  be p u b lic -s p ir ite d . And Hobbes was 

successful to  the extent th a t the major problem o f philosophy since his 

time has not been p o lit ic s  but epistemology. The po in t o f these remarks 

is to show why we should not be surprised, a t lea s t, th a t W ittgenstein 

wrote no p o li t ic a l philosophy. This is  a fa c t which is  in  no way s tr ik in g  

unless one seeks, as we have here, to  consider him in  l ig h t  o f the p h ilo 

sophic tra d it io n . I t  is  p a rtly  because o f Hobbes's success tha t philosophy 

is  not p u b lic -s p ir ite d  in  the twentieth century. W ittgenstein is  not 

unique in  th is  respect. In one sense, P la to 's  thought too was not pub lic- 

sp ir ite d . P lato—and th is  is  true o f c lass ica l th inkers generally—did 

not expect much from p o lit ic s .  The philosopher, according to  P la to , sees 

"the madness o f the many, and tha t no one who minds the business o f the 

c it ie s  does anything healthy." And "taking a l l  th is  in to  the ca lcu la tio n , 

he keeps qu ie t and minds his own business—as a man in  a storm, when dust 

and ra in  are blown about by the wind, stands aside under a l i t t l e  w a ll" 

(Republic 596c7-d8). But i t  is  s ig n if ic a n t th a t th is  utterance o f Socrates 

occurs in  a dialogue e n tire ly  about p o lit ic s ,  conducted w ith  young men who 

are interested in  p o li t ic s ,  and whom Socrates takes very se rious ly . Plato 

took p o lit ic s  seriously because, as the fa te  o f Socrates te s t i f ie s ,  philoso

phy was dangerous. Since, by our tim e, the danger has disappeared, the 

private side o f philosophy has emerged as most important.

This raises fo r  us the question we passed over above: Why, i f

philosophy is  not usefu l, do men philosophize? What ro le  does philosophy
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play in  human l i f e ,  according to  the th inkers we have considered here?

In answering th is  question we come nearer to understanding the most pro

found d iffe rence d iv id ing  W ittgenstein from the classica l th inke rs , and 

we can uncover a t leas t one respect in  which W ittgenstein is  nearer to 

Hobbes. For both Plato and A r is to t le  the philosophic l i f e  was under

stood to be the best type o f l i f e  fo r  a human being. The pu rsu it o f phi

losophy is  an end in  i t s e l f ,  rewarding not fo r  i t s  u t i l i t y ,  but simply 

as an a c t iv ity .  As a consequence o f th is ,  ce rta in ty  was not required in  

philosophic conclusions. Since philosophy seeks to know the tru th  about 

everything tha t e x is ts , i t  inquires in to  the nature o f p o lit ic s  and the 

p o lit ic a l phenomena ( ju s t ic e , law, tyranny, e tc .)  as one subject among 

others. And fo r  reasons we have ju s t  ou tlined , the subject o f p o lit ic s  

was o f p a rtic u la r moment to philosophers anyway.

We have seen how fo r  Hobbes, by contrast, the core o f the philosoph

ic  enterprise is  i t s  u t i l i t y .  C u rios ity  or "desire , to know why, and how," 

according to  Hobbes, is  e n tire ly  natural to human beings and in  fa c t is  

peculiar to them. He even seems a t one po in t in  Leviathan to say th a t the 

inqu iring mind is  rewarded by i t s  own a c t iv ity  (Chapter 6, p. 124). But, 

as i t  turns out, i t  is  re a lly  "anxiety fo r  the fu tu re  time" which "disposeth 

men to enquire in to  the causes o f th ings: because the knowledge o f them, 

maketh men the be tte r able to order the present to  th e ir  best advantage" 

(Chapter 11, p. 167). Since philosophy is  pursued not fo r  the sheer enjoy

ment o f in q u iry  but fo r  i t s  u t i l i t y ,  ce rta in ty  and c la r i ty  are correspond

ing ly  more important. Whereas the pub lic-sp iritedness o f c lass ica l philoso

phy arose from the necessity fo r  surv iva l o f philosophy i t s e l f ,  Hobbes's 

philosophy is  p o li t ic a l or p u b lic -s p ir ite d  in  i t s  very core, because i t  

s ta rts  out to seek peace. That is  i t s  u t i l i t y .
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For W ittgenstein, three centuries la te r ,  the philosophic enter

