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ONE CONSTANT I N WITTGENSTEIN'S THOUGHT, EARLY A N D LATE, IS HIS DENIAL NOT 

only of metaphysical na tura l i sm, bu t of methodologica l ly monis t ic 
scientism, a broadly epistemological v i ew that is o f t en taken to be a 
consequence of such a metaphysical view. 1 This is the c la im, roughly, 

that scientific knowledge is the f o r m of knowledge , and scientific unders tanding 
is the on ly k i n d of unders tanding that deserves the name. 2 "Phi losophy is not 
one of the natural sciences/' he says i n the Tractatus3, and this v i e w seems to be 
par t of w h a t lies beh ind the theoretical qu ie t i sm of the later w o r k . I n fact, I t h i n k 
Wit tgenstein thinks that i f systematic phi losophical theor iz ing were possible, i t 
w o u l d mean that ph i losophy is an empi r ica l science. Since i t is not, philosophers 
must eschew theorizing, restricting themselves instead to l ight , local descriptions 
of discursive practices, where such descriptions migh t p rovide h e l p f u l reminders 
i n f ree ing ourselves f r o m the sort of misunderstandings and puzzlements that 
arise precisely f r o m the theories i m p l i c i t i n inheri ted pictures of w h a t is going 
o n w h e n w e th ink and talk. Whether or not Wittgenstein himself reasoned i n this 
way, I take i t that i t is c o m m o n for his admirers to see h i m as presenting us w i t h a 
forced choice: either embrace scientism about phi losophy of the methodological ly 
monist ic sort—that is, take phi losophy to be an empir ical , scientific d isc ipl ine— 
or g ive u p the idea of systematic ph i losoph ica l theor iz ing once and fo r a l l . 

I t h i n k this is a false choice. Rejecting scientism of the methodological 
monis t sort does not entai l g iv ing up the possibi l i ty of systematic phi losophical 
theor iz ing about discursive practice. One of the most p o w e r f u l methodological 
features of the natural sciences is the postulation of unobservable theoretical entities, 
and their deployment i n constructions a imed at expla in ing wha t is observable. 
Theoretical entities are those about w h i c h w e can make only theoretical, and not 
observational claims. Theoretical claims are ones that w e can only become enti t led 
to as the conclusions of inferences f r o m other claims, not non-inferential ly, as the 
results of exercising reliable dispositions to respond d i f fe ren t ia l ly to env i ron ing 
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states of affairs by m a k i n g observation reports of them. A generalization of this 
method w o u l d have the role played by observational vocabulary p layed by 
any antecedently available vocabulary, whether observational or not. So, fo r 
instance, one m i g h t postulate meanings to explain proprieties of use, where the 
latter are expressed i n a non-semantic vocabulary, whether or not our access to 
claims about correct usage are made observationally or themselves inferential ly. 4 

The c la im that theor iz ing of this sort could be legitimate i n phi losophy does 
not commi t one to the c la im that this method is the only legitimate method of 
acquiring philosophical understanding—which is what methodologically monistic 
scientism claims. The generalized method of postulat ion and construction migh t 
be one f o r m of phi losophical understanding among others. I wan t to c la im that 
wha t is objectionable about the methodologically monistic f o r m of scientism is 
its exclusivity. Rejecting that at least leaves open the question of whether, and 
wh ich , features of natura l scientific investigation, explanation, knowledge, and 
unders tanding ought also to be counted among those usefu l and appropriate i n 
philosophy. A f t e r all , description is also a central and essential element of scientific 
methodology, and even the most rigorous versions of Wittgensteinean quiet ism 
a l low philosophers to describe features of our l inguist ic practice. 

