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Kripkenstein’s Monsters: anti-realism, scepticism, and the rule-following debate









Christopher Norris

I
     No thinker in recent times has exerted so powerful, so widespread, and (I shall argue) so predominantly negative an influence on the conduct of mainstream philosophical debate as Ludwig Wittgenstein. Let me justify this somewhat provocative opening sentence by briefly unpacking a few of its salient terms. ‘Mainstream’ I define, for present purposes, as the kind of philosophy that emerged in the wake of old-style logical positivism/empiricism, that gained its ascendance very largely through the impact of Wittgenstein’s later writings, and which nowadays pretty much decides what counts as serious (academically acceptable) debate in various core regions, among them epistemology, ethics, and philosophy of mind, logic, and language. ‘Powerful’ and ‘widespread’ I take to be borne out by the constant barrage of references to Wittgenstein not only by self-professed disciples but also by those who adopt a range of philosophical positions that would otherwise seem – on the face of it – flatly opposed to Wittgenstein’s way of thinking. ‘Negative’ takes us onto different, no doubt more controversial terrain and will thus have to wait a bit longer for its justification. At this stage I shall simply venture the hypothesis that Wittgenstein has succeeded, no doubt malgré lui, in promoting an orthodox philosophic creed whose grip is all the stronger for its claiming to be no such thing but rather to provide a means of deliverance from all our needless philosophical doubts and perplexities. So far from therapeutically showing the fly a way out of the fly-bottle the chief effect of Wittgenstein’s later writings has been to keep philosophers obsessively buzzing around a number of set-piece topics – such as the ‘private-language’ and ‘rule-following’ debates – which permit no solution save on the terms (or on something very like the terms) laid down by Wittgenstein himself.
 Moreover, that effect has been most pronounced among those who dissent in various ways from the orthodox or fideist Wittgensteinian approach, yet who find themselves ineluctably drawn back into the same closed circle of argument. 

Thus anyone surveying the current scene in analytic philosophy from a fairly detached, i.e., doctrinally uncommitted standpoint would surely be struck by the sheer amount of time, effort, and subtlety devoted to fine points of Wittgensteinian textual exegesis and to staking out some minor variation on this or that canonical theme. Moreover, they might well conclude that by far the greater part of this effort was directed toward certain pseudo-dilemmas or hypercultivated problems which have acquired such prominence – and such a power to induce philosophical bewilderment – only through a kind of widespread intellectual contagion with its source in Wittgenstein’s peculiar knack for projecting his own worries onto the philosophic community at large. Hence, I would suggest, the strange inverse effect whereby a discourse purporting to cure us of all those neurotic obsessions (among them, not least, the problem of ‘other minds’ and the sceptic’s hyperbolical doubt concerning the existence of an ‘external world’) should since have given rise to a huge volume of commentary itself manifesting distinct obsessional traits and offering no answer to those problems save a recommendation that we lay them to rest through further doses of the same therapy. This is not the place, nor have I the inclination, for some speculative venture into psycho-biography that would trawl through the many, well documented episodes in Wittgenstein’s personal and social life which might give a hold for diagnosing the source of his own compulsive anxieties.
 That argument would risk looking absurd if taken to imply that any philosopher who found such topics challenging, intriguing, or worth detailed attention should on those grounds qualify for the same treatment. Besides, it would run perilously close to a further endorsement of the therapeutic line – the idea that they arise from a chronic (even pathological) ‘bewitchment of our intelligence by language’ – which typifies Wittgenstein’s later thinking and that of his orthodox  followers. 

Still there is something oddly selective (not to say highly prejudicial) about a doctrine that holds philosophical problems to be fit subjects for therapy just so long as they are not the sorts of problem that engaged Wittgenstein’s interest in a serious way, such as those thrown up by his reflections on rule-following and private language.
 All the more so – one is tempted to add – since the latter are marked by a peculiar degree of specialised self-absorption and by a regular failure to conceive of alternative possibilities that lie outside their pre-established terms of debate. My own view, as will shortly appear, is that a good deal of recent analytic philosophy has become bogged down in a range of issues which invite not only the charge of triviality but also – what amounts to much the same thing – the charge of inventing ever more complex and ingenious ‘solutions’ to non-existent or merely notional problems. Moreover I shall contend that this situation has developed in large part through Wittgenstein’s influence, more specifically, through his way of conjuring doubt or evoking sceptical qualms even while professing to lead us back to a sane (philosophically unburdened) sense of their futile and self-defeating character. The result has been not only a vast literature devoted to expounding Wittgenstein’s views but also a curious compulsion on the part of many otherwise dissident thinkers to run their case past the standard range of likely Wittgensteinian objections and hence, very often, to surround that case with so many caveats and scruples as to bring it out pretty much in conformity with his. This tendency is most clearly visible when advocates of a realist position in various contexts – among them epistemology, philosophy of science, mathematics, and ethics – attempt to find some workable modus vivendi with the kinds of anti-realist argument developed on the basis of Wittgenstein’s thoughts about rule-following and related topics.
 What very often results is a tortuous attempt to explain how one can have all the ‘realism’ one needs – or all the ‘truth’ and ‘objectivity’ that realists demand of any discourse proof against the charge of socio-cultural-linguistic relativism – while accepting the force of those passages in Wittgenstein that speak of communal ‘agreement in judgement’ as the furthest one can get in such matters.
 

It seems to me that philosophers who take this line are attempting to square the circle and that there is just no way of reconciling Wittgenstein’s claims with a due regard for the basic premises of realism. These are (1) the alethic principle that truth is epistemically unconstrained; (2) the objectivist principle that the range of truths necessarily exceeds the range of propositions that can be verified (or falsified) by the best means at our disposal; and (3) the rejection of any approach – like that adopted by anti-realists of various technical persuasion – which assimilates truth to assertoric warrant and the latter, in turn, to whatever kinds of knowledge we are able to acquire or to manifest through forms of reliably shared communicative grasp.
 This is where the Wittgensteinian influence – the appeal to ‘language-games’ and ‘forms of life’ – joins up with the anti-realist claim (as argued by thinkers like Michael Dummett) that quite simply it cannot make sense to conceive of truths that somehow transcend our utmost powers of proof, ascertainment, or verification.
 That is to say, the objectivist about this or that area of discourse must be in the grip of a false (‘metaphysical’) conception which leads him to suppose – deludedly – that we can somehow be in a position to know that there exist certain truths for which we possess no possible means of finding them out. Hence Dummett’s thesis that statements of the so-called ‘disputed class’ (whether in mathematics, the physical sciences, or areas of discourse such as history and ethics) are neither true nor false to the best of our knowledge and thus neither true nor false sans phrase. To which the realist will respond that this is a piece of sheer philosophical confusion that mistakes the perfectly valid claim: ‘I know that there exist various true (or false) statements whose truth-value I am unable to establish’ for the patently absurd claim: ‘I know the truth-value of various statements whose truth-conditions presently elude my utmost powers of ascertainment’. 

On Dummett’s account, in the case of well-formed, massively corroborated yet so far strictly unproven mathematical theorems such as Goldbach’s Conjecture (that every even number is the sum of two primes) or of unverifiable statements concerning historical events – such as ‘Napoleon sneezed six times on the eve of Waterloo’ – the realist is deluded if she thinks that there must be some ultimate, objective, verification-transcendent truth of the matter. Rather she should take Wittgenstein’s point that ascriptions of truth and falsehood can make sense only in so far as they play some specified role in our communal procedures for assessing such claims. What this involves is the twofold condition, first that they be acquired through a grasp of the relevant linguistic practices, and second that they be duly manifested – and capable of recognition – through the kinds of shared understanding that constitute the practice in question. So clearly the realist is out on a limb when she holds that truth is recognition-transcendent, or that we have good reason for maintaining the existence of truths that outrun our present-best (or even best-possible) means of proof or verification. To which the realist will once again reply that this is an absurd and self-refuting argument given our knowledge of the growth of knowledge, that is to say, our grasp of the plain (scientifically evidenced) truth that certain past theories have been proven false – in the grip of various deluded or ‘commonsense’ errors – and hence our rational conviction that the same most likely applies to a great deal of our currently accepted (both commonsense and scientific) lore.

Thus the realist and the anti-realist place two flatly opposite constructions on the same basic ‘argument from error’. For the realist this works out as a case for taking it that truth cannot possibly equate with any (past or present) state of knowledge since all the evidence so far points in a contrary direction, i.e., as supporting the objectivist claim that truth is epistemically unconstrained or verification-transcendent.
 For the anti-realist this is to get the lesson precisely back-to-front since what the argument from error shows beyond doubt is that ‘truth’ can never be anything more than what counts as such according to this or that range of (however optimised) epistemic criteria.
 Where the realist errs is in vainly conceiving that we might have an ultimate touchstone for truth that somehow (impossibly) allowed us to judge the truth-value of statements for which we possessed no means of proof or adequate justification. Where the realist takes the anti-realist to err, conversely, is in failing to grasp how truth might transcend any such constraints on our present or future powers of ascertainment. For this argument either collapses into manifest triviality by equating truth with idealised epistemic warrant – i.e., ‘whatever it takes’ for knowledge to attain that limit – or else falls back to some version of the claim that truth just is what we determine it to be by our best, currently accepted communal lights. The only alternative, these thinkers maintain, is to adopt the realist view that truth is indeed recognition-transcendent and hence that the truth-value of our various statements, theories, hypotheses, etc., is fixed by whether or not they correspond to some objectively existent state of affairs that can always, in principle, obtain quite apart from our various (however optimised) proof-procedures and methods of verification. However, once again, this invites the standard anti-realist riposte that such arguments lie wide open to sceptical attack since they place a strictly unbridgeable gulf between truth and knowledge, or what is really (objectively) the case and whatever we are able to establish concerning it. 

This dilemma is pushed hardest by philosophers of mathematics – the traditional home-ground of Platonism – who insist quite simply that tertium non datur since we can either have truth objectively conceived, or humanly attainable knowledge, but surely not both unless through some quasi-mystical idea of our gaining epistemic access to abstract entities (such as numbers, sets, and classes) which by very definition transcend the utmost limits of perceptual or epistemic grasp.
 No doubt there are deep philosophical problems here, though not perhaps so deep – or intractable – as is often made out by anti-realists who take the mathematical instance as a means of raising similar doubts with regard to every area of discourse or field of enquiry. Thus Gődel, for one, saw this as a false dilemma and argued that a Platonist conception need not involve any such absurd and self-contradictory claim as that of our somehow having perceptual ‘contact’ with a realm of suprasensible objects.
 Rather there existed a different, sui generis mode of knowledge that had to do with mathematics, logic, and the formal sciences and which allowed both for the objective (recognition-transcendent) status of any truths concerning them and for the possibility of our acquiring such knowledge through various investigative methods and proof-procedures. However my chief point in all this is that anti-realism has often been made to look the most sensible (i.e., least scepticism-inducing) option by philosophers who mount some version of the case that we are confronted with a non-negotiable choice between objectivist truth and humanly attainable knowledge. Where scepticism always gets a hold, they claim, is by exploiting the self-evident impossibility that we could ever gain knowledge of truths which by very definition (on the realist account) transcended our utmost powers of verification. This is why, in Thomas Nagel’s words, realism stands forever ‘under the shadow of scepticism’, or again – as Barry Stroud puts it – why ‘all possible experience is equally compatible with the existence and the non-existence of the world’.
 The point is pushed home most forcefully by Michael Williams when he remarks that ‘if the world is an objective world, statement about how things appear must be logically unconnected with statements about how they are; this lack of connection is what familiar thought-experiments dramatically illustrate’.
 

Such is, at any rate, the standard line of argument adopted by anti-realists so as to emphasise their distance from any form of all-out epistemological scepticism that would count reality a world well lost for the sake of indulging various hyperbolic doubts. All that is required, they urge, is a sensible acceptance that we can well do without objectivist notions of truth as recognition-transcendent or epistemically unconstrained and should in stead make room for some appropriate degree of human perceptual, epistemic, or cognitive involvement in determining what counts as a valid judgement with respect to different (more or less truth-apt) areas of discourse. Thus philosophers such as Crispin Wright – advocates of a broadly response-dispositional approach – have devoted much effort and ingenuity to distinguishing those various criteria and explaining just how they apply to the kinds of discourse in question.
 Others, among them John McDowell, have striven to redeem some viable account of objective (supra-communal or discourse-transcendent) truth even while accepting the supposed force of Wittgenstein’s arguments against such a view.
 What these thinkers have in common is a strong sense that there must be something more to truth than Wittgensteinian communal ‘agreement in judgement’ combined with an equally strong sense that if this ‘something more’ cannot find a place within our shared practices of truth-ascription then it must inevitably open the way to global scepticism. This tension is most evident in Nagel’s case when objectivist avowals, for instance with regard to mathematical truth, very often sit awkwardly side-by-side with passages that seek to avert the sceptical threat by debunking the illusory ‘view from nowhere’ which would claim such objective (standpoint-independent or non-perspectival) status.
 Here again the main source of these philosophic scruples seems to be the fixed idea that realism cannot stand up to rigorous scrutiny unless hedged around by qualifying clauses that meet the sceptic on his own chosen ground, that is to say, by bringing truth safely back within the compass of present-best judgement or – at the limit – idealised epistemic warrant.
 Hence (as I have said) the near-compulsive need among so many otherwise convinced realists about truth to test their arguments against the usual range of set-piece objections from Wittgenstein and, very often, to scale those arguments down to the point where they accord pretty much with the current anti-realist agenda.