prise is  pursued fo r  reasons akin to both Hobbes's and the c la s s ic s ', 

yet d iffe re n t from e ith e r. In one place W ittgenstein describes philosophy 

as the cure fo r  in te lle c tu a l diseases, fo r  the tormenting puzzles o f the 

mind (PI I ,  255). Although th is  is  by no means the view o f philosophy 

consistently presented by W ittgenstein, i t  indicates what is  fo r  us the 

most important po in t, namely, th a t philosophizing is  not pursued so much 

as an end in  i t s e l f  as fo r  i t s  re s u lt. The re su lt may be release from 

torment by conceptual problems, or i t  may be a kind o f c la r ity .  "Philoso

phy simply puts everthing before us, and neither explains nor deduces 

anything.—Since everything lie s  open to  view there is  nothing to  explain" 

(PI I ,  126). Thus i f  philosophy is  use fu l, fo r  W ittgenstein, i t  is  use

fu l on a personal or ind iv idua l le ve l. For the philosophical enterprise

of the c lass ics , ce rta in ty  was not required. Certainty o f philosophical 

conclusions was necessary to Hobbes because i t  was meant to  be compelling 

to other men, because i t s  u t i l i t y  was above a l l  p o l i t ic a l:  i t  was to

secure peace. W ittgenstein 's philosophy is  closer to P la to 's  and A ris 

to t le 's  in  respect o f i t s  uncerta in ty, and closer to Hobbes's in  respect 

of i t s  u t i l i t y  or usefulness.

That the problems fo r  which W ittgenstein sought a so lu tion  in  

philosophy were never p o lit ic a l problems is  a fa c t which we are unable 

completely to expla in, except by the reasons given above, and those reasons 

characterize W ittgenstein no more than most other philosophers o f the la s t 

century. Perhaps i t  is  s u ff ic ie n t explanation tha t W ittgenstein live d  in 

a cu lture  where philosophy does not need to pay a tten tion  to p o lit ic s .

But we may add the fa c t tha t fo r  most o f us, personal concerns overshadow 

the concerns o f a p o lit ic a l community. Because tha t community is  so large,
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we ra re ly  fee l i t  as a community a t a l l .  P o lit ic s  to  most o f us is  a 

phenomenon we may ignore or not as we please. However, despite the fa c t 

that we do not o ffe r  th is  as a complete account o f why W ittgenstein was 

not concerned w ith  p o lit ic a l philosophy, we hasten to add th a t his not 

w riting  p o lit ic a l philosophy, while i t  may q u a lify  the s im ila r it ie s  between 

Wittgenstein and Plato or A r is to t le ,  does not necessarily q u a lify  the impor

tance o f what we learn about knowledge from W ittgenstein.

4. Conclusion

We must admit th a t we do not possess knowledge o f the so rt which 

Hobbes and la te r  Locke sought, which they described as moral or p o li t ic a l 

science. We have reason to th ink  i t  is  not possible to have th is  kind 

o f knowledge. This is  not news, to be sure, ye t we may be permitted to 

hope tha t by th is  examination of Hobbes's goal and method, we have c la r i 

fied  the problem o f knowledge in  p o li t ic a l science. Our re trac ing  o f 

Hobbes's in te lle c tu a l steps and our c r it ic is m  o f some o f them does not 

mean we can re tu rn  to the po in t from which Hobbes began. Despite our 

investigation o f the older approach which was replaced by Hobbes's method, 

we quite na tu ra lly  enterta in  certa in  doubts about the appropriateness o f 

such an approach, in  confronting a world so very d iffe re n t. Perhaps th is  

is cause fo r  pessimism; perhaps not. Can the h is to r ic a l account we have 

traced teach us something nonetheless?

We suggest tha t the understandings o f knowledge and method we have 

surveyed can shed l ig h t  on our own procedures and enrich our work as p o l i t i 

cal s c ie n tis ts . We may be led, f i r s t  o f a l l ,  to moderate our habitual 

skepticism about knowledge not secured by s c ie n t if ic  method. I f  Wittgen

s te in 's  investiga tions accomplished nothing else, they would be valuable 

simply fo r  perm itting us to question what has to many o f us seemed
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unquestionable, namely, the idea th a t the only knowledge one should be 

w illin g  to stand behind is  s c ie n t if ic  knowledge in  the s t r i c t  sense. We 

may doubt th is ,  i t  now appears, w ithout wholly turning away from reason 

to emotion or b lind  commitment. The moderation thus indicated suggests 

fu rthe r th a t we reconsider our d is t in c tio n  between normative and empirical 

questions. The s t r ic t  requirements o f knowledge urged by Hobbes were 

intended to bring in to  being a true  science o f m ora lity . When moral con

cepts did not tu rn  out to be susceptib le to investiga tion  by his method, 

such concepts were eventually abandoned as an improper subject fo r  study.