§2. O N E REASON TO ANSWER THAT QUESTION I N THE NEGATIVE IS PROVIDED BY A 

positive v i e w that is something like a converse of methodological ly monistic 
scientism, and w h i c h is also of ten associated w i t h the later Wittgenstein ( though 
by no means exclusively w i t h h im) . That is that the subject-matter itself settles 
that discursive practices—the capacity to use or deploy vocabularies—requires a 
dist inctive k i n d of understanding. The reason we should not be methodological 
monists is that unders tanding ta lking and th ink ing , concept use, vocabularies, 
natural language utterances and texts, is a dist inctive sort of achievement. This 
k i n d of understanding, w h a t we might call "hermeneutic unders tanding/ ' is not 
expressible i n expl ici t rules, formalizable i n regimented technical or ar t i f ic ia l 
languages. The mathematized mature natural sciences have had great success 
i n achieving w h a t w e migh t call "algebraic understanding" of great swathes of 
the inanimate natural w o r l d . (Whether the animate biological w o r l d , i nc lud ing 
sentient-but-not-sapient creatures and their activities, itself already calls for fur ther 
special sorts of unders tanding remains a l ive ly and controverted question. 5) But 
w h e n the topic is culture rather than nature, another sort of approach is called 
for. Here the pa rad igm of understanding is that exhibited by competent native 
speakers of natural languages when confronted by everyday utterances expressed 
i n fami l i a r vocabulary. This sort of practical grasp of meanings (the m e d i u m of 
the cul tural) is not i n the most fundamental cases a matter of explicit theorizing at 
all . A n d i t is not a matter of mapp ing or translating the utterance into some other 
vocabulary (perhaps w i t h the use of auxi l iary logical vocabulary) either. ( In the 
sense that matters for this point , the language of m y thought is just m y language: 
a language I speak.) More sophisticated forms of hermeneutic understanding, of 
the sort exercised by the l i terary critic, jur isprudent ia l interpreter, and reader of 
phi losophical texts, are possible, bu t they both are rooted i n the basic one, and 
do not come closer to hav ing the structure of algebraic understanding. 

A p ragmat i s t l ine of thought c o m m o n to the D e w e y of Experience 
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and Nature and Art and Experience, the Heidegger of Being and Time, and the 
Wit tgenstein of the Philosophical Investigations is that there is such a t h ing as 
hermeneutic understanding i n this sense, i t is a genuine and dist inct ive k i n d of 
understanding, and i t is the most basic k i n d of understanding, i n the sense that 
all other sorts of unders tanding are parasitic on i t and develop out of i t . I t is the 
p r imord i a l sort of practical discursive k n o w - h o w : the capacity to engage i n an 
autonomous discursive practice. I n particular, they are concerned to insist that the 
sort of algebraic understanding characteristic of mature mathematized sciences— 
the sort fo r w h i c h analytic philosophers long—is pragmatical ly dependent on 
everyday hermeneutic understanding, w h i c h accordingly cannot be replaced by, 
or reduced to, the more technical k i n d . 

I accept a l l of these pragmatis t claims about the distinctiveness and 
basicness of ord inary hermeneutic unders tanding of discursive performances 
and their products. But this pragmatis t l ine of thought does not entai l that many 
aspects of discursive practice m i g h t not also be susceptible to unders tanding of 
the sort I have called "algebraic." A n d where i t is possible, b roadly algebraic 
unders tanding has dist inct ive virtues, w h i c h adherents of the project of analysis 
are r igh t to esteem and treasure. The slogan of the analytic project is "Faith, 
hope, and c lar i ty—and the greatest of these is clarity." The clar i ty i n question is 
specifically conceptual clarity. I t w o u l d seem to have t w o dimensions: definiteness 
and perspicuity. From a pragmatic po in t of view, the significance of a speech 
act is def ini te insofar as its normat ive significance is settled. F r o m the po in t of 
v i ew of semantic inferent ial ism, this means that concepts are def ini te insofar as 
their circumstances and consequences of applicat ion are settled: w h e n one is 
commit ted and enti t led to apply them, and wha t such appl icat ion commits and 
entitles one to. Perspicuity is then epistemic or psychological ease of access to 
those circumstances and consequences of application and their boundaries. O n this 
line, t h ink ing clearly is both fo rmula t ing one's claims (claimables) so as to f ix wha t 
one w o u l d be commi t t i ng oneself to b y endorsing them and w h a t w o u l d entitle 
one to do so, and being aware of those def ini te consequences and circumstances 
of appl icat ion of the concepts that articulate the contents of the concepts one is 
app ly ing . W r i t i n g clearly is choosing one's words so as bo th to determine the 
inferent ial boundaries (or, one could equal ly w e l l say, t r u t h condit ions) of one's 
claims, and to convey them to the reader. 