 Thus when Wright puts forward his various alternative (non-objectivist) criteria – among them the notions of ‘superassertibility’ and ‘cognitive command’ – these serve basically as a means of holding the line against full-fledged anti-realism while none the less avoiding any challenge from the Wittgensteinian quarter. ‘Superassertibility’ he defines as applying to some statement of a given discourse  'if and only if it is, or can be, warranted and some warrant for it would survive arbitrarily close scrutiny of its pedigree and arbitrarily extensive increments to or other forms of improvement of our information'.
 That is to say, it is a criterion very like that of idealised rational acceptability, one that stops well short of objectivist truth though requiring more than consensus belief or ‘agreement in judgement’ amongst some existing community. ‘Cognitive Command’ is a stronger condition in so far as it envisages a standard of correctness outside and beyond any that applies within this or that particular (discourse-relative) context of debate. Thus, according to Wright, 'when a discourse exhibits Cognitive Command, any difference of opinion will be such that there are considerations quite independent of the conflict which, if known about, would mandate withdrawal of one (or both) of the contending views'.
 This sounds like a large (even decisive) concession to objectivist realism since it accepts that, in certain cases, there will be ‘independent’ grounds – reasons quite other than those acknowledged by either party – which could serve to adjudicate the issue. That is to say, it appears to go a crucial step further than Wright’s notion of ‘superassertibility’ toward meeting the realist’s basic demand that truth be thought of as recognition-transcendent and epistemically unconstrained. Yet this appearance is somewhat misleading, as emerges if one looks a bit harder at Wright’s phraseology in the above passage. For to say that there exist ‘considerations’ which ‘if known about’ would trump the beliefs or arguments of both parties is not of course to say – as the realist would have it – that in such cases (i.e., those warranting ascription of Cognitive Command) statements may possess an objective truth-value regardless of whether their truth-conditions are known. Nor is it in any way surprising that Wright should stop short of this latter claim, given the fact that his entire programme is designed to outflank the sceptical challenge by showing how we just don’t need objectivist truth and can perfectly well make do with a range of other, more epistemically nuanced and hence less problematical notions. This is turn reflects his Wittgenstein-derived (and Dummett-reinforced) belief that it can ultimately make no sense to conceive the existence of truths that might always in principle outrun our best powers of proof or verification.

 As concerns Wright’s criterion of ‘superassertibility’ it is clear enough that this amounts to a detailed variation on Dummett’s idea of assertoric warrant, that is, a duly optimised (or idealised) version of the verificationist case. So if the truth of some claim in a given discourse is properly to count as ‘superassertible’ then it has to stand up to the most rigorous scrutiny and satisfy the strictest requirements of evidential testing but must also been seen as, ‘in a natural sense, an internal property of the statements of the discourse – a projection, merely, of the standards, whatever they are, that actually inform assertions within the discourse'.
 In which case objectivity drops out of the picture, its role taken over by accordance with those same intra-discursive or communally endorsed standards. Thus there is ultimately little to distinguish this approach from Dummett’s anti-realist take on Wittgensteinian themes save Wright’s more explicit allowance for the ways in which a statement’s assertoric warrant may be strengthened through ‘arbitrarily close scrutiny of its pedigree’ and ‘arbitrarily extensive increments to or other forms of improvement of our information’.
 Despite his desire to come up with some alternative (or range of alternatives) to the full-fledged anti-realist line Wright is still very much in the grip of that nowadays prevalent idea that realism stands ‘under the shadow of scepticism’, and hence that any adequate answer to the sceptic will have to redefine what ‘realism’ means in strictly non-objectivist terms. This comes out very plainly when Wright specifies that superassertibility 'supplies no external norm – in a way that truth is classically supposed to do – against which the internal standards might sub specie Dei themselves be measured, and might rate as adequate or inadequate'.
 In other words there is no objective (recognition-transcendent) standard of truth that could possibly determine the value of our various assertions, as apart from those discourse-specific criteria that decide what shall count as assertoric warrant within some given community of authorised usage.

II  

     It seems to me that Wright – like so many philosophers after Wittgenstein – is caught in the toils of a hopeless attempt to square some workable (suitably qualified or scaled-down) conception of realism with an answer to the sceptic on terms of the sceptic’s own canny devising. What results, in his case especially, is a proliferation of quasi-realist concepts and categories which relinquish the idea of objectivist truth and seek to compensate through ever-more elaborate alternative specifications. This tendency has no doubt been reinforced by the impact of Kripke’s ultra-sceptical reading of those passages in Wittgenstein that have to do with the topics of rule-following and ‘private language’.
 These are widely (in my view mistakenly) thought to have problematised the very notion of correctness in following a rule or in carrying out even the simplest, most basic arithmetical operations. Most remarkable is the power of Wittgenstein’s gnomic obiter dicta to induce all manner of extravagant doubts and perplexities even whilst claiming – in therapeutic mode – to give us philosophic peace. At any rate Kripke’s ‘sceptical conclusion’ has received a vast amount of exegetical treatment from commentators who (like Kripke himself) find it both frankly absurd and weirdly compelling. What he purports to demonstrate is (1) the impossibility of knowing for sure what counts as a correct application of rules such as that for numerical addition; (2) the total absence of any ‘fact’ about our own or other people’s rule-following proclivities that could possibly serve to adjudicate the issue between right and wrong answers in some given case; (3) the fallacy of thinking that we could ever check the consistency of our own arithmetical procedures by comparing our present and past applications of ‘the same’ rule; and (4) the lack of any ultimate criterion in these and suchlike matters save that of communal warrant. 

These conclusions all follow – or so it is maintained – from the basic Wittgensteinian point that when it comes to applying a given rule there is always room for a vast range of ‘deviant’ yet (on their own terms) perfectly consistent interpretations which produce answers at variance with ours, or with what we take to be the correct (i.e., rule-accordant) response. Kripke’s test-case here is that of a student who seems to have grasped the rule for addition since he has managed to produce all the right (text-book) answers for sums that have so far included no number greater than 57. If he is then asked to add ‘57 + 68’ and produces the answer ‘5’ we shall want to say something like: ‘look, you got it right in all those previous cases, so just apply the same rule now’. But what if he responds, somewhat baffled: ‘yes, I was applying the same rule, you know, the one that says “any sum containing numbers larger than 57 always gives the product 5”’? And of course the fact of his having offered all those previous (by his and our own lights) correct answers is perfectly accordant with his having always worked on that other (to us) wildly inconsistent or arbitrary rule. Where Kripke’s argument pushes yet further into regions of hyperbolic doubt is by raising the question as to whether we ourselves can ever be sure that some present calculation is consistent with our past practices, or indeed as to whether those past practices might have been subject to some stipulative limit-point (like that invoked by the student) that we had not yet exceeded in all our calculations to date. Thus perhaps we had all along been working with a ‘quus’ rule (or rule for ‘quaddition’) which brought us out right by conventional standards – the standards governing majority usage of the terms ‘plus’ and ‘addition’ – up to just that point but which went off the rails (again by conventional standards) when dealing with numbers greater than 57. 

At this point someone might reasonably seek to allay our doubts by saying: ‘just remember how you used to count things “1, 2, 3”, etc., and how the process of addition involved nothing more than carrying on in just the same way regardless of any numerical limit’. But then, what proof can we have that we weren’t in fact quounting, not counting, on all those previous occasions and hence coming up with ‘correct’ answers while none the less applying a different rule from that which our interlocutor had in mind? As Kripke puts it:

I applied ‘count’, like ‘plus’, to only finitely many past cases. Thus the sceptic can question

my present interpretation of my past usage of ‘count’ as he did with ‘plus’ . . . he can claim

that by ‘count’ I formerly meant ‘quount’, where to ‘quount’ a heap is to count it in the

ordinary sense, unless the heap was formed as the union of two heaps, one of which has

57 or more items, in which case one must automatically give the answer ‘5’ . . . The point

is perfectly general: if ‘plus’ is explained in terms of ‘counting’, a non-standard

interpretation of the latter will yield a non-standard interpretation of the former.

For Kripke, quite simply, there is no truth of the matter that could ever provide us with a definite decision-procedure for settling the issue of correctness in cases like this. After all, what could that procedure consist in if not some higher-level rule for the proper application of rules, and so on through an infinite (vicious) regress or one that could be halted only by an instance of patently circular argument? Then again, the criterion might be located in some ultimate appeal to our knowledge of just what it is to reason correctly and consistently from one calculation to the next, or in our grasp of the essentially recursive and commutative character of operations like addition and subtraction. However, so the Kripkean thesis holds, this response runs up against the sceptic’s reiterated claim that there is no deep further ‘fact’ about the reasoner’s thoughts, intentions, meanings, or other such mental (= ‘private’) goings-on that could possible serve to distinguish between their having meant ‘plus’ or ‘quus’ – ‘addition’ or ‘quaddition’ – on all the evidence so far. To suppose that there is – and that it offers a standard of correctness in rule-following – is to fall into just the kind of error that Wittgenstein exposed in his argument against the possibility of a ‘private language’, that is to say, an internal language-of-thought which sets the conditions for veridical utterance or valid reasoning and in no way depends on any ‘outside’ appeal to wider (communally sanctioned) usages and practices. Such would be the error, Wittgenstein suggests, of someone who habitually bought a second copy of the daily newspaper just to make sure that what the first copy said was true.
 And such – if we are to credit Kripke’s account – is the error of those who seek refuge from the rule-following quandary in an appeal to standards of consistent reasoning from one calculation to the next which presuppose the possibility of knowing for sure that what we mean by terms like ‘plus’ and ‘addition’ is what we clearly recall having meant by those terms on previous occasions. For there is nothing – no determinate fact about our meanings past or present – that could offer this assurance that we hadn’t been working on the ‘quus’-rule rather than the ‘plus’-rule, or performing acts of ‘quaddition’ rather than ‘addition’, on every such occasion to date.

A natural and far from naïve response is to say that Kripke’s argument is plainly false since mathematical truths – and certainly those of elementary (Peano) arithmetic – are secure beyond rational doubt. The objector might then go on to remark that any philosophical theory which argues to contrary effect is sure to have gone seriously off the rails, or perhaps – on a more charitable reading – to have been intended as a reductio ad absurdum of the sceptical case. Indeed there are passages in Kripke’s book where he expresses something like this view, finding his own conclusions bizarre, absurd, unthinkable, and so forth. Yet elsewhere he is firmly committed to the thesis that the sceptical argument does (indeed must) go through if one accepts – as he does – the conjoint force of Wittgenstein’s thoughts about rule-following and his case against the possibility of there being any such thing as a ‘private language’. What this amounts to, in short, is an unprecedently powerful form of scepticism which denies that we can ever have grounds for supposing that any ‘fact’ about our past practices, procedures, or rule-following activities could ever provide the least guidance or assurance for our present or future reasonings. No doubt, ‘when we consider a mathematical rule like addition, we think of ourselves as being guided in our application of it to each new instance’, and assume furthermore that ‘past intentions regarding addition determine a unique answer for indefinitely many new cases in the future’ (Kripke, pp. 17-18). Yet, if the ‘Kripkensteinian’ argument holds, then this is the merest of illusions and one that inevitably comes to grief on the above kinds of sceptical argument. Above all Kripke takes it – quite seriously, so far as one can tell – to destroy any assurance we might otherwise have that the standards of correctness for arithmetical and other such recursive operations extend beyond a finite (up-to-now encountered) number of instances and encompass a potentially infinite range of like cases. 

This scepticism has its source, yet again, in Wittgenstein’s avowedly therapeutic attempt to wean us off the ‘super-rigid rail’ conception of rule-following, that is, the deluded objectivist idea that any standard which applies to some sample range will also – of strict necessity – apply to all further instances no matter how numerically large or how far beyond the scope of our present conceiving, computational powers, or whatever. Crispin Wright registers the force of such doubts when he asks: '[h]ow can a sentence be undetectably true unless the rule embodied in its content – the condition which the world has to satisfy to confer truth upon it – can permissibly be thought of as extending, so to speak, of itself into areas where we cannot follow it and thus determining, without any contribution from ourselves or our reactive natures, that a certain state of affairs complies with it?’.
 Like a good many of Wright’s more cryptic or elusive passages this sentence leaves one momentarily unsure as to whether it is meant as a rhetorical question – inviting the anti-realist response that no such situation could ever conceivably obtain – or whether it envisages the possibility that certain (e.g., mathematical) statements might satisfy the said condition. However, as we have seen, there is evidence elsewhere in Wright’s work that he is sufficiently persuaded by the anti-realist case (at any rate, the case that full-strength [objectivist] realism opens the door to full-strength [global] scepticism) to expend great effort in devising a range of compromise formulas such as ‘superassertibility’ and ‘cognitive command’. Indeed this persuasion comes across in the above-cited passage when Wright signals his doubt with regard to how a sentence can be ‘undetectably true’, or be thought of as somehow ‘extending . . . of itself into areas where we cannot follow it’. Here one picks up obvious echoes of Kripke’s ultra-sceptical take on Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations, along with a somewhat routine endorsement of Dummett’s anti-realist outlook as concerns the issue of recognition-transcendent or unverifiable truths. This impression is reinforced by Wright’s further thought that, for any given (truth-apt) sentence, objectivists are faced with the task of explaining how the ‘condition that the world has to satisfy to confer truth upon it’ is one that can be known or specified ‘without any contribution from ourselves or our reactive natures’.
 Hence his attraction to a duly qualified and nuanced form of the response-dispositional approach according to which different areas of discourse – from mathematics and the physical sciences to morals, sociology, aesthetics, and the language of colour and other perceptual modalities – can best be distinguished with respect to the precise kind and degree of that ‘reactive’ (or responsive) contribution.
 Only thus – so the argument goes – can philosophy do justice to our strong realist intuitions in certain such areas while resisting the siren call of an objectivist realism which places truth beyond our furthest epistemic reach.

However there is a strongly-marked bias in Wright’s thinking that inclines him toward an anti-realist position even with respect to those ‘areas of discourse’ that might appear prime candidates for placement at the objectivist end of the scale. This emerges most clearly when he spells out the implications of a response-dispositional approach for philosophy of mathematics and the formal sciences. Thus 'in shifting to a broadly intuitionistic conception of, say, number theory, we do not immediately foreclose on the idea that the series of natural numbers constitutes a real object of mathematical investigation, which it is harmless and correct to think of the number theoretician as explaining'.
 What is meant by ‘intuitionism’ in this context is the idea – most influentially propounded by Dummett – that mathematical truth cannot be conceived in objective (recognition-transcendent) terms but must rather be restricted to that class of statements and theorems for which we possess some adequate means of proof or verification.
 Thus it is a main plank in Dummett’s broader anti-realist programme for replacing objectivist talk of ‘truth’ (according to which any well-formed statement will take the value ‘true’ or ‘false’ irrespective of whether or not we are able to establish that value) with talk of ‘warranted assertibility’ (where the range of assertible statements coincides with the scope and limits of our best available proof-procedures). Here again there are signs in Wright’s formulation of the case that he doesn’t wish to go all the way with this Dummettian creed, or that he sees some force to the realist objection that there must exist, now as heretofore, a great number of mathematical truths eluding or awaiting discovery. After all, there is something prima facie absurd about the notion that any statement to the effect ‘Fermat’s Last Theorem is true’ was itself neither true nor false – that it belonged to Dummett’s non-bivalent or ‘disputed class’ – until Andrew Wiles produced his celebrated proof. Nor does there seem much sense in the idea that a well-formed, massively corroborated, yet so-far strictly undecidable theorem such as Goldbach’s Conjecture is likewise devoid of any objective truth-value just because it is at present (or maybe forever) incapable of proof by any computational or formal means. 

