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In this paper, I will argue against certain criticisms of Kripke’s
Wittgenstein’s sceptical argument and sceptical solution, made especially by
Baker and Hacker, McGinn, and McDowell. | will show that their
interpretation of Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s view is misplaced. According to
Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s sceptical argument, there is no fact as to what
someone means by her words. For Kripke, this conclusion, combined with
Classical Realist view of meaning, leads to the Wittgensteinian paradox,
according to which there is no such thing as meaning anything by any word.
Wittgenstein presents this paradox in paragraph 201 of the Philosophical
Investigations. As Kripke reads Wittgenstein, Wittgenstein is in agreement
with his sceptic on the sceptical conclusion of the sceptical argument, that
is, that there is no fact about meaning, and builds his sceptical solution on an
endorsement of that. McDowell, McGinn, and others have objected that
Kripke has failed to properly understand Wittgenstein’s main remarks in
201, that is, that the paradox is the result of a misunderstanding of the
ordinary notion of meaning. Wittgenstein does not accept such a sceptical
conclusion. | will use the distinction George Wilson draws between two
different conclusions of the sceptical argument and show that Kripke has
respected all of the remarks that Wittgenstein has put in section 201.
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Extended Abstract

In this paper, I will argue against certain criticisms of Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s sceptical argument
and sceptical solution, made especially by Gordon Baker and Peter Hacker, Colin McGinn, and
John McDowell. I will show that their interpretation of Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s view is misplaced.
According to Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s sceptical argument, there is no fact as to what someone
means by her words because any fact that is cited to constitute a meaning fact is compatible with
an indefinite number of other possible meaning facts.

Classical Realist account of meaning has it that it is a fact that someone meanings this or that
specific thing by her words. For instance, it is a fact that Jones means green by “green”. This
meaning fact can be treated differently, that is, either as a primitive fact which is irreducible to any
other fact about the speaker or as reducible to, and capable of being constituted by, some other fact
about the speaker, such as her external behavior, dispositions to respond, ideas or mental images
in her mind, and so forth. Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s sceptic rejects all such suggestions and concludes
that we can find no fact about the speaker that can fix one determinate meaning fact. For Kripke,
this sceptical conclusion, combined with Classical Realist view of meaning, leads to the
Wittgensteinian paradox, according to which there is no such thing as meaning anything by any
word. Wittgenstein presents this paradox in paragraph 201 of the Philosophical Investigations
(1953): “This was our paradox: no course of action could be determined by a rule, because every
course of action can be made out to accord with the rule. The answer was: if everything can be
made out to accord with the rule, then it can also be made out to conflict with it. And so there would
be neither accord nor conflict here”. If any use, any course of action, or any response from the
speaker can be made compatible with many different rules, any use one makes of a word is both
correct and incorrect. Consequently, we cannot talk about words’ meaning anything anymore. Nor
can we talk about following one specific rule rather than another. As Kripke reads Wittgenstein,
Wittgenstein is in agreement with his sceptic on the sceptical conclusion of the sceptical argument,
that is, that there is no fact about meaning, and builds his sceptical solution on an endorsement of
that. The solution invites us to just look at the conditions udner which we are justified to ascribe a
meaning to others’ utterances and the utility such a practice has in our lives.

John McDowell, Colin McGinn, and others have objected that Kripke has failed to properly
understand Wittgenstein’s main remarks in 201 presented in the second part of the same paragraph:
“It can be seen that there is a misunderstanding here from the mere fact that in the course of our
argument we give one interpretation after another; as if each one contented us at least for a moment,
until we thought of yet another standing behind it. What this shews is that there is a way of grasping
a rule which is not an interpretation, but which is exhibited in what we call ‘obeying the rule’ and
‘going against it’ in actual cases”. In other words, these philosophers complain that Kripke has
missed the important Wittgensteinian point in the above passage that the paradox is the result of a
misunderstanding of the ordinary notion of meaning, rule-following or obeying a rule. For them,
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Wittgenstein does not accept such a sceptical conclusion, while Kripke claims his Wittgenstein
does.

I will use the distinction George Wilson (1994; 1998) draws between two different conclusions
of the sceptical argument. According to this distinction, there are two different conclusions that the
sceptical argument delivers: The Basic Sceptical Conclusion and the Radical Sceptical Conclusion.
The Basic Sceptical Conclusion is the familiar claim from Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s sceptic that
there is no fact as to what one means by one’s words. The Radical Sceptical Conclusion, however,
is the Wittgensteinian paradox, that is, that there is no such thing as meaning anything by any word.
In what follows, I will show that Kripke has respected all of the remarks that Wittgenstein has put
in section 201, especially that the paradox is the result of a misunderstanding of our ordinary notion
of meaning because he emphasizes that his Wittgenstein agrees with the sceptical that there is no
fact about meaning (which is to endorse only the Basic Sceptical Conclusion not the Pradox) but
he disagrees with the sceptic that there is no such thing as meaning anything by any word (which
is to discard the Radical Sceptical Conclusion or the paradox): the misunderstanding is the Classical
Realist conception of the practice of meaning something by a word. Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s
sceptical solution stems from such a recognition of such a misunderstanding.
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