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THE INAUGURAL ADDRESS 

A FEATURE OF WITTGENSTEIN'S TECHNIQUE 

By JOHN WISDOM 

WILLIAM JAMES, at the beginning of his second lecture on 
The Varieties of Religious Experience, writes that " Most books 
on the philosophy of religion try to begin with a precise definition 
of what its essence consists of"; and a little later says 

" The theorizing mind tends always to the over-simplification 
of its materials. This is the root of all that absolutism and 
one-sided dogmatism by which both philosophy and religion 
have been infested. Let us not fall immediately into a one- 
sided view of our subject but let us rather admit freely at 
the outset that we may very likely find no one essence, but 
many characters which may alternately be equally important 
to religion. If we should inquire for the essence of 
" government ", for example, one man might tell us it was 
authority, another submission, another police, another an 
army, another an assembly, another a system of laws; yet 
all the while it would be true that no concrete government can 
exist without all these things, one of which is more important 
at one moment and others at another. The man who 
knows governments most completely is one who troubles 
himself least about a definition which shall give their essence. 
Enjoying an intimate acquaintance with all their particu- 
larities in turn, he would regard an abstract conception in 
which these were unified as a thing more misleading than 
enlightening." 

And in his first lecture he says 
" To understand a thing rightly we need to see it both out of 
its environment and in it," 

and 

"it always leads to a better understanding of a thing's sig- 
nificance to consider its exaggerations and perversions, its 
equivalents and substitutes and nearest relatives elsewhere." 

A 



2 JOHN WISDOM 

I 

1. Wittgenstein said "We have the idea that the meaning 
of a word is an object." He spoke of the craving for generality, 
of the contemptuous attitude towards the particular case. He 
said: " The idea that in order to get clear about the meaning of 
a general term one has to find the common element in all its 
applications has shackled philosophical investigation, for it has 
not only led to no result, but has also made the philosopher 
dismiss as irrelevant the concrete cases which alone could have 
helped him to understand the usage of the general term. When 
Socrates asks the question 'What is knowledge?' he does not 
regard it as even a preliminary answer to enumerate cases of 
knowledge." 

These specifications and reformulations help us to know what 
he meant, but as he himself would have insisted, they don't take 
us far enough. The best way to teach a child the meaning of 
money is to show him what it will buy, and what it will not. 
We can't tell what a man means, we can't tell what Wittgenstein 
means, until we have faced the laborious job of finding what in 
innumerable incidents he refers to. This takes time. 

2. A first and very natural response when someone says 
"We have the idea that the meaning of a word is an object " is 
to reply " Do you mean that we think that the meaning of a 
word is an object like a house, or a stone, or a cloud, or a block 
of ice? If so you are quite wrong. We haven't any such idea 
any more than we have the idea that the soul is a ghost or a bird, 
or the idea that causal connexions are made of string. Or do 
you mean that we have the idea that the meaning of a word is 
an object, an entity, of a peculiar kind, not concrete but abstract, 
not subject to decay but timeless. If so, isn't that idea correct? 
We speak with the help of certain metaphors. We speak of the 
soul as within a body, as inhabiting a body, as leaving its tenement 
of clay; we speak of the likenesses between things in terms of 
the characteristics they possess, of the qualities in them. But 
what's the harm in these metaphors? What is the evidence 
that normal people or even philosophers are deluded by these 
metaphors ?" 
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3. The first part of the answer is this. It is notorious that 
philosophers spend much time on certain questions, and that 
though it isn't true that they make no progress with them, the 
whole business is or was in an unsatisfactory state. Philosophers, 
professional and amateur, often amaze, bewilder, and even alarm 
us and themselves by saying that we don't know things which we 
had all along thought we knew. We may as soon as they stop 
talking endeavour to smother our fears by saying " It's all 
nonsense." And we can do this the better because among the 
philosophers are some who say this same thing, namely, " It's all 
nonsense." Besides, though there have always been sceptical 
philosophers who say that we don't know, there have always been 
others who say that what the sceptics say is false, and that we do 
know. And this dispute has gone on not merely for hours, not 
merely for years, but for centuries. Isn't that perhaps because 
the parties to the dispute don't know what they are talking about ? 
And when one recalls philosophical controversy this suspicion is 
confirmed. A question in accountancy may baffle expert 
accountants for hours, a question as to the causes of malaria or 
of cancer may baffle expert investigators for years. Experts may 
differ and it may take time to settle which is right. But though 
experts often differ as to an answer, they don't differ as to what 
the general character of the procedure appropriate to their 
questions is, or not nearly as much as philosophers do. I 
mustn't exaggerate. Sometimes, especially of late years, when 
philosophers disagree they yet do proceed on the same lines in 
settling the issue. And then very often the issue is settled. 
Also, it isn't only philosophers who carry on disputes in a way 
which makes one feel that there is no agreement as to what is to 
count in favour of one answer and what in favour of another. 
Some political disputes smack of this-are they concerned with 
what should be so, or with what would be so if this or that were 
done? Still, it is especially among philosophers that one gets 
the impression of a game of cross questions and crooked answers. 
Among them, and I am one of them, one very often and very 
strongly gets the feeling " They aren't talking the same language, 
they aren't at all talking the same language." 