So one can see well enough why Wright should balk at a straightforward endorsement of full-scale mathematical anti-realism. All the same, any scruples of this sort are effectively countermanded by his treating realist talk as ‘harmless’ even if (in some sense) ‘correct’, a conjunction of terms which makes it hard to interpret just where he stands on the issue with regard to mathematical truth. Perhaps useful guidance may be had from Wright’s point that ‘we do not immediately foreclose on the idea that the series of natural numbers constitutes a real object of mathematical investigation’. Yet when taken along with his ‘harmless’ remark this seems to suggest that he must be adopting some kind of error-theory, that is to day, the view that such talk has a legitimate role in our thinking about mathematics but that the ‘objects’ concerned have no reality outside that particular (on its own its own terms perfectly ‘correct’, i.e., communally sanctioned) discourse. What emerges from Wright’s treatment of this topic is the conflict between his residual realist leaning – his sense that there must be something more to truth than accordance with our best methods of proof or verification – and his idea that anti-realism (whether in its full-strength Kripkean or milder Dummettian form) has indeed ‘foreclosed’ on the objectivist case, i.e., the argument that truth might always transcend or elude our optimal means of ascertainment. Hence his seemingly modest proposal – very much like Dummett’s – that we test the anti-realist claim across sundry areas of discourse (from mathematics to morals) and in each case seek to establish just where it falls on the scale from ‘cognitive command’, via ‘superassertibility’, to something like ‘rightness according to the norms of this or that communal usage’. 

Hence also Wright’s attraction to the response-dispositional (RD) approach which attempts to steer around the supposed problem with realist, that is to say, objectivist truth by adopting a qualified version of the Lockean appeal to ‘secondary qualities’ – such as colour – which allow for some degree of normalised or optimised human cognitive involvement while avoiding any doctrinaire commitment to anti-realism.
 However, as I have argued at length elsewhere, this apparent even-handedness – in his case as in Dummett’s – goes along with a marked anti-realist bias when it comes to assessing those various kinds of discourse.
 Thus the RD approach tends to work out either as a mere tautology (‘“truth” = that which by very definition all parties would presumptively agree upon under conditions of idealised epistemic warrant’) or as a hedged-about version of the strong anti-realist case (‘“truth” = that which counts as such according to the best judgement of knowers who are favourably placed with regard to the relevant, suitably specified perceptual or cognitive conditions’). The former line of argument is trivially circular – though perfectly acceptable to the realist – since it states nothing more than the self-evident fact that if best judgement is infallibly truth-tracking then truth must ipso facto lie within the compass of best judgement. In terms of the Platonic ‘Euthyphro Contrast’ much invoked by RD theorists it corresponds to Socrates’ objectivist position, i.e., that the gods are always right when it comes to moral issues in so far as they possess an unerring power of moral discernment and are therefore perfectly capable of distinguishing pious from impious acts.
 Such acts are objectively right or wrong – quite apart from what the gods may think – but since the gods are infallibly equipped to tell the difference their authority is beyond reproach. Transposed into the context of RD debate this produces a stopgap ‘solution’ to the issue about realism which conserves at least a notional role for optimised judgement (or idealised rational warrant) but which defines that role in purely circular terms, that is to say, as involving ‘whatever it takes’ to ensure that best judgement accords with truth. In which case clearly there is nothing left of the standard Dummettian argument for anti-realism, namely the impossibility of conceiving objective (recognition-transcendent, hence unknowable) truths, but also – by the same token – no useful work for the RD theorist to do by way of spelling out those particular requirements that make for adequate assertoric warrant under specified perceptual, cognitive, or epistemic conditions.  

The second line of argument avoids this charge of redundant circularity by insisting that ‘best judgement’ be defined with reference to genuine (substantive) criteria concerning what would typically, normally, or optimally be agreed upon by those in a good position to know. These latter might include, for instance, perceivers whose colour-judgements were the product of an unimpaired visual and cortical apparatus functioning under normal (non-distorting) ambient conditions, or subjects whose powers of mathematical, logical, scientific, or moral reckoning were exercised to the full and likewise in the absence of deleterious (rationality-impeding) factors.
 Such specifications can of course be set up in different ways on a scale that runs – roughly speaking – from the sorts of normative criteria which apply to standard (averagely gifted or competent) perceivers and reasoners granted nothing more than averagely good working conditions to the sorts of optimised criteria which approximate to those of idealised epistemic warrant. However, what keeps these latter types of argument within the limits of an RD-compatible approach is their programmatic allowance for the claim that truth in such matters cannot be entirely objective or recognition-transcendent but must always involve some reference to the modalities of human perceptual or cognitive response. Thus, in terms of the Plato analogy, this approach works out as a more-or-less qualified endorsement of Euthyphro’s case (contra Socrates) that it is the gods whose strictly omniscient powers of judgement must be taken to determine which should count among the class of pious (or impious) acts. That is to say, what constitutes true moral virtue is precisely the fact that it is approved by the gods and that the gods’ approval – embodying as it does the ultimate authority – is sufficient to confer such status beyond rational doubt. 

In a sense, as Wright readily concedes, the Euthyphro Contrast may appear something of philosophic red herring since the class of pious acts is extensionally equivalent on both interpretations. Thus the same acts will be picked out as virtuous irrespective of whether one takes it (like Socrates) that the gods’ authority derives from their infallibly truth-tracking responsiveness to objective moral properties or whether one takes it (like Euthyphro) that those properties derive from – or are constituted by – the gods’ infallible judgement. Still there is a genuine issue here when it comes to the realism/anti-realism debate and the attempt of RD theorists to stake out some viable alternative (or range of alternatives) to those starkly polarised positions. For the chief aim of that approach – as likewise with some of the milder, more moderate or pragmatic forms of anti-realism – is to explain how truth can be (at least in some degree) epistemically constrained, i.e., subject to the scope and limits of best judgement whilst yet leaving room for the widely shared intuition that it can (and often does) lie beyond the grasp of any present, no matter how expert or optimally qualified community of knowers. Absent the fiction of divine omniscience – thus bringing the debate down to earth in epistemic or philosophically relevant terms – and the Euthyphro Contrast (along with the instance of Locke on secondary qualities) serves rather neatly to highlight the positions taken up by various parties to this current debate.

However there is still the issue as to whether any kind of RD approach, no matter how elaborately qualified, can succeed in delivering a compromise solution that would satisfy adherents of either view. After all, realists (or objectivists) about truth cannot settle for anything less – for any degree of epistemic constraint on the range of admissible (truth-apt) sentences or statements – without letting their whole case go by default. For them, quite simply, it is self-evident to reason – as well as a fact borne out by the entire history of human enquiry to date – that there have been, are, and will no doubt continue to be a great many truths that exceed or transcend the limits of present-best knowledge. To suppose otherwise is to suppose (absurdly) that the way things stand in mathematical, physical, historical, or other regions of reality is somehow dependent on the way things stand with our cognitive faculties, range of information, or powers of intellectual grasp. To this way of thinking any effort, like Wright’s, to defuse the realist/anti-realist conflict by proposing some range of intermediate positions – such as ‘superassertibility’ or ‘cognitive command’ – is a plain non-starter since it still comes down on the side of warranted assertibility (as against truth) and of epistemic constraint (as against alethic, objective, or recognition-transcendent truth-values). 

This is why, as Neil Tennant puts it, the realist will often complain that ‘the anti-realist is guilty of epistemic hubris in taking the human mind to be the measure of reality’.
 However the anti-realist will just as often respond ‘by charging the realist with semantic hubris in claiming to grasp such propositional contents as could be determinately truth-valued independently of our means of coming to know what those truth-values are' (ibid). To which the realist will typically come back by remarking (in Michael Devitt’s phrase) that this is to ‘put the cart before the horse’ since there is something strictly preposterous about taking a highly speculative and far from secure theory in philosophy of language to undermine the most basic and well-tried procedures of logico-mathematical thought or scientific, historical, and other such reasoning on the evidence.
 That is to say, from a realist viewpoint all these various attempts to somehow accommodate our realist intuitions to the range of semantically-based anti-realist arguments are so much misplaced effort since no such arguments could possibly (or rationally) outweigh the range of scientific as well as philosophical considerations stacked against them. Thus to take the anti-realist line is to allow a dubious claim from philosophical semantics (one with its source in old-style verificationism, however updated or refined) to dictate the agenda for discussion in areas where that claim runs up against our strongest intuitions regarding truth and the progress of knowledge to date.

III
     Amongst those of broadly anti-realist persuasion Tennant stands out – even more than Wright – for his keen sense of the problems involved in defending that standpoint and his sheer resourcefulness in devising argumentative strategies for getting around them. Thus he shies away from the full-strength anti-realist position, that of the undeterred partisan who ‘bites the bullet’ and simply refuses to acknowledge the force of those opposing considerations. What such a theorist will need to do, Tennant remarks, is ‘provide a far-reaching overhaul of some of our central philosophical concepts (knowledge, truth, possibility and logical implication), so as to accommodate the rather arresting conclusion that every truth is known’.
 Now on the face of it this is what all anti-realists aim to provide in response to Dummett’s redefinition of the issue about realism, that is to say, his treatment of it as primarily an issue in philosophy of language and logic rather than an issue in epistemology or ontology, at least as hitherto conceived. So it is – through adopting this particular version of the post-Fregean and post-Wittgensteinian ‘linguistic turn’ – that Dummett arrives at his cardinal thesis concerning the impossibility that our conception of truth for any given statement in this or that area of discourse should somehow outrun our reliably acquired and publicly manifestable grasp of its truth-conditions.
 That is to say the ‘arresting conclusion’ which Tennant here disavows (namely, the doctrine that ‘every truth is known’) cannot be so easily decoupled from anti-realism in its basic, agenda-setting form. Theorists may very well differ between themselves or – as with Wright – from one formulation to the next with respect to the precise degree of epistemic constraint or (conversely) the approximation to standards of objective truth that characterise some specific area of discourse. Or again, like Tennant, they may go to great lengths of meticulously argued conceptual and logical analysis in order to produce a more moderate (in his case, falsificationist rather than verificationist) version of anti-realism which seemingly offers nothing like so blatant an affront to our normal conceptions of truth and rational warrant. Still they are committed to the basic idea – spelled out in numerous canonical passages from Dummett – that we simply cannot make sense of the objectivist claim that truth might be recognition-transcendent or epistemically unconstrained. 

Tennant puts the case that anti-realists often go wrong (and lay themselves open to powerful forms of realist counter-argument) by extrapolating too quickly or directly from mathematics, logic, and the formal sciences to areas of discourse where the pertinent criteria are those of empirical warrant rather than demonstrative proof.  After all, ‘[i]n mathematics, once a statement is proved it remains proved. In empirical discourse, however, statements are defeasible. That is, they can be justified on a certain amount of evidence, but may have to be retracted or even denied on the basis of new evidence accreting on the old’ (Tennant, p. 48). Thus anti-realism stands to lose a good deal of (what Tennant considers) its intuitive plausibility if proponents follow Dummett too closely in treating the set-piece mathematical issue of Platonism versus intuitionism as a paradigm instance for the whole debate. ‘When anti-realists generalize from the mathematical case, with its conditions of constructive proof, they usually look for appropriate conditions of warranted assertibility. That is, they seek analogues of the mathematical case of assertion backed by proof’ (ibid). However this strategy gets them into trouble for the just reason that Tennant has spelled out, namely the fact that mathematical proofs, once achieved, are unfalsifiable by any (least of all empirical) means, while empirical statements – those with a claim to adequate assertoric warrant – cannot be proved but must always be subject to an ongoing process of assessment and revision in light of the best, most compelling evidence to hand. So anti-realists are ill-advised to make too much of the Dummettian analogy with intuitionism in the philosophy of mathematics. Rather,

one should attend to the main feature of natural scientific theorising to which Popper drew our

attention: our scientific theories can at best be falsified, not verified. Accepting this logical

predicament, the anti-realist should should seek to fashion a notion of warranted denial, or of

constructive falsity, that appropriately complements the notion of warranted assertion, or of

constructive truth, already developed for mathematics. (Tennant, p. 49)

However this proposal runs aground on the same objection that is often brought against Popperian (falsificationist) claims to have solved the issue with regard to induction and old-style positivist verificationism, i.e., that what counts as a decisive falsification must at some point have recourse to just such verificationist criteria. In which case the anti-realist (semantical) variant of this same Popperian argument must itself give rise to a similar range of objections from the realist quarter.


Besides, Tennant’s point about the crucial distinction between mathematical proofs and matters of empirical warrant is one that the realist – especially the realist about mathematics – can well turn around to her own (one might think quite decisive) philosophical advantage. Thus, according to David Lewis, ‘it's too bad for epistemologists if mathematics in its present form baffles them, but it would be hubris to take that as any reason to reform mathematics . . . . Our knowledge of mathematics is ever so much more secure than our knowledge of the epistemology that seeks to cast doubt on mathematics’.
 Others – Jerrold Katz among them – have argued to similar effect against any form of anti-realist or response-dispositional approach which trades on the supposed impossibility that we should somehow gain knowledge of, or achieve epistemic ‘contact’ with, such abstract entities as numbers, sets, or classes. I shall quote the relevant passage from Katz at some length since it shows very clearly how Tennant’s line of reasoning can be subject to a downright opposite (i.e., realist) construal.. Thus:

[t]he entire idea that our knowledge of abstract objects might be based on perceptual contact

is misguided, since, even if we had contact with abstract objects, the information we could

obtain from such contact wouldn't help us in trying to justify our beliefs about them. The

epistemological function of perceptual contact is to provide information about which

possibilities are actualities. Perceptual contact thus has a point in the case of empirical

propositions. Because natural objects can be otherwise than they actually are (non obstante

their essential properties), contact is necessary in order to discover how they actually are . . . . 

Not so with abstract objects. They could not be otherwise than they are . . . . Hence there is

no question of which mathematical possibilities are actual possibilities. In virtue of being

a perfect number, six must be a perfect number; in virtue of being the only even prime, two

must be the only even prime. Since the epistemic role of contact is to provide us with the

information needed to select among the different ways something might be, and since

perceptual contact cannot provide information about how something must be, contact has

no point in relation to abstract objects. It cannot ground beliefs about them.

