
The point that Davidson and Mead are making is that perception (Hume) or sensory
stimulation (Quine), because empiricists construct it as an epistemic intermediary, never
places knowledge on the secure foundation that the epistemologists are trying for.  If
there are intermediaries between our beliefs and the world, then we can’t know the
world-we can only know the mediating facts.  This was indeed Hume’s very point and it’s
the source of Kant’s unfortunate conclusion in the Kritik der Reinen Vernunft - we can only
ever know Erscheinungen whereas the true Dingen an sich are always and necessarily con-
cealed.

What I hope to show is that accepting the epistemological mode of inquiry sad-
dles us with the horrible burdens of scepticism and relativism - the real, true, and right
world could be very different from how we conceive it to be because our conception of
it is based not on the world itself, but on our reflection or representation of it.  It is the
epistemologist who ultimately proves to be the sceptic and relativist.  Davidson says
that “to base meaning on [non-practical] evidence necessarily leads to the difficulties of
[Quinean-type epistemological] theories: truth relativized to individuals, and scepti-
cism.”26 Relativism can be shown the way out only when humans are seen to answer to

true beliefs without putting to use any epistemic intermediaries to get there.  In other
words, relativism is defeated only by a non-epistemological methodology and
rhetoric.

Pragmatism: Anti-Epistemology Is Anti-Relativism  
Earlier I discussed an important difference between epistemological and pragmatic
philosophy.  Namely, pragmatism opts for practical justifications whereas epistemolo-
gy dismisses practice in favor of an epistemically mediating fact.  Note further that
this epistemic fact is necessarily nondoxastic and nonlinguistic - for if it were either
it would be a part of practice wouldn’t it?  What the epistemologist is left with is
precisely the task that Mead described for him: building a bridge from a subjec-
tive state of consciousness to an objectively existing outside world.  Epistemol-
ogists criticize pragmatists for staying on the ‘subjective’ side of this bridge
whereas they, the truth-bearers in a very Platonic sense, are on the way to
‘objectivity.’

My defense of the pragmatic approach to truth is this: the whole
subject and object dichotomy is nothing more than a product of
epistemology. Epistemologists are merely calling pragmatists bad
epistemologists — that’s like Maxwell calling Aristotle a bad sci-

entist and defining ‘science’ as any inquiry into nature motivat-
ed by Baconian and Newtonian concepts of ‘experiment’.27

It’s a rhetorical move that conceals what’s really at issue
— in the case of physics the real issue is 
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language of the pragmatist, ‘the world’ in Davidson’s language) and
provides a bridge or a mirror so as to insure (and indicate) that the physical

state of things corresponds to the mental state of things in question.  These
epistemic facts being what is decidedly real, any belief that corresponds by way of
epistemic fact to reality is decidedly true.  Davidson urges us against the difficulties
and incoherencies that these epistemic intermediaries introduce.

On Davidson’s account, the only link between our beliefs and the world is a
causal one.  The world causes us to believe some things.  This is true in a very real
and desperately obvious way. (Of course philosophers tend to often miss the obvi-
ous, don’t we?)  For instance, my past relations with hot stoves directly cause me to
believe that touching hot stoves hurts really bad.  Such causation, though, falls des-
perately short of the epistemological call for evidence that justifies beliefs.  David-
son says exactly that: “Sensations cause some beliefs and in this sense are the basis or
ground of those beliefs.  But a causal explanation of belief does not show how or
why the belief is [epistemically] justified.”21 On Davidson’s account, there is no
such thing as evidence or justification for any given belief, unless we construe evi-
dence or justification generically; that is, according to the evidential or justifica-
tory standards implicit in practices (e.g., forensic evidence in a courtroom).

Again, our sleepy cat may help to clarify the situation.  On Davidson’s
view, if we see a cat on the mat this will cause us to believe that “the cat is
on the mat” is true.22 Our friends can come by and see the same thing
and it will cause them to believe the same thing.  An empiricist episte-
mologist comes by and says that so perceiving the cat on the mat causes “the
cat is on the mat” to be true.  For the empiricist, the perception causes the belief
to be true-the perception itself is therefore the object of knowledge rather than
the actual content of the belief.23 For the empiricist, the cat itself is relegated to
the realm of fantasy; what counts, what is real, is the epistemic intermediary-what I
call the epistemic fact.  For Davidson, on the other hand, the objects we see are what
directly influences and practically justifies our beliefs.  As early as 1974 Davidson was
already concerned to do away with the epistemic facts, to throw away the epistemol-
ogists’ intermediaries: “In giving up the dualism of scheme and world we ... re-establish
unmediated touch with the familiar objects whose antics make our sentences and opin-
ions true or false.”24 G. H. Mead, in lectures delivered in the 1920’s, sums up much of
what I’ve been pointing towards here:

This definition of knowledge, this identification of the object of knowledge with the so-
called percept[ion], whether a percept[ion] by virtue of the eye or the imagination, in
company with various other pragmatists I reject... I will point out that the rejection
sweeps out a vast amount of philosophic riffraff known as epistemology, and relieves

one of the hopeless task of bridge-building from a world of one’s states of con-
sciousness to an outside world that can never be reached.25
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tivistic reveals a deep flaw in epistemological
inquiry: namely, the very possibility of rela-
tivism itself.  Epistemology, in calling for some
justification other than actual practice, opens a
door to relativism that it just can’t shut.

Let’s return to the concept of an epistemic intermediary.
Davidson said that only in swearing truth to intermediaries, rather than to what is true
itself, can we open the door to relativism.  Consider competing astronomical theories —
heliocentrism and geocentrism.  Which one is true?  Both epistemologist and pragmatist, I
take it, will say that Copernican astronomy is true whereas Ptolemaic astronomy is not.
The epistemologist, however, has to go further than this and say that not only is Greek
astronomy false in 1999, but it was also false in 350 BC.  What this means is that Aristotle
not only is wrong now, but he was also wrong when he wrote of the motion of the sun in
his Meteorology or Heavens,.  What Aristotle said there about astronomy was false — and
that’s the end of the story.33 Epistemologists are forced to this conclusion about Aristotle,
though I think happily, because the epistemological concept of truth requires that whatev-
er is true has always been and will always be true—in order to avoid historical relativism,
the epistemologist has to construct truth as an ahistoric notion.  This is a notion of truth
and falsehood that pragmatists just can’t give any sense to.  This epistemological construct
of an ahistoric epistemic fact (or intermediary) is precisely what opens the door to rela-
tivism and skepticism. This is ironic;  that which epistemology constructs to avoid rela-
tivism dooms them to that same fate.

In the time of Aristotle and Greek astronomy, telescopic verification of planetary
motion wasn’t considered.  That the sun revolved around the earth was a matter of course
that did not demand any further proof than seeing it.  Why not?  Because their belief
worked fine for them; life continued on its path just fine without telescopic verification.
Farmers continued to reap their harvest, fishermen continued to feed their families, and
Aristotle and others produced convincing stories about heavenly phenomena.  Geocen-
trism didn’t need any proof as it was already justified in practice.34

If, in looking back at history, we say that the ancients were wrong in holding to geo-
centricism, what exactly are we condemning in their behavior?  In calling their belief
‘wrong’ or ‘false’, exactly what was wrong with what they believed?  It appears, at least, that
they were acting rationally.  They had no good reason to believe other than they did just
as we have no good reason to believe other than we do now.  To say that they believed
something that was false is to criticize them for having a mistaken picture of the world that
just so happened, after all, to function perfectly well. 

To claim that Aristotle had a false belief about astronomy or zoology is to claim that
there was some such reason that could have convinced him otherwise.  This “reason”,
though, isn’t causal in nature but rather is epistemic (remember Davidson’s discussion of
evidence and justification).  It’s not something that you could point to and say, “Hey look
here Aristotle, the way these planets move just doesn’t float with your theory, man.”  First
of all you’d have to teach him a little more math and then train him in optics and also con-
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what ‘good science’ really is.  To say that prag-
matists are being subjective or relativistic is merely to insist

again that you (pragmatists) aren’t doing things our (epistemologi-
cal) way.  And when epistemologists call pragmatists bad epistemolo-

gists they are spot-on in their critique.  However, pragmatists aren’t episte-
mologists of any sort so it’s kind of like telling me that I’m a bad mother or a

terrible novelist.  It’s true perhaps, but only in a very queer sense.

As I’ve said before the possibility of relativism doesn’t arise in a pragmatic phi-
losophy because the question of what is true or false is always going to be settled in

practice.  And don’t say, “But sometimes it’s just not”.  All that means is that sometimes
there are differences of opinion.  James called his pragmatism a humanism because he
thought, like Rorty does now, that these disputes and differences aren’t going to be settled
by philosophical inquiry, but rather by conversation — that is, they are to be settled in
practice not in philosophy classrooms. The dispute is settled in one of two ways — either
disputants come to agreement in conversation or they come to blows. Dewey wrote, “As
to truth ... philosophy has no pre-eminent status” (1958, 410).28 World history demon-
strates Dewey’s very point. Consider the extreme case of nazism and the state of Europe
only fifty years ago — the dispute between Hitler and the rest of the West wasn’t settled
once and for all when some philosopher proved that nazism couldn’t be true (or when
Heidegger proved that it was).  Philosophy has never been able to stop the march of ide-
ology and soldier.29

What Dewey’s advice entails is that the falsity of Hitler’s claims isn’t of any great
consequence.  Nobody cares if what Hitler said was false—unless this is taken to mean
that what he says just didn’t hold water in the end.  What does matter is why his views are
false and that we show that they are false.  Merely labelling them ‘false’ isn’t going to get
you anywhere unless, like we are now, you are already amongst a group of people that
already agrees with you.30 When the question of Hitler really comes up what matters is
why he is false, not the falsity itself.  (Consider the innocent woman jailed because of a
mistaken jury — the real important thing is that she is innocent and that she proves it, not that
it is true that she is innocent.)31 The truth, by itself, can’t save us from Hitlers — all those

brave boys who fell on the beaches and in the fields are a mon-
ument to what very little truth can do for us on its own.

What we need is a practical justification supplemented,
in cases like that of nazism where there isn’t a chance
of conversation, by practical action.32

Epistemology and the Very
Possibility of Relativism. 