What I am call ing the "algebraic" f o r m of understanding achieves clari ty 
along bo th the dimensions of definiteness and perspicuity b y constructing the 
conceptual contents expressed by a target vocabulary. I t does this b y exhibi t ing 
them as complexes f o r m e d as the products of app ly ing explici t a lgor i thms to the 
conceptual contents expressed b y a base vocabulary (treated fo r this purpose, and 
relative to this construction, as simple). Wha t corresponds i n this semantic-analytic 
project to the postulat ion of unobservables i n empir ical scientific theor iz ing is 
the employment i n the a lgor i thmic construct ion also of some fu r the r auxi l iary 
vocabulary, whose use is not governed by antecedent norms bu t is determined 
instead b y st ipulated inferent ial connections to bo th base and target vocabulary. 6 

This algori thmic-constructional me thod (bu i ld ing complex things by app ly ing 
wel l -def ined operations to s impler things) is a very good, perhaps superlative, 
w a y of securing clarity of understanding. I have elsewhere called i t for this reason 
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the "go ld standard" of understanding generally—by w h i c h I mean that when and 
to the extent it is available, i t is the very best sort of understanding to have. For i t 
takes the issue of w h a t one means (what one is commit ted to by a claim, wha t is 
incompatible w i t h i t , wha t w o u l d count as evidence for or against i t , and so on) 
out of the hands, out f r o m under the authority, of the one mak ing the claims. I t 
establishes a fact of the matter about the inferential relations that articulate the 
contents of the concepts expressed b y the target vocabulary that swings free 
of the beliefs and preferences of the concept-user: wha t she w o u l d like to be 
commit ted to or treat as evidence for those claims. I f a dispute arises, those w h o 
are assessing the c la im i n question can say, w i t h Leibniz, "Let us calculate." This 
aspiration to develop "a general method i n w h i c h all t ruths of reason w o u l d be 
reduced to a k i n d of calculation . . . and errors—except those of f a c t — w o u l d be 
mere mistakes i n calculat ion." 7 1 take i t that "truths of reason" here stands i n fo r 
inferential relations that articulate the contents of the concepts involved , and 
so is one of .the reasons Leibniz was a hero for Russell i n the latter's at tempt to 
develop a not ion of philosophical analysis. This sort of clari ty of unders tanding 
is a pearl w i t h o u t price—all the more to be pr ized where the target vocabulary i t 
concerns is weight ier and more d i f f i cu l t , as is the case w i t h many of those either 
used or addressed by philosophers. 

Apprecia t ing this cardinal v i r tue of the algebraic f o r m of unders tanding 
does not require tak ing issue w i t h the pragmatist po in t that i t is i n pr inciple 
parasitic on and intel l igible i n pr inciple only against the background of a more 
basic sort of practical discursive understanding that does not at a l l have this 
explici t theoretical f o r m . I t is useless—for instance, i n settl ing disputes about 
wha t someone is commit ted to by a c la im couched i n the target vocabulary being 
(re)constructed—unless there is a shared base vocabulary about whose proper 
use al l parties can agree i n their practice. We are not i n a posi t ion to calculate 
unless we can all practically go on i n the same w a y i n count ing and adding—as 
Wittgenstein is at pains to remind us i n many dif ferent ways and many di f ferent 
contexts. A n d the same is true of algebraically comput ing the inferential roles or 
t r u t h conditions of complex expressions f r o m those of s impler ones. A l g o r i t h m i c 
elaboration is a w a y of leveraging practical agreement i n the use of one vocabulary 
into practical agreement i n the use of another. I t is true that what plays the role 
of a base vocabulary fo r one such constructive enterprise may be the target 
vocabulary whose proper use is a lgor i thmical ly reconstructed by another. But 
the point Wittgenstein was after here is that i t cannot be a lgor i thmic elaboration 
al l the way d o w n . A t some poin t each such chain must be anchored i n practical 
agreement about wha t is and is not correct to do w i t h a vocabulary that is not 
settled by being algor i thmical ly handed of f to some pr ior one. A n d that is to say 
that we should not make the j u m p f r o m the legitimate local aspiration to be able 
to settle some semantic-inferential disputes i n the "Calculemus" way to Leibniz 's 
dream of a global lingua characteristic, all of whose concepts are governed by a 
calculus ratiocinator that is i n this sense universal. 