4. Amongst the differences between players of the philosophic 
game which make one feel inclined to say they aren't playing the 

A2 
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same game though they don't realize this is one very large one 
which I want to emphasize. It's this. Some philosophers have 
said in so many words that philosophical questions, or truly 
philosophical questions, are concerned with the meanings of 
words, or the logical structure of the propositions we express by 
the sentences we utter. For instance, Professor Ayer said in 
Language, Truth and Logic, p. 50: "If the philosopher is to 
uphold his claim to make a special contribution to the stock of 
our knowledge, he must not attempt to formulate speculative 
truths . . . . He must, in fact, confine himself to works of 
clarification and analysis of a sort we shall presently describe." 
And of course many who say this sort of thing proceed accord- 
ingly. Philosophers of this sort have been or might be called 
"logico-analytical philosophers," or "logico-mathematical 
philosophers," or "philosophers of the linguistic school ". 
There are sometimes differences between philosophers who say 
that philosophical questions are concerned with the meanings of 
words, and those who say that philosophical questions are 
logical, and you may feel that you are not very clear about what 
either of them means. But at least they agree in this, and at 
least this much is clear: both wish to insist on a close affinity in a 
certain respect between philosophical questions and logical and 
mathematical questions. Both wish to insist that philosophical 
questions are akin to logical and mathematical questions in a 
certain respect very characteristic of logical and mathematical 
questions. It is this. Without denying for a moment that 
logical and mathematical truths in some way help us when we 
are trying to learn and to grasp the way things happen, we must 
remark that the truth and falsehood of mathematical and logical 
statements does not depend on what happens to come about. 
Come what may, 2 + 2 = 4. Come what may, 2 + 2 will 
never equal 5. It never has, and it never will, and it never could. 
Maybe in some golden age when you put into a basket two eggs 
and then two more you could then pull out five. Maybe. But 
tall stories don't interest the mathematician; anyway they don't 
alarm him, they only amuse him. For his point is that while, 
when, and in so far as, there are two things of a certain sort and 
two more then there couldn't but be four, it's nonsense to talk 
of there being five. And it's the same with logic. Come what 
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may, if all men are mortal and you and I are men, then we are 
mortal too. The inevitable is unshaken by the accidental, the 
timeless untouched by the temporal. 

5. Now are philosophical questions like that? Are they 
questions as to what could or would not have been so and not 
at all questions as to what has been, is, or will be so though it 
might not have been? Take, for instance, the famous question 
" Can one ever really, directly, know what is in the mind of 
another ? " Is this question like a logical, mathematical question 
in that it is a question as to whether something conceivably 
could happen, if not in this world then in a better? Or is it a 
question as to what actually happens, like the question " Can one 
live for four days without water ? " 