According to Tennant it is an error (or at least a high-risk strategy) on the anti-realist’s part to treat mathematics as a paradigm case since if the argument is to work for other, empirically grounded areas of discourse then it had better not take its philosophic bearings from a discourse where truth is an all-or-nothing matter of demonstrative proof or rational self-evidence. To this extent he seems in agreement with Katz, that is, on the point that mathematical proofs – if valid – cannot be either disconfirmed or further corroborated through any kind of test-procedure that would seek to strengthen their credentials. In such cases, as Tennant puts it, ‘[t]he warranting relation is monotonic on its first term, which is the set of evidential premisses for the conclusion that is its second term’ (p. 44). Thus with regard to mathematics, logic, and the formal sciences ‘if any state of information I warrants the assertion of ø, then any expansion I* of I warrants the assertion of ø’. In the case of empirical statements, conversely, discourse may in some sense aspire to this condition of monotonicity but can never reach it simply by reason of its always being open to possible disconfirmation with the advent of further evidence. 

However it is then hard to see what can motivate Tennant’s albeit highly qualified (i.e., falsificationist) version of the anti-realist approach. For one can just as well – indeed more plausibly – accommodate his distinction between logico-mathematical and empirical orders of truth-claim by adopting Katz’s rationalist-realist outlook and maintaining the objective (falsification-transcendent) status of the former along with the always corrigible, evidentially constrained character of the latter. What’s more, this seeming concession to anti-realism as regards the criteria of assertoric warrant for empirical, e.g., physical-scientific or historical statements is in fact no such thing but a due acceptance that what counts as truth by the best of our current epistemic or evidential lights is intrinsically subject to revision or correction not only in consequence of improved knowledge but also – ultimately speaking – when set against the objectivist standard of what may in principle exceed or transcend our utmost cognitive endeavours. That is to say, there is something curiously under-motivated about Tennant’s heroic attempt to hold the line against realism or objectivism in any form while none the less backing off from the basic anti-realist idea that ‘all truths are known’, or even that ‘all truths are knowable’. For on the one hand his falsificationist approach does nothing to temper or to lessen the strength of such counter-intuitive claims, while on the other (as emerges very clearly by contrast with the passage from Katz cited above) it tends to confuse the issue with regard to those different orders of truth-claim involved in the formal and the empirical sciences. 

Tennant puts the case for falsifiability – rather than verifiability – as the anti-realist’s best line of argument since, on his account, it manages to deflect these intuitively powerful objections from the realist quarter by respecting the Popperian idea that empirical statements are always subject to revision or refutation, and hence making room for some version of the claim that truth might exceed our present-best knowledge or means of ascertainment. Thus: ‘[i]nstead of working with epistemically diluted grounds for empirical assertion, we should work with epistemically undiluted grounds for empirical denial’ (Tennant, p. 45). However, once again, it is hard to make out how this argument could come anywhere near to meeting the realist’s objection while also hanging onto the anti-realist’s single most effective rejoinder, i.e., that realism must forever stand ‘under the shadow’ of scepticism since it places truth (objectively conceived) forever beyond our utmost epistemic ken. What one is left with, it seems, is a sharpened version of the well-known problem with Popper’s falsificationist doctrine, that is to say, the fact that it scarcely supports his general outlook of scientific realism and indeed creates just as many difficulties here as the inductivist doctrine which it aims to supplant. By thus construing the issue between realism and anti-realism in terms of relative degrees of epistemic ‘dilution’, Tennant is effectively shifting the issue onto well-trodden philosophic ground where anti-realism sets the terms of debate but where it cannot make any (no matter how nuanced or qualified) concession to the realist without either abandoning its own case or rendering that concession entirely nugatory. 

Perhaps, as he says, there are certain ‘principles in the epistemology of linguistic understanding’ which ‘make anti-realism the natural starting-point for one’s reflections on the relationships between (learnable) language, (substantial) thought and (determinable) reality’ (Tennant, p. 47). Those principles are basically the same ones advanced by Dummett, i.e., having to do with the requirement that the conditions of warranted assertibility for any given statement be subject to certain, linguistically manifestable powers of acquisition and recognition. As we have seen, Tennant wants to somewhat soften their impact by adopting a falsificationist approach with regard to empirical statements in place of Dummett’s across-the-board verificationism and – in accordance with this – by distinguishing more clearly between the unfalsifiable (once proven) truths of mathematics, logic and the formal sciences and the always defeasible truth-claims of empirical discourse. However, this leaves him in the awkward predicament of striving to uphold what avowedly remains an anti-realist position while both acknowledging the strength of certain, on the face of it decisive realist counter-arguments and in effect conceding its non-applicability to some of those areas (such as mathematics and logic) where Dummett has most vigorously pressed its claims. Thus the realist might very well challenge Tennant’s above-cited statement of the case by removing the three parenthetical terms and re-casting that sentence to read: ‘realism [is] the natural starting-point for one’s reflections on the relationships between language, thought, and reality’. This edited version would in fact amount to a full-scale realist rejoinder and a point-for-point rebuttal of the various argumentative moves by which anti-realism typically proceeds. That is to say, it would (1) reject the conflation of ‘reality’ with the scope and limits of determinable reality, (2) deny that ‘substantial’ thought is definitionally equivalent to something like ‘thought concerning just that area of known or knowable truth’, and (3) make the case – contra such forms of anti-realist thinking – that the operative truth-conditions for well-formed statements may indeed go beyond that particular range whose criteria we have ‘learned’ in the narrow (verificationist) sense of acquiring, recognising, or being able to manifest some knowledge of the means by which to ascertain those conditions. To take a contrary stance with regard to each of these claims is once again, as Devitt argues, to ‘put the cart before the horse’ in so far as it involves a willingness to doubt some deep-laid and scientifically well-attested realist principles in favour of a highly speculative doctrine in philosophical semantics.

Nor is the case significantly altered – so the realist will maintain – if one opts for one amongst the range of qualified, nuanced, or scaled-down versions of the anti-realist thesis which avoid any flat-out commitment to the (surely absurd) proposition that ‘all truths are known’. For no matter how far one modifies this thesis – whether in the epistemic direction of Wright’s ‘superassertibility’ or ‘cognitive command’ or toward some ultimate (limit-point) conception of idealised rational warrant – it will still fall short of the realist’s demand that truth be conceived as always potentially exceeding our present-best or even future-best-possible means of ascertainment. As I have said, Tennant is intensely aware of such objections from the adversary camp and indeed goes as far toward meeting them – or framing his arguments so as to acknowledge their intuitive force – as is possible within the broadest parameters of an anti-realist approach. Thus his claim, like Dummett’s and Wright’s, is not so much to argue the case for anti-realism as to test that case without prejudice or foregone commitment across a range of candidate areas of discourse and establish just how well or how far it holds up under pressure from the realist challenge. In the current literature nobody has done this job with such exemplary thoroughness or taken that challenge with so acute a sense of the arguments that constantly rise against his own position. All the same it is clear – in Tennant’s case as in Dummett’s and Wright’s – that anti-realism figures as the default option and hence that in so far as there is a burden of proof it falls very squarely on the realist to show that we can somehow conceive the existence of truths that transcend our best methods of proof or verification. This despite the fact that his book comes up with such a range of intuitively powerful objections to its own thesis and with so many cautionary instances – such as Kripke’s ultra-sceptical take on the Wittgensteinian rule-following ‘paradox’ – that it often reads like a full-scale reductio of the case.

Nowhere are the problems with Tennant’s approach more strikingly apparent than in his dealing with this full-strength Kripkean version of the anti-realist argument as applied to meanings, intentions, standing beliefs, propositional contents, and the very idea that we might know what we are doing when we perform some elementary arithmetical task such as that of addition. About one thing Tennant is in no doubt: that if this line of argument goes through then it completely demolishes his own conception of philosophical enquiry along with that held by the great majority of fellow enquirers, including those of a strongly sceptical disposition. Thus the Kripkean strategy ‘would call into question . . . the claims of inherence, determinacy, generativity, representation, objectivity and mutual understanding’ (Tennant, p. 101). In which case he can only agree with Wright that ‘to sustain [this] argument is to uncage a tiger whose depradations there is then no hope of containing’.
 After all, it is the upshot of Kripke’s (quite literally) ne plus ultra case that we can have no rational grounds for the belief that in following a basic recursive rule – such as that of addition – we are in fact following the same rule as we applied in previous instances or at earlier stages in ‘the same’ process of arithmetical calculation. Quite simply there is no deep further fact about our meanings, intentions, dispositions or whatever that could possibly determine whether we were now (or had been in the past) working on the standard rule for addition or working on some other, ‘deviant’ rule – such as that for quaddition – which comported just as well with all our performances to date but might throw up discrepant results at some future stage in the process. All of which follows – so Kripke maintains – from those canonical passages in Wittgenstein that link the manifest impossibility of there existing any such thing as a ‘private language’ (i.e., a realm of purely apodictic self-certainty) with the likewise demonstrable fact that any ‘rule’ which we might adduce is itself open to as many different interpretations as there exist alternative (on their own terms perfectly correct) construals of it.
 As I have said, Kripke himself takes the view – one shared by Tennant, Wright, McDowell, and just about every commentator – that this sceptical upshot is ‘bizarre’ and ‘absurd’ beyond the utmost limits of rational acceptability. Yet where Kripke regards it as simply irrefutable and hence as forcing us back on a ‘sceptical solution’, i.e., that provided by Wittgenstein’s appeal to communal warrant as our last, best refuge from all such sceptical doubts, Tennant and the others continue to hope for an alternative way of framing the issue that would somehow resolve those doubts while meeting the Kripkean challenge head-on and also avoiding any too direct clash with our basic realist intuitions.  However it is unclear – to say the least – that this wished-for deliverance can possibly be achieved without at some point leaning over in one or the other (realist or anti-realist) direction.

One can get some sense of the sheer argumentative strains involved from the following passage where Tennant seeks to explain how his own kind of ‘moderate’ anti-realism goes along with a perfectly viable conception of what it takes for our meanings, thoughts, and beliefs to possess some determinate content.

In speaking thus of meanings and/or contents one is not committing oneself to reifying them. It

is not so much that they have to be taken as objects, but rather that we have to acknowledge the

objectivity of meaning-facts (facts ‘about’ meaning(s)) and can do so without committing

ourselves to there having to be such things as meanings for them to be about. The intuitionist

is therefore assuming Meaning Objectivity, without committing herself to any picture involving

Meanings as Objects. (Tennant, p. 309)

I trust I am not alone in finding this a highly problematical passage and one that exposes certain irresolvable tensions in Tennant’s ‘moderate’ anti-realist position. Indeed it runs uncomfortably close to the kind of ‘error theory’ adopted by some philosophers who see no way of extirpating talk about certain (in their view) non-existent ‘objects’ such as meanings or moral values but who still consider such talk to be referentially vacuous.
 Tennant terms this position ‘error-theoretic irrealism’ and describes it as one which ‘accepts the superficial syntactic appearances of our declarative sentences at face value, allows that our primitive assertions aim at the truth, but maintains that these assertions always miss their target’ (p. 68). Quite simply, they are ‘false’ in the straightforward sense that they ‘misrepresent the world’, or that in ‘mak[ing] an intelligible attempt to tell it like it is’ they nevertheless ‘get it wrong’ (ibid). Tennant is understandably keen to stake his distance from an error-theoretic or irrealist approach since he sees it as leading – like Kripkean scepticism – to a stage where philosophy would find itself deprived of any genuine (substantive or non-self-deluding) topics for debate. However it is far from clear that he manages to keep that distance or to navigate his middle course between the twin, equally ruinous extremes of objectivist realism and its various flipside (e.g., Kripkean, full-fledged irrealist, or error-theoretic) positions. For what puts Tennant at odds with avowed error-theorists like J.L. Mackie – and what gives the above (inset) passage its decidedly tortuous character – is the fact that he wishes to espouse and defend (rather than expose and refute) something very like the sorts of belief in question.
 At any rate it is hard to unravel the logic of an argument that relies so crucially on various wire-drawn semantic distinctions and alternative phrasings designed to make room for a workable conception of ‘Meaning Objectivity’ without any realist commitment to the notion of ‘Meanings as Objects’. No doubt the very nature of Tennant’s project – that of, as he puts it, ‘staying on the straight and narrow, and finding a stopping-place in between the two extremes’ – is such as to require a good deal of tight philosophic manoeuvre (p. 50). All the more so since there is an ever-present risk that in voicing a ‘crescendo of concerns’ with regard to Kripkensteinian and other forms of flat-out meaning scepticism he will be led ‘further down the primrose path to full-blown realism’ (ibid). However the above-cited passage – like a great many in Tennant’s book – gives reason to doubt that this tightrope-walk can be carried off without toppling over in one or the other direction. 

Thus the whole project of devising some ‘moderate’ (so to speak, realistically acceptable) version of the anti-realist case is one that must either make peace with the basic, non-negotiable realist requirement – i.e., the existence of objective truths concerning the areas of discourse in question  – or else amount to no more than a minor variation on standard anti-realist themes. Tennant is clear enough about this when he examines Wright’s attempt to stake out a range of middle-ground  positions (such as ‘superassertibility’ and ‘cognitive command’) that would claim to respect our working intuitions while steering well away from the realist primrose path. As he puts it:

Wright thinks one can ‘inflate’ the deflationist account of truth, and that the resulting ‘inflated’

notion, which he calls superassertibility, is not yet what is required for realism. One can agree, in

so far as one concedes that superassertibility (if we can make sense of it) is a substantial notion of

truth, but not yet a realist one. But can we, as anti-realists, make sense of superassertibility? Or is

the earlier and simpler notion of warranted assertibility (with an appropriate account of warrant)

the best that the non-realist substantialist can do? (Tennant, p. 42)

However this argument cuts just as strongly against his own more sophisticated efforts to construct an anti-realist via media between the claims of full-fledged objectivist realism (or recognition-transcendent truth) on the one hand and, on the other, those of full-fledged irrealism with respect to some particular area of discourse. For in his case also it is matter of backing off as far possible from the realist Scylla while avoiding any ruinous contact with the Charybdis of Kripkensteinian or other such forms of extreme and ultimately self-refuting scepticism. 

