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Abstract 

It is hard enough in this world to get or do what we want, let alone be who we 

want. And yet we often don’t even know what we want to begin with. On a familiar 

picture of desire, figuring out what we want is a matter of articulating some inner 

essence, whether this essence is understood to be conscious or unconscious. By way of 

Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, I develop an alternative picture of desire in this 

dissertation, one in which our desires are coextensive with the techniques we figure them 

with. I examine two such techniques in Wittgenstein, the technique of saying that you 

want to say something, and the technique of talking to yourself. At stake in these 

techniques are the conditions under which we can resolve our ambivalent desires in 

public, and when we must determine to resolve them in private.  
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I watched my mother smile that Christmas morning, and I wanted to tell the truth because the 

truth was neat and without hypocrisy: I wanted carefully to say that I was glad my father was 

dead. Instead I left the breakfast table and went to my bedroom. I wept there, and then washed my 

face in cold water from the jug on my wash-stand. I hated the memory of him and how he would 

have been that Christmas morning; I hated him for destroying everything. It was no consolation to 

me then that he had tried to share with us a person he loved in a way that was different from the 

way he loved us. I could neither forgive nor understand. I felt only bitterness that I, who had 

taken his place, must now continue his deception, and keep the secret of his lies and his 

hypocrisy. 

—William Trevor, from “Mr. McNamara” 
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Introduction | Wittgenstein beyond Psychoanalysis 

It is hard enough in this world to get or do what we want, let alone be who we 

want. We are fortunate in being afforded the consolation that we are usually not fully 

responsible when we don’t succeed. Perhaps we could have been more diligent, tried 

harder—but so often, the actions of others or the happenstance of the world is partly if 

not entirely to blame. And yet we frequently do not even know what we really want. And 

unlike not being or getting or doing what we want, there is often little consolation for 

that. It is true that other people can offer some assistance in clarifying our desires. But 

other people cannot bear the responsibility for determining our desire—this responsibility 

ultimately lies with us.1 It is also true that the happenstance of the world plays some role 

in our negotiations of ambivalence. The necessity of action does not always allow for 

some thoughtful reflection on one’s desires. And all self-reflection comes to an end at 

some point. The urgency of life can accordingly mitigate to some extent the 

inconsolability of ambivalence. But time is not always to blame. There are problems of 

what we want that occupy us day in and day out, even for years at a time. How to escape, 

then, the inconsolability of ambivalence?2  

I will argue in this dissertation that Ludwig Wittgenstein’s later philosophy 

provides us with techniques for articulating and resolving such problems. Such a 

                                                 
1 In saying that determining our desire is ultimately up to us, I do not mean to suggest that one’s self is 

always the dominant factor in determining what one wants—there is such a thing as brainwashing. Neither 

do I mean to suggest that the individual can always decide what they want: determining what you want is 

not always deciding. All I mean to say is that if your problem is one of determining, no one can ultimately 

do that for you. Note that it usually makes sense to say “I think you want…” but not “You want…”. And 

when someone does tell you what you want, it is open for you to reject this. 
2 It should be said that this inconsolability is related to but not the same as the inconsolability of regret. You 

can regret actions even where there was no problem of ambivalence.  
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suggestion may seem odd, since Wittgenstein is best known, in his later as much as his 

earlier philosophy, for articulating a vision of language, not of ambivalent desire. But it is 

also well known that Wittgenstein thought of his philosophy as analogous in some sense 

to therapy, though to what extent this analogy holds and what Wittgenstein meant by it is 

the source of some contention. So it should not be too surprising that Wittgenstein, in his 

therapeutic guise, might have something to say about the ambivalence of desire, and, 

given that his philosophy offers a vision of language, the manifestation of our desires in 

words. 

Problems of determining what you really want are as varied as the things you 

want to have or be or do, and so I will ultimately restrict my focus in this dissertation to 

problems of determining what you really want to say. There are two principal reasons for 

prioritizing such problems. First, the connection between problems of determining what 

you really want and problems of determining what you really want to say goes beyond 

the simple connection between genus and species. Determining what you really want 

sometimes means determining what you want to say about what you want. Not always—

we can imagine someone sitting quietly in meditation in order to figure out what they 

want. But where you wish to determine what you want with or among others, this 

determination will often take the form of some kind of conversation. Second, problems 

concerning saying what you want to say are more frequently problems of determining 

what you want than other problems of wanting (to do, get, or be this or that). Where the 

actions of others or the happenstance of the world interferes with so many things we 

want, it more rarely interferes with what we want to say. You might have some defect in 

the vocal cords, or have a gag forcibly imposed upon you, or simply don’t possess the 
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words, but barring such extremities of circumstance, the only thing getting in the way of 

saying what you want to say is you yourself. 

However, I will begin this introduction not with the specific problem of 

determining what you want to say, but with the general problem of determining what you 

want (about saying, or doing, or getting, or anything). A Wittgensteinian therapy cannot 

poke at any one problem of desire without confronting psychoanalysis—the predominant 

therapeutic approach towards problems of desire in general. In the first section of this 

introduction, I survey the difficulties Freud’s psychoanalytic theory poses for the 

philosophical clarification of determining what you want. More than simply suggesting 

that our speech dissimulates desire, Freudian psychoanalysis suggests our speech 

necessarily fails to articulate desire, since the Freudian Id is essentially inchoate. Freud 

replicates the anxiety of the Romantics confronted with the Kantian noumenon in what I 

call the Ricoeurian anxiety: is there really no way of bringing the ultimate depths of our 

desires into words? In the second section, I explain how Wittgenstein’s approach to 

ambivalent desire departs from Freud’s psychoanalytic approach. Where Freud frames 

the ambivalence of desire as a fundamental feature of the psyche, Wittgenstein thinks no 

postulated mental process, not even an ambivalent one, can do justice to what we talk 

about when we talk about desire. In order to understand expressions of our ambivalent 

desire we have to look at those expressions themselves. In the third section, I proceed to 

give an overview of this dissertation’s chapters, as well as an account of its contributions 

to the study of Wittgenstein’s methodology. 
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1. The Ricoeurian Anxiety 

As is well known, Freud dramatically reconfigured our understanding of the 

subject and its desires. Freud argued that much of the subject, including its desires, was 

not transparent to itself—the subject was constitutively defined not just by its conscious 

experience, but by an unconscious and its variable manifestation in that conscious 

experience. In The Ego and the Id, Freud distinguishes three different senses of the 

subject’s unconscious. First, there is preconsciousness: that which is latently conscious, 

and can become conscious again.3 Many memories are preconscious, as are many 

thoughts we have had, and each may be brought back to consciousness by the words of 

others or the perceptions of daily life.4 Second, there is the repressed unconscious, mental 

processes which produce effects in our lives without, unlike preconscious thoughts and 

memories, showing themselves in consciousness, because something in the mind opposes 

this, keeps these processes repressed in the attempt to keep them from effectivity.5 Here 

one finds the memory of traumatic experiences, and the thoughts concerning them. And 

third, there is the unrepressed unconsciousness of the Id, the primordial source of 

pleasure and pain. The Id is responsible for the lived effectivity of the repressed 

unconscious by serving as the conduit for the repressed unconscious’s communication to 

the Ego, that part of the Id which has been modified by perception of the external world, 

and is lived under the principles of reality and reason.6 

                                                 
3 Freud, “The Ego and the Id,” 14. 
4 Freud, 20. 
5 Freud, 14. 
6 Freud, 25. 
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Paul Ricoeur was deeply troubled by the implications of Freud’s theory for the 

philosophy of language. Ricoeur was attached to an understanding of philosophy as self-

reflection, the “effort to recapture the Ego... in the mirror of its objects, its works, its 

acts.”7 Accordingly, he was invested in philosophy’s capacity to articulate the desires 

manifesting in the subject’s speech, and thereby to recapture the subject in its speech. But 

Freud poses an enormous challenge for such a philosophical project. Freud carried 

Cartesian doubt into the “Cartesian stronghold,” doubting consciousness as it appeared to 

itself.8 What words meant could not be confined to what they consciously said—there 

was “another meaning” which was “both given and hidden in an immediate meaning.”9 

Ricoeur wanted to know whether the presence of this “double meaning” necessitated the 

dissimulation of desire, or whether the desire hidden in speech could be revealed: “a 

revelation, of the sacred.”10 In Ricoeur’s view, a revelatory vision of language was to be 

found in phenomenology rather than psychoanalysis. Phenomenology brackets the nature 

of the object (here, desire) to describe the subject’s experience of this object in the 

expectation of eventually un-bracketing it to let it manifest as revelation.11 

Ricoeur’s wager was that he could overcome the gap between psychoanalysis and 

phenomenology with dialectics, synthesizing the insights of each into a new philosophy 

of language, which could save philosophical self-reflection not as the Cartesian cogito 

but rather as “concrete reflection.”12 But what could this “concrete reflection” possibly 

be? After hundreds of pages spent in pursuit of his dialectic, Ricoeur found himself 

                                                 
7 Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy, 43. 
8 Ricoeur, 33. 
9 Ricoeur, 7. 
10 Ricoeur, 8. 
11 Ricoeur, 29–31. 
12 Ricoeur, 56. 
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unable to answer: “It is at the end that one sees not only how large the question was, but 

also how naive our demand was for an answer.”13  

The problem, at the very least, has to do with what Ricoeur took to be the 

problem. I think Ricoeur gets close to identifying what is a very important problem, a 

problem Freud’s theory of the unconscious poses for the philosophy of language, but he 

does not quite put his finger on it. Ricoeur’s observation about “double meaning” is a real 

implication that Freud’s theory has for the philosophy of language, but he underestimates 

the capacity of Freud’s theory to handle the problem of uncovering any meaning 

dissimulated in speech. In fact, the whole point of psychoanalysis is to handle this 

problem.14 

The manifestation of double meaning is the manifestation of the repressed 

unconscious, an unrecognized (because repressed) effectivity of speech, and the task of 

the psychoanalyst is to get the analysand to form “word-presentations” whereby this 

repressed unconscious can form preconscious links—essentially to act out double 

meanings in the safety of the psychoanalytic relationship. Freud argues that something 

which was once a conscious perception can be made conscious again, and so word-

presentations, as perceptions of either auditory or optical form (the spoken word or 

written script), are a way in which repressed thoughts, which, after all, were once 

conscious perceptions, can form preconscious links.15 The analyst could then get the 

                                                 
13 Ricoeur, 343. 
14 The Ricoeurian has the burden of showing why they accept the psychoanalytic description of the problem 

of desire without accepting the psychoanalytic solution to the problem—moreover without accepting a 

solution within psychoanalysis (so necessitating phenomenology) given that the problem exists within the 

psychoanalytic framework. The Wittgensteinian approach rejects the psychoanalytic framework itself. 
15 Freud, “The Ego and the Id,” 21. For the argument that what is repressed was once preconscious, see 

Freud, “The Unconscious,” 580. 
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analysand to appreciate the repressed unconscious rendered preconscious in these word-

presentations, so that their desires (or the “sacred,” as Ricoeur puts it) would no longer be 

dissimulated at all. 

In Jonathan Lear’s helpful retelling, the problem of double meaning is the 

problem of neurotic irony. In neurotic irony, the Id, the Ego, and the Superego can 

surface in one and the same speech act. Lear gives the example of an analysand who 

becomes frustrated with their analyst and asks, “Why am I angry at you? You haven’t 

done anything.” Lear suggests that an ironic understanding of this speech act would posit 

that both the Id and Ego were emerging at the same time: the Id (via the repressed 

unconscious) is angry that the analyst hasn’t done anything (“I am angry at you because 

you haven’t done anything”), and the Ego is pretending that this anger is baseless (“I 

don’t know why I am angry at you because you haven’t done anything”). The job of the 

analyst is to get the analysand to internalize a capacity for appreciating this neurotic 

irony, so that the desires manifesting in a speech act are transparent to the speaker.16 

So, when Ricoeur muses that the job of philosophy is to rescue some possibility 

of speech free from dissimulated desire, he seems to have discounted the psychoanalytic 

method for doing exactly this. Perhaps this is what Jacques Lacan was complaining about 

when he claimed that “Ricoeur casts into the limbo of pure contingency what the analysts 

at every stage are dealing with.”17 But we should not therefore assume that 

psychoanalysis poses no problem for philosophy. If double meaning and its neurotic 

                                                 
16 Lear, Therapeutic Action, 126–28. Notably, Lear attributes a voice to the Id here, and I will go on to 

argue this is something which I do not think orthodox Freudian theory can allow for. Only with Lear’s 

revisions to Freudian psychoanalysis, I will later show, does it make sense to attribute a voice to the Id. 
17 Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 154. 
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irony pose no such problem, the Id itself certainly does. While Freud believed the 

repressed unconscious could be rendered preconscious by means of word-presentations, 

he also believed the third sense of the unconscious, the Id itself, could never be rendered 

in such word-presentations. The Id, as Freud says in the final paragraph of his essay, 

“cannot say what it wants; it has achieved no unified will. Eros and the death instinct 

struggle within it.”18 Freud thought the Id was the site of an irresolvable ambivalence 

between two instincts (or drives),19 an erotic instinct, for unity, self-preservation and sex, 

and a death instinct, for disunity, inanimate existence and hate.20 And because the Id is 

fundamentally ambivalent, it has no unified will it can express in words.21 Where the 

repressed unconscious is the site of dissimulated desire, the Id is the site of inchoate 

desire. 

Now, as Freud saw things, this inchoate desire was only sometimes a problem. 

Freud argued for two possible relations between the death and erotic instincts: the fusion 

of instincts, and the defusion of instincts. In the fusion of instincts, the Ego succeeds in 

aligning the aims of both instincts for the same end.22 Since the instincts are fused 

through the Ego, there is no ambivalence which cannot also be expressed in words—so 

the fusion of instincts can be an object for analysis. I take it that the example Lear gives 

for neurotic irony is such a case. The analysand consciously expresses the erotic instinct’s 

                                                 
18 Freud, “The Ego and the Id,” 59.  
19 The issue of whether or not to call them instincts or drives is over the translation of the word Trieb in 

German. I will speak of them interchangeably here—but the importance of using the language of “drives” 

will be important to Lear, who thinks that the erotic drive is not innate, but produced: so calling it an 

instinct would be misleading. 
20 Freud, “The Ego and the Id,” 40. 
21 Freud thought that the Id emerged in dreams, since only the Ego falls asleep—and here the Id does not so 

much as speak for itself as show itself. 
22 Freud, “The Ego and the Id,” 41. 
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will for harmony with the analyst, and unconsciously expresses the death instinct’s anger 

at the analyst. But both expressions are ultimately aligned, fused (if incompletely): they 

both want the analyst to help, it’s just that the death instinct doesn’t think the analyst is 

helping. 

In the defusion of instincts, on the other hand, the Id overwhelms the Ego, and the 

two instincts are free to pursue contrary aims.23 And since the success of psychoanalysis 

depends on the analyst allying themselves with the Ego in order to tame the instincts, this 

defusion presents a real obstacle.24 The Ego has to be strong enough to accept the aid of 

the analyst, and in the defusion of instincts, the overwhelmed Ego may simply be too 

weak.25 Where the Id is in charge, its muteness prevails, and so the analyst’s attempts to 

call up word-presentations for the analysand will be useless. Unlike Lear’s case of 

neurotic irony, in which both instincts are allied with the analyst, in the defusion of 

instincts, only the erotic instinct is allied with the analyst: there is both a positive and a 

negative transference. And since the Id cannot find expression in words, this negative 

transference cannot come to light and prevent the analysand’s sabotage of their analysis: 

“If the analyst tries to explain to the patient one of the distortions made by him for the 

                                                 
23 Freud, 54. 
24 Other psychoanalysts were more optimistic than Freud about the possibility of a psychoanalytic treatment 

of defusion. Rosenfeld has argued that an analyst’s “exposure of the system” of a defusion could lead the 

analysand towards fusion. See Rosenfeld, “A Clinical Approach to the Psychoanalytic Theory of the Life 

and Death Instincts,” 174. But Freud would have objected that giving an analysand knowledge of some 

neurosis would not amount to working-through it, and could even make such a working-through more 

difficult. Freud’s “topographical hypothesis” was that ideas existed separately in the conscious and 

unconscious, so to modify the conscious idea was to have no effect on the unconscious correlate. Freud, 

“The Unconscious,” 579. 
25 In the Foucaultian terms of the second chapter of this dissertation, what happens in the defusion of 

instinct is that the necessary ethical differentiation is missing for psychoanalytic parrhesia. 
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purposes of defense, and to correct it, he finds him uncomprehending and inaccessible to 

sound arguments.”26  

But while inchoate desire is only sometimes a problem for psychoanalysis, it is a 

fundamental problem for philosophy understood as self-reflection. The existence of the Id 

means that there is a necessary limit to how far self-reflection can go. No matter how 

much self-reflection you do, you will never succeed in articulating the inarticulable Id.27 

And here, I think, one might easily feel an anxiety akin to that which led Ricoeur off on 

his dialectical quest, though his particular quest may have been undertaken in vain. Can 

philosophy do nothing here? Is the Id really, truly, necessarily mute? Might there not be 

some “concrete reflection” which could finally retrieve it?28 

 Freud ironically replicated in the Id something akin to the Kantian noumenal self 

he participated in overcoming. Kant held that apart from the phenomenal self we 

experience in space and time, there was another self which could not appear in 

experience, the noumenal self. It was this noumenal self that was the seat of the moral 

law imposed on the phenomenal self, Kant’s famous categorical imperative. Freud 

suggested such a categorical imperative was not to be found in some extra-experiential 

domain, but rather as the direct consequence of infantile experience, the residue of the 

                                                 
26 Freud, “Analysis Terminable and Interminable,” 239. 
27 It will be objected that Ricoeur understood self-reflection as reflection on the Ego only, not the Id. But 

the Ego is subjected to the whims of the Id: it is not hermetically sealed off from it. And the Ego, as Freud 

held, is even just a modification of the Id, not a metaphysically distinct entity. To reflect on the Ego is to 

reflect on its relations to the Id. (In a similar way, one cannot reflect on oneself without reflecting on the 

world one is a part of. The Id is just part of the internal world.) 
28 I suspect something like the Ricoeurian anxiety motivates the failure of private language in remark §258 

of the Philosophical Investigations. The private linguist cannot hold onto any private sensation there in 

such a way that they can assign any sign in language to it. That Wittgenstein seeks to obviate the 

Ricoeurian anxiety, as I will argue below, should lead one to suspect that he is not, after all, denying the 

possibility of a private language in that remark. I will address this topic more thoroughly in the conclusion 

to this dissertation. 
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Oedipus complex in the Superego.29 But Freud then went on to suggest an extra-

experiential domain of his own, the Id, a domain so extra-experiential he considered it to 

be a “second external world.”30 Perhaps this is because the Id is our more-than-human 

inheritance, a residue of eons of evolution which cannot be neatly subsumed under the 

most recent developments of the Ego. The Kantianism here is not even my suggestion—it 

is Freud’s himself: 

Just as Kant warned us not to overlook the fact that our perceptions are subjectively 

conditioned and must not be regarded as identical with what is perceived though 

unknowable, so psycho-analysis warns us not to equate perceptions by means of 

consciousness with the unconscious mental processes which are their object.31 

 

The Romantics after Kant yearned to articulate his inarticulable noumenon;32 the 

Ricoeurian, in similar fashion (when the true problem underlying his work is understood), 

yearns to articulate Freud’s inarticulable Id.  

 The Freudian, of course, may respond to the Ricoeurian in just the way the 

Kantians responded to the Romantics—why try to articulate what cannot be articulated? I 

take this to be Lacan’s position on the matter.33 Lacan worried over the idea that 

                                                 
29 Freud, “The Ego and the Id,” 35. 
30 Freud, 55. 
31 Freud, “The Unconscious,” 577. 
32 Stanley Cavell argues that Romanticism is both profoundly satisfied and profoundly dissatisfied with 

Kant. The source of satisfaction is the noumenal self as a source of freedom in an otherwise mechanistic 

world. The source of dissatisfaction is the noumenal world as essentially unknowable, a settlement with 

skepticism at the steep price of ceding any claim to things in themselves. The irony of the Ricoeurian 

anxiety is that its source is the Id, Freud’s replacement for the noumenal self—the very noumenal self 

which offered at least some satisfaction to the Romantics. Cavell, In Quest of the Ordinary, 31. 
33 It can seem Lacan attempts to render articulate Freud’s inarticulable desire, since, as he famously claims, 

“the unconscious is structured like a language.” If Freud held that the Id is outside language, incapable of 

speech, it can seem Lacan holds that language is its very medium. But it is important to keep in mind that 

Lacan did not take himself, at least in his definition of the unconscious, to be departing from Freud. I think 

Lacan should be taken as referring in his famous remark not to the unconscious in the sense of the Id, but to 

the repressed unconscious, which, as we have seen, can indeed emerge in speech in Freud’s view. In 

general, Lacan was very cautious about deploying the schema of Id, Ego, and Superego, since he thought 

that when these terms were used simplistically, in a “decomposed trinity” without careful attention to 

Freud’s use, they were obstructive of psychoanalysis rather than conducive to it. See Lacan, The Four 

Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 20–24. 
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psychoanalysis could traverse some “language barrier” keeping the reality of desire from 

articulation: 

this illusion that impels us to seek the reality of the subject beyond the language barrier is 

the same as that by which the subject believes that his truth is already given in us and that 

we know it in advance; and it is moreover as a result of this that he is wide open to our 

objectifying intervention.34 

 

So Lacan was intimately aware of what I have called the Ricoeurian anxiety over 

inarticulable desire—he thought it was so omnipresent as to function both as a standing 

enticement to psychoanalysis (a reason the analysand seeks treatment) and as a standing 

threat to its success (as an illusion unreflectively assumed by the analyst). So are we to 

give up the Ricoeurian anxiety in the psychoanalytic treatment Lacan believed this 

anxiety impelled one towards, just as Kant would have the Romantics give up their 

attempts to know the unknowable noumenon? 

Unfortunately for the Lacanian solution, the analogy between the Romantic and 

the Ricoeurian anxiety is far from perfect, and to the credit of the Ricoeurian. The 

Kantian noumenon is inaccessible by definition—there is nothing which could be the 

appearance of that which is outside of appearance. Once one has accepted the noumenon 

as a meaningful concept (for one could argue it is not meaningful), one accepts there is 

nothing which could count as recovering it. The Romantics have lost their battle against 

Kant as soon as they have accepted Kant’s terms. But the Ricoeurian anxiety is a slightly 

different story. The Id, unlike the noumenon, is not defined by its inaccessibility to 

appearance. Its inaccessibility is a result of struggle between the erotic instinct and the 

death instinct. And how inaccessible is it, really? Freud asserts, after all, that the Id is the 

                                                 
34 Lacan, Écrits, 69. 
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means by which the repressed unconscious communicates to the Ego. How can the Id not 

say what it wants, while it is nonetheless capable of communicating for the repressed 

unconscious? And why say the Id cannot say what it wants because it has no unified will? 

Why not say that it says too much, contradicting itself, rather than nothing at all? It is 

hard to accept Lacan’s Kantian consolation when Freud’s Id departs so significantly from 

Kant’s noumenon. 

Lear’s revisions of Freud offer one response to this concern. Lear argues that 

Freud’s conception of the death drive is essentially confused. Faced with the repetitive, 

traumatic dreams of soldiers back from World War I, Freud could find no basis for 

arguing that the repetition of these dreams was an attempt at the wish-fulfillment of the 

pleasure principle. Rather, the repetition must be motivated by an attempt to return to the 

ultimate state of repetition: inanimate matter.35 But why, Lear asks, should we assume 

that this repetition is motivated at all? Lear draws an analogy with Darwin’s discoveries: 

the mutations exhibited by creatures are not purposeful, but preserved or eliminated 

under the principle of natural selection. Why not see repetitive, traumatic dreams under 

this light? The so-called death drive should be seen as the site of purposeless mutations, 

given purpose by us, not as the manifestation of some hidden purpose already present in 

the mind under the guise of the death instinct.36 

The inarticulability of the Id is thus not the inarticulability of inchoate desire, the 

divided will of erotic and death instincts, but the consequence of the fact that life cannot 

be lived free of such psychological mutations, what Lear calls “breaks”37—life cannot be 

                                                 
35 Lear, Happiness, Death, and the Remainder of Life, 67. 
36 Lear, 79–80. 
37 Lear, 115. 
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lived “without remainder.”38 The presence of such breaks can tempt one to think there is 

a hidden purpose in oneself that remains unarticulated, but in truth it is simply 

purposelessness perpetually rearing its head, one not to be quelled in some final 

articulation of the elusive Id. One might say, notwithstanding Kant’s claim that the 

noumenon is independent of both space and time, as these are conditions of the world’s 

appearance to us for Kant, that Lear temporalizes the noumenon. For Kant, it makes no 

sense to say the noumenon is so much as always inaccessible, because “always” is a 

temporal term; for Lear, the Id’s inaccessibility is consequent of the interminable 

possibility in the future (and so in time) of encountering breaks in the structure of the 

Ego. 

With the death drive out of the equation, the erotic drive is freed from its never-

ending tango with it. And since the muteness of the Id in Freud was due to the struggle 

between the two instincts, the erotic drive is now free to speak on behalf of the Id. But 

Lear, following Hans Loewald, goes even further—not only is the erotic drive no longer 

muted, it is constituted by language. For Lear, the erotic drive emerges in the child as a 

result of communication with the mother. The child is not born into the world as an 

independent entity with independent drives, but must achieve its independence in 

communication with the world.39 Where Lacan says that the (repressed) unconscious is 

logos, Lear says “eros is logos.”40 Everything the self wants is thus essentially 

communicable, since the erotic drive is itself the product of communication; everything 

                                                 
38 Lear, 96. 
39 Lear, Open Minded, 136. 
40 Lear, 139. 
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that is not essentially communicable is the manifestation of psychological breaks, 

misleadingly referred to by Freud under the heading of the death drive. 

But how compelling is Lear’s Darwinian argument? No doubt humans have not 

been freed from evolution: we are still subject to purposeless mutations and the principle 

of natural selection. But Lear’s distinction between the purposeful Id and the purposeless 

Id is a muddy one. On the basis of what are we to distinguish breaks from what Lear calls 

“swerves,” purpose-driven maneuvers of the mind in service of the erotic drive?41 Lear 

identifies breaks with lapses in the swerve of some dominant (often neurotic) structure, 

e.g. one which must convince itself that one is a disappointment to everyone one 

encounters.42 But who is to say these lapses are not the manifestation of less-dominant 

structures of the mind, so the manifestation of weaker swerves, and not purposeless 

breaks? Lear is faced with the problem of proving an absence. If one can discover a 

purpose behind a maneuver of the mind, one has discovered a swerve. But if one cannot 

discover such a purpose, is it that one has discovered a break, or only failed to discover a 

swerve?  

Even if Lear’s revisions to Freud can be made philosophically viable, it is unclear 

the Ricoeurian will be appeased. At best, Lear’s revisions promise to complete the 

Kantianization of Freud, to make whatever is inaccessible in the Id inaccessible by 

definition, as Kant’s noumenon is. We should see this promise, then, as the promise of 

collapsing the Romantic and Ricoeurian anxieties, rather than as the absolution of either. 

I said that the Ricoeurian anxiety was more justifiable than the Romantic anxiety insofar 

                                                 
41 Lear, Happiness, Death, and the Remainder of Life, 114. 
42 Lear, 116. 
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as the Romantic has lost their battle against Kant as soon as they have accepted Kant’s 

terms. But we do not have to accept Kant’s noumenon on faith, nor Freud’s inaccessible 

Id. Perhaps the Freudian problematic, in which there is an Id whose inaccessibility must 

be eradicated or consoled for, like the Kantian problematic, in which there is a noumenon 

whose inaccessibility must be eradicated or consoled for, is itself the problem. It is well-

known that Freud got his concept of the Id from Nietzsche.43 But the term was only ever 

supposed to be provisional for Nietzsche, who hoped that one day we might be able to 

dispense with it. The importance of his concept of the “it,” as Nietzsche called it, was that 

it drew attention to the ways in which our thinking is fundamentally impersonal. But the 

concept of the “it”-which-thinks supposes again some inner agent (person) of thinking, 

and Nietzsche thought this was still an error.44 Given that Nietzsche himself doesn’t 

dispense with the concept, we are left to our own devices. So what would it mean to 

dispense with the concept of the Id? 

 

2. Saying What You Want Without an Id 

Faced with Ricoeurian anxiety, one might ache for the simplicity of Augustine’s 

conception of the relationship between desire and speech: 

When grown-ups named some object and at the same time turned towards it, I perceived 

this, and I grasped that the thing was signified by the sound they uttered, since they meant 

to point it out. This, however, I gathered from their gestures, the natural language of all 

peoples, the language that by means of facial expression and the play of eyes, of the 

movements of the limbs and the tone of voice, indicates the affections of the soul when it 

desires, or clings to, or rejects, or recoils from, something. In this way, little by little, I 

learnt to understand what things the words, which I heard uttered in their respective 

                                                 
43 Freud, “The Ego and the Id,” 23. 
44 Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, 24. 
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places in various sentences, signified. And once I got my tongue around these signs, I 

used them to express my wishes.45 

 

How simple the thought is: that in wrapping my tongue around the signs of language, I 

might “express my wishes”; that a child might come into language precisely through 

seeing the “affections of the soul when it desires,” as though these desires could be 

transparent to someone in the “natural language” of “gestures,” let alone in the learned 

language of words. There is no anxiety over articulating the inarticulable to be found 

here. But the Augustinian conception of desire and speech less renders the Id superfluous 

as renders one susceptible to its intervention. The Freudian critique would go something 

like this: the child does not simply become capable of expressing their wishes by 

wrapping their tongue around the signs of language, insofar as the Id, the seat of the 

child’s wishing, is inaccessible to language. The Ego, insofar as it is the part of the Id 

modified by perception of the external world, can try its best to fulfill the Id’s desires 

under the reality principle, but it cannot succeed in giving voice to the Id’s desires—there 

is no such thing as giving voice to the voiceless Id. 

But perhaps there is another way of accounting for Augustine’s oversights which 

equally invalidates the Freudian conclusion. The passage cited from Augustine, one may 

recall, is that with which Wittgenstein chooses to open his Philosophical Investigations. 

That the passage has anything to do with the relationship of desire and speech is easily 

missed in Wittgenstein’s citation, since Wittgenstein concentrates in his first few remarks 

on another aspect of the passage, that Augustine takes himself to have learned his 

language by means of grown-ups pointing things out, as though language essentially 

                                                 
45 Augustine, “Confessions,” 5. 
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consisted of names which stood for things, and as though ostensive definition, the act of 

pointing and naming, took care of itself. But we should not therefore assume that 

Wittgenstein has nothing to say about the relationship between desire and speech 

articulated in the passage.46 I take the following remark, found many pages later in the 

Investigations, as having more or less direct relevance: 

334. “So you really wanted to say . . .” – We use this phrase in order to lead someone 

from one form of expression to another. One is tempted to use the following picture: what 

he really ‘wanted to say’, what he ‘meant’, was already present in his mind even before 

we articulated it. Various kinds of thing may persuade us to give up one expression and 

to adopt another in its place. To understand this, it’s useful to consider the relation in 

which solutions of mathematical problems stand to their occasion, and the original setting 

in which they were posed: the concept of trisecting an angle with ruler and compass, 

when people are trying to do it, and, on the other hand, when it has been proved that 

there’s no such thing.47 

 

Augustine’s description of the relationship between desire and speech is one in which 

desire precedes speech. The child has unarticulated wishes prior to entering into 

language, and the benefit of learning the language of grown-ups is that one can use this 

language to express these wishes. One imagines the grown-up assisting the young initiate 

into language in this task: “You don’t really want to say you’re tired, what you really 

want to say is that you have a headache.” But Wittgenstein has a different reading of such 

assistance. What the grown-up is doing in such a situation is not necessarily fixing a 

mismatch between the child’s desire and the words they use to express this desire. What 

                                                 
46 Cavell has suggested that the whole of the Investigations can be considered as a continuous response to 

this passage of Augustine’s. The suggestion may seem plainly ridiculous: does the Investigations not more 

or less ‘start over’ at §46, when Wittgenstein proceeds to scrutinize Socrates’ claims in the Theaetetus, just 

as he had scrutinized Augustine’s? If Augustine’s passage was enough to motivate the Investigations, why 

bother turning to Socrates at all? I cannot insist Cavell’s suggestion be accepted definitively, and I do not 

think Cavell would either. But I think we do well to ask, first, in considering something in Augustine’s 

passage: does Wittgenstein have anything to say about this? And second, in considering Wittgenstein’s 

remarks: what might this have to do with Augustine’s passage? I see Cavell’s suggestion as helpful in the 

lines of inquiry it opens up—lines I see no need to discount in advance. Cavell, “The Uncanniness of the 

Ordinary,” 101. 
47 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 114–15. 
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the grown-up is doing is persuading the child to give up one expression and adopt 

another, and this other expression may not necessarily correspond to some unexpressed, 

pre-existing desire. 

Wittgenstein suggests it is helpful to consider here the relation between the 

original occasion for mathematical problems and their ultimate solution, and gives the 

example of trisecting an angle with ruler and compass. (Wittgenstein does not quite get 

the problem right—it is in fact possible to trisect an angle with a marked ruler and a 

compass. The difficulty arises when one uses an unmarked straightedge.) The occasion 

for this particular mathematical problem was the great success mathematicians in Ancient 

Greece had in using a straightedge and a compass to solve a variety of mathematical 

problems: dividing a line into equal segments, drawing parallel lines, constructing 

polygons, and bisecting angles. That any arbitrary angle could be bisected with 

straightedge and compass seemed to promise that it could just as well be possible to 

trisect these angles—why not? But all attempts at such trisection failed, and none were 

found in the centuries to follow. Finally, in 1837, Pierre Wantzel proved a trisection by 

means of a straightedge and a compass was impossible.48 Wantzel’s proof would have 

been unavailable to ancient Greek mathematicians, making use as it did of field 

extensions, a concept wholly unknown to the ancient Greeks, and the appreciation of 

which would require the innovations of abstract algebra. 

The ancient Greeks were faced with an unhappy situation—what they wanted to 

do, trisect an angle with straightedge and compass, seemed possible given their great 

                                                 
48 Wantzel, “Recherches Sur Les Moyens de Reconnaître Si Un Problème de Géométrie Peut Se Résoudre 

Avec La Règle et Le Compas.” 
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successes with these two tools. But the proof that such a task was impossible would itself 

require mathematical tools unknown to them. We might think of the ancient Greek 

mathematicians as analogous to the children in Augustine’s scene of initiation into 

language, and Wantzel as the grown-up trying to assist in this initiation. We might be 

tempted into thinking that there was a preexistent desire in the Greeks for the advanced 

tools of abstract algebra, and that what Wantzel did was provide these tools. (Such a 

temptation would certainly comport with the Socratic conception of knowledge as 

memory.) But is this a good picture of what Wantzel accomplished? Such a picture 

makes it seem as though the Greeks never really wanted, not really, to trisect an angle 

with straightedge and compass, where this means that the problem was that there was no 

true desire in the Greek mathematicians corresponding to their task. But this is 

preposterous. If Wantzel were to say: “You don’t really want to trisect an angle with a 

straightedge and a compass,” he shouldn’t be taken as pointing to their true, unspoken 

desire—a desire which magically corresponds to innovations in abstract algebra 

developed centuries later. What he is doing is persuading the Greeks to give up their 

desire—and perhaps to adopt other means for trisecting an angle, such as neusis 

construction (a tool which was available to the ancient Greeks, and which Archimedes 

deployed in a solution of the problem).49 

The Wittgensteinian critique of the Augustinian picture of the relationship 

between desire and speech is not just an alternative to the Freudian critique—it is 

fundamentally opposed to it. Both Freud and Augustine agree in postulating an inchoate 

desire prior to words—what they disagree in is whether this inchoate desire can find its 

                                                 
49 Dudley, The Trisectors, 3. 
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way into words. Augustine thinks it can; Freud does not. And it is the existence of this 

inchoate desire which Wittgenstein would have us question—when we are persuaded to 

articulate what we want in a different way, we are not giving voice to some true desire 

which was there all along, not because we can only fail to articulate this desire, as Freud 

would have it, but because there is no mental phenomenon of desire to articulate. As 

Wittgenstein puts the problem: 

The first step is the one that altogether escapes notice. We talk of [mental] processes and 

states, and leave their nature undecided. Sometime perhaps we’ll know more about them 

— we think. But that’s just what commits us to a particular way of looking at the matter. 

For we have a certain conception of what it means to learn to know a process better. (The 

decisive movement in the conjuring trick has been made, and it was the very one that 

seemed to us quite innocent.)50 

 

Desire, want, and wish—these are all words, words learned without peering into the 

recesses of the minds of those who use them. We do not need to postulate mental 

processes correlating to these words in order to comprehend their use because we never 

learned these words as correlates of mental processes.51 To assume specific mental 

processes undergird these words is to sorely misunderstand what we are up to when we 

talk of desires and wants and wishes. 

 So, if Wittgenstein’s critique of Augustine is fundamentally opposed to Freud’s 

insofar as both Augustine and Freud posit an inchoate desire prior to words, is it therefore 

as much a critique of Freud as of Augustine? It is certainly a critique of any attempt to 

offer Freud up as an alternative to Augustine, to better understand what Augustine wants 

to understand. If we are interested in understanding the wishes we express in speech, 

                                                 
50 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 109. 
51 Lear’s revised psychoanalytic theory, where desire does not precede language but is constituted through 

it, thus is no explanation for the ordinary language of “desire” either—the point is that the word “desire” 

implies no mental process, whether as precursor or resultant of language. 
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Wittgenstein teaches us that we have to look at the expression of those wishes in speech, 

and not reach behind them for some mental process. Freud’s Id is superfluous for such a 

task—and moreover deleterious to it, as Wittgenstein’s characterization of the 

mentalization of desire as a “conjuring trick” suggests. If one is interested in 

understanding the ordinary language of desire, Wittgenstein shows there is no need for 

any Ricoeurian anxiety. 

 Freud was not, however, a philosopher of language interested in understanding 

what we mean when we talk about desire, but an aspiring scientist interested in 

discovering new regions of the mind in order to account for psychological phenomena. 

Freud would likely have insisted that when we are talking about desire in ordinary 

language we are driven by the Id, insofar as the Id makes desiring possible, but we are 

not discussing the Id (as though the Ego could satisfactorily speak in ordinary language 

on behalf of the mute Id!). Wittgenstein’s objection that we cannot posit a mental process 

of desire on the basis of the ordinary language of desire cannot touch a scientific 

hypothesis about a mental process of desire that is not made on the basis of our ordinary 

language. 

 But if Freud’s work remains out of Wittgenstein’s reach in its scientific 

aspirations, the status of psychoanalysis as a science becomes all-important. And 

Wittgenstein (like many others) thought that psychoanalysis had not succeeded in 

establishing a science. If psychoanalysis offers a scientific understanding of the repressed 

unconscious as a kind of mental process, then it should enable us to understand this 

process causally, in the way physics enables us to understand the causes of physical 

processes, and chemistry enables us to understand the causes of chemical processes. But 
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Wittgenstein argues that psychoanalysis treats the repressed unconscious as a source of 

reasons rather than as a source of causes, insofar as the success of psychoanalytic 

treatment depends on the analysand’s acknowledgement of what they unconsciously 

wanted. If psychoanalysis were in pursuit of causes, Wittgenstein suggests, the 

analysand’s acknowledgement of them would be unnecessary for treatment. Wittgenstein 

witheringly concludes that “what Freud says about the subconscious sounds like science, 

but in fact it is just a means of representation. New regions of the soul have not been 

discovered, as his writings suggest.”52 

 Perhaps Wittgenstein’s objections to the scientific aspirations of psychoanalysis 

can be overcome. Lear, for one, has challenged the idea that reasons cannot function as 

causes in psychoanalysis: he argues, for example, that the frustration of a boy’s oedipal 

wishes by his father is both the cause of his anger and the reason for his anger.53 I do not 

wish to wade further into the matter here. There are those, most famously Gordon Baker 

in his later writings, who have taken Wittgenstein’s suggestion that his work offers a kind 

of therapy as indicating that his practice must be understood alongside psychoanalysis. 

Baker was careful to suggest that psychoanalysis was at best an “object of comparison” 

for Wittgenstein’s work, and not a “first approximation,” but the difficulty in using 

psychoanalysis as an object of comparison is the obvious problem that Wittgenstein was, 

as we have seen, not only deeply critical of the scientific aspirations of psychoanalysis, 

                                                 
52 Wittgenstein, Wittgenstein’s Lectures, Cambridge, 1932-1935, 39–40. 
53 Lear, Love and Its Place in Nature, 49. 
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but attempting to answer questions about ordinary language that psychoanalysis could at 

most obfuscate.54  

 For our purposes, it is enough to note that there are questions of desire, questions 

about our ordinary language, which fall outside the purview of psychoanalysis, or any 

psychological science which looks to understand desire in terms of mental processes. 

Wittgenstein argues that when we speak of what we want, it just simply isn’t true that we 

are attempting to supply the words to some mental process of desire. Maybe the concept 

of the Id, or whatever concepts are to succeed it in psychology, has something to teach 

us, but if Freud’s picture is not essentially wrong, it is nonetheless not helpful when we 

want to picture what we talk about when we talk about desire. 

 But what then is the problem of resolving an ambivalence of desire, where desire 

is understood as a word of our ordinary language? How does one go from wanting to say 

something to saying something, or perhaps nothing at all? How do we even broach these 

questions disarmed of the Freudian schema? To broach these questions without the 

assistance of Freud is the project of this dissertation—to show how Wittgenstein arms us 

anew, not with an alternative hypothesis of desire as a mental phenomenon, but with 

techniques for articulating ambivalent desire in speech, and resolving this ambivalence in 

speech. 

                                                 
54 Baker, Wittgenstein’s Method, 146. For an attempt at uniting Freud and Wittgenstein, rather than simply 

using Freud as an object of comparison, see Lazerowitz, The Language of Philosophy. Lazerowitz argues 

that Wittgenstein’s dissolution of philosophical problems needs to be paired with an account of the 

unconscious motivations leading philosophers to such illusory problems. I cannot dispute the necessity of 

such an account: Wittgenstein himself said that “what it is in philosophy that resists such an examination of 

details, we have yet to come to understand.” See Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 30. The need 

for such an account helps explain Stanley Cavell’s turn from ordinary language philosophy to 

psychoanalysis in his later philosophy. But whether such an account can be provided by Freud is another 

matter entirely.  
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3. Overview of the Dissertation 

Perhaps the most natural way to categorize techniques for articulating and 

resolving ambivalent desire in speech would be to divvy up which others these 

techniques are conducted with: friends, therapists, parental figures, religious authorities, 

strangers, officials of the state. But here I will break these techniques up into those which 

can be employed with others in general, and those which must be employed with oneself 

alone. Such a categorization is unnatural to the extent that we normally think of speech as 

something we do with others, not oneself alone. But Wittgenstein’s work invites such a 

categorization: his Investigations consist of a perpetual oscillation between moments in 

which he addresses his reader, and moments where he turns to himself, addresses himself 

in front of his reader. I’ll refer to the category of other-addressing techniques as public, 

and the category of self-addressing techniques as private. The two parts of this 

dissertation revolve around this axis of public and private. In Part I of this dissertation, I 

investigate Wittgenstein’s public technique for managing ambivalent desire: the 

technique of saying that you want to say something. In Part II, I’ll turn to his private 

technique: the technique of talking to yourself. In the conclusion, I’ll offer some thoughts 

on why Wittgenstein’s work oscillates between public and private as it does, and what 

implications this has for our reading of his work. 