6. One might hope that this seemingly simple question as to 
the character of a certain question would be easy to answer. 
But it is not. There are two sources of difficulty. Suppose 
someone asks " What is the character of the Englishman ? Is he 
simple and honest like a bull-dog, or is he very foxy ? " It is not 
easy to answer this question. In the first place, there are 
Englishmen and Englishmen and Englishmen. Some are com- 
paratively simple and honest like dogs, some are very foxy, and 
many are mixed. In the second place, even in the case of an 
individual Englishman it is not as easy to say what character he 
possesses as it is to say whether he possesses a watch of gold or 
any other object. We may of course guess that a man possesses 
a watch from the many occasions on which he arrives on time 
for pleasant appointments and ten minutes late for unpleasant 
ones. But besides observing and remembering those incidents 
in a man's life which may well be due to his possession of a 
watch, there is a quicker and surer way of telling whether he has 
a watch or any other object, namely, looking to see. But with 
his character, his motives, and his meaning, there is not. There 
is no better and surer way of ascertaining what character a man 
possesses or what motives drive him than that of observing and 
remembering those incidents in his life which are due to his 
possession of that character. To study these is to study his 
character and the driving forces of his life. 
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We could the better cope with the first difficulty, namely, the 
varieties among Englishmen, if though numerous, they fell into 
one or two definite types, like the horses of a county where there 
are only heavy draught horses and racehorses, and nothing 
betwixt and between. But they don't, any more than Frenchmen 
or Americans do. The consequence is that we have to keep in 
mind certain real or imaginary individuals such as Bull-Dog 
Drummond and Mr. Sherlock Holmes or perhaps Mr. Lloyd 
George, who was, I think, called the Welsh fox, and describe 
other individuals as being like, very like, rather like, or unlike, 
far from or near to these fixed stars who exhibit certain traits in 
extreme or in purity. Of course the manifold of human nature, 
and even of the Englishman's nature, has innumerable dimensions, 
and consequently the frame of reference calls for many pairs of 
stars. The study of human nature is endless. But this doesn't 
mean that nothing can be done, and novelists and psycho-analysts 
and others who study mankind keep on at the job. 

Fortunately, questions about the characters of questions are 
not quite so difficult to deal with. But the same sort of difficulties 
arise. Our question was " Is the question ' Can one know what 
is in the mind of another ? ' a question as to what actually happens 
like the questions 'Can one last four days without water?' or 
'Are there people with clairvoyant powers?' or is it a question 
as to what conceivably could be the case like ' Could one square 
the circle ? '? " 

Having in mind the first difficulty in dealing with questions 
about the Englishman we are ready to notice much variety in 
the manifold of occasions which may be referred to by one 
who speaks of " the question whether one can ever really know 
the mind of another". There are many occasions on which 
someone says "One can't really know or can't directly know 
what is in the mind of another " and explains why he says what 
he does, and these occasions may differ not merely in what is 
meant by the words used but in the type of statement which 
is being made. It may be that they are sometimes used to 
make a statement as to a matter of fact which might have been 
otherwise, and sometimes used to make a statement which if true 
could not have been false and if false could not have been true. 
In order to grasp the character of the question raised or statement 
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made on any one of these occasions we have to review the course 
of the discussion which forms what one might call the life history 
of that question on that occasion. In order to learn a man's 
character or his motives we cannot rely on his appearance or 
even on what he says. In order to learn what a man means 
we cannot rely on the form of words he uses nor even on what 
he says he means. The proof of the pudding is in the eating. 

Suppose that when a person A asks " Can one ever know 
what is in the mind of another ? " it turns out that he is concerned 
with the correctness of all those stories, accounts, and figures 
which bear on the matter of whether it sometimes happens that 
one person knows what is in the mind of another without being 
able to see him or hear what he says or observe what he does, 
and that he is concerned to investigate these phenomena and add 
to this evidence. It seldom happens, I think, that a discussion 
which centres round the question " Can one ever really know the 
mind of another? " proceeds purely as if the question were the 
question of fact "Are there people with telepathic powers?" 
But sometimes such discussions approach this. The more they 
do, the more they are scientific and concerned with what actually 
happens. 