What I want to turn to now is the
idea that the epistemological cri-

tique of pragmatic truth as rela-
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If that is what epistemol-
ogists want to call by the
names of ‘true’ and ‘false’,
there’s not much helping
them.  In committing them-
selves to the epistemic falsity
of Greek astronomy, they are
committing themselves to the
possible epistemic falsity of our
own.  Both claims, however, blatant-
ly ignore what I find most important
about astronomical observation: how
well it functions when it is actually put into
practice.  I can’t give any sense to the idea that our astronomy might
be wrong or false.  Why?  Because we get on so well with it.  What does it
mean to call something that works so well ‘wrong’?  If all it means is that in anoth-
er two millennia humans probably won’t be Copernicans, I’m happy with that except
it doesn’t seem a good reason for saying that we’re wrong now.  It just means that we
haven’t progressed as far as they will have.  However, the epistemologist, I think, has a
different sense of ‘wrong’ or ‘false’ in mind.  As they are committed to the ahistoricity of
truth, they are committed to saying that if in two millennia humans aren’t Copernicans
about astronomy then we (Copernicans that we are) are wrong right now.  This is the unfor-
tunate residue of trying to be ahistorical and apractical about truth — in other words, this
is the unfortunate residue of epistemological methodology and rhetoric.  What this rheto-
ric really boils down to is that most of our beliefs are now false.40 And that’s a result that
has just got to be wrong.41

Finally, let me draw a brief analogy to the history of chess here.  A great chess player
from the mid-19th century, say Paul Morphy, wouldn’t stand much of a chance against a
great player from today like Anatoly Karpov, Bobby Fischer, or IBM’s Deep Blue.  But, in
his time, Morphy was probably the greatest player.  And players like Karpov are more than
happy to acknowledge this without criticizing Morphy for the (now-disproven) theories
that he employed in his games.42 The key to this is that knowledge about chess is an his-
torical phenomenon — it’s a body of knowledge that has grown over time and will surely
continue to grow.  Karpov isn’t about to criticize Morphy for not being as good as him and
I don’t think any philosopher would want to do so either.  Why criticize the greatest chess
player of 1859 for not being the greatest (or one of the greatest) chess player of 1999?
Similarly, I want to know why the epistemologist wants to call Aristotle wrong when all
Aristotle really did was contribute to a historical development of astronomical knowledge
— it seems that philosophers hold scientists and other philosophers to a different standard
than they hold chess players.43
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vince him of a whole host
of other things. In other
words, you’d have to train
Aristotle in a whole new
way of construing astro-
nomical evidence; you’d
have to take Aristotle
through almost two mil-
lennia of scientific
endeavor.35 As Davidson
has shown, nothing counts

as evidence without a prac-
tice for so counting it.36

There is no natural evidence.37

There are no justifications outside of
practices of justifying.  Aristotle didn’t have

any justifications for Copernican astronomy because he didn’t have any of
the distinguishing beliefs that fund the Copernican practice of astronomy.38

More to the point, though, is this: saying that Greek astronomy was ‘false’
for the Greeks makes it painfully clear that perhaps we are under the same ruse of

epistemological cloudiness that the ancients were.  If there was some (hidden) real-
ity underneath their beliefs why can’t there be some (hidden) reality under ours that
sweeps away the very foundations of our thought and practice?  Scientists and epis-
temologists will naturally defend our modern view saying that these and those cal-
culations and these and those telescopic verifications ultimately prove that we are
right.  This answer, though, begs the question inasmuch as it relativizes truth to
our modern standards for astronomical measurement — what Kuhn might call our
contemporary astrophysical paradigm.  What is really at issue here is the episte-
mological foundation for such standards.  Isn’t it?  At least, that is what episte-
mological inquiry sets as its standard — the epistemological foundation itself,
not the epistemic construction built on that foundation.

If the ancients were wrong in their picture of the heavens, then we might
be wrong as well.  Our space programs and our astronomical measurements are

proving to be quite useful, but this doesn’t overrule the apriori possibility that we
might be barking up the wrong epistemological tree in very much the same way that

the ancients were.  The epistemologist opens the door to the sceptic and then cannot
shew him the way back out.  Only epistemologists can be relativists because only episte-
mologists seek to fix truth to factual intermediaries that get between beliefs and the con-
duct that continues within them.

The truth is, our beliefs about the world are true just insofar as we keep taking them
to the bank and making large cash withdrawals.  So long as they take it, let’s call it “good
currency.”39 As the scientists might perhaps say, you can’t argue with the success of the
space program.  It is that very success that funds the truth of our astronomical theory.
Such success cannot, however, epistemically justify belief because an epistemic justification
is necessarily non-practical and wholly philosophical.





in general) they ignore the self-marginalizing tendencies inherent in their own epistemo-
logical demand for ahistorical and foundational truth.  In fact, the demand for ahistorici-
ty and apracticality implicit in epistemological methodology and rhetoric creates the
following situation: analytic philosophers busy themselves with constructing theories
and analyses (even moral theories) that they know nobody besides other philosophers
will ever bother to read. It’s little surprise that disciplines including sociology, linguis-
tics, literature, law, psychology, education, and history have been so heavily influenced
by interdisciplinarians such as Derrida, Foucault, and Rorty (even James would fit on
this list)46 whereas few sociologists or historians have ever heard of Frege, Strawson,
Dummett, or even Quine and Davidson.47 Most college graduates in the humanities
will have at least heard Foucault’s name, if not read Madness and Civilization — very few,
including a few with philosophy degrees, will have heard of and read Carnap.  If I
might be allowed to paraphrase Rorty: Why do philosophers worry about it when
nobody else does?

NOTES
1 Cf., “Pragmatism defines ‘agreeing’ to mean certain ways of ‘working’, be they actual or
potential.” (James 1909, 218).

2 (James 1907, 36) Cf., “ ‘The true’ ... is only the expedient in the way of our thinking.” (1907,
98)

3 (Rorty 1995, 19)

4 Hence the term “pragmatism” from the Greek pragma - “action”. Barry Allen discusses the rhetori-
cal shift implicit in pragmatism:  

“The ‘pragmatic theory of truth’ is not the logical analysis of a concept but a revisionary reworking
of the tradition.  The reference to consequences, to efficacy and prosperity, concerns not the for-
mal essence but the practical value of truth.  Pragmatism is a revisionary ethical work on truth’s
value, an effort as much rhetorical as philosophical to resituate truth in the circle of goods”
(1993, 63)

5 Cf. (James 1907, 32)

6 (James 1907, 23)

7 (Rorty 1994, 80)

8 I say “jargon” here on purpose to indicate that this justification is rooted firmly within the spe-
cific discursive practice in which we find the belief.  Any justification of a statement about
chemistry is likely to be phrased in terms of the technical language of chemistry; likewise, a jus-
tification of a statement about chess is likely to be phrased in the technical language of chess;
compare philosophy here and you get the same conclusion.

9 James criticizes the copy theory at James 1907, 88.

10( 2.222) Cf., Russell’s claim, almost identical, that, “A belief is true when there is a correspon-
ding fact, and is false when there is no corresponding fact.” (1912, 129)

11 It’s like saying that cyanide kills humans because it is a poison or that humans have two legs
because we are bipeds. (cf., James 1907, 115)

12 (Putnam 1995, 10)

13 (Allen 1993, 164)

14 There are resemblances here to Frege’s argument for the redundancy theory of truth.  Truth does-
n’t contribute to the sense of a sentence ‘p’ because if it did, saying that ‘p’ is true would change
the sense of ‘p’ such that predicating something of it could either make it come in or out of exis-
tence.  Cf., Frege’s “My Basic Logical Insights” reprinted at page 322 of Beaney (ed.), The Frege
Reader, Blackwell 1997.

Allen has commented on the problems with epis-
temological inquiry into such things as Victorian views

about gender.  His thoughts here will help us to return to an idea
I discussed above — the idea that what is important about a belief

isn’t its truth-value, but rather the treatment it receives in practice.
This is a re-emphasis of the idea with which I began this essay: the

Rorteian conviction that there is nothing to truth besides justification in
practice.  Allen writes of the Victorian belief that men are naturally suited to

work and women are naturally suited to homemaking and family life:

That these statements are false is unimportant.  What is important is that
there was once a political economy of knowledge in which they passed for

true.  Their currency contributed to the stability of a large pattern of assym-
metrical differences of power between men and women.  The key point though

is that the statements did not have to be false to have this effect.  It was enough
that they passed for the truth.... All that is important, then as now, is the curren-

cy they had; that they and others like them historically passed for the truth.44

Allen makes these remarks while discussing Foucault’s theory of truth.  Allen, Foucault,
James, and Rorty are all in agreement on one central idea, and it is their convictions about
this idea that results in their unfortunate status as members of the ‘philosophical fringe’.
The idea is this: truth has no power on its own.  Truth is a power only if there is a person to
use it — just like a gun is a weapon only in the hands of a person.  A gun by itself has no
power — truth by itself is likewise impotent.

What philosophers from Kant to Moore to Dummett have ignored is the fact that
women had to fight for equal freedom, just like African-Americans had to fight for theirs, just
like the Allies had to fight for theirs in the Second War (in fact the first two groups are still
fighting if you haven’t noticed).  Truth, Foucault and Rorty want to show, is an economical
relation between humans rather than an epistemic relation between believers and the world.
Truth has no economy outside of discursive practice. This is just to say that you can’t cash
out true belief in anything other than practical action. (If you think that you can you’ll

have the difficult task of giving just one example of this cashing-out).

I said above that I find the widespread rejection of certain “postmodern” and
pragmatic texts an unfortunate fact about contemporary philosophical practice.45

Why is this unfortunate?  Because as philosophers continue to complain more
and more about the marginaliza-

tion of their discipline by
other academics

(and by contem-
porary culture

CONCLUDING:     A Different Beginning with

Allen, James, Foucault and Rorty  
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depends on nothing other than its func-
tioning within the economy.  In other
words, truth is like money in that there
is 

nothing to it except its conventionally-
determined use.  This, though, doesn’t
mean that you can use it however you
want.  You can’t spend American dollars in
the middle of Ethiopia nor do they take
Swiss Francs in Liverpool.  As Fish has point-
ed out, “The removal of independent con-
straints to which the self might or might not
conform does not leave the self free but
reveals the self to be always and already con-
strained by the contexts of practice (interpre-
tive communities) that confer on it a shape
and a direction” (1989, 26).  In other words,
just because truth is determined only in prac-
tice doesn’t mean that a human can be a non-
truthful or non-practical organism.

40 At least for my part, I would be inclined to
think that by the turn of the next millenium
humans will have rejected a large part of twen-
tieth-century science, sociology, psychology,
literary criticism, historiography, philosophy,
chess theory, and sexual practice.  What’s left
is seemingly very little.

41 Again, this is something that Davidson
would be happy with given his emphasis on
the intrinsic veracity of belief.

42 For those in the know, we might restrict
this claim specifically to Morphy’s opening
theories.

43 I suspect that we can attribute this double-
standard to a particular picture of philosoph-
ic thought as ahistorical.  In fact this is the
very point I am trying to make here. Peo-
ple like Descartes, Kant, and Husserl
envisaged a philosophy free of its histo-
ry-and, therefore, a philosophical theory
that gets to the ahistorical truth.  The
result of this picture is that ahistori-
cists like Husserl are free to criticize
anybody else (including Descartes)
for not having impugned the reali-
ty-for not having lifted the Kant-
ian veil before the appearances of
the phenomenal world.  This
point is well made by Wolf
Lepenies in his “Some ‘inter-
esting questions’ in the histo

ther job for philosophy” (Rorty 1986, 135)

29 So it should stop pretending that it can
do this work-philosophers need to start
admitting that they too, like everyone else,
get their hands dirty every once in awhile.
They need to heed Voltaire’s advice about
gardening in Candide.

30 That’s what’s called the dogmatic
expression of a truth.

31 This example is borrowed from Allen,
“It is not important to me that I truly am
innocent, but only that I am innocent.
The innocence is what matters, not the
truth” (164).

32 Cf., Rorty’s claim that, “ ‘Truth’ isn’t the
name of a power that eventually wins
through” (1991, 226).

33 I assume we are discussing a epistemol-
ogist who doesn’t buy into heliocentric
astronomy.

34 And, otherwise, it was for some an
instance of religious conviction (which is
probably one of the strongest forms of
practical proof you can find).