A c k n o w l e d g i n g the value of the unique clari ty af forded by algebraic 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g a c c o r d i n g l y does n o t e n t a i l c o m m i t m e n t to th i s sor t o f 
understanding being available i n every case, even i n pr inciple . I t does not oblige 
one to embrace the shaky method of the d r u n k w h o looks for his keys under 
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the streetlamp, not because they are l ike ly to be there, bu t just because the l igh t 
is better there. We should admi t that sometimes algebraic unders tanding is not 
available—indeed, that every context i n w h i c h i t is available contains an appeal 
to a base vocabulary whose use is not h e ld i n place algebraically, bu t depends o n 
another sort of practical mastery and understanding. Algebraic unders tanding 
can be no more legi t imate than the hermeneut ic unders tanding o n w h i c h i t 
depends and w h i c h i t leverages, ampl i f ies , and concentrates. I t f o l l o w s that 
ph i losophy cannot be identified with analysis, thought of as compr is ing the tasks 
of unders tanding algebraic unders tanding and app ly ing i t i n semantics. Even 
under the broad heading of t r y i n g to unders tand discursive practice, there is a 
more basic sort of hermeneutic unders tanding, bo th whose imp l i c i t , practical, 
everyday species and whose explicit , theoretical, sophisticated species mus t b o t h 
be s tudied and exercised by philosophers. T h i n k i n g th rough the presupposit ions 
of its project shows that analytic ph i losophy can aspire at most to be ing one 
species of the genus. 8 

§3 . THERE IS, THEN, A LOT MORE TO BE UNDERSTOOD ABOUT DISCURSIVENESS T H A N CAN BE 

unders tood algebraically. This is obvious ly true de facto, and I have just rehearsed 
an argument that i t is true also de jure. But can we k n o w in advance that the algebraic 
sort of unders tanding is not available at a l l fo r some subject matters? M i g h t i t 
not be the case that the very nature of discursive practice makes i t unsui table for 
this sort of account? Perhaps algebraic unders tanding must inevi tably "murde r 
to dissect"; the very method i t employs makes i t impossible fo r i t ever to grasp 
the essence of the phenomenon i t addresses. 

I t is, at any rate, impor tan t to keep i n m i n d that the c la im that there are 
some vocabularies, some discursive practices-or-abilities, that are b y their ve ry 
nature not amenable to analytic algebraic reconstruction does not follow just f r o m 
the observation made above ( in denying methodologically monistic scientism) that 
every analysis or algebraic reconstruction of a target vocabulary must make use 
of, and so depend on, the pr io r semantic determinateness and unders tanding of 
w h a t is expressed by some base vocabulary. That is, i t does not f o l l o w that there 
is some order of, as i t were natural basicness among vocabularies, w h i c h mus t 
have unexplained unexplainers (base vocabularies that do not admi t of analytic 
algebraic reconstruction i n terms of others) as its most basic elements. I t m i g h t 
w e l l be that a l though each analytic-algebraic account of the use of any vocabulary 
must appeal to some base vocabulary whose use is not explicated i n that account, 
every vocabulary that plays that role of base vocabulary i n some analyses plays 
the role of target vocabulary i n some other successful analysis. A c la im of the 
f o r m Vx3y[Rxy] does not entail one of the f o r m 3 y V x [ R x y ] . (It is true that the 
w o r l d has a popu la t i on problem because d u r i n g every minu te there is a w o m a n 
somewhere i n the w o r l d hav ing a baby. But i t is not a product ive w a y to address 
the p r o b l e m to look fo r the w o m a n w h o is hav ing all those babies and make her 
stop d o i n g w h a t she is doing.) The sense i n w h i c h algebraic unders tanding rests 
de jure on hermeneutic understanding may be merely of the local, V x 3 y sort, no t 
the global 3y Vx variety. 

The algebraic f o r m of unders tanding requires d i s t inguish ing between 
base vocabularies and target vocabularies: between those employed i n an account 
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and those whose use is accounted for. But w e can understand that dis t inct ion i n 
t w o di f ferent ways. We can take i t to be local and relative to particular expressive-
explanatory undertakings, on the one hand, or we can take i t to be global and 
absolute, on the other—take i t to be a matter of cognitive convenience or taste, 
or take i t to be something w e could get substantively w r o n g because of h o w 
things anyway are. That thought br ings in to v i ew the not ion of universal base 
vocabularies, and that, i n t u r n w i l l b r i ng us to the idea of metaphysics. 