In the first chapter, I offer an account of Wittgenstein’s technique of wanting to 

say. While saying that we want to say something is something we do quite often in 

ordinary life, Wittgenstein does not employ the full range of our ordinary uses in his 

technique. In some ordinary uses of saying that we want to say something, we are 

heralding what we are going to say: “I want to say a word about the meeting tomorrow.” 
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In other ordinary uses, we are simply saying what we want to say outright: “I want to say 

thanks for all your help yesterday; I don’t know what I would’ve done without you!” But 

Wittgenstein is up to neither of these things. Rather, the point of his technique is to 

withhold what he wants to say, to hesitate over it as the site of some ambivalence. This is 

something we also do in ordinary uses: “I want to say you’ll feel better tomorrow, but I 

honestly don’t know if you will.” The commentary on Wittgenstein often misses exactly 

how ambivalent Wittgenstein’s technique is, tending to see what he wants to say as the 

site of some temptation, usually a temptation to nonsense. I hope to show Wittgenstein to 

be far more attentive to our ambivalence than these readings suggest—sometimes he goes 

on to say what he wants to say, and sometimes he does not. I argue that Wittgenstein’s 

technique is better understood as an experiment in (a) possible form(s) of life. “Form of 

life” is Wittgenstein’s concept for those ways of being and doing which our language 

expresses—what makes it possible for us to understand each other’s words at all. Since 

our forms of life evolve, so too will the language we use to express them. But there is no 

guarantee our attempts at new language will succeed, not just in communication with 

(some) others, but in expressing ourselves at all. It is important, then, to hesitate in the 

presence of new expressions, to understand ourselves as conducting experiments which 

may just as well fail as succeed. 

In the second chapter, I consider the conditions for the technique of saying that 

you want to say something. There are many other possible public techniques for resolving 

ambivalent desire, and so I look to see what sets Wittgenstein’s technique apart from the 

others. I argue these public techniques fall under the concept of what Foucault has called 

“ethical parrhesia,” a practice of truth-telling in which one party seeks to shape the 



27 
 

character of another party by risking the bond between them. I claim Wittgenstein’s 

parrhesia stands out in its refusal of Christian ethics, which produces self-knowledge on 

the condition of self-sacrifice. Wittgenstein’s technique is rather part of a game of self-

constitution played with a party one holds to be a representative of a possible form of life. 

One can only experiment in a possible form of life with another who is capable of 

following this experiment. But Wittgenstein’s technique has its limits: if one’s 

representative is unwilling to risk their representativeness, a public determination of 

desire will be impossible. An experiment in form of life is only an experiment to the 

extent that it proceeds beyond one’s form of life as it stands. If one is unwilling to risk 

their representing another’s possible form of life, one fails to acknowledge an experiment 

which may take another beyond the bounds of whatever forms of life they share. 

So in Part II of this dissertation, I consider what private techniques are available 

when public techniques are not. In the third chapter, I argue Wittgenstein’s technique of 

talking to himself is such a technique. Unlike Wittgenstein’s public technique, his private 

technique of talking to himself is not comprehended under our ordinary uses of the 

concept of “talking to oneself.” The ordinary uses of the concept of talking to oneself do 

not distinguish whom or even whether the self-talker is addressing. This has led to some 

great confusion in the commentary on Wittgenstein, which remains divided over what 

Wittgenstein is doing when he talks to himself: is he talking to some interlocutor, or 

perhaps staging a conversation between many voices, none of which represent him? In 

offering a new concept of “talking to oneself” which is not our ordinary concept but 

rather an extension of our ordinary concept of “talking to others,” I hope to clarify what 

Wittgenstein is up to. Wittgenstein is addressing himself in the way we address other 
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people, with all of the attendant difficulties that come with addressing other people. Such 

a practice enables one to conduct an experiment in possible form of life with oneself 

which would otherwise have to be undertaken with others.  

In the fourth chapter, I consider the conditions for the technique of talking to 

yourself. There are many other private techniques for resolving ambivalent desire—but 

the category of ethical parrhesia employed in the second chapter does not contain them. 

Ethical parrhesia involves (at least) two people, and talking to oneself involves only 

oneself. I argue private techniques for resolving ambivalent desire are better categorized 

under what I call reflexive parrhesia, parrhesia aimed at oneself. What distinguishes 

Wittgenstein’s reflexive parrhesia from that of, say, Descartes, is its rejection of 

representational epistemology: Wittgenstein does not think language is first and foremost 

a matter of things, but rather of uses. I consider one use of talking to oneself in 

Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra, in which talking to oneself is a matter of achieving 

a willing to will. One becomes one’s own interlocutor not just when abandoned by one’s 

friends, but when one cannot even yet say what one wants to say. But as with all 

parrhesia, there is a risk of a bond: not the bond with some other person, but with oneself. 

When this bond breaks, one risks falling into madness. 

As this overview suggests, this dissertation is as much a contribution to the work 

on Wittgenstein’s methodology as it is to the literature on the philosophy of desire, and so 

before proceeding further, I’d like to say more about what this contribution is. In 2003, 

P.M.S. Hacker observed a striking difference between the very earliest scholarship on 

Wittgenstein produced in America, by Wittgenstein’s direct disciples (e.g. Alice 

Ambrose, Max Black, Norman Malcolm), and recent scholarship on Wittgenstein 
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produced in America, flying under the flag of the “New Wittgenstein” (e.g. Cora 

Diamond, James Conant, Alice Crary). Where the early American Wittgensteinians, in 

addition to clarifying Wittgenstein’s difficult work, sought to address fresh problems in 

the spirit of Wittgenstein’s philosophy, the New Wittgensteinians narrowed their focus to 

the question of what kind of “nonsense” Wittgenstein was concerned with combatting. 

And while the status of “nonsense” as a term of criticism in Wittgenstein’s work is 

certainly a matter for investigation, the narrow focus both precludes investigation into the 

numerous other concepts employed in Wittgenstein’s work, and gives up the task of 

taking up new philosophy in the spirit of Wittgenstein.55 

Hacker’s picture is admittedly a little over-schematic, both in its indictment of 

contemporary American scholarship and in its implicit exoneration of non-American 

scholarship. Some work under the banner of the New Wittgenstein has moved beyond 

commentaries on “nonsense” and into new philosophy in the spirit of Wittgenstein, 

especially with respect to moral philosophy and animal rights.56 And plenty of work by 

non-Americans, if not monomaniacally obsessed with “nonsense,” rarely leaves 

commentary on Wittgenstein for new philosophy in a Wittgensteinian spirit.57 But 

Hacker’s picture is not under-schematic either. While there are journals dedicated to 

commentary on Wittgenstein (e.g. the Nordic Wittgenstein Review, and Philosophical 

                                                 
55 Hacker, “Wittgenstein, Carnap and the New American Wittgensteinians,” 1–2. 
56 See the last three chapters of Diamond, The Realistic Spirit. 
57 The exception being the early English Wittgensteinians, such as Maurice Drury and Elizabeth Anscombe, 

who like the early American Wittgensteinians, undertook work in a Wittgensteinian spirit. Ray Monk has 

said that Drury’s Danger of Words is even the most Wittgensteinian book. See Drury, The Selected 

Writings of Maurice O’Connor Drury, xi. Ironically, Hacker’s own work in 2003 overwhelmingly 

consisted of commentary on Wittgenstein. Happily, since then, Hacker has nearly exclusively tried to 

produce new philosophy in a Wittgensteinian spirit, particularly through his tetralogy of books on human 

nature. 
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Investigations (the journal)), there are still no journals dedicated to work undertaken in a 

Wittgensteinian spirit—there is no “ordinary language philosophy” journal. And while 

there are a significant number of books nowadays calling for work in ordinary language 

philosophy (e.g. by Avner Baz, Toril Moi, and Sandra Laugier) these same books rarely 

leave their calls for ordinary language philosophy to do any ordinary language 

philosophy (except for perhaps rehearsing old ordinary language investigations made by 

Wittgenstein, Austin, or Cavell).  

It is no mystery, of course, why many scholars have been unsympathetic to 

Wittgenstein. Stanley Cavell’s early work explored how early Wittgensteinian 

scholarship (e.g. Malcolm) erringly figured ordinary language philosophy as the enemy 

of all traditional philosophy and its most treasured problems.58 Toril Moi’s recent work 

has explored how the Saussurean heritage of literary theory hindered its reception of 

ordinary language philosophy, as well as how Herbert Marcuse and Ernest Gellner 

influentially painted ordinary language philosophy as the conservative defense of 

ideologically backwards common sense.59 And political theorists such as Hanna Pitkin, 

Colin Bird, and Linda Zerilli have sought to combat the perception that because 

Wittgenstein did not write about politics he therefore must have nothing to say to it.60 

It is more of a mystery, however, why those sympathetic to ordinary language 

philosophy seem so reluctant to practice it, with few exceptions. I think Michel 

Foucault’s “The Discourse on Language” offers some assistance here. Foucault writes of 

                                                 
58 Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 238. 
59 Moi, Revolution of the Ordinary, 150. 
60 See Pitkin, Wittgenstein and Justice; Bird, “Political Theory and Ordinary Language”; Zerilli, A 

Democratic Theory of Judgment. 
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interior systems of exclusion in discourse, mechanisms whereby discourses are 

controlled, as it were, from the inside-out, in their production, and not just from the 

outside-in, through suppression. Among the interior systems of exclusion Foucault 

explores is that of the commentary, and its attendant hierarchy under creative discourse: 

there is the original work of genius, and there is the derivative work of scholarship. 

Commentary always attempts to say finally, once and for all, what the creative work is; at 

the same time there is an infinite wealth of possible commentaries to be made.61 

But the problem with the system of commentary is that one is permitted to study 

the method of some creative work only with an eye to further studying that creative work: 

to saying, once and for all, what the creative work is—even though it is an essential 

condition of commentary that no such ‘complete understanding’ is possible. The practice 

of the method studied is then permanently deferred (if one can even say it is deferred at 

all). I believe this is precisely the problem with the scholarship on Wittgenstein. Taking 

Wittgenstein to be a genius (Ray Monk’s biography of Wittgenstein is even entitled The 

Duty of Genius), scholars have deferentially presumed that Wittgenstein’s method will 

eternally escape them. 

Liberation from systems of commentary, as throughout Foucault’s work, does not 

involve the simple overthrow of power-knowledge circuits in their entirety: no such 

overthrow is possible. If a discourse could not muster a system of exclusion, it could not 

manage to maintain itself as a unity: it would engorge itself on an infinity of possible 

statements, and collapse under this internal pressure. Foucault admits that as long as there 

is commentary, it is utopian for that commentary to aspire to an overthrow of the 

                                                 
61 Foucault, “The Discourse on Language,” 152. 
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hierarchy between commentary and original work. The trick is to understand these 

circuits of power-knowledge, so as to better navigate them. 

Foucault analyzes another interior system of exclusion in discourse that might be 

helpful here: that of the discipline. Unlike the system of commentary, the system of 

discipline does not take some original, ineffable meaning as its point of departure, but 

rather the conditions for new statements: it is defined by a group of objects and 

techniques anyone can employ—these objects and techniques are not limited to the 

genius of some original work. The system of discipline is still, nonetheless, a system of 

exclusion: the conditions for new statements in a discipline are both more and less than 

the conditions for truth. One must use the right metaphors and commit the right errors to 

prove one belongs to the discipline.62 But I believe that if we are to inherit Wittgenstein’s 

method, and not simply comprehend it, what we need is a system of discipline: the 

adoption of Wittgenstein’s methods and their conditions for new statements. These 

conditions are surely not everywhere conditions of truth—but the time will come to 

lament a disciplinary system of exclusion when it is operational.  

It is not just that where there should be a discipline of ordinary language 

philosophy there is only commentary on Wittgenstein—that there is no such discipline 

has significantly hindered progress in this commentary too. Since Wittgenstein’s work is 

essentially motivated by ordinary language investigations, an unwillingness to engage in 

these investigations leads to metaphysical interpretations of Wittgenstein, where his ideas 

are understood to be part of some idiosyncratic picture of the world rather than sketches 

of a world we share. Wittgenstein’s remarks are taken as fundamental propositions which 

                                                 
62 Foucault, 154. 
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we can then take as axioms and build some philosophical system with. (Metaphysics is 

humanistic mathematics, as I’d like to put it.) The commentary on Wittgenstein thus 

unwittingly turns the ordinary language philosopher into a metaphysician, despite 

Wittgenstein’s denunciations of metaphysics.  

The metaphysical reading of Wittgenstein is perhaps best seen in the debate over 

whether Wittgenstein is a “realist” or an “anti-realist.” The anti-realists, such as Saul 

Kripke and Crispin Wright, hold that where some philosophies (including that of 

Wittgenstein’s Tractatus) take our statements to be true insofar as they are reflections of 

facts in the world, Wittgenstein’s later philosophy holds that our statements are true 

insofar as members of a community ratify their truth. But one might retort, as John 

McDowell does, by saying this is a mischaracterization of what Wittgensteinian realism 

might amount to. Anti-realism has the unfortunate consequence of making truth 

dependent on ratification—but we like to think of truth as something that holds regardless 

of whether others happen to ratify it. McDowell’s Wittgenstein avoids the problem of 

ratification-dependence by refusing to assimilate understanding to the aggregation of 

individual interpretations. Understanding is not a happenstance convergence of 

interpretations, but a meeting of minds. We do not need these other minds to come along 

later to ratify what we say as true, because we can actually understand what others mean 

in advance of the implications of that understanding. Community does ground what will 

count as understanding, but this does not mean we have to worry about others ratifying 

that what we say is true in order for it to be true.63  

                                                 
63 McDowell, “Wittgenstein on Following a Rule,” 351. Most commentators on Wittgenstein, of course, are 

aware that he refuses metaphysics, but their interpretations of this refusal are themselves metaphysical. The 

anti-realists understand metaphysics to be realism, a grounding of truth in correspondence to the world 
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Perhaps the greatest contribution of Cora Diamond’s work was to demonstrate the 

bankruptcy of this debate between realists and anti-realists. Both groups are engaged in 

metaphysics: laying down requirements for what the world has to be like. Anti-realists 

say there are only ratification-dependent facts because community determines what a fact 

can be; realists say that ratification-dependence doesn’t result from the community’s 

determination of what a fact can be. But even the realists are not realist enough: they 

aren’t really concerned with looking at what things are actually like, but preserving the 

intuition of ratification-independence. Ratification-independence is a metaphysical 

requirement from the start. Diamond argues, against both realism and anti-realism, that 

Wittgenstein advocates for a “realistic spirit”—a refusal to hold that things must be such-

and-such. The realistic spirit does not know anything so well that it refuses to look at how 

things are.64 I think Diamond’s account is more or less right, though her characterization 

of Wittgenstein as advocating for a “realistic spirit” is perhaps unfortunate. The idea of a 

“realistic spirit” is easily interpreted once again in metaphysical terms, as participating in 

rather than rejecting the debate between realism and anti-realism. Perhaps this was 

somewhat inevitable: it is difficult to engage in a debate without adopting in some way 

the framework of that debate. So Diamond’s engagement with metaphysical readings of 

Wittgenstein is perhaps bound to look metaphysical. But as Wittgenstein once put it, it 

doesn’t matter much what you decide to call things, as long as you see “how things 

                                                 
where there is no grounding to be found—as though grounding truth in community were not grounding! 

McDowell attempts to refuse metaphysics by saying that the ‘grounding’ of truth in community can only be 

shown, not said—so there is no metaphysics of ‘grounding’ to speak of. But this idea of ‘showing’ is 

Tractarian, is metaphysical in precisely the way the later Wittgenstein held his Tractatus to be 

metaphysical, insofar as that text attempts to say what can only be shown. 
64 Diamond, The Realistic Spirit, 69. 
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are.”65 (Though he then suggested that seeing how things are might lead one to choose 

other words. But I don’t really have a better suggestion here for terming what Diamond 

calls the “realistic spirit.” Calling it a “spirit” helps distinguish it from the “isms” of 

metaphysics, at the very least.) 

In the first and third chapters, this dissertation aims to formalize two methods for 

a discipline of ordinary language philosophy: saying what you want to say and talking to 

yourself. It then explores in the second and fourth chapters the conditions for new 

statements by way of these methods. But to simply formalize Wittgenstein’s methods and 

their conditions for new statements is to risk getting trapped once more in the system of 

commentary, rather than to develop a new system of discipline. There is the danger of 

endlessly describing Wittgenstein’s methods, so endlessly deferring their application. 

And so I have sought throughout this dissertation not just to describe Wittgenstein’s 

methods, and so contribute to the formation of a discipline, but also to practice his 

methods, and so avoid regressing into a system of commentary. We have been, so far, in 

the unenviable situation of a demand for Wittgenstein’s ordinary language philosophy 

with little idea for how to supply it. The best one can do in such a situation, I think, is not 

add one further demand to the pile, but actually provide the supply demanded.  

  

                                                 
65 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 42. 
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Chapter One | What Wittgenstein Wants to Say 

One does not have to get very far into Wittgenstein’s later philosophy before 

noticing that he makes enormous use of the expression “I want to say” and similar 

expressions (e.g., “I am inclined to say,” “I would like to say”). What is the function of 

these expressions and why does Wittgenstein appeal to them so frequently? There is 

surprisingly very little consideration of this feature of Wittgenstein’s style in the 

secondary literature on his later work. Eugen Fischer writes, “the sentences that express 

these different variations on the theme are prefaced by, or contain, odd riders that have, 

by and large, been ignored: ‘… we shall be inclined to say…’”.66 The neglect of these 

“riders” is surprising not simply because they feature so prominently in Wittgenstein’s 

later work, but because recent scholarship has made great efforts towards understanding 

Wittgenstein’s style in general, spurred on in particular by Stanley Cavell’s influential 

reading of the style of the Investigations as critical to its work. On Cavell’s reading, 

Wittgenstein’s mission is one of self-knowledge—not knowledge particular to himself 

alone, but particular as well to all readers who find they share Wittgenstein’s uses of 

language.67 The striking fact that Wittgenstein’s explorations of language do aim to 

contribute to the self-knowledge of their reader comes out of Wittgenstein’s famous 

‘grounding’ of words in the forms of life which employ them. And if, as Cavell has 

argued, these “forms of life” are not just distinguished culturally, but biologically as well, 

many of Wittgenstein’s investigations ought to be applicable to humans tout court.68 But 

                                                 
66 Eugen Fischer, “A Cognitive Self-Therapy,” in Wittgenstein at Work: Method in the Philosophical 

Investigations, ed. Erich Ammereller and Eugen Fischer (Routledge, 2004), 91. 
67 Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 66. 
68 Cavell, This New yet Unapproachable America, 41. 
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one need not accept Cavell’s particular distinction between the biological and the cultural 

in order to accept its point: the extent to which we share language is not simply ‘up to us’ 

in the way a figuration in purely cultural terms might (as though our culture were itself 

really up to us)—our language is not strictly a matter for decision, but determined in part 

by our existence in bodies whose constitution is not wholly decidable. A mission of self-

knowledge, however, depends not just on reporting facts on the reader’s use of language 

to the reader—for there is no guarantee these reports will find a willing home.69 

Wittgenstein’s style is concerned with getting the reader to take their knowledge of 

themselves home, to make knowledge of themselves count as self-knowledge.70  

In this chapter, I hope to shed some light on Wittgenstein’s talk of what he “wants 

to say” by way of comparing his use of the expression “I want to say” with its use in 

ordinary language more generally. I borrow this comparative method from Cavell’s work, 

particularly from the first chapter of his Claim of Reason. In that chapter, which aims at 

an exploration of Wittgenstein’s use of the concept of “criteria,” Cavell begins with an 

investigation into how the concept of “criteria” is employed more generally in ordinary 

                                                 
69 The emphasis on returning words home may in part be due to Cavell’s sometime Heideggerian reading of 

Wittgenstein—although Cavell is careful to distinguish Wittgenstein’s sense of our alienation from the 

ordinary from Heidegger’s. On Cavell’s reading, Heidegger’s sense of alienation is specially modern, 

insofar as the technological has increasingly and inscrutably come to constitute our ordinary world. 

Alternatively, Wittgenstein’s sense of alienation, for Cavell, is due to the threat of skepticism, the 

repudiation of our ordinary language in its power to “word the world.” Insofar as I outline here a more 

hesitant Wittgenstein, less concerned with temptation (say, to skepticism) than a willingness to find oneself 

merely inclined to say something, I would emphasize the importance of “home” here as more about finding 

oneself lost (that is, from home), which entails not assuming in advance the knowledge of how to find 

one’s way back (as a figuration of being “lost” as skepticism might). See Cavell, “The Uncanniness of the 

Ordinary,” 84. 
70 Wittgenstein’s method has affinities here with the work of both Freud and Kierkegaard, thinkers whose 

work Wittgenstein greatly admired. Kierkegaard thought that truth ought to come in the form of 

“upbuilding truth”—that something was true only if you could find a way to make it true for yourself—and 

Freud thought it was not the role of the analyst to tell the analysand what was going on with their psyche 

directly, because this kind of intervention, even if true, could not make the right kind of difference. See 

Kierkegaard, Either/Or; Lear, Freud, 52. 



39 
 

language. Cavell’s wager is that this will prove useful in his investigation of 

Wittgenstein’s use of the concept of “criteria” to follow, because “criteria” is, after all, a 

concept in our ordinary language, and Wittgenstein’s use of that concept does not depart 

entirely from the ordinary use of it.71 The same holds for Wittgenstein’s use of “I want to 

say,” as these words are likewise words of our ordinary language, and, as will emerge 

over the course of the chapter, are being employed by Wittgenstein not so much 

technically as restrictedly—that is, Wittgenstein does not depart from ordinary use so 

much as he operates within a limited region of ordinary use. 

First, in section one, I will survey the variety of uses of “I want to say” in 

ordinary language. I will parse out three uses in particular: one which withholds what we 

want to say, one which heralds it, and one which simply declares what we say we want to 

say. I’ll term these three uses the withholding use, the heralding use, and the declarative 

use respectively. Then, in section two, I’ll apply our newfound understanding of the 

ordinary language of “wanting to say” to Wittgenstein’s own work. Where ordinary 

language makes room for three varieties of use, Wittgenstein makes use of only one of 

these three—the withholding use. The third and fourth sections will then explore the 

significance of Wittgenstein’s withholding use of “wanting to say”: why does 

Wittgenstein choose to withhold saying the things that he does? Against predominant 

therapeutic readings which exclusively take Wittgenstein’s use of “wanting to say” as a 

frame of temptations to nonsense, I argue Wittgenstein is primarily experimenting in 

possible forms of life, experiments which are not destined to succeed. 

                                                 
71 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 6. 



40 
 

1. Three Uses of “I Want to Say” in Ordinary Language 

Wittgenstein draws our attention to the variety of language games we play with 

the same set of words—we are sometimes tempted to think that because the words are the 

same the use is the same. We are tempted, for example, to think that “water” is the name 

of an object, simply and only, but when someone shouts “Water!” they may not always 

be ‘naming an object.’72 (Perhaps they are demanding that a waiter bring some water 

over, or warning their family that a tidal wave is approaching.) So it should come as no 

surprise that there are a variety of uses to be surveyed with respect to what it is we “want 

to say.” 

But how to study the variety of uses within ordinary language? Cavell terms the 

method of ordinary language philosophy one of “projective imagination.”73 That is, it 

consists in the invitation to project yourself into a certain context and imagine an 

expression being used in that context—for the purpose of finding out in what contexts a 

given expression is appropriate, or for which expressions a given context is appropriate, 

or (and this is my objective here) what an expression must mean in a given context.74 The 

conceit of ordinary language philosophy is that this is a study any competent speaker of a 

language may undertake—it does not require the collection of data (say, in linguistics) on 

the contexts in which people use or do not use this or that expression, because any 

collection of such data would itself depend on the competent speaker’s discretion as to 

what would or would not count as part of that data-set.75 If the reader does not agree with 

                                                 
72 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 16. 
73 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 145–54. 
74 Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 31. 
75 Cavell, 4; Searle, “Conversation,” 19. 
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the conclusions drawn, either I have failed to properly imagine our uses of words, or the 

reader has failed to, or barring anyone’s failure, we might be said to inhabit different 

forms of life.76 

I invite the reader to project themselves into the following two contexts. First, a 

context in which you are attending a dinner party, and then move to tell the host what you 

thought of it on your way out the door. I’ll call this context (A). Second, a context in 

which you are out in a field with a friend, notice a pin-prick moving quickly across the 

sky, and move to tell your friend what you think of it. I’ll call this context (B). In 

considering not just one, but two different contexts of use, I am following J.L. Austin’s 

example in his “Other Minds,” where he aims to clarify knowledge claims about other 

minds by comparing them with knowledge claims about objects in the world.77 

Wittgenstein pithily expresses the importance of making comparisons like this: “A main 

cause of philosophical diseases—a one-sided diet: one nourishes one’s thinking with only 

one kind of example.”78 In part because we are taken with the Augustinian picture of 

language in which one meaning corresponds to each word, if we immerse ourselves in 

                                                 
76 J.L. Austin intimates that such cases—where a divergence in language use results from a divergence in 

form of life—are probably quite rare. His sense is that the appearance of such divergences in ordinary 

language philosophy is usually the result of a failure of the parties involved to imagine the situation in 

question in the same way. One utility of ordinary language philosophy, as Austin sees it, is to discover such 

divergences and pay attention to them when they do occur. Bernard Williams suspects that the 

extraordinary convergence of language use in Wittgenstein’s work might be the result of the regions of 

language he chooses to examine, “problems of language, meaning, and knowledge, [where] it may often 

not make too much difference whether the ‘we’ refers to one cultural group or tribe as contrasted with 

another.” Williams’s sense is that in political and ethical questions, divergent forms of life will become 

more of a problem for ordinary language philosophy. For a study of what these divergences in ordinary use 

might look like, Jacques Rancière’s work is instrumental. In his conception of “disagreement,” 

disagreement occurs when two parties say the same thing, but do not mean the same thing by it—they 

operate in different “distributions of the sensible,” a concept we might put alongside “forms of life.” See 

Austin, Philosophical Papers, 131; Williams, In the Beginning Was the Deed, 37; Rancière, Disagreement. 
77 Austin, Philosophical Papers, 45. 
78 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 164. 
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one example of a use of language it becomes easy to think that the words comprising that 

use may only comprise that use—and no other use of language.79  

In context (A) I will be looking at performative utterances you want to say, and in 

context (B) I will be looking at constative utterances you want to say. The technical terms 

“constative” and “performative” come from Austin’s work: “constative” indicates a 

statement which is either true or false, and “performative” denotes “that the issuing of the 

utterance is the performing of an action.”80 So, for example, “The chair is red” is a 

constative utterance, because it is either true or false that the chair is red, while 

“Congratulations on the award” is a performative utterance, because it is neither true nor 

false, and is rather the performing of an action: congratulating someone.81 I’ll survey 

three different uses of “I want to say” across these contexts: a withholding use, a 

heralding use, and a declarative use. Expressions (A1)-(A3) apply to context (A) and 

expressions (B1)-(B3) apply to context (B).82  

Table 1. The Uses of "I Want to Say" 

Withholding Use. 

(A1). “I want to say thanks for such a lovely dinner, but you should have 

told me the soup had meat in it. You know I’m vegetarian.”  

                                                 
79 Wittgenstein, 5–6. 
80 J.L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, vol. 88 (Oxford university press, 1975), 2-6.  
81 Notably, Austin eventually replaces his distinction between performative and constative utterances with a 

tripartite distinction between locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary speech acts, but I have chosen 

to keep his original distinction here because it helps to distinguish the point of the utterances in question. 

For another paper that holds onto Austin’s original distinction in some form, see Cavell, “Performative and 

Passionate Utterance.” 
82 I am again adapting Austin’s method here—compare the list for study found at Austin, Philosophical 

Papers, 47. 
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(A1.1). “I want to say thanks for such a lovely dinner. The beets were so 

juicy, and I loved the maple glaze on the carrots, but you should have told 

me the soup had meat in it. You know I’m vegetarian.” 

(B1). “I want to say that’s a plane up there, but it doesn’t look like it has 

any wings.” 

(B2). “I want to say that’s a plane up there. Look—it’s moving at just the 

right speed for that altitude, as far as I can tell.” 

(B3). “I want to say that’s a plane up there.” 

Heralding Use. 

(A2). “I want to say thanks for such a lovely dinner. The beets were so 

juicy, and I loved the maple glaze on the carrots.” 

Declarative Use. 

(A3). “I want to say thanks for such a lovely dinner.” 

(A4). “I want to say thanks for such a lovely dinner. I have to go now, but 

I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

Let’s begin with the withholding use of “I want to say.” I call a use of “I want to say X” 

a withholding use if X is withheld from speech for some reason. For example, take (A1) 

“I want to say thanks for such a lovely dinner, but you should have told me the soup had 

meat in it. You know I’m vegetarian,” and (B1) “I want to say that’s a plane up there, but 

it doesn’t look like it has any wings.” In (A1) you are not saying thanks, and in (B1) you 

are not saying that’s a plane up there—your reason for withholding saying thanks in (A1) 

is that the host rudely ignored your vegetarianism, and your reason for withholding 

saying that’s a plane in (B1) is that the object in the sky doesn’t look like it has wings.  
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It might seem strange that the expression “I want to say X” can withhold X from 

speech, since X is in some sense ‘said’—in (A1) you do say the words “thanks for such a 

lovely dinner” and in (B1) you do say the words “that’s a plane up there.” But it helps to 

compare other cases here. If I say “I’m not going to say thanks,” I have said the word 

“thanks,” but no one will suggest that I have said thanks in saying precisely that I’m not 

going to! The clarity of this comparison, of course, comes from the word “not.” When we 

append a “not” before some word, it is clear we are negating it in some way, so the 

expression “I’m not going to say thanks” quite clearly isn’t saying thanks. But what is it 

that alerts us in the withholding uses above that whatever follows the “I want to say” is 

being withheld from speech? What is the equivalent of the “not” in these cases? 

One trick Austin appeals to in his own work in ordinary language philosophy is 

the putative re-phrasing of an expression as a test to determine whether a certain use of 

language is in play. For example, to help determine whether an utterance is a 

performative utterance he proposes that we consider whether that utterance can be 

transformed into an utterance of the form “I/you/he/she/we hereby...”. So, to test whether 

“Shut the door” is a performative utterance, we might see whether or not it can be re-

phrased in the form “I hereby order you to shut the door.”83 (“Shut the door” won’t 

always pass this test. In saying “Shut the door” I may not be ordering you to shut the 

door—I might just be asking you to, and then my utterance would not be a performative 

one.) Accordingly, a good way to test whether “I want to say X” is withholding X from 

speech is to see whether or not X is or can be followed by a “but” (or similar expressions: 

“although,” “however,” “except,” etc.)—I’ll call this going forward the “but” test. 

                                                 
83 Austin, 242–43. 



45 
 

Notice that in case (A1), after you say “I want to say thanks...” you then say “but you 

should have told me...”. Your “but” here gives your reason for withholding the thanks, 

that is, that you cannot thank someone for a dinner that had you violating your 

commitment to vegetarianism! 

But let us observe case (B2) “I want to say that’s a plane up there. Look—it’s 

moving at just the right speed for that altitude, as far as I can tell,” and case (B3) “I want 

to say that’s a plane up there.” In both cases, there is no “but” in the expression itself. But 

can we therefore say that you are not withholding what you say you want to say, that you 

are declaring in these cases that there is a plane up there? In many withholding uses of “I 

want to say...” the “but” is simply omitted. It is ridiculous to say “I want to say that’s a 

plane up there” if it is as clear as day that what you’re looking at is a plane (unless you 

are making a joke, or being deceitful for some reason). That is, if you have no reasons for 

considering that what you have seen might not be a plane—reasons that might follow a 

“but”—you will not say “I want to say that’s a plane.” This does not mean that you have 

your reasons for withholding saying that that is a plane in advance, as it were. Perhaps 

you just feel something is off about it. Asked whether or not you are sure it is a plane, 

you might be able to provide reasons for withholding judgment, as in (B1), or you might 

not. Perhaps what is interesting to you are not your reasons for withholding judgment, but 

for considering that judgment at all in the first place, as in (B2) (that it’s moving at the 

right speed for its altitude). The mere chance that it is a plane might be the most 

important thing about it: if you are stranded on a desert island, perhaps it is just important 

that you wave at anything in the sky that might be a plane. 
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I call a use of the expression “I want to say X” a heralding use if the expression 

heralds saying X, whether now or sometime later. Consider case (A2): “I want to say 

thanks for such a lovely dinner. The beets were so juicy, and I loved the maple glaze on 

the carrots.” In this case you are not withholding thanks—you have no reason to—but are 

rather heralding the thanks you then go on to express: “The beets were so juicy, and I 

loved the maple glaze on the carrots.” Now, it might be objected here that you are not 

heralding anything in (A2), since you could have provided this same exact elaboration 

(about beets and carrots) after just simply saying, “Thanks for such a lovely dinner.” And 

in that case, it is clear that you are saying thanks before elaborating. Perhaps, it might be 

said, so too in case (A2) you are saying thanks right from the start. But let’s compare 

(A2) with another case. Take the utterance: “I want to say a word about our plans for 

tomorrow. We’re going to have to act quickly. The trucks are arriving at noon sharp.” At 

what point has our speaker said a word about their plans for tomorrow? Is it when they 

have said “I want to say a word about our plans for tomorrow?” Clearly not—the 

utterance “I want to say a word about our plans for tomorrow” heralds that speaker’s 

saying a word about their plans for tomorrow. Case (A2) is to be seen in this light. In case 

(A2), “I want to say thanks...” is heralding your future saying of thanks, which is what 

your words to follow do.84 

                                                 
84 There are two subtypes of the heralding use. Sometimes I am prefacing what I will go on to say now: the 

subtype of the immediate future. That I will go on to do it “now” does not mean we are not dealing with 

what I am to do in the future. It is a common confusion that “now” is used to refer to some ‘instantaneous’ 

present. It is rather used to refer to the immediate past (“I did it just now”), or the immediate future (“I’ll do 

it now”), or the ongoing present (“I’m doing it now”). There is also the subtype of the mediate future: “I 

want to say goodbye” may not mean that I want to do so right now—I’ll wait until we get to the airport. 

(Whether I have to “wait” to say it is a way of distinguishing between these two subtypes, since the 

duration of time passed is not itself sufficient to tell: I can wait two seconds as much as I can wait two 

years. But just because something happens two seconds later doesn’t mean I was “waiting” for two 

seconds.) 
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The withholding use of “I want to say...” has a certain kind of priority over the 

heralding use. On the one hand, what I am withholding I cannot be heralding. I may go 

on to say what I withhold saying now, and in that sense a withholding use is like a 

heralding use, but unlike a heralding use, something will have to change in order for me 

to do so—my reasons against saying what I want to say will have to be overcome. On the 

other hand, what I appear to be heralding I might actually be withholding. Consider case 

(A1.1): “I want to say thanks for such a lovely dinner. The beets were so juicy, and I 

loved the maple glaze on the carrots, but you should have told me the soup had meat in it. 

You know I’m vegetarian.” It begins as does case (A2), and so appears to be heralding 

thanks, but then ends as case (A1) does, possibly withholding thanks. (This kind of 

reversal of expectations is notorious on certain reality TV shows, where contestants 

appear to be granted favor by judges, only to have it quickly stripped away.)85 

In the declarative use of “I want to say X,” X is not withheld or heralded, but 

simply declared in the act of saying “I want to say X.” In case (A4) this is clearest: “I 

want to say thanks for such a lovely dinner. I have to go now, but I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

(A4) is not a heralding use, because unlike case (A2), you do not go on to express any 

thanks, and neither do you communicate any intention to say thanks at some later date. 

And as a withholding use, (A4) would be quite mysterious—would you inform the host 

that you are withholding thanks, only to bid farewell, and explain nothing more about 

your withholding thanks? All this applies to the less clear case of (A3) as well: “I want to 

say thanks for such a lovely dinner.” We might imagine that you wait for the host to 

                                                 
85 I say “possibly” withholding thanks, because case (A1.1) is still ambiguous as I’ve sketched it: it may be 

that you are delimiting your thanks rather than withholding it, thanking the host for the beets but not for 

violating your vegetarianism! 
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respond after saying “I want to say thanks for such a lovely dinner,” and it is easy to 

imagine the host cheerily replying “You’re welcome!” 

But the declarative use of “I want to say” requires further explanation. How is it 

that we can be taken as doing something we only say we want to do? I cannot say “I want 

to eat...” and thereby count as eating something. So how come I can say “I want to say...” 

and count as saying that which I apparently only want to say? In general, the phenomenon 

of “I want to Y” being a way of doing Y applies only to performative verbs. For example, 

we can congratulate by saying “I want to congratulate you for such a lovely job” where 

we cannot love by saying “I want to love you” because “congratulate” is a performative 

verb and “love” is not. “Say” can seem an unusual performative verb: we do not need to 

say that we “say” something in order to say it. But we also don’t need to say 

“Congratulations” in order to congratulate. The difference is that it is often more 

convenient to say “Congratulations” where it is hardly ever more convenient to say that 

“I say” something. 

A curious question raises its head here though: if “I want to say X” is as good as 

just saying X, why bother with the words “I want to say...” at all? The words can seem 

superfluous, extra baggage it is best not to carry. And yet nothing in ordinary language is 

ever purely superfluous except with respect to some purpose (e.g., efficiency)—the words 

are doing something. So what is it that they do? I can only offer a speculation here. In 

Cavell’s discussion of Wittgenstein’s concept of the criteria for using some expression of 

ordinary language, he notes that criteria tell us what something is, “make sense of it by 

giving its history, say what ‘goes before and after’.”86 So Wittgenstein will ask: can 

                                                 
86 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 94. 
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someone be said to have a feeling for exactly one second, “no matter what preceded or 

followed this second?”87 Cavell’s suggestion is that the answer must be no: the criteria 

for saying you felt love, for example, depend upon a comprehensible account of what 

came before and what came after this feeling.88  

It’s worth noting, then, that what distinguishes the utterance “I want to say 

thanks” in case (A2) from that in case (A4) is not so much what comes before as what 

comes after it. Case (A2) involves an elaboration of thanks afterwards, and (A4) does 

not. I imagine that the words “I want to say thanks” may even sound identical to the ear 

in both cases, so that it really is strictly afterwards that the criteria for the heralding use 

and the declarative use come into play. (Compare the sound of case (A1), where we 

might imagine hearing an emphasis on “want,” as in “I want to say thanks for such a 

lovely dinner, but...”. Here the sound of what is said gives away what is being said before 

anything that happens afterwards.) 

This antecedent indeterminacy between cases (A2) and (A4) makes me suspect 

that the declarative use of “I want to say” is actually derivative of the heralding use. That 

is, a declarative use is just a heralding use that omits what it heralds. But what would be 

the point of omitting what we herald? I take it that the thanks which follow the preface “I 

want to say thanks” (in case (A2), for example) are more significant than saying “thanks” 

alone—it seems more polite, more gracious, because more stands behind my thanks than 

the simple word “thanks.” If nothing else stood behind my thanks than “thanks,” there 

would be no need to herald my saying thanks: I could just say “Thanks.” And yet in 

                                                 
87 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 161. 
88 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 104. 
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counting myself as having said thanks in “I want to say thanks,” I have not yet said any 

more than “thanks” (unless that there is more to say here counts as more than “thanks”)! 

Whether there is any more that stands behind my ‘thanks’ is, or ought to be, in question. I 

am not saying so much as that we ought not to count one another as saying thanks in 

saying “I want to say thanks.” With Wittgenstein, I think ordinary language philosophy is 

not in the business of excising any ordinary language, and is rather in the business of 

describing it.89 But if what we are doing in saying “I want to say thanks” is taking for 

granted our omitting of a more voluminous expression of thanks, it may turn out that we 

do not really want to say “I want to say thanks” as a way of saying thanks after all.90 

Having finished my survey of the three uses of “I want to say,” I want to draw 

attention to an important distinction between the utterances we considered in context (A) 

and those we considered in context (B): all the utterances considered in context (B) were 

withholding uses, where this was not so in context (A). This can be especially surprising 

given the strong surface similarity in appearance between (A1) and (B1), (A2) and (B2), 

and (A3) and (B3). Why might this be? 

If you want to make a claim about the world, as in constative utterances, like the 

claim that there is a plane up there in context (B), you may need to support this claim if 

someone else is to believe you, but you do not need to support the claim in order to make 

it. There is thus never a need to herald any claim you want to make about the world: you 

can just make the claim.91 On the other hand, if you want to accomplish something in the 

                                                 
89 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 55. 
90 And it seems people may very well be refraining from using “I want to say” in such a way as time goes 

on: one linguistic study, which terms what I’ve called declarative uses “formulaic uses,” takes these uses to 

be obsolescing. Jäger, “Expressions of Non-Epistemic Modality in American English,” 43. 
91 Contrast, however, the expressions “I want to suggest” and “I want to argue”: these have heralding uses 

with constative utterances because to have said something is not necessarily to have suggested or argued 
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world with your words, as in performative utterances, you may have to herald them. If 

you just say “I want to say thanks” in context (A), it may not be clear what you are 

thanking the host for—and this impedes the very saying of thanks. (Austin would call 

such a heralding here a felicity condition for the success of the performative.) 

This divergence between contexts (A) and (B) has some further implications. 

Where in context (B) all utterances passed the “but” test regardless of whether or not the 

word “but” was present, only where a “but” was present in context (A), in case (A1), was 

the “but” test passed. No utterance in context (A) could omit a “but” and count as 

withholding thanks. (I encourage the reader to try to say “I want to say thanks for such a 

lovely dinner,” and mean to withhold saying thanks. You might emphasize the word 

“want,” as in “I want to say thanks,” but your speech will propel you onwards to your 

“but.”) I suspect that the reason for this is that because there is no declarative or heralding 

use of “I want to say” in context (B), no “but” is needed in order to clarify that a 

withholding use of “I want to say” is in play. Whereas in context (A), if there is no “but” 

in play we may be dealing with a heralding or declarative use, and so cannot assume a 

withholding use is being employed. This is important because, for instance, the surface 

similarity between (A3) and (B3) might lead us to say that both are declarative uses, 

where in fact only one of them is. In Wittgenstein this problem of surface similarity will 

be quite apparent, since Wittgenstein will always be withholding what he wants to say, 

even when there’s no “but” about it. 

                                                 
for it. It is also worth pointing out that there are uses of “I want to say” which cannot be neatly packaged 

into contexts (A) and (B). Consider: “I want to say a few words before we go.” The words “I want to say” 

here are not a rider, in the sense that the phrase “a few words before we go” do not themselves constitute 

the utterance you ‘want to say’. In this context, heralding and withholding uses are possible, but not 

declarative uses: you have to say the few words in order to say them! 
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2. Withholding Uses in Wittgenstein 

While there are three uses of “wanting to say” in ordinary language, Wittgenstein 

only makes use of the withholding use in his later work. Wittgenstein’s contexts for use 

then are more like (B) than (A) from the previous section. This can be hard to see, 

because, as noted, the heralding and declarative uses of wanting to say in context (A) 

have false twins in context (B): the withholding use in (B2) looks like the heralding use 

in (A2), and the withholding use in (B3) looks like the declarative use in (A3). To 

demonstrate my point, then, I’ll take three examples from the Philosophical 

Investigations, one which includes a “but” and so obviously passes the “but” test for the 

withholding use like (A1) and (B1), but then two others which appear, like (A2) and 

(A3), to be heralding and declarative uses respectively, but are really withholding uses 

more in the tune of (B2) and (B3). 

Our first example comes from Part II of the Investigations. Wittgenstein is here 

considering a possible line of response to the previous remark §116, in which an 

illustration in a textbook appears multiple times and is accompanied by a different 

interpretation on each instance: sometimes as a glass cube, sometimes as an upturned 

open box, etc. 