35 And if people like Dilthey are right,
then we’d also have to take him through
about two millennia of philosophical, the-
ological, and general cultural endeavor as
well.

36 Cf., “One can locate individual objects,
if the sentence happens to name or
describe them, but even such location
makes sense relative only to a frame of ref-
erence, and so presumably the frame of
reference must be included in whatever it
is to which a true sentence corresponds”
(1990b, 303).  And, really, Davidson is
merely restating some of Kuhn’s claims
about scientific paradigms.

37 “Order is nowhere original.  Nature
does not exist” (Allen 1993, 149).

38 Again, this is just a re-hashing of
Kuhn’s work - which, for some reason,
many analytic philosophers still obstinate-
ly disagree with.

39 And if everybody wants to take it in
exchange for goods, you can’t go some-
where and say ‘hey well really it’s not real
money’ because it’s real-ness as money
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15 (James 1925, 39) James’s persistent dismissal of rationalism in James 1907 is
Dewey’s call for an end to epistemology-a call echoed more recently by Rorty and

Charles Taylor.

16 Where I say ‘epistemology’ here, some may find it more useful to think of ‘repre-
sentationalism’.  Or, with James, some may prefer to think of ‘rationalism’ (see n.11,

above).  Charles Taylor writes about what he calls ‘the epistemological model’.  It is
defined by the ideas that, “Our awareness of the world, whether in the organized, regi-

mented form we call science, or in the looser forms of common everyday awareness, is
to be understood in terms of our forming representations ... of ‘external’ reality.” (1984,

18)  Taylor names Quine as exemplary of this model.  There is, of course, a striking simi-
larity to Rorty’s discussion of representationalism in his 1979 Philosophy and the Mirror of
Nature and elsewhere.

17 Regarding scepticism see Michael Williams’s Unnatural Doubts, or Rorty’s review of that
book “Antiskeptical Weapons: Michael Williams versus Donald Davidson” in Rorty 1998.

18 Cf., “The idea that the property of truth can serve as an explanation is a product of the
misleading picture which engenders the idea that its presence requires an explanation.... The
explanation of success and failure is given by the details about what was true or what was
false, not by the truth or falsity itself” (Rorty 1986, 140).  In other words, explanation is given
in strictly practical terms.  As for the presuppositions, or transcendental preconditions, of
truth, they won’t be any good if we won’t to know why some sentence is true.  Again, that ‘the
cat is on the mat’ is true is explained by finding the cat and finding her on the mat not by
showing that ‘the cat is on the mat’ has the same logical form as this state of affairs over here
that just so happens to be an existent state of affairs-unless of course Wittgenstein’s picture
only means to say ‘look for the cat and the mat and see if she is on it’ (I suspect that it is, but it
involves all sorts of metaphysical and epistemological baggage as well).

19 Unless, of course, you want to say that the epistemologist can produce results that changes
his or her own actions.  This is begging the question insofar as it conflates a private enterprise
with a public legitimation.

20 I refer here to Kripke’s treatment of Wittgenstein; cf. Kripke, On Rules and Private Lan-
guage, Harvard University Press 1982.

21 Davidson 1984, 125. Two comments here.  First, I think my insertion in the brackets is
acceptable.  Davidson surely doesn’t want to say that sensations can’t be considered the justifi-
cation of beliefs in the straighforward causal way.  Surely, he doesn’t want to reject the idea
that seeing the cat on the mat over there causally justifies my saying that ‘the cat is on the
mat’ is true.  Second, I am troubled by Davidson’s use of ‘sensation’ here.  It seems to me that
he would be better to talk about objects or those things in the world that our sentences are
in fact about (as he does in Davidson 1974).  ‘Sensation’ approaches dangerously near a
Quinean proximal theory of evidence (cf., Davidson 1990a).

22 Cf., “Certainly it is true that events and objects in the external world cause us to believe
things about the external world” (1984, 125).

23 Davidson makes just this criticism of Quine in Davidson 1990a.  He writes that, “On
Quine’s proximal theory, all that matters to meaning (or the contents of thought) occurs
within the skin of the speaker” (77).

24 Davidson 1974, 198.

25Mead 1938, 94.

26 Davidson 1990a, 76. Note that Davidson wrote ‘proximal’ where I have inserted
‘Quinean-type epistemological’ in the brackets.  Within the context of Davidson’s
discussion of Quine’s proximal theory of evidence, I think this is a fair move.

27 Not only would ‘experiment’ be problematic for Aristotle, but so would the
concept of ‘nature’ that Maxwell was working with-both, I think, would be
troubled by my usage of ‘motivation’ here.

28 Cf., the following theme in Rorty’s work: “There is nothing more for us to
know about our relation to reality than we already know.  There is no fur-
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(Notes Continued)
ry of philosophy and elsewhere” in
the Rorty, Schneewind, and Skinner
(eds.) 1984 volume, Philosophy in
History.
44 Allen 1993, 173
45 At least this is unfortunate to
the extent that it occurs in North
American and (even moreso)
British universities.  I am not sure
of the situation on the European
continent, but common sense
advises that they must embrace
postmodern texts more than we
do if only for the simple fact that
most postmodern texts originate
there (and it must be rare that a
culture produces movements that
it is wholly unsympathetic to-I
haven’t researched this last claim
however).
46 Witness his influence on mod-
ern psychology and modern reli-
gious studies.
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ans don’t know these names you
can bet that most non-academics
don’t know them either.  These
days, however, the average univer-
sity graduate in the humanities is
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126by a master of the aphoristic style. So Wittgenstein’s philosophical style leads

some readers to view his work in snapshots, in isolated sections, one group of
ideas breaking into the next.2

The game analogy is a prime example of an approach developed through
aphorisms and often read in isolation from Wittgenstein’s other ideas.  All of
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, that is, the volumes authored after his Philo-
sophical Remarks, has been associated with the game metaphor.  On the other
hand, his early work, especially the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus,3 has been asso-
ciated with the calculus approach to language.  Analyses of the most famous
periods in the philosopher’s career lead some commentators to the conclusion
that Wittgenstein had abandoned one approach for the other.4 This overcharac-
terization of Wittgenstein’s philosophy threatens a sound understanding of the
game metaphor.  

The TLP is concerned with the system that belies the expression of
thought in language, and in the later philosophy, language games are indeed
the essential units of understanding.5 Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language
changed a great deal over his career.  His approach to language in the early
period was crucially different from his approach in the later period.  But the
fundamental change, I submit, is from a general to a particular description of
the function of language, and not from the calculus approach to the game
metaphor. 

From General to Particular

The Game Metaphor in 

Wittgenstein’s  Philosophy

Michael Kocsis

The game metaphor
in Wittgenstein’s philos-

ophy suffers a fate we might
expect given the philosopher’s

aphoristic style.  Wittgenstein
expressed his ideas in chains of

remarks for which he said in the pref-
ace to the Philosophical Investigations; “The

essential thing was that the thoughts
should proceed from one subject to another

in a natural order and without breaks.”1 Those
who try to understand Wittgenstein and his phi-

losophy of language are drawn to easy characteriza-
tions that emerge from his aphorisms and analogies.

These surface examinations present Wittgenstein’s
remarks as anything but a natural progression.  Such easy

representation of the author’s ideas might be accurate, and cer-
tainly would be more palatable, but in some cases, readers can

quickly draw inaccurate conclusions.  After all, the ideas that had
been worked and reworked into short remarks were not apt for further

encapsulation.  They were as concise as they could be, pressed into form
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presented a very attractive picture of the way language worked.  Two features of
that picture are crucial to this discussion: the TLP made sense of the system
according to which language functions, and it provided an account of the way
that language refers to, or is in some way about the world. On the systematic
feature of language, Wittgenstein observed: “A proposition constructs a
world with the help of logical scaffolding, so that one can actually see from
the proposition how everything stands if it is true.”7 On the way that lan-
guage refers to the world, he wrote: “In a picture the elements of the pic-
ture are representatives of objects”8 and, “That is how a picture is attached
to reality; it reaches right out to it.”9 

The TLP picture of language was attractive, but it was also inade-
quate.  In the post-TLP period of his philosophy, Wittgenstein saw that
the two features mentioned above had been exaggerated in his initial dis-
cussion of language.  

One difficulty with the early approach is the way that Wittgenstein
conceived of the rules that frame language.  The logical scaffolding that
the calculus proposal was supposed to accentuate, when drawn to its
proper conclusion, proved incomplete.  The kind of rules postulated in
the TLP were concrete in application.  They were logical rules, and did
not permit variation according to subject matter.  These rules then
required that the elements supplied to them be logically independent of
one another.  In “Some Remarks on Logical Form”, an early example of
post-Tractarian thought, Wittgenstein shows how logical independence
of elementary units as a general characteristic of language is not possible.
Statements of degree and number, for example, do not permit such an
analysis.  The logic of language, as supplied in the early philosophy, does
not apply to all of language, to language in general: the TLP proposal is not
equipped to deal with the structure of some expressions in language.
In the Blue Book, Wittgenstein presents two sets of numbers in an example:

1         2         3         4
1         4         9        16    

The second row of numbers is a function of  the first set, namely the
squaring function.10 But this example serves to show that for any two sets of
arguments, the function performed on the first set to arrive at the second is
ambiguous  Wittgenstein later wrote on rules, “For just where on says ‘But don’t you
see...?’ the rule is no use, it is what is explained, not what does the explaining.”11

And returning to the BB example: “What I wrote is in accordance with the rule of
squaring; but it obviously is also in accordance with any number of other rules; and 
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His work should be examined for its development, not for its lack of continuity.
The temptation to characterize Wittgenstein’s philosophy according to the
analogies and metaphors used must be avoided where it obscures the view of
language he conceived.  More to the point: the game metaphor in Wittgen-
stein’s philosophy served a specific purpose as an object of comparison. With-
out proper interpretation, the metaphor’s purpose can be overestimated and
lead us to the conclusion that language games superseded or replaced the
older view that language functioned as a living system.  

My project in this paper is twofold.  First, I will show why and how
Wittgenstein used the game analogy to articulate his view of language.
Language games stand as the perfect metaphor for Wittgenstein, given his
developing understanding of the way language worked.  Of course, this is
why his philosophy in the later period is so easily associated with the
metaphor.  Wittgenstein used games as the object of comparison in his anal-
ogy because they allowed him to express a variety of points the calculus
model is not equipped to express. 

Second, having established the purpose of the metaphor, I will argue that
the calculus approach to language was not abandoned in favor of, but devel-
oped into an approach demonstrated through, simplified language games.  In
the later period, the calculus model became a description of how particular
uses of language performed in particular circumstances, not a general theory
of the way that language worked.  I will argue that Wittgenstein articulated
the calculus model in his later philosophy as a description of particular
aspects and cases of language.  

This discussion can conclude, then, where it began: with the assertion
that Wittgenstein’s use of aphorism and metaphor in concise remarks might
lead some philosophers to the conclusion that we must examine two funda-
mentally different proposals — two different philosophies.  My detailed
examination of the purpose of the metaphor will allow an understanding of
the development, rather than the multiplicity of Wittgenstein’s philosophy.  I
will begin with a description of some of the problems in the early approach
that generated the game analogy.  