Tennant states the issue with perfect lucidity when he says that ‘[r]ealism, in the ontological sense in which it is opposed to these irrealisms, is the view that the sector of reality is mind-buffeting, or reflected in the mind. The things in question really are out there, and they will impinge on us if we are suitably aware and sensitive to them’ (ibid, p. 75). Moreover one must take it – on the realist account – that something analogous to this line of argument applies in the case of those abstract entities (like numbers, sets, and classes) or the strictly non-denumerable range of propositions concerning them which extend beyond our present or future-best powers of expression or verification.
 In which case the realist will also maintain that there exists a realm of objective or at any rate sufficiently determinate meanings, intentions, propositional contents, attitudes, etc., so as to meet the criteria of adequate warrant for our various truth-apt sayings, beliefs, and theoretical commitments. Otherwise the way is clearly open to the kind of corrosive meaning-scepticism that would wreck the entire philosophical enterprise, not to mention our most basic conceptions of everyday linguistic-communicative grasp.  Tennant is at times quite strongly drawn in a realist direction, most of all when it is a matter of heading off arguments from the opposing (e.g., Kripkean or irrealist) quarter. Thus:


the corresponding irrealism holds that the sector of ‘reality’ in question is at best mind-built, if it


exists at all; and at worst non-existent. The dubious sector of reality is populated by convenient


fictions (social individuals; mathematical objects and relations), or by unjustifiable extrapolations


(theoretical physical entities and processes), or by posits brought into the picture only in order to


satisfy our craving for an objectivity that is, however, not to be had (causal relations, rules,


meanings and values). (Tennant, p. 75)

What Tennant needs to do if his argument is to work – that is, if he is to fix a sharp conceptual divide between these various kinds of irrealism and his own moderate anti-realist stance – is establish the precise terms upon which a statement can be counted truth-apt in something more than a straightforward verificationist sense but in something less than the objectivist sense that would require the existence of unknown or unknowable (i.e., verification-transcendent) truths. However, as I have said, this judicious middle-ground turns out to be highly elusive and – no matter how carefully specified – to offer nothing like the required degree of conceptual stability.

IV 

      Of course there is a large current literature devoted to the question of whether there ‘exist’ any such things as meanings, intentions, beliefs, or propositional contents and attitudes toward them. It is a question that divides philosophers along various lines, as for instance – most sharply – with the current debate between those who look forward to the advent of a mature neuroscience that will permit us to eliminate every last remnant of such ‘folk-psychological’ talk and those who deny that a physicalist language of the kind envisaged could ever provide a remotely adequate substitute.
 It is also – much closer to Tennant’s concerns – the main point at issue between thinkers like Quine who adopt a strictly extensionalist theory of reference (one that rejects any otiose appeal to meanings, intentions, or beliefs as giving rise to the problem of quantification into opaque contexts) and others who maintain that this reductive approach comes nowhere near offering an adequate account of our powers of linguistic or logico-semantic grasp.
 Tennant is keen to distance himself from such views since he considers the strong anti-realist (or ‘irrealist’) argument to be one that goes flat against some of our most basic commonsense-intuitive as well as philosophical convictions. Thus ‘[w]e have to find a sustainable view of the status of semantic discourse itself, if our semantic theory is to be able to serve as a foundation for those anti-realist views and accompanying reforms that are to be pressed for other discourses’ (Tennant, p. 6). This is needed both in order to provide ‘a certain sort of reflexive stability for the whole enterprise’ and in order to distinguish Tennant’s form of moderate anti-realism from the full-strength (hence self-refuting) variety espoused by less circumspect or cautious types. However, as we have seen, such stability is not to be had from any approach that takes anti-realism as the default position and which then sets out to render that position more plausible by introducing various adjustments, caveats, and qualifying clauses. For if one thing is clear from recent debates around the rule-following ‘paradox’ and other central themes of post-Wittgensteinian philosophy of mind and language it is the fact that, once launched on this particular trajectory, there is no holding the line against the most extreme and (as Tennant acknowledges) the most philosophically disabling forms of sceptical counter-argument. Quite simply, the sceptic will always have the last word if the debate is set up so as treat realism – i.e., the thesis that we can conceive the existence of objective (verification-transcendent) truths – as an inherently strange or extravagant doctrine which therefore ipso facto requires a great deal of subtle and ingenious defence.


This conclusion follows ‘logically’ enough as soon as one takes the first (and crucial) argumentative step of containing ‘truth’ within the bounds of knowability or epistemic warrant and thus ruling out any idea that certain statements may be true or false – objectively so – as a function of the way things stand in reality and quite apart from our more-or-less adequate state of knowledge concerning them. That is to say, it rejects the cardinal realist claim that our statements, when truth-apt, should be taken as truth-bearers whose truth-value is decided independently of any such consideration by certain objective states of affairs or certain abstract (e.g., mathematical or logical) orders of necessity which stand to them in the relation of truth-makers. While Tennant very firmly rejects this claim as a drastic deviation from the moderate anti-realist ‘straight and narrow’ he is also inclined to keep it in view as a check upon the tendency of anti-realism to press too far in an irrealist direction and thus begin the slide toward Kripkean and other varieties of wholesale meaning-scepticism. What he wants – and considers to lie within reach of a falsificationist reworking of the argument – is just the kind of patient, probing, non-dogmatic approach that would live up to Dummett’s professed aim and take each ‘area of discourse’ on its merits as a candidate for treatment somewhere on the scale between objectivist truth and epistemically constrained assertoric warrant. Such would be the chief benefit, as he sees it, of building in the falsifiability (rather than the verifiability) criterion, i.e., that this approach makes greater allowance – by analogy with Popper’s claims – for the non-finality of our present best judgement in these matters and the always revisable character of any distinctions thus drawn. That is to say, Tennant goes about as far as possible (given his working brief) to accommodate certain realist intuitions, especially where these serve to shore up his case against Kripkean scepticism. Nevertheless – as with others like McDowell and Wright – Tennant’s desire to meet the realist half-way on these issues about truth and objectivity is more than offset by his fixed idea that it cannot make sense to posit the existence of unknown or unknowable truths. In his case, as in theirs, the agenda is fixed by just those kinds of Wittgenstein-derived argument that strike them (and indeed strike Kripke himself) as utterly absurd or bizarre. What has enabled that agenda to exert such a well-nigh compulsive hold on recent debate despite these commonplace expressions of outraged philosophical conscience is a widely shared sense that the Kripkensteinian paradox won’t go away until someone comes up with an adequate answer on its own ultra-sceptical terms of reference. 

Yet if one thing emerges with daylight clarity from the long history of arguments for and against scepticism it is the fact that no such answer can ever be forthcoming so long as the sceptic sticks to his guns and refuses to concede the force of any claim that his thesis can be shown to produce a whole range of drastically counter-intuitive results. It is the same basic strategy that anti-realists exploit – albeit in a somewhat less extreme or doctrinaire form – when they assert that we can either have mathematical knowledge or objective mathematical truth but surely not both, or again, when they seek to demonstrate the impossibility of our conceiving that certain statements in the Dummettian ‘disputed class’ might have objective truth-conditions that transcend the limits of formal proof or empirical verifiability.
 Such arguments are nowadays so prominent and their force so widely acknowledged as to constitute something like an orthodox position in philosophy of mind and language. Yet to the realist it is nothing less than self-evident that there have been, are, and will forever remain a great many well-formed and truth-apt statements in mathematics, the physical sciences, history, and other areas of discourse whose truth-value is no way affected by the scope and limits of our present or (conceivably) our future-best means of verification. Thus she will beg to disagree when Tennant defines the ‘straight and narrow’ of his middle-ground approach as one that allows the moderate anti-realist to enjoy the best of both worlds. From her point of view this betokens not so much a willingness to take the realist’s arguments on board as a downright refusal to accept them on any but the terms dictated by an anti-realist conception of truth as epistemically constrained or as ultimately subject to the limiting condition of warranted assertibility. 

According to Tennant the realist must always run into trouble – end up by endorsing a strictly untenable (since self-refuting) doctrine – if she ventures to maintain the existence of verification- or recognition-transcendent truths. Thus ‘[c]oncerning the anti-realist principle (in its present unrestricted form) that all truths are knowable, the realist should simply refuse to assert it, rather than go so far as to deny it; for [s]he cannot provide any definitive counter-examples’ (Tennant, p. 267). However at this point the realist will do best to reply (1) that Tennant’s olive-branch proposal merely confuses matters by playing on the ambiguity between ‘knowable within the limits of our present-best means of ascertainment’ and ‘knowable when all the evidence is in and subject to ideally rational assessment’, and (2) that in any case such epistemic questions have absolutely nothing to do with the issue as to whether certain statements might be objectively true or false quite apart from our knowing (or not knowing) how to demonstrate their truth or falsity. As Tennant sees it this amounts to a ‘rather amusing’ stand-off between the realist and the anti-realist since they are each in the odd situation of catching the other out on a weak point of doctrinal over-commitment while not being able to push their own case too far without inviting the same sort of charge. That is to say, the realist’s (supposed) embarrassment at finding herself unable to come up with any instance of an unknowable truth ‘is not unlike the anti-realist being unable to give any particular counter-examples to the realist’s principle of bivalence, on pain of self-contradiction’. And again, just to rub the point in: ‘[e]ach must play the game of merely refusing to assert the other’s favourite principle, while avoiding being lured into citing putative counter-examples’ (Tennant, p. 267). Yet it is still open to the realist to claim that this is a misrepresentation of the issue between her and the anti-realist, and one moreover which stacks the cards very heavily in favour of anti-realism, whether understood on a strong (Dummettian) or a ‘moderate’ (Tennant-style) construal. For in so far as this debate is nowadays conducted in logico-semantic terms, i.e., as a matter of whether or not we can make sense of the idea of objective (recognition-transcendent) truths, it must always entail – for the anti-realist – a rejection of the principle of bivalence for statements belonging to the ‘disputed class’ of as-yet unproven or empirically unverifiable claims.

Tennant is perfectly clear about this: nonbivalence is basic to the anti-realist case no matter how many or significant the concessions that may be granted to the moderate realist in pursuit of a workable modus vivendi with moderate anti-realism. Yet there is something distinctly skewed about the terms on offer, as emerges when Tennant goes on to explain them in more detail. Thus the realist ‘may be able to do a little better by his own lights. He may strengthen his refusal to assert the anti-realist principle that all truths are knowable, to an assertion that there are counter-examples to it’ (p. 267). However this concession once again turns out to have sharp limits, since any putative counter-example adduced will be subject to the standard (anti-realist) requirement that it fall within the scope of constructive proof or empirical verifiability. Thus ‘he [the realist] must have his audience understand the existence claim non-constructively, on pain of self-contradiction And it is precisely this understanding which the anti-realist is not willing to profess’ (ibid). Yet of course it is on just this cardinal point – the plausibility (or otherwise) of conceiving that truth might always outrun the limits of present or future-best verification – that the realist takes issue with the anti-realist. Where the anti-realist unfailingly scores by his own (no matter how logically sophisticated) verificationist lights is by sticking to the claim that it cannot make sense to conceive the existence of truths that exceed the scope of knowability or optimised epistemic warrant. Where the realist comes back against this whole line of argument is by pointing to the sheer absurdity of any position which restricts truth (or the range of truth-apt statements, theories, or hypotheses) to the compass of whatever we are able to prove or ascertain by the best – including the future best possible – means at our epistemic disposal. No doubt the realist will be stuck for an answer if asked to come up with some clinching example of a statement or proposition p in respect of which we can legitimately say ‘p is true’ or ‘p is false’ even though its truth-value lies beyond our utmost capacities of formal proof or empirical verification. However it is only on the anti-realist’s preferred account of what the realist must be saying that she appears committed to this clearly wrong since self-contradictory position. Otherwise her argument amounts to no more than the unproblematical claim that certain well-formed yet formally unproven or unverifiable statements – those belonging to Dummett’s ‘disputed class’ – can none the less be known to possess an objective truth-value despite our incapacity to specify that value either now or even (conceivably) at some limit-point stage of idealised epistemic warrant. 

Such would be the case, to repeat, with mathematical theorems like Goldbach’s Conjecture or empirically undocumented claims such as ‘Napoleon sneezed six times on the eve of Waterloo’. Beyond that it would apply to speculative statements in the physical sciences which we can know to be either true or false quite aside from any issue concerning our present or future-best means of ascertainment. Scott Soames makes this point most tellingly when he asks us to consider statements of the type: ‘there exists a duplicate solar system in some region of the expanding universe beyond the furthest reach of terrestrial radio-telescopy’.
 The example is particularly apt since Dummett very often deploys such metaphors to make just the opposite (anti-realist) point, i.e., that truth-values (or criteria of assertoric warrant) cannot possibly extend beyond the epistemic ken of knowers – like ourselves – whose competence to judge is restricted to a certain range of informational or cognitive resources.
 Thus, according to Dummett, a realist approach with respect to any given area of discourse will take it that statements of the relevant kind possess a determinate (bivalent) truth-value just in so far as they succeed or fail in asserting some objectively valid proposition quite aside from the issue as to whether or not they are arrived at on the basis of adequate knowledge or epistemic warrant. For the realist it is a matter of truths ‘out there’ to be discovered, like features of a landscape (mountains or lakes) whose existence and location depends not at all on the fact of some explorer’s having come across them, or again, like that duplicate solar system far out in the expanding universe whose reality (or otherwise) is wholly unaffected by our not being able to detect any sign of it.
 For the anti-realist, conversely, such claims cannot make sense in so far as they posit the existence of truths which by very definition lie beyond our furthest evidential, probative, or epistemic reach. That is to say: since we cannot acquire or manifest a grasp of the conditions of assertoric warrant for statements that belong to the ‘disputed class’, therefore such statements must be taken to lack any determinate truth-value. Least of all can that value be conceived as pertaining to a realm of objective (recognition-transcendent) truths that would fix it, i.e., bring the statement out bivalently true or false whatever the limits of our knowledge. To adopt this view – so the anti-realist maintains – is to court logical absurdity or downright self-contradiction. For it involves the surely nonsensical idea that we can somehow have knowledge of or access to truths which ex hypothesi exceed our utmost powers of proof or verification. In which case we should grasp the anti-realist nettle and accept certain (to the realist) highly unpalatable consequences, such as the confinement of truth-values within the limits of human knowability, or even – if this argument is pushed right through – the retroactive ‘bringing-about’ of past events through some present or future change in our state of knowledge concerning them.
 

Hence – as I have suggested elsewhere – the marked kinship between Dummett’s highly speculative (not to say decidedly outré) thoughts in this regard and the kinds of quantum-based conjecture advanced by astrophysicists like John Wheeler.
 Such is the idea, in brief, that the occurrence of certain celestial events such as supernovae at billions of light-years distance from earth might itself be ‘decided’ retrocausally by a momentary switch in our radio-telescope settings, just as – on a smaller (laboratory) scale – the outcome of certain delayed-choice quantum experiments seems to involve a drastic affront to our normal conceptions of temporal and causal sequence.
 This is not the place for a detailed discussion of the philosophic issues raised – and (I would argued) conspicuously fudged or evaded – by these wild extrapolations from the quantum to the macrophysical domain. What I wish to do, rather, is point up their relevance to the debate currently engaged between realists and anti-realists, and – in particular – to the sorts of test-case analogy (like those instanced by Soames and Dummett) which involve a clear-cut conflict of views between knowledge conceived as a matter of discovering objectively existent worlds (or features thereof) and knowledge conceived as in some sense a matter of ‘bringing about’ such worlds.
 This latter notion has its main source in Dummett’s intuitionist approach to the philosophy of mathematics where he takes a strong line against any form of realist (or ‘Platonist’) commitment to the objective, recognition-transcendent status of abstract entities such as numbers, sets, classes, functions, or truth-values concerning them.
 However it also has a wider bearing on his tendency to take anti-realism as the default position for every ‘area of discourse’, including those empirically-based disciplines – such as history and the physical sciences – where the problem of knowledge presents itself in a different (one might think, less sharply paradoxical) form. This despite his frequent expressions of a non-partisan approach and his overt methodological stance – one shared with Tennant, Wright, and others – which purportedly involves testing each area so as to establish whether we can best make sense of it on realist or anti-realist terms. 