117. Here perhaps one would like to respond: The description of immediate, visual 

experience by means of an interpretation is an indirect description. “I see the figure as a 

box” amounts to: I have a particular visual experience which is empirically found to 

accompany interpreting the figure as a box, or looking at a box. But if it amounted to 

this, I ought to know it. I ought to be able to refer to the experience directly, and not only 

indirectly. (As I can speak of red without necessarily calling it the colour of blood.)92 

[emphasis added] 

 

                                                 
92 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 204. 
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What one wants to say here (“would like to respond” with) is that interpretations of visual 

experience like “I see the figure as a box” are indirect descriptions. So, when I say “I see 

the figure as a box,” I am not telling you directly what I am seeing—you have to take an 

extra step beyond what I say to get there, which is to think of what visual experience 

normally accompanies seeing a figure as a box. But notice Wittgenstein follows his 

description of what one might want to say with a “but,” the key to our “but” test: “But if 

it amounted to this, I ought to know it.” Wittgenstein’s objection to saying that an 

interpretation of visual experience is an indirect description is that any visual experience 

that can be indirectly described can also be directly described: we don’t need to refer to 

the visual experience of red only by means of talking about other things that are red, like 

the color of blood. 

Now, importantly, Wittgenstein does not make use of the expression “I want to 

say” here. Instead, he talks of what “one would like to respond.” A key difference 

between these expressions, of course, is that while I can withhold saying something that I 

want to say, I cannot withhold saying something someone else wants to say—we can 

only withhold our own words. What Wittgenstein does with his “but,” here, is not 

withhold saying that interpretations of visual experience are indirect descriptions, but 

rather provide a reason to someone who does want to say this to withhold saying so. One 

might say the withholding use in question is not so much Wittgenstein’s as the reader’s: 

the reader might find themselves wanting to say that interpretations of visual experience 

are indirect descriptions, and then might withhold saying so on the grounds that a direct 

description ought to be possible.  



54 
 

But there are withholding uses of “wanting to say” that are less obviously so. In 

§100, from Part I of the Investigations, we have a case that nearly looks like a heralding 

use: 

100. “Still, it isn’t a game at all, if there is some vagueness in the rules.” But is it really 

not a game, then? —“Well, perhaps you’ll call it a game, but at any rate it isn’t a perfect 

game.” This means: then it has been contaminated, and what I am interested in now is 

what it was that was contaminated. —But I want to say: we misunderstand the role 

played by the ideal in our language. That is to say: we too would call it a game, only we 

are dazzled by the ideal, and therefore fail to see the actual application of the word 

“game” clearly.93 [bold emphasis added] 

 

The line of thinking here begins with the claim that something cannot be a game, or at 

least not a perfect game, if its rules are vague. Wittgenstein points to where this line of 

thought goes: an interest in how the game got contaminated with this vagueness. This is 

where what Wittgenstein “wants to say” comes in, as a kind of re-direction of interest. 

You can, certainly, judge a game, and judge it for vagueness in its rules. You can think 

about what it would mean to clear this vagueness up. But why do this? What is one’s 

interest in doing it? Wittgenstein wants to say that this interest is predicated on a certain 

ideal of games, an ideal to which games need not be held.  

It may look at first as though Wittgenstein is applying the declarative use 

explored in the first section of this chapter: the sentence immediately following the one 

detailing what Wittgenstein “wants to say” begins in the English translation with “that is 

to say.” So it appears that Wittgenstein is taking what he wants to say as something that 

he said. But “that is to say” is here a translation of Wittgenstein’s abbreviation “d.h.” for 

“das heißt,” which can variously be translated as “this means” or “that is.” What we are 

offered is not proof that Wittgenstein takes himself as having said what he wants to say, 

                                                 
93 Wittgenstein, 50. 
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but proof that Wittgenstein takes what he said as admitting of clarification—a reason to 

suspect he is not coming out with nonsense, since nonsense has no sense to clarify. 

But if Wittgenstein’s use of “want to say” is not a declarative use, it certainly 

looks like a heralding use. The next several remarks, §101-§108, expand on what it is 

Wittgenstein wants to say in §100: that in insisting that the lack of vagueness in logic 

must be mirrored in reality, we then become increasingly dissatisfied when so much of 

ordinary language is simply out of sorts with the requirements of logic. So, when 

Wittgenstein says in §100 that he wants to say we misunderstand the role played by the 

ideal in our language, it seems that he is heralding his expansion of this idea in the 

remarks to follow. Wittgenstein never offers any reasons to think what he wants to say in 

§100 is off the mark—there is never any explicit “but” to pass the “but” test. 

It is helpful here to refer to case (B2) considered in the first section: “I want to say 

that’s a plane up there. Look—it’s moving at just the right speed for that altitude, as far 

as I can tell.” Here too we have an expansion of an idea, namely that there is a plane up 

there. But this expansion of the idea does not make the idea a claim. Here I have given a 

reason for wanting to say that that is plane up there, but no more. One might think here 

about the strangeness of saying “I want to say that’s a plane up there. That’s a plane up 

there.” And this is strange because saying “that’s a plane up there” is not something we 

can herald. If we want to say it, we can just say it.94 

                                                 
94 It may be objected that it is just as strange to say “I want to say thanks. Thanks.” And yet “I want to say 

thanks” was supposed to have a heralding use! But this was because there are other ways of saying thanks 

than “thanks” we might want to herald here, where there are no other ways of saying “That’s a plane up 

there” to herald. 
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Wittgenstein’s use of “I want to say” in §100 is similar. While he does expand on 

what he wants to say in the remarks to follow, this does not mean he is not, strictly 

speaking, withholding what he wants to say. That he does not give his reasons for 

withholding what he wants to say—that he does not offer any “but” about it—does not 

mean that what he wants to say does not pass the “but” test. One “but” here might be (and 

it can only be a speculation, given that Wittgenstein offers no “but”) that while the 

remarks to follow §100 give reasons we might make excessive demands on the vagueness 

of ordinary language, these reasons won’t necessarily apply to demands made on the 

vagueness of games. Maybe the voice in §100 in search of a perfect game, has none of 

Wittgenstein’s issues with logic and ordinary language. We saw in the first section of this 

chapter that constative utterances, unlike performative utterances, could only be withheld 

with “I want to say,” and what Wittgenstein wants to say in §100 is a constative 

utterance: “we misunderstand the role played by the ideal in our language.” 

I’d like to give one more example in which Wittgenstein might appear not to be 

withholding what he is actually withholding—this time, however, it appears he is 

applying a declarative use, rather than a heralding one: 

36. And we do here what we do in a host of similar cases: because we cannot specify any 

one bodily action which we call pointing at the shape (as opposed to the colour, for 

example), we say that a mental, spiritual activity corresponds to these words. Where our 

language suggests a body and there is none: there, we should like to say, is a spirit. [bold 

emphasis added] 

 

Unlike §117 and like §100, there is no explicit “but” with which what “we should like to 

say” is withheld here. But unlike §100, the remark is followed by no expansion upon 

what Wittgenstein says we should like to say—Wittgenstein dives into a deep discussion 

of the relation between a name and the thing named in the remarks to follow. So we are 

certainly not in the presence of a heralding use. That Wittgenstein elsewhere seems 
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potentially sympathetic to talk of “spirits” (see §22-25 and §422 in Part II) might further 

incline one to think we might be in the presence of a declarative use, in which 

Wittgenstein is just giving us a criterion for what a “spirit” is in ordinary language.95 

Fortunately, unlike §100, Wittgenstein’s reason for withholding what he says we should 

like to say in §36 is more transparent from an examination of the remark which precedes 

it. We do not need to play as much of a guessing game: 

35. There are, indeed, what may be called “characteristic experiences” of pointing, say, to 

the shape. For example, following the contour with one’s finger or with one’s eyes as one 

points. —This, however, does not happen in all cases in which I ‘mean the shape’, and no 

more does any other one characteristic process occur in all these cases. —But even if 

something of the sort did recur in all cases, it would still depend on the circumstances — 

that is, on what happened before and after the pointing — whether we would say “He 

pointed at the shape and not at the colour”. 

 

Wittgenstein is expanding here upon his counterintuitive idea that there is no one 

experience we can call pointing to the shape as opposed to the color. We can point at a 

shape by outlining it, but we can point at the color of a shape by outlining it just as well. 

Faced with the absence of any bodily activity which we can call pointing at the shape as 

opposed to the color, Wittgenstein suggests in §36 that we should like to say a spiritual 

activity is taking place. But—and here is the “but” for our “but” test—even if we do want 

to say that a spiritual activity is taking place, even if “something of the sort did recur in 

all cases,” our calling something ‘pointing at a shape’ would depend not so much on 

whether that spiritual activity occurred as on the circumstances, “what happened before 

and after the pointing.” A reason to withhold saying that a spiritual activity is taking 

place is that no spiritual activity can determinately tell you that you are pointing at the 

                                                 
95 Cavell argues that that the “spirit” or “soul” operates as a kind of “fragment of myth” in the 

Investigations: not a concept meant with its full weight in religious doctrine necessarily, but a concept we 

nonetheless still depend on in some way in our ordinary language. Thanks to Paola Marrati for drawing my 

attention to this point. See Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 368. 
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shape—only the circumstances of what you do can accomplish that. This reason for 

withholding might be overcome, of course: perhaps you are not appealing to a spiritual 

activity in order to find a single criterion for determining you are pointing to the shape. 

But if such a search for a criterion is motivating your appeal to a spiritual activity, 

perhaps you will continue to withhold talk of spiritual activities. 

 

3. Wittgenstein as Investigator 

I have so far been arguing that Wittgenstein appeals to the withholding use of 

“wanting to say,” rather than the heralding or declarative uses, but I have not yet 

explained the significance of Wittgenstein’s withholding uses—why does Wittgenstein so 

frequently withhold what he wants to say, or suggest that someone might want to 

withhold it? The little that has been written on Wittgenstein’s use of “wanting to say” has 

come from within the therapeutic reading of Wittgenstein, in which Wittgenstein (always 

in his late work, but sometimes in his early work too) is conceived as offering a variety of 

methods to his readers to rid them of their philosophical troubles.96 As Wittgenstein 

himself famously says, “there is not a single philosophical method, though there are 

indeed methods, different therapies, as it were.”97 It is quite understandable that some 

focus on “wanting to say” would emerge within the therapeutic reading of Wittgenstein, 

since the style in which Wittgenstein addresses philosophical problems becomes just as 

important as the philosophical problems he addresses or the conclusions he reaches about 

                                                 
96 For an overview of the therapeutic reading of Wittgenstein, see Alice Crary’s introduction in Crary and 

Read, The New Wittgenstein. 
97 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 57. 
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them.98 A therapeutic reading of Wittgenstein must, however, offer some account of what 

Wittgenstein’s therapy is for—and many different answers have been given over the 

years. To mention some of the noteworthy ones: Hacker has advanced the idea that 

Wittgenstein is combatting combinatorial nonsense, words put together which violate the 

rules of grammatical syntax;99 the New Wittgensteinians, including Diamond and Conant, 

have advanced the idea that Wittgenstein is combatting austere nonsense, utterances 

which for psychological reasons appear to make sense but are grammatically the 

equivalent of gibberish;100 and (late) Baker has advanced the idea that Wittgenstein is 

combatting what we might call depth nonsense, words whose nonsense cannot 

immediately be taken in by the philosophical ear.101  

While there are plenty of differences then between these perspectives, they all 

nonetheless take for granted that Wittgenstein’s primary target in the Philosophical 

Investigations, and other late writings, is some form of nonsense. And they have good 

reason to assume this, given some of Wittgenstein’s more methodological remarks in the 

Investigations. For example, Wittgenstein says, “The results of philosophy are the 

discovery of some piece of plain nonsense and the bumps that the understanding has got 

by running up against the limits of language.”102 Now, this particular remark, and similar 

ones preceding and following it, come from a stretch of remarks written in 1931. But 

much of the Investigations was written years later. Stephen Mulhall has advised that the 

1931 stretch be handled carefully, since its heavy-handed, authoritative language is at 

                                                 
98 Ammereller and Fischer, “Introduction: Aims and Method in the Investigations,” xvi. 
99 Hacker, “Wittgenstein, Carnap and the New American Wittgensteinians,” 19. 
100 Diamond, The Realistic Spirit, 112. 
101 Baker, Wittgenstein’s Method, 75. 
102 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 54. 
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odds with Wittgenstein’s work in later years.103 But there are similar methodological 

remarks outside the 1931 stretch. For example, we have the following remark in the 

Investigations, taken from transcript T-227a completed between 1944 and 1946: “What I 

want to teach is: to pass from unobvious nonsense to obvious nonsense.”104 

But for a philosopher who insisted on the variety of language games we play with 

words, so that words are never limited to meaning only one thing and one thing only, it is 

strange to find so much commentary on Wittgenstein fighting over which one thing he 

meant by “nonsense.” Glock has pointed out that Wittgenstein himself says in §499 that a 

boundary between sense and nonsense is drawn for a variety of reasons.105 Of course, just 

because “nonsense” can be employed variously does not mean Wittgenstein himself 

employs it variously, but Glock finds, for example, three different types of nonsense 

diagnosed in §282. 

I don’t wish to wade any deeper into the ‘great nonsense debates’—if Glock is 

wrong on some particulars I think he is right on the whole about the plural uses of 

nonsense in the later Wittgenstein’s work. But I do wonder about the primacy accorded to 

nonsense in the Investigations, by Glock as much as the others. Stanley Cavell, in his 

“Notes and Afterthoughts,” a revised transcription of lectures he gave on the 

Investigations over the years, begins by wondering what exactly Wittgenstein finds 

wrong with the philosophical picture he excavates from Augustine at the very beginning 

of the Investigations.106 Cavell tries a few shoes on Wittgenstein’s reading—none of 

                                                 
103 Mulhall, “Philosophy’s Hidden Essence,” 66. 
104 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 141. 
105 Glock, “All Kinds of Nonsense,” 236. 
106 Cavell, “Notes and Afterthoughts on the Opening of Wittgenstein’s Investigations,” 129. 
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which, as Cavell admits, fits. I think Cavell’s humility with respect to the text is good 

guidance here. I believe Cavell would have cautioned against automatically terming 

Augustine’s picture one of nonsense, as much as he cautioned against terming 

Augustine’s picture a mistaken generalization, or an incomplete idea. 

It is concerning, then, to find James Conant so easily enlisting Cavell in defense 

of his own particular conception of nonsense in Wittgenstein. In his “Stanley Cavell’s 

Wittgenstein,” Conant writes against commentators who have assumed Cavell draws a 

distinction between words meaning things and people doing things with words—a 

distinction between semantics and pragmatics.107 Conant is right as far as that goes. In his 

“Must We Mean What We Say,” what Cavell often refers to as the earliest article of his 

that he still uses, Cavell takes great pains to argue that ordinary language philosophy 

cannot rest easy in a distinction between semantics and pragmatics.108 As Conant points 

out, such a distinction is contrary to Wittgenstein’s insight that what words mean 

(semantics) is often how we use them (pragmatics). Conant proceeds to argue that 

Cavell’s reading of Wittgenstein renders skepticism about the world to be a kind of 

nonsense, that the skeptic has no use for their skeptical words, and Conant may be right 

about that too, that is, about what Cavell ends up saying about world skepticism.109 But 

even if we consider Cavell’s final conclusion about skepticism of the world to be that it is 

nonsense,110 that is not how Cavell begins his investigation into world skepticism. Cavell 

strenuously argues that ordinary language philosophy is not a “direct criticism” of 

                                                 
107 Conant, “Stanley Cavell’s Wittgenstein,” 63–64. 
108 Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 9. 
109 Leaving aside whether or not one agrees with Cavell’s notoriously tortuous argument about the “non-

claim context.” For an excellent critique of Cavell here, see Stroud, “Reasonable Claims.” 
110 It is far less clear that Cavell thinks the skepticism of other minds is nonsense, since he thinks we “live” 

this skepticism. See Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 440. 
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anything—it cannot say, in advance, to a native speaker of a language, that they are 

simply using words nonsensically, because with respect to ordinary language, no master 

of that language is in any more privileged position than any other.111 So we find Cavell 

saying things like this: “I know well enough, intellectually as it were, that these 

[skeptical] suppositions may be nonsense, seem absurd, when raised as scruples about 

particular claims to knowledge. But if these experiences have worked in the initial 

motivation of particular claims, then the attempt to prove intellectually that they have no 

sense is apt to weaken one's faith in intellectuality.”112 The task then becomes to show, 

for Cavell, that skepticism isn’t in fact working with any particular claim to knowledge. 

But at this stage of his thinking, where it is not yet obvious the skeptic is engaging with 

no particular claims, Cavell feels the effort to prove skepticism is nonsense can only be 

an empty one. 

What I want to suggest is that however important “nonsense” may be as a term of 

criticism in Wittgenstein’s work, it takes secondary importance to a kind of 

investigation—that the Philosophical Investigations really are investigations first, which 

means that they leave open, until they don’t, what exactly is going on with what is being 

investigated. Sometimes the things Wittgenstein investigates turn out to be nonsense, 

sometimes they don’t. And this is something Cavell’s work captures well in its 

appropriation of it; even what Cavell might be said to be revealing as nonsense comes 

after painstaking investigation in a Wittgensteinian spirit. 

                                                 
111 Cavell, 154. 
112 Cavell, 143. 
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This is where what we “want to say” comes in. By a rough estimate, 

Wittgenstein’s uses of the expression “I/you/we want to say” and a number of related 

expressions (e.g., “would like to say,” “inclined to say”) in the Investigations outnumber 

mentions of “nonsense” and related expressions by two to one. This ratio alone might 

lead us to suspect that more is going on with “wanting to say” than just nonsense. But 

operating on the premise that Wittgenstein is primarily a therapist of nonsense, most 

therapeutic readings of Wittgenstein have assumed that these expressions of what 

someone “wants to say” are expressions of temptations to say something nonsensical 

(where they have bothered to address these expressions at all).  

On Cora Diamond’s view, Wittgenstein indulges in nonsense differently from 

someone who talks nonsense and does not realize it—Wittgenstein takes care to indicate 

in his philosophy what he self-consciously recognizes as nonsense with the frame “I am 

inclined to say”: 

But if we understand ourselves, ourselves the utterers of ethical nonsense, we shall not 

come out with ethical sentences under the illusion that we are talking sense. We may 

show this by framing our sentences; for example, someone might say “I am inclined to 

say ‘The goodness of life does not depend on things going this way or that’”. Words like 

“This is what I am inclined to say”, used to frame such sentences, may thus mark both 

that they are recognized by the utterer as nonsense, and that that recognition does not 

involve their losing their attractiveness, their capacity to make us feel that they express 

the sense we want to make.113 

 

Two qualifications are important here. The first is that Diamond is writing about 

Wittgenstein’s early work in the Tractatus here, not the later Philosophical 

Investigations—but that is immaterial, since she, along with the other New 

Wittgensteinians, thinks Wittgenstein’s crusade against nonsense was a career-long 

                                                 
113 Diamond, “Ethics, Imagination and the Method of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus,” 161. 
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obsession. The second qualification is that Diamond herself qualifies her speech, saying 

that such frames as “I am inclined to say” may mark an awareness of nonsensical 

speech—so she does, in principle, leave room for these frames to mark something else. 

But we are given no indication of what else Wittgenstein might be using these frames for. 

Eugen Fischer, who has probably written the most in-depth account of 

Wittgenstein’s use of expressions related to “wanting to say,” has something similar to 

say. Where many therapeutic readings attempt to align Wittgenstein’s therapy with 

psychoanalysis,114 Fischer attempts to read Wittgenstein as more in line with cognitive 

behavioral therapy (CBT). Fischer argues we can find a schema in Wittgenstein’s work 

akin to the “ABC-schema” found in CBT: A stands for some activating event, B for some 

confused beliefs or thoughts autonomously arising from this event, and C for behavioral 

consequences. In Wittgenstein, according to Fischer, the activating event is some sensical 

ordinary statement or observation, the confused beliefs are the nonsensical results of 

misdirected philosophy, and the consequences are wonder, confusion, and the urge to 

grasp at the essence of the matter.115 “Wanting to say,” in this schema, is a frame 

Wittgenstein uses for the nonsensical thoughts triggered by some activating event: 

[S]entences containing the rider ‘we are inclined to say’, just like those containing ‘we 

should like’ or ‘are tempted to say’, are frequently best regarded as expressing exactly 

what they purport to express: an inclination or temptation or desire to say certain things 

that Wittgenstein has and might share with kindred spirits – mostly things he, at the same 

time, reflectively refuses to endorse [...] Wittgenstein came to attach considerable 

importance to this exercise of attending to inclinations to talk nonsense, to ideas that in 

certain situations strike one as plausible and attractive, even though one reflectively 

rejects them all along.116 

 

                                                 
114 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 166; Baker, Wittgenstein’s Method, 145. 
115 Fischer, “A Cognitive Self-Therapy,” 109–10. 
116 Fischer, 93–94. 
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Like Diamond, Fischer qualifies this idea, noting that the frame of “wanting to say” only 

“mostly” signifies things Wittgenstein “refuses to endorse”—but we are again given no 

suggestion as to what else Wittgenstein might be doing with this frame other than 

cordoning off nonsense.  

Unfortunately, even where commentators have not outright presumed that the 

“wanting to say” frame is a frame of nonsense, they have nonetheless presumed that it is 

a frame of some temptation to be eschewed. James Peterman has this to say: 

Moreover, there is a large number of second-order occurrences of the pronouns 'I' and 

'we' in which Wittgenstein also identifies what we are inclined to say as a kind of 

temptation […] So there is good reason to think of these second-order occurrences of 

what we are inclined to say as expressions of the temptations that are being confessed. 

For anyone not convinced by this move, I would ask what else are these second-order 

occurrences doing? Contrary to what Cavell argues in "The Availability of Wittgenstein's 

Later Philosophy" (pp. 177-78), they are not indications of our knowledge or our ordinary 

linguistic practices. Wittgenstein indicates that these things we are inclined to say are the 

unordinary philosophical claims that require treatment.117 

 

I think Peterman is misreading Cavell here, who never claimed that the frame “I am 

inclined to say” is an indication of our knowledge of our ordinary linguistic practices. 

What Cavell does say is that ordinary language philosophy consists in the 

acknowledgement of what “we” say and when—but this is not what “we” are inclined to 

say and when.118 Cavell addresses this most explicitly in his book Conditions Handsome 

and Unhandsome:  

What I am inclined to say is precisely not something I necessarily go on to say: I may be 

inclined to say yes to an invitation, but there are considerations against it, and I hesitate to 

give an answer on the spot.119 

 

                                                 
117 Peterman, Philosophy as Therapy, 48. 
118 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 19. 
119 Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome, 71. 
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When Peterman asks what else Wittgenstein’s “second-order” frames of “inclined to say” 

might be said to do, I think Cavell’s suggestion is spot on: to urge us to hesitation. I 

suspect that commentators, in correctly observing that Wittgenstein uses the “wanting to 

say” frame to withhold what it frames, assume there must be something wrong with what 

Wittgenstein says he or someone might want to say—Wittgenstein must be withholding 

temptations. And since much of what Wittgenstein thinks we are tempted to say is 

nonsense, it is then further assumed Wittgenstein must be framing temptations to 

nonsense. But Cavell’s suggestion points us in another direction: what we withhold 

saying now we may have reasons against saying, but that does not mean these reasons 

will not later be overcome. What I hesitate to do I may go on to do. What Wittgenstein 

withholds may be a temptation, and even a temptation to nonsense—but this is not 

always the case, and even where it is the case, it is not known to be the case in advance. 

Wittgenstein is not first and foremost a therapist of nonsense, nor even a therapist of 

temptations more generally, but a philosophical investigator—one who sometimes 

uncovers temptations, which are sometimes temptations to nonsense.  

 But Peterman might very well object here. Accepting that Wittgenstein is 

primarily hesitating in the presence of what he wants to say and not definitively marking 

what he wants to say as a temptation, isn’t the purpose of his hesitation to ferret out 

temptations, nonetheless? What else would his hesitation be for? In Wittgenstein’s vision 

of language, what we say is expressive of our form of life. He says, at one juncture, that 

“to imagine a language means to imagine a form of life.”120 I think we could say in a 

similar spirit that to want to say something, in Wittgenstein’s technique, is to want to live 

                                                 
120 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 11. 
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in a such-and-such a way, and to withhold saying so is to withhold this possible form of 

life. The purpose of hesitating before what one wants to say is that one may not be able to 

inhabit this possible form of life. Saying that you want to say something is an experiment, 

and so not destined to succeed.121 

Wittgenstein’s concept of “form of life” is notoriously obscure, with an air of 

mysticism even, and so it is helpful to clarify what work this concept is meant to do. 

Since Wittgenstein appeals to the concept a mere handful of times in his Investigations, 

and never with a clear-cut definition, it is helpful to compare his concept of “form of life” 

with a slightly different concept of “form of life,” that which is employed by Rahel 

Jaeggi in her Critique of Forms of Life. As Jaeggi defines them, forms of life are clusters 

of social practices with a habitual character which exhibit a normative pressure on 

individuals.122 She sees “form of life” as an “intermediate” concept, one situated between 

fashions, on the one hand, and moral prohibitions on the other.123 Fashions are unstable, 

changing with the tide; they do not conform to social needs; and they are not 

universalizable, of necessity only applying to a select few, ceasing to be fashions when a 

certain mass of people adopt them. By contrast, forms of life are stable over time, 

changing gradually; they serve particular socials needs, and can encompass as many 

people as are initiated into them.124 Moral prohibitions, like forms of life, and unlike 

                                                 
121 While Wittgenstein’s technique is thus formally an ordinary use of “wanting to say” (the withholding 

use), its content is technical: Wittgenstein is not withholding saying just anything, but words of a possible 

form of life. 
122 Jaeggi, Critique of Forms of Life, 41. 
123 Jaeggi, 8. 
124 While Jaeggi renounces a simplistic Marxist distinction between an economic base and a cultural 

superstructure, it nonetheless seems that she holds something like a base/superstructure distinction within 

culture: fashion is the ethereal superstructure which fluctuates over the base of more stable forms of life, 

which are the real motor of history. See Jaeggi, 53. 
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fashions, are meant to be universalizable. But unlike forms of life, this universalizability 

is supposed to hold across various forms of life, constraining what is acceptable across 

cultural differences. (Jaeggi associates these moral prohibitions with the liberal political 

philosophies of Rawls and Habermas.)125 

Wittgenstein’s concept of “form of life” is unsurprisingly tethered more closely to 

language. His concept of language game is even meant to capture the “whole, consisting 

of language and the activities [of the form of life] into which it is woven.”126 Insofar as 

each language game will involve some form of life, Wittgenstein’s concept of “form of 

life” is not an “intermediate” concept in the way Jaeggi’s is. Since there are language 

games of fashion (e.g. “doge” speak), and there are language games of moral prohibition 

(e.g. “categorical imperatives”), Wittgenstein’s forms of life cover both fashion as well as 

moral prohibition—they are not situated between them.127 Why this difference between 

Jaeggi and Wittgenstein?  

                                                 
125 One might object to Jaeggi that forms of life surely include something we will want to call moral 

prohibition—where different forms of life have different moral prohibitions. But Jaeggi is relying here on 

the Habermasian distinction between morality and ethics, in which morality concerns “the unconditionally 

and universally valid norms of social life,” and ethics concerns “values that can only claim particular 

validity [for a specific form of life].” See Jaeggi, 12. So Jaeggi would say that while moral prohibitions are 

supposed to hold across forms of life, ethical prohibitions are supposed to hold only within a form of life. 

(The Habermasian distinction between morality and ethics is to be distinguished from the Foucaultian 

distinction between morality and ethics I will appeal to in the second chapter, in which morality concerns 

good and evil, and ethics concerns that which shapes the character of the self. So Foucaultian morality 

would include both Habermasian morality and ethics—so acknowledging the ways in which supposedly 

universal moralities are necessarily particular, are simply Habermasian ethics which are not self-aware 

about their particularity.) 
126 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 7. For an identification of Wittgenstein’s concept of 

“activity” with his concept of “form of life,” see Wittgenstein, 15. 
127 Insofar as moral prohibitions are issued from some metaphysical standpoint outside of our ordinary life, 

as Kant’s categorical imperative is, it might be argued that Wittgenstein does not think these moral 

prohibitions qualify as part of language games, since he so often attempts to show philosophical talk which 

exceeds our ordinary language games to be nonsense. But at stake in Wittgenstein’s indictments of 

nonsense is not whether metaphysical talk qualifies as a language game, but whether we want to play 

metaphysical language games. If the point of philosophy is to reflect on the world, and metaphysical talk 

falsifies the world, why engage in metaphysical language games? For more discussion of this issue, see 

Diamond, The Realistic Spirit, 22. Part of Cavell’s advance over orthodox Wittgensteinians was to realize 
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Jaeggi’s motivation for locating forms of life on an intermediate level, I suspect, 

is to locate what is both important and real about the way humans live their lives. 

Fashions are real, however fleeting they may be, but they are not important (which is part 

of why they come and go so easily). Moral prohibitions are important, insofar as they are 

meant to be universalizable across all human lives, but they are not real—issued, say, 

from Rawls’s transcendent, metaphysical realm of the original position. Jaeggi wants 

forms of life to meet the criteria of importance and reality because her ultimate goal is a 

critical theory of forms of life, and a critique of forms of life will only be important and 

real if forms of life are important and real. 

But in Wittgenstein’s vision, everything humans do is important and real—as far 

as our lives in language are concerned. If politics consists in efforts to shape the way 

human life is collectively lived, and if philosophy consists in bringing human life into 

imagination for the purpose of examination and reflection, we might say that where 

Jaeggi’s conception of forms of life is political, Wittgenstein’s is philosophical. Fashions 

may be politically unimportant, and moral prohibitions may be politically unreal, but both 

are philosophically important and real—they are both manifestations of human life which 

emerge in the language we use. You can define “forms of life” however you like, of 

course. But I would suggest Wittgenstein’s use of the concept is less misleading, and less 

injurious, even, than Jaeggi’s. Jaeggi’s conception of forms of life threatens to substitute 

the means of politics for the ends of human life. Isn’t politics supposed to be in service of 

                                                 
that any Wittgensteinian critique of metaphysics had to understand the motivations behind playing 

metaphysical language games—such a critique could not be satisfied with arguments that metaphysical 

language games exceeded ordinary language games and so had no point, because clearly metaphysicians 

think of their language games as having some point, one not identical with the point of ordinary language 

games. See Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 238. 
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our forms of life, a means for enabling our forms of life to flourish as far as they are 

capable? Why does Jaeggi occlude, and possibly even limit, this flourishing by 

determining that only politically relevant ‘forms of life’ are forms of life? 128 

Wittgensteinian forms of life may be politically unimportant and politically unreal but 

that does not mean they are not forms of life, in the ordinary senses of “form” and “life,” 

forms a (human) life can take.129 

 If I say the purpose of Wittgenstein’s technique of “wanting to say” is to 

experiment in a possible form of life, this does not mean that it opens up the possibility of 

our deciding whether or not to live it, however. Cavell brutally castigates David Pole for 

such a view. Pole criticizes Wittgenstein on the grounds that describing our language 

games is not nearly so important as deciding whether we should play the language games 

we do. But Cavell argues that this misses exactly how deep our form of life goes—as 

though it were simply up to us what form of life we ought to live, whether “humans ought 

to behave like the creatures we think of as human.”130 To be born as human is to be born 

with a body (which develops to a certain range of physiologically determined capacities) 

and in a world (subject to cosmic, geological, physical, chemical forces) and in a culture 

(whose influence on us we cannot entirely shed). Our language games reflect the 

                                                 
128 There is an irony to Jaeggi’s political conception of forms of life, since this conception is partly 

motivated by the failure of liberal philosophies of moral prohibition to take into account the ways in which 

ethics (in the Habermasian sense) ought to be subject to politics. See Jaeggi, Critique of Forms of Life, 13. 

But Jaeggi’s concept of form of life, just like the liberal philosophies she criticizes, limits in advance what 

the proper subject of politics can be. 
129 We might say that Jaeggi’s political conception of forms of life misses the ways in which politics can 

determine what will count as a form of life in the first place. In Jacques Rancière’s political theory, for 

example, politics is precisely the activity whereby a form of life becomes conceivable as a form of life. In 

Rancièrian terminology, Jaeggi’s ‘politics’ is rather the police, a determination of what forms of life will 

count as conceivable to the exclusion of any actually political activity. Perhaps what might appear to be a 

mere fashion on Jaeggi’s account—teenagers increasingly identifying as transgender—is a politically 

emergent form of life. See Rancière, Disagreement. 
130 Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 50. 
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undecidable elements in our form of life. Undecidable is not the same as unchangeable—

decisions are one way that things change. But it is not philosophy’s lot to change the 

language games we play to the extent it is not philosophy’s lot to change the form of life 

we live. The vast majority of the new language games which humans play are the 

consequence of changes in how we can live in our bodies (e.g. “gender transition”), and 

world (e.g. the advent of the “Anthropocene”), and culture (e.g. “rickrolling”).  

But Cavell’s point can be over-emphasized. Cavell writes as though Wittgenstein 

himself did not introduce new language games, as though to speak of “language games” 

(let alone “forms of life,” or “perspicuous representation,” or “secondary sense,” etc.) 

was not itself a new language game. But if language is expressive of form of life, then the 

causal arrow can run in either direction: a new language game can follow from a change 

in form of life, or a change in form of life can follow from a new language game. This 

goes some way to showing the great burden a change of language has—if it does not 

change one’s form of life, we ought to ask ourselves if the new ‘language game’ is really 

a new language game after all.131 This is perhaps nothing less than the burden of 

philosophy (as opposed to the burden of medicine, or engineering, or entertainment)—to 

deploy language which can change one’s form of life. Nietzsche puts the point 

memorably in The Joyous Science: “But let us not forget this: it is sufficient to create new 

names and judgements and verisimilitudes, in order eventually to create new ‘things’.”132 

Only Wittgenstein, with his critique of the Augustinian picture, would point out that new 

                                                 
131 Wittgenstein would concur with Jaeggi’s claim that not every new word will involve a new form of life 

(so a new language game): the neologism “Tupperware” is a part of our plain old language game 

concerning containment. See Jaeggi, Critique of Forms of Life, 51. 
132 Nietzsche, The Joyous Science, 80. 
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language creates far more than just new things. (A form of life is not merely the form of 

things one lives among.) 

Saying that you want to say something might be an attempt to live a form of life 

that cannot be lived (outside of the body, the world, or culture as such). In such a case 

what one wants to say is a temptation. But it might be an attempt to live a form of life one 

has simply not lived yet, and here one’s experiment may succeed. Of course, the idea that 

the purpose of Wittgenstein’s technique of “wanting to say” is to experiment in a possible 

form of life is still somewhat abstract, and so I’d like to appeal to three different remarks 

from the Investigations which substantiate my view. In these remarks we are not dealing 

with a temptation to nonsense or even a temptation at all.  

 

4. Three Examples from Wittgenstein 

In many instances, what Wittgenstein says we want to say is not only perfectly 

sensical, but possibly even true—the temptation Wittgenstein addresses is not one into 

nonsense or even falsehood, but into the employment of some truth in a context where we 

don’t really need it. Take the following case, which follows up on Wittgenstein’s famous 

thought-experiment in what he’ll call languages (2) and (8), in which we imagine some 

builder who can only issue orders:133  

18. Don’t let it bother you that languages (2) and (8) consist only of orders. If you want 

to say that they are therefore incomplete, ask yourself whether our own language is 

complete — whether it was so before the symbolism of chemistry and the notation of the 

infinitesimal calculus were incorporated in to it; for these are, so to speak, suburbs of our 

language. 134 [emphasis added] 

 

                                                 
133 For a similar remark, see §69 in Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. 
134 Wittgenstein, 11. 
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Wittgenstein does not say here that languages (2) and (8) are actually complete. He 

instructs the reader to ask, if they want to say that languages (2) and (8) are incomplete, 

whether our own language is complete. There are good reasons to say our language was 

complete before the symbolism of chemistry was added: our language was complete for 

our purposes at the time, and then either grew to fit new purposes or fit new purposes to 

new growths. And there are also good reasons to say our language was incomplete before 

the symbolism of chemistry was added, simply because there was more to be added. 

Wittgenstein’s direction to consider our own language follows a direction not to let the 

fact that languages (2) and (8) consist of orders bother you. The implication is that a 

reason you are bothered by languages (2) and (8) consisting only of orders is because you 

want to say these languages are accordingly incomplete. Now, if you go on to say that our 

language is complete this is because further additions to our language have no bearing on 

its completeness. That further additions might be made to languages (2) and (8) does not 

make them incomplete in this sense—so you should not be bothered by an 

incompleteness these languages don’t have. On the other hand, if you say that our 

language is incomplete, you realize that the incompleteness that bothered you in 

languages (2) and (8) ought to bother you in our own language as well. Either you then 

come to see that the incompleteness in languages (2) and (8) is not bothersome at all, 

because you are not bothered by our own language, or you come to be bothered by our 

own language. And who will come to be bothered by our own language here, by the fact 

that the symbolism of chemistry was added at one point, that further symbolisms might 

still be added? (I think that such a person would have to feel not only that our language is 

incomplete, but that it is missing something in particular. The intuition that languages (2) 
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and (8) are incomplete rests on the idea that they are missing much of what our language 

can do. On the basis of what does someone find our language is missing something in 

particular? On the basis of what are they bothered by this?) 

The takeaway from §18 is not that what “you want to say” is nonsense. It may not 

only be sensical, but also true (and therefore sensical), in the case where you also want to 

say that our own language is incomplete. Wittgenstein directs the reader to conceive of 

language (2) as a “complete primitive language” in §2, but he does not say that we will 

succeed in our conceiving—we may remain struck by the incompleteness of the primitive 

language. And yet Wittgenstein nonetheless marks what you want to say as a temptation 

here. If the incompleteness of languages (2) and (8) no longer strikes you as an 

explanation for your being bothered by the fact that languages (2) and (8) only consist of 

orders, perhaps because you are not bothered by the incompleteness of our own language, 

you will no longer want to say that languages (2) and (8) are incomplete—even if it still 

strikes you as right to say that these languages are incomplete.135 

What experiment in possible form of life takes place here? I would like to suggest 

that wanting to say that languages (2) and (8) are incomplete is wanting to inhabit our 

own language in a particular way. This is, I take it, why Wittgenstein encourages us to 

look at what we think about our own language for reasons to withhold saying what we 

want to say about languages (2) and (8). Wanting to say these two languages are 

incomplete is wanting language itself to be a human phenomenon, and wanting our 

                                                 
135 There still do seem to be reasons to be bothered here: in “Notes and Afterthoughts on the Opening of 

Wittgenstein’s Investigations,” Cavell writes of the builders as repressing a child’s natural curiosity. So 

perhaps what we are really bothered by is that the builders are not us, and this is part of Wittgenstein’s 

point: that Augustine’s picture of language is true for a people that we are not. 
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language as we currently speak it to be language which adequately expresses our 

humanity. Our desires become assumptions: the builders speak a language, thus they are 

human. (How else could one picture them?) But they cannot do with language what (we) 

humans must be able to do with language (more than orders!), so their language is 

incomplete (does not live up to their humanity). Why want language to be essentially 

human? Perhaps what we take to be the silence of all other creatures comforts us. Why 

want our language to be language which adequately expresses our humanity? Perhaps, 

though we know further words might still be added to our language as it stands, we 

would like to think that our language has covered the essential turf of human experience. 

(We want to believe our houses and streets of words and grammar qualify us forevermore 

as a town, to adapt Wittgenstein’s metaphor in the latter half of §18.)136 

In §18 we were dealing with a case of temptation—though it was not a temptation 

to nonsense. But in other cases, Wittgenstein cannot necessarily be said to be handling 

what one wants to say as a temptation at all. Take the following remarks from Part II of 

the Investigations: 

229. Just think of the expression “I heard a plaintive melody”! And now the question is: 

“Does he hear the plaint?” 

 

230. And if I reply: “No, he doesn’t hear it, he merely senses it” —where does that get 

us? One cannot even specify a sense-organ for this ‘sensing’. Some would now like to 

reply: “Of course I hear it!” —Others: ‘I don’t really hear it.” However, it is possible 

here to discern conceptual differences. [bold emphasis added] 

 

Wittgenstein gives us here two different replies one might like to make (“want to say”) to 

the question of whether one hears the plaint when one says “I heard a plaintive melody!” 

                                                 
136 The metaphor perhaps becomes more anxiety inducing when we see that the definition of town does 

change: the U.S. Census in 2022 changed the definition for an urban area from having at least 2,500 people 

to having at least 2,000 housing units (around 5,000 people): a quantitative and qualitative shift in 

definition. See Schneider, “100s of US Urban Areas Will Become Rural with New Criteria.” 
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Is it obvious that one or both of them must be a temptation in some way? Wittgenstein’s 

response to these two replies is “it is possible here to discern conceptual differences.” 

What conceptual differences? It may be said that these two different inclinations to reply 

are opposed—in disagreement. One wants to say we do hear the plaint, the other wants to 

say we don’t. The force of Wittgenstein’s response is to suggest that there is no necessary 

disagreement here, that two different concepts of “hearing” might be in play. In one 

concept of hearing, hearing is a sense, where “sense” is of a “sense-organ.” We have ears 

which hear, and those ears hear sounds, not emotions. A “plaint” is not a sound, nor is 

happiness, ecstasy, or terror. And yet we also say things like “I heard the sadness in his 

voice” and “I could hear his delight all the way from the basement!” So there is another 

concept of “hearing” at play here, one in which we can and do hear the emotions of 

others. To the question of whether we hear the plaint in a plaintive melody, someone 

thinking in terms of hearing as a sense will be inclined to say “I don’t really hear it,” and 

someone thinking in terms of hearing as an attunement to emotions will be inclined to say 

“Of course I hear it!” 

 But Wittgenstein does not say that we must be able to discern a conceptual 

difference here, but that it is merely possible. To see the importance of this qualification, 

we have to look at what the question “Does he hear the plaint?” is asking. Someone in 

possession of the concept of hearing as attunement to emotions has no occasion to ask 

whether there is a sense in which he hears the plaint—of course there is. So perhaps we 

read this question as a child’s question: the child is in possession of the concept of 

hearing as a sense, but not in possession of the concept of hearing as attunement to 

emotions. Or we could read this question as posed by a master of the language, someone 
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who knows you can hear a plaint. And then the question is whether the two concepts of 

hearing are really two concepts after all—might it not be said that the plaint is in the 

sound? (Where else would it be?) But in either case, whether we read the question as 

posed by a child or adult, the question is one about the concept of hearing as a sense. 

Both the child and adult want to know whether one can hear the plaint in terms of hearing 

as a sense. 

 Either inclination to respond here might be a temptation. If there’s a temptation 

here, it’s the temptation to think that these inclinations are necessarily opposed to one 

another, that there is only one thing which could be called hearing. This error is one of 

the great demons of the Philosophical Investigations, the temptation to think that words 

are primarily names, so refer to one thing. It is the error of the Augustinian picture, 

detailed in the first remark of the Investigations. Wittgenstein is concerned here, as he so 

frequently is, to show us the variety of language games that are played with the word 

“hearing.” 

 But neither inclination need be a temptation. In response to the child’s question, 

both inclinations might really be the same inclination, to say there is one sense in which 

one hears a plaint, but another sense in which one does not. In response to the adult’s 

question, the two inclinations are opposed: the “not really” sticks to the two-concept 

account of hearing, and the “of course” affirms a one-concept account. (But why “of 

course”? For whom is it obvious that only one concept applies here?) But this opposition 

is no longer a result of temptation: this opposition recognizes that there is a conceptual 

problem to take a stand on here. 
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What experiment in possible form of life is being conducted here? Let’s take the 

case of the adult’s question, since the inclinations to respond to the child’s question might 

simply re-affirm the adult’s inherited form of life, and let’s consider the response “of 

course,” since the “not really” also might be re-affirming an inherited form of life.137 

What would a form of life be like in which we acknowledged only one concept of 

hearing? Perhaps such a form of life would understand animals to be more similar to 

humans than is otherwise allowed—a two-concept account of hearing might deny 

animals the concept of hearing as attunement to emotions but not hearing as a sense 

(insofar as many animals have ears). But a one-concept account of hearing could not 

make such a denial. Perhaps such a concept would be part of a greater form of life in 

which animals are accorded respect they otherwise might not be. A one-concept account 

of hearing might also take emotions as more embodied, less cognitive, since emotion is 

understood to subsist within sound. 