AWAY FROM THE GENERAL APPROACH
Wittgenstein wrote in his first book: “The truth of the thoughts here communi-
cated seems to me unassailable and definitive.  I therefore believe myself to have
found, on all essential points, the final solution of the problems.”6

The importance of the philosophy presented in this book should not be
underestimated.  The TLP attained its influential position in philosophy because it 
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So far we have examined two cases where Wittgenstein took issue not
with the features of his early philosophy, but with how far he went in
advocating those features as a general account of the structure of
language.  In the second section of this paper, I will show how both of
these features, the system according to which language functions and
the way that some units of language refer to the world, are made
congruent with the game metaphor.  The issues discussed above only
infect the theory when taken as a general account of language.  The
problem I will examine now, however, was not so easy for
Wittgenstein to reconcile.  

To make sense of the connection between a word and its
ostensive definition, using the TLP approach, we must postulate pri-
vate mental experience.  Private experience, we might say, falls out
of the calculus proposal.17 Wittgenstein explains: 

Thus, if you are asked what is the relation between a name and
the thing it names, you will be inclined to answer that the rela-
tion is a psychological one, and perhaps when you say this you
think in particular of the mechanism of association.18

Wittgenstein’s proposal in the TLP was supposed to stand, I have
argued, as a general account of the function of language.  Early in the BB,
however, the philosopher investigated the idea that language was not
equipped to refer to some aspects of the mind-world relationship.  In a
noteworthy passage, Wittgenstein draws the reader through an examination
of a group of assertions made by a Diviner to describe his unusual sensations.

the
fundamental change  is from a

general to a particular description of

language, and not from the calculus

approach to the game metaphor.
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amongst these it is not more in
accordance with one than another.”
Although the squaring function is the
obvious example of a function used to derive
the second set of numbers, any other appropri-
ate function serves just as well.  Thus, a second flaw in the
argument that language is a system built onto concrete rules of logic — gen-
eral rules are subject to various interpretations; thus, such rules could not be
the basis for a comprehensive account of the way that language functions.
Although Wittgenstein could be sure that in some sense language operated
according to rules, in investigating the nature of language, he could not lay
the foundation for his philosophy on general rules.  

There were other problems with the early philosophy.  According
to the calculus model of language articulated in the TLP, words are prima-
rily connected with their meanings is by ostensive definition.12 Osten-
sive definition is the method by which the referent of a word is obvious-
ly or directly demonstrated.  In the TLP, the relationship is clear; “A name
means an object.  The object is its meaning,” and, “In a proposition a
name is a representative of an object.”13 Ostensive definition, the basis
for the name-object relation, applies in many cases, especially for proper
names and names of physical objects.  But the relation certainly does not
apply in all linguistic situations.  Early in PI, Wittgenstein writes of St.
Augustine’s association between ostensive definition and meaning:
“Augustine, we might say, does describe a system of communication, only
not everything that we call language is this system.”14

In remark twenty-seven of PI, Wittgenstein cites a number of expres-
sions for which there could be no ostensive definition.  While we might be
inclined to approach these as cases on the periphery of language, consider-
ation of them is vital, Wittgenstein suggests, for an understanding of the
nature of language.15 It is not the possibility that ostensive definition corre-
lates language with the world at all that is attacked here, but again, the appli-
cation of a principle that explains how language works in particular cases to
language in general.  On the appropriate use of ostensive definition to explain
particular uses, we again examine the BB: “Such an explanation might consist of
ostensive definitions.  We should say; e.g., “this is Kings College” (pointing to
the building), “this is a fire” (pointing to a fire).  This shows you the way in which
words and things may be connected.”16
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On the latter sense of privacy, pain cannot be reliably associated with pain
behavior.26 But Wittgenstein continues with the criticism of private sensa-
tions, suggesting that it is conceivable one could experience another’s pain: 

If, on the other hand, the tactual and kinaesthetic sensations described
were correlated to the visual experience of seeing my hand touch the
tooth of another person, there is no doubt that I would call this experi-
ence ‘toothache in another person’s tooth.’27

Similarly: “In so far as it makes sense to say that my pain is the same as his,
it is also possible for us both to have the same pain.”28 From the inade-
quacy of private sensations as a description of the nature of meaning, we
can now see the fundamental aspect of Wittgenstein’s private language
argument.  Since we cannot define criteria for the proper and improper
application of signs to refer to private sensations, we cannot presume
the correlation between words and meanings to be ostensive definitions
associated with private experiences.  From the famous section of PI: 

The essential thing about private experience is really not that each
person possesses his own exemplar, but that nobody knows
whether other people have this or something else.  The assumption
would thus be possible — though unverifiable — that one section
of mankind had one sensation of red and another section 
another.29

Stepping back, we can see the developed attack on this aspect of the cal-
culus approach.  Since there are expressions which we cannot under-
stand through the general account of language presented in the TLP, and
since many of these expressions refer to supposed private sensations like
pain, we might insist that there is a fundamental problem with any
explanatory apparatus which invokes private sensations as a feature.  Since
the calculus approach requires private sensations as the primary correlate of
ostensive definition in the relationship between language and the world, we
can assume that the Tractarian account, at least in regard to its proposal for
connecting language to the world, is mistaken about private sensations.  The
calculus approach to language may prove coherent where it makes sense of
the systematic and the referential features of particular uses of language.  Pri-
vate mental experience, however, proves incoherent, and so must be aban-
doned as the basis for an understanding of how language functions.  Meaning,
then, must be public phenomena.
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Wittgenstein’s Diviner says: “I have never learnt to correlate depth of water
with feelings in my hand, but when I have a certain feeling of tension in my
hands, the words ‘three feet’ spring up in my mind.”19 This example shows
that although the grammar of the words in the Diviner’s expression sub-
scribe to appropriate rules for their use, they are combined in a way that we
do not understand.  The Diviner’s expressions are not able to describe to
the listener the sensations that they purport to describe.  

This example presents a problem for Wittgenstein’s early approach
because it suggests that part of an investigation of the nature of language
might require postulation of mental phenomena which cannot be evalu-
ated sensibly.  On the mental images we are inclined to postulate to
explain the live character of signs in language, Wittgenstein writes: 

As soon as you think of replacing the image by, say, a painted one,
and as soon as the image loses it’s occult character, it ceases to seem
to impart any life to the sentence at all.20

The way we conventionally locate and describe pain is problematic for
the same reason as the Diviner passage.  Pain is used in explication
because it is a clear case, we are led to think, of private sensation.  The
meaning of the word “pain” is supposed to refer directly to the sensa-
tion.  It cannot be social behavior that connects “pain” to pain, for one
who experiences pain might not express it, and one who claims to be
in pain might be deceptive.  Furthermore, what “pain” refers to is not a
synonym for the expression the sensation, it is the expression of the
sensation.21 Likewise, “pain” cannot be correlated with pain in a
learned relationship; to have pains is not to have learned of pains, but
to have them.22

If we cannot identify a relation between the word “pain” and its
sensation, we might want to know whether we can call the experience
private at all.  Subsequently, Wittgenstein distinguishes two senses of
privacy — a sensation is private if either only I can know about it or if
others cannot feel it.23

On the former sense of privacy, Wittgenstein develops a damaging
criticism.  To say that I can know of my own pains is really to say no more
than that I am in pain.  As noted, experience of pain can be kept a secret,
but of course, the issue concerns the privacy of experiences which are not
kept a secret.24 There are no criteria of the evaluation of a sensation
expression, so any such expression is empty.  Wittgenstein sums this point
up in: “The proposition ‘sensations are private’ is comparable to: ‘one plays
patience by oneself.’”25
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further refines the adherence to a particular approach to language.  The multi-
plicity of uses of language are illustrated by language games.  Each game con-
cerns the particular use it describes.  Wittgenstein notes the tendency to search
for a general explanation: “The idea of a general concept being a common
property of its particular instances connects up with other primitive, too sim-
ple, ideas of the structure of language.”35 This tendency must be avoided,
Wittgenstein thinks, because language games “form a family the members of
which all have family likenesses,”36 and, “there is no single feature in com-
mon to all of them, though there are many common features overlapping.
They have family likenesses which are not clearly defined.”37 Linguistic
expressions can be defined, but not within a general theory of the nature of
language.  They can be defined, however, by their place in the context of
the language game to which they belong.  With some idea of Wittgen-
stein’s use of the game analogy at hand, we can examine how his strategy
accounts for the concepts in the calculus approach as they were dis-
cussed earlier in this paper.  

The first of those concepts was the set of general rules of language
favoured in the TLP.  As his view developed, Wittgenstein wrote: “For
remember that in general we don’t  use language according to strict
rules.”38 On precise rules for the use of language, Wittgenstein contin-
ued the explanation: “To suppose that there must be [precise rules] would
be like supposing that whenever children play with a ball they play a
game according to strict rules.”39 The rules that hold language together
cannot be determined through a general approach to language. What we
call a rule in a language game might have very different roles in particular
games.40 Only in particular cases, with reference to particular language
games, can one determine the proper and improper use of linguistic rules.  

In the final piece of Wittgenstein’s nachlaß, we see how the philoso-
pher’s notion of language games is equipped to dissolve philosophical
disputes.  If the relationship between particular language games can be deter-
mined, then the confusion resulting from their conflation can be avoided.  In
On Certainty, Wittgenstein investigated the position of certainty as the foun-
dation of the language game.  Both certainty and doubt stand outside the
game, doubt threatening everything within, certainty supporting everything
within.41 What stands fast for us is the basis for language games, according to
OC, and as such is not subject to skepticism: “If the true is what is grounded,
then the ground is not true, nor yet false.”42 Doubting propositions for which
we can be certain on an everyday level, is conflating language games.  Doubt
might belong to the language game in which I could question whether it will rain 
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Using the Game Metaphor
The game analogy allowed Wittgenstein to articulate the essential

features of his developed account of the nature of language.  A prominent
characteristic of the later philosophy was the way that meaning emerges
from language, that is, the way that signs get their life.  In the later
philosophy, meaning is derived 

from the use of the particular expression — the procedure for using the
expression.  In the TLP, the initial connection between sign and meaning
is described as use:30 “In order to recognize a symbol by its sign we
must observe how it is used with a sense.”31 The TLP presents use as an
expression to render a picture of reality within the logical syntax.  But
the use of other expressions (especially those cited in PI rm. 23 and 27)
remains unexplained.  In the BB Wittgenstein argues that the meaning
of an expression, of any expression, derives from its use in language:
“The use of a word in practice is its meaning,” and, “The meaning of a
phrase for us is the use we make of it.”32 This is part of why the
metaphor is a useful tool for Wittgenstein — the way meaning
emerges from language is the way that particular games emerge from
individuals’ participation in them.  Meaning is use in the same way
that individuals play games.  An excerpt from the later period makes
the point explicit: “To understand a sentence means to understand a
language.  To understand a language means to be a master of a tech-
nique.”33

We established that Wittgenstein was forced to reject the idea
that meaning was in any way a private phenomena.  So another aspect
of Wittgenstein’s approach, articulated in the game metaphor, is that we
play games with each other.  Expressions have meaning in language
because individuals participate in the activity, and because the activity
takes place within communities of use.  If the life of a sign in language is
not derived from the individual’s use of it, then there must be a basis for
the assertion that the sign has a life outside its signification.  The basis is
the notion that language games are a form of life.  Henry Finch puts the
issue in precise terms: “A form of life is a possibility of meaningful action
shared by members of a group, and hence repeatable by different members
of the group on different occasions.”34 Thus, the move from a general
approach to particular uses of language within linguistic communities.   