We retained the s t r i c t  notion o f knowledge and merely re s tr ic te d  i t s  focus. 

But we may re ca ll A r is to t le 's  p r in c ip le  th a t we demand o f our knowledge 

only such exactness as is  appropriate to  the subject matter. We can and 

do know a good deal about v irtues  or goals, tha t is ,  about the "normative." 

Human goals or ends are not less em pirical than laws or corrupt leaders, 

and we know something about the la t te r .  Moderating our skepticism thus 

may permit us to  include in  p o li t ic a l science many more o f the considera

tions which are important to p o lit ic a l actors—senators or voters a lik e — 

but which frequen tly  have been excluded from the leg itim a te  realm o f p o l i t i 

cal science.

Second, the inqu iry  above recommends tha t we seek to  lessen our 

re liance on "models" which explain by reducing p o lit ic a l phenomena to 

simpler elements. I t  may be ne ither necessary nor wise to  t r y  to  "get 

beneath" the outward appearance or the surface o f whatever we wish to 

understand. We may need to be more cautious about explanations which 

presume to construct, out o f a t in y  number o f basic aims or d rives , an 

account o f complicated and reasoned p o lit ic a l a c t iv ity .  This has often 

been attempted fo r  the same reasons Hobbes himself gave when he designed
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the procedure, th a t is ,  because only such a method can provide the log ica l 

s ta rting  po in t from which compelling s c ie n t if ic  reasoning can proceed.

But we have been led to see, by W ittgenstein, tha t i t  is  possible, even 

from a philosophical perspective, to  take seriously the notion o f c irc u la r  

inqu iry. I f  c irc u la r  inqu iry  is  also capable o f producing knowledge, the 

reduction to  "simples" (w ith which, as Hobbes puts i t ,  "passion not mis

tru s tin g ,"  a l l  men can agree) is  not a requirement and may not be the 

best path to knowledge. We may do be tte r by re la tin g  phenomena to one 

another in  th e ir  concrete p a r t ic u la r ity ,  than by try ing  to  explain some

thing by reduction to  other, simpler phenomena. We may, fo r  instance, 

attempt to explain p o lit ic a l ambition by reducing i t  to a more fundamen

ta l human d rive  fo r  power and thus see i t  as a complicated form o f s e lf-  

in te res t which a l l  men share. But should we not be awake to  the idea 

that p o li t ic a l ambition may be d if fe re n t in  kind from other human motiva

tions? Perhaps, as some thinkers have claimed, the desire fo r  honor must 

be understood on i t s  own terms as a uniquely p o lit ic a l motive, and as one 

which d istinguishes men because i t  is  rare.*® Of course, there are men 

fo r  whom p o lit ic a l power g ra t if ie s  only the crude so rt o f s e lf- in te re s t;  

but i t  is  p rec ise ly  these from whom we may wish to d is tingu ish  the t ru ly  

p o lit ic a l man, and we are precluded from doing so by an explanation which 

understands the more complicated or higher as reducible to  the more basic 

or lower.

Th ird , we may fin d  i t  wise to  place less emphasis on the genera lity  

of our explanations. We need to moderate what W ittgenstein ca lled our 

"contemptuous a tt itu d e  towards the p a rtic u la r case" (BB, p. 18). We may

*®Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in  America, ed. J. P. Mayer, 
trans. George Lawrence (Garden C ity : Doubleday Anchor Books, 1969), p. 510.
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seek to understand something—whether a presidentia l e le c tio n , a Supreme 

Court decision, or the p o lit ic a l con s titu tion  o f B ra z il—in  a l l  i t s  con

crete d e ta il and not as a va ria tio n  o f more general phenomena such as 

voting behavior or modernization. We may indeed say, fo r  example, tha t 

a ll socie ties have some so rt o f general process o f " p o l i t ic a l so c ia liza 

tio n ,"  and a l l  such processes aecomplish in  a sense the same th ings, 

namely, the incu lca tion  o f dominant values, etc. We need to  be more 

aware o f the p o s s ib ility  th a t what is  the same in  a l l  methods o f p o l i t i 

cal so c ia liza tio n  may be less important and less in te res ting  than what 

is  d iffe re n t. The fa c t th a t every possible cons titu tion  is  a "statement 

that prescribes how people, th ings, and events shall re la te  to  each other 

w ith in  a given te r r i to r ia l  ju r is d ic t io n " ^  may t e l l  us less than the care

fu l study o f even one p a rtic u la r co n s titu tio n .