Where the bias shows though most plainly is in Dummett’s off-the-point construal of realism as a claim to the self-contradictory effect that we can assign a determinate truth-value to statements of the disputed class despite our possessing no method of proof or means of verification. However this is no part of the realist’s argument, at least on any fair (i.e., genuinely non-partisan rather than anti-realistically motivated) account of what she must be saying. Rather her case is more plausibly that, for a wide range of statements across various truth-apt areas of discourse, we may be – indeed most often are – in a position to maintain that statement p must be either true or false (objectively so) whatever our present state of ignorance in that regard. Tennant follows Dummett in conflating these two, wholly different versions of the realist argument. The first is very clearly a non-starter since it involves (as charged) a patent contradiction, while the second involves nothing more than the claim that there exist many truths (whether those that find expression in statements of the disputed class or those that cannot be expressed for want of any adequate linguistic means) beyond our best possible means of ascertainment. Thus, according to Tennant,

before he even considers what is peculiar to any one discourse, the anti-realist will be committed

to the tenet that truth is in principle knowable. That is, he will reject Knowledge-Transcendence

across the board. For the principle of Knowledge-Transcendence is incoherent. Consider what it

says: that there could be some truth ψ such that it be impossible to know that ψ. For the anti-

realist, however, the truth of such ψ would have to consist in there being some truth-maker II

for that ψ that we can recognise as such. Being able to recognise II as a truth-maker for ψ, we

would therefore know that ψ. But precisely this knowledge is supposed to be beyond our

reach! – a contradiction. In every discourse the notion of truth will be epistemically constrained.










(Tennant, p. 50)

As I have said, Tennant goes further than most anti-realists – certainly further than Dummett – in allowing the force of various realist objections and counter-arguments. In particular he takes the point that any such claim for the knowability (even the ‘in-principle’ knowability) of all statements that are candidates for truth is one which goes flat against some of our most deeply-held scientific and philosophical as well as everyday-commonsense convictions. After all, we have strong grounds for asserting (1) that we now know a good many truths unknown to earlier (less well-informed or scientifically advanced) enquirers; (2) that those truths – especially as concerns mathematics and the physical sciences – must be thought to have held good objectively even at a time when no-one had the least idea of how to prove, ascertain, or perhaps even express them; and (3) that it is a strange kind of epistemic hubris to suppose that the scope and limits of our present-best knowledge are also the scope and limits of truth, properly (i.e., anti-realistically) conceived. Hence perhaps the most striking feature of Dummettian anti-realism: that it manages somehow to pass itself off as an outlook of due humility in this regard while in fact making knowledge – or the scope of human epistemic powers – the ne plus ultra of what counts as an instance of truth-apt discourse. 

Thus the current debate is distinctly reminiscent of Plato versus Protagoras on the question whether truth should be conceived as always potentially transcending our best state of knowledge or whether, on the contrary, ‘man is the measure’ in some no doubt suitably nuanced and qualified version of that claim. Tennant has a constant nagging sense of these problems with his whole line of argument and allows them to surface more forcefully than anyone else (Wright included) who has sought to maintain an anti-realist stance while acknowledging the various arguments that rise against it. Still there is a strong implication – as in the passage cited above – that he takes Dummett to have set the agenda for discussion of the realism issue and thus to have placed the burden of proof very squarely on those who believe that the realist case can be upheld without falling into various kinds of self-inflicted philosophical dilemma. This is why, as he says, ‘truth is in principle knowable’ and ‘the principle of Knowledge-Transcendence is incoherent’ (Tennant, p. 50). My own view – to repeat – is that such arguments are more like a classic reductio ad absurdum, since their full-strength versions cannot be sustained without involving a massive affront to all the principles of rational, truth-based enquiry while their scaled-down variants (like Wright’s response-dispositional approach or Tennant’s falsificationist account) achieve nothing more than a staving-off of the same endgame predicament. That they have come to exert such a powerful hold upon recent analytical debate is chiefly the result of Wittgenstein’s influence, at least on that Kripkean reading of the ‘private language’ and ‘rule-following’ considerations which makes them absolutely central to discussions in epistemology and philosophy of mind and language.

V         

     McDowell is perhaps the most striking example of a thinker who has striven to negotiate a path between – as he is fond of putting it – the Scylla and Charybdis of full-fledged objectivism about truth on the one hand and, on the other, a ‘sceptical solution’ along Kripkensteinian (i.e., communitarian) lines. In his essay ‘Wittgenstein on Following a Rule’ McDowell comes out very firmly against any notion that correctness in such matters could amount to no more than conformity with communal practice.
 Thus, in the case of correctly understanding a term like ‘plus’ and properly (consistently) applying it so as always to get the right answer for addition sums, there must be some criterion beyond the mere appeal to standard or received arithmetical practice. That is to say, there must exist a ‘pattern of application that we grasp, when we come to understand the concept in question’, a pattern (moreover) which ‘extends, independently of the actual outcome of any investigation, to the relevant case’ (McDowell, p. 325). Still one should not be driven to claim – and this is where the Kripkensteinian doubts kick in – that the defence of objectivity in rule-following requires the existence of some ‘superfact’ that would always and infallibly determine the correct answer for every arithmetical task, or some ‘super-rigid rail’ conception of reasoning which laid out the entire range of correct responses beyond any point on the numerical scale that we happened to have reached so far. For this would commit us to endorsing the (surely untenable) Platonist idea of an ‘ethereal machine’ – a kind of ghostly paradigm – that hovered above our various rule-following practices and somehow determined their objective correctness or otherwise quite apart from any question of what did or didn’t count (among those qualified to judge) as a proper application of the rule. In which case – according to McDowell – we had much better seek an alternative, middle-way approach that can save us from shipwreck on either of the clashing rocks while not yielding ground to the sceptic (or the hard-line anti-realist) as concerns the prospect for redeeming some workable, since suitably scaled-down conception of objective truth. 

Indeed McDowell thinks that one can have something very like a transcendental argument – an argument from the a priori conditions of possibility for thought and knowledge in general – that would justify our ‘intuitive notion of objectivity’ by showing how the anti-realist doctrine (at least in its strong form) runs into strictly unthinkable problems and aporias. This would demonstrate ‘that there must be a middle position’ because the only alternatives – as he sees them – are a slide from Dummettian anti-realism into Kripkean scepticism or an equally disastrous (since likewise scepticism-inducing) attempt to uphold the objectivist case by appealing to hopelessly deluded notions like those of the ‘ethereal machine’ or ‘super-rigid rail’. According to McDowell’s transcendental argument: ‘[u]nderstanding is a grasp of patterns that extend to new cases independently of our ratification, as required for meaning to be other than an illusion (and – not incidentally – for the intuitive notion of objectivity to have a use); but the constraints imposed by our concepts do not have the platonistic autonomy with which they are credited in the picture of the super-rigid machinery’ (McDowell, p. 353). Whence his main objection to Wright’s (as he sees it) over-readiness to meet Kripkensteinian scepticism more than half-way and thereby relinquish any viable conception of the normative character of rules, i.e., their possessing something more than the seal of communal approval.
 For if one gives up the very idea of ‘ratification-independence’ then along with it goes any prospect of retaining the crucial normative distinction between ‘true or correct as a matter of objective (non-practice-relative) warrant’ and ‘true or correct by our best communal lights’. That is to say, the chief problem for Wright ‘is to distinguish the position he attributes to Wittgenstein from one according to which the possibility of going out of step with our fellows gives us the illusion of being subject to norms, and consequently the illusion of entertaining and expressing meanings’ (McDowell, p. 336). And again: ‘the denial of ratification-independence . . . yields a picture of the relation between the communal language and the world in which norms are obliterated’ (ibid, p. 347). Where MacDowell’s transcendental argument has its work cut out is in showing how our various epistemic practices, reasonings, rule-followings, etc., can be subject to normative constraints of the relevant kind while none the less retaining sufficient connection with our usual (communally warranted) procedures so as safely to avoid any hint of evoking all that spectral platonist ‘machinery’. 

However one may doubt that the argument goes through with anything like the required degree of transcendental (or even philosophically persuasive) force. Thus McDowell’s firm resolve to steer well clear of any full-fledged realist conception that would open the way – so he thinks – to full-fledged Kripkean scepticism allows him no room for a more than notional idea of ‘objectivity’ or an other than vague and often rather tortuous specification of the normative standards involved. This is mainly because, like Tennant and Wright, he is in thrall to that Wittgensteinian notion which holds that objectivist conceptions of truth or correctness in rule-following are not to be had unless at the price of manifest self-contradiction. So what the transcendental argument amounts to is a strong sense, on McDowell’s part, that the proffered alternatives simply won’t do and that it must therefore be possible to navigate a course between the Scylla of objectivist realism and the Charybdis of Kripke’s communitarian ‘sceptical solution’. Yet when it comes to describing how that course should be steered McDowell has nothing more substantive (or nothing less Kripkensteinian) to say than that ‘the key to finding the indispensable middle course is the idea of a custom or practice’ (McDowell, p. 342). In which case one is surely entitled to ask what remains of ‘objectivity’ or ‘normativity’ once those values are taken as custom-dependent or practice-relative. After all, this is just the kind of lesson picked up from Wittgenstein by a good many ‘strong’ sociologists of knowledge, practitioners of ‘thick’ ethnographic description, cultural theorists, Rortian neo-pragmatists, and others for whom – quite simply – any notion of objective or practice-transcendent truth is one that should long since have been discarded, together with belief in God as the supreme guarantor of such values.
  

To be sure, there are ‘realist’ readings of Wittgenstein (like that of Cora Diamond) which deny that his thinking has any such sceptical or cultural-relativist implications.
 For does he not insist – against all its erstwhile grandiose revisionist claims – that philosophy when properly practised ‘leaves everything as it is’, including (one assumes) any realist commitments of an ontological or epistemological nature that might play a role in our received practices or customary modes of describing them? Yet this will scarcely satisfy the (non-Wittgensteinian) realist who takes it that the values of truth or correctness are in principle custom-independent or practice-transcendent. From her point of view any version of ‘realism’ defined in such terms is one that either dare not speak its name for fear of the standard sceptical rejoinder or which has no wish to advance beyond the notion of truth as a matter of communal warrant. Thus when McDowell describes his ‘indispensable middle course’ as the ‘idea of a custom or practice’ it seems fair to say that he remains very firmly in the Wittgensteinian camp. Moreover he yields a crucial hostage to sceptical fortune since this opens the way for Kripke’s admittedly ‘wild’, ‘bizarre’, or ‘crazy’ hypothesis that our standards of correctness in arithmetic, logic, and other such rule-following practices are incapable of rational justification save by recourse to (what else?) our received or customary ways of carrying on.

McDowell devotes some strenuous efforts of wire-drawn argumentation to the business of showing that his alternative ‘middle position’ doesn’t lean over into scepticism, cultural relativism, or any other such inadequate (normatively deficient) account of what is involved in properly and correctly following a rule. This is where he takes issue with Wright on the precise significance of those passages in Wittgenstein which seek to disabuse us of the vain quest for meanings, reasons, explanations, etc., beyond a straightforward acceptance that certain kinds of language have a certain role in certain communally shared practices or cultural forms of life. Such is the stage when, according to Wittgenstein, our ‘justifications come to an end’ and quite simply we have no choice but to acknowledge this fact, unless (that is) we are philosophers still hooked on those deluded habits of thought and thereby condemned to carry on aimlessly buzzing around in the fly-bottle. However this leaves McDowell somewhat awkwardly placed since he shows all the usual deference to Wittgenstein’s authority and the usual compulsion to square his own position with Wittgenstein’s even though – as I have said – no philosopher has done more than Wittgenstein to encourage the kinds of radical meaning-scepticism and the retreat from normative values (such as those of objectivity and truth) which McDowell strongly resists. His answer – as so often in the secondary literature – is to claim that other exponents (Wright among them) have got Wittgenstein wrong whereas on his (McDowell’s) account we can have all the proclaimed benefits with none of the supposed liabilities. That is to say, there is no ultimate conflict between a practice-based or communitarian and an adequately normative approach just so long as we keep ‘objectivity’ in the picture by treating it as the kind of corrective constraint that is exerted on our various reasonings, reckonings, and rule-followings by a due regard for the judgement of other, perhaps more expert or knowledgeable persons within our community. 

Thus Wright’s mistake – as McDowell sees it – is to underestimate the extent of this corrective influence and its capacity to serve as an adequate replacement for notions of objectivity and truth that would somehow (impossibly) situate those values in a practice-transcendent realm beyond the scope of any saving appeal to communal ‘agreement in judgement’. On Wright’s account, ‘there is nothing but verbal behaviour and (no doubt) feelings of constraint. Presumably people’s dispositions to behaviour and associated feelings match in interesting ways; but at this ground-floor level there is no question of shared commitments – everything normative fades out of the picture’ (McDowell, p. 341). Yet this same objection could just as well be brought against McDowell's understanding of Wittgenstein, and indeed against any treatment which claimed no more than to elucidate the plain sense of Wittgenstein’s words. For there is simply no escaping what McDowell finds so unpalatable about Wright’s exegesis, namely the fact that Wittgenstein’s idea of our justifications having an end in the warrant of communal usage or customary practice is one that inevitably leaves no room for the normative values of truth and objectivity which McDowell so doggedly strives to uphold. That is to say, once those values are construed as internal to some given language-game, community, or shared life-form then by very definition they are incapable of exerting the kind of objective (practice-independent) constraint that McDowell’s argument plainly requires. This would seem to be the intended force of his criticism that Wright reduces all language to a ‘ground-floor level’ of ‘verbal behaviour’, a level at which there may be some match between ‘dispositions’ and ‘associated feelings’, but where any constraints that subjects might feel upon their sayings, reasonings, reckonings, and so forth, can amount to no more than just that, i.e., ‘feelings of constraint’. For if the standards in question are ultimately those of communal ‘agreement in judgement’ then they can only be thought of as deriving from norms – from shared ideas of ‘objectivity’ and ‘truth’ – which are felt to exert some directive or corrective pressure but whose capacity to do so is entirely a matter of their general acceptance among members of the community concerned. In which case they are not so much ‘objective’ constraints in any genuine (non-belief-relative or practice-independent) sense of that term but rather just the kinds of inhibitory impulse or tendency to ratify some beliefs and reject or criticise others that subjects normally acquire as a condition of precisely such communal membership.