Wha t is dist inctive of empi r ic i sm and naturalism, considered abstractly, 
is that they each see some one vocabulary (or vocabulary-kind) as un ique ly 
pr iv i leged w i t h respect to al l other vocabularies. Empir ic ism takes its favored 
vocabulary (whether i t be phenomenal , secondary-quality, or observational) 
to be epistemologically p r iv i leged relative to a l l the rest. I n what I th ink of as its 
most sophisticated forms, the pr ivi lege is understood more fundamenta l ly to be 
semantic, and on ly der ivat ively and consequentially epistemological. Natura l i sm 
takes its favored vocabulary (whether i t be that of fundamental physics, the special 
sciences, or just descriptive) to be ontologically pr ivi leged relative to al l the rest. 
I n bo th cases, what motivates and gives we igh t and significance to the question 
of whether, to wha t extent, and h o w a g iven target vocabulary can be logically or 
a lgor i thmical ly elaborated f r o m the favored base vocabulary is the philosophical 
argument fo r epistemologically, semantically, or ontologically p r iv i l eg ing that 
base vocabulary. These are arguments to the effect that everything that can be 
k n o w n , said or thought, must i n pr inciple be expressible i n the base vocabulary i n 
question. I t is i n this sense (epistemological, semantic, or ontological) a universal 
vocabulary. Wha t i t cannot express is fatally defective: unknowable, unintell igible, 
or unreal. One clear th ing to mean by "metaphysics" is the mak ing of claims of 
this sort about the universal expressive power of some vocabulary. 

§4. O N E MIGHT THINK THAT METAPHYSICS I N THIS SENSE IS I N PRINCIPLE A DEFECTIVE 

enterprise. I am not really sure h o w arguments for such a claim at this level 
of generality go. I have heard fou r sorts, and am somewhat moved by a f i f t h . 
Empiricists reject metaphysical claims because they only want to make claims 
that there can be empir ical evidence for, because they take that to be a necessary 
condi t ion of those claims being candidates fo r expressing knowledge, or, indeed, 
meaning any th ing . Of course, that this methodological pr inciple contradicted 
their o w n empiricist metaphysical principles, inc luding this one, was forceful ly 
pointed out by Hempel i n his mas ter fu l "The Empiricist Criteria of Cognit ive 
Significance," (1950). 9 A n d corresponding considerations show that one w h o 
rejects empi r i c i sm on the grounds that i t is unacceptably metaphysical cannot 
offer these empiricis t reasons for rejecting metaphysics. Naturalists of ten reject 
metaphysics on the grounds that i t is not a product of natural science. When we 
have real physics, w h y should we want , and h o w w o u l d we be just i f ied i n adding, 
metaphysics? From this po in t of view, i t seems like the attempt to add an otiose 
layer of hyper-physics. Or, i t is an at t i tude t oward the results of science that is 
itself not science, bu t a k i n d of scientism that itself has no scientific credentials. 
A r t h u r Fine's rejection of scientific realism i n favor of the "natural ontological 
at t i tude" is a sophisticated version of this thought . Again , though, someone w h o 
rejects na tura l i sm as objectionable metaphysics cannot do so for these naturalistic 
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reasons. 
Pragmatists such as Rorty object to the p r iv i l eg ing of some vocabularies 