A third characteristic of language articulated in the game metaphor 
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Sensation language, functions according to the use of particular expressions in
the language game, and the sensations of pain themselves are excluded from
the game.  Hence, the departure from the implications of the calculus model
of sensation language.  We express and understand others’ expressions of pain
not through universal psychology, but through convention and community
agreement of what is and is not appropriate within the language game.  Thus
the move from a general to a particular approach to language in Wittgen-
stein’s philosophy.  

From General to Particular 
It has become fairly commonplace to interpret Wittgenstein’s philosophy
in terms of the abandonment of the calculus approach, and the emer-
gence of the language game model.48

This characterization, I submit, is a misinterpretation of his purpose
in his later philosophy.  

Some argue that although Wittgenstein came to favour one term
over the other to describe his proposal, he used “calculus” in a way that
did not require a general interpretation of the term.49 The inclusion of
particular cases among calculi was discussed by Wittgenstein in the
post-Tractarian period: 

The word ‘calculus’ has different meanings: there are different kinds
of calculi just as there are different lists of rules.  By this I do not
mean different calculations, but different kinds of calculi.  The con-
cept calculus itself is ambiguous.50

Wittgenstein here is broadening his notion of calculus so that it could
conceivably apply in different circumstances, for particular purposes.  

Stephen Hilmy has gone as far as to argue that Wittgenstein used the
terms “calculus” and “language game” interchangeably, both in his pub-
lished material and in rough notebooks where he often crossed out one
expression to substitute the other.51 In Hilmy’s view, this shows that there is
some point to the idea that Wittgenstein did not abandon one approach for
the other.  

But there are more convincing arguments.  There are significant lines of
distinction between the early and later proposals; indeed, this paper has been
partially dedicated to the discussion of these differences.  The fact that
Wittgenstein put forward two different proposals is indisputable.  This is how
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tomorrow or not.  It does not, however, belong to the game in which I state
that I am certain of my own existence.  Conflating language games in this
manner leads to philosophical puzzlement.  If we understand that our inter-
pretation of language must subscribe to rules determined by particular uses,
we can avoid the pitfalls our ordinary use of language imposes on us.  The
rules of language do not apply in general, but within specific language
games.  

Returning to the problems created by the calculus approach, the
place of ostensive definition in simple language games needs to be
explained.  The metaphor is constructed with reference to artificial exam-
ples of primitive games.  In both PI and the BB Wittgenstein examines
example cases of primitive languages which show how ostensive defini-
tion serves as the model for particular examples of language games.43

Indeed, part of the concept of language games is precisely the fact that
primitive games serve as the basis for more complex forms of expres-
sion.44 In BB Wittgenstein writes: “We see that we can build up the
complicated forms from the primitive ones by gradually adding new
forms.”45

In the later philosophy, ostensive definition of words is situated as
the correlation between words and their referents, according to the
procedure for using the words in particular language games.  These are
the most straightforward of language games, upon which more
complex forms of language are built.  They are, as Wittgenstein says,
the most primitive of games, and it is no surprise that they should be
overestimated in an examination of the nature of language.

So, can simple language games help the philosopher make sense of
expressions for sensations like pain? Like other units of language, sensa-
tion language takes its place as a language game.  When we refer to pain,
we do not refer to an ostensively defined private experience as the calcu-
lus approach would entail.  Pain takes a place in a language game because
within the rules of the game we are free to assume, by the use of pain
expressions, that the expression of pain and the behavior of the suffering
individual indicate that the individual is indeed in pain.  Wittgenstein
makes the point in an analogy: “If water boils in a pot, steam comes out of
the pot and also pictured steam comes out of the pictured pot.  But what if
one insisted on saying that there must also be something boiling in the pic-
tured pot?”46 Anthony Kenny explains the analogy: “In the metaphor, the
water is the pain, the steam is the pain behavior, the pot is the sufferer’s body.
In the language game with pain there are pictures only of the sufferer and his
behavior, not of his pain.”47

the procedure for using the expression
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son for the craving for generality: “Again, the idea we have of what happens
when we get hold of the general idea...is connected with the confusion
between a mental state, meaning a state of a hypothetical mental mecha-
nism.”55 So the private mental experiences which are presumed by the calculus
approach stem from the general approach. Since general interpretation requires
postulation of an indeterminate ‘hypothetical mental mechanism,’ only the par-
ticular uses of sensation language can be properly interpreted.

In the BB Wittgenstein wrote: “The idea that in order to get clear about
the meaning of a general term one had to find the common element in all its
applications has shackled philosophical investigation.”56 This, I think, provides
an understanding of the purpose of the game metaphor — to shake away the
problems created by our craving for generality. The crucial shift in Wittgen-
stein’s philosophy is from a general to a particular view of language.  Anthony
Kenny’s words about language games are most accurate: “Whether they can
still be called calculuses is indifferent, as long as we do not allow ourselves to
be diverted by the use of a general term from the investigation of every indi-
vidual case we want to decide.”57

The TLP system was not equipped to express all that Wittgenstein had
observed as essential characteristics of language.  The point of the later
philosophy, and especially of the game metaphor, was that language was not all
and only a rule governed calculus.  Language games accentuated the role that
the early approach played in the function of language.58

So I return to the assertion made at the beginning of this discussion; that
Wittgenstein’s use of aphorism and metaphor might lead some to the
conclusion that we must examine two different philosophies.  Three remarks
will serve as examples.  In the TLP, Wittgenstein wrote: “In logic there can be
no distinction between the general and the specific.”59 We can take from this

In saying

“Don’t think, just look!”,

Wittgenstein is referring to an approach to language and
to an approach to 

his language -- and to his philosophy.
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we came to debate the question of continuity in his philosophy.  However, the
features of the view of language retained in the later philosophy show the fun-
damental move — or at least the best way to observe that move — was not from
a calculus approach to a language game model, but from a general to a particu-
lar examination of language.  

The conception of rules presented in the TLP was not abandoned
wholesale, but was re-evaluated and made to work within a different
comprehensive account.  In the later philosophy, instead of general rules of
logic providing a foundation for all of language, rules function within particular
manifestations of language games. Wittgenstein’s comments regarding all
language games explain equally well the kinds of rules within them: “I am saying
that these phenomena have no one thing in common which makes us use the
same word for all, but that they are related to one another in many ways.”52 But
the kind of rules presented in the early and late periods share two determining
characteristics.  They are normative rules; they prescribe the behavior to which
language users should adhere.  Also, they provide the structure which
determines the system which makes up language.  The above passage shows
that the system in the later proposal was developed according to particular uses
of language, not according to language in general.  

The Tractarian notion of ostensive definition was maintained in a similar
manner.  While the TLP account required ostensive definition as the primary
correlation between sign and meaning for all of the signs in language, the later pro-
posal allowed direct demonstration of reference, only according to use, and
only when the correlation was straightforward.53 Continuing, we see how
Wittgenstein conceived of the system of language constructed on the founda-
tion of the primitive, ‘clear cut’, and particular ostensive language games: 

On the other hand we recognize in these simple processes forms of lan-
guage not separated by a break from our more complicated ones.  We see
that we can build up the complicated forms from the primitive ones by
gradually adding new forms.54

For some language games, but not all, the ostensive correlation between lan-
guage and the world is appropriate.  

The tendency to ascribe general explanations where there are only partic-
ular features is termed by Wittgenstein “our craving for generality.”  Among the
reasons for this craving is the propensity to look for something in common to
all the entities we commonly include under a general term.  This is precisely
the mistaken approach to language the game analogy was intended to shake
loose.  The notion that the meaning of a word is something accumulated by
one who understands the word furthers this mistaken approach.  This inclina-
tion is associated with the idea that all of language works the same way proper
names do — through ostensive definitions.  Wittgenstein identifies a third rea-
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comment that during the early period, Wittgenstein conceived of language as a
system in which all expressions could be derived from elementary expressions
through the same operation.60 As his conception changed, the philosopher
wrote in the BB: “Instead of ‘craving for generality’ I could also have said ‘the
contempt for the particular case.’”61 Here we have a statement of the early view,
and a statement of the transitional period.    

And finally, in PI, the most comprehensive account available of
Wittgenstein’s developed philosophy of language, we see the completed
transition.  In opposition to the first comment we read: “For if you look at them
you will not see anything that is common to all, but similarities, relationships,
and a whole series of them at that.  To repeat: don’t think, but look!”62 Who
could examine these remarks and aphorisms and not be drawn to associate them
with their distinguishing features? 

The temptation to characterize Wittgenstein’s philosophy according to
the aphorisms derived from his style is powerful, but must be avoided where it
obscures the approach to language he developed.  The game metaphor served
a specific purpose in Wittgenstein’s philosophy as an object of comparison —
as a way of looking at language.  The analogy allowed him to describe the
implications of his early view that drew him toward a different perspective, and
most importantly, it allowed him to articulate the features of his new
philosophy. This is where the later approach connects with his style in writing
philosophy.  In saying “Don’t think, just look!”, Wittgenstein is referring to an
approach to language and to an approach to his language — and to his
philosophy.  Overcharacterization of Wittgenstein’s game metaphor steps into
the very trap — the craving for generality — that the later period in his
philosophy was conceived to avoid.
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COLOPHON          meteorite

This is a colophon.
What is a colophon?
W ebster s Dictionary offers a few entries for colophon. 
This is the first entry:

col¥o¥phon \‘k -le-f n\ n [L, fr. Gk kolopho-n summit, finishing touch; perh. Akin to
L culmentop] (1774) 1:an inscription placed at the end of a book or manuscript usu. with
facts relative to its production; an identifying device used by a printer or a publisher

1

The text that I am now writing is such an “inscription... with facts
relative to the production” of a particular volume — the philosophy
journal that you are now reading. Some of the typefaces used to produce
this volume will be mentioned (this, for example, is New Clear Era). The
names of thinkers and concepts that appeared in the last hundred or so
pages of text will reappear in these few pages at the end. This, strictly
speaking, will have been a colophon. [But, as you may already guess, one that is aware that

“strict speech” often more closely resembles the most mischievous trope than it does ordinary parlance.]

to elude definition; one

tends to find it used only in

the glossaries of somewhat

antiquated printer’s man-

uals. In fact, I am only aware

of one brief passage where

the word is used in a text

that is something other than

technical. An attempt to

rectify this oversight,

however, by articulating pre-

cisely what the figure on the

facing page signifies (that is,

if it does signify) belies the

simplicity of a dictionary’s

report on the conventions of

its use. In the end, the

attempt to provide such an

entry will do exactly what

one would generally think

an entry ought to do — open

upon concepts and ques-

tions that we have too often

concealed from view.

e

Perhaps we can formalize W ebster sdefinition: a

colophon is a writing about a particular typography.