Sometimes, however, one who says "One can never know 
what is in the mind of another " is not concerned with the exotic 
facts which support the claim that there are people with telepathic 
powers. For instance, when Matthew Arnold in Isolation says 
" We mortal millions live alone," he is not concerned with 
exotic facts which support the claim that there are people with 
telepathic powers. He is concerned with facts familiar to us all 
even though we ignore them. He is much less calling upon us 
to investigate incidents we have never come upon than to reflect 
upon those we have. And here we may think of Newton. 
Here we may remember how Einstein, when astronomers were 
hurrying to check his theory, remarked to Bertrand Russell, 
" Whatever they find, it's a damn good theory." Further 
observation was not irrelevant to the theories of Newton and 
Einstein, but we are apt to forget how much they called for 
thought, for reflection upon phenomena which had already been 
observed. What is more, their theories called for reflection 
involving a modification in our ideas, our idea of space and time, 
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our idea of the action of one thing upon another. They spoke 
paradoxically. And so of course did Arnold when he said that 
each of us is alone really. He was concerned with something 
more difficult to remedy than what we usually count as being 
alone, with something more difficult to reach than what we 
usually count as meeting other people at a large luncheon party 
or a family breakfast. Because what he says is at once reflective 
and paradoxical, so that the thought it calls for runs counter to 
our usual habits, we may perhaps call his words philosophical. 
But if we do we must remember that, like one who says that 
nothing is really solid or that everything is bound to everything 
by invisible bonds, he is still concerned to show us the actual in 
contrast with what is conceivable. He speaks in The Buried Life 
of times when, as he puts it, " a hand is laid in ours ... and what 
we mean we say and what we would we know." This is why I 
say that even though that of which he speaks is seldom or never 
attained, it is not something which, like parallel lines that 
meet, could not have been. 

Even Proust is not plainly and definitely concerned only with 
what is absolutely inevitable when he writes 

... it was she who first gave me the idea that a person does 
not (as I had imagined) stand motionless and clear before 
our eyes with his merits, his defects, his plans, his intentions 
with regard to oneself exposed on his surface, like a garden 
at which, with all its borders spread out before us, we gaze 
through a railing, but is a shadow, which we can never 
succeed in penetrating, of which there can be no such thing 
as direct knowledge, with respect to which we form countless 
beliefs, based upon his words and sometimes upon his 
actions, though neither words nor actions can give us 
anything but inadequate and, as it proves, self-contradictory 
information-a shadow behind which we can alternately 
imagine, with equal justification, that there burns the flame 
of hatred and of love. 

In his words we detect the influence of professional philosophers. 
But in his words we feel still the air of an old regret, regret for 
what might have been. 

Does it ever happen that one who says " One can never know 
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what is in the mind of another " is concerned with what it would 
be as senseless to lament as it is to lament that one cannot draw 
a circle that is square ? Are there among the discussions which 
centre round the words " Can one ever really know what is in 
the mind of another ? " some in which the issue in no way depends 
on what could conceivably have been otherwise ? 

The answer is: Yes. For some such discussions approximate 
to the following model: 
A. How odd is mind. 

Q. What's so odd about mind ? 
A. It's so accessible and at the same time so elusive. 

Q. How d'you mean? 
A. Well, one can know very well what's in one's own mind, and 
know well enough what's in the outside world, but one can't 
really know what's in the mind of another. 

Q. How d'you mean? 
A. When there is a question as to whether one feels cold one 
can answer better than anyone else. When there is a question 
as to whether it is cold one can answer as well as anyone else. 
But when there is a question as to whether someone else feels 
cold one can't answer as well as he. 

Q. How d'you mean? 
A. When there is a question as to whether one feels cold one's 
feeling of cold gives one better reason to answer Yes than does 
a like feeling give to anyone else. When there is a question as 
to whether it is cold one's feeling of cold gives one as good 
reason to answer Yes as does a like feeling give to anyone else. 
But when there is a question as to whether someone else feels 
cold one's feeling of cold does not give one as good reason to 
answer Yes as does a like feeling give him. 

Q. When is a question a question as to whether one feels cold, 
when is a question a question as to whether it is cold, and when 
is a question a question as to whether someone else feels 
cold ? 