as universal base vocabularies characteristic of metaphysics on the grounds that 
i t depends on a false, indeed, u l t imate ly magical, unders tanding of the nature 
of the sorts of privi lege or author i ty i nvo lved . For them, al l normat ive statuses, 
i n c l u d i n g these, are inst i tuted by social practice. There are no such normat ive 
statuses apart f r o m our practical normat ive attitudes of t ak ing or treating some 
things as pr iv i leged or authori tat ive. A n d fo r instrumental is t pragmatists l ike 
Rorty 's hero Dewey ( w h o m he sometimes f o l l ows i n this respect), the ul t imate 
source of those attitudes is our o w n needs, wants, and convenience. Wha t is w r o n g 
w i t h the metaphysical sort of p r iv i l eg ing of vocabularies is that i t requires the 
idea of some vocabulary being necessarily pr iv i leged by how things are—God's 
vocabulary, or Nature's, or even M i n d ' s , or Meaning's vocabulary—quite apart 
f r o m our contingent projects and attitudes. Once again there w o u l d seem to be 
an issue about the self-referential stabil i ty of this v i ew: is the social nature of 
normat iv i ty , and its normative capacity to t r u m p metaphysical projects, just a 
feature of h o w things anyway are? Rorty's response is that this commitment , too, is 
indeed to be assessed relative to our needs, welfare, and projects. We learned (wel l , 
we were supposed to have al l learned, t hough current events make i t dubious 
that we d id ) f r o m the Enl ightenment that i t was bad fo r us i n our development 
as mature humans i n charge of our lives and inst i tut ions to understand moral 
normat iv i ty as s imply reflecting h o w things were w i t h a non-human (albeit divine) 
reality. A n d Rorty's practical proposal fo r a second Enlightenment, complet ing the 
w o r k of the first , is to extend that lesson of self-reliance f r o m the practical to the 
theoretical sphere, for reasons analogous to those that war ran t the first move . 1 0 

This is radical and controversial. 
A more Wittgensteinean pragmat i sm addresses metaphysical programs 

more i n a retail than a wholesale spir i t . I t addresses empi r ic i sm, natural ism, 
and any successor projects one by one, seeking to undermine the specific claims 
of p r iv i l ege they pu t f o r w a r d . (Here the various cri t icisms Sellars addresses 
to empir ic i sm, as w e l l as those of Quine and Aus t in , can serve as paradigms.) 
Bu t i t also expresses a more general suspicion that any such p rog ram w i l l t u r n 
out, u p o n examination, to have been mot iva ted by a phi losophical anxiety that 
can be traced to some relat ively specific mis leading phi losophica l picture of 
w h a t knowledge , mind , meaning, or reality must be l i k e — o n pa in of some Bad 
Consequence. The best anti-metaphysical strategy is then to diagnose and dissolve 
that u n d e r l y i n g misconception, thereby rel ieving the fe l t pressure that had made 
a metaphysical response seem possible because necessary. M c D o w e l l reads Kant 
and Hegel as already engaged i n enterprises w i t h this diagnostic-therapeutical, 
ant imetaphysical shape. As far as the general issue is concerned, I t h i n k this is 
an anti-metaphysical attitude, and a template fo r a rguing against metaphysical 
programs, rather than an argument as such. 

§5 . W H A T MOST GIVES ME PAUSE ABOUT THE COMMITMENTS UNDERLYING PROGRAMS OF 

the sort I am call ing "metaphysical" is that they essentially require us to quan t i fy 
over a l l possible vocabularies. Universa l base languages are base languages 
f r o m w h i c h every vocabulary that is legit imate i n some sense (specific to the 
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metaphysical program) can be elaborated as a target vocabulary. I have m y doubts 
about that no t ion . I t is not that I am confident that no sense can be made of the 
no t ion of al l possible vocabularies. I t is rather that I do not t h ink i t comes w i t h 
a clear sense. I f i t is to make sense, we must give i t a sense. A n d I do not k n o w 
h o w to do that. 

A s a g radua te student , I a t tended a seminar o f f e r e d b y the great 
anthropologist , C l i f f o r d Geertz. I n the f irs t session, i n the course of de f in ing 
"culture," the topic of anthropology, he def ined a language as "a symbol system 
i n w h i c h every th ing can be said." I n a question I expressed m y natural curiosity 
as to wha t he meant b y that "everything." He declined fu r the r comment—wisely, 
perhaps. I w o u l d s t i l l l ike to k n o w what one migh t mean by i t . The w o r r y is that 
no def ini te or determinate totali ty is being delineated. Maybe new vocabularies 
become possible al l the time. 