I’d like to give one more example from Part II of the Investigations in which what 

one wants to say is not necessarily a temptation.138 Here, Wittgenstein’s incitement to 

hesitation results from the fact that one is, so to speak, in territories uncharted for 

language. Unlike §229 and §230, there is no resting easy in an inherited form of life: 

                                                 
137 Forms of life do need to be re-affirmed, but re-affirming them is only an experiment if another form of 

life is genuinely ‘on the table’. But if the inclinations here are really inclinations then another possible form 

of life is on the table. But it is easier to conceptualize an experiment in a possible form of life where that 

possibility is explicitly considered in an inclination. 
138 Interestingly, Diamond seems to assimilate the previous case (“sad music”) and the case to follow 

(“Lean Tuesday”) both to cases of secondary sense. See Diamond, “Secondary Sense,” 194. But there seem 

to be significant differences, at least in how Wittgenstein sees them: Wittgenstein thinks we can discern 

“conceptual differences” with respect to “hearing” in the previous case, but there is no suggestion of 

conceptual differences in the case to follow—that someone inclined to say Tuesday is lean and someone 

inclined to say Tuesday is fat are simply using different concepts of “lean” and “fat.” Perhaps we might 

speak of conceptual differences in how “sad” is used (since what is comparable in these cases is not 

“hearing” vs. “lean” but “sad” vs. “lean”)—but that is nonetheless not what was in question in the case 

considered. 
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274. Given the two concepts ‘fat’ and ‘lean’, would you be inclined to say that 

Wednesday was fat and Tuesday lean, or the other way round? (I am strongly inclined 

towards the former.) Now have “fat” and “lean” some different meaning here from their 

usual one? —They have a different use. —So ought I really to have used different words? 

Certainly not. — I want to use these words (with their familiar meanings) here. —I am 

saying nothing about the causes of this phenomenon now. They might be associations 

from my childhood. But that is a hypothesis. Whatever the explanation—the inclination is 

there.139 [emphasis added] 

 

Is the inclination to say that Wednesday is fat or lean a temptation, possibly to 

nonsense?140 This easily looks like a case of nonsense, since in some sense of 

‘nonsensical’ it seems nonsensical to say that Wednesday is either fat or lean. Isn’t 

Wednesday not the sort of thing of which we say it is either fat or lean? But Wittgenstein 

goes on to suggest in §276 that “fat” and “lean” do have senses here, they’re just, one 

might put it, “secondary” senses or meanings. While Wittgenstein says in §275 that he 

could not explain the meaning of “fat” or “lean” in anything other than their usual way, I 

don’t think this applies to explaining why Wittgenstein is inclined to say Wednesday is 

fat, and not lean. He might say: Wednesday is in the middle of the week, like a belly is in 

the middle of a person, and bellies are where people get fat. Or he might say: the word 

“Wednesday” has a lot of letters, more than “Tuesday” anyway, so it is fat compared to 

it. 

Citing Wittgenstein’s objection in §278 to assimilating secondary sense to 

metaphorical sense, Diamond objects to my explication of “Wednesday is fat.” On her 

interpretation of Wittgenstein, what differentiates metaphorical from secondary meanings 

                                                 
139 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 227. 
140 Despite having written that “I am inclined to say” functions as a frame for ethical nonsense in the early 

Wittgenstein, Diamond does argue that certain ethical utterances ought to be considered in light of the later 

Wittgenstein’s work, not as cases of nonsense, but as cases of secondary sense. See Diamond, “Secondary 

Sense,” 204. One might wonder whether or not the purpose of this frame in Wittgenstein’s work might 

likewise have evolved. 
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is that metaphorical meanings can be put in other words, and secondary meanings cannot 

(excluding synonymous explications of “Wednesday is fat” like “Wednesday is 

corpulent”). Diamond writes: 

It is not simply that words are lacking for a feature which I see in Tuesday, and to which I 

want to draw attention. It is not that I am aware of something in Tuesday, and then I see 

that the metaphorical use of "lean" is appropriate—unless this simply means that I see 

speaking of leanness as appropriate. If I use the metaphor "man is a cancer" I think that 

what is happening to the planet can perhaps best be put this way, but what I think is 

happening is independent of there being such a thing as cancer.141  

 

Diamond’s picture of metaphorical use here is one in which I have some preconceived 

idea of what is happening and then employ a metaphor which encapsulates this idea. For 

example, a metaphor like “man is the cancer of the planet” encapsulates the idea “the way 

the natural balance of species on the planet (cell types in the organism) is totally 

destroyed by the reproduction without limit of one species.”142 But this is precisely the 

kind of explication I have tried to provide for “Wednesday is fat”—e.g. Wednesday is 

fatter than Tuesday for having more letters, just as having more weight makes one person 

fatter than another. The problem, I believe, is not that Diamond is wrong about what 

Wittgenstein calls “secondary senses,” but in taking “Wednesday is fat” to so 

straightforwardly be a case of what Wittgenstein calls a secondary meaning. Wittgenstein 

only says, with respect to “Wednesday is fat,” that “here one might speak of a ‘primary’ 

and ‘secondary’ meaning of a word” [emphasis added].143 When Wittgenstein argues that 

a secondary meaning is not a metaphorical meaning, he appeals to a different case, one in 

which he calls the vowel “e” yellow, a case I personally find—unlike “Wednesday is 

                                                 
141 Diamond, 191–92. 
142 Diamond, 191. 
143 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 227. 
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fat”—I cannot explicate in any other way at all.144 I think our capacity to explicate 

“Wednesday is fat” is a consideration in favor of taking the expression to be what 

Wittgenstein calls metaphorical, perhaps as opposed to one of secondary meaning.145 

But why the withholding use of “want to say” in this case, regardless of whether 

we are to say it is a case of secondary meaning, or metaphorical meaning? Why talk of 

inclinations at all here? Why not just say Wednesday is fat and Tuesday is lean? In The 

Claim of Reason, and notably with respect to the passages of the Investigations concerned 

with secondary meaning, Cavell distinguishes between words of your flesh and words of 

your world:  

[N]otice that in moving, in Part II of the Investigations, to "figurative" or "secondary" 

senses of a word (which Wittgenstein explicitly says are not "metaphorical senses", cf. 

Investigations, p. 216), Wittgenstein is moving more concentratedly to regions of a 

word's use which cannot be assured or explained by an appeal to its ordinary language 

games (in this, these uses are like metaphorical ones). Such uses have consequences in 

the kind of understanding and communication they make possible. I want to say: It is 

such shades of sense, intimations of meaning, which allow certain kinds of subtlety or 

delicacy of communication; the connection is intimate, but fragile. Persons who cannot 

use words, or gestures, in these ways with you may yet be in your world, but perhaps not 

of your flesh.146  

 

                                                 
144 Wittgenstein, 228. 
145 Diamond and Wittgenstein may be thinking of metaphors in terms of what Max Black has called the 

“substitution view,” where some literal, non-metaphorical explication can be substituted for the 

metaphorical expression. See Black, “Metaphor.” But Black argues for an alternative “interaction view” of 

metaphors, where both ‘sides’ of a metaphor (e.g. both “man” and “cancer” in “man is a cancer”) freely 

interact, leading to an infinity of possible paraphrases, but where there is no one literal expression which 

could replace, substitute for, the metaphor. On the interaction view of metaphor, secondary senses might be 

thought of as metaphorical senses. Wittgenstein writes that a secondary sense is not a metaphorical sense 

because “I could not express what I want to say in any other way” (§278)—but this is true too for 

metaphors under the interaction view. What would need to be determined is whether or not secondary 

senses, like interactive metaphors, were susceptible to infinite paraphrase. It is not clear that “the vowel ‘e’ 

is yellow” is susceptible to any paraphrase. Perhaps this case is more like that of poetry, of which Cavell 

says that no paraphrase is possible—you either understand or you do not, and this depends on whether you 

share the poet’s flesh. See Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 81. In such a case—and even if I am wrong about 

“Wednesday is fat,” and it is what Wittgenstein calls a case of secondary sense—we would not be dealing 

with nonsense, but rather inexplicable sense, limited esoterically to a particular way of seeing the world. 
146 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 189. 
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One reason to withhold appealing to an expression with a secondary meaning, perhaps 

too one with a metaphorical meaning, is that it depends upon your interlocutor sharing 

your “flesh”—and you may want to express in advance that what you want to say is not 

to be taken as something someone sharing your world will necessarily understand. The 

frame of “wanting to say” here is an acknowledgement that you are not as much speaking 

of the world as speaking from your flesh. Notably, Cavell himself uses the frame of 

“wanting to say” in this very passage, as though to illustrate the idea under discussion: he 

only “wants to say” that secondary meanings are of the flesh (where primary meanings 

are of the world), as though to indicate that only someone of his flesh might be expected 

to understand what Cavell means in saying that secondary meanings are of the flesh. The 

“wanting to say” frame, in Wittgenstein’s and Cavell’s use of it with respect to secondary 

meanings, is not to cordon off a temptation to nonsense—if it has anything to do with 

temptation, it is to cordon off the reader’s temptation to think what is framed is nonsense, 

just because to their own ears, nothing sensical has been said. The experiment in possible 

form of life here is one in which a form of life is shared—with one’s interlocutor. It is 

experimenting in how far one can travel together with another in language, and so in life. 

While I have not tried to argue against the therapeutic reading of Wittgenstein—

he does analogize his methods to therapies, after all—I do hope to have put some 

pressure on therapeutic readings that assume Wittgenstein’s technique of wanting to say 

is primarily therapy for temptations, particularly temptations to nonsense. Wittgenstein’s 

technique is for hesitation as part of conducting an experiment in a possible form of life. 

Perhaps in the course of applying this technique, some temptation comes to light—but 

perhaps one’s experiment succeeds. But where to apply this technique? Surely, we cannot 
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hesitate in this way everywhere. The question remains as to the conditions for the 

possibility of Wittgenstein’s technique—and it is to this question we now turn.  
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Chapter Two | The Conditions of Wanting to Say 

If we are to determine the conditions for the possibility of Wittgenstein’s 

technique of “wanting to say,” it helps to determine what “conditions of possibility” are 

in the first place. By conditions of possibility I mean those conditions a speech act 

essentially depends on in order to count as that speech act. The conditions of possibility 

for some speech act are independent of the felicity of that speech act.147 Conditions of 

possibility concern when a speech act can so much as exist, and felicity concerns when a 

fully existing speech act succeeds in some purpose. Where Wittgenstein’s technique is 

infelicitous, one has failed in their use of this technique. Where the conditions of 

possibility for Wittgenstein’s technique fail to obtain, one has not even made use of this 

technique. I will be concerned here primarily with conditions of possibility—one need 

only worry about felicity once conditions of possibility obtain.  

How to determine the conditions for the possibility of Wittgenstein’s technique of 

“wanting to say”? These conditions should be determined not in the abstract, but 

alongside the conditions of possibility for other practices which aim to resolve an 

ambivalent desire—Wittgenstein’s technique can only emerge in its specificity in the 

context of a broader genus of techniques. I argue in the first section that such a genus is 

what Foucault will term “ethical parrhesia,” a sort of philosophical truth-telling. 

                                                 
147 I am adapting the term “felicity” from Austin’s “Performative Utterances.” Originally, Austin deploys 

the distinction felicitous/infelicitous to distinguish how performative utterances go wrong as opposed to 

statements, to which the distinction true/false applies instead. But by the end of the paper Austin concludes 

that felicity is a term of wider applicability—statements can be “infelicitous” apart from their being false in 

cases such as the statement “The cat is on the mat but I do not believe it.” Austin’s concept of felicity, 

however, applies to both what I am calling conditions of possibility and what I am calling felicity—so my 

use of the concept of “felicity” is narrower. Austin does seem to have a specific concept for when (what I 

am calling) conditions of possibility fail to obtain: “misfires.” But he does not have a specific concept for 

when (what I am calling) felicity fails to obtain. See Austin, Philosophical Papers, 237. 
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Lamenting how Christian parrhesia has necessitated self-sacrifice, despite its advances in 

laying the groundwork for self-knowledge, Foucault calls for some future ethics which 

might seek to constitute the self, rather than sacrifice it. I argue that where the 

commentary on Wittgenstein I criticized in the first chapter has read Wittgenstein’s 

technique in more or less Christian terms, it ought to be read as one possible response to 

Foucault’s call for techniques of self-constitution. The purpose of Wittgenstein’s 

technique is not to sacrifice the self, but to experiment in words of a possible form of life, 

to see if that life is habitable. Foucault indicates two conditions a technique must meet to 

qualify as parrhesia, which each instance of parrhesia meets in its own particular way: 

first, an ethical differentiation in the subject which makes possible the reception of truth-

telling, and second, an indispensable other who receives one’s truth-telling, and whose 

bond with the subject is put at risk in the parrhesiatic game.  

The next two sections concern these two conditions of possibility. In the second 

section, I explore the first condition of parrhesia, ethical differentiation. Where Christian 

parrhesia differentiates between an evil inclination and the divinely-inspired reasons for 

resisting it, Wittgenstein’s technique differentiates between one’s speech and oneself, 

between an ambivalence and a willingness to articulate this ambivalence. In the third 

section, I explore the second condition of parrhesia, the indispensable other. If the 

purpose of Wittgenstein’s technique is to experiment in a possible form of life, the 

indispensable other of Wittgenstein’s technique must be a representative of this possible 

form of life. The indispensable other must be “representative” of this form of life, and not 

just an inhabitant of this form of life, insofar as one is to bring this form of life into 

imagination, actively consider its habitability. In the fourth section, I consider where the 
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conditions for Wittgenstein’s technique fail by way of an experiment Stanley Cavell 

conducts with his ambivalent desire. Cavell ventures to tell his reader of a desire to say 

something he ostensibly withholds, but then argues this venture fails. I claim this is due 

to a failure to accept the risk ethical parrhesia requires of its indispensable other. Cavell’s 

attempt at saying what he wants to say does not meet the second condition for the 

possibility of “wanting to say,” that of the indispensable other. Accordingly, Cavell 

cannot be said to be making use of Wittgenstein’s technique at all, is not saying that he 

only wants to say something. 

 

1. The Conditions of Ethical Parrhesia 

That Foucault has anything to say about the conditions of possibility for 

philosophical techniques might be surprising—not for lack of interest in conditions of 

possibility,148 since one of Foucault’s landmark achievements was, especially starting 

with The Order of Things, turning from the Kantian transcendental a priori to the 

historical a priori, historically ‘necessary’ rather than transcendentally necessary 

conditions for the possibility of knowledge,149 but rather for lack of interest in 

philosophical techniques. Foucault’s targets are frequently procedures that take place on a 

much larger scale, not the techniques deployed by this or that individual (philosopher), 

but e.g. the mechanisms at work in the clinics, asylums, prisons, and school systems 

                                                 
148 An important caveat here: late in his career, Foucault began to describe his project not as one of critique 

in the Kantian vein, but of an examination of “eventualization,” a self-admittedly ugly word he used to 

capture his interest not in the legitimacy of claims but in their actual appearance, that is, as events. Foucault 

still saw this as an inheritance of Kant, however, a fidelity to Aufklarung, or “enlightenment,” a fidelity that 

could no longer be served by mere critique alone. Foucault, The Politics of Truth, 59. 
149 Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, xxiii. 
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inhabited and managed by so many individuals. But in the last lectures of his career, 

Foucault turned his focus to the history of philosophy, spurred on by the subject matter he 

had become concerned with: not the conditions for true discourse in general, what 

Foucault called the episteme in The Order of Things, but rather the more narrow 

conditions whereby the self produces true discourse about itself.150 This turn from 

knowledge in general to self-knowledge was part of Foucault’s broader ethical turn: to 

weave more closely questions about the self with questions about power and knowledge. 

In turning to ethics, then, Foucault was not turning primarily to ethics in its modern sense 

as morality, some idea of the good and the evil, but rather in the ancient sense of ethos, 

the character of the self and its formation. This formation might take place in view of 

some morality, but it might not.  

One such technique of ethical formation Foucault termed parrhesia, roughly 

translated as free or frank speech—a technique Foucault identified with philosophy in the 

heritage of Socrates.151 In ethical parrhesiatic discourse,152 one person engages in a game 

of truth-telling with another to shape this other’s character in some way—a game either 

party might initiate. Foucault sets out two conditions for parrhesia in the lectures 

                                                 
150 Arnold Davidson argues that Foucault’s consideration of philosophy in terms of ethical exercises, and 

not the development of some abstract theory, owes much to Pierre Hadot. For more on Hadot’s influence 

on Foucault, see Davidson, “Introductory Remarks to Pierre Hadot,” 199–202. 
151 Foucault did not, however, think that parrhesia was exhausted by philosophy: he thought philosophy 

was a particular admixture of parrhesia, namely with wisdom, and other admixtures were to be found—in 

Christianity with prophecy, in revolutionary discourse with politics. Where other modes of truth-telling 

concerned themselves with the truth of technique, or of fate, or of being (teaching, prophecy, and wisdom 

respectively), parrhesia concerned itself with the truth of ethos, the lived character and practice of one’s 

life. See Foucault, The Courage of Truth, 25. 
152 Foucault will distinguish political parrhesia, where one tells the truth before some assembly of others, 

from ethical parrhesia, where one tells the truth to some specific other. Foucault thinks a transition took 

place in Ancient Greece from political to ethical parrhesia—I will take a closer look at this transition in the 

fourth chapter, when I consider a possible transition in the modern era from ethical to what I will call 

reflexive parrhesia. 
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collected in The Courage of Truth. First, parrhesia involves an ethical differentiation 

between that of the subject which necessitates some truth-telling, and that of the subject 

which is receptive to this truth-telling. Something of the subject necessitates truth-telling 

because the subject’s participation in some ethics is at stake. But something of the subject 

must be receptive to this truth-telling if the subject’s participation in this ethics is to be 

achieved or restored.153 Second, parrhesia involves an indispensable other (e.g. the 

psychoanalyst, the confessor, an elder, a friend, a lover) whose bond with the subject is 

put at risk of termination in parrhesia.154 Precisely because the subject’s participation in 

some ethics is at stake, they require the assistance of another to lead them (back) onto the 

proper path. But because the subject wavers on the edge of some ethical system, there is 

no guarantee parrhesia will succeed—the subject might fail to partake in this ethical 

system, and the bond with the indispensable other, tethered as the indispensable other is 

to this ethical system, might be broken. The indispensable other must risk this result. If 

the subject’s relationship to some ethics is at stake, then the subject’s relationship to the 

indispensable other, as the advocate for this system, also ought to be potentially at stake. 

                                                 
153 We might say parrhesia is an ethical system’s first or last resort, that which brings a subject into some 

ethical system, or that which ensures that they remain in this ethical system if they are on the brink of 

falling out of it. 
154 Foucault, The Courage of Truth, 11–12. If one is interested in comparing parrhesia to other ethical 

techniques, it helps to analyze it in terms of the four categories for ethical investigation which Foucault 

details in the second volume of his history of sexuality: first, there are forms of elaboration, those 

techniques whereby one transforms oneself into an ethical subject. Second, there is ethical substance, the 

matter which is worked over by these techniques. Third, there is the mode of subjection, the manner in 

which one establishes their relation to ethical rules. And fourth, there is the telos of the ethical subject, the 

purpose for which ethical practices are conducted, the vision of the self to be achieved. Parrhesia is an 

instance of ethical elaboration; the condition of ethical differentiation is an instance of ethical substance; 

and the condition of the indispensable other is an instance of the mode of subjection. That no specific telos 

corresponds to parrhesia shows the variety of ethical dangers the self might be subject to such that parrhesia 

becomes necessary. See Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, 26–27. 
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A key example in Foucault’s history of parrhesia can be found in the first 

centuries of Christianity, in the practice of exagoreusis. Foucault finds, in John Cassian’s 

fifth century descriptions of monastic life, confession not as the periodic act of the 

modern layperson to his pastor, but as the continual activity of the monk to the abbot. The 

monk was expected to verbalize what he thought, “as contemporaneous as possible to the 

stream of thoughts,” to discern whether these thoughts originated with God or with 

Satan.155 Verbalization was necessary for this discernment, because whether or not one 

hesitated in the expression of thoughts would determine the nature of their origin. When 

verbalized, the monk’s evil thoughts would waver in the presence of the abbot, as the 

corporeal manifestation of God. Accordingly, if one could only articulate thoughts with 

difficulty, this was “proof that those thoughts [were] not as good as they may appear.”156 

The issue was not so much whether the thoughts were true but whether or not they 

involved a deception of Satan’s: the thought that fasting was good, certainly a truth in 

monastic life, might nonetheless be a satanic suggestion to put one monk in competition 

with the others.157 To confess such evil thoughts was necessarily to sacrifice oneself, 

since what made these thoughts evil was Satan’s attaching the self to itself, rather than to 

others and to God.158 To want to compete with the other monks in fasting, for example, 

was to think oneself above them, to esteem oneself apart from the others. 

This monastic practice of exagoreusis meets the first condition for parrhesia, 

ethical differentiation, insofar as the monk is torn between God and Satan. Again, ethical 

                                                 
155 Foucault, The Politics of Truth, 186. 
156 Foucault, 185. 
157 Foucault, 182. 
158 Foucault, 186. 
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differentiation involves the differentiation in the subject between that which necessitates 

some truth-telling and that which welcomes or is receptive to this truth-telling. While the 

monk’s thoughts might certainly come from Satan, he is still presumed capable of turning 

to God. The practice of exagoreusis also meets the second condition for parrhesia, the 

indispensable other, insofar as it was necessary that the monk confess his thoughts to the 

abbot. Again, the indispensable other is that other who is capable of telling the necessary 

truths to the subject of parrhesia, and whose bond with this subject is put at risk in truth-

telling. For the monk to confess evil thoughts alone to himself would not do, because he 

needed to be in the presence of God, and the abbot represented God.159 Only under this 

divine light would evil thoughts waver in their articulation, and so expose themselves. 

But if the monk persists in following his evil thoughts instead of God, he will be cast 

from the monastery, and the abbot will cease to be his guide. 

The example of Christian parrhesia is a key one because Foucault credits 

Christianity with greatly expanding the repertoire of techniques for self-knowledge. 

Gnostic techniques for self-knowledge were fundamentally ontological, equating the 

knowledge of being with knowledge of oneself. Divine revelation was not to be found in 

sacred texts, but in personal experience, so attunement with the self was aligned with 

attunement with God (and so his world).160 Orthodox Christian techniques, in contrast 

(and continuing through the Protestant Reformation), differentiated knowledge of the self 

from knowledge of being. In exagoreusis, for example, to know fasting was good was 

different from knowing whether one’s thought that fasting was good was itself good. But 

                                                 
159 Foucault, 186. 
160 Foucault, 171. 
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Christian techniques for self-knowledge came at a great price: the requirement of self-

sacrifice. Western culture, in Foucault’s view, has since attempted to continue the quest 

for self-knowledge while eschewing the requirement of self-sacrifice. But the object of 

this self-knowledge has so far been some pre-existent, essential self. Foucault wonders 

whether self-knowledge might be founded on techniques of the self which constitute the 

self, rather than discover it in its essence.161 The difficulty would be to ensure that these 

techniques do not at the same time involve any Christian self-sacrifice.162  

I believe Wittgenstein’s technique of “wanting to say” is one answer to Foucault’s 

call for non-sacrificial techniques of the self. Unfortunately, however, the intractability of 

the Christian paradigm, the difficulty of overcoming it, can be seen in the commentary on 

Wittgenstein, which has read his technique of wanting to say into the Christian paradigm 

rather than out of it. Just as monastic exagoreusis involved reading the hesitation in one’s 

confession as a sign of an evil thought, commentators on Wittgenstein, as we saw in the 

previous chapter, have read his hesitation over what he wants to say as a sign of 

temptation, most usually to nonsense. The purpose of Wittgenstein’s technique is then 

read as a kind of Christian purity, a life free of temptation.  

Now, there is certainly some degree of analogy between Wittgenstein’s technique 

of wanting to say and exagoreusis. Just as exagoreusis was less interested in the truth of a 

thought than its divine or demonic origin, we saw in the previous chapter that it was less 

                                                 
161 The attitude seems surprisingly existentialist for Foucault, since existentialists also sought some account 

of self-constitution in the absence of an essential self. But where Heidegger, for example, sought to free the 

subject from technology, Foucault sought to study the subject through technology—technologies of the 

self. (See Foucault, 152.) And where Sartre interpreted such technologies in terms of their authenticity or 

inauthenticity, Foucault wanted to free up the kind of self-relation these technologies might produce 

beyond authenticity and inauthenticity. See Foucault, “On the Genealogy of Ethics,” 351. 
162 Foucault, The Politics of Truth, 189–90. 
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important in §18 whether it was true whether or not languages (2) and (8) were 

incomplete than it was whether or not you wanted to say that they were incomplete, that 

is, whether or not you were the origin of this claim. But unlike exagoreusis, there is no 

necessary identification of you being the origin of a thought with the demonic nature of 

that thought, and thus no requirement of self-sacrifice. As in §229 and §230, when there 

was a question of whether or not one could “hear” a plaint, we saw that sometimes the 

object of Wittgenstein’s technique was to find the right expression for one’s inclination, 

and not to abandon it precisely because the inclination was yours. There is no 

presupposition that one’s inclination is a temptation, and so that one’s reasons for 

withholding this inclination are necessarily justified. I argued that the purpose of 

Wittgenstein’s technique was first and foremost to experiment in a possible form of life. 

The purpose of Wittgenstein’s technique is not self-sacrifice, but self-constitution: to the 

extent one’s experiment in form of life succeeds, one comes to inhabit a new self in a 

new form of life. 

 

2. First Condition: An Ethical Differentiation between Self and Speech 

A key reason, perhaps, that the purpose of Wittgenstein’s technique has been read 

in Christian terms is because the ethical differentiation of his technique has been read in 

Christian terms. An ethical differentiation between that which necessitates parrhesia and 

that which is receptive to it is the first of Foucault’s two conditions for the possibility of 

parrhesia. A first glance would suggest that the ethical differentiation of Wittgenstein’s 

technique is one between the inclination expressed in this technique, and the reasons for 

resisting this inclination. This is exactly the ethical differentiation of exagoreusis (see 
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Table 2). In exagoreusis, one’s inclination necessitates parrhesia, since it is the work of 

the devil, and one’s reasons for resisting this inclination make one receptive to parrhesia, 

since these reasons represent the voice of God. 

To argue that Wittgenstein’s technique has the same ethical differentiation, one 

must identify a correspondence between the terms of ethical differentiation (necessity vs. 

receptivity) and the terms of ambivalence (inclination vs. reasons for resisting). But 

which term of ambivalence necessitates parrhesia, and which is receptive to it? Is the 

indispensable other of Wittgenstein’s technique interceding on behalf of the inclination, 

encouraging one to follow through on this inclination, or are they interceding on behalf of 

one’s reasons for withholding, encouraging one to resist one’s inclination? 

Table 2. The Ethical Differentiation of Exagoreusis 

 

 

 

  

 

 

I do not think such a correspondence can be determined in Wittgenstein’s 

technique. Perhaps one’s inclination to speak is overcome, and one no longer wants to 
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reasons for withholding this inclination are to be overcome, is not determined in advance 

by Wittgenstein’s technique.  

So if the ethical differentiation of Wittgenstein’s technique is not that of 

exagoreusis, what is it? The very willingness to engage in the technique is the mark of 

one’s receptivity to parrhesia, and it is the ambivalence itself between one’s inclination 

and one’s reasons for withholding it which necessitates this parrhesia (see Table 3). The 

aim of Wittgenstein’s technique is not primarily to overcome one’s inclination, but to 

articulate and then overcome one’s ambivalence—and overcoming one’s inclination is 

just one way this ambivalence is overcome. So it is the ambivalence itself, and not really 

one’s inclination, which necessitates parrhesia. But overcoming this ambivalence 

depends on the self’s willingness to articulate this ambivalence. Where the subject ceases 

to spell out its ambivalence, parrhesia ceases to function. Only for as long as one can say 

that one wants to say such-and-such, but isn’t yet saying so for these-and-those reasons, 

can one stand apart from this ambivalence and adjudicate it.  

Table 3. The Ethical Differentiation of Wanting to Say 
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Getting the terms of ethical differentiation right here is not just a matter of 

philosophical curiosity—as a condition for the possibility of Wittgenstein’s technique, 

this ethical differentiation determines where Wittgenstein’s technique finds its 

application. To see this more concretely, it helps to look at what Cavell calls one of 

Wittgenstein’s most “puzzling parables” of philosophy: 

52. If I am inclined to suppose that a mouse comes into being by spontaneous generation 

out of grey rags and dust, it’s a good idea to examine those rags very closely to see how a 

mouse could have hidden in them, how it could have got there, and so on. But if I am 

convinced that a mouse cannot come into being from these things, then this investigation 

will perhaps be superfluous. But what it is in philosophy that resists such an examination 

of details, we have yet to come to understand.163  

 

Cavell glosses this remark in the following way: 

"Such an examination." What kind is it? And what "opposes" it, i.e., opposes it in 

philosophy? It is an examination that exposes one's convictions, one's sense of what must 

and what cannot be the case; so it requires a breaking up of one's sense of necessity, to 

discover truer necessities. To do that I have to get into the state of mind in which I am 

"inclined to suppose" that something I take to be impossible may be happening. Which 

means that I have to experiment in believing what I take to be prejudices, and consider 

that my rationality may itself be a set of prejudices. This is bound to be a painful 

prospect. And it is likely to lead to ridiculous postures. But no more ridiculous than the 

posture of looking for an explanation in a region in which you have no inclination to 

suppose it may lie. (We might call such an activity "academic".) — So it is I, as I stand, 

who oppose such an examination of details in philosophy.164 

 

Cavell makes out the “examination of details” Wittgenstein is concerned with here to be 

one that exposes one’s conviction (what must be the case, what one takes as necessity). In 

order to expose my conviction, I must incline myself to suppose that something 

impossible is happening, to consider whether what I take to be necessary is actually a 

prejudice. So Cavell is reading the parable of the mouse in this way: my conviction (“if I 

am convinced,” Wittgenstein says) that a mouse cannot spontaneously generate opposes 

                                                 
163 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 30. 
164 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 21. 
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an examination of the rags from which that mouse might spontaneously generate. In order 

to examine the rags, then, I have to incline myself to suppose what I take to be 

impossible, i.e. that a mouse can spontaneously generate. 

The problem with this reading is that it makes mysterious Wittgenstein’s claim 

that we have yet to understand what opposes such an examination of details in 

philosophy. One reason one might refuse to see whether a mouse comes from rags is that 

one does not believe in spontaneous generation: this is one way of understanding our 

opposition to an examination of the rags. If our convictions are similarly getting in the 

way of an examination of details in philosophy, then we are already in possession of what 

Wittgenstein says we have yet to understand. No wonder, then, that Cavell is able to 

arrive so quickly at the idea that it “is I, as I stand, who oppose such an examination of 

details in philosophy”! 

What I take Wittgenstein to be saying here is not that our convictions (i.e. that 

spontaneous generation is impossible) are the problem—the problem is that we do not 

know whether our convictions are the problem, or something else.165 Inclining yourself to 

suppose something, is not, with Cavell, the solution to the problem of being convinced of 

something, because being convinced of something is not necessarily the problem. Being 

                                                 
165 Cora Diamond’s reading of §52, for all its interest, makes the same erroneous assumption that the 

problem Wittgenstein is picking out is a problem of conviction. Diamond writes that “philosophers miss the 

details, the rags, that a philosophical mouse comes out of, because something has led them to think that no 

mouse can come out of that.” Diamond takes the mouse for something we want to explain in philosophy, 

and the rags for the explanation we refuse in a bout of philosophical fantasy: we take it, for example, that 

how a pupil is to go on from some instruction can be shown absolutely, independent of the ordinary ways 

we might explain this to the pupil. We take it that we can ensure a pupil will understand how the series n+1 

goes on indefinitely, where all ordinary ways of explaining this series are necessarily finite, appealing to 

particular examples. But the rags, in Wittgenstein’s analogy, are the philosophical inclination, which may 

or may not turn out to be a fantasy. The question is not why we are convinced the rags are irrelevant, but 

why we do not look at them, given that we are inclined to suppose some mouse comes out of them. 

Diamond, The Realistic Spirit, 47. 
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inclined to suppose something is not a solution for Wittgenstein at all, but what it is that 

makes an examination of details necessary. Coming to understand what opposes an 

examination of details in philosophy is a problem because we are inclined to suppose 

things that require examination.  

The point is made clearer by the remark immediately preceding §52, since it 

directly spurs the parable of the mouse: 

51. In describing language-game (48), I said that the words “R”, “B”, etc. corresponded 

to the colours of the squares. But what does this correspondence consist in? In what sense 

can one say that certain colours of squares correspond to these signs? After all, the 

explanation in (48) merely set up a connection between those signs and certain words of 

our language (colour names). —Well, it was assumed that the use of the signs in the 

game would be taught in a different way—by pointing to paradigms. Very well; but what 

does it mean to say that in the practice of the language certain elements correspond to the 

signs? —Is it that the person who is describing the complexes of coloured squares always 

says “R” where there is a red square, “B” where there is a black one, and so on? But what 

if he goes wrong in the description and mistakenly says “R” where he sees a black square 

—– what is the criterion here for this being a mistake? —Or does “R”’s signifying a red 

square consist in this, that the people who use the language always have a red square 

come before their mind when they use the sign “R”? In order to see more clearly, here as 

in countless similar cases, we must look at what really happens in detail, as it were from 

close up.166 

 

We should first notice that this remark ends with a call for an examination of the details, 

the very examination Wittgenstein figures as opposed in §52. What is Wittgenstein 

“inclined to suppose” that makes this examination necessary? What is the equivalent of 

spontaneous generation here? That the words “R”, “B” etc. in language game (48) 

correspond to the colors of the squares. Wittgenstein then asks himself a number of 

questions aimed at the ‘rags’ from which correspondence ‘spontaneously generates’. 

Does this correspondence consist in people always saying “R” where there is a red 

square? Or perhaps in always having a red square come before their mind? 

                                                 
166 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 29–30. 
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What is striking about these questions is that they all come from one side of 

Wittgenstein’s ambivalence—they are all interested in examining what Wittgenstein is 

inclined to suppose. What is missing in this remark is any voice representing 

Wittgenstein’s inclination. Why is he inclined to suppose this idea of correspondence? 

Which of Wittgenstein’s suggestions appeal to this inclination—do any of them appeal to 

it at all? Wittgenstein does not say whether he wants to say that his idea correspondence 

consists in people always saying “R” where there is a red square, or rather in always 

having a red square come before their mind. That the voice of inclination is missing here 

marks an opposition to the examination of details. Why does Wittgenstein’s inclination 

refuse to speak? What opposes its response? 

Cavell is not wrong to say that it is I, as I stand, who oppose the examination of 

details in philosophy. What is wrong is taking that to be an answer to the question of 

‘What opposes the examination of details in philosophy?’ This question, in Wittgenstein, 

is already a question about why I, as I stand, oppose the examination of details in 

philosophy. Wittgenstein wants to know what keeps part of him, the part that voiced an 

inclination to suppose a correspondence between “R” and a red square, from participating 

in the examination of details another part of him is ready to undertake. In order to reach 

an understanding of one’s opposition to the examination of details in philosophy, the 

missing voice will have to speak—if not for its inclination, then for its refusal to answer 

for it.  

In terms of the ethical differentiation of Wittgenstein’s technique of wanting to 

say, we might put it this way: in order to investigate an ambivalence between what I am 

inclined to say and my reasons for withholding this inclination, I have to remain willing 
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to articulate this ambivalence. My willingness to articulate this ambivalence can break 

down, I may come to resist an examination of details, at which point Wittgenstein’s 

technique becomes infelicitous.  

 

3. Second Condition: An Indispensable Other as Representative of Form of Life 

How does one face such threats of a breakdown in one’s willingness to articulate 

an ambivalence of desire? This is a matter of the second condition for the possibility of 

ethical parrhesia: the indispensable other. The indispensable other cannot engage in 

parrhesia with some subject if this subject is not receptive to parrhesia. Accordingly, the 

indispensable other’s job is not just to appeal to this receptivity, in an effort to overcome 

that which necessitates parrhesia, but also to maintain this receptivity, so that this effort 

may continue. In appealing to and maintaining this receptivity, the indispensable other 

puts at risk their bond with the subject of parrhesia. If the indispensable other’s 

maintenance of this receptivity is unsuccessful, parrhesia will fail—and the relationship 

between the parties may fail as well. 

Part of what makes an inquiry into the indispensable other of Wittgenstein’s 

technique a strange one is that it is a technique of ordinary language—language as you 

share it with everyone you converse with. The indispensable other to Wittgenstein’s 

technique can seem to be just simply anyone who speaks the language you are speaking 

in (e.g. English, Japanese, Arabic). That the other speaks your language is certainly an 

indispensable requirement, then, but it is hardly a very demanding one. Compare the 

indispensable other of exagoreusis, the monastery’s abbot—a role not just anyone can 

fulfill, but one proved in years of dedication and self-sacrifice to God. The indispensable 
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other of so many other parrhesiatic techniques is likewise a highly demanding one: the 

analyst of psychoanalysis (a role requiring professional certification), the Stoical 

epistolary friend (a role requiring years of familiarity and intimacy), the Cynical scout (a 

role requiring the intense degradation of a life of begging). 

I would like to suggest that the indispensable other of Wittgenstein’s technique is, 

in fact, quite a demanding role. The indispensable other of Wittgenstein’s technique is 

whom one takes to be a representative of a possible form of life. Two aspects of this role 

require clarification: “form of life” and “representative.” As I argued in the first chapter, 

the purpose of Wittgenstein technique of “wanting to say” is to experiment in what he 

calls a “form of life.” Wittgenstein hesitates over what he wants to say because what he 

wants to say exceeds his language games as they stand. And in Wittgenstein’s vision of 

language, our language games are not mere wordplay, but expressive of how our lives are 

lived. If one is really experimenting in a new language game, one will be experimenting 

in a new form of life—a change in how one’s life is lived may follow from going on to 

say what one wants to say. 

Now, what would it mean to be a “representative” of a form of life? Everyone 

who participates in a certain language game inhabits the form of life expressed in that 

language game, but to inhabit a form of life is not to represent it. Consider the way in 

which being a representative of a nation requires far more than simply living in that 

nation. There are a variety of ways one can come to represent a nation: some nations elect 

their representatives, others have little say in the matter, and in either case formal 

procedures for representation may not be reflected in informal perceptions of 
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representation. But how might one come to be a representative of some form of life? Can 

one be elected to the role? Perhaps appointed to it? 

While humans are usually born capable of learning language, they are not born in 

possession of language—language is something they have to learn.167 And if language is 

expressive of our form of life, as Wittgenstein says, to be initiated into language is to be 

initiated into forms of life. If this initiation is to happen, a child must follow and learn 

from their elders, usually parents and teachers at first. Such elders are not fungible to the 

extent that forms of life are not fungible. As Cavell argues, what “love” means to one 

parent will not be what “love” means to another, and so children from different families 

may learn different language games of love.168 When and to whom can one say “I love 

you”? Who can be said to love each other? These questions may have different answers 

in different families. Perhaps a father voices love where a mother does not, and a child 

comes to learn that only fathers are capable of love. Perhaps a family only sanctions 

heterosexual love, occluding the possibility of love in gay couples. I would suggest, 

accordingly, that parents and teachers are one’s first representatives of possible forms of 

life.169 Parents and teachers do not just inhabit the forms of life that they do—they 

represent them for children. Of course, there is no guarantee that a child will follow their 

                                                 
167 That Augustine seems to presume that children come into the world with a language, just not the 

language they come to learn, so that they are merely translating their inborn language into the learned one, 

is part of why Wittgenstein takes issue with his picture of language. See Wittgenstein, 19. To see that 

children are not born with some mirror of learned language, it helps to consider the adult case: when an 

adult learns a new word, do we always want to say that they already knew what that word stands for? 

Sometimes perhaps, as when someone exclaims, “So that’s what the word for that is.” But perhaps one has 

not yet been exposed to the thing the word stands for at all. 
168 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 177. 
169 Freud’s postulation that the child develops a whole new capacity of the psyche, the Superego, in order to 

resolve the oedipal drama of family life, is a powerful myth for thinking the depths at which a parent can 

affect a child’s form of life. See Freud, “The Ego and the Id,” 31. 
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elders. At any point a child might find themselves alone, unable or unwilling to adopt the 

ways of those who seek to teach them. Wittgenstein dramatizes such moments as one in 

which a teacher’s “spade is turned,” and so one in which they might be inclined to say 

that what they do is simply what they do.170 We might picture this as a declaration of 

mere habitation of one’s form of life, so forgoing one’s representativeness. Cavell 

suggests that the teacher is only inclined to say “this is simply what I do” insofar as they 

continue to hold themselves out as a representative of community to the child, in which 

case what “I do” might still become what “we do.”171 But if the teacher forgoes their 

representativeness, the child needs to find some representation of some form of life 

somewhere if they are to take part in society. 

While the end of childhood brings an end to the authoritarian reign of one’s 

parents’ representation of a form of life, it does not necessarily bring an end to the need 

for such representation. To the degree one has found oneself in one’s parents’ form of 

life, perhaps one can continue to find oneself in it. But to the degree one is not one’s 

parents—and there is always such a degree, to the extent you cannot relive the history of 

your parents’ life, as though to accompany them from birth—one will need to find 

another way. Perhaps one finds another way entirely alone, of course, but perhaps one 

finds another way with the guidance of others. Cavell muses that this is something one 

sees, ironically, when one comes into the position of raising children oneself: when 

children do not or cannot learn what we teach them, we see that what we take “as a 

matter of course is not itself a matter of course,” that perhaps it is not only my child but I 

                                                 
170 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 91. 
171 Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome, 72. 



103 
 

myself that require education. Cavell pictures Wittgenstein’s philosophy as the pursuit of 

this task, “the education of grown-ups.”172 I would like to suggest that Wittgenstein’s 

parrhesia is the form this education takes. 

So what does it mean to call philosophy the education of grown-ups? If 

philosophy, in Cavell’s vision, aspires to educate grown-ups in the way grown-ups aspire 

to educate children, it is not yet clear what this means, since grown-ups are so obviously 

not children. How does one represent a form of life to another who already possesses a 

form of life? The problem of finding a representative is one of appreciating that one has 

something to learn where one took oneself as having nothing more to learn. What does it 

take to see this?  

Here is where Wittgenstein’s technique of wanting to say comes in. To say “I 

want to say” is to identify a dissatisfaction in the words I imagine for myself, as though I 

am not sure these words are really mine. Is it because the words I want to say are others’ 

words? Or is it perhaps because I never learned the right words to say what I want to say? 