A. A question is a question as to whether one feels cold when 
one's feeling of cold gives one better reason to answer Yes than 
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does a like feeling give to anyone else. A question is a question 
as to whether it is cold when one's feeling of cold gives one as 
good reason to answer Yes as does a like feeling give to anyone 
else. A question is a question as to whether someone else feels 
cold when one's feeling of cold does not give one as good reason 
to answer Yes as does a like feeling give him. 

Q. Is it then so odd that mind is so accessible and so elusive? 

In this discussion it comes out that the so-called Sceptic 
does not at any point refer to anything which could have been 
otherwise. Mind indeed is odd, but there is no more anything 
odd about its oddity than there is about the oddity of irrational 
numbers or of odd numbers. The asymmetrical logic of statements 
about the mind is a feature of them without which they would 
not be statements about the mind, and that they have this feature 
is no more a subject suitable for regret than the fact that lines if 
truly parallel don't meet. 

More than this comes out of this discussion. For in it there 
emerges not merely the result that what the Sceptic means could 
not have been false, but also what it is he means. And both 
these results are obtained not by asking him to define his terms, 
to reformulate what he says, but by a process which leads him to 
illustrate in instances what it is he refers to. A person who says 
"One can never really know the mind of another" may add 
"I mean, one can never know directly the mind of another, 
never observe, never be acquainted with, his experiences, his 
sense-data, his own immediate experience." But these reformu- 
lations leave us still in difficulties. And if he coins a phrase and 
speaks of " the asymmetrical logic of statements about minds" 
then, though his words make it clear that he is concerned to 
remark some inevitable feature of statements about minds, we 
are still not clear what this feature is without instances of state- 
ments which are about minds contrasted with instances of 
statements which are not about minds but about the material 
world, pairs of statements which are as like as possible except in 
the feature to be illustrated. 

Take another instance. The statements of pure mathematics 
have a familiar but remarkable feature: they are true no matter 
what happens. The feature I refer to in this way has been referred 
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to in many other ways. The truths of mathematics, it has been 
said, can be known by thought alone, can be derived from 
self-evident principles. The questions of pure mathematics, it 
has been said, can be answered from an understanding of the 
terms involved. And, more paradoxically, it has been said that 
the statements of pure mathematics are not really statements 
but rules as to the use of words, or again that they all tell us 
nothing. 

The very variety of these descriptions of the peculiar character 
of the questions and statements of pure mathematics suggests 
that though we have always had some appreciation of their 
character, that appreciation has not been quite satisfactory. 
And isn't it true that we may be puzzled by such questions as 
"What is it for the answer to a question to be self-evident, or 
obtainable by thought alone? How can one know that what a 
person says is true merely by knowing what he means by the 
words he uses ? And if the statements of mathematics could not 
be false no matter what happened how can they tell us anything 
as to what happens ? And if they tell us nothing as to what 
happens how can they help us in any every-day or scientific 
enquiry as to what happens ? " 

In spite of the inadequacy and even deceptiveness of the 
various descriptions which have been given we must allow that 
in the course of time an apprehension of the difference between 
armchair questions which can be answered by thought alone, and 
those questions which cannot be answered without experiment 
and observation, has improved. And I admit, I hope that what 
philosophers have said in trying to describe the nature of 
mathematical questions has contributed to our better apprehen- 
sion of that nature. What I want to do here is only this: to 
recall with emphasis what I think no one will deny, that the final 
testing of the merits of these descriptions lies always in applying 
them to instances. 

But now if no one would deny this, why do I assert it; if 
everyone would admit it, why do I try to emphasize it ? Because 
I believe that though everyone will admit that descriptions of the 
nature of mathematical enquiry should be tested by the con- 
sideration of instances of such enquiry, and even puts this advice 
into practice, nevertheless the consideration of instances is often 
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very perfunctory. Too often the response to a proffered 
description of the nature of mathematical enquiry consists less 
in vigorous review of the instances that description purports to 
cover than it does in argument such as the following: " You say 
that mathematical statements are not really statements. But 
surely they may be wrong or right, true or false." Or " You say 
that mathematical statements all say the same thing, namely, 
nothing. But then (a) how is it that they differ from one another, 
and (b) how can they be wrong or right ? " 