Hence McDowell’s charge against Wright’s exegesis of Wittgenstein: that it fails to envisage any normative dimension to our various epistemic and other (including moral) practices that would not come down to mere ‘correctness’ or ‘truth’ by certain communitarian lights. Wright, he goes on,

hopes to preserve a foothold for a purified form of the normativeness implicit in the contractual

conception of meaning, by appealing to the fact that individuals are susceptible to communal 

correction. It is problematic, however, whether the picture of the basic level, one entertained as

such, can be prevented from purporting to contain the real truth about linguistic behaviour. In

that case its freedom from norms will preclude our attributing any genuine substance to the

etiolated normativeness that Wright hopes to preserve. (McDowell, p. 336)

Yet one could substitute ‘McDowell’ for ‘Wright’ in this passage make just as strong a case that his own argument fails to meet those basic normative criteria – or requirements of objectivity and truth – which McDowell finds so conspicuously lacking in Wright’s treatment of the issue. What he takes to set their readings of Wittgenstein decisively at odds is the fact that Wright’s ‘denial of ratification-independence . . . yields a picture of the relation between the communal language and the world in which norms are obliterated’, whereas his (McDowell’s) approach yields a different picture ‘in which the openness of an individual to correction by his fellows means that he is subject to norms’ (McDowell, p. 347). However those norms can scarcely be thought of as ‘objective’ or ‘ratification-independent’ if they require nothing more than a willingness to accept ‘correction by his fellows’ on the part of this or that individual for whom their corrective or normative force can itself be no more than a matter of communal warrant among members of the relevant (norm-prescribing) community. For on this account – McDowell’s as well as Wright’s, since both take their cue from Wittgenstein – it is impossible to say how such norms might exist and exert their constraining influence except in so far as they played a role in our customary usages and practices. Yet it is just this sort of argument (or just this supposedly false interpretation of Wittgenstein) that McDowell so vigorously takes to task in his strictures on Wright and – even more – in his efforts to avert the looming threat of a full-fledged Kripkean sceptical paradox and a likewise sceptical, i.e., thoroughgoing communitarian ‘solution’. 

Thus McDowell’s criticism of Wright – that he leaves the idea of normative constraint ‘looking like, at best, an explanation of our propensity to the illusion that we are subject to norms’ – is one that comes back like a boomerang when applied to his own argument. For as recent debates around anti-realism and response-dependence have made abundantly clear there is just no way that one can save the notions of objectivity and truth by adopting some ‘moderate’ anti-realist position, most often with reference to Wittgenstein, which claims to restore those notions to a sensibly qualified, non-objectivist, or practice-based conception of the truth-values concerned. What those debates bring out most forcefully is the fact that so much present-day philosophy in the analytic line of descent has been side-tracked – not to say hoodwinked – into taking its agenda from a range of pseudo-problems or false dilemmas with their source in Wittgenstein’s later ideas abut ‘private languages’ and ‘rule-following’. The result shows up in the above-cited passage from McDowell when he questions whether the ‘basic level’ (i.e., that envisaged in Wright’s Wittgensteinian conception of communal usage as our last, best source of epistemic guidance) can be thought to contain ‘the real truth about linguistic behaviour’. For where scepticism nowadays gets a hold it is precisely through this constant slide from issues of truth and normativity conceived in objectivist (‘ratification-independent’) terms to issues regarding the possibility (or otherwise) of knowing for sure that our meanings, reasonings, or reckonings are consistent from one occasion to the next. That is to say, it is at just the point where Wittgenstein’s placid assurance that we need nothing more than communal warrant by way of epistemic ‘justification’ gives way to Kripke’s ultra-sceptical rendition of that same argument, i.e., his contention – however ‘crazy’ or ‘bizarre’ – that there is simply no ‘fact’ about our rule-following practices that could determine whether we are right or wrong in any given instance. 

So the charge that McDowell lays against Wright – that at this ‘ground-floor’ level of linguistic behaviour ‘its freedom from norms will preclude our attributing any genuine substance to the etiolated normativeness that Wright hopes to preserve’ – is one that rebounds with singular force when applied to his own argument. For as soon as one takes the Wittgensteinian turn from questions of objective (e.g., mathematical, logical, or scientific) truth to questions concerning our certainty – or lack of it – with regard to what we now mean or meant in the past by concepts like ‘addition’ or ‘following a rule’ then we are launched willy-nilly (and Wittgenstein’s contrary assurances notwithstanding) on the path toward full-fledged Kripkean scepticism. Yet this is just the kind of doubt-inducing philosophical confusion between truth, knowledge, and certainty that sceptics have always been quick to exploit and which emerges to particularly striking effect in the great volume of secondary literature that has built up around Kripke’s ingenious yet stubbornly perverse lucubrations on the topic of ‘following a rule’. ‘Even now as I write’, he confides, ‘I feel confident that there is something in my mind – the meaning I attach to the “plus” sign – that instructs me what I ought to do in all future cases’ (Kripke, p. 18). And again: ‘if I intend to accord with my past meaning of “+” I should answer “125” [i.e., if asked “What is the sum of 68 + 57?”] . . . [since] the relation of meaning and intention to future action is normative, not descriptive’ (ibid, p. 19). However, once again, this reduces normativity to a feature of our various introspectible meanings and intentions – along with our (‘real’ or supposed) state of certainty concerning them – rather than locating the relevant standards for correct (as opposed to deviant or erroneous) reckoning in a realm of objective arithmetical truths quite distinct from such no doubt fallible sources of private, apodictic, first-person, or ‘inner’ assurance. And then, having set things up in this skewed fashion – having made it appear (at least for those willing to play along, which includes most writers on the rule-following ‘paradox’) that correctness in such matters stands or falls on the issue of our certainty regarding the content of our meanings, past and present – Kripke can proceed to push right through with his sceptical paradox and arrive at his equally sceptical (i.e., wholesale communitarian) ‘solution’. For is it not the case, as emerges very clearly from a reading of Wittgenstein on the joint topics of ‘private language’ and ‘following a rule’, that any such appeal to our convictions of correctness in this or that instance of rule-application is sure to be one that invites the charge of infinite regress or vicious circularity? And are we not thereby forced to conclude – even if ‘crazily’ and against our own better judgement in moments of relative sanity – that there is simply no ‘fact’ about what we now mean (or what we meant on previous occasions) that could serve to distinguish ‘plus’ from ‘quus’, ‘addition’ from ‘quaddition’, ‘count’ from ‘quount’, and so forth? 

So we had best give up on this hopeless attempt to outflank the Kripkean sceptic by a mere transposition of terms, any of which he can treat as further proof of our total inability to know for sure that we are applying the ‘correct’ or the self-same rule from one instance to the next. After all, we should long since have learned from Wittgenstein that there is no such thing as a purely self-interpreting mental state, or a conviction with regard to some first-person, epistemically ‘privileged’ truth (e.g., about our own meanings or intentions) that requires nothing more than the guarantee of its own apodictic self-evidence. In which case – Kripke maintains – the sceptical paradox holds firm against any possible counter-argument and we are left with no recourse save the ‘sceptical solution’ which of course has Wittgenstein’s blessing but which strikes even Kripke as failing to provide an adequate (philosophically reputable) answer. Yet it is wrong – indeed nothing short of absurd – to suppose that any standard of correctness in matters such as arithmetical addition or subtraction should depend on some inner state of certainty with regard to what we mean, meant in the past, or believe ourselves intending to mean in the future by terms like ‘plus’, ‘minus’, and ‘count’. Just how absurd can be seen from Kripke’s (again distinctly Wittgensteinian) idea that this point about the ultimate inscrutability of ‘private’ meanings and intentions – and hence about the lack of determinate criteria for rule-following correctness – can be made by analogy with ‘private’ sensations such as pains, visual or tactile impressions, ‘inner states’ of various (e.g., emotional) kinds, and other such presumptively subjective modes of experience. Thus it might be said that ‘meaning addition by “plus” denotes an irreducible experience, with its own special quale, known directly to each of us by introspection’. (Kripke, p. 41) In which case we could simply disregard Kripkean or other such forms of hyper-cultivated sceptical doubt since they possess no force against the kind of jointly intuitive and rational self-evidence that distinguishes our knowledge of the items concerned, whether qualia or the meanings we standardly attach to terms like ‘plus’ and ‘addition’. However, ‘[n]o internal impression, with a quale, could possibly tell me in itself how it is to be applied in future cases. Nor can any pile-up of such impressions, thought of as rules for interpreting rules, do the job’ (ibid, p. 43). This conclusion is strictly inescapable (Kripke thinks) if we have registered the cumulative impact of Wittgenstein’s rule-following, private-language, infinite-regress, and vicious-circularity arguments.  

Still one should not be too impressed by such a swift and (on its own terms) utterly decisive statement of the case for radical meaning-scepticism. No doubt, Kripke goes on, ‘if there were a special experience of “meaning” addition by “plus” analogous to a headache, it would not have the properties that a state of meaning addition by “plus” ought to have – it would not tell me what to do in new cases’ (ibid, p. 43). But then, whoever thought of drawing any such analogy, or of making the (surely absurd) suggestion that our grasp of arithmetical functions – or the sense assigned to certain basic arithmetical terms – could usefully be thought of as possessing something in common with our experience of suffering a headache? Least of all could this notion exert any hold upon thinkers in the Kripkean target-group (i.e., realists about mathematics or other truth-apt areas of discourse) for whom the appeal to private intuitions or ‘inner states’ of any kind – including that of subjective certainty – is totally beside the point, or just the kind of red herring typically trailed by sceptics in quest of an easy knock-down argument. The only exception within philosophy of mathematics is one that may be thought to prove the rule since it hails from the intuitionist quarter, that is to say, from the branch of strongly anti-realist (or anti-objectivist) thinking whose influence has spread – chiefly via Dummett – to a great many areas of present-day philosophic thought.
 Indeed one finds Brouwer, its leading proponent, expressing the view that truth in mathematics is indeed some kind of ‘inner feeling’, an intuitive sense of conceptual grasp which accompanies the discovery of a proof and which must be thought not only to precede and enable but to constitute the very grounds of any such proof. Thus Brouwer firmly rejects the idea ‘that mathematics, when it is made less formal, will pay for it by a loss of “exactitude”, i.e. of mathematical truth’. On the contrary, ‘[f]or me “truth” is a general emotional phenomenon, which . . . can be coupled or not with the formalistic study of mathematics’
. 

I should not wish to claim that Dummettian anti-realism in this or other areas of discourse can be traced back to an emotivist revolt against the rigours of formalist (or objectivist) truth-talk. More to the point is its close link with the debate around Kripkean meaning-scepticism – which he (Dummett) explicitly rejects while none the less taking certain of its cardinal premises on board – and the way that Kripke contrives to saddle the realist with a wholly implausible doctrine concerning the analogy between our sense of correctness in rule-following and certain ‘private’ goings-on like headaches, tinglings, sensations of warmth, and other such subjective qualia. This line of argument is among the most frequently exploited by anti-realists about mathematics who point to the manifest absurdity of thinking that we could ever have epistemic (by which they mean some kind of quasi-perceptual or sensory) contact with abstract entities such as numbers, sets, and classes. However – as I have said – it is strongly denied by mathematical realists (from Gődel to David Lewis and Jerrold Katz) who respond by distinguishing the order of empirical, contingent, or ‘might--have-been-otherwise’ truths where perceptual acquaintance has a genuine, informative role to play from the order of necessary truths (e.g., those of mathematics or logic) where such issues of empirical warrant are clearly beside the point. Thus as Katz puts it (to repeat):

In virtue of being a perfect number, six must be a perfect number; in virtue of being the only

even prime, two must be the only even prime. Since the epistemic role of contact is to provide

us with the information needed to select among the different ways something might be, and

since perceptual contact cannot provide information about how something must be, contact

has no point in relation to abstract objects. It cannot ground beliefs about them.

Or again, in Lewis’s equally forthright statement of the realist case: ‘it's too bad for epistemologists if mathematics in its present form baffles them, but it would be hubris to take that as any reason to reform mathematics . . . . Our knowledge of mathematics is ever so much more secure than our knowledge of the epistemology that seeks to cast doubt on mathematics’.
 

Of course the anti-realist will come back at this point – like sceptics of various persuasion down through the ages – by simply denying the opponent’s major premise. i.e., the claim (in this case) that our knowledge of mathematics, logic or the formal sciences is anything like as ‘secure’ as the realist naively supposes it to be. In so doing the anti-realist may well contend that this is not at all a version of scepticism – at least not a full-fledged version of the Kripkensteinian sort – but rather a means of holding such scepticism at bay by bringing mathematical and other kinds of knowledge within the compass of human epistemic attainment. Hence, as we have seen, the various suggestions for a scaled-down or suitably provisoed version of truth that would avoid both the Scylla of objectivist recognition-transcendence (placing it beyond our utmost cognitive reach) and the Charybdis of all-out Kripkean meaning-scepticism. These proposals range all the way from Dummett’s original (agenda-setting) anti-realist conception of assertoric warrant, via Wright’s somewhat strengthened (more discriminate) ideas of ‘superassertibility’ and ‘cognitive command’, to response-dispositional accounts of the criteria for knowledge in various specified areas of discourse. Then again, there is Tennant’s falsificationist variant of the case for a moderate anti-realism, hedging that case around with as many doubts, reservations, and concessions to the realist as could well be managed without letting it go pretty much by default. Yet none of these approaches has the least chance of meeting – or defeating – the Kripkean challenge. For what they all share – despite some otherwise very marked differences of view – is a basic willingness to argue their case on ground which the sceptic has staked out in advance and been careful to plant with all sorts of tripwires and explosive devices.