The answers to such questions, I have suggested, cannot precede an investigation into 

                                                 
172 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 125. Cavell means to speak, in calling philosophy the education of grown-

ups, not just for Wittgenstein but for a whole tradition of philosophy found in “the questions posed in 

Augustine, Luther, Rousseau, Thoreau…” a tradition I believe he later came to call the tradition of moral 

perfectionism. In this philosophical tradition, the self is pictured as an attainment, both in the sense of 

something we have always attained and in the sense of something we always have yet to attain. In 

Emersonian perfectionism, for example, Cavell thinks this division of attained and unattained self comes as 

a substitute for Kant’s division of phenomenal and noumenal. Just as the phenomenal self is our empirical 

reality, and our noumenal self is merely intelligible as an idea of reason, the attained self is our present 

reality and the unattained self is our merely intelligible future. And just as the noumenal self is Kant’s seat 

of the moral law and the phenomenal self the seat of those desires the moral law must overcome, the 

unattained self is whom we aspire to become, an aspiration which will mean overcoming the attained self 

which we are. Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome, xxxv. I cannot help but feel, however, as 

though Emerson’s inheritance of Kant somewhat mirrors Freud’s inheritance. Just as the Ricoeurian 

worried over the essential inarticulability of the Id, we might worry over the essential unattainability of the 

unattained self. I see this as a potential site for studying a division in the tradition of moral perfectionism 

between a Kantian sect and a Foucaultian sect, those who pursue the unattained self as an essential self and 

those who pursue the unattained self as the product of techniques of the self. 
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what one wants to say, but can only follow it. To say “I want to say” before another 

person is to hold that person capable of assisting you in finding the words for your 

inclination, or else showing you that you do not really want to say what you think you 

want to say. We see this most starkly when Wittgenstein made use of this technique in his 

lectures, where Wittgenstein’s pupils would voice some inclination, something they want 

to say, and then Wittgenstein would offer some “but” (recalling the “but” test of the 

previous chapter), some reason to withhold saying so: 

Lewy: I want to say that we might by that question mean ‘Is it impossible for him to 

misunderstand me?’  

Wittgenstein: But that comes to saying, ‘Is my pointing correctly understood whatever he 

does?’173 

 

I take it that Wittgenstein played the indispensable other to his students in these lectures, 

which meant taking sides in the ambivalences his students would express—providing 

some reasons for hesitation, possibly some support for their inclination as well, to the 

degree his students were willing to accept him as a representative of a possible form of 

life. 

In adulthood, perhaps the superlative example of one’s representative of a 

possible form of life is not the parent but the friend. If our ordinary language is an 

expression of our form of life, I take it that the more we have to say to someone the more 

we share a form of life with them. And what else is friendship but a willingness to meet 

another, again and again, in conversation? Cavell thinks we have, in modernity, not borne 

the “full weight of the concept of conversation,” have taken it to be synonymous with 

mere talk, and not “a mode of association, a form of life.” But talking together is no mere 

                                                 
173 Wittgenstein, Wittgenstein’s Lectures on the Foundations of Mathematics, Cambridge, 1939, 29. 
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thing; it is nothing less than sharing a form of life. That friends come to share a form of 

life together in talking together, Cavell suggests, is seen in the new language (so new 

forms of life) they develop with one another. In the film It Happened One Night, for 

example, the central pair erects a blanket between their beds when they set up in motels 

each night, and come to refer to this blanket as “the Walls of Jericho.” Why the blanket 

has this strange significance for them can only be seen in looking at what place this 

blanket has in the form of life they have built with one another.174 If we have become 

unaccustomed to seeing conversations as expressive of form of life, perhaps this is 

because “growing up (in modern culture? In capitalist culture?) is learning that most of 

what is said is only more or less meant.”175 One might say that modern or capitalist 

culture is a form of life with weightless words. 

A friend is like a parent in that a friend is someone you aspire to share some form 

of life with.176 One mark of adolescence, so one’s coming to no longer be in need of 

parenting, is that one no longer aspires to share one’s parents’ form of life.177 Part of what 

marks the difference between a parent and a friend is that to the extent a friend may 

                                                 
174 Cavell, Pursuits of Happiness, 87–88. 
175 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 189. The claim, I take it, is not that language has ceased to be expressive 

of form of life in modernity (because there is no language without form of life) but that so many concepts 

of our language have become weightless in their use, so that words do not express all that they could 

express—our form of life is a mere shadow of what it could be. 
176 It can certainly be objected: must we aspire to share a form of life with everyone, or even anyone, we 

call a friend? To this I would not so much disagree as suggest, mirroring Cavell’s argument about the 

concept of conversation, that perhaps we have not borne the full weight of the concept of friendship in 

modernity either. Aristotle famously included among his three types of friendship the friendship of virtue, 

where the friend was considered as “another self.” See Crisp, Aristotle, 1166a. I connect this idea of 

“another self” with Cavell’s claim that to take an interest in your form of life is to take “a complete 

disinterest toward it. The soul is impersonal.” To see in another your form of life is then to see in them your 

impersonal soul, another self. See Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 361. 
177 Interestingly, Aristotle uses the same language of “another self” that he uses to talk about the friendship 

of virtue to talk about the relationship of child to parent: “A parent, then, loves his children as himself, 

since what has come from him is, as it were, another self, which is other through its separate existence.” 

Aristotle’s account would be a fruitful place to compare the ways in which both parents and friends 

function as representatives of a possible form of life. See Crisp, Aristotle, 1161b. 
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represent your form of life for you, they need not be (hopefully are not) authoritarian in 

their representation. The child has no choice but to find themselves in their parents’ form 

of life; the friend is distinguished by your choice to hold them as a representative of a 

possible form of life. The friend manifests friendship to the extent they prove willing to 

acknowledge the limits of their representing a possible form of life for you—we might 

say this is a willingness to find in you a stranger, someone whose form of life, at some 

level, they do not or cannot share with you. Cavell wondered in his memoirs whether or 

not this was his desire in writing ordinary language philosophy: “Is this what I want of 

writing, that it make friends of strangers and strangers of friends, modifying needless 

distances and needy intimacies?”178 I do not think the question is a rhetorical one. I think 

we should read Cavell as asking here ‘Do I want to say…’ complete with the hesitation I 

have argued the technique of “wanting to say” warrants, and I will consider an answer to 

the negative in the last section of this chapter. But I would like, for the moment, to 

explore the affirmative answer. As a practitioner of Wittgenstein’s ordinary language 

philosophy, Cavell demonstrates in his work exactly the kind of parrhesia Wittgenstein 

hoped to engage in with his technique of “wanting to say.” 

Where Cavell wanted his writing to make friends of strangers is perhaps more 

easily seen than where he wanted his writing to make strangers of friends. Cavell argues 

that philosophical appeals to what we say in ordinary language (the technique of 

“projective imagination” I opened the first chapter with) are “claims to community.”179 

The indispensable other greets what their interlocutor wants to say with such claims. If 

                                                 
178 Cavell, Little Did I Know, 304. 
179 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 20. 
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wanting to say something is to experiment in words of a possible form of life, the 

indispensable other meets this experiment with what they take to be the words of their 

own form of life, holding themselves out as a representative of community. Of course, 

one cannot know in advance who will share the words one uses in the way one uses 

them—what the bounds of this community are. But part of what makes Wittgenstein’s 

philosophy so striking, in Cavell’s view, is how often it succeeds in claiming community 

with the reader, finding friendship—so a shared form of life—with someone who came to 

it as a stranger. This is what gives Wittgenstein a claim, for Cavell, to philosophize on 

behalf of humans überhaupt, for while “one group may hope for a different future, fear a 

different region or past…. Hope will still be grammatically related to satisfaction and 

disappointment; fear will still be grammatically related to some object and reason for 

fear… we can understand as such a reason.”180  

But there is another, less recognized perspective on the Wittgensteinian appeal to 

what “we say,” one from which such an appeal is not just a search for the friend but a 

search for the stranger. To the extent one cannot know in advance how far one’s 

agreement in language runs with others, one is put not only in the position of finding 

unexpected friendship with strangers, but of finding unexpected estrangement from 

friends. There is no guarantee our friends will accept all we have to say, or even 

understand all we have to we say. How far a friendship can suffer such estrangements—

how far such estrangements are not suffered, we might say—is perhaps a sign of its 

strength. That I claim what I want to say as what I want to say shows a willingness, 

before my friend, to let my desires remain mine alone. 

                                                 
180 Cavell, 111. 
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Cavell tells an anecdote in his memoirs of such a search for the stranger in a 

conversation with his friend Bernard Williams. Williams was famously a charming and 

charismatic person, and so once Cavell was moved to tell him—Cavell characterizes it as 

a risk, a testing of their friendship and their mutual attunements in judgment—that 

Williams was “better than he wrote.” It strikes me that Cavell’s assessment here is 

probably true of most of us, partly just because we learn to speak long before we learn to 

write. I assume it must be different to hear this criticism, however, when one has 

published a number of books and become famous for them! Nonetheless, Williams being 

the charming person he was, concurred with Cavell’s assessment. But Cavell then 

confides to the reader what he did not ever risk telling Williams, which is that he thinks 

one’s writing should actually be “better than one is,” and that he never learned whether or 

not his friend would have swallowed this piece of “nonsense.”181 

This anecdote is moving not just for the glimpse it provides into the intimacy of 

Cavell’s friendship, but because Cavell risks telling his reader exactly what he did not 

risk telling Williams. We’re led to see Cavell’s confiding in us as a function of his belief 

that one’s writing ought to be better than one is. I suspect that Cavell’s memoirs were an 

occasion to be far more honest with the reader than he was capable of being should he 

meet the reader on the street.182 We might see his anecdote, then, not just as an 

                                                 
181 Cavell, Little Did I Know, 150. While Cavell calls his idea “nonsense” in a rather tongue-in-cheek way, I 

cannot help but feel as though we get a glimpse into a missed opportunity to make use of Wittgenstein’s 

technique of wanting to say, which would have Cavell investigating and not presuming whether what he 

wanted to say to Williams was a piece of nonsense. I do not think it is nonsense. A key difference between 

writing and speech, after all, is that one is able to reflect on and revise one’s writing in a way one cannot do 

with one’s speech, so it is possible to appear more fully in writing than in speech. But perhaps one thinks 

that identifying who “one is” with who one is in speech is a nonsensical idea. 
182 Some time into my developing obsession with Cavell, I sought out recordings of his talks and interviews 

on YouTube. I was incredibly, incredibly disappointed by what I found. Cavell comes across as pretentious 

and self-involved. It’s a cliché to say you shouldn’t meet your heroes, of course—but I think for the longest 
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illustration of the search for where friends might be strangers (with his friend Bernard 

Williams), but simultaneously as the search for where strangers might be friends (among 

unfamiliar readers).183  

Foucault thought that the interlocutor of parrhesia had to put at risk their bond 

with their indispensable other. In this way, the very necessity of parrhesia also makes it 

dangerous. I think we see this risk in the pursuit of friends among strangers and strangers 

among friends. To attempt to make friends of strangers and strangers of friends is to put 

at risk your relation to both: the stranger may remain a stranger, and the friend might 

become a stranger. Though the latter, of course, is clearly riskier than the former: where 

strangers remain strangers, nothing is gained but nothing is lost; where friends become 

strangers, a real connection and not merely a possible one may be extinguished. 

 

4. Where the Conditions for Wanting to Say Fail 

Where do the conditions for wanting to say fail? We saw in the second section, in 

§52 and §51, a case in which the ethical differentiation of Wittgenstein’s technique 

                                                 
time my understanding of this cliché was that your fantasy of your heroes would be ruined, and that it was 

important to preserve these fantasies, as a motivation, as a symbol of human capability or achievement, etc. 

I think Cavell’s anecdote gave me a way into seeing that this cliché is not necessarily just about your 

fantasies—I think Cavell really was a more compelling person in his writing than he was in ‘real life,’ and 

it’s that person, the one in writing, that I deified, and not the Cavell in the interviews and talks that I found. 
183 Such talk of friends and strangers recalls Carl Schmitt’s conception of politics in terms of friends and 

enemies. Schmitt equated his concept of the enemy with the concept of the stranger: “he is, nevertheless, 

the other, the stranger; and it is sufficient for his nature that he is, in a specially intense way, existentially 

something different and alien.” See Schmitt, The Concept of the Political, 27. But where Schmitt thought it 

was of the utmost importance to distinguish between friend and enemy, Cavell muddies the two, finding 

friends in strangers and strangers in friends. Schmitt believed friends could become strangers and vice 

versa, but he did not think one could be both simultaneously. Perhaps Schmitt would consider Cavell an 

advocate for the liberalism he so despised, which “has attempted to transform the enemy… from the 

intellectual point into a debating adversary” (28). 
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collapsed: Wittgenstein’s willingness to articulate his inclination to suppose a 

correspondence between “R,” “B,” etc. and the colors of the squares in language game 

(48) disappeared in face of an examination of the details. We then saw in the third 

section, in the estrangement of friends and the botched befriending of strangers, where 

the bond between the parties to parrhesia breaks. But these failures—the collapse of 

ethical differentiation and the breakdown of friendship—are what I called infelicities at 

the outset of this chapter: they are where Wittgenstein’s technique fails, and not where 

something fails to count as an instance of this technique in the first place. Part of the 

difficulty in understanding the failure of the conditions of the possibility for 

Wittgenstein’s technique is that the risk parrhesia will fail is built into the conditions for 

parrhesia: the risk that the bond with the indispensable other might be broken, in the 

collapse of an ethical differentiation, is presupposed by parrhesia. The failure of 

Wittgenstein’s technique is not, strictly speaking, the failure of its conditions. These 

conditions fail, paradoxically, where there is no risk that the indispensable other will turn 

or be turned away in the collapse of an ethical differentiation. But what could that 

possibly mean?184 I would like to examine in this last section a passage from Cavell’s 

work in which he explores the fantasy of just this—of wanting to say something without 

risking his bond with the other to whom he wants to say this something.185 I think we see 

                                                 
184 Perhaps there is a fantasy of an ideal therapist here, a figure who will accept what you say no matter 

what. But the ideal therapist, at least in psychoanalysis, is one who is willing to accept transference, both 

positive and negative. And such negative transference can easily lead, often does lead, to the analysand’s 

termination of analysis. 
185 The passage I examine comes from Part IV of Cavell’s Claim of Reason. Part of what makes Part IV of 

that book so special is that it marks Cavell’s somewhat departure from Wittgenstein, his going-on in a new 

way: Cavell mysteriously suggests that his citations of Wittgenstein in that part of the book are no longer 

“interpretations” of him (xix). It makes sense then that while we might learn something of the philosophical 

possibilities of saying that you want to say something from Wittgenstein, as inventor and purveyor of this 

technique, we might learn some of its limitations from Cavell where he departs from Wittgenstein, 
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in this passage the limits of Wittgenstein’s technique, where the very conditions of 

possibility for this technique fail to obtain. 

Here is something I know but cannot prove: the closing image of For Whom the Bell 

Tolls, the hero dying in a pine forest in Spain, holding a rear-guard action alone to give 

his companions time for their retreat, alludes to, or remembers, Roland's death in The 

Song of Roland. It is not to be expected that everyone will credit this. I may wish to say 

nothing more, or I may wish to draw the line further along, perhaps saying: The 

implication of the allusion would be that romantic love has come to bear the old weight 

of patriotism; the only society left to love, to die for, is the one we can create now, 

between us. One is, or ought to be, naturally reticent about saying such things. And there 

are many reasons to hesitate putting oneself in the position of having to consider saying 

them. No one of the reasons need be that I am unsure of my knowledge; in the present 

case I am not. I may hesitate because to say such things to you puts something into our 

relationship which I am not willing should be there. Or I may not be willing either to risk 

your rebuff should you not agree or to discover that we disagree here. Or I may not want 

to deprive you of the knowledge — not just deprive you of the pleasures of discovery, but 

of the pure knowledge itself, for if I tell you then my act itself gets mixed up in your 

knowledge. To unmix it you may have to turn your gratitude for the knowledge into 

hostility toward me, to prove your independence. And I may not be willing to bear that, 

either the hostility or the independence or that way of expressing independence. Knowing 

me would have become as it were the price of that knowledge rather than, as it may have 

been, a further effect of it.186 

 

The problem Cavell is confronting here is one of wishing or not wishing to say something 

more about a piece of unprovable knowledge: that the closing image of Hemingway’s 

For Whom the Bell Tolls recalls Roland’s death in The Song of Roland. But the 

knowledge he wishes to express is not really about Hemingway—what it is really about 

is Cavell. Cavell is reticent to share the implications of Hemingway’s allusion because 

“knowing me would have become as it were the price of that knowledge rather than, as it 

may have been, a further effect of it [emphasis added].” But how are we to understand 

                                                 
especially given how frequently Cavell makes use of Wittgenstein’s philosophical technique of saying that 

he wants to say something or other. To take a few examples: Cavell “would like” to say that our attachment 

to words is allegorical of our attachments to people (347-8); he “would like” to say that the difference 

between what is real and what is imaginary is not a difference in Wittgensteinian criteria (51); he “should 

like” to name two studies the economics and aesthetics of speech (94); he “should like” to call an idea the 

”truth of skepticism” (7); he “would like” to say that Wittgenstein’s private language argument is to release 

the fantasy expressed in the denial that language is shared (344). 
186 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 359. 
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Cavell’s conviction about Hemingway to be a personally revealing one, one about this 

“me”? And why might this conviction come at the price of knowing Cavell, rather than 

this knowledge being a further effect? 

One of the points Cavell repeatedly makes in The Claim of Reason is that telling, 

like any concept in language, has its conditions. So, for example, Cavell can point to a 

picture of Beethoven and say to his three-year old daughter, “That is Beethoven,” but 

there is a sense in which Cavell might not have really told her who Beethoven is, because 

she is not in possession of the criteria which go with knowing who Beethoven is.187 Does 

she know what a composer is, what music is? Does she know that when you point to a 

portrait and name it you are not naming the portrait but naming who is in it? A child has 

to know such things before she can learn who Beethoven is. 

The same thing is going on with the allusion to The Song of Roland.188 When 

Cavell tells us of his conviction about Hemingway, he may have told us something—

namely, that Hemingway was alluding to The Song of Roland—but this does not mean he 

has told us something personally revealing about himself, unless we are already in a 

position to receive this information. So, if Cavell’s conviction about Hemingway is a 

personally revealing one, what are the further conditions we need to be in possession of 

in order to understand it as such? How do we extricate ourselves from the position of the 

child faced with a picture of Beethoven? 

                                                 
187 Cavell, 209. 
188 It may be objected that it cannot possibly be the “same thing” because Cavell is presumably telling 

adults of his conviction, and not children. But Cavell would argue we are all children with respect to 

something: “Consider, for example, what it would mean for a physicist to ‘tell’ me, a child in the subject, 

what a pi-meson is, or that that (streak in the photograph) is the track of a pi-meson. He can tell me this 

only in the sense in which I can tell my three-year-old daughter who Beethoven is, or that that (picture in 

the book) is Beethoven.” See Cavell, 209. Just as we can be a child in the subject of physics, we can be a 

child in the personal dimension of another’s convictions.  
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After telling us of his conviction, Cavell writes: “I may wish to say nothing more, 

or I may wish to draw the line further along, perhaps saying: The implication of the 

allusion would be that romantic love has come to bear the old weight of patriotism; the 

only society left to love, to die for, is the one we can create now, between us [emphasis 

added].” I take it that Cavell is supplying a further condition here for understanding his 

conviction about Hemingway as a personally revealing one. If we understand Cavell as 

including himself in this “we” and “us,” we will come to understand his conviction as a 

conviction about himself. And yet we might not. He is still talking about Hemingway, 

after all. We need not read the “we” and “us” as Cavell’s “we” and “us.” Absent further 

conditions still, it is not clear we are to take the “we” and “us” as anything other than 

Hemingway’s “we” and “us.” But why then does Cavell “wish to say nothing more,” why 

does he wish to not provide even this further condition, if it is not enough to expose his 

conviction as a personally revealing one? If Cavell wishes to provide any further 

conditions to his conviction about Hemingway, it is to expose this conviction as 

personally revealing. So why bother with a further condition which fails to do exactly 

this? 

“Wishing to say” appears to be a rather strange expression. Saying something is 

usually within our power to do—we do not usually need to “wish” to say something, as 

though this wish could be granted by anyone other than us.189 But this just shows what 

kind of a thing “wishing to say” is. It is not about our power to say something, but about 

our exercise of this power. We wish for what is beyond our power, and sometimes what 

                                                 
189 We might draw a distinction between “wishing to speak,” in which one does not possess the power to 

say anything (e.g. because they are gagged, or don’t have the microphone, or are mute), and “wishing to 

say,” in which one does have this power. 
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is beyond our power are the circumstances in which exercising our power becomes 

necessary. So I read Cavell here as saying, ‘I may wish that I don’t have to say anything 

more, that it isn’t necessary to say anything more, that all the conditions for your 

understanding me are present, that I need not supply any further conditions for your 

understanding me.’ One reason explanations are necessary is because we often do not 

know in advance of speaking whether all the conditions for our being understood are 

present. (And one reason explanations are often felt to be insulting is because we are 

insulted that the other thinks these conditions are not present.) But what is Cavell’s 

reasoning here? Why might he wish to say nothing more? Why might he not want to 

supply the further condition I’ve discussed? 

Let’s take a closer look at the further condition Cavell may or may not wish to 

provide: that “the only society left to love, to die for, is the one we can create now, 

between us.” If Cavell is understood as including himself in this “us,” Cavell is 

understandably reticent to supply this further condition. Who can be part of a society we 

will love and die for, the only society we will love and die for, and yet needs to be told 

that we will love and die for it? Probably someone who does not already see our potential 

society in the same way. Whether we can have any such society with such a person is 

perhaps itself in question. The irony in Cavell’s supplying further conditions for 

understanding his conviction here is that if he needs to supply these conditions, there 

might not be any such society to be understood. The potential price of Cavell 

communicating his conviction is that in learning of the society he wishes to have with 

you, you might abandon him, and so you might not know him in the way he would have 

you know him. Of course Cavell may wish to say nothing more. His wish is that his 
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conviction will be understood without further conditions, because the further condition 

that you are willing to create this potential society with him is already present. 

Now, if Cavell understands himself to be part of the “us” who can create the only 

society left to love and die for, there is still an ambiguity about who forms the other part 

of that “us.” This ambiguity is the same as the ambiguity of “you” in this passage: “to say 

such things to you puts something into our relationship,” “I may not be willing either to 

risk your rebuff,” “I may not want to deprive you of the knowledge” [emphasis added]. 

Who is this “you”? Is “you” some hypothetical other Cavell is engaging with, or is “you” 

really you, the reader of Cavell?190 If you read “you” as some hypothetical other, you do 

not find yourself in this text and approach it as a stranger; if you read “you” as yourself, 

on the other hand, it is too late to approach the text, for you are already there, addressed 

by Cavell, his friend. What are the implications of these two readings, what I’ll call the 

stranger’s reading and the friend’s reading, for one’s understanding of the text? 

Allow me to simplify191 the stranger’s reading (A) and the friend’s reading (B) of 

what Cavell is saying as follows: 

                                                 
190 The ambiguity of the second person pronoun in writing is due to its deictic function (Wittgenstein would 

say “ostensive” function) in which who the “you” is depends on who it is taken to be ‘pointing’ to. The 

phenomenon has been well-documented in narratology. As Fludernik writes: “The address-pronoun you has 

a basic deictic function by means of which it designates the current interlocutor in a communicational 

exchange. Within a narrative, the current interlocutor of the narrator is the narratee or the persona of a 

projected listener or reader. Since empiric readers are reading the text, addresses by the narrator to his or 

her narratees lend themselves to a reading in which the actual, empirical reader feels personally addressed. 

The you is then taken to have immediate relevance to the real author-real reader circuit of communication. 

Real readers will feel immediately affected by second-person pronouns in literary texts if the projected role 

of the narratee coincides with the reader role which they have assumed or see themselves as occupying.” 

See Fludernik, “Angela Carter’s Pronominal Acrobatics,” 234. 
191 Since the hypothetical other of the stranger’s reading is a third-person apart from Cavell and the reader, 

I’ve substituted “her” for “you” in (A). Cavell provides many reasons he may not want to say what he 

knows, but one of those reasons is that he may not be willing to bear the “independence” you declare from 

him, so for sake of simplicity I’ve eschewed Cavell’s broader slew of reasons for the specific fear that 

she’ll/you’ll abandon him. 
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(A) I want to say that I love her, but I’m afraid that if I do she’ll abandon me. 

(B) I want to say that I love you, but I’m afraid that if I do you’ll abandon me. 

On the stranger’s reading (A), Cavell is confiding in you (the reader) what he is not 

willing to tell some hypothetical other—perhaps a romantic lover, since Cavell thinks the 

implication of Hemingway’s allusion is that romance has replaced patriotism. Like all the 

withholding uses of wanting to say we examined in the first chapter, Cavell is not saying 

that he loves her, he is only saying that he wants to say this, and his reason for 

withholding saying this is that he is afraid she’ll abandon him.192 Such a reading of what 

Cavell says is perfectly straightforward—it accords with everything we’ve seen about 

Wittgenstein’s technique. We have here an excellent example of Cavell’s desire in 

writing to make friends of strangers: Cavell is here drawing the reader in, telling them 

what he might not be willing to tell even the closest of companions, those he is willing to 

love and die for. 

 The friend’s reading (B), however, is not straightforward at all.193 Can Cavell be 

read as withholding what he wants to say? What he wants to say is that he loves you—but 

                                                 
192 Perhaps learning what Cavell wants to say might drive her away; perhaps she already knows what 

Cavell wants to say here, and might abandon him because what he wants to say becomes common 

knowledge between them both. 
193 Who is this friend? Perhaps it is not just some romantic lover, for when Cavell finally turns to “we” and 

“us,” the “society” which concerns him is no longer specifically designated a romantic one. It is almost as 

if the allusion to romantic love was still Hemingway’s—the broader society of love and death is Cavell’s. 

Perhaps then, when Cavell says we can create this society “now,” Cavell really means now, at the moment 

of his writing and your reading. Is such a reading so farfetched? The passage I have been reading here is 

immediately preceded on the previous page by Cavell’s claim that his teaching here “depends upon your 

taking the next step, unaided by anything more from me save my belief in your readiness to take it” (359). I 

take it that reading yourself into the “you” in the passage I have been analyzing is such a “next step,” 

unprovable precisely in their being nothing more than Cavell’s belief in the reader to justify it. In reading 

Cavell this way, I follow his guidance in The Pursuits of Happiness “to let the object or the work of your 

interest teach you how to consider it” (10). The best example of a commentator reading Cavell in the way 

the text seems to beckon for is perhaps Stephen Mulhall’s close reading of the opening of The Claim of 

Reason in his contribution to Goodman, Contending with Stanley Cavell. Thanks to Matthew Nelson for 
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the reason he is ‘withholding’ saying so is not that this is potentially false but that it is, 

well, risky. If he tells you that he loves you, you might abandon him! If your response to 

Cavell upon learning of what he wants to tell you is to abandon him, it will be hard to say 

that he has withheld saying that he loves you. We might say that Cavell’s success in 

withholding what he wants to say depends upon your withholding the reaction motivating 

his reticence. Cavell is asking you, his friend, to play the stranger—to allow him to 

confide in you about your own friendship, and nonetheless keep his confidence intact. 

What would be the point of such an invitation to play the stranger? One could 

argue that our friendships with others lead two lives. One life is lived in that friendship, 

but one is not. The other is lived outside that friendship, in the complaints and hesitations 

and hopes that are only shared outside that friendship, whether in the privacy of one’s 

thoughts or in gossip with others. But the reason friendships lead two lives is because its 

primary life is often not strong enough to withstand incorporating what is found in its 

secondary life. And it is because the primary life is weak that the secondary life is 

necessary.194 Inviting another to ‘play the stranger’ is an attempt at dealing with the 

necessity of a secondary life by involving it in the primary life of friendship; it is 

wagering that the primary life might be strong enough for the expression of your desire 

for them to know, while not being strong enough for you to tell them straight out. If 

saying that you want to say something is an experiment in a possible form of life, here 

                                                 
drawing my attention to Cavell’s remarks preceding the passage in question during a reading of this chapter 

section at the ACLA 2021. 
194 Perhaps what is special about the relationship between analyst and analysand in psychoanalysis is that it 

demands no secondary life—you are invited to bring whatever might otherwise be in the secondary life into 

the primary life without risking the termination of analysis. But of course the psychoanalytic relationship is 

no friendship. Thanks to Amy Levine for this suggestion. 
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that experiment is one in a tertiary life of friendship, one in which friends can discuss 

their friendship as though strangers. 

But perhaps playing the stranger, as the word “playing” would suggest, is just a 

fantasy.195 Just after the passage we’ve been examining, Cavell retreats. “—Perhaps I 

exaggerate,” Cavell says. “Perhaps the depth of my conviction is somewhat shallower 

than my conviction about the meaning of certain poems of Blake which I am at the 

moment not willing to talk about.”196 Here Cavell is no longer saying that he wants to say 

something—to the contrary, he is unwilling to talk about Blake.197 Unlike his conviction 

about Hemingway, Cavell makes no mention of what he knows about Blake, not even to 

withhold it, perhaps because this would only be to continue the fantasy of inviting his 

reader to play the stranger. I can pretend only so long not to have been told what you tell 

me you don’t want to tell me. Pretending comes to an end somewhere. If Cavell’s 

question in his memoirs about whether he seeks to make strangers of friends is not 

merely rhetorical, it is perhaps because on some level he sees this desire as a fantasy.  

The conditions for the possibility of “wanting to say” fail on the friend’s reading 

of Cavell’s passage because on this reading, Cavell is inviting his friend to avoid the 

necessary risk of parrhesia rather than take it. The risk would be to say “I love you,” and 

                                                 
195 If Wittgenstein’s private language, as Cavell says, signifies a fantasy of inexpressiveness, then the wish 

to play the stranger, or have someone play the stranger, perhaps signifies a fantasy of expressiveness. See 

Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 351. Absent any metaphysical roadblock to telling you what I want you to 

know, it can come to seem that I must be able to tell you what I want you to know and have you come to 

know it in the way I want you to. But this picture of expressing myself leaves out your role in taking in my 

self-expression, in reacting in the way only you can react. 
196 Cavell, 360. 
197 It is true that Cavell is only unwilling to talk about Blake “at the moment.” But the point is that he 

remains silent in his unwillingness—unlike the conviction about Hemingway, in which Cavell speaks of his 

conviction despite his unwillingness to do so. I take it that if Cavell ever does become willing to talk about 

Blake, he will do so without any equivocation of playing the stranger. 
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make something together of this, or nothing. But Cavell is saying “I want to say I love 

you” to avoid this risk, to discuss his love as though with a third-party instead of his 

would-be lover. Of course it is risky still for the friend to accept Cavell’s invitation to 

play the stranger, but this is because the pretense of strangers cannot hold. The risk 

Cavell invites his friend to avoid has in reality been deferred, not avoided. The truth of 

his love awaits them both.198 

Perhaps Cavell should have confided only to strangers about his love.199 But one 

can easily imagine why one might want to confide in one’s own friend about one’s 

friendship. The tragedy of affairs of the heart is that when such affairs go sour, we often 

lose the very person who would have otherwise been our confidante. We want to tell 

someone our troubles, but that someone is the one our troubles are with. The ambivalence 

of desire cannot be resolved in public with others, but must be dealt with in private. 

An easily overlooked aspect of Cavell’s demurral over his conviction about 

Hemingway is how he introduces it: “—Perhaps I exaggerate.” Why introduce this 

possibility of exaggeration with a dash mark (—)? Cavell is here making use of another 

of Wittgenstein’s techniques, one Wittgenstein indicated with such dash marks: the 

technique of talking to oneself. I take it that Cavell’s demurral enacts its own 

conclusions. Finding it impossible to say what he wants to say to those friends among his 

                                                 
198 It is worth pointing out that the invitation to play the stranger depends on the form of Cavell’s 

conviction, not on its content. That is, it is not essential that Cavell’s conviction have anything to do with 

love. One can invite another to play the stranger in any case in which they would like to confide in a friend 

about their own friendship. Maybe you love your friend, maybe you hate them, envy them, wish they were 

more considerate of your parents, etc. 
199 I have been detailing two readings here (the friend’s and the stranger’s) but these readings are not 

hypothetical. Which reading applies depends on whom the very real, non-hypothetical reader is. Some 

readers will be friends, others strangers. (What is hypothetical is the ‘other’ Cavell is addressing on the 

stranger’s reading.) 
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readers, Cavell turns inward to resolve the ambivalence of his desire. But what is this 

technique of talking to oneself? It is to this subject we turn in Part II of the dissertation. 

This technique, like that of wanting to say, will have its own conditions of possibility—

and its own dangers of failure. 
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 Part Two 

 

 

The Private Determination of Desire 
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Chapter Three | Wittgenstein Talking to Himself 

 One of the most striking things about Wittgenstein’s style in the Philosophical 

Investigations is its dialogic character, with different voices marked off by longer (—) or 

shorter (–) dash marks. Wittgenstein introduces these dialogues in the very first remark of 

the Investigations with no ado or explanation whatsoever, and appeals to them 

consistently throughout the rest of the book. For those concerned to determine what the 

author of the Investigations means to say, these dialogues pose something of a problem: 

which voice is Wittgenstein’s? I propose here, following Stanley Cavell, that the most 

acceptable answer is “all of them.” But I would further like to suggest that it is not 

immediately clear what it means to attribute all of the voices in the Investigations to 

Wittgenstein, and that it is in part this lack of clarity that has led to alternative 

interpretations of Wittgenstein’s dialogic style. I will argue that a new concept of “talking 

to oneself” is needed to understand Wittgenstein style, one which is an extension of our 

concept of talking to other people. Just as in the first chapter, where I claimed that 

Wittgenstein’s technique of wanting to say was less for the purpose of correcting 

temptations than hesitating over an inclination, in this chapter I will claim that 

Wittgenstein’s technique of talking to himself allows him to take his voice of inclination 

seriously, and not prejudice himself against it as a voice of temptation from the start. 

 In the first section of this chapter, I begin by offering a brief survey of the 

literature on Wittgenstein’s style, and the various interpretations which have been offered 

of his dialogues in particular: the interlocutor view, the reflexive view, and the 

polyphonic view. I suggest the availability of these various interpretations is made 

possible by an ambiguity in the ordinary concept of “talking to oneself,” which does not 
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distinguish whom or even whether the self-talker is addressing. To understand what 

Wittgenstein is doing, we need to see his dialogic style is not comprehended under our 

ordinary concept of “talking to oneself,” but rather under a different concept. In the 

second section of this chapter, working off of a critique of Richard Moran’s recent work 

on the possibilities for talking to oneself, I suggest the concept of “talking to oneself” 

appropriate to Wittgenstein’s work is a projection of our ordinary concept of “talking to 

others,” a projection which is notably not the same as our ordinary concept of “talking to 

oneself.” In the third section, I show how this new concept of “talking to oneself” helps 

illuminate our reading of the Investigations, in particular by showing how Warren 

Goldfarb’s interlocutor view of Wittgenstein leads him astray. I offer some reasons why 

Wittgenstein might have turned to his particular dialogic style: not primarily, as Stanley 

Cavell suggests, as an exercise in correcting temptations, but as an exercise in articulating 

an inner conflict, the outcome of which should not be decided in advance by labelling one 

voice as the voice of temptation and another voice as one of correctness. In the fourth 

section, I present some connections between Wittgenstein’s technique of self-

conversation and the technique of “wanting to say” examined in the last chapter, and 

conclude with some remarks on the dangers of Wittgenstein’s technique. 

 

1. Approaches to Wittgenstein’s Dialogic Style 

In the enduring debate about the importance of Wittgenstein’s style in the 

Philosophical Investigations, Guy Kahane, Edward Kanterian, and Oskari Kuusela 
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identify two main camps.200 On the one hand, there are externalists, those who see 

Wittgenstein’s style as largely an idiosyncrasy of the author, and in no way essential to 

Wittgenstein’s method or claims, and who therefore propose that Wittgenstein’s method 

and claims can be made out independently of his style. On the other hand, there are 

internalists of varying degrees, those who see Wittgenstein’s style as essential to his 

method or claims, and so insist either that any explication of Wittgenstein’s method and 

claims must take note of his style (what Kahane et al. refer to as moderate internalism), 

or more severely, that the method and claims of the Investigations cannot be made out in 

anything other than Wittgenstein’s original style (strong internalism). 

A particular sticking point in the debate between these camps concerns the status 

of the dialogic style of the Investigations. In order for the externalists, indeed even the 

moderate internalists, to extract Wittgenstein’s method and claims, they will have to take 

a stand on which of the voices found in the Investigations can be identified with 

Wittgenstein himself.201 On the issues of whether we can and how we might identify 

Wittgenstein’s voice in the Investigations, I would like to classify three subsidiary camps 

(see Table 2). I say “subsidiary camps” because the scholars who hold these three views 

on whether we can and how we might identify Wittgenstein’s voice are all classified by 

Kahane et al. into the internalist camp. This only makes sense—to be an externalist is to 

                                                 
200 Kahane, Kanterian, and Kuusela, Wittgenstein and His Interpreters, 19–25. 
201 Granted, where Wittgenstein’s voice is in the Investigations is only important for those who care about 

what Wittgenstein wanted to say. Especially for the externalists, whether this or that voice in the 

Investigations represents Wittgenstein may not be as important as the methods and claims of those voices. 

Saul Kripke’s famous reading of the skeptical paradox found in the Investigations may be taken as one such 

externalism. See Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language. 
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either not care about where Wittgenstein’s voice is, or to think that there is no problem 

about identifying it worth taking a view on. 

Table 4. Approaches to Wittgenstein’s Dialogic Style 

First, there is the interlocutor view: the view that Wittgenstein is identifiable in the 

Investigations as talking to one or more interlocutors who cannot be identified with 

Wittgenstein, either because they represent some imaginary perspective of some 

imaginary person, or some real perspective of a real person (e.g. Augustine, or 

Wittgenstein’s past self of the Tractatus). This is the standard interpretation of 

Wittgenstein’s dialogic style, held implicitly by an overwhelming number of 

commentators, and explicitly by many others. Severin Schroeder argues, for example, 

that because Wittgenstein was more a teacher than a writer of philosophy, his dialogic 

style reflects his conversations with his pupils. Wittgenstein is addressing “someone’s 

conceptual confusions,” that is, someone else’s.202 Jane Heal argues that because 

Wittgenstein is concerned that his reader not just understand but self-apply his 

dismantling of philosophical fantasies, his interlocutor is nothing less than the reader 

                                                 
202 Schroeder, Wittgenstein, 124. 

Approaches to 
Wittgenstein's 
Dialogic Style

Externalism

Internalism

Moderate 
Internalism

Interlocutor View

Reflexive View

Strong Internalism Polyphonic View
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themselves, to the extent the reader finds themselves in the text.203 David Stern claims to 

reject the interlocutor view, since he sees in the Investigations not a dialogue between 

Wittgenstein and an interlocutor, but rather a three-part structure where a third 

“commentator” voice reflects on the dialogue usually presumed to be between 

Wittgenstein and an interlocutor. But Stern thinks this “commentator” can most readily 

be identified with Wittgenstein’s voice—so Stern, as I see it, still considers Wittgenstein 

to be engaged with an interlocutor, there are just two interlocutors, not one.204 

Second, there is the reflexive view: the view that the voices found in the 

Investigations are Wittgenstein’s. This view is most famously Stanley Cavell’s. In one of 

his earliest essays, Cavell identifies two voices in the Investigations, the “voice of 

temptation” and the “voice of correctness.”205 But these voices are both Wittgenstein’s 

voices for Cavell—Cavell understands Wittgenstein to be writing in the modality of 

confession, that is, the temptations found in the Investigations are Wittgenstein’s 

temptations, not someone else’s.206 Wittgenstein’s aim, as Cavell sees it, is self-

knowledge, to confess his temptations, and to correct them. 

Third, there is the polyphonic view: the view that none of the voices represent 

Wittgenstein. Alois Pichler has argued that we cannot determine in advance a limit to the 

number of voices found in the Investigations, and that Wittgenstein cannot be said to 

affirm any of them, but rather is showing us the way out of the dogmatism of any one 

                                                 
203 Heal, “Wittgenstein and Dialogue,” 80. 
204 Stern, Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, 22–25. 
205 Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 71. 
206 Heal takes the confessional nature of the Investigations as evidence for the interlocutor view, since to 

confess is to confess to someone else. But if, as I will argue below, Wittgenstein should be understood as 

talking to himself in the way we talk to others, that confession is something we do with others is not 

necessarily evidence against the reflexive view. See Heal, “Wittgenstein and Dialogue,” 72. 
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voice. The “ultimate insight” (“entscheidende Einsicht”) is not to be found in any of the 

voices of the Investigations, but rather in their reader.207 

What Wittgenstein has said about his writings in his personal notebooks seems to 

give at least prima facie reason to consider the reflexive view: “Nearly all my writings 

are private conversations with myself. Things that I say to myself tête-à-tête.”208 In other 

words, it seems Wittgenstein took himself to be talking to himself, not to some 

interlocutor (as in the interlocutor view), nor staging a conversation between a variety of 

voices, none of which were his (the polyphonic view).209 But I see no reason to presume 

that commentators who hold the interlocutor view or the polyphonic view have simply 

been unaware of Wittgenstein’s remark about talking to himself. I think, rather, that there 

is an important ambiguity in the ordinary concept of “talking to oneself” which makes 

room for all three views of Wittgenstein’s dialogic style, and so that if we take 

Wittgenstein as using this ordinary concept, we will be left in the dark as to which view is 

appropriate. 

Erving Goffman writes that one of our ordinary interests in whether people are 

talking to themselves is an interest in whether they are alive to a social situation:  

we owe, to any social situation in which we find ourselves, evidence that we are 

reasonably alive to what is already in it […] our self-talk—like other ‘mental 

symptoms’—is a threat to intersubjectivity: it warns others that they might be wrong in 

assuming a jointly-maintained base of ready mutual intelligibility.210 

 

                                                 
207 Pichler, Wittgensteins Philosophische Untersuchungen, 219–20. 
208 Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 77. These dialogues were not always written—they were sometimes 

spoken aloud too. Ray Monk describes one such episode in his biography of Wittgenstein: “One morning 

when Tommy arrived at Rosro, he heard Wittgenstein’s voice and, on entering the cottage, was surprised to 

find ‘the Professor’ alone. ‘I thought you had company’, he said. ‘I did’, Wittgenstein answered. ‘I was 

talking to a very dear friend of mine – myself.’” See Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 526. 
209 For an essay which argues for the reflexive view simply on the basis of Wittgenstein’s notebooks, see 

Walker, “The Interlocutor Equivocation.” 
210 Goffman, “Response Cries,” 791. 
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In contexts in which aliveness to the social situation is at stake, we simply don’t care 

about which of the three views of dialogic style pertains to the self-talker, because what 

matters is the threat that all three views equally present, which is that the self-talker 

might not be alive to the social situation, so without the capacity to understand us or 

make themselves understood. 

But is Wittgenstein’s interest in saying that he is talking to himself this ordinary 

interest? If we read Wittgenstein’s remark on talking to himself this way, we will see him 

as acknowledging insanity (perhaps in a brief moment of sanity), indicating that he is not 

alive to the social situation (to his reader, that is). Why Wittgenstein would bother to 

prepare the Investigations for publication then becomes mysterious—if he disclaims 

making himself understood to a reader, why try to publish anything at all? That three 

different views even make an appearance in understanding Wittgenstein’s dialogic style 

shows that our interest in what Wittgenstein is up to is not an interest in his sanity—we 

are bothering to distinguish what normally goes undistinguished in this particular 

language game of “talking to oneself.” 

Now, an interest in aliveness to a social situation is not the only ordinary occasion 

for talking of “talking to oneself.” For instance, I might be mumbling in front of the 

refrigerator, and you might turn to ask me, “Did you say something to me?” And I might 

reply, “No, sorry, I’m talking to myself—I’m trying to figure out where I put the butter.” 

Hopefully in such a case my sanity is not in question. I say I am talking to myself not as 

an acknowledgement of insanity, but as a way of explaining that I am not talking to you. 