Focusing on p a r t ic u la r it ie s  and differences would also mean paying 

more a tten tion  to  the perspective o f the members o f a p o li t ic a l community 

themselves. We may, o f course, ignore what men say about ju s t ic e  or what 

they believe i t  to be, and instead understand various conceptions o f ju s 

tice  as va ria tions o f some general concept. We might understand ju s tic e  

in general to  be any p r in c ip le  fo r  the a lloca tion  o f socia l goods: r ig h ts , 

punishments, m aterial goods, or rewards. "Every concept o f ju s t ic e ,"  we 

could say, " is  simply a d if fe re n t example o f th is  general a llo ca tive  p r in 

c ip le . A system o f crim inal ju s t ic e  a llocates proper degrees o f punish

ment to crim ina ls , no punishment to  a l l  who should not be punished, and 

so on." But we need only re ca ll W ittgenste in 's p a ra lle l example o f the 

claim th a t a l l  too ls serve to modify something. "Would anything by gained

■^Wayne L. Francis, Formal Models o f American P o lit ic s :  An In tro 
duction (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), p. 115.
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by th is  ass im ila tion  o f expressions?" (PI I ,  14). That is ,  do we re a lly  

learn very much by seeing the general and abstract which ignores p a rticu la r 

differences? We should be on our guard against explanations which do not 

re a lly  help us to  understand but which make us th ink  we have discovered 

the real essence o f something. Such cautions as these are the real ser

vice tha t the study in  which we have been engaged can perform fo r  us in 

our work as p o lit ic a l s c ie n tis ts .
12The most serious philosophers since Hobbes have followed him

in the b e lie f th a t the human mind is  not f u l ly  a t home in  the world. Man's

position in  the cosmos is  not secure, and th is  means tha t man not only

needs to but is  free  to tre a t nature as something a lie n , to be mastered

and con tro lled . That th is  view s t i l l  dominates our th inking in  subtle

ways perhaps goes w ithout saying. A recent book in  p o lit ic a l science,

a sort o f in troducto ry  essay, expresses i t  th is  way: in social science

the process o f model build ing is  s im ila r to  playing an in te res ting  
game. Your opponent is  re a lity .  You are attempting to account fo r  
your opponent's behavior so th a t you w i l l  be able to act more in te l
lig e n tly . In some areas these games are played fo r  high stakes.13

The re je c tio n  o f the complacency w ith  which both c lass ica l and 

medieval th inkers viewed man's re la tio n  to  Nature led the deepest thinkers 

to ask what so rt o f th ing human knowledge is  and to doubt i t s  power to 

understand the things in  the world, even w ith  the assistance o f method. 

Understanding was replaced by explanation and prediction as the core o f 

knowing. They concluded, in  conscious opposition to the c lass ica l view, 

that i t  is  not the natural capacity fo r  knowing which is  the highest human 

facu lty . These th inkers were aware o f the a lte rna tives and they were

-^Along w ith  Bacon and Descartes, one must add.
1 *3Francis, Formal Models, p. 9.
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skeptical. The real issue, however, has d r if te d  in to  a kind o f haze, and 

we often fo rget th a t there ever was a d if fe re n t understanding.

We do not have reason s u ff ic ie n t to challenge the side taken by 

Bacon, Descartes, and Hobbes. But we believe W ittgenste in 's philosophy 

gives us a t least cause to reconsider the whole issue, and also a means 

to recover what is  otherwise fo r  most o f us an inaccessible a lte rn a tive  

understanding. We believe i t  is  th is  accomplishment which makes Wittgen

ste in 's  philosophy most important. He urges us, we may say, to doubt our 

own doubting, to  be skeptical o f tha t skepticism which has become, fo r  us, 

a dogma.
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