Without saying that this ratiocination gets us nowhere I do 
submit that it doesn't get us far, and certainly not where we 
want to be, namely, at an understanding of what was really meant 
by the philosopher who said these paradoxical things as to the 
place of mathematical enquiry in the manifold of all enquiry. 
In order to see whether his metaphor, his extravagant words, 
illuminate that position we need to bring before the mind in 
lively detail pictures, moving pictures, of people engaged upon a 
mathematical enquiry, and compare it with a film of one engaged 
upon an enquiry as like as possible yet still not mathematical-an 
enquiry perhaps about the actual habits of beads, pulleys, dice, 
not the habits of perfect celestial, timeless dice, pulleys, beads, 
but of their terrestrial, temporal copies. In this way we may 
come to see how misleading it is to describe statements about 
mathematical, perfect, pulleys and their faultless performance as 
statements about a species of pulley, and why one should 
represent mathematical statements as far nearer than we had 
realized to such statements as " If a being were perfect he would 
be sinless." And should we for a moment be tempted by the 
paradox " Mathematical statements say nothing" to consider 
them all as bringing no more light than " Sinless beings don't 
sin ", then revival of instances will correct this misplacement, 
and still leave us the insight we won when instances reminded 
us how immune are mathematical statements, whether about the 
integers or the performance of systems of perfect pulleys, to all 
that happens in space and time. 

The same procedure by instances which is needed when we 
are faced with such paradoxes as " Mathematical statements say 
nothing" or the paradoxical pronouncement " One can never 
know the mental, inner, world of another ", is needed again when 
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we are faced with the other old metaphysical paradoxes: " One 
can never know the external physical world, but only our 
sensations of it," " One can never know the past," " One can 
never know anything beyond one's own sensations of the 
moment." 

I believe that if, faced with the extraordinary pronouncements 
of metaphysicians, we avoid asking them to define their terms, but 
instead press them to present us with instances of what they refer 
to contrasted with instances of what they do not refer to, then 
their pronouncements will no longer appear either as obvious 
falsehoods or mysterious truths or pretentious nonsense, but as 
often confusingly presented attempts to bring before our attention 
certain not fully recognized and yet familiar features of how in 
the end questions of different types are met. These are features 
without which the questions or statements of the type in question 
would not be themselves. And they are features which can 
seldom or never be safely or vividly brought to mind by the use 
of general terms. 

When Wittgenstein said " We have the idea that the meaning 
of a word is an object ", when he spoke of our craving for a 
definition and of our contempt for concrete cases, he was not 
saying that these habits of " abstract " thought always and every- 
where mislead us. But he was claiming that too often when 
what we need is to come down towards the concrete, we don't, 
and that this especially hinders our philosophy, our meta- 
physics. 

Others before Wittgenstein had warned us of "abstract" 
thought. But Wittgenstein showed the danger of it in instance 
after instance. Kant said that examples are the go-cart of the 
human understanding. But this is not enough. Examples are the 
final food of thought. Principles and laws may serve us well. 
They can help us to bring to bear on what is now in question 
what is not now in question. They help us to connect one 
thing with another and another. But at the bar of reason, 
always the final appeal is to cases. 

And this has application beyond the sphere of metaphysics. 
For if we now turn from the remote sphere of metaphysics and 
think of more normal enquiry directed upon the actual events in 
nature, in life, we shall find on occasion questions which cannot 
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be answered, statements which cannot be tested, either by 
experiment and observation or by reasoning in general terms. 
And amongst them are some of those questions and statements 
which mean most to us, and most call for thought. When, for 
instance, Sartre says that love is a condition in which one person 
consumes another, or when someone says that devotion is an 
explosive mixture of hate and love, or that we are all much more 
haunted by what is past than we recognize, and more bankrupt 
of the power to live or to love than we allow, then these words 
call less for experiment than for thought. But thought too will 
fail us here if we think that all thought which carries us to the 
truth must be thought on lines as definable or at least as conven- 
tional as the thought of an accountant who assesses a firm's 
financial position, and forget how much it may be a matter of 
giving our minds to incidents and incidents, whether they be as 
familiar as the fall of an apple or as recondite as the Michelson- 
Morley experiment, or the disorder of a madman like poor 
Dr. Schreber. 
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