It is perhaps more plausible that Wittgenstein was explaining, in his remark on talking to 

himself, that he was not addressing anyone else, than that he was acknowledging insanity. 
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But if this is what Wittgenstein was trying to get across, it’s not clear why he thought his 

writings couldn’t do this job on their own. The fact that the voices are talking to each 

other leaves little need to clarify that they are not talking to the reader. (Written voices do 

not mumble, not even in front of refrigerators.) And again, this other ordinary occasion of 

appealing to the concept of “talking to oneself” has little need for the three views 

commentators have proposed in understanding Wittgenstein’s dialogic style. What’s 

important in such situations (as before the refrigerator) is not really whether or whom I 

am addressing (something the three views are concerned with) but that I am not 

addressing you. So again, the fact that commentators are interested in who Wittgenstein 

is addressing shows that they are not taking this ordinary interest in “talking to oneself.” 

If this is not an exhaustive account of the ordinary uses of “talking to oneself,” I 

suspect any further use to be discovered will share in the feature common to the two 

cases described above: that what we are interested in in such cases is not in whom the 

person talking is addressing (what the three views are interested in), or even whether they 

are addressing anyone at all, but that they are not addressing anyone else (that is, anyone 

else manifestly present).211 That is, any ordinary use of “talking to oneself” will leave 

ambiguous whom the self-talker is addressing or whether they are addressing anyone—

we will not be able to discriminate between the three views of dialogic style with the 

ordinary concept of “talking to oneself.” I am tempted to say that the reason for this is as 

simple as that talking to oneself is essentially an anti-social activity. After all, one does 

                                                 
211 I could be reading a book aloud, thinking aloud, counting aloud—but it is not clear these cases are, in 

the relevant sense, different from the case before the refrigerator. If I or you say I am talking to myself in 

such cases, just as with the refrigerator, it will be to make clear that I am not talking to you. Thanks to 

Michael Williams for pressing me on this point. 
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not need anyone other than themselves to talk to themselves (as my refrigerator is well 

aware). And so the reason we are not ordinarily interested in whom the person we say is 

talking to themselves is addressing, if they are addressing anyone at all, is that they are 

not addressing, and so not interested, in us. I call this a temptation, however, because as 

Goffman has convincingly demonstrated, there are in fact social uses of self-talk. While 

Goffman argues that self-talk is in some sense on par with “mental symptoms” that 

threaten the “jointly-maintained base of ready mutual intelligibility,” he also argues it is a 

kind of emergency measure to prove to others that one poses no such threat. When one 

appears to threaten ready mutual intelligibility in some way, say, by tripping while one 

walks (and so possibly appearing to be drunk, or otherwise out of control), one can 

appeal to self-talk to justify oneself to others around them, say, by swearing at that ‘damn 

lip in the sidewalk’.212 

Where self-talk is not anti-social, then, let us say it is anti-conversational. 

Someone might respond to Goffman’s self-talker here (“Sidewalks are tough, huh?”), but 

the self-talker is not asking for a response, or even that we listen, in the way addresses do. 

(They obviously mean for us to hear what they say, but cannot take offense if we don’t 

really pay attention, in the way they might if they were addressing us. This offense takes 

the form of saying “I’m talking to you!” If someone is talking to themselves this offense 

is therefore not open.) Even though such self-talkers seek to justify their behavior for 

others, they are not engaging in conversation with others—at least not yet. Just as is the 

case with anti-social self-talk, anti-conversational self-talk does not address us, even 

though, unlike anti-social self-talk, it is in some sense interested in us. And so again, I 

                                                 
212 Goffman, “Response Cries,” 793. 
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would speculate that the reason the ordinary concept of “talking to oneself” does not 

discriminate whom or whether the self-talker is addressing, and so does not discriminate 

between the three views of dialogic style, is that what we care about in saying they are 

talking to themselves is the fact that they are not addressing us. 

That the ordinary concept of “talking to oneself” does not discriminate between 

the three views of dialogic style, and yet that when Wittgenstein says he is talking to 

himself we are interested in which of these three views to take, I think shows that 

Wittgenstein is not appealing to our ordinary concept of “talking to oneself.”213 So which 

view does Wittgenstein’s concept of “talking to himself” accord with? I think the only 

answer is the reflexive view. I have been investigating here the ordinary language of 

“talking to oneself,” but Wittgenstein is far more specific, after all: he says he is having 

private conversations with himself, tête-à-tête.214 I do not think Wittgenstein’s language 

is nearly as ambiguous as the ordinary concept of “talking to oneself” is—it does not 

seem to leave room for an interlocutor, or for some polyphonic arrangement excluding 

Wittgenstein’s voice. But then trouble arises when we seek to explain Wittgenstein’s 

remark here with the ordinary language of “talking to oneself,” which is simply 

inadequate to the task. So what language would be adequate to the task? If Wittgenstein 

is not just talking to himself, but really talking to himself, what could that possibly mean?  

In this chapter, I attempt to explain what it could mean to really talk to yourself, 

and show how this new concept of talking to oneself helps clarify Wittgenstein’s dialogic 

                                                 
213 It may seem quite contrary to the spirit of Wittgenstein to insist he was working outside of our ordinary 

language for understanding something like “talking to oneself”—but this perhaps does not give much credit 

to Wittgenstein’s faith in the capacity of language, to grow out from cities into suburbs. How else to make 

sense of language games, and forms of life, and criteria, and grammar? 
214 That Wittgenstein calls these conversation with himself “private” might signify the ways in which they 

are empirically, though not metaphysically, unintelligible. 
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style. While I am thus making an intervention on behalf of the reflexive view, I am also 

making an intervention within it. On Stanley Cavell’s original reflexive view, 

Wittgenstein is confessing temptations and correcting them. As I argued in the first 

chapter of the dissertation, I do not think Wittgenstein’s technique of saying that he wants 

to say something or other is primarily about temptations at all—sometimes what he wants 

to say is a temptation of some kind, but sometimes it is not. I will make the same case 

here: Wittgenstein’s technique of self-conversation sometimes results in the correction of 

some temptation, but other times it results in the clarification of what one voice wants to 

say. 

The interlocutor view may be more welcome to externalists and internalists who 

have an interest in extracting Wittgenstein’s ideas from his dialogic style. The 

interlocutor’s views can be dismissed as not-Wittgenstein, and then Wittgenstein’s 

responses to the interlocutor can be framed in conventional academic form. But the 

reflexive view does not prevent the extraction of Wittgenstein’s ideas—it just demands 

that all the voices be seriously considered as Wittgenstein’s own. There is something 

natural about the reflexive view—it is natural to talk of everything written in a book as 

having been voiced by the author of that book.215 If there is something unnatural about 

the reflexive view, it is that it demands we take Wittgenstein to be in conflict with 

himself, so that when we cite what Wittgenstein says we cannot dismiss his objections to 

                                                 
215 Notably, there are also voices in the Investigations marked off by quotation marks, even where 

Wittgenstein is not citing some text. I do not consider the argument advanced here to apply to these voices. 

While Wittgenstein responds to these voices, these voices do not respond back, as though Wittgenstein 

takes it that he cannot speak for them (see for example §305 and §307). While I argue against the 

interlocutor view of Wittgenstein’s dialogic style here, I think the interlocutor view is thus appropriate for 

such quoted voices. When Wittgenstein is really speaking to an interlocutor, he preserves the independence 

of that interlocutor by marking their voice off in quotation marks and by refraining from speaking for them. 
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what he says as though these objections are not his. Wittgenstein writes in the preface to 

the Investigations that he wishes his writing would not “spare other people the trouble of 

thinking.”216 I think his dialogic style is one defense against such a danger—one cannot 

simply rely on the authority of what Wittgenstein says against some obviously misguided 

interlocutor, but must contend with the fact that Wittgenstein’s authority is itself divided, 

as far as his voices are. But the very debate between externalism and internalism risks 

missing this value of Wittgenstein’s dialogic style. The debate about whether and how we 

can extract Wittgenstein’s ideas presumes that what is most important about 

Wittgenstein’s work are those ideas. But Wittgenstein’s style here is itself an 

achievement of philosophy on par with his ideas, insofar as it regulates how his reader 

receives those ideas.  

Hans-Johann Glock, himself an externalist reader, worries that internalist readers 

will fall out of normal academic writing in their obsession with Wittgenstein’s style: 

“there is genuine danger of navel-gazing if Wittgenstein scholars and Wittgensteinian 

philosophers lose the ability to write in a normal academic style.”217 But it is unclear 

where, in the famously stodgy style of academics, Glock sees this danger. To my 

knowledge, in the now quite voluminous secondary literature on Wittgenstein, there are 

only two texts which attempt any systematic application of Wittgenstein’s dialogic style. 

The first is Stanley Cavell’s Claim of Reason, and the second is Jean-François Lyotard’s 

The Differend. Neither instance is an unqualified feat. Cavell, for one, gives up on the 

                                                 
216 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 4. 
217 Glock, “Perspectives on Wittgenstein: An Intermittently Opinionated Survey,” 63. 
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dialogic style, effectively ceasing to use it in all of his later writing.218 And the theory 

Lyotard offers in The Differend is hardly amenable to any concept of talking to oneself 

we might apply to the text. After acknowledging his debt to Wittgenstein, Lyotard 

explicitly disavows the “anthropomorphism” of use he sees in Wittgenstein’s 

Investigations—alluding to Wittgenstein’s claim that the meaning of a word is often the 

use of that word.219 Lyotard does not think that humans use language at all, do not play 

with language in Wittgenstein’s so-called language games. Rather, the phrases of 

language link onto one another and enter into conflict (the differend) with one another. 

So whatever is going on in the conversations found in The Differend, we can rest assured 

Lyotard would not describe them as conversations with himself.220 

                                                 
218 One reason might be that Cavell’s conversation with himself receded from public view. In one of the 

most dramatic passages towards the end of The Claim of Reason, one of Cavell’s voices asks “—But 

Othello certainly knows that Desdemona exists! So what has his more or less interesting condition to do 

with skepticism?” Another of Cavell’s voices then says, or rather withholds from saying, given that this 

comment emerges in brackets, not even parentheses, “—[I knew you were still there. This is the last time 

we can meet like this].” It is hard to describe how bone-chilling this moment in the book is if you have not 

experienced it for yourself. Cavell, in the final pages of The Claim of Reason, is concerned to give an 

account of what he calls “living skepticism,” a skepticism of others that is not limited to the philosophical 

study in the way skepticism of the existence of the world is, but pervades everyday life. Since this 

experience is not limited to the study, it follows for Cavell that it can become, and indeed is, the subject of 

literary tragedies, particularly Shakespeare’s. On Cavell’s understanding of Wittgenstein’s voices, one 

represents an ever-present human inclination to skepticism, and the other represents a return to our 

everyday language and practices. If Cavell’s voices in an important sense mirror what he takes to be 

Wittgenstein’s, then the voice that cries out, or fails to cry out, in brackets here is speaking not on behalf of 

a return to the everyday but on behalf of living skepticism, that it might be the subject of tragedy. (“The 

skepticism I am experiencing is real, is part of my life,” I hear Cavell say.) Perhaps the bone-chilling nature 

of this moment comes from the sense that skepticism, and not the everyday, is given the last word, in a 

sense, of the book. If there is hope in this moment, it is in the “meet like this,” that perhaps Cavell’s two 

voices might meet again, if not in the public space that is a book. See Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 492. 
219 Lyotard, The Differend, xiii. 
220 Whether or not Lyotard would be right in denying that he is talking to himself is, however, questionable. 

An anxiety that the anthropomorphism of use infiltrates his writing is pervasive throughout the book, an 

anxiety that perhaps bespeaks the truth that talking to himself is, after all, what he is doing. For example, 

there is this remark: “151. How can a phrase offend a phrase, or do it wrong? Do phrases have honor, or 

pride? An anthropomorphism; now, it's your turn? --ln simple terms, you never know what the Ereignis 

[event] is. A phrase, in which idiom? In which regimen? The wrong is still in anticipating it, that is, in 

prohibiting it.” The first voice acknowledges that the notion that phrases can do wrong easily falls into 

anthropomorphism, since to do wrong brings with it human notions of honor and pride. The second voice, 

as I hear it, responds to the question but not to the anxiety. (The first voice, in saying “it’s your turn,” is as 

much asking for the second to provide an anthropomorphism as asking for its question to be answered.) A 
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But if Glock’s fear is unfounded, I think that is cause for disappointment rather 

than celebration. If Wittgenstein’s style is an achievement of his philosophy, we would 

hope, I think, that others would learn from it and make use of it. That of the two readers 

of Wittgenstein who sought to make use of his dialogic style, the first abandoned it, and 

the second proffered a theory which nullified it, perhaps is less a lesson in the futility or 

idiosyncrasy of Wittgenstein’s practice of self-conversation than it is a testament to the 

degree, and so difficulty, of its achievement. We ought to find it strange, given 

Wittgenstein’s historic importance to philosophy, that his style has been treated as 

inimitable. (If I do not personally make use of this style here, it is because “normal 

academic style” is not the fragile thing Glock takes it to be.) 

While this chapter, like the first, is concerned to determine the concepts 

appropriate to Wittgenstein’s style by way of comparison to the concepts of our ordinary 

language, its procedure cannot be the same. In the first chapter, we saw that 

Wittgenstein’s technique of saying that he wants to say something was not so much a 

departure from ordinary language as a delimited application of it, to what I called the 

“withholding use.” It sufficed to examine the uses of saying that you want to say 

something in ordinary language in the first part of that chapter, and then show 

Wittgenstein’s delimited application of the “withholding use” in the remaining sections. 

In this chapter, since I have claimed the ordinary concept of “talking to oneself” is not 

appropriate to Wittgenstein’s work, I need to show what concept of “talking to oneself” is 

appropriate to his work. My procedure therefore cannot begin with the ordinary uses of 

                                                 
question is asked here and it is being answered. If not by and from Lyotard, then by who and from whom? 

(Could we so much as learn not to ask “who” and “whom”?) See Lyotard, 85. 
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“talking to oneself” and then delimit these uses, because no delimitation of these uses 

will capture what I want to capture in Wittgenstein. In the next section, I instead attempt 

to work out what new concept of “talking to oneself” could be appropriate to 

Wittgenstein’s work.  

 

2. A New Concept of Talking to Oneself 

A key clue as to what concept of “talking to oneself” might be appropriate to 

Wittgenstein’s work arises at the end of §260. Wittgenstein writes: 

260. “Well, I believe that this is the sensation S again.” —Perhaps you believe that you 

believe it! Then did the man who made the entry in the calendar make a note of nothing 

whatever? —Don’t consider it a matter of course that a person is making a note of 

something when he makes a mark—say in a calendar. For a note has a function, and this 

“S” so far has none. (One can talk to oneself. —Is everyone who speaks when no one else 

is present talking to himself?)221  

 

How are we to answer the question Wittgenstein asks in the closing parenthetical? Are 

there cases in which someone is speaking and no one else is present, and where we are 

not justified in saying they are talking to themselves? This is not a case of a ‘tree falling 

in a forest’—the answer is not going to be that we are not justified in saying such a 

person is talking to themselves because there is no one present to witness it. We can say 

things of cases in which no one was present—say, in a movie, or in imagination, or in the 

recounting of a memory. Neither will it suffice to say that such a person might not be 

talking to themselves because they are talking to, say, God—in this case it may appear no 

one else is present, but it turns out someone is (at least in the eyes of the person 

                                                 
221 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 99. 
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speaking). We need to consider a case in which no one else is present, apparently and 

really, and in which we cannot justifiably say they are speaking to themselves.  

Wittgenstein draws attention to the necessity of a note in a calendar having a 

“function.” It might then seem that we are led to say that someone is not talking to 

themselves, even when they are speaking and no one else is present, when what they say 

has no “function.” But is this true?222 We do not, in ordinary language, say someone is 

talking to themselves only where we know what they say has some function. As I argued 

in the first section of this chapter, the ordinary concept of “talking to oneself” is one we 

apply when someone is, at the very least, not talking to anyone else. We don’t care, in 

this ordinary concept, what function the self-talk might or might not have, because that 

function does not concern us. To the question of whether “everyone who speaks when no 

one else is present [is] talking to himself” we might answer: as long as we are interested 

in whether they are not speaking to anyone else. 

Perhaps Wittgenstein’s question then is really directed at what we are interested in 

when we say someone is talking to themselves. Might we not be interested in something 

more than whether anyone else is present, is being talked to, when we are interested in 

whether someone is talking to themselves? Is there an interest in whether someone is 

talking to themselves that follows, rather than precedes, our knowledge of whether 

anyone else is being addressed?  

                                                 
222 Something I say has no function when I have no reason for saying it, when I cannot answer the question 

“Why did you say that?” Having a reason to say what I say will not be sufficient to give what I say a 

function. As Wittgenstein says of the note “S,” “perhaps you believe that you believe it!” Something I say 

can fail to have a function (e.g. a note of my “belief”) despite my belief that it does. But though having a 

reason to say what I say is not sufficient to give words a function, it is necessary. If I cannot give a reason 

for my words, I cannot be using them—they may very well have some effect (startling you, maybe) but 

they will not have a function (I did not mean to startle you—I did not mean anything!). 
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On Richard Moran’s reading of §260, we need not attempt to answer 

Wittgenstein’s question, because Wittgenstein has implied an answer: 

“(One can talk to oneself. —If a person speaks when no one else is present, does that 

mean that he is speaking to himself?).” The implied answer to his question is no. 

However we are to understand the phenomenon of “talking to oneself,” it will not be 

sufficient for me to be talking to myself or anyone else that I be speaking when no one 

else is around. At the very least, I must be addressing my words to the person in question 

to be talking to him, and that fact itself is one that presumes a wider practice of speaking 

and responding to the speech of others.223 

 

As my attempt to answer Wittgenstein’s question would itself imply, I do not think we 

can assume Wittgenstein implies an answer here—I think Moran is reading the room 

Wittgenstein makes for a question to be a claim on what fills that room.224 I do, however, 

think Moran’s explanation for what he takes to be Wittgenstein’s implied answer is 

revealing: that “it will not be sufficient for me to be talking to myself or anyone else 

[emphasis added] that I be speaking when no one else is around.” Moran is assimilating 

here what it means to talk to oneself with what it means to talk to other people. The 

surface grammar of “talking to oneself” would suggest as much, that the central 

difference between “talking to oneself” and “talking to someone else” is in whom the 

talking is to. But perhaps this surface grammar is misleading—the presence of the same 

word “talking” in each case leads us to think the same activity is taking place, where 

                                                 
223 Moran, The Exchange of Words, 198. 
224 Cavell is eloquent on the importance of taking Wittgenstein’s questions seriously in this way: “I do not 

quite wish to say that Wittgenstein’s habitual posing of such questions is never rhetorical; that would omit 

the fact that he goes to so much trouble to give questions a rhetorical air. I wish rather to say that he wants 

to leave that way of taking them open to us, to make it hard to see that they needn't be taken rhetorically, 

that instead the question is one he is genuinely asking, asking himself, and inviting us to ask ourselves. The 

implication of this literary procedure here is that it is difficult to see that such a question genuinely needs 

asking, difficult to ask it genuinely.” See Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 103. 



139 
 

perhaps it is not. “Talking to oneself” and “talking to someone else” may not partake in 

the same language game, so to speak.225 

If, as I have suggested, our ordinary interest in whether someone is talking to 

themselves is just an interest in whether they are not talking to anyone else, an 

assimilation of the language game of “talking to oneself” to “talking to someone else” is 

not justifiable. If talking to someone else depends on addressing them, talking to oneself 

as we are ordinarily interested in it depends not on addressing oneself, but on not 

addressing anyone else. Someone might not be addressing themselves (whatever that will 

mean) while nonetheless not be addressing anyone else. 

I do think Moran is picking up on something however, which is that what 

Wittgenstein’s question in §260 makes room for is a concept of “talking to oneself” that 

is an extension of “talking to someone else,” and not part of a different language game. 

Under such a new concept, one could speak outside the presence of others and not count 

as talking to themselves, in the same way that one can speak in the presence of others and 

not count as talking to others (i.e. because they are talking to someone else, or because 

they are talking to themselves). That Wittgenstein makes room for such a new concept in 

a question rather than just simply asserting it perhaps has to do with the fact that such a 

concept is not our ordinary concept of “talking to oneself,” but rather requires extending 

the concept of “talking to others”—such an extension cannot be simply asserted, as the 

ordinary concept might, but must be asked for, worked out. 

                                                 
225 Elsewhere Moran does seem to acknowledge that there may not be such an assimilation of “talking to 

myself” and “talking to someone else,” as when he discusses Anscombe’s work: “Unless, of course, what 

we call ‘telling oneself something’ is not at all the same thing as telling another person something, and the 

appearance of the same kind of act being addressed sometimes to another person and sometimes to oneself 

is an illusion.” See Moran, The Exchange of Words, 194. 



140 
 

How to work out this extension then? What would it mean to talk to oneself in the 

way one talks to others? One criterion for talking to someone else is that I address them. I 

do not necessarily need to say someone’s name in order to address them, but I do need to 

in some way direct my speech at them, mean for them, and not someone else, to respond. 

But is it possible to address myself? Moran suggests that there might be no sense in 

which one can address oneself in the way one addresses others: 

In ordinary discourse I may employ the second person in saying, “You’re standing on my 

foot” to someone on a crowded bus, but fail to attract the attention of the person who is 

actually on my foot and instead gain the response of the wrong person, who protests his 

innocence. If this suggests that the use of the second person addressed to oneself is 

immune to such errors, as the first person is often understood to be, then this very parallel 

should cast doubt on the idea that there is any genuine addressing going on in such 

cases.226 

 

Moran argues here that since I cannot fail in ‘addressing’ myself in the way I can fail in 

addressing others, it is doubtful whether I can be said to address myself at all. But I’m not 

sure Moran genuinely experiences the doubt he makes room for here—later on the very 

same page, Moran actually comes to doubt the opposite, whether the soul always 

succeeds in addressing itself: “What if the soul described by Socrates poses questions to 

itself but fails to hearken to itself, out of its own internal earshot, as it were?”227 

Which of Moran’s intuitions do we want to follow here? Moran’s first intuition, 

as I’ll call it, that the first person might not genuinely be able to address itself, depends 

upon the first-person’s immunity to one error that arises in addressing others: one might 

fail to attract another’s attention where one cannot fail to attract one’s own attention. 

Moran’s second intuition is that there are possibly cases in which one fails to attract 

one’s own attention, being out of one’s “internal earshot.” Moran’s second intuition is 

                                                 
226 Moran, 200. 
227 Moran, 200. 
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rather suspect as it stands: what could it possibly mean to be out of earshot of one’s self-

address? How could I get ‘far enough’ away from myself to count both as addressing 

myself and not as receiving it? Perhaps in a state of madness or delirium or ecstasy, one 

might not be in a position to hear oneself say anything, but then whether one is in a 

position to genuinely address oneself is also itself dubious. 

We might however revise Moran’s second intuition: perhaps the issue is not being 

out of one’s internal earshot, and more failing to attract one’s own attention despite being 

in earshot. After all, in the case on the bus Moran imagines with another person, the issue 

is not being out of earshot, but rather that the person standing on your foot does not 

hearken to your words despite being in earshot. This kind of problem is certainly possible 

with oneself: I can ask myself a question and fail to answer it—e.g. because I am lazy, 

because I get distracted, or because I fall asleep. 

Having revised Moran’s second intuition, his first is no longer so appealing as it 

stands—the error he sees second-person addresses as subject to is an error first-person 

addresses are themselves subject to, after all. But the spirit of his first intuition is that if 

there are problems second-person addresses are subject to that first-person ‘addresses’ are 

not, we ought to wonder whether first-person addressing is possible. And we have in fact 

discovered one potential problem that second-person addresses are subject to that first-

person addresses are not: someone can be out of my earshot, but I cannot be out of my 

own earshot. So we can revise Moran’s first intuition to be more compelling as well: 

perhaps I cannot address myself because I cannot be out of my own earshot. 

An implicit presupposition here is that some activities need to be subject to some 

errors in order to count as a genuine instance of that activity. But even accepting this 
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presupposition, this is not going to be true of every error an activity can encounter. We 

can distinguish between internal errors, whereby some activity fails to count as a 

genuine instance of that activity, and external errors, whereby some activity fails to 

achieve some purpose.228 What we need to know is whether or not someone not being in 

earshot is an internal or external error: if someone is not in earshot of my ‘address’, is it 

that I have failed to address them, or is it that my address has failed in its purpose (e.g. to 

get them off my foot)? For example, if I am atop a mountain and yell to you in the valley 

below, and you do not hear me, have I failed to address you? We might imagine someone 

asking me, “Who are you yelling to? Who is that you’re addressing?” If I say, “That 

fellow down there,” it would be strange for this stranger to reply, “Oh you’re not yelling 

to them, you’re not addressing them at all. They can’t hear you.” I have not failed to 

address you; rather, my address has failed to reach your ears. In a similar vein, that a 

letter does not reach you does not mean it was not addressed to you. Being out of earshot 

is an external and not an internal error. 

Barring the discovery of some internal error in addressing others that is not 

possible with oneself, it seems safe to say that there is such a thing as addressing 

oneself—the asymmetries in the errors between addressing oneself and addressing others 

are asymmetries in the kinds of external errors which are possible in each case. But this 

does not mean there are no internal errors here—one can certainly fail to count as 

addressing in the first place. All I have suggested is that the internal errors one will find 

in addressing others are the internal errors one will find in addressing oneself, because in 

                                                 
228 In the terms of the second chapter, internal errors are failures in conditions of possibility, and external 

errors are infelicities. 
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each case addressing is taking place. It is important to pay attention to these internal 

errors, because it may be far more obvious when they occur with others than when they 

occur with oneself. If I am to count as addressing myself, two things have to happen: I 

have to be the source of an address, and I have to be its recipient. But what I say to 

myself can fail to meet either of these conditions.  

First, let’s consider whether I am always the source of what is said by me. It can 

be rather tempting to think so, since it’s my mouth the words are coming from. But 

consider the expression “I found myself saying.” Am I saying where I find myself 

saying? What I am doing here is not saying, but finding. It is not I that is saying, but 

myself. To find someone doing something is to find someone doing something without 

you (your awareness, your permission, your participation). It follows that if I can find 

myself doing something it is because I am not even (yet) there for it, let alone the source 

of it. Even if what comes out of my mouth addresses me, then, it is not necessarily the 

case that I am addressing myself. (The point is not so surprising—one possibility of 

madness depends on the possibility of seeing one as not the source of one’s own actions.) 

This internal error is obviously one which may occur with others as much as with 

oneself: if I can fall short of addressing myself because I am not speaking, I can certainly 

fall short of addressing others for the same reason. The critical difference is that when 

others are present, they can alert me to my madness—if I am alone there may be no one 

to so alert me. 

Second, even if I am the source of what is said, I may not be addressing myself in 

saying what I do. If I address you, that means my words are meant for you. And that can 

mean a huge number of things: maybe I mean for you to reply, or do something, or 
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understand something (perhaps just that I understand something). And then, by extension, 

of course I may not be addressing myself: I do not mean for myself to reply, or do 

something, or understand something (even perhaps that I understand something). 

Sometimes I am called upon by my words: I can ask myself a question (I am called to 

answer), demand that I act (I am called to act), and berate myself for either action or 

inaction (I am called to feel guilty). But I am not always called upon by my words in this 

way. The things I say ‘to myself’ (perhaps just in my thoughts) can just pass me by, come 

from me but not for me. (Perhaps because we are used to talking to others without calling 

on ourselves it becomes easy to talk to ourselves without calling on ourselves.) 

Interestingly, this internal error, when encountered with other people, just takes the form 

of what we ordinarily call “talking to oneself.” When someone speaks and what they say 

‘passes us by’, we say they are talking to themselves—without further mind to, as I have 

suggested, whether or whom the self-talker is addressing at all. Again, the presence of 

this internal error is more easily missed with oneself than with others. If I fail to address 

someone else, their silence speaks volumes; if I fail to address myself, my silence may 

not. I may just take my silence as the normal state of affairs. 

The internal errors one confronts in talking to oneself in the way one talks to 

others, and the added difficulty in appreciating them, shows this activity to be something 

of an achievement. It is not simply accomplished by saying words in the company of 

oneself alone. When Wittgenstein asks in §260 whether everyone who speaks when no 

else is present is talking to themselves, if he is pointing to a new concept of “talking to 

oneself,” as I have suggested, he is also pointing to the difficulty of achieving that which 

this new concept comprehends. 
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3. Wittgenstein Talking to Himself 

My development of a new concept of “talking to oneself” appropriate to 

Wittgenstein’s work was motivated by a stray remark he makes in his notebooks about 

having conversations with himself, and then launched off of a question he asks in a 

parenthetical in §260. Whatever interest this new concept has, it may nonetheless be 

suggested then that it is at best speculatively applicable to what Wittgenstein himself is 

doing in the Investigations. After all, even if my interpretation of the stray remark is 

correct, why take what Wittgenstein says about his style in his notebooks to be definitive 

in our reading of the Investigations? Perhaps Wittgenstein misunderstood what he was 

actually up to, changed how he conducted these dialogues without further methodological 

commentary, or considered it of no importance how his dialogic style was to be 

understood. Heal wonders, even as she argues for the interlocutor view, whether it much 

matters how we understand Wittgenstein’s dialogues: the fact that he embarks upon his 

dialogues without explanation, and the fact that readers seem to be so little hindered in 

their understanding by his dialogic style, points to the lack of a real need for any 

clarification of this style.229 To these objections, I would like to show that this new 

concept of talking to oneself illuminates Wittgenstein’s remarks in a way other 

interpretations of his dialogic style fail to. 

Let’s first examine one of the most pithy, oft-cited remarks of the Investigations: 

“309. What is your aim in philosophy? – To show the fly the way out of the fly-bottle.”230 

How will the three views of Wittgenstein’s dialogic style approach this remark? The 

                                                 
229 Heal, “Wittgenstein and Dialogue,” 72. 
230 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 110. 
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polyphonic view cannot straightforwardly take the answer to the question posed in this 

remark as Wittgenstein’s answer. A thorny issue the polyphonic view will have facing all 

the remarks it seeks to interpret is that it cannot take for granted in advance who or what 

is speaking in any of the voices depicted. Who or what is speaking will have to be 

determined in the course of interpretation. Despite being a strong internalism, then, the 

polyphonic view has an uncanny resemblance to externalism, which likewise presumes 

nothing of the voices in the remarks. Where the polyphonic view departs from 

externalism is in making out who or what these voices are to be a problem, where 

presumably externalism will not care. What ideas might the polyphonic view offer for the 

voices in §309? There is very little material to work with here. Perhaps, it will be 

suggested, the first voice is inquisitive, in search of philosophy, and the second voice is 

playful, more mystical than inquisitive. And what do we learn of Wittgenstein from the 

exchange of these voices? Not his aim in philosophy, to be sure, since the second voice 

(like all voices in the text) cannot be said to be Wittgenstein’s. I have to confess I am not 

sure what we can extract from this remark on the polyphonic view. That figurative 

answers are appropriate to give in response to inquiries about the nature of philosophy? 

That they are inappropriate? Everything and nothing seems right. 

On the interlocutor view, some interlocutor is asking Wittgenstein a question, and 

then Wittgenstein proceeds to answer it. Perhaps we take this interlocutor as a stand in for 

the reader, as Heal does, curious what Wittgenstein’s philosophy is all about—and then 

Wittgenstein gives a simple, if dizzyingly figurative, answer. The problem of interpreting 

this remark, according to the interlocutor view, is the problem of figuring out what 

Wittgenstein means in saying his aim in philosophy is to “show the fly the way out of the 
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fly-bottle.” Once that has been determined, once Wittgenstein’s figurative language has 

been appreciated, we will then be in possession of what Wittgenstein’s aim in philosophy 

is. Perhaps the fly will be taken to represent the interlocutor and the one showing it out to 

be Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein the master-philosopher then leads the confused fly-reader 

out of their difficulties, however those difficulties are to be conceived. But this 

interpretation just doesn’t match the mood of the preceding remark. “We talk of 

processes and states, and leave their nature undecided,” Wittgenstein says. “And now the 

analogy which was to make us understand our thoughts falls to pieces.”231 The problem 

confronted in §308 is a problem confronted by us, that is, by Wittgenstein as much as 

others. Wittgenstein is as much a fly as anyone here, not some master-philosopher in 

possession of the truth. 

What to make of this remark, then? I think a reflexive view offers the most 

guidance here. A reflexive view will hold that both the question and the answer in §309 

are coming from Wittgenstein himself. On the particular reflexive view I have been 

elaborating, this means Wittgenstein is addressing himself in the way we address other 

people. But what does that mean for this remark? For starters, we have to see that 

Wittgenstein is genuinely asking himself a question here.232 There is a doubt, an 

uncertainty, in Wittgenstein himself about whether he knows what his aim in philosophy 

is. I imagine in the history of this remark that there might have been a long, long pause 

between Wittgenstein’s writing of the question and his writing of the answer. (There is 

                                                 
231 Wittgenstein, 109. 
232 Or maybe he isn’t. But then we will be committed to asking why Wittgenstein fails to address himself, 

and why he bothers to respond to himself if he is not genuinely asking himself a question. Whether 

Wittgenstein addresses himself, I am suggesting, ought to be one of the new terms of criticism Cavell 

suggests Wittgenstein’s work demands: “the assessment of such failures will exact criticism at which we 

are unpracticed.” See Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 71. 
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nothing easier to forget, when reading, than the fact that the tempo of reading is not the 

tempo of writing.) So first, my reflexive view asks us to consider why Wittgenstein might 

be uncertain as to what his aim is in philosophy. Why is there anything for him to reflect 

on here? The preceding remark ends with “And now it looks as if we had denied mental 

processes. And naturally we don’t want to deny them.”233 What does Wittgenstein want, 

if he does not want to deny mental processes? To show the fly the way out of the fly-

bottle, he says. And if Wittgenstein is a fly as much as anyone here, perhaps we ought to 

read Wittgenstein’s remark on the fly-bottle as an expression not of Wittgenstein’s 

possession of a way out, but as an expression of his not having the way out, of his being 

in the fly-bottle. Or perhaps the difficulty in deciphering ‘letting a fly out of a fly-bottle’ 

as a metaphor for Wittgenstein’s aim in philosophy may simply be Wittgenstein’s own. I 

said one consequence of a concept of “talking to oneself” as an extension of talking to 

others was that such self-addresses were not destined to succeed, in the way our 

addresses of others are not destined to succeed. Why assume Wittgenstein’s message of 

the fly-bottle succeeded in addressing himself? Perhaps the silence at the end of §309 is 

the silence which follows an answer to a question whose asker cannot consider it a 

serious answer at all.234 

 Since my example of §309 has offered merely hypothetical readings opposed to 

mine, I’d like to take an actual reading of one of Wittgenstein’s remarks which I think 

misunderstands the thrust of what Wittgenstein is doing because of its interpretation of 

                                                 
233 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 110. 
234 Cavell observes that if a dialogue in the Investigations ends with a question, you do not know whether it 

will receive an answer, and that if it ends with a declaration, you do not know whether anyone is listening. 

He takes the moral of this to be that I ought, in talking to myself, attract and not exact my consent—I think 

another way of putting this idea is that I cannot guarantee, cannot force it to be the case, that when I talk to 

myself I am addressing myself. See Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome, 100. 



149 
 

Wittgenstein’s dialogic style. Since the interlocutor view is the predominantly held view, 

I’d like to take as my example a reading which holds this view: Warren Goldfarb’s 

reading of §20. In this remark, Wittgenstein presents one way we might take the 

expression “Bring me a slab” as a sentence consisting of four words, as opposed to just 

one word (corresponding to “Slab!”): 

—– I think we’ll be inclined to say: we mean the sentence as one consisting of four 

words when we use it in contrast to other sentences such as “Hand me a slab”, “Bring 

him a slab”, “Bring two slabs”, etc.; that is, in contrast with sentences containing the 

words of our command in other combinations. —– But what does using one sentence in 

contrast to others consist in? Does one have the others in mind at the same time? All of 

them? And while one is saying the one sentence, or before, or afterwards? — No! Even if 

such an explanation rather tempts us, we need only think for a moment of what actually 

happens in order to see that we are on the wrong track here. We say that we use the 

command in contrast with other sentences because our language contains the possibility 

of those other sentences.235 

 

There are three different voices at play here. The first voice offers an inclination: to say 

“Bring me a slab” is meant as consisting of four words when used in contrast to other 

sentences. The second voice then examines this inclination, questioning what the first 

voice is inclined to say on the grounds that it is unclear when one has the contrasting 

sentences in mind. The third voice then rejects the questions the second voice asks, on the 

grounds that we say we use a command in contrast with other sentences because our 

language contains the possibility of the contrasting sentences.  

Goldfarb reads the third voice as Wittgenstein’s own, as opposed to the first 

voice, which he considers that of an “interlocutor.” (He glosses over the interjection of 

the second voice as a second voice, seeing it rather as part of the third voice’s 

demonstration that because the first voice’s inclination cannot rest on introspectibilia, it 

                                                 
235 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 13. 
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must rest on “no facts whatsoever.”)236 But I think a reading of these voices as all part of 

Wittgenstein’s self-conversation is more helpful here than a reading where Wittgenstein 

engages with an imaginary interlocutor. Since Goldfarb’s interlocutor view determines in 

advance that the first voice cannot be saying what Wittgenstein himself thinks, it 

prejudices us against it. What is otherwise a philosophical self-exchange between 

inclination and examination, without presupposition of guilt, instead becomes a kangaroo 

court. 

Having identified the third voice with Wittgenstein against the first voice of the 

“interlocutor,” Goldfarb reads the third voice as correcting a temptation found in the first:  

[the interlocutor is] talking of ‘using the sentence in contrast’ as a general phenomenon—

as always occurring—with the contrast class including all the possible variants. And then 

there are no facts that could ground a notion of a particular sort of act. Nothing is being 

added to the description ‘I said these words and meant them’. Thus the interlocutor may 

be charged with illicitly importing features that emerge in special contexts into an overly 

general notion.237 

 

But Goldfarb’s reading of the ‘interlocutor’ in the first voice is way off the mark. The 

first voice says “I think we’ll be inclined to say: we mean the sentence as one consisting 

of four words when we use it in contrast to other sentences such as “Hand me a slab,” 

“Bring him a slab”, “Bring two slabs”, etc.” There is no imputation here that we are 

“always” meaning the sentence “Bring me a slab” as consisting of four words, and thus 

contrasting with other sentences all of the time. The first voice says we mean “Bring me a 

slab” as consisting of four words when we use it in contrast to other sentences—that is, 

sometimes, in specific settings, and not all of the time. So if I say “Slab!” and you 

proceed to bring a slab to my friend, I might clarify by saying “Bring me a slab,” in 

                                                 
236 Goldfarb, “I Want You to Bring Me a Slab,” 277. 
237 Goldfarb, 277–78. 
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contrast with the command “Bring him a slab.” (Or perhaps, anticipating that you will 

make a mistake, I say “Bring me a slab” to begin with.) 

 Now, Goldfarb attempts to anticipate this objection:  

It might be objected that we do have a richer notion of using a sentence in contrast to 

others, e.g., when I have thought about whether to write “quite talented” rather than 

“very talented” in a letter of recommendation. Exactly so, but in specific settings like 

these we have the particular facts that anchor the “using in contrast.”238 [emphasis added] 

 

I have already argued the first voice does actually have “specific settings” in mind, but it 

is important to clarify that these specific settings do not correspond to the ones Goldfarb 

imagines here. When he writes a student is “very talented” rather than “quite talented,” he 

is not therefore meaning “very talented” in contrast to “quite talented.” Goldfarb is 

ironically falling prey here to the assumption of the second voice which the third voice 

then rejects, that meaning one sentence as opposed to another involves having the other 

in mind. But just because Goldfarb considers writing “quite talented” (in his mind) while 

writing “very talented” does not mean he is meaning the one phrase in contrast to the 

other. The reader of Goldfarb’s recommendation may have no idea that he was 

considering writing “quite talented” at all. In order to mean “very talented” in contrast to 

“quite talented” he would have to write something like this: “A colleague once said to me 

that she believes Danielle is just quite talented. I disagree: I think she is very talented.” 

What Goldfarb means is apparent, as Wittgenstein often has occasion to say, from how he 

uses the words, not in what he thinks while writing them. 

Contra Goldfarb, the third voice is not rejecting anything the first voice says—

what it rejects is the explanation the second voice suggests for the first voice’s 

                                                 
238 Goldfarb, 277. 
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inclination, that using one sentence in contrast to others consists in having these 

contrasting sentences in mind in some way. The voice of inclination is not a voice of 

temptation here. And so while I have been offering a reflexive view of Wittgenstein’s 

dialogic style here, I cannot endorse wholesale Cavell’s reflexive view. In one of Cavell’s 

earliest essays on Wittgenstein, he identifies Wittgenstein’s voices as the “voice of 

temptation” and the “voice of correctness.”239 I think such a reading of Wittgenstein’s 

voices leads to an interpretation of §20 which is similar to Goldfarb’s. Cavell identifies 

the voice of temptation with what Wittgenstein wants to say, with what he is inclined to 

say, and on such an identification one will read the first voice in §20 as voicing a 

temptation, and reach a prejudicial conclusion similar to Goldfarb’s. Rather than speak of 

a voice of temptation and a voice of correctness, I think we would do better to speak of a 

voice of inclination and a voice of examination. The inclination might be a temptation, 

but it might not. And the voice of examination might itself turn out to be a temptation, as 

it does in §20—a possibility elided in terming it the voice of correctness.240  

 

 

 

                                                 
239 Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 71. 
240 Perhaps it will then be suggested that the third voice is the voice of correctness. That may well be true. 

But searching for the voice of correctness, if that is what one is doing, is dangerous, as though Wittgenstein 

will in the course of his dialogues necessarily have happened upon the correct perspective. In one lecture, 

Wittgenstein reportedly said, “One cannot make a general formulation and say that I have the right to want 

to make you say that. For what could that general formulation be? My opinion? But obviously the whole 

point is that I must not have an opinion. The only thing which I have a right to want to make you say is 

‘Let’s investigate whether so-and-so is the case.’” I take it Wittgenstein’s talk of his “right” here comes 

from the task of philosophy as the pursuit of truth. So he has the right to encourage truth-seeking, but not 

the right to impose an opinion of the truth. See Wittgenstein, Wittgenstein’s Lectures on the Foundations of 

Mathematics, Cambridge, 1939, 55. 
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4. Talking to Oneself and Wanting to Say 

A figuration of Wittgenstein’s technique of talking to himself in terms of a voice 

of inclination and a voice of examination helps connect this technique with the one we 

considered in Part I of this dissertation: the technique of saying that you want to say 

something. If what Wittgenstein wants to say gives us the voice which is inclined to 

suppose something, the “but,” the mark of the withholding use, gives us the voice which 

examines this inclination, sees whether one can actually go on to say what one wants to 

say. In §20, we saw these voices in action: the first voice gave us an inclination, and then 

the second voice attempted to examine it, only to be rejected by the third voice. So what 

can we learn from §20 of the relationship between Wittgenstein’s technique of wanting to 

say and his technique of self-conversation? That Wittgenstein sometimes appeals to more 

than the two voices found in wanting to say gives us one reason Wittgenstein needs two 

different techniques: his technique of self-conversation involves his technique of wanting 

to say as a component, as supplying two of its voices. The two techniques are not quite 

alternatives, and therefore redundant in offering the same two voices—the self-

conversations offer the two voices found in the technique of saying what you want to say 

insofar as Wittgenstein says what he wants to say in these self-conversations (along with 

his reasons for withholding saying so). I say “not quite alternatives,” however, because 

Wittgenstein does not always employ the technique of wanting to say within his 

technique of self-conversation—we saw some instances of this in Part I. So what is to be 

gained from talking of what he wants to say in self-conversation, and what is to be gained 

from talking of what he wants to say outside of self-conversation? 
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In the first chapter, I argued that Wittgenstein’s technique of saying that he wants 

to say something or other involves leaving room for the reasons for withholding saying 

that something outright. The withholding use of “want to say” did not depend on the 

actual articulation of these reasons, but it did depend on the existence of, or at least 

providing the room for, such reasons. (It was because these reasons didn’t need to be 

articulated that withholding uses appeared to be heralding or declarative uses.) The 

practice of self-conversation leaves no such room to refrain from examination. There can 

be no conversation between an inclination and its examination if there is no examination, 

so self-conversation cannot take place without at least some articulation on the part of the 

examination, even if there is no guarantee this conversation will continue. The advantage 

of self-conversation is that it forces the issue somewhat, then—it demands the presence 

of the voice of examination in a way the technique of saying that you want to say 

something does not. 

