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VIII.-LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN, 1934-1937 

BY JOHN WISDOM 

I HAVE no notes wort,h speaking of about what Wittgenstein was 
saying in the years 1934, 1935, 1936 and 1937, when I attended 
his lectures and he talked to me about pbilosophical questions. 
I am relying on memory. As I remember, when I first went to a 
lecture by him, he was talking about the question, " What is it to 
understand a general term, such as ' plant' ? "(See the first pages 
of the Blue Book.) He studied the cases in which we say of 
someone, " He understands ", "He knows the meaning ", " He is 
being taught the meaning ", "After all he doesn't know the 
meaning ", " I know the meaning ", and so on. This led to 
his emphasizing the point he expressed by, " We have the idea 
that the several instances of a general concept all have something 
in common" (See the Blue Book.) (The concepts of ' under- 
standing ' and of 'having a meaning 'are no exception.) He said 
that in applying the same word to several instances we mark a 
family resemblance-not the possession of something in common 
(as all ticket holders possess something in common-a ticket 
which matches a ticket I mayhold in my hand as a sample, or as all 
alcoholic drinks possess something in common, in that from all of 
them may be distilled the essence of an alcoholic drink-alcohol). 

This remark of his-that in applying the same word to 
several instances we mark a family resemblance and not the 
possession of something in common-was connected with a point 
which on one occasion at the Cambridge Moral Sciences Club he 
expressed in the words, " We have the idea that the meaning c f a 
word is an object ". This is connected with his saying " Don't 
ask for the meaning, ask for the use ", recommended at the Moral 
Sciences Club as a supplement to " The meaning of a statement 
is tlhe method of its verification ". And all this is connected with 
the question " What happened when you unaderstood ? ", and 
thus with his study of " What happened while I was expecting 
so-and-so from 4 to 4.30 ? ", and so with how much a question 
as to what happened when someone understood, believed, re- 
membered, was reading, was coming to a decision, felt frightened, 
etc., is a matter of what happened before, and what will or would 
happen after, he understood, believed, etc., and with how our re- 
cognition of this is hindered by' the idea of a mental mechanism', 
the hidden movements in which are these activities of the mind. 

258 



JOHN WISDOM: LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN, 1934-1937 259 

"We have the idea that the meaning of a word is an object " 
is also connected with " The application (every application) of 
every word is arbitrary ". And this is connected with the 
question, " Can you play chess without the queen ? ". (If I were 
asked to answer, in one sentence, the question "What was 
Wittgenstein's biggest contribution to philosophy ? ", I should 
answer " His asking of the question ' Can one play chess without 
the queen ? ' ".) And all this about understanding is connected 
with his study of what it is to prove a thing, with the fact that 
people were often exasperated by his ending the discussion of a 
philosophical puzzle with " Say what you like ", with his saying to 
me on one occasion when I spoke of an unsuccessful philosophical 
discussion " Perhaps you made the mistake of denying what he 
said ", with his saying " I hold no opinions in philosophy ", 

and with his saying that he didn't solve philosophical problems, 
but dissolved them. At the same time he Was always anxious to 
make people feel the puzzle-he was dissatisfied if he felt they 
had not done this. 

The idea that the several instances of a general concept all have 
something in common is connected with the craving for a de- 
finition, " the idea of an exact calculus ", the model, the analogy, 
of an exact calculus. The fascination of this model for our 
language is connected with the fascination of models suggested 
in our language-the idea that the soul is a little man within, the 
model for our minds of the closed picture gallery, the model for 
causation of the wire connexion. 

The substitution of the family resemblance model for the 
property-in-common model, and, the substitution of " Ask for 
t,he use " for " Ask for the meaning " is linked with the procedure 
of explaining meaning by presenting not a definition but cases, 
and not one case but cases and cases. And this is linked with 
dealing with the philosophical, metaphysical, can't by present- 
ing cases and cases. 

Thus Wittgenstein said that if someone says " One can't 
know the mind of another ", one may ask " Would you call this 
knowing the mind of another, or that, or that ? " For example, 
one may ask " Suppose a nerve of your body was joined, to a nerve 
of Smith's, so that when someone stuck a pin into Smith you felt 
pain, wouldc that be knowing, having, Smith's pain ? " By this 
procedure, either (1) it is made clear what we would call 'know- 
ledge of the mind of another ', and hence what it would be to 
know the mind of another, or (2) it appears that we can't imagine 
what it would be to know the mind of another, and that not 
merely in the sense in which few people can form an image of a 
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creature with twenty-two legs on one side and twenty-one on the 
other, but in the sense in which there is nothing the speaker would 
call 'knowing the mind of another ' or 'feeling the pain of 
another'. If (1) is the case, then the person who says " One 
can't know the mind of another " is saying of something which 
conceivably could happen, that it doesn't. Pigs don't fly. 
But if (2) is the case, then he has taken away the use of 'know 
what is in the mind of another ' which we have been taught, and 
not provided us with a new use. And this makes meaningless 
his question 'Axe other people automata ?" 

I do not mean that such a procedure constituted Wittgenstein's 
whole treatment of the puzzle about knowledge of the mind of 
another. By no means. On the contrary, he emphasized the 
fact that in teaching the child the use of 'in pain ' we not only 
point to others who are moaning, perhaps, but also pinch the 
child until it hurts, and say " That's pain ". And with this two- 
fold teaching and learning goes a two-fold method of verification 
which makes " He has toothache " very different from " It goes 
in jerks ". 

If one says tlhat Wittgenstein showed metaphysical questions 
to be meaningless one must remember that he also said that what 
the Solipsist means is right. One must remember if one asks 
" Can one attach a meaning to ' Can one ever know that Smith is 
in pain, that there isn't a white rabbit between any two articles 
of furniture in this room' ? " that one also asks " Can one play 
chess without the queen ? ". 

Cambridge University. 
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