This formalization seems consistent with how

colophon is used. “Colophon” is the name editors

and publishers give to that little text in the back of a

bound volume that describes the typefaces, layout, and

so on. This formalization, though, is not as simple as a

simplification. To have a “writing about typography” is

to have defined colophon as a “writing about the

image of a writing.” It then follows that a colophon is a

kind of philology or criticism (that is, “a writing about...

a writing”). But it is a particularly surprising kind — one

that must pass by way of image to get where it wants to

go. So, two questions are posed: 

1.  What is the image of language?

[It cannot be only the shape of letterforms.]

2. Which writings are colophons? 

[Certainly not only those with the banner “COLOPHON” at the top of the page.]

That is also a colophon.
This second sense of colophon, however,

does not have an entry in W ebster s(nor in

the O E D, nor Robert s). It is likely no more

than a simple accident of scholarship that

the second sense of colophonoften seems

1

2

3

meteorite COLOPHON

This is a colophon.
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But I want to broaden Lacan’s metaphor by
describing another intersection and another
rupture. The relationship that I want to discuss is
that between the graphic and the linguistic. It might
seem that these are obvious or even surpassed
concepts; without doubt, art historians and æstheti-
cists, literary critics and philosophers of language,
have produced rich and varied discourses about
each. However and with doubt, we only yet have the
allusions to a rich understanding of how image and
language relate — what quite literally could be
called an understanding of typography. When we
don’t find the rote dualism of a thesis of the incom-
mensurability of image and language, we often find
the most common reaction to any dichotomy — an
urge to understand the defining features of one
sphere as nothing more than particular manifesta-
tions of the other.
My idea begins with this: 

The colophon (in the dictionary’s sense of
“an inscription placed at the end...”) often
has the function of a colophon (of doubt). 

To begin to grasp what I mean here, it is helpful to
take up one of the manifestos of so-called “mod-
ernist”typography. A number of such works have
been published over the last century that we could
choose. An early example is Jan Tschichold’s 1923
Die Neue Typographie, published recently in
English as The New Typography.
This is how Tschichold describes his work:

Jonathan Galen Yeasting meteorite

[ An as ide :  I  confess  that  I  am over-general i z ing .  For  example ,

everyone f rom the  most

austere  phi losopher  to

the  most  spr ight ly  cr i t ic

in  one way or  another

bel ieves ,  “There  i s

graphic  language —

writ ing . ”  Th is  much

is  t r iv ia l .  From th is  point ,

though,  one of ten s l ips

too quick ly  into  the

bel ie f  that  any  phi losoph-

ica l  interest  in  wr i t ing  i s

e x h a u s t e d  b y  h o w

w r i t i n g  s i g n i f ies .

Typography i s  one of

those  cases  when we

should  remember  that

somet imes  there  i s  more

in  heaven and earth . . .]

...THE DAYS WHEN WE STILL
HAD A. . .

4
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And, yes, in this case they are undeniably philosophical concepts and

questions. This is the passage anticipated a paragraph above; the

author is the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan:

Descartes apprehends his I think in the enunciation of the I doubt, not in its
statement, which still bears all of this knowledge to be put into doubt. Shall I say
that Freud makes one more step... when he invites us to integrate in the text of
the dream what I shall call the colophon of doubt? — the colophon, in an old
text, is that small pointing hand that, in the days when we still had a typography,
used to be printed in the margin. The colophon of doubt is part of the text. This
indicates that Freud is placing his certainty... only in the constellation of
signifiers as they result from the recounting, the commentary, the association,
even if they are later retracted (33).

Lacan is describing the design of a conceptual graph. He finds the path

traced by Freud’s writings on the unconscious to intercept the path of

Descartes’ meditations on doubt, certainty, and the self. Descartes, of

course, worried that all his experience of the world was nothing but a

dream. In hope of locating an island of solidity in the sea of the world-

as-dreamwork, Descartes argues from his doubt — from the belief that

there must be a doubter — to secure his confidence that he exists.

Lacan’s Freud recasts this exercise; it is by way of doubting,

questioning, reinterpreting the surface features of the dreamwork

that we may be able to name with confidence where the responsible

self lies. For Lacan, the interaction between a body of text and its

questioning colophon of doubt parallels the interaction between the

dreamly thinking of Descartes’ as-yet-insecure self and that which

secures by recognizing the doubting. To anticipate: when a printer

notices an error, the colophon of doubt is added to a page, not to spite

or threaten a text, but to re-secure the text’s authority by pointing out

its moment of failure. And Lacan’s point is that the securing of the self

occurs as a similar moment of rupture; Cartesian security comes only

at the price of an irreparable fragmentation of who one is.

Lacan stops there. The colophon of doubt is abandoned and

does not reappear in his work. [And if I seem to be passing the question of selfhood by,

it is only to provide some turning room so we can approach it from another angle.]
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Interrogating the colophon of doubt may help clarify the dynamic
at issue here. Let’s begin with the semiologist’s question: What
does the colophon of doubt signify? But the question may already
imply too much about how signification functions and what
qualifies as a signifier. The colophon, though, might not be so
simple a signifier as those our courses have trained us to expect. A
first option would be to treat the colophon of doubt as signifying
the act of doubting:

But what would that entail? If the colophon were nothing more than
a icon substituting for the phrase “I doubt,” then the colophon
would be a usage of synecdoche. Synecdoche, in study of rhetoric,  is
the act of using the name of one part of the body to invoke and
encapsulate the notion of a “greater whole” — synonymy at the
expense of scale. So, the colophon of doubt would be the
incarnation of a self-complete doubter.  We could then offer this
new translation of Descartes’ famous phrase, “I doubt, I think”:

I doubt

,I think
Our attempt to understand the colophon of doubt as the signifier of
doubt has backfired. The exchange of what were thought to be syn-
onyms turns out to be far from idle for the content of Descartes’
statement. The most famous example of an a priori truth in the his-
tory of philosophy is thus brought precariously close to the edge of
philosophy’s most famous paradox: “This statement is false.”  A
norm of intellectual respect would seem to dictate that, for the
moment at least, I should assume the difficulty is mine in interpre-
tation and not Descartes’ or Lacan’s in formulation.

/

...IS PART OF THE TEXT...
5
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I set the above passage in a reproduction of

Tschichold’s favored font (12pt. Aksidenz Grotesk) to highlight

an irony implicit in The New Typography, and to begin to

provide “a fuller account” of what “the New” was. The book has

a colophon. In that colophon, Tschichold’s editors and

designers, who are by no means unsympathetic with his decla-

ration that the history of print culminated  in high modernism,

describe at length the technical and aesthetic decisions they

made so as best to mimic the design of Tschichold’s original

work. They delve into quite a bit of detail about, for example,

how lost typefaces were feigned to produce a sense of historical

accuracy, about how tracking and margins were set to imitate

those of the original printing, and so on. 

The colophon doubly revises Tschichold’s text. First,

it informs the reader that Tschichold’s declaration of a typo-

graphical tabula rasa was false — the history of print has

continued even so far as to make the moment of its declared

end recoverable only by an effort of imitation. This first

revision alone is not that interesting; the observation that all

of culture does not resemble De Stijl comes as no surprise. 

The colophon’s second revision is far more

surprising. It serves not only as a summary, an abridged

edition of what we would have already learned from the

passage through Tschichold’s book. Instead, it produces the

very sense of an origin that it proceeds to deny. It offers a

reassuring proscription: “You can reclaim the moment when

history was complete by mimicking its means, even though

you know that that was never anything more than an

illusion.”  So, the colophon is nostalgic for an event that

never was. But this directive has an underbelly. It is not just

in spite of, but precisely because there never really was an

end or origin of history that there is an urge to imitate what

one wishes there might have been.  
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6THIS...
“This” is an indexical.   The way that indication works has come to

jeopardize the beliefs
shared by many philo-
sophers that a simple and
clear harmony between
language and the world
will inevitably be found.
René Magritte will teach
us this. (So could a more
proper philosopher of
language, like Donald
Davidson. )

One finds the concept of the indexical most frequently employed by analytic

philosophers writing about

language. Their idea is that,

when fully rooted out, the way

that a statement implicitly

indexes a certain “this” (that

is, an “at this particular time,”

“at this particular place,” and

so on) often reveal the

statement to be incoherent.

An example may be found in

the fifth sentence of this text:

“The text that I am now

writing is the [colophon] of

the philosophy journal that

you are now reading.” Here

the difficulty is temporal; the

first “now” indexes a time

(about 11 AM on a day in late

December 1999) that is not

the same as the time indexed

by the second “now” (what

will have been sometime next

81 104

Perhaps this re-designation is simply the result of

misconceiving what the colophon signifies. Another

diagram would seem to be called for, one that leaves

no worries as to where the colophon directs its atten-

tion. This diagram would take the colophon to signi-

fy the very text it calls into question: 3

This is a colophon.
What is a colophon?
W ebsters Dictionaryoffers a few entries for colophon. 
This is the first entry:

col¥o¥phon \ k -le-f n\ n [L, fr. Gk kolopho-n summit, finishing touch; perh. Akin to

L culmen top] (1774) 1:an inscription placed at the end of a book or manuscript usu. with

facts relative to its production; an identifying device used by a printer or a publisher
1

The text that I am now writing is such an “inscription... with facts
relative to the production” of a particular volume — the philosophy
journal that you are now reading. Some of the typefaces used to produce
this volume will be mentioned (this, for example, is New Clear Era). The
names of thinkers and concepts that appeared in the last hundred or so
pages of text will reappear in these few pages at the end. This, strictly
speaking, will have been a colophon. [But, as you may already guess, one that is aware that

“strict speech” often more closely resembles the most mischievous trope than it does ordinary parlance. ]

to elude definition; one

tends to find it used only in

the glossaries of somewhat

antiquated printer’s man-

uals. In fact, I am only aware

of one brief passage where

the word is used in a text

that is something other than

technical. An attempt to

rectify this oversight,

however, by articulating pre-

cisely what the figure on the

facing page signifies (that is,

if it does signify) belies the

simplicity of a dictionary’s

report on the conventions of

its use. In the end, the

attempt to provide such an

entry will do exactly what

one would generally think

an entry ought to do — open

upon concepts and ques-

tions that we have too often

concealed from view.

e

Perhaps we can formalize W ebstersdefinition: a

colophon is a writing about a particular typography.

This formalization seems consistent with how

colophon is used. “Colophon” is the name editors

and publishers give to that little text in the back of a

bound volume that describes the typefaces, layout, and

so on. This formalization, though, is not as simple as a

simplification. To have a “writing about typography” is

to have defined colophon as a “writing about the

image of a writing.” It then follows that a colophon is a

kind of philology or criticism (that is, “a writing about...

a writing”). But it is a particularly surprising kind — one

that must pass by way of image to get where it wants to

go. So, two questions are posed: 

1.  What is the image of language?

[It cannot be only the shape of letterforms. ]

2. Which writings are colophons? 

[Certainly not only those with the banner “COLOPHON ” at the top of the page. ]

That is also a colophon.
This second sense of colophon, however,

does not have an entry in W ebsters(nor in

the OED , nor Robert s). It is likely no more

than a simple accident of scholarship that

the second sense of colophonoften

seems

1

2

3
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to elude definition; one

tends to find it used only in

the glossaries of somewhat

antiquated printer’s man-

uals. In fact, I am only aware

of one brief passage where

the word is used in a text

that is something other than

technical. An attempt to

rectify this oversight,

however, by articulating pre-

cisely what the figure on the

facing page signifies (that is,

if it does signify) belies the

simplicity of a dictionary’s

report on the conventions of

its use. In the end, the

attempt to provide such an

entry will do exactly what

one would generally think

an entry ought to do — open

upon concepts and ques-

tions that we have too often

concealed from view.

e

Perhaps we can formalize W ebstersdefinition: a

colophon is a writing about a particular typography.