What of the advantages of using ‘wanting to say’ outside of self-conversation? A 

principal one is that it becomes possible for others to actually respond to what you want 

to say, and not just witness it. A self-conversation can only be had with the self: other 

people can watch you do it, but they cannot, by definition, participate. If I tell you what I 

want to say on the other hand, maybe you, and not I, supply the reasons I might withhold 

saying so. The technique of ‘wanting to say’ permits one to do with others what the 

technique of self-conversation permits one to do with oneself.  

But perhaps the greatest advantage of using ‘wanting to say’ outside of self-

conversation is that it avoids the great dangers of self-conversation. Such a practice faces 

what Cavell calls the problem of “bearing the meaning”: 
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I may dedicate a lifetime to the effort to convey the meaning a small budget of words has 

for me. I may be one of a circle of people so dedicated, even to the same words. I would 

hardly have come to this verge, supposing I am of sound mind, if I thought that no one 

else could understand my words. But suppose I came to think this. Then either I would 

doubt that I myself attached real meaning to them, and I would make ready to leave the 

circle; or else the least of my problems would concern my definition of a word—I mean 

my formulating it or pointing out its meaning. My problem has become one, let us say, of 

bearing the meaning. Nothing of me but is impressed with the word.241 [emphasis 

added] 

 

Cavell’s idea of “bearing the meaning” is offered here in contrast to being simply 

“impressed with the word,” so if we are to figure out what “bearing the meaning” is it 

helps to understand what being “impressed with the word” is. Wittgenstein raises the 

possibility of “impressing” words in the course of his exploration of a necessarily private 

language. On Cavell’s reading, to imagine such a private language, Wittgenstein attempts 

to imagine words which are no longer expressive, so that what these words mean does not 

‘get into’ the words, does not show itself in how the words are used.242 As long as my 

words are expressive, others might potentially see how I use them, and my language will 

not be necessarily private.243 But if my words are not expressive, if my meaning does not 

get into my words, how do I know what I mean by them, how is my language even 

private, so at least mine? Here the problem of impressing my words onto their meaning 

arises: if words cannot be assured of meaning by expressiveness, a new way of 

connecting words and meaning must be found. Wittgenstein concludes at §258 that any 

impressing of words onto meaning in a private language cannot be right: whatever I think 

is right will be right, which means we cannot talk about right.244 In such a case, we have 

                                                 
241 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 349. 
242 Cavell, 344. 
243 I will contest Cavell’s interpretation of private language in the conclusion—for now all I wish to 

illustrate is what is meant by “impressing” a meaning as opposed to “bearing” a meaning. 
244 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 99. 
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the possibility envisioned by Cavell that “I would doubt that I myself attached real 

meaning to [the words].”  

But Cavell’s problem of “bearing the meaning” is not this problem. It is a 

problem of a different private language, one where the issue is not that my words are 

inexpressive, but that no one (else) receives these expressions. We might say it is the 

private language imagined in Part II of the Investigations, where Wittgenstein writes that 

“if a lion could talk, we wouldn’t be able to understand it.”245 We have here the problem 

of a contingently private language, that one might find oneself a lion among humans. 

Among lions, a lion’s language is public, but among humans, a lion’s language is private. 

The lion’s language is not private because it is metaphysically inaccessible (another lion 

could understand it) but because it is contingently inaccessible, heard by human ears 

which cannot make sense of it. In imagining a necessarily private language, the problem 

is achieving a language at all; in imagining a contingently private language, the problem 

is how I go on meaning, alone. I am responsible not just for delivering my meaning (to 

someone else) but for receiving it (since there is no one else), taking inspiration from my 

own words—and one way of doing this is by conversing with myself. If self-conversation 

is a technique for handling more than one of one’s voices, it is also a technique for when 

one’s voice is the only one. 

Whether or not we say Wittgenstein is a lion among humans, his technique of 

talking to himself is a lion’s technique. Where one cannot be understood by others, one 

cannot talk except to oneself. And bearing the meaning of such self-talk is a burden. The 

ordinary concept of talking to oneself does not comprehend Wittgenstein’s practice, but it 
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does contain it—everywhere Wittgenstein is working to come into possession of his 

mind, we can still say of him what we say of those in the midst of losing it, that they are 

talking to themselves. One burden he therefore faces is to seem insane in this quest (is it 

quixotic?) for sanity. There will be further burdens. Can one bear the weight of 

addressing oneself? Can one bear the weight of being so addressed? What happens when 

the conditions for talking to oneself fail is a subject of the final chapter of this 

dissertation. 
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Chapter Four | The Conditions of Talking to Oneself 

Unlike the ordinary concept of talking to oneself, which asks only that you be 

addressing no one else, Wittgenstein’s concept asks that you be addressing yourself, and 

we have seen this is far more demanding, since you might fail to address yourself while 

nonetheless not be addressing anyone else. In the preceding chapter, I characterized 

Wittgenstein’s technique as an achievement in part because of this demanding nature—

one might easily fail to talk to oneself in the way Wittgenstein aimed to. To the degree 

this technique escapes you, so too does its potential in articulating and resolving an 

ambivalent desire. So what are the conditions which make possible addressing oneself, 

and what happens when these conditions fail? 

In the second chapter, I argued that the conditions for Wittgenstein’s technique of 

wanting to say could only properly emerge in the context of a broader genus of 

techniques, and suggested Foucault’s ethical parrhesia as such a genus. Wittgenstein’s 

technique of talking to oneself, however, does not quite fit into this genus, and so the 

study I undertook in that chapter cannot be directly replicated. Where ethical parrhesia 

has as its aim the transformation of one person’s character by another, Wittgenstein’s 

technique of talking to oneself does not involve anyone but yourself. 

In the first section of this chapter, I argue that the genus proper to Wittgenstein’s 

technique of talking to oneself is not ethical parrhesia, but what I’ll call reflexive 

parrhesia. Just as Wittgenstein’s technique of wanting to say was only one of many 

possible forms of ethical parrhesia, his technique of talking to oneself is only one of 

many possible forms of reflexive parrhesia. Indeed, I will argue Wittgenstein is following 

in the footsteps of a modern tradition which includes Descartes, Kant, and even 
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Nietzsche, despite Charles Taylor’s objections to the contrary. Since reflexive parrhesia 

is still a kind of parrhesia, I borrow again Foucault’s two conditions for parrhesiatic 

techniques to mount the investigations of the next two sections of the chapter: an ethical 

differentiation, and an indispensable other. Where Christian exagoreusis served as my 

primary comparison for Wittgenstein in the second chapter, here Nietzsche’s Zarathustra 

serves as my primary comparison. I argue in the second section, by way of Zarathustra’s 

conversation with his stillest hour, that the ethical differentiation of talking to oneself is 

one between will and will, despite a remark by Wittgenstein which might suggest this is 

nonsense. I then ask how, in the third section, one becomes one’s own ‘indispensable 

other’—taking Zarathustra’s abandonment of his friends for solitude as my case. In the 

fourth section, I look at where these conditions fail in Zarathustra’s quest: the descent 

into madness. 

 

1. The Conditions of Reflexive Parrhesia 

The moment represented in the history of parrhesia by Wittgenstein’s technique 

of talking to oneself is a strange one. One might say parrhesia was necessary, in its prior 

moments—the ones Foucault traces through Platonism, Stoicism, Cynicism, and 

Christianity—because we cannot tell certain truths to ourselves: another person is our 

indispensable other not just because of some particular qualifications that enable them to 

be truth-tellers, but also because they are not us, are not afflicted by whatever corruption 

of the soul that necessitates the parrhesiatic game. So it seems contrary to the very need 

served by parrhesia that it might take the form of achieving a conversation with the self. 

What demands this development in the history of parrhesia? 
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Foucault identifies one of the earliest developments in the history of parrhesia to 

be its transition from a political practice to an ethical one. Political parrhesia in ancient 

Athens was a right granted by birth to take the floor among the assembled citizenry and 

speak publicly, as long as one was not exiled, nor one’s family dishonored. But Plato and 

Aristotle found this political parrhesia wanting because they found democracy wanting: 

democracy lacked the ethical differentiation between a rational and corruptive element 

that made parrhesia a productive practice. In democracy, rational citizens are given as 

much weight in political affairs as irrational citizens: it is one’s citizenship that qualifies 

one for participation, and not one’s rationality. Political parrhesia was thus dangerous for 

democracy, first because it enabled anyone to tell the ‘truth’, not just the truth-tellers, and 

second because the voice of the truth-tellers might be drowned out by the flatterers in the 

crowd.246 Parrhesia was practicable only under monarchic or aristocratic rule, assuming 

capable monarchs or aristocrats were in charge, individuals with the ethical 

differentiation parrhesia required.247 And this parrhesia ought not to be the prerogative of 

citizens at large, whose guidance might not aspire to truthfulness, but of philosophers, 

who made a vocation of truth-telling. To deliver the truth to the city was then to deliver 

the truth to its rulers, a practice exemplified in Plato’s tutelage of Dion of Syracuse and 

Aristotle’s tutelage of Alexander the Great.248 Political parrhesia in Plato and Aristotle’s 

                                                 
246 Foucault, The Courage of Truth, 35. 
247 Foucault, 46. 
248 Neither tutelage was an unqualified success. Plato’s tutelage was even an abject failure, with Dionysius I 

of Syracuse ordering the assassination of Plato, and then after some persuasion by Dion, ordering that he be 

sold into slavery. (Plato’s case is, however, an excellent demonstration of the risk inherent in the 

parrhesiatic game.) Michael Tierney credits Aristotle with instilling a love for science in Alexander which 

he then promulgated, but having little effect on Alexander’s political theory, since Aristotle held that the 

Persians, in contrast to the Greeks, were slaves by nature, where Alexander famously attempted to foster 

equality between Macedonians and Persians “as sharers in the Empire on an equal footing.” Perhaps we see 
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vision had to become a kind of ethical parrhesia. But it was only a short step from there 

to abandoning the political purpose altogether. Ethical parrhesia for rulers still had as its 

aim the transformation of the city, just by mediation of the ruler’s soul. But now that it 

was possible for the primary target of parrhesia to be the self rather than the city, 

parrhesiatic techniques did not need to transform the self merely for the purpose of 

transforming the city. 

I think a similar development prompts the moment in the history of parrhesia 

represented by Wittgenstein’s talking to himself. Just as the lack of ethical differentiation 

in the democratic city motivated the transition from political parrhesia to ethical 

parrhesia, the lack of ethical differentiation in people writ large (rulers or no), whether 

perceived or actual, can motivate transitioning from ethical parrhesia to what I will call 

reflexive parrhesia. Reflexive parrhesia is not truth-telling directed at the souls of 

others, but truth-telling directed at one’s own soul. 

In The Claim of Reason, Cavell noted of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical 

Investigations that it had yet to find the community within which its ideas could “usefully 

be said.”249 Cavell cites as evidence for this, besides what he took to be the continual 

misunderstanding of Wittgenstein’s thoughts, the fact that so many of the 

Wittgensteinians he knew found themselves repeating thoughts about Wittgenstein they 

had had for decades, as though these thoughts had not been digested thoroughly enough 

by others, perhaps even by themselves, to warrant no longer repeating. Cavell made his 

                                                 
in Plato and Aristotle’s failures the seeds of reflexive parrhesia, the seeds of skepticism in the prospects of 

ethical parrhesia. Tierney, “Aristotle and Alexander the Great,” 228. 
249 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 5. 
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task, accordingly, to open up “the reception of ordinary language philosophy,” to help 

form or find the community within which Wittgenstein’s ideas could be at home.250 

But Wittgenstein’s incomplete reception is at least partly symptomatic of the fact 

that Wittgenstein himself constituted the community within which his ideas were at 

home, not some polity (as in political parrhesia) or some misguided other (as in ethical 

parrhesia). As Bernard Williams put it, academic philosophy has found it so hard to 

digest Wittgenstein because Wittgenstein wrote for the sake of his own digestion—he 

was not so much in conversation with others as in conversation with himself: “just 

because he was talking to himself, he did not think much about what people might do 

with these thoughts.”251 Such an enterprise undoubtedly impacted the mood and content 

of Wittgenstein’s work, which as Cavell writes, is full of “phantasms of loneliness and 

devastation, dotted with assertions of emptiness that defeat sociability as they seek it (‘I 

know how tall I am,’ placing my hand on my head).”252 

But what turn of events necessitates turning from ethical to reflexive parrhesia? In 

The Human Condition, Hannah Arendt argues that there is a world alienation peculiar to 

the modern age partly due to the fact that all experiences are increasingly reduced to 

“experiences between man and himself.”253 Following Max Weber, Arendt finds the 

Protestant Reformation at the root of this development, insofar as it encouraged 

                                                 
250 Cavell, xviii. 
251 Williams, Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline, 207. 
252 Goodman, Contending with Stanley Cavell, 161. Danièle Moyal-Sharrock has taken this passage as 

evidence for Cavell’s misreading of Wittgenstein, arguing that Wittgenstein thinks skeptical loneliness is 

not an “ineluctable truth of the human condition” but rather “the product of a misunderstanding of our 

epistemic situation.” See Matar, Understanding Wittgenstein, Understanding Modernism, 110. But Cavell 

would not disagree: the ineluctable truth of the human condition is not skepticism but the temptation to 

skepticism, the temptation to misunderstand our epistemic situation. See Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 45. 
253 Arendt, The Human Condition, 254. 
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individuals to build a relationship with God without the intermediary of ecclesiastical 

authority. Capitalism, on this view, then preyed upon this new attentiveness to the self in 

order to stimulate “the process of wealth accumulation.”254 And the modern “dialogue of 

the mind with itself,” as Matthew Arnold has observed, was not just limited to religion 

and economics, but found its way into literature as well, in the soliloquies of Faust and 

Hamlet.255 

Now in one sense, as Cavell has argued, Wittgenstein’s philosophy does attempt 

to rescue its writer and reader from world alienation. One goal of Wittgenstein’s work, in 

Cavell’s view, is to quell any skeptical disappointment with our words, over the fact that 

they provide us with the identity of things (“being so”) without assuring us of the 

existence of those things (“being so”). As Cavell famously put it, Wittgenstein teaches 

that our relationship to the world is not one of knowledge.256 But the sense in which 

Wittgenstein is concerned with world alienation is altogether different from Arendt’s 

sense.257 Where Wittgenstein’s world alienation can be quelled in solitary reflection 

                                                 
254 Arendt, 256. 
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256 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 45. 
257 For an attempt at uniting Arendt and Wittgenstein, see Zerilli, A Democratic Theory of Judgment. Zerilli 

argues that Arendtian world alienation is a political problem which can at most be presaged with 

Wittgensteinian philosophy: Arendt’s “wager is that we can recover the ordinary concept of perspective not 
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being too concerned with world alienation rather than too little: “Cavell’s own project, unlike 
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See Williams, Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline, 210. Williams suggested that there ought to be a Left 
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problems which involve more than a return from metaphysical world alienation. See Williams, In the 

Beginning Was the Deed, 29–39. But insofar as one is concerned with metaphysical world alienation, it 

makes sense that one could only contend with this in solitary reflection: one is alienated precisely from 

those would-be others who would quell this world alienation. 
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(even if a reflection upon our attunement in a commonly shared language and form of 

life), Arendt’s world alienation is in part due to such solitary reflection. Wittgenstein 

often appeals to the metaphor of surveying a landscape,258 and Arendt thought such 

surveying was itself an aspect of worldlessness, insofar as surveying takes place at a 

distance from the world, and accordingly alienates man “from his immediate earthly 

surroundings.”259 

But if the turn to reflexivity is part of a broader modern phenomenon, spanning 

religion and economics and literature, it makes sense that Wittgenstein’s philosophical 

technique would be far from the only instance of reflexive parrhesia in philosophy. 

Charles Taylor argues that Descartes pioneered the turn in modern philosophy to 

“reflexive” epistemology.260 Where Aristotelian epistemology, for example, was 

participational, requiring as it did that both the knower and the object known participate 

in the same “eidos,” Descartes insisted, in rationalist fashion, on a procedure internal to 

the mind to ensure clear and distinct thought. It was not enough for Descartes that ideas 

in the mind represented things out in the world accurately, but that the mind was assured, 

by the method of its thought, that these representations were justified.261 

Now, Taylor locates Wittgenstein in a post-Kantian tradition, alongside Hegel, 

Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty, which overthrows the representational view of 

knowledge. Where the representational view of knowledge, in Taylor’s conception, 

assumes that we can withdraw from the world and know it as an independent object, the 

                                                 
258 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 4, 48, 54. 
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post-Kantian tradition insists on the subject in various ways as the condition for the 

possibility of its knowledge of it, and so we can never represent the world as though it 

were independent of us.262 But while I think Taylor is not wrong to include Wittgenstein 

in this tradition,263 he goes too far in suggesting that Wittgenstein—and other members of 

the post-Kantian tradition—does away with reflexivity in doing away with 

representational epistemology. Taylor thinks the reflexive method of knowledge 

presupposes representational epistemology:  

This reflexive turn… is indissolubly linked to modern representational epistemology. 

One might say it presupposes this construal of knowledge. If Plato or Aristotle were right, 

the road to certainty couldn’t be inward—indeed the very notion of certainty would be 

different: defined more in terms of the kinds of beings that admit of it, rather than by the 

ordering of our thoughts.264 

 

In other words, Taylor argues you can only ground knowledge by turning inward, 

“reflexively,” if the subject is independent from the object it knows. But the whole point 

of Kant’s transcendental philosophy, and its inheritors, is that it is precisely the 

interpenetration of subject and object, in what Kant calls his Copernican turn, which 

makes possible a reflexive method: Kant’s synthetic a priori knowledge is possible 

because the subject is in some sense the condition of the object’s appearance. In Cavell’s 

post-Kantian reading of Wittgenstein, it is our criteria for the application of words 

(learned in our childhood from the adults around us) and the forms of life that infuse 
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263 I do not think, however, that Taylor includes Wittgenstein in the post-Kantian tradition for the right 

reasons—Wittgenstein does not so much argue that ostensive definition is “useless,” as Taylor claims, as 
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264 Taylor, Philosophical Arguments, 5. 
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them (and into which we are inducted in being educated in criteria) that make possible 

knowledge claims about the world, criteria we reflexively recall in philosophy.265 

Taylor would also resist my attempt to offer Wittgenstein’s philosophical 

techniques as a response to Foucault’s call for non-sacrificial techniques of the self: 

Taylor sees Foucault as part of an alternative path forward from representational 

epistemology, not a post-Kantian one interested in a given subject as the condition for the 

possibility of its knowledge of objects, but a post-Nietzschean one which sees the subject 

as invention, rather than given, something to be fashioned in an “aesthetics of 

existence.”266 But I think Taylor is severely underplaying Foucault’s as well as 

Nietzsche’s debt to Kant in painting this ‘post-Nietzschean’ alternative. In a 

representative instance, Nietzsche writes, “Everything in nature and history which is my 

sort of thing speaks to me… other things I do not hear, or immediately forget. We are 

always only in our own company.”267 Nietzsche, like Kant, thought that the subject 

couldn’t help but know a world conditioned in advance by the subject—he just figured 

this conditioning subject as embodied, part of nature and located in history.268 Likewise, 
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we understand as ‘evidence’ or ‘truth conditions,’ but by criteria.” Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 14. 
266 Taylor, Philosophical Arguments, 16. 
267 Nietzsche, The Joyous Science, 151. 
268 William Connolly also criticizes Taylor’s account of Nietzsche as one which would be unacceptable to 

post-Nietzscheans, principally on the grounds that it is too voluntarist. Connolly notes, for instance, that 

identifying Nietzsche with the “radicality of will” discounts Nietzsche’s emphasis both on amor fati and on 

the “nonhuman loci of ‘will to power’.” I think Connolly’s points here are well-taken, but I take issue with 

two of his upshots. First, as my identification of the Kantian strain in Nietzsche and Foucault makes clear, I 

think Connolly’s continued acceptance of Taylor’s post-Kantian/post-Nietzschean divide is unsustainable. 

Second, while Connolly thinks Taylor’s insistence on transcendental argumentation attempts to foreclose 

what he calls “ontopolitical contestation,” political struggles between perspectives on the nature of things, I 

would suggest it is precisely the historicization and naturalization of Kant’s transcendental argument, in 

Nietzsche as much as Wittgenstein, that makes it possible to understand how two ontopolitical perspectives 

contest one another in the first place. See Connolly, The Ethos of Pluralization, 15. Thanks to Tvrtko 

Vrdoljak for drawing my attention to Connolly’s argument.  
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Foucault insisted as much as Kant on the importance of the a priori for epistemology—he 

just shifted focus away from the Kantian formal a priori to an historical one.269 It is 

precisely this embodied and historicized ‘Kantian’ subject that makes possible Foucault’s 

attention to the subject’s aesthetics of existence, and indeed, those techniques of the self 

among which I am including Wittgenstein’s philosophical techniques. If the subject is not 

given independent of history, then it stands to reason the subject might play a role in 

fashioning itself to the extent it plays a role in its own history. 

I intend, contra Taylor, to read Wittgenstein alongside Nietzsche in the remainder 

of this chapter. In Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Zarathustra is perpetually 

confronted by a movement between publicity and privacy, friendship and solitude, saying 

that he wants to say something and talking to himself—just like Wittgenstein. This 

movement can be somewhat obscure in Wittgenstein’s work, since it moves seamlessly, 

with no ado, between wanting to say and talking to oneself. (Wittgenstein will even 

employ both techniques simultaneously, telling himself what he wants to say.) But 

Zarathustra makes a point of explicitly reflecting on his movement between publicity and 

privacy, and so Nietzsche’s work is immensely helpful in dramatizing the conditions for 

the possibility of talking to oneself.  

At the opening of Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Zarathustra begins his journey by 

departing from ten years of solitude, wishing to share himself with others as the sun 

shares itself, but at the end of the first part of the book, he leaves his friends, unwilling to 

return to them until they have disowned him as a teacher. He then returns again from 

                                                 
269 Foucault writes that the formal a priori of Kant and his historical a priori occupy “two different 

dimensions.” His historical a priori was not meant to displace Kant’s formal a priori as an alternative, and it 

was not meant to simply historicize the formal a priori. Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, 144.  
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solitude at the opening of the second part, having dreamt that his enemies have distorted 

his teaching, but once more returns to solitude at the end of the section in order to fully 

prepare himself to say what he wants to say. Only in the fourth part does Zarathustra 

again depart from solitude, in search of the higher man’s cry of distress. But I will focus 

here on Zarathustra’s turn to solitude at the end of the second part of the book and 

culminating in the third part, since this turn to solitude in particular is due to a failure to 

say what he wants to say—the very failure which motivated our attention to 

Wittgenstein’s technique of talking to himself in the second part of this dissertation. 

Zarathustra’s own preparations to say what he wants to say take the form of attempts at 

talking to himself: his initial failure and then partial success are instructive as to when the 

conditions for talking to oneself can and cannot be met.  

As with the second chapter, my investigation will parse out two conditions for 

talking to oneself corresponding to those conditions found throughout the broader genus 

of parrhesia: an ethical differentiation, and an indispensable other. But since talking to 

oneself is an instance of reflexive rather than ethical parrhesia, we should expect these 

conditions to take a different shape. I argue in the second section below that the ethical 

differentiation appropriate to reflexive parrhesia is not one in an essential self (as in the 

ethical parrhesia of psychoanalysis) but between the self and itself, what in Nietzsche will 

take the form of doubling of will. I then argue in the third section that the question of the 

indispensable other in reflexive parrhesia is not whom the indispensable other is, as in 

ethical parrhesia (the abbot, the friend, the analyst, etc.) but rather how the indispensable 

other becomes oneself. 
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2. First Condition: An Ethical Differentiation between Will and Will 

What is the ethical differentiation required for talking to oneself? What makes the 

differentiation required by parrhesia an ethical one is that it is a differentiation of the 

ethos of the self—its character. But if this differentiation is one in the self, say, between 

the Ego and Id in psychoanalysis, one can at most stage a conversation between parts of 

oneself: if your Ego is talking to your Id, you (as a whole) are not talking to yourself (as a 

whole). Part of the force of distinguishing Wittgenstein’s technique from the ordinary 

concept of talking to oneself in the previous chapter was to exclude such possibilities: the 

ordinary concept only requires that you not be addressing anyone else, and we saw how 

this concept admitted not just of a reflexive reading, but also of an interlocutor and 

polyphonic reading of Wittgenstein’s work. A psychoanalytic conversation between Ego 

and Id would accord with a polyphonic conception of talking to oneself, since one would 

be staging voices other than one’s singular own, but it does not accord with 

Wittgenstein’s reflexive practice. The ethical differentiation required by reflexive 

parrhesia must be, rather, between one and oneself. But what could this possibly mean?270 

I think we can draw some assistance here from Nietzsche’s concept of will to 

power as understood by Heidegger. In Heidegger’s interpretation, Nietzsche’s will to 

                                                 
270 I argued at the end of the third chapter that the two sides of wanting to say could emerge in talking to 

oneself: inclination and examination. So at first glance it seems that the ethical differentiation of wanting to 

say might also be the ethical differentiation of talking to oneself. But where the ethical differentiation of 

talking to oneself is a doubling, the ethical differentiation of wanting to say is a division: in wanting to say 

one voice is speaking, not two (if a divided voice). Perhaps this division can manifest as a doubling, and 

vice versa—but not necessarily. For instance, perhaps the voices of talking to oneself cannot be categorized 

under the heading of examination and inclination: here the doubling is not the division. And perhaps one’s 

inclinations and examinations and are not full-fledged enough to emerge as independent voices in their own 

right: here the division cannot be a doubling. I suspect, given the difficulty of talking to oneself, as 

compared with wanting to say, which is just an extension of the ordinary concept, rather than a departure 

from it, that it may actually be quite difficult to double one’s division. 
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power is not a linking of two separate things, a “will” and a “power,” but rather a doubled 

will, a willing to will, where the outside willing (willing to) is the will, and the inside will 

(to will) is power. The will to power, in Heidegger’s interpretation, is thus a preservation-

increase of will, where preservation and increase are internally related: the increase of 

will presupposes preservation of will, and we preserve only in order to increase.271 As 

Nietzsche’s Zarathustra puts it, his own “double will” is a mark of the overman’s draw: 

“my will clings to mankind, I bind myself with chains to mankind because I am drawn 

upward to the overman; for there my other will wills me.”272 I think we can understand 

the doubling required for talking to oneself as this doubling of will, so that in talking to 

oneself, one’s will confronts one’s will in conversation.  

But I cannot refrain from mentioning that this idea is one Wittgenstein is inclined 

to say (or at least had been “trying to say”) is nonsensical. Wittgenstein writes, 

613. In the sense in which I can ever bring about anything (such as stomach-ache through 

overeating), I can also bring about willing. In this sense, I bring about willing to swim by 

jumping into the water. I suppose I was trying to say [in §611, when he said he cannot 

“bring about” willing]: I can’t will to will; that is, it makes no sense to speak of willing to 

will. “Willing” is not the name of an action, and so not of a voluntary one either.273 

[translation mine]274 

                                                 
271 Heidegger, Off the Beaten Track, 170. Heidegger is not simply inventing this business about 

preservation and increase: he appears to be taking it from the The Joyous Science. Nietzsche writes, 

“Wishing only to preserve oneself is the expression of distress, or of a restriction on the proper, 

fundamental impulse of life which aims at the extension of power… The struggle for existence is but an 

exception, a temporary restriction on the life-will; the struggle whether great or small everywhere turns on 

predominance, on growth and expansion, on power, in accordance with the will to power, which is 

precisely the will of life” (235-236). 
272 Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 113. Zarathustra makes it sound as though were he to loosen his 

chains, he would simply float among the overmen. But we see as the book progresses that this is not true: 

Zarathustra struggles to articulate his abysmal thought of the eternal return in part because he fails to will 

what he wills. 
273 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 168. 
274 The translators, contra Elizabeth Anscombe, opted to transcribe instances of the verb wollen here as 

“wanting” rather than “willing.” See commentary on §611 in Wittgenstein, 260. But such a translation 

makes Wittgenstein’s point in §613 utterly confused. If Wittgenstein is read to be talking of wanting, he 

will be taken to be saying something like this: it makes sense to say things like “I want to run” or “I want to 

congratulate you” because running and congratulating are both actions. We can want to do things we are 

capable of choosing to do. But we cannot want to do things which we are not capable of choosing to do: we 



171 
 

 

Wittgenstein’s point is this: it makes sense to speak of willing to run, or willing to 

congratulate, because these are both actions we can voluntarily undertake, that is, will. 

We cannot will anything which is not a voluntary action. So I cannot will that my heart 

beats, or will that a rock float (unless I am endowed with magical powers). Similarly, 

since willing itself is not an action (let alone voluntary), I cannot will it. 

But rather than suggest Nietzsche’s will to power, at least understood as a willing 

to will, is a piece of nonsense, I would suggest that Nietzsche is trying to teach us a new 

way of speaking about the will. Notice that we do sometimes speak of willing actions 

which are not our own. For example, a king can will that a new castle be built without 

acting to build that castle himself. The castle can, of course, be built unwillingly, but 

perhaps the king is unsatisfied with forcing the labor of his subjects, and so wills that the 

castle be built willingly. In ordinary language, it is certainly strange to talk of willing to 

do something willingly (at best it seems redundant), but it is much less strange to talk of 

willing that something be done willingly, where the one willing is not the one doing 

willingly. I would like to suggest that Nietzsche is trying to teach us to view the self as 

doubled in such a way that we might speak of its willing to will in the way a king might 

will that his subjects act willingly.275 In Zarathustra’s case, he has given half of his will to 

                                                 
cannot say “I want to want” because wanting is not something we choose to do; it just is or is not the case. 

But this argument is plainly incorrect. We can say things like “I want to live” (e.g. faced with an 

executioner) or “I want to be happy” (e.g. to one’s therapist), and it is clear neither “to live” nor “to be 

happy” are actions, things we can choose to do. One wants to live or be happy in the way one wants things, 

not to do this or that action. We cannot want wanting in the way we want actions, precisely because we do 

not so much want actions as want to do them. But we can certainly want to want in the way we want to live 

or be happy. 
275 As shouldn’t be too surprising given this post-Kantian reading of Nietzsche, the analogy to Kant’s 

categorical imperative here is quite strong. Where Kant’s categorical imperative involves the noumenal self 

legislating to the phenomenal self, I am suggesting Nietzsche’s will to power involves a doubled will 

willing itself to will. But given Nietzsche’s naturalization of the Kantian subject, we should not see this 

doubling as one into appearance and reality. It is worth investigating here Deleuze’s possibly 
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the overman, while the rest of his will remains chained to mankind. As long as 

Zarathustra’s will is doubled in such a way, it will make sense for him to speak of the 

possibility of his willing to will.276 

But what kind of problem is achieving a willing to will? In what sense is the 

ethical differentiation of willing to will a condition which must be met for reflexive 

parrhesia, and not just an ever-present state of affairs? The posthumous collection The 

Will to Power famously ends with the declaration, “This world is the will to power—and 

nothing besides! And you yourselves are also this will to power—and nothing 

besides!”277 This declaration gives the impression that there is no such thing as achieving 

a will to power, because one is always already a will to power. Such an achievement 

would be as nonsensical as achieving a body. 

But just because one is necessarily a will to power does not mean that this will to 

power is not doubled, is not in some ways turned against itself. As Nietzsche argued 

about the ascetic ideals espoused in so many varieties over the course of history, the 

“[human will] needs a goal—and it will rather will nothingness than not will.”278 The will 

to nothingness can be nothing other than the will to power—that the will to nothingness 

is a will shows as much—but that does not mean this will to power is not turned against 

itself, insofar as it is a will to nothingness. But ascetic ideals are only an extremum of 

                                                 
complementary suggestion that Nietzsche’s idea of eternal recurrence is also Nietzsche’s version of a 

categorical imperative: “The eternal return gives the will a rule as rigorous as the Kantian one.” Deleuze, 

Nietzsche and Philosophy, 68.  
276 It follows that it will only be sensical to speak of willing to will as long as one’s self is doubled in such a 

way. In the moment one ‘succeeds’ in willing to will, one is really just willing. As Wittgenstein puts it, 

when the expression in someone’s voice is spurious, he is two-faced, “but this does not mean that when his 

expression is genuine, he has two identical faces.” Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 166. 
277 Nietzsche, The Will to Power, 550. 
278 Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, 97. 
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such a doubling. As Heidegger argues, the will to power strives to overcome itself, is only 

itself insofar as it overcomes itself (i.e. “increases”).279 Achieving will to power does not 

mean becoming will to power in the sense that one was not will to power and now is: it 

means becoming will to power in overcoming one’s will to power. 

So what does this achievement, the manifestation of willing to will as a condition 

for reflexive parrhesia, look like? Let’s take a closer look at Zarathustra’s case. At the 

close of the second part of Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Zarathustra once again prepares to 

depart from his friends (and for the final time: the next time he returns to others, it will 

not be to his friends but rather to higher men). He justifies his abrupt departure by 

appealing to a dream he had, one of his “stillest hour”: 

Yesterday toward evening my stillest hour spoke to me: that is the name of my terrible 

mistress. And this is how it happened – for I must tell you everything, so your hearts do not 

harden against the one who must depart abruptly! Do you know the terror of the one who is 

falling asleep? –He is stricken with terror down to his toes because the ground is fading and 

the dream begins. This I say to you as a parable. Yesterday, at the stillest hour, the ground 

faded from me, the dream began. The hand advanced, the clock of my life drew a breath – 

never had I heard such stillness around me, so that my heart was terrified. Then without voice 

it spoke to me: “You know it, Zarathustra?” –And I cried out in terror on hearing this 

whispering, and the blood drained from my face, but I kept silent. Then it spoke to me once 

more without voice: “You know it Zarathustra, but you do not speak it!” – And at last I 

answered defiantly: “Indeed, I know it, but I do not want to speak it!” Then it spoke to me 

again without voice: “You do not want to, Zarathustra? Is this even true? Do not hide in your 

defiance!” –And I wept and trembled like a child and spoke: “Oh, I wanted to, yes, but how 

can I? Spare me this one thing! It is beyond my strength!” Then it spoke to me again without 

voice: “What do you matter, Zarathustra? Speak your word and break!”280 [bold emphasis 

added] 

 

In some ways, Zarathustra’s predicament is quite similar to Cavell’s predicament about 

Hemingway, discussed in the second chapter of this dissertation, where Cavell tells his 

reader that there is something he does not want to say. But we should be careful not to 

                                                 
279 Heidegger, Off the Beaten Track, 177. 
280 Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 115. 
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press the analogy further than is warranted: to begin with, we should not presume that the 

reasons Cavell is reticent to say what he knows are the reasons that Zarathustra is 

reticent. Where Cavell’s problem was a fear of how what he wanted to say would be 

received, Zarathustra’s problem is one of willing to will. 

To see this, we must first get a better handle on Zarathustra’s dream. This dream 

is a dream of a refusal to dream, and in two ways. To start with, we should notice that the 

stillest hour for Zarathustra is not only the source of the voiceless speech in Zarathustra’s 

dream, but moreover the time at which dreams begin, when the ground fades and the one 

who is falling asleep is “stricken with terror.” The stillest hour is not a place one can 

usually dwell—its terror, and its stillness, comes from its giving way to sleep. But where 

most dreams take over, and override the terror of the stillest hour, Zarathustra’s terror 

carries over into his dream, the stillest hour persists. It is as if Zarathustra does not begin 

dreaming at all, as if he comes to dwell in that place of transition. This is the first sense in 

which Zarathustra is dreaming of a refusal to dream. 

What would it be like to converse with one’s stillest hour? You might imagine the 

terror of falling asleep, suddenly waking yourself up by shouting something into the 

silence of the night, maybe even expecting the silence to answer back—but of course this 

stillest hour cannot answer back. And yet in Zarathustra’s dream, this experience is 

reversed—Zarathustra is not calling out into a silence that refuses to respond, but rather 

the other way around. The stillest hour calls to him, and he refuses to answer it at first. 

How are we to understand the stillest hour’s call, given that no such thing is possible 

(outside of a dream)? If the stillest hour is that hour in which one is lulled into dreaming, 

then what the stillest hour metaphorically ‘calls’ for is the dream. The ‘answer’ to the 
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stillest hour’s proverbial question (“Do you know it?”) does not take the form of words, 

but of a dream.281 So Zarathustra’s refusal to respond to the stillest hour’s question at first 

is, in a way, a refusal to dream—which is a manifestation in his dream of that dream, 

given that his dream is of persisting in that stillest hour before dreams. This is the second 

way in which Zarathustra is dreaming of a refusal to dream.282 

But what are we to make of this dream of a refusal to dream? Perhaps the central 

oddity of it is that the stillest hour’s invitation to Zarathustra to share that he knows—the 

normal invitation to dream—transforms over the course of the dream into the incredibly 

hefty demand to “speak and break.” If to talk to one’s stillest hour, as I have argued, is to 

dream, then to speak and break is to dream at whatever price. How does it come to pass 

that one’s stillest hour demands that one dream? Importantly, the stillest hour demands 

                                                 
281 The stillest hour’s demand for an avowal of knowledge in the form of a dream recalls psychoanalysis. 

The idea that there are things we know but cannot say in words, and only in dreams, is a psychoanalytic 

understanding of the unconscious. For example, see Loewald, “On the Therapeutic Action of 

Psychoanalysis,” 24. 
282 Of course, it may be objected that while Zarathustra does remain silent in face of the stillest hour’s 

question at first, he does answer eventually—and so, by analogy, if in his dream he refuses to dream at first, 

he does come to dream eventually. But I think this interpretation comes too quickly. Let us return to the 

stillest hour’s question: “You know it?” If we normally respond affirmatively to this ‘question’ by 

dreaming, we are answering with more than a “yes,” but by showing what we know—the dream shows that 

it has its knowledge by showing what that knowledge is. (Presumably, then, to sleep without dreaming 

would be to answer “No.” Zarathustra thinks dreamless sleep is the “worthiest nonsense” one could take for 

wisdom “if life had no meaning”—we might see Zarathustra’s struggle with the stillest hour then, a 

struggle to say “Yes,” as an attempt to find something other than this worthiest nonsense. See Nietzsche, 

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 19.) This is confirmed in the stillest hour’s follow-up when Zarathustra remains 

silent at first: it no longer wants to know whether Zarathustra knows it, for Zarathustra’s silence has told it 

this much (Zarathustra is dreaming, even if of a refusal to dream), and rather remarks upon how Zarathustra 

has not spoken his knowledge, has not shown what he knows. So when Zarathustra finally responds to his 

stillest hour by saying that he knows “it,” but does not want to speak it, he is responding in a way that 

would not normally be possible—this division of knowing-that and knowing-what is possible where one 

responds with words, but not where one responds with dreams. Where normally to ‘respond’ to the stillest 

hour is to take leave of it, for the ground to fade away and for the dream to begin, Zarathustra is caught in a 

kind of purgatory where further conversation with his stillest hour is possible, because he gives the stillest 

hour only what it asks for, not what he knows, but that he knows. His conversation with the stillest hour is 

made possible not by an acceptance of its invitation to dream, but by his continued refusal. (This raises 

questions of to what extent a description of what you know can be manifested in dreams, and vice versa. 

For example, that you know how to ride a bike can manifest in dreams, but not in words. You can say that 

you know how to ride a bike, but you cannot show that you do by saying this.) 
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this only after hearing that Zarathustra, in fact, “wanted” to speak “it,” but then no longer 

did, thinking it beyond his strength. We may presume then that the stillest hour only 

comes to demand Zarathustra’s speaking and breaking because Zarathustra wanted as 

much. This is one way of making sense of the stillest hour’s invitation to dream in the 

first place—the dream-knowledge the stillest hour is after is the knowledge of desire, 

what one wants.283 The stillest hour’s demand to “speak and break” is thus a continuation 

of this invitation to dream, rather than a break from it: it is a continuation of its demand 

for Zarathustra’s desire. 

I think another way of putting this is that Zarathustra’s stillest hour is willing him 

to will—to go on to say what he does not yet want to say. Zarathustra’s stillest hour is 

willing him to speak what he knows, what he preserves, is willing him to increase, to 

speak and break.284 Zarathustra’s problem, a problem of not wanting to say, is one of 

refusing to dream, where refusing to dream represents a refusal of willing to will. And if 

the stillest hour is a representation of this willing to will, then it makes sense that the 

solution to Zarathustra’s problem would be to obey the stillest hour.  

But while this explains the form of the solution—why Zarathustra obeys his 

stillest hour—it does not explain its ultimate content. The stillest hour eventually 

                                                 
283 Again, Zarathustra’s dream recalls psychoanalysis here, since it is the Id’s desires which emerge in 

dreams in psychoanalytic theory. The sleeping Ego is no longer in a position to regulate the Id. 
284 In the gender archetypes of Zarathustra, we might say that the outer willing is “woman,” and the inner 

willing is “man.” This is one way of understanding why Zarathustra calls the stillest hour his “terrible 

mistress.” On Zarathustra’s understanding of “woman,” the end of woman is the child, from man but also 

in man. In an earlier journey, Zarathustra encounters an old woman who gives him a “little truth,” that if 

you go to women, you should not forget the whip (48-49). This gives the impression that man ought to 

command woman, but recent scholarship has suggested that the implication is the inverse—that man ought 

to go to woman only if he is prepared to be commanded by her. See Del Caro, “Nietzsche, Sacher-Masoch, 

and the Whip.” Note this is precisely what happens with Zarathustra’s “terrible mistress,” the stillest hour: 

she commands him to find the child in himself by heading off into solitude, and Zarathustra obeys her. 
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relinquishes its demand that Zarathustra speak and break, and finally enjoins him to 

retreat into solitude: 

And it spoke to me one last time: “Oh Zarathustra, your fruits are ripe but you are not 

ripe for your fruits! Thus you must return to your solitude, for you shall yet become 

mellow.” –And again there was laughing and it vanished; then it became still around me 

as if with twofold stillness. But I lay on the ground and the sweat poured from my limbs. 

– Now you have heard everything, and why I must return to my solitude. I withheld 

nothing from you, my friends. But hear this from me as well, I who am still the most 

tightlipped of human beings – and want to be so! Oh my friends! There is still something 

I could tell you, there is still something I could give you! Why do I not give it? Am I 

stingy?285 

 

This is another respect in which Zarathustra’s predicament mirrors Cavell’s in the second 

chapter: while Cavell originally attempts, on what I called the friend’s reading, to invite 

his friends to ‘play the stranger’, ultimately, he turns to the technique of talking to 

himself in disclaiming his conviction about Hemingway as an exaggeration. But the 

solitude of self-conversation is not the only alternative to withholding what you want to 

say—why not speak and break? If Zarathustra’s present friends are insufficient for this, 

why not other friends? Why withdraw into isolation rather than search for the right 

company? Why talk to oneself rather than discuss what you want to say elsewhere? 