VI 

     This is why no version of anti-realism, even when hedged around (like Tennant’s) with a maximal range of intuition-saving caveats or escape-clauses, can possibly come up with a statement of the case that would protect it against the kind of all-out sceptical attack that Kripke is so adept at mounting. Thus, for instance, he is able to make short work of the dispositionalist challenge which holds that ‘to mean addition by “+” is to be disposed, when asked for any sum “x + y”, to give the sum of x and y as the answer (in particular to say “125” when queried about “68 + 57”)’, while ‘to mean quus is to be disposed when queried about any arguments, to respond with their quum (in particular to answer “5” when queried about “68 + 57”)’ (Kripke, pp. 22-3). On this view the fact that I had not up to now been set any task in the given numerical range is nothing to the point – no grist to the sceptic’s mill – since I might (indeed must) have been disposed to come up with one or the other response in so far as I had grasped the operative rule and had the question been asked. ‘By hypothesis I was not in fact asked, but the disposition was present none the less’ (ibid). However this response once again falls plump into Kripke’s sights since it assumes – after Wittgenstein – that any adequate (non-question-begging) answer to the sceptic will have to go by way of our state of certainty or our assenting disposition with regard to the answer and the process by which we arrived at it.
 At which point the Kripkean sceptical machinery gets back into gear and shows that such ‘certainty’ is based on (what else?) the mere fact of our being thus disposed, but without the least reason to credit this fact with any kind of normative or justificatory force. ‘Well and good’, Kripke says: ‘I know that “125” is the response I am disposed to give (I am actually giving it!), and maybe it is helpful to be told – as a matter of brute fact – that I would have given this same response in the past’. All the same, ‘[h]ow does any of this indicate that – now or in the past – “125” was an answer justified in terms of instructions I gave myself, rather than a mere jack-in-the-box unjustified and arbitrary response?’ (Kripke, p. 23). And of course if the question is framed in these terms then it can only elicit a negative response, i.e., that if issues of truth and falsehood finally come down to issues of certainty or of how we are disposed to answer in this or that case then the sceptical argument goes straight through and the realist is once again played off the field. 

As I have said, this is a conclusion strongly resisted by most anti-realists (Dummett included) who take a less pyrrhic view of the prospects for attainable human knowledge and who often advance their own arguments as a means of resisting – rather than endorsing – such an ultra-sceptical upshot. Nevertheless, it is one that lies at the end of the road that all these thinkers are travelling and which cannot be avoided by any strategy for bringing truth within the compass of our knowledge or optimal epistemic powers. That is, unless those powers are so defined – as sometimes they are by exponents of the Euthyphro Contrast – in such a way as to make it simply impossible that the verdicts of best judgement should come apart from the range of valid statements in this or that area of discourse.
 However this lets the whole issue go by default since it amounts to no more than a somewhat shifty acknowledgement of the realist position, or a means of deferring to the strong hold upon us of certain objectivist beliefs while none the less retaining some notional role for best judgement or optimised warrant. Thus one finds McDowell doing his utmost to show that there is a ‘real application’ for our ‘intuitive notion of objectivity’, one that goes beyond anything redeemable in straightforward communal terms, i.e., as a product of Wittgensteinian ‘agreement in judgement’ among members of some given socius (McDowell, p. 351). Yet one also finds him – in the same article – proposing ‘the idea of a custom or practice’ as the key to discovering that ‘indispensable middle course’ that will offer a solution to all our epistemic woes (ibid, p. 342). Or again: it is our ‘shared membership in a linguistic community’ that provides us with all the requisite normative criteria, including (presumably) our grasp of those objective, ‘ratification-independent’ truth-values. Where the Kripkean dilemma takes hold, according to McDowell, is through the notion that following a rule must involve some element of interpretation, that is, some scope for variant understandings or divergences in the import ascribed to that rule by various followers. Yet do we not have it on Wittgenstein’s authority that ‘there must be a way of grasping a rule which is not an interpretation, but which is exhibited in what we call “obeying a rule” or “going against it” in actual cases’?
 From which McDowell draws the appropriate lesson, namely that ‘we have to realise that obeying a rule is a practice if we are to find it intelligible that there is a way of grasping a rule that is not an interpretation’ (McDowell, p. 339). For we shall otherwise have no answer to the Kripkean sceptic when he lays down his standard challenge to the realist, i.e., that of assigning any normative content to our usage of terms like ‘plus’, ‘addition’, or ‘count’.

However it is hard to see that this advances the discussion one iota beyond the ‘sceptical solution’ which Kripke proposes in answer to his own ‘sceptical paradox’. After all, what could such a ‘practice’ consist in if not the kind of communally warranted procedure that disposed individual rule-followers to perform this way rather than that? In which case ‘going against it’ – Wittgenstein’s phrase – could only be a matter of contravening some accredited communal norm rather than failing to meet the requirements of objectivity and truth. And again, what else could such ‘objectivity’ amount to if not some more-or-less widespread ‘agreement in judgement’ among members of the epistemic community concerned? But at this point we are faced – precisely as Kripke would have it – with the problem of explaining on just what grounds we can count one such procedure ‘correct’ and any other ‘deviant’ or off-the rails except by reference to that same communal norm. And if the norm in question is considered to derive from our membership of a ‘shared linguistic community’ then one may doubt that McDowell’s talk of ‘practice’ or ‘custom’ can avoid reintroducing the idea – the fatally scepticism-prone idea – that rule-following must involve some element of interpretation. Unless, that is, we are to posit the existence of some logically perfect (unambiguous, crystalline, or ideally perspicuous) language such as Wittgenstein once envisaged – along with other thinkers like Leibniz and Frege – as a cure for all our philosophic ills.
 Yet of course this idea is a main target of Wittgenstein’s later writing and one that is routinely rejected by most participants in the rule-following debate. So if McDowell’s argument is to work then there must be some way of squaring his claims (1) that rule-following consists in obedience to shared linguistic (or communal) norms; (2) that those norms are none the less ‘objective’ for that; and (3) that despite being based on ‘practice’ and ‘custom’ they involve no recourse to ‘interpretation’ since their correctness consists in their endorsement by standards which are simply not subject to Kripkean or any other form of sceptical doubt. Thus, according to McDowell, ‘shared command of a language equips us to know one another’s meaning without needing to arrive at that knowledge by interpretation, because it equips us to hear someone else’s meaning in his words’ (McDowell, p. 350). That is to say, ‘interpretation’ thankfully drops out and we are somehow granted privileged access to ‘someone else’s’ (as well as our own) meanings through a mode of understanding that manages to bypass all the problems thrown up by Kripke’s perversely sceptical take on Wittgenstein. Yet nothing could more plainly invite all the standard charges – of circularity, vicious regress, and belief in a realm of self-evident ‘inner’ or ‘private’ goings on – that have since become the veritable stock-in-trade of post-Wittgensteinian and (in particular) Kripkean philosophy of mind and language. 

Thus McDowell’s purported middle-way solution to the rule-following paradox is one that falls straight into all the traps laid set in place not only by a downright sceptic like Kripke but also by Wittgenstein himself. That Kripke’s is a highly ingenious yet somehow perverse and mistaken rendering of Wittgenstein’s thoughts on this topic is a belief shared by just about every contributor to the current debate. For many, like McDowell, the conviction persists that by simply going back to the passages in question and at last – after so many failed efforts – managing to read them aright one can make good on Wittgenstein’s so-far unfulfilled promise to release the fly from the fly-bottle and thereby ‘give philosophy peace’. However, if one thing emerges with striking regularity from the various commentaries by Dummett, McDowell, Tennant, Wright and others it is the fact that no such happy deliverance can be had on the terms laid down by Wittgenstein himself, and merely pressed to their logical (ultra-sceptical) conclusion by Kripke. What they involve is the basic triad of anti-realist premises: (1) that the appeal to ‘practice’ or ‘custom’ is in some (however specified or provisoed) sense the furthest one can get in matters of epistemic justification; (2) that issues of truth or knowledge come down to issues of ‘certainty’, for instance with regard to our own and others’ meanings, intentions, assurances of rule-following correctness, etc.; and (3) that this certainty must to do with the kinds of assertoric warrant offered by the Wittgensteinian appeal to communal ‘practice’ or ‘custom’. Beyond that there is the more specific anti-realist claim (4) that the truth-value of any given statement cannot be conceived in objectivist terms which would entail the possibility of that value somehow being fixed quite apart from our best proof-procedures, investigative methods, or evidential sources. Nor is the issue decisively affected by particular differences of view within the anti-realist camp, as for instance between Dummett’s programmatic and Wright’s more epistemically nuanced version of the case, or again, between Dummett’s (however refined) verificationist approach and Tennant’s proposal for a ‘moderate’ form of anti-realism with its basis in a falsificationist (Popperian) account of knowledge and the logic of enquiry. What they all have in common is an order of priorities whereby truth-values are taken as dependent on truth-conditions, these latter conceived as coterminous with the scope and limits of assertoric warrant, and such warrant then defined (after Wittgenstein) as a matter of our certainty regarding those empirical facts or truths of reason that we just cannot doubt unless at the cost of wholesale scepticism. 

Yet one need not subscribe to anything so outré as Kripke’s version of the case in order to see that this notion of certainty as an ultimate or bedrock ground of appeal is one that lies wide open to sceptical challenge. Moreover, as Kripke was quick to perceive, that challenge can be mounted to best or most telling effect precisely on Wittgensteinian grounds, i.e., by application of the ‘private language’, ‘vicious circle’, and ‘infinite regress’ arguments as a means of dispelling any such delusion with regard to the privileged, self-authorising status of first-person epistemic warrant. So if we cannot be certain even as concerns the meaning and consistency of our past or present usage of terms like ‘plus’, ‘addition’, ‘count’, and so forth, then the only alternative – so Kripke contends – is the ‘sceptical solution’ that falls back on communal assent as our last, best hope in such matters. However this putative solution is still very much a part of the problem, as we have seen repeatedly in various efforts (by McDowell, Wright, and others) to square it with some viable, that is to say, some Wittgenstein-compatible notion of ‘objectivity’ or ‘truth’. For there is just no way of conserving such values in any more than a notional or ersatz form if one treats them as subject to ratification only by the standards of some shared practice, custom, or communal life-form. Of course it may be said – again taking a cue from Wittgenstein – that certain concepts are so deeply entrenched in our everyday or other, more specialised practices that we should think of them as like the bed of a river that pursues its course wholly undisturbed by the swirls and eddies of shifting cultural belief.
 However this metaphor clearly fails to make the intended point if it is supposed to reconcile the practice-based or communitarian approach with one that would respect what McDowell calls ‘our intuitive conception of meaning and objectivity’. For it is a central feature of that default conception – as most of these thinkers readily admit – that truth should be regarded as a matter of objective (rather than communal or practice-based) warrant, and that objectivity should likewise be conceived as always potentially transcending the limits of best-attainable knowledge. Moreover there is an equally strong presumption that mere certainty – or force of conviction – is neither here nor there when we move beyond issues of belief to issues of knowledge and (even more) to questions of truth. 

Thus, reverting to Wittgenstein’s fluvial metaphor, one can scarcely conclude from the relative depth of the river-bed and the relatively steadfast course it follows over relatively long periods of time to the notion that it constitutes a permanent feature of the landscape entirely unaffected by any surface or middle-depth perturbations and currents. Perhaps this is to place an undue weight of philosophical significance on what is offered merely as a passing analogy or illustrative trope. Still it is one that has attracted the notice of many commentators and which does seem to convey rather aptly what Wittgenstein has in mind when he talks about ‘certainty’ as the furthest we can get by way of rational justification or epistemic warrant. So the fact that it doesn’t work out quite as he (or the more fideist) interpreters would have it is a point of some importance when we come to assess the implications of Wittgenstein’s later thinking for philosophy of mind and language. That is to say: Wittgenstein substitutes an ill-defined and (even on his own terms) deeply problematical notion of ‘certainty’ for any realist or objectivist approach that would draw a sharp distinction between that which we believe – with whatever strength of subjective, psychological, or doctrinal conviction – and that which we are justified in so believing since it meets the requirements for veridical knowledge. Moreover it reverses the intuitively self-evident order of priority between truth and knowledge so as to make its case for the notion of truth as epistemically constrained and of any such constraint as ineluctably subject to the scope and limits of ‘certainty’, thus conceived. This is where the Kripkean sceptic is able to insert his knowledge-devastating wedge and where anti-realists of a non-sceptical persuasion – among them McDowell, Tennant, and Wright – come to grief on the plain inability to square their Wittgenstein-influenced approach with their strong countervailing intuitions. What has so far managed to pass itself off as a cure for all our ‘metaphysically’ induced problems and perplexities is in fact a chief source of those chronic doubts that continue to plague philosophical enquiry and whose single most striking manifestation is the rule-following debate. 

If there is a lesson to be learned from all this it is one that has been evident at least since Hume and which Kripke himself is apt to acknowledge in off-guard moments when his sceptical defences are down. That is to say, it is the lesson that all such arguments against the existence of recognition-transcendent (or falsification-transcendent) truths will at length – when pushed to the ‘logical’ extreme – turn out to constitute a reductio ad absurdum of the case for maintaining precisely that thesis. If I have somewhat belaboured this negative point through my lengthy commentary on various thinkers of a more-or-less sceptical or anti-realist persuasion then I trust that this will seem not so much an exercise in purely destructive criticism as an effort to show what truly emerges in consequence of all their often exceptionally sharp and perceptive arguments. No doubt there is a sense in which the sceptic will always (inevitably) have the last word if he chooses to stick it out by deploying the range of, on his own terms, strictly indefeasible counter-arguments developed to a high point of logical sophistication by philosophers from Hume to Kripke. However he will then be in the surely difficult position of denying that certain truths would hold good irrespective of whether there were sentient perceivers or rational enquirers around who happened to possess the requisite (i.e., knowledge-constitutive) powers of perceptual, cognitive, or epistemic grasp. Among them would be the truths of elementary arithmetic, the most basic axioms of logic (like non-contradiction), and the fact that we must be either right or wrong – objectively so – when we advance some well-formed even though unprovable proposition such as ‘Goldbach’s Conjecture is true’ or ‘there exists an as-yet undetected subatomic particle with the following (precisely specified) charge and spin characteristics’. 

The whole debate around anti-realism can best be understood as a range of more-or-less resourceful attempts to make sense of these and other such likewise (on the face of it) truth-apt statements while paying due regard to the presumptive veto on truth-values that would somehow transcend the limits of proof or verifiability. Yet that solution is simply not to be had, as emerges with striking regularity from the various, often heroically dedicated efforts to achieve it examined in the course of this essay. Least of all can it be had – so I have argued here – by confronting the widely acknowledged scandal of all-out Kripkean scepticism with a different, supposedly salvific reading of those self-same passages in Wittgenstein that Kripke was himself able to exploit to such powerful and disturbing effect.
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