This formalization seems consistent with how

colophon is used. “Colophon” is the name editors

and publishers give to that little text in the back of a

bound volume that describes the typefaces, layout, and

so on. This formalization, though, is not as simple as a

simplification. To have a “writing about typography” is

to have defined colophon as a “writing about the

image of a writing.” It then follows that a colophon is a

kind of philology or criticism (that is, “a writing about...

a writing”). But it is a particularly surprising kind — one

that must pass by way of image to get where it wants to

go. So, two questions are posed: 

1.  What is the image of language?

[It cannot be only the shape of letterforms. ]

2. Which writings are colophons? 

[Certainly not only those with the banner “COLOPHON ” at the top of the page. ]

That is also a colophon.
This second sense of colophon, however,

does not have an entry in W ebsters(nor in

the OED , nor Robert s). It is likely no more

than a simple accident of scholarship that

the second sense of colophonoften

seems

1

2

3

In our attempt to eliminate doubt from the picture,

it seems we have inadvertently eliminated the

picture of doubt. The colophon would be merely a

symbol of repetition — the graphic incarnation of

the text. Its doubting function has been abolished.

In its place is now the exposition of a logical

identity.   To demonstrate:

In order to rectify these errors, it will be necessary to describe how the

colophon both doubts and channels its doubting toward a certain

object — of how it functions as what linguists call an indexical.
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“this” will be the mark left behind when language lost its ability to imitate the

world, and instead was condemned to describe it

Now, Foucault is one of those thinkers who takes image and language to be

utterly separate domains; he would allow that a word or image might both represent

and signify, but would say that that representing and that signifying are two com-

pletely isolated activities in which that word or image participates. Hence, for Fou-

cault, the thought that “this” might reach across the boundaries between image and

language is a distortion when taken at face value, and permissible only as a charade

executed according to the implicit rules of the painter’s game - a “ruse,” Foucault

says. Magritte’s painting thus poses a special challenge for Foucault: to provide a

theory of how “this” could bind image and language that does not place his belief in

the mutual resistance of image and language in jeopardy.

Foucault tries to meet this challenge.  He finds in Magritte’s painting the evi-

dence of its history. The image of the pipe and the text that underlies it, he says,

were once together, “allied,” in the form of a calligram - written words that adopt the

shape of that to which they refer. Foucault writes that The Betrayal of Images has

survived

An operation rendered invisible by the simplicity of its result, but which alone can

explain the vague uneasiness provoked. The operation is a calligram that Magritte

has secretly constructed, then unravelled. Each element of the figure , their

recipocal position,  and their relationship derive from this process, annulled as

soon as it had been accomplished. Behind the drawing and these words, before

anyone has written anything at all, before the formation of the picture (and with-

in it the drawing of the pipe), before the large floating pipehas appeared - we must

assume, I believe, that  a calligram has formed, and then unravelled. There we

have the evidence of failure and its ironic remains (20). 

So Foucault is positing a history of Magritte’s painting. The narrative runs some-

thing like this:  

“Once upon a time, there was a firm alliance of language and image. But at 

some moment there was a break in this history —[It is far from clear as to when or 

where Foucault imagines the splitting to have occurred. When Foucault writes about the split, it seems that
he wants to be taken a saying that it was something more than a decision made and executed by Magritte in
the production of Betrayal; Foucault wants to inflate the story of this one work and project it onto the histo-
ry of meaning.  To a habitual reader of Foucault, this move is of little surprise. But that reader ought to also
recall that Foucault’s ethic of attentiveness to detail is often a method of clarifying exactly where our com-
mitments lie. With Magritte, however, Foucault is ambiguous. Is Foucault thinking the split in the history of
meaning to have occurred with Freud, as the Surrealists themselves thought? Or perhaps earlier, with Niet-
zsche? With Hegel? All the way back to Aristotle? Or, perhaps, not until the time when Foucault and his con-
temporaries would articulate the notion?]— a break in history when the alliance between

image and language ruptured beyond the possibility of repair.”

The story concludes by describing the debris left behind — the “ironic remains”

that lay bare The Betrayal of Images. 
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year at least).   This (or “this”) has  thus impeded attempts to formalize

theorems of truth or meaning.

The unformalizability of “this” may itself indicate a condition not confined

to this linguistic phenomenon.  This condition of language is what I’ve been calling

image; image has shot through language and language bears the mark of its path.

This is a representation of that drawing and its English translation:

ceci n est pas une pipe this is not a pipe

A thematic similarity between Magritte’s “Betrayal of Images” and Lacan’s colophon

of doubt is immediately apparent.  At first glance, both are displays of a tension

between language and the image that accompanies it. But Magritte (anachronisti-

cally) inverts Lacan’s schema. Where the colophon Lacan describes is an image that

doubts the authority of the text in which it has become a participant, Magritte’s

painted phrase is a text which doubts the authority of the image (initially, the pipe--

shaped lines) in which it has become a participant (now, Magritte’s painting). In

short, Magritte’s phrase is a colophon of the kind described by W ebster s. 

Michel Foucault writes what is likely the most famous, if often chastised,

interpretation of Magritte’s “Betrayal.” Foucault first highlights the ambivalence of

the “ceci” (“this”), demonstrating that it can be taken to refer to the image of the

pipe ( because it is a representing image, it is not, strictly speaking, a pipe), the words

drawn on the canvas (the statement “This is not a pipe” is not a pipe), or the painting

as a whole (the painting of a pipe and some text, when taken together, is not a pipe,

but a painting).  

Foucault’s Magritte wants to split the world of images from the world of

things: “Must we say: ‘My God, how simpleminded!’ the statement is perfectly true,

since it is quite apparent that the drwaing representing the pipe is not the pipe

itself” (19). Language — specifically, the language of indication — is the wedge

brought in to accomplish the task. But there may be more to “this” than that.

Magritte’s “this” is not only ambivalent as to what it signifies or refers, it is ambiva-

lent as whether it is so simply and completely contained within language. Magritte’s
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7
“This” is one of a very few moments in lan-
guage when the gap between the signifier
and what it signifies is collapsed. Hegel, for
one, used the phrase “the this” to describe
primal immersion in the spectacle of the
world - image. The moment when one begins
to become a self, for Hegel, is precisely the
moment when “the this” is lost to history.

We need to think something like
Hegel’s “this” alongside Foucault’s if we want
to really understand how the calligram — and
the colophon — work. We should ask, what
does Foucault think to have been surpassed
in the unravelling of the calligram?” 

Memories do not easily disappear; even
when they seem forgotten, they return in
other forms.  Often to say that something “is
nothing more than a memory” is just a strate-
gy to disavow what one is confronting in the
present. Foucault is engaging in the theorist’s
version of precisely this kind of disavowal.
What Foucault is trying to forget is how “this”
is the mark of image’s passage into language.
By imagining the calligram to have gone awry,
thinking “this” to have only ever been a failed
attempt Focault can deny it in the present. 

There is a “this” to be found in the pres-
ent, to be sure. And one that Foucault knows
he has to confront. It is written across the
surface of Magritte’s painting. In as much as
“this” marks the collusion of language and
image, there is in a sense, a calligram staring
sitting right there on the surface of Betrayal.  

But how does Foucault deal with “this”
when confronted by it? By pushing it away. By
saying that the “this” that could ambivalate
between image and language has disappeared
—“only a memory.” And a memory that was
never all that powerful; For Foucault, the col-
lusion between image and language was only

ever  a shaky “alliance,” one already
doomed to fail.
Except, he says, when it “misleads” 

Perhaps we can then offer a
final calligram to more fully
express what was lost when
the colophon of doubt was

“Not a calligram!” you say,
“Merely a commonplace pas-
sage of text.” It certainly has a
certain form, though, and not
just as a rectangle. The little
text unquestionably “refer-
ences what it respresents.” If
you are not yet convinced,
look again at the diagram on
page 84. There is more than 

born:

I AM LANGUA
GE SPEAKING.
I KNOW THE T
RUE NAMES O
F THINGS. I SA
Y WHAT I SHO
W WHAT I MEA
N WHAT I AM.
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Our difficulties with the colophon of doubt are not all that dif-
ferent from Foucault’s with The Betrayal of Images; both us and
Foucault have been trying to understand how an image and
some language could disagree without ever having entered the
same conversation. Maybe, then, we could adapt Foucault’s
solution to our own ends. The colophon, together with the
doubted text, would be the remnants of a calligram gone awry.
This is one way that calligram could look:

3

This is a colophon.
What is a colophon?
W ebsters Dictionaryoffers a few entries for colophon. 
This is the first entry:

col¥o¥phon \ k -le-f n\ n [L, fr. Gk kolopho-n summit, finishing touch; perh. Akin to

L culmen top] (1774) 1:an inscription placed at the end of a book or manuscript usu. with

facts relative to its production; an identifying device used by a printer or a publisher
1

The text that I am now writing is such an “inscription... with facts
relative to the production” of a particular volume — the philosophy
journal that you are now reading. Some of the typefaces used to produce
this volume will be mentioned (this, for example, is New Clear Era). The
names of thinkers and concepts that appeared in the last hundred or so
pages of text will reappear in these few pages at the end. This, strictly
speaking, will have been a colophon. [But, as you may already guess, one that is aware that

“strict speech” often more closely resembles the most mischievous trope than it does ordinary parlance.]

to elude definition; one

tends to find it used only in

the glossaries of somewhat

antiquated printer’s man-

uals. In fact, I am only aware

of one brief passage where

the word is used in a text

that is something other than

technical. An attempt to

rectify this oversight,

however, by articulating pre-

cisely what the figure on the

facing page signifies (that is,

if it does signify) belies the

simplicity of a dictionary’s

report on the conventions of

its use. In the end, the

attempt to provide such an

entry will do exactly what

one would generally think

an entry ought to do — open

upon concepts and ques-

tions that we have too often

concealed from view.

e

Perhaps we can formalize W ebstersdefinition: a

colophon is a writing about a particular typography.