 

3. Second Condition: The Indispensable Other as Oneself 

The second condition for the reflexive parrhesia of talking to oneself is that one 

become one’s own indispensable other. The question is not, as with ethical parrhesia, who 

the indispensable other is, but how one becomes one’s own indispensable other. In 

Zarathustra’s case, this question takes the form: why must Zarathustra withdraw into 

                                                 
285 Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 117. 
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solitude? As Zarathustra sees things, the problem with doubling the will is that this risks 

the great suffering of war with oneself. “The worst enemy whom you can encounter will 

always be yourself; you ambush yourself in caves and woods.”286 The importance of 

friendship is then to alleviate this suffering, intervene in this war: “‘One is always too 

many around me’ – thus thinks the hermit. ‘Always one times one – in the long run that 

makes two!’ I and me are always too eager in conversation: how could I stand it if there 

were no friend? For the hermit the friend is always a third: the third is the cork that 

prevents the conversation of the two from sinking into the depths.”287 In Foucaultian 

terms, the importance of the friend is that they can identify and ally themselves with 

some aspect of one’s ethical differentiation. The assistance a friend can provide is the 

assistance of ethical parrhesia. But not all friends are created equal. And so Zarathustra 

sometimes encourages his friends to flee into solitude: “Flee into your solitude! You have 

lived too long near the small and the pitiful. Flee their invisible revenge!”288 When one’s 

‘friends’ reflect the herd mentality of one’s community, their ‘friendship’ will inevitably 

poison one, even if in unknowing innocence.  

Not only has Zarathustra not achieved a willing to will, but his friends can offer 

no true support in this task, insofar as they are not true friends. While Zarathustra calls 

his followers “friends,” it is not clear he is able to relate to them as friends—not, anyway, 

under the rubric of what he counts as friends in Part I.289 Zarathustra falls short of three of 

                                                 
286 Nietzsche, 47. 
287 Nietzsche, 40. 
288 Nietzsche, 37. 
289 I am not therefore arguing that when Zarathustra calls his followers “friends” he is making a mistake. In 

“On the Friend,” Zarathustra refers to his followers as “friends” even as he suggests that they are not yet 

capable of friendship, only “comradeship.” Why Zarathustra is willing to call his followers “friends” when 

he thinks they fall short of what friendship requires, as well as why Zarathustra would pursue solitude 

rather than true friendship, is a matter for further study—one that would benefit from an examination of 
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the requirements he lays out for friendship: first, to veil one’s innermost self; second, to 

hide one’s compassion; and third, to be free of both tyranny and servitude.  

A first requirement for friendship, as Zarathustra sees it, is to refrain from 

revealing yourself as you are: “Whoever makes no secret of himself outrages others; so 

much reason do you have to fear nakedness! Indeed, if you were gods then you could be 

ashamed of your clothing! For your friend you cannot groom yourself beautifully enough, 

for you should be his arrow and longing for the overman [emphasis added].”290 It might 

be said that Zarathustra is fulfilling this requirement in his telling of the parable of the 

stillest hour, since he does not “speak and break.” But it is making known his 

unwillingness to speak and break which runs afoul of this requirement: “Now you have 

heard everything, and why I must return to my solitude. I withheld nothing from you, my 

friends.”291 If the purpose of refraining from revealing oneself, as Zarathustra says, is to 

groom oneself as beautifully as possible, so as to offer some shimmer of the overman to 

come, then Zarathustra has failed to live up to the purpose of veiling oneself from one’s 

friends. What he is revealing here is his weakness, his lack of “ripeness” for his 

“fruits.”292 

                                                 
Nietzsche’s thoughts on the apocryphal saying “O My Friends, there is no friend” in Human, All Too 

Human, as well as Derrida’s discussion of Nietzsche’s thoughts in his Politics of Friendship. Jung’s 

conclusion, that Zarathustra, and so Nietzsche by proxy, in identification with him, was not capable of 

friendship because as an overman he could not be friends with the men he is over, is insufficient—

Zarathustra at no point considers himself to be an overman, but rather sees himself as paving the way for 

them (204-205). I do, however, agree with Jung’s sense that Zarathustra’s desire for friendship is involved 

in his own failure to befriend, and “converse” with the “inferior man” in himself—what Jung will call the 

“shadow” in his theory of archetypes—it is this project that Zarathustra undertakes in solitude. See Jung, 

Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, 626. 
290 Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 41. 
291 Nietzsche, 116. 
292 Nietzsche, 117. 
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A second requirement Zarathustra imposes on friendship is to hide your 

compassion for your friends from your friends: “Let compassion for your friend conceal 

itself beneath a hard shell, so that in biting on it you lose a tooth! That way it will have its 

delicacy and sweetness.”293 Zarathustra does not fall afoul of this so much by failing to 

hide his own compassion, but by asking for compassion from his friends: “I must tell you 

everything, so your hearts do not harden against the one who must depart abruptly!”294 

And when Zarathustra is overcome by his telling of his dream and so his impending 

departure, and breaks into tears, his friends give into Zarathustra’s call for compassion, 

and try to comfort him—even though it is of no avail: “no one was able to comfort 

him.”295 

A third requirement Zarathustra imposes on friendship is to be neither tyrant nor 

slave: “Are you a slave? Then you cannot be a friend. Are you a tyrant? Then you cannot 

have friends. All too long a slave and a tyrant have been concealed in woman.”296 But 

Zarathustra’s conflict with his stillest hour is a conflict precisely between slave and 

tyrant, where the tyrant of the stillest hour is conveniently depicted as Zarathustra’s 

“terrible mistress”—the archetypal “woman” Zarathustra conceives of as incapable of 

friendship. (Perhaps the irony to the hermit’s problem of morphing from “one” into “two” 

is that this “two” takes the form of a tyrant and a slave, which in turn prevents the hermit 

from making use of friendship as a solution to the problem of becoming two out of one.) 

                                                 
293 Nietzsche, 41. 
294 Nietzsche, 115. 
295 Nietzsche, 117. 
296 Nietzsche, 41. 
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But if Zarathustra’s achievement of a willing to will cannot be accomplished in 

the presence of his present friends, since his relationship to them falls afoul of the 

requirements of true friendship,297 why not other friends? Zarathustra does, in fact, try to 

divulge what he could not bring himself to say only a short while later, to new ‘friends’. 

At the beginning of Part III, Zarathustra sets out over the ridge of the island in order to 

board a ship on its opposite coast. At first, for two days, Zarathustra keeps silent among 

the sailors, despite their “glances” and “questions,” but since he is “a friend of all who 

make distant journeys” he finally relents and tells them of a riddle, “the vision of the 

loneliest one.”298 In this vision, Zarathustra encounters a dwarf, whom he calls the “spirit 

of gravity.” He tells the dwarf that he would not be able to bear Zarathustra’s most 

“abysmal thought,” the very one he had just withheld from his followers, but then 

seemingly proceeds to relay this thought to the dwarf:299  

“See this gateway, dwarf!” I continued. “It has two faces. Two paths come together here; 

no one has yet walked them to the end. This long lane back: it lasts an eternity. And that 

long lane outward – that is another eternity. They contradict each other, these paths; they 

blatantly offend each other – and here at this gateway is where they come together. The 

name of the gateway is inscribed at the top: ‘Moment.’ But whoever were to walk one of 

them further – and ever further and ever on: do you believe, dwarf, that these paths 

contradict each other eternally?”300 

 

But Zarathustra does not count this attempt to say what he could not bring himself to say 

earlier. Only a few pages later, after having ‘told’ the sailors of his abysmal thought, 

                                                 
297 Notably, Zarathustra does express faith in the task of overcoming one’s “seven devils” in solitude, even 

if these would be better overcome in friendship. See Nietzsche, 47.  
298 Nietzsche, 124. 
299 Zarathustra does not explicitly mark this “abysmal thought” here as that which the stillest hour wished 

him to speak, but he suggests as much a few pages later: “And truly, it was time that I left, and the 

wanderer’s shadow and the bitterest boredom and the stillest hour – all of them said to me: ‘it is high 

time!’[...] Thus everything cried out to me in signs: ‘it is time!’ – But I – did not hear. Until at last my 

abyss stirred and my thought bit me. Oh, abysmal thought, you who are my thought! When will I find the 

strength to hear you digging without trembling?” See Nietzsche, 129. 
300 Nietzsche, 125–26. 
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Zarathustra re-affirms that he has never given voice to it: “Oh, abysmal thought, you who 

are my thought! When will I find the strength to hear you digging without trembling? [...] 

Never yet have I dared to summon you up; it is enough that I carried you around with 

me!”301 Why does Zarathustra not count his supposed articulation of his abysmal thought 

to the sailors? 

Zarathustra’s abysmal thought is often referred to by commentators under the 

heading of the “eternal return,” variously interpreted, to be sure, but understood as some 

sort of doctrine in which all that has been will come to be, and all that will come to be has 

already been. But this account of the eternal return is just what the dwarf seemingly 

responds to Zarathustra with: “‘All that is straight lies,’ murmured the dwarf 

contemptuously. ‘All truth is crooked, time itself is a circle.’” And yet Zarathustra does 

not accept this account: “do not make it too easy on yourself!” 302 One way of reading 

Zarathustra’s refusal here is as a refusal of any ‘loose understanding’ of the eternal 

return. We see this, for example, in Heidegger’s reading of Nietzsche: 

Nietzsche himself knew that his "most abysmal thought" remains an enigma. We are all 

the less free to think that we can solve the enigma. The obscurity of this final thought of 

Western metaphysics should not seduce us into avoiding that thought by subterfuge.303 

 

But perhaps the problem here is not erroneously “solv[ing] the enigma,” but rather 

treating the eternal return as an enigma in the first place, something in need of a proper 

account (of which there are so many attempts in the commentary on Nietzsche!). After 

Zarathustra angrily warns the dwarf not to make things too easy for himself, he attempts 

to explain to the dwarf where he went wrong. But Zarathustra’s explanation to the dwarf 

                                                 
301 Nietzsche, 129. 
302 Nietzsche, 126. 
303 Heidegger, “Who Is Nietzsche’s Zarathustra?,” 78. 
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is virtually indistinguishable, or rather more an expansion than a departure, from the 

dwarf’s idea that time itself is a circle: “[M]ust not all of us have been here before?– And 

return and run in that other lane, outward, before us, in this long, eerie lane – must we not 

return eternally? Thus I spoke, softer and softer, for I was afraid of my own thought and 

secret thoughts.”304 How are we to explain Zarathustra’s refusal of the dwarf’s 

explanation when his own scarcely departs from it? 

I think some clue is offered here by the “contemptuous” nature of the dwarf’s 

concurrence and Zarathustra’s descent into softer tones of speech, afraid as he is of his 

thought.305 Perhaps the dwarf does not make things “easy for himself” by reducing the 

complexity of the abysmal thought, not fully grasping it in his re-formulation that “time 

itself is a circle,” but rather by formulating it with “contempt.” Zarathustra’s attempt at 

formulating his abysmal thought would then fail on similar grounds—it is not that 

Zarathustra explains the eternal return incorrectly or insufficiently, but that he explains it 

in the wrong spirit, out of fear of his thought. Zarathustra cannot yet will what he wills: 

he cannot say “time itself is a circle” willingly. 

But if he cannot articulate his abysmal thought willingly, surely, it will be 

objected, he has still articulated it! Nietzsche might respond, however, that there is a 

sense in which to say something is to say so willingly. Cavell draws a connection 

                                                 
304 Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 126. 
305 Maurice Blanchot also picks up on this clue: “Enthusiastically and with categorical clarity, Zarathustra 

announces the Overman; then he anxiously, hesitatingly, fearfully announces the thought of Eternal Return. 

Why this difference of tone?” Blanchot, however, takes this tone to be indicative of the kind of proper 

account the eternal return needs: the eternal return is fearful for Blanchot because it involves overcoming a 

fearful nihilism—by way of nihilism itself (124). Leo Strauss accurately identifies that the problem is one 

of willing the eternal return, more than giving an account of it: “This willing, namely, eternal return, 

changes man radically if it is accepted: it changes man from man to superman” (157). See Blanchot, “The 

Limits of Experience: Nihilism”; Strauss, On Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra. 
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between Wittgenstein and Nietzsche in their adherence to the idea that “what can be 

communicated, say a fact, depends upon agreement in valuing, rather than the other way 

around.”306 That is, Nietzsche and Wittgenstein share a sense that (1) valuation 

underwrites communication and (2) this valuation must be shared if we are to succeed in 

communicating.307 No one can hear what Zarathustra has to say, not simply because they 

do not value the eternal return as he does, but because he cannot value it as he would like 

to. Zarathustra is only apparently articulating his thought to the sailors via his vision of 

the dwarf, then, since until he willingly articulates it, he can only fail to. While 

Zarathustra can say the words “time itself is a circle,” he cannot really say “time itself is a 

circle.”308 

Zarathustra thus becomes his own indispensable other not simply because he falls 

afoul of the requirements of friendship, what it would take for others to count as the 

indispensable other of ethical parrhesia, but also because he cannot say what he knows at 

                                                 
306 Cavell directs the reader to Heidegger’s discussion of Nietzsche as a first step in understanding the 

“metaphysics of value” he is uncovering in Wittgenstein. See Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 94–96. 
307 It is worth noting that despite this conjunction of views, they are held in radically different spirits. In 

The Joyous Science, Nietzsche argues with contempt that self-consciousness is proportional to the capacity 

for communication with others, and so to the extent we become conscious of ourselves we actually bring 

into consciousness only what we share with others: “no matter how hard we try to follow the maxim ‘know 

thyself’, we will never bring into consciousness any more than what is non-individual in us, our 

‘ordinariness’… the growth of consciousness is dangerous, and whoever lives among the most conscious 

Europeans even knows that it is a disease” (242). Cavell, however, takes solace in the same thought in The 

Claim of Reason: “the fact, and the state, of your inner life cannot take its importance from anything special 

in it. However far you have gone with it, you will find that what is common is there before you are. The 

state of your life may be, and may be all that is, worth your infinite interest. But then that can only exist 

along with a complete disinterest toward it. The soul is impersonal” (361). 
308 Cavell might say that the contexts in which Zarathustra attempts to articulate the eternal return are “non-

claim contexts.” In a non-claim context, some claim in question cannot be articulated, because it is not the 

kind of occasion in which that claim can be made. The idea of a non-claim context draws attention to the 

ways in which there must be a reason for saying what one does in order for what one says to make sense, 

and Zarathustra has not yet found a way for the eternal return to make sense, find some place in his life. See 

Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 217. 
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all. Zarathustra will have to work this out in solitude, alone, if he wants to articulate his 

abysmal thought. 

 

4. Where the Conditions for Talking to Oneself Fail 

Does Zarathustra succeed in talking to himself in solitude? If we are to believe 

him, he does: “I talk to myself as one who has time. No one tells me anything new, and 

so I tell myself to myself.”309 But the ‘conversations’ Zarathustra goes on to have with 

himself are monologues, not dialogues with himself: he recounts his initial descent to 

mankind at the beginning of the book, he recounts his conceptualization of the overman, 

he offers the new tablet “do not spare your neighbor.”310 And then, despite having 

described himself as talking to himself, he acts as though he were addressing his 

“brothers,” as though he were talking to his assembled followers once more, despite 

being alone.311 Given that the whole point of his solitude had been to learn to tell his 

brothers what he knows but does not yet want to say, Zarathustra’s conversation with 

himself, at least at this stage, cannot be described as a success. 

So what went wrong? Upon Zarathustra’s homecoming in solitude, he entreats his 

solitude to speak to him: “Now go ahead and threaten me with your finger… now say to 

me: ‘And who was it that once stormed out on me like a storm wind?’”312 And yet despite 

only entreating his solitude to speak to him, he acts as though his solitude did in fact 

speak to him. He imagines his solitude telling him that his dream of the stillest hour was a 

                                                 
309 Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 157. 
310 Nietzsche, 157–59. 
311 Nietzsche, 160–73. 
312 Nietzsche, 146. 
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“forsaken” one, and not the spur to solitude it actually was: “do you still recall, oh 

Zarathustra, when your stillest hour came and drove you away from yourself, when with 

evil whispers it said: ‘Speak and break!’ – when it made you sorry for all your waiting 

and silence and discouraged your cautious courage: that was forsaken!”313 Perhaps 

Zarathustra can only speak on behalf of his solitude, not allow it to speak for itself (and 

perhaps, thus, converse with himself), because he has not really embraced the mission his 

stillest hour set him out on. While it is true that the stillest hour demanded that 

Zarathustra speak and break, Zarathustra forgets here that when the stillest hour learns he 

is not ripe for his fruits, it does not make Zarathustra “sorry for all [his] waiting,” but 

rather instructs him to wait, that is, in solitude. No wonder, then, that Zarathustra fails to 

follow his stillest hour’s instruction in spirit if he cannot recall its letter. Zarathustra is a 

far cry still from what he sees himself as achieving: “here all being wants to become 

word.”314 

The previous chapter ended with a warning about the dangers of self-

conversation, the burdens of “bearing the meaning,” as Cavell called it. One of these 

dangers was being perceived as mad, since the ordinary concept of talking to oneself 

declines to distinguish between Wittgenstein’s reflexive practice, and anyone who is not 

addressing anyone else in speech—a category which includes those who have given over 

their speech to voices wholly other than theirs, or who are in conversation not with 

themselves, but spirits or gods, or demons, or the dead, or the absent living. But I also 

hinted that the failure to achieve self-conversation meant more, perhaps, than the 

                                                 
313 Nietzsche, 147. 
314 Nietzsche, 147. 
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perception of madness. To fail to achieve self-conversation means to speak either from or 

to something other than oneself: and then one is not only potentially perceived to be, but 

is then actually, giving over their speech to or in conversation with something other than 

themselves (gods, demons, the dead, the absent living). I take it to be no coincidence, 

then, that Zarathustra’s failure to talk to himself ends in what is described as a moment of 

madness: he springs from his bed “like a madman,” acting as though someone else had 

been laying with him on his bed.315 He addresses this imperceptible entity as his abysmal 

thought, willing it to wake. But indicative of his failure to talk to himself and so will his 

willing, just as before his stillest hour, Zarathustra collapses the moment he declares he 

can hear his abyss speaking. 

But perhaps it is not quite fair to characterize this as madness. The point of 

relegating conversation with imaginary interlocutors to madness in the previous chapter 

was to acknowledge a failure to talk to oneself—but that does not mean there is no utility, 

no sanity, in talking to imaginary interlocutors. Perhaps one accepts these imaginary 

interlocutors for what they are, does not try to render them as embodiments of oneself. 

Zarathustra’s turning to imaginary interlocutors is a mirror of Nietzsche’s own turn to 

Zarathustra in The Joyous Science: “As my solitude silently grew, Zarathustra walked by, 

and then one became two.”316 Zarathustra has sometimes been read as a stand-in for 

Nietzsche himself, but we would do better to read him as Nietzsche’s other, his partner in 

conversation, who Nietzsche could talk to, perhaps in failing to talk to himself.317 To find 

                                                 
315 Nietzsche, 173. 
316 Nietzsche, The Joyous Science, 293. 
317 The Joyous Science is dotted with conversations between A and B; one wonders whether A and B are 

simply Nietzsche and Zarathustra. See, for example, Nietzsche, 154. 
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value in Zarathustra’s tale is, I would suggest, to accept him as more than a simple 

product of madness. 

❧ ❧ ❧ 

I have been aiming here, in appealing to Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, to dramatize the 

conditions for Wittgenstein’s technique of talking to oneself. But it is not entirely 

unlikely that Nietzsche actually inspired this technique. It is well known that 

Wittgenstein was inspired by Schopenhauer.318 (It is a matter for debate whether the 

principal failure of the Tractatus was its failure to overcome Schopenhauer, descending 

into metaphysics in its final moments, as the Vienna Circle contended,319 or whether the 

whole of the book was shot through with metaphysics, as both orthodox and New 

Wittgensteinians have argued.320) But there are moments of such verisimilitude between 

Wittgenstein and Nietzsche that one wonders about Nietzsche’s influence on 

Wittgenstein, apart from their mutual inheritance of Schopenhauer.321 The preface to the 

Tractatus mimics, with striking similarity, the preface to The Joyous Science. 

Wittgenstein writes, “Perhaps this book will be understood only by someone who has 

himself already had the thoughts that are expressed in it—or at least similar thoughts.”322 

And Nietzsche writes, “Perhaps more than one preface would be necessary for this book; 

and after all it might still be doubtful whether anyone could be brought nearer to the 

                                                 
318 Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 143. 
319 Monk, 243. 
320 Crary and Read, The New Wittgenstein, 2–3. 
321 We know, at the very least, that Wittgenstein read Human, All Too Human, and that he deeply respected 

Nietzsche, from what he wrote in his journals: “There are problems I never tackle, which do not lie in my 

path or belong to my world... [and] which no philosopher has ever confronted (perhaps Nietzsche passed 

close to them).” Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 11. (See endnote 40 on page 103 for citation of Human, 

All Too Human.) 
322 Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 3. 
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experiences in it by means of prefaces, without having himself experienced something 

similar.”323 The claims are not identical, however. Wittgenstein’s claim has a somewhat 

solipsistic ring, as though only someone who could write the Tractatus could understand 

it.324 Nietzsche, on the other hand, frames his book as an experience, and a preface to an 

experience cannot substitute for that experience. The unavailability of his book in the 

preface is not due to some solipsism, but to the simple fact that what must be experienced 

cannot be wholly explained. (As riding a bike can only be learned on a bike.) 

The final remark of the Tractatus also recalls Nietzsche, in the preface to Volume 

II of Human, All Too Human. Wittgenstein writes, “What we cannot speak about we must 

pass over in silence.”325 Similarly, Nietzsche writes, “One should speak only when one 

may not stay silent; and then only of that which one has overcome—everything else is 

chatter, ‘literature’, lack of breeding.”326 The inversion in emphasis, Wittgenstein 

focusing on what we cannot speak about where Nietzsche focuses on what we should 

speak about, bears out in their biographies. Wittgenstein thought he had finished what 

work there was to do in philosophy after completing the Tractatus, and accordingly left 

philosophy for other endeavors in the decade to follow. But Nietzsche was just getting 

started when he completed Human, All Too Human: he wrote ten of his fourteen books in 

the decade to follow. 

                                                 
323 Nietzsche, The Joyous Science, 7. 
324 This solipsism is related to the purpose of the text. If the purpose of the Tractatus is to show that its own 

statements cannot be stated, then to ‘understand’ these statements is to miss its point. Only the reader who 

already understands that the ‘statements’ of the Tractatus are not statements, so could write the text 

themselves, truly understands the text. 
325 Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 89. 
326 Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human: A Book for Free Spirits, 209. 
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But more to our present purpose, Wittgenstein’s later work in the Investigations, 

too, bears what appears to be the mark of Nietzsche. Just before springing up from his 

bed like a madman, Nietzsche addresses his will: “Oh will, turning point of all need, you 

my point of necessity! Save me for a great victory!”327 When Wittgenstein says “[T]he 

inquiry must be turned around, but on the pivot of our real need,” we might see him 

aiming for the self-same turning point: the achievement of self-conversation, living as a 

willing to will as the overman does.328 Of course, Wittgenstein, as much as Zarathustra, is 

no overman, and we should not presume in every instance that Wittgenstein succeeds in 

achieving self-conversation (we saw an example of this in §309 in the previous chapter). 

If madness is where the conditions for our new concept of talking to oneself fail, 

so where madness is opposed to talking to oneself, in Wittgenstein as much as Nietzsche, 

it must nonetheless be distinguished from the madness subsumed by the ordinary concept 

of talking to oneself. The ordinary concept of talking to oneself fails to adequately 

distinguish between reflexive parrhesia and madness, leaving room to perceive reflexive 

parrhesia as madness itself. This ‘madness’ fails to appreciate the efforts of Wittgenstein 

and Nietzsche both. 

Foucault argues that in the modern era—taking Nietzsche as his prime example—

the opposition between art and madness reaches a pinnacle: where there is madness there 

cannot be art, and where there is art there cannot be madness. There is no such thing as 

mad art, or art by the mad. And yet despite this, the interruption of art by madness poses 

a question: “by the madness which interrupts it, a work of art opens a void, a moment of 

                                                 
327 Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 173, see also 179. 
328 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 51. 
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silence, a question without answer, provokes a breach without reconciliation where the 

world is forced to question itself.”329 I take it that the world is forced to question itself 

because the significance it attaches to the art is made uneasy by the insignificance with 

which it designates the madness which interrupts it. Whatever question the world finds in 

the art must itself be questioned, if the answer of the artist’s own life is reduced to the 

silence of madness.330 We do not normally think of madness as something we decide to 

ascribe to someone, of course—it is usually thought to be a psychological or neurological 

condition which either does or does not obtain—and yet, curiously, Foucault calls this 

reduction to silence a “decision.” I think Cavell’s conceptualization of madness is helpful 

in understanding this. Insofar as we can consider someone a human being, they share our 

form of life to some extent. And then while their behavior may not be what is natural for 

us, it is nonetheless intelligible as human behavior. To then say they are unintelligible (if 

that is what we mean in calling them mad) “is not a fact but my fate for them.”331 We 

could, if we so chose to, learn why they do what they do—no fact about them prevents 

us. So when we see another as fated to the unintelligibility of madness, this is a fate we 

have ourselves endowed them with.  

The silence we ascribe to madness is a quite literal silence for Foucault, who 

sought to investigate how the speech of madness ceased to count, how “the language of 

psychiatry, which is a monologue of reason about madness, has been established only on 

the basis of such a silence.”332 That the ordinary concept of talking to oneself leaves room 

                                                 
329 Foucault, Madness and Civilization, 288. 
330 Foucault, 287. 
331 Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 118. 
332 Foucault, Madness and Civilization, xi. 
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to conflate madness and reflexive parrhesia only lends support to Foucault’s theory. The 

ordinary concept allows one to decide that someone engaging in reflexive parrhesia is 

mad. But on the basis of what is this decision made? Faced with a thinker attempting to 

engage in reflexive parrhesia, we ought to second-guess whether any ‘madness’ we find 

in their thinking is really madness at all. That a thinker chooses to address themselves, 

rather than others, shows that they are wary of how their thought will be received. 

Finding such a thinker to be mad only confirms such a wariness. To attempt reflexive 

parrhesia is not to exonerate oneself from accusations of madness, but it should lead one 

to second-guess one’s accusations. Why would someone choose to address themselves, if 

others were readily capable of appreciating the significance of what they had to say? 

I said above that the madness of the ordinary concept of talking to oneself fails to 

appreciate the efforts of Nietzsche and Wittgenstein both. But while Nietzsche’s madness 

is popularly accepted, if founded on a dubious, apocryphal tale about Nietzsche’s 

impassioned defense of a horse against beatings by its master, it may seem beyond reason 

to suggest that Wittgenstein’s madness is itself popularly accepted. So Wittgenstein was 

occasionally accused of schizophrenia in his philosophy333—but does any contemporary 

reader really dismiss Wittgenstein’s thought for such reasons? Not self-consciously, 

perhaps. But I think it is all too easy to skim Wittgenstein’s work, not out of boredom, 

but out of a sense that Wittgenstein is simply saying the obvious, or proposing things 

beyond belief.334 Readers don’t think he is mad everywhere, perhaps, but they are often 

all too eager to pick and choose, chalking his aphoristic style up to an ‘idiosyncratic’ 

                                                 
333 Evans and Steslow, “A Rest from Reason,” 246. 
334 For more on this theme, see Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 71. Wittgenstein himself worried 

about being read too quickly. See Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 65. 
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personality—the claim of the externalists encountered in the third chapter. One is 

reminded of the ancient belief which considered the mad to be truth-tellers.335 It is not 

impossible that contemporary readers have preserved this belief while failing to own up 

to it, living as we do in the ‘age of reason’. That Wittgenstein is accorded respect as a 

canonical philosopher is then no argument against some common perception of his 

madness—it may be its very sign. 
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Conclusion | Beyond Public and Private 

This dissertation has depended throughout on a distinction between public and 

private: in Part I, publicly resolving an ambivalent desire via the technique of saying that 

you want to say something, and in Part II, privately resolving an ambivalent desire via the 

technique of talking to oneself. In short, this distinction between public and private is one 

between the individual speaking to others and the individual speaking alone. But it’s 

worth observing, first, that this distinction does not consort with ordinary language. On 

the distinction I’ve drawn, all speech with others qualifies as public, regardless of how 

many others there are. But if someone asks, “Did you say it in public?” for example, they 

are not asking whether you said something to just any number of others. If you said 

something to one other person in the privacy of your bedroom, it would be misleading to 

answer “Yes.” The concept of saying-in-public in ordinary language involves saying 

something to someone where others in addition to your interlocutor are around—and 

usually not just any others, but strangers of some sort. So saying something within 

earshot of one’s family would not count as saying it in public, but saying it at a wedding 

banquet might. That the ordinary distinction does not consort with the one I have drawn 

here is not terribly surprising. We saw in the third chapter that the concept of talking to 

oneself in ordinary language does not require that you be speaking reflexively: it admits 

of an interlocutor as well as of a polyphonic interpretation. That is, ordinary language 

does not disambiguate the private sense of talking to oneself I have attempted to 

formulate here. There is a limit to what Susan Gal has called the fractal character of the 

public/private distinction. As Gal argues, public and private are not absolute designations 
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of “activities, identities, institutions, spaces and interactions,” but “relative positions.”336 

So something might be public in one context, but private in another: a storefront might be 

considered public, until a distinction is drawn between the responsibility of the shop 

owner and the responsibility of the state. The shop is private relative to the state, even 

though it might be public, say, with respect to the home. That something is public or 

private “with respect to” shows the relative character of the distinction. But if “saying it 

privately” cannot be made to refer to the individual alone, there is a limit to this relative 

character. 

Second, the distinction I’ve drawn does not consort with even the technical, non-

ordinary distinctions between public and private usually drawn in scholarship. Jeff 

Weintraub distinguishes four major ways in which this distinction has been drawn: the 

liberal-economistic approach, in which the state is public and the market economy is 

private; the classical approach, in which the political community of citizens is public, 

contrasted with both the market and state; the polymorphous approach, in which the 

public is a fluid realm dependent on culture; and the feminist approach, in which the 

family is private and the broader economic and political order is public. Weintraub does, 

however, note that there is a “post-Wittgensteinian” strain within sociology and 

anthropology in which the individual alone is taken as private, and the individual among 

others is public, a strain epitomized by the work of Clifford Geertz.337 

The unusual “post-Wittgensteinian” distinction between public and private is of 

course motivated by Wittgenstein’s idea of a private language. By “private” Wittgenstein 
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does not mean a language used by some select others but not others at large: he means a 

language intelligible to the individual alone.338 The consideration of such a possibility is 

of obvious interest to sociologists and anthropologists: such a possibility demarcates the 

locus of their study, where the social and cultural must end. 

The consideration of a metaphysically private language points to two possible 

extensions of this dissertation’s project. I have examined here the conditions under which 

an individual can determine their desires among others. Wittgenstein’s idea of a private 

language is one in which the individual must talk to themselves about some things, 

insofar as they have experiences others simply cannot. If there is such a thing as a 

metaphysically private language, then the conditions under which one must resolve issues 

in private are not just contingent, but sometimes necessary, when these issues concern 

experiences which no other could possibly understand. But if such a private language is 

impossible, then the conditions under which talking to oneself fails include instances in 

which one tries to talk to oneself in a metaphysically private way. Here madness is not 

merely a possible result of talking to oneself, but a necessary one. This madness is neither 

the madness afflicting reflexive parrhesia (in which one encounters internal errors in 

addressing oneself), nor the madness afflicting the ordinary concept of talking to oneself 

(in which reflexive parrhesia may itself be the affliction of madness), but the madness of 

using language where there is no language to be had. So which of these two extensions of 

this dissertation does Wittgenstein’s idea of a private language suggest? 

 Part of the difficulty in answering this question comes from the fact that there is 

no unified ‘private language argument’ in Wittgenstein, though the myth of one 

                                                 
338 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 95. 
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stubbornly persists. In an academic climate in which the analytic essay reigns supreme, it 

is all too easy to regard Wittgenstein’s album of remarks as an idiosyncratic way of 

presenting an analytic essay, as though he did not say himself that his format resulted of a 

failure to produce something akin to a continuous analytic essay.339 Wittgenstein refers to 

different things which might be considered a metaphysically private language—he is not 

discussing the same concept from beginning to end. One metaphysically private language 

could only appear from the outside to be a language, since the privacy of this language 

entails that we do not even know that it is a language. As Wittgenstein says, “sounds 

which no one else understands but which I ‘appear to understand’ might be called a 

‘private language’.”340 But then again, a metaphysically private language might be said to 

concern private sensations, and the words “private sensations” are words of our ordinary 

language, as Wittgenstein reminds us.341 There is no reason a metaphysically private 

language might not be intelligible as a metaphysically private language, that is, in terms 

of our ordinary language. And it is far from obvious that a metaphysically private 

language which can be described in ordinary language (though of course not translated 

into it) offers merely the appearance of understanding to outsiders. If the private linguist 

is conversant in the grammar of the concept of “understanding” in our ordinary language, 

and tells us he understands his signs, there is room to speak of his understanding. (We do 

not need to understand what someone else understands in order to say that they 

understand what they do.) We will be forced to accuse the private linguist of mistaking 

what he is doing, or else lying, if we are to deny him his private language. In any case, 
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the rejection of one concept of metaphysically private language need not entail the 

rejection of other concepts.  

 Moreover, if we take seriously the idea that Wittgenstein is talking to himself, 

then we have to take the arguments he makes in favor of the possibility of a private 

language as also his. It is only with an interlocutor reading that one can 

unproblematically dismiss in advance (Wittgenstein’s) arguments in favor of the 

possibility of a private language. Even if one could identify a continuous strain of 

argument against the possibility of a private language in the remarks concerning private 

language, one would not be able to simply attribute this argument to Wittgenstein. 

 Remark §258 is often considered to be the essence of the ‘private language 

argument’ (even by those who disclaim the existence of such an argument), the place 

where Wittgenstein most clearly makes his case. 342 A lot of interpretive effort has been 

devoted to explaining how this remark shows the idea of a private language to be 

unintelligible. In §258, Wittgenstein imagines being a private linguist who makes a mark 

S in his diary corresponding to some sensation. But then, he suggests, there will be no 

way of remembering the connection between S and the sensation correctly, “no criterion 

of correctness. One would like to say: whatever is going to seem correct to me is correct. 

And that only means that here we can’t talk about ‘correct’.”343 But while most 

commentators agree that Wittgenstein is rejecting the possibility of a metaphysically 

private language here, they have yet to agree as to why Wittgenstein rejects it, why there 

is no criterion of correctness here. Some have proposed, concordant with Wittgenstein’s 
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remark that a name cannot exist outside of some context for use, that the issue is one of 

stage-setting: no place is prepared for the name S. Others have proposed that there is no 

remembering the sensation; others that there is no remembering the meaning of S. Still 

others have proposed that the real issue here is that there needs to be a present tense 

criterion for S, and nothing in the present tense is available to count as a criterion (what 

today tells me that my sensation is that which I called S yesterday).344 

 But perhaps the very search for some explanation for the absence of a criterion of 

correctness is the real issue here. Just a few remarks earlier in §246, Wittgenstein says, “it 

can’t be said of me at all (except perhaps as a joke) that I know I’m in pain. What is it 

supposed to mean—except perhaps that I am in pain?”345 In the third-person case it is 

possible to speak of knowing someone else is in pain. It is perhaps unlikely that others 

will doubt whether I am in pain in any given instance, but it is certainly possible—

perhaps one has a history of being a drug seeker at nearby medical clinics, and so a 

doctor has reason to suspect that a patient might not really be in pain. But the force of 

Wittgenstein’s remark is that this is not possible in the first-person case. There is no room 

to say that I know I am in pain (where knowing is understood in terms of certainty)346 

because there is no room to doubt I am in pain: I either am or am not in pain.  

 As I see it, Wittgenstein’s whole argument here applies to §258. The problem is 

not that there is no criterion for correctness in connecting S and some sensation but that 

                                                 
344 For a literature review of these positions and a case for the absence of a present tense criterion, see 

Canfield, “Private Language.” For a rebuttal to Canfield in favor of the stage-setting interpretation, see 

Wrisley, “Wherefore the Failure of Private Ostension?” 
345 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 96. 
346 For an alternative concept of knowing as acknowledging (so where knowledge is not necessarily 

certainty), see Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, 258. Such a concept has the implication that 

Wittgenstein is a little quick to say that it can’t be said of someone at all that he knows he is in pain, since 

he could be acknowledging he is in pain. 
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one is searching for such a criterion. Wittgenstein does not say that it is incorrect to call 

some sensation S, but that there is no room to say that one is correct (and so incorrect!) in 

calling some sensation S. Wittgenstein’s conclusion is not that the sign S fails as a sign of 

a private language—it is a conclusion about what the grammar of such a sign would have 

to be. If Wittgenstein is taken to reject the idea of a metaphysically private language in all 

its forms, §258 offers no proof of this on its own. 

 Why might Wittgenstein bother imagining a search for a criterion of correctness if 

such a search will not establish a private language? Cavell, who agrees that Wittgenstein 

does not definitively reject the possibility of a metaphysically private language, argues 

that Wittgenstein is not so much concerned with such a possibility as with the fantasy of 

such a possibility. Why might one fantasize about a private language? As Cavell sees it, 

the fantasy is one in which I cannot express myself, make myself understood. The private 

linguist searches for a criterion of correctness because the sign S cannot express his 

sensation—and so there is room for S to be either correct or incorrect.347  

But I do not think Cavell’s interpretation of the motivation for the search for a 

criterion of correctness makes sense. One only needs such a criterion for a private 

language if one cannot rely on expressiveness to establish a private language, and one 

cannot rely on expressiveness to establish a private language only if expressiveness is by 

definition public. But why assume all expressiveness is public expressiveness? I think 

Wittgenstein is bothering to imagine searching for a criterion of correctness not as part of 

a fantasy of inexpressiveness, but as part of a belief in the limitation of expressiveness—

that public expressiveness is all expressiveness could be. As Wittgenstein posits in §256, 
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“are my words for sensations tied up with my natural expressions of sensation? In that 

case my language is not a ‘private’ one.”348 Can there be a metaphysically private 

language without (public) expressiveness to ground its signs? The private linguist must 

search for a criterion of correctness here, no longer able to rely on the expressiveness of 

his signs. The point of exploring a belief in the essential publicity of expressiveness, I 

take it, is part of Wittgenstein’s larger demonstration of how hard it is to imagine a 

private language—not that it is impossible to imagine. Wittgenstein prompts us to 

wonder what private expressiveness might be. 

All this is to say that it remains open to argue for some extension of this 

dissertation in which the private resolution of ambivalence is sometimes for necessary 

rather than contingent reasons—because this resolution can only take place in a 

metaphysically private language. But it would be open to argue this even if Wittgenstein 

did reject the idea of a private language more plainly. I suggested in the introduction to 

this dissertation that a discipline of ordinary language philosophy ought to break up the 

present monopoly of Wittgenstein commentary. One perverse consequence of this 

monopoly is that there has been little contemporary research into the idea of a 

metaphysically private language because a system of commentary can only investigate 

what Wittgenstein has to say about private language. But there ought to be ordinary 

language investigations of private language which do not take Wittgenstein to be offering 

the final word on the matter; investigations which understand Wittgenstein to be a 

participant in a conversation about private language rather than the sole authority on it. 
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When Wittgenstein says “look and see” he does not mean “look and see what I have to 

say” but “look at what our language shows to be the case.”349 

This is not the place to undertake a serious investigation into the idea of a private 

language, but I would like to suggest a direction for such an investigation. Whether a 

metaphysically private language is intelligible comes down to whether or not such a 

language has a use. If words mean what they do in virtue of their use, then if the words of 

a ‘private language’ have no use, they will have no meaning. Many of Wittgenstein’s 

remarks about private language are directed at the difficulty one has in imagining 

legitimate private uses. He gives the example of the right hand giving the left hand 

money, as opposed to one person giving another money, where the potential utility of the 

former is far more mysterious than the latter. He then draws an analogy to language—it is 

far more obvious why language has use in social circumstances than in metaphysically 

private ones.350 But if one fails to imagine what use one would have for a metaphysically 

private language, this would not so much prove that a private language is impossible, as 

prove that it is not (yet) possible for the one who fails to imagine it. 

Some commentators have attempted to show that a use cannot be imagined for a 

metaphysically private language tout court, but these attempts are largely unconvincing. 

For example, John McDowell has argued the following: 

If it is the notion of a practice [i.e. use] that does the work [for following a rule], can we 

not form a conception of the practice of an individual that would do the trick? But if one 

is tempted by this thought, one must search one’s conscience to be sure that what one has 

in mind is not really, after all, the picture of a private interpretation; in which case one is 

not, after all, steering between Scylla and Charybdis, but resigning oneself to Scylla, 

leaving oneself fully vulnerable to the line of argument I have just sketched.351 
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In McDowell’s view, Wittgenstein’s work presents us with a dilemma about rule-

following. On the one hand we have Scylla: the danger that all understanding is simply 

interpretation. This leads to the paradox of §201 made famous by Kripke: there is no way 

of giving a rule some shared meaning, because any action can be brought into accordance 

with the rule on some interpretation. On the other hand we have Charybdis: all meaning 

is an illusion because at the most basic level, meaning is achieved by the mere 

happenstance of human behavior coinciding as it does. As McDowell sees things, the 

idea of a metaphysically private use immerses one in this dilemma. Such a private use is 

simply a private interpretation, and ends up with Scylla. But that one must “search one’s 

conscience” to see whether private use is not just private interpretation is no argument 

that the one is necessarily the other. That McDowell must believe so follows from his 

argument for avoiding both Scylla and Charybdis, which is that understanding a rule does 

not amount to a mere interpretation of a rule because the publicity of a rule establishes 

what a proper understanding will be (apart from multifarious interpretations). So if the 

private use of a sign can amount to more than interpretation of that sign, McDowell’s 

argument is made substantially weaker. It then seems that something other than publicity 

can make understanding a rule possible. But I think the readings of §246 and §258 I have 

just advanced open the door to such an alternative source of understanding. In §258, one 

sought a criterion for correctness for the application of S, and in searching for such a 

criterion, it appeared that no use of S could definitively be correct. But this is not due to 

Scylla, but because the concept of “correctness” has no place in the use of S. As §246 

demonstrates, one does not know one has a certain sensation—one just has the sensation. 
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That one cannot err in applying the sign S does not mean that the sign fails to establish a 

private use.352 

 But if a metaphysically private language is possible after all, it should be noted 

that there will be little room nonetheless to publicly extend the project of this dissertation. 

All we can publicly discuss is what is publicly available about a metaphysically private 

language. This is not necessarily nothing: the private linguist might explain the use of 

their language, though no other will be able to employ it. But by definition, the essential 

project of a metaphysically private language can only be undertaken alone, outside the 

public sphere. 

Despite what the two-part structure of this dissertation might be taken to imply, 

Wittgenstein’s Investigations is more than a simple oscillation between public speech 

aimed at the reader, and private speech aimed at himself. The so-called public technique 

of saying what you want to say is one Wittgenstein uses in conversations with himself—

as he ought. If he is talking to himself in the way we talk to other people, and the 

technique of wanting to say is one used with other people, it follows that it should be 

available for Wittgenstein’s use with himself. And the so-called private technique of 

talking to himself appears in print, in public. Wittgenstein’s oscillation between public 

and private happens within the public domain. The production of the Investigations 

involved transcribing and then revising remarks Wittgenstein made in his private 

journals. And traces of this transcription remain, in those moments where one gets the 

sense one is reading his private journal, insofar as Wittgenstein is talking to himself. Why 
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leave these private moments intact? Why not revise it all into a public format? 

Wittgenstein’s oscillation leads us to ask why he turns away from us when he does. At 

each of these junctures, we are led to ask not only whether Wittgenstein succeeds in his 

task—saying what he wants to say, talking to himself—but why he finds himself at a 

juncture, why Wittgenstein is faced with himself rather than the reader, and to what 

extent, to the degree we understand him to be mad, such junctures mark limitations of our 

understanding as it stands. Why do we exclude from intelligibility what this individual 

has to say just here?  
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