This formalization seems consistent with how

colophon is used. “Colophon” is the name editors

and publishers give to that little text in the back of a

bound volume that describes the typefaces, layout, and

so on. This formalization, though, is not as simple as a

simplification. To have a “writing about typography” is

to have defined colophon as a “writing about the

image of a writing.” It then follows that a colophon is a

kind of philology or criticism (that is, “a writing about...

a writing”). But it is a particularly surprising kind — one

that must pass by way of image to get where it wants to

go. So, two questions are posed: 

1.  What is the image of language?

[It cannot be only the shape of letterforms. ]

2. Which writings are colophons? 

[Certainly not only those with the banner “COLOPHON ” at the top of the page. ]

That is also a colophon.
This second sense of colophon, however,

does not have an entry in W ebsters(nor in

the OED , nor Robert s). It is likely no more

than a simple accident of scholarship that

the second sense of colophonoften

seems

1

2

3
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But in the case of the colophon of doubt, there was a real history
of the typograpy, not just an imagined one, as in Foucault on
Magritte (or as in Tschichold’s editors on Tschichold). When one
sees the colophon of doubt in a printed work, it shows that, at
some point in time, an editor came along, noticed an error in the
original text and chose to mark the site of that error so as to rec-
tify it for himself and the reader. The colophon of doubt, unlike
the unravelled calligram, did not emerge from a void. The
wounded text came first, the colophon only in retrospect. This
calligram thus cannot account for the  colophon’s history

.
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Finally, we have the means
to understand the colophon of
doubt. The colophon of doubt is
not a mere image. It does speak,
though not in any ordinary way.
All the colophon of doubt says is
“This!” And it says it so forceful-
ly that it cannot even articulate
the word. The colophon of
doubt disavows that it speaks.
(no wonder we had such difficul-
ty trying to comprehend what it
could signify.) It is in order to
ensure that its viewer imagine
the harmonious page that the
colophon must keep mute about
its process. To lay bare how it
creates the imagesof security
would undermine its task. 

Thus, in the tension
between the colophon of doubt,
we find a compelling and radical
revision of how Descartes found
himself to exist. This revision
does not claim that what
Descartes said was false —
indeed it was perfectly true —
but one where the I who thinks
and the one who is are no longer
neatly contained, as Descartes
hoped they would be, but
irrevocably split, like the text
and the colophon that doubts it.

12
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one calligram to be found. Examine the

little text block hanging in the margins

of the page, what at one time was one

crumb of the “ironic remains” of the

colophon’s calligram. You try to read it

— perhaps as a game to test your vision,

perhaps to check up on the trustworthi-

ness of this essay. You can almost make

out the words, but not quite. “Doesn’t

matter much,” you think, “I know per-

fectly well what it says. I’ve seen it

before.” 

Of course, you are right. The little

text says what you think it does. And if

you’ve read this colophon by the num-

bers, you have seen it before. But you

only know what it says because you

know how it looks. The little text indi-

cates the first page of this essay simply

by reproducing its image; it says “This!”

Maybe the text says it unintelligibly,

but the message comes through loud

and clear. Even if this colophon did not

start out as a calligram, it has become

one. 

Through a twist of scale and the

passage of time, some language

becomes the image of itself. As the fig-

ure of the calligram reappears in the

shadows of is ruins, the sort of

colophon that you are reading

ambivalates as well.  

[Another aside: You say, “What you’re advocating here looks like a naïve Platonism. It’s as if the

colophon or ‘this’ or what-

ever had some unique

access to ideals which the

rest of language lacked.” I

say, “Yes, Cratylus, you’re

absolutely right. It is Pla-

tonic.” 

Then you’re somewhat

proud and somewhat con-

fused as to why I give up

so early, so I rephrase:

“I’m not talking about

Forms, I’m talking about

people imagining. What

I’m saying is that partici-

pating in Cratylism is one

step in becoming a self.

Let yourself remember

that we were all Platonists

once. Should it surprise

you that it returns?”

“When were we Platon-

ists?” you ask. I say,

“When our mothers first

placed an object in our

view an said, ‘This is a....””

Then you leave the café.] 

[A final aside: Foucault’s This is Not a Pipe itself has a colophon. Across the last
few pages of the book,
there are a number of re-
productions of Magritte’s
works as well as an index
naming the title of each,
the credits for its repro-
duction and printing, and
so forth. This colophon
identifies the title of
another painting of
Magritte’s as The Use of
Speaking. This second
Magritte shows a simple
room, where the word
sirène (“bell”) has been
painted on the floor.  In
the painting, a giant
extended index finger
has ruptured through the
floor, obliterating part of
the text. (Is it a
colophon?) That finger
points out what the
words on the floor once
tried to name — a single
bell floating in the room’s
air. The Use of Speech as
the painting’s title is
compelling evidence in
favor of those features of
Foucault’s account that
I’ve wanted to call into

question. It implies that
the painting is an artist’s
anticipation of one of the
central themes of Fou-
cault’s career — the cele-
bration of the power and
diversity of signification.
If we choose to grant
authority to this title, it
would seem that even
Magritte presents an
image only insofar as it
can be conceived as a
code, a collection of signi-
fiers to be deciphered.  
Except for one accident.
The painting that Fou-
cault’s colophon calls The
Use of Speaking Magritte
himself titled Forbidden
Speech. And the index fin-
ger has obliterated the

word sirène only to recon-
stitute it in another form.
The image of the pointing
finger forms a new I to
supplant the one that had
to be destroyed in the
quest for secure meaning.
And the finger promises
salvation only to thwart
that promise. We all know
what would happen if the
sirène’s song were heard
clearly. And that is pre-
cisely why we want to hear
it. To repeat: the image of
the pointing finger forms a
new II to supplant the one
that had to be destroyed in
the quest for secure mean-
ing — an accurate summa-
ry of the colophon as revi-
sion of the self.
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trad
itio

n
ally 

b
een

 
fo

u
n

d
 

in
 

th
e 

u
to

p
ian

 
im

ages 
o

f 

p
h

ilo
so

p
h

ers. 
 

Th
e 

elem
en

ts 
o

f 
th

e 
u
ltim

ate 
co

n
d
itio

n
 

d
o

 
n

o
t 

m
an

ifest th
em

selves as fo
rm

less p
ro

gressive ten
d
en

cies, b
u
t are 

d
eep

ly ro
o

ted
 in

 every p
resen

t in
 fo

rm
 o

f th
e m

o
st en

d
an

gered
, 

exco
riated

, an
d
 rid

icu
led

 id
eas an

d
 p

ro
d
u
cts o

f th
e creative m

in
d
.  Th

e 

h
isto

rical task
 is to

 d
isclo

se th
is im

m
an

en
t state o

f p
erfectio

n
 an

d
 m

ak
e it 

ab
so

lu
te, to

 m
ak

e it visib
le an

d
 d

o
m

in
an

t in
 th

e p
resen

t.  Th
is co

n
d
itio

n
 can

n
o

t 

b
e cap

tu
res in

 term
s o

f th
e p

ragm
atic d

escrip
tio

n
 o

f d
etails (th

e h
isto

ry o
f in

stitu
tio

n
s, 

cu
sto

m
s, an

d
 so

 o
n

); in
 fact, it elu

d
es th

em
. R

ath
er, th

e task
 is to

 grasp
 its m

etap
h

ysical 

stru
ctu

re, as w
ith

 th
e m

essian
ic d

o
m

ain
 o

r th
e id

ea o
f th

e Fren
ch

 R
evo

lu
tio

n
. It is w

o
rth

 tak
in

g 

th
e tro

u
b
le to

 d
escrib

e th
e co

n
tem

p
o

rary sign
ifican

ce o
f stu

d
en

ts an
d
 th

e u
n

iversity, o
f th

e fo
rm

 o
f 

th
eir p

resen
t existen

ce, o
n

ly if th
ey can

 b
e u

n
d
ersto

o
d
 as a m

etap
h

o
r, as a im

age o
f th

e h
igh

est 

m
etap

h
ysical state o

f h
isto

ry. O
n

ly th
en

 w
ill it b

e p
o

ssib
le.  Su

ch
 a d

escrip
tio

n
 is n

eith
er a call to

 arm
s n

o
r a 

m
an

ifesto
; each

 o
f th

ese is as fu
tile as th

e o
th

er. B
u
t it casts ligh

t o
n

 th
e crisis th

at h
ith

erto
 h

as lain
 b

u
ried

 in
 th

e 

n
atu

re o
f th

in
gs. Th

is crisis w
ill lead

 o
n

 to
 th

e reso
lu

tio
n

 th
at w

ill o
verw

h
elm

 th
e craven

-h
earted

 an
d
 to

 w
h

ich
 th

e 

sto
u
t-h

earted
 w

ill su
b
m

it.  Th
e o

n
ly w

ay o
 d

eal w
ith

 th
e h

isto
rical sign

ifican
ce o

f th
e stu

d
en

t life an
d
 th

e u
n

iversity is 

to
 fo

cu
s o

n
 th

e system
 as a w

h
o

le. So
 lo

n
g as th

e p
reco

n
d
itio

n
s n

eed
ed

 fo
r th

is are ab
sen

t, th
e o

n
ly p

o
ssib

ility is to
 lib

erate 

th
e fu

tu
re fro

m
 its d

efo
rm

atio
n

s  in
 th

e p
resen

t b
y an

 act o
f co

gn
itio

n
. Th

is m
u
st b

e th
e exclu

sive task
 o

f criticism
.

 Th
e q

u
estio

n
 to

 ad
d
ress is th

at o
f th

e co
n

scio
u
s u

n
ity o

f stu
d
en

t life.  Th
is is th

e startin
g p

o
in

t, fo
r th

ere is n
o

 p
o

in
t 

in
 d

istin
gu

ish
in

g b
etw

een
 sp

ecific p
ro

b
lem

s —
 o

f scien
ce, p

o
litics, o

r eth
ics —

 if th
e co

u
rage to

 su
b
m

it is m
issin

g o
verall.  

W
h

at d
istin

gu
ish

es stu
d
en

t life is th
e o

p
p
o

site o
f th

at: it is th
e w

ill to
 su

b
m

it to
 p

rin
cip

le, to
 id

en
tify co

m
p
letely w

ith
 

an
 id

ea.  Th
e co

n
cep

t o
f "scien

ce" o
r sch

o
larly d

iscip
lin

e serves p
rim

arily to
 co

n
ceal a d

eep
-ro

o
ted

, b
o

u
rgeo

is 

in
d
ifferen

ce.  To
 m

easu
re stu

d
en

t life b
y th

e yard
stick

 o
f th

is scien
ce d

o
es n

o
t n

ecessarily im
p
ly an

y p
an

lo
gism

 

o
r in

tellectu
alism

 —
 as co

m
m

o
n

ly feared
 —

 b
u
t is a legitim

ate criticism
, sin

ce scien
ce is n

o
rm

ally ad
d
u
ced

 

as th
e stu

d
en

ts' b
u
lw

ark
 again

st "alien
" d

em
an

d
s.  So

 o
u
r co

n
cern

 h
ere m

u
st b

e w
ith

 in
n

er u
n

ity, n
o

t 

critiq
u
e fro

m
 o

u
tsid

e."
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en
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Jonathan Galen Yeasting meteorite
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“this is what I am” is also to say “that is no longer me.”
Thus the colophon has radical implications. Like the
colophon, a new image is created —the image of a
complete self— to conceal the flaw in the thought
that has been left behind.  This image is how we14

[COLOPHON concludes on page 91]

meteorite COLOPHON
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The doubter is forced to admit that he has only the doubting.
The I that secures is as an inarticulate figure at the margin
that can do nothing more than point at all the thinking that
has come before and say “This is what I am.” Even this move,
though, is darker than an act of minimal confidence. To say

13











believe we can think, even
when we cannot access
what we say. To have a self
is to flee from what one is.
And to have a history of
thought is to disavow
memory. 

Now, against today’s opin-
ion that philosophy is
“exhxausted,” that culture
should no longer care, and
that we have already seen
the “last metaphysician of
the West” come and go, can
we ask if, tomorrow, our
typographers will be
thought to have been the
first to figure things out?  

9194

[COLOPHON continued from page 89]
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