This issue arises equally, and for the same reason, fo r talk of all possible 
facts. F o l l o w i n g Frege, I understand facts as true thoughts—in the sense of true 
thinkables, rather than true thinkings, of course. A n d I unders tand w h a t is 
thinkable to be w h a t is claimable, what is expressible i n some vocabulary. So there 
are as many facts as there are true statements i n any vocabulary. ( I do not object 
to people us ing "fact" so as to a l low for the possibil i ty of facts not expressible i n 
any vocabulary. But they must undertake the labor of m a k i n g sense of that more 
capacious not ion, and showing that there is real w o r k for i t to do.) So ta lk ing about 
"a l l the facts" and ta lk ing about "al l possible vocabularies" involve a common 
set of commitments , ones about w h i c h I am uneasy. I am equally uncomfortable 
w i t h quant i f ica t ion over al l "objects." Objects are to sortals as facts are to claims, 
i n that al l depend on wha t possible vocabularies there are. 

One m i g h t t h ink i n this connection about the t h i r d proposi t ion of the 
Tractatus: "The w o r l d is determined by the facts, and by their being all the facts" 
(1.11). Wit tgenstein rejects the idea of facts that cannot be expressed: for any fact, 
there is some vocabulary i n w h i c h i t can be stated (clearly). To talk about " a l l the 
facts" is then to ta lk about everything expressible i n any vocabulary. The Tractatus 
is predicated on there being some one vocabulary i n w h i c h everything sayable at 
al l can be said. I t is i n this sense a w o r k of metaphysics. A n d the claim I have cited 
is a metaphysical c la im. N o t h i n g but embarrassment results i f we ask about the 
of f ic ia l status of the second conjunct of this proposi t ion i n the botanizat ion of the 
Tractatus. That a specified collection of facts is all the facts is not itself one of those 
facts, nor a fact of that k i n d . But facts are wha t can be said. Wittgenstein o f f i c i a l ly 
denies that w e can even say that there are facts, or h o w many there are (4.1272). 
Is it , then, something that is shown? But how? The awkwardness here shows h o w 
the issue of the in t e l l ig ib i l i t y of quan t i fy ing over al l vocabularies arises i n this 
part icular setting. But cognate diff icul t ies attend claims such as " A l l the facts are 
physical facts." Pu t t ing aside worries about the boundaries of "physical facts" 
(it is a very implaus ib le c la im i f one means contemporary physics, and i t is hard 
to say wha t one means by something l ike "eventual" or " ideal" physics i n a w a y 
that remains plausible w i t h o u t circularity) and the sense of "are," the question of 
h o w to give a def in i te sense to "al l the facts" i n such a w a y as to make the c la im 
plausible w i t h o u t be ing question-begging remains. I just do not k n o w wha t we 
are saying w h e n w e ta lk this way. 
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The m a i n p o i n t I w a n t to make is that one need no t endorse any 
commi tment to globally p r i v i l eg ing some vocabularies as base vocabularies w i t h 
respect to all vocabular ies—which are then taken to be legi t imate i n one sense or 
another on ly i f and insofar as they can be reconstructed as target vocabularies 
elaborated f r o m those base vocabularies—in order to v indicate the project of 
locally i d e n t i f y i n g particular cases where the base-vocabulary/target-vocabulary 
relation can be shown to obtain. For there is a distinctive k i n d of phi losophical 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g tha t consists i n p r ac t i c a l mas tery of the re la t ions a m o n g 
vocabularies that become visible w h e n w e trace various possible base ^ t a r g e t 
relations th rough the (admit tedly i n general i l l -defined) f i e ld of vocabularies. As 
an example, func t iona l i sm (and its specifically computat ional A I species) is an 
attempted local p r iv i l eg ing of one vocabulary over another: func t iona l vocabulary 
over intent ional vocabulary. I t has no pretensions at al l to global p r iv i l eg ing of 
func t iona l vocabulary, to its being a universal base vocabulary. 

Though elsewhere I have offered some reasons for skepticism about even 
the most plausible, pragmatist , version of AI - func t iona l i sm about intentionality, I 
t h ink that a suitably broadly construed func t iona l i sm is something l ike the on ly 
straw f loa t ing as a prospect fo r an account, i n other terms, of intent ional i ty. 1 1 

O f course, i t may w e l l be, as some Wittgensteinians (for instance) th ink, that 
intent ional discourse can on ly be unders tood i n its o w n terms, and not i n terms 
of some other vocabulary. For reasons I discussed above, that does not mean that 
unders tanding w o u l d totter. Ana ly t i c (algori thmic, algebraic) unders tanding is 
not the only k i n d of genuine phi losophical understanding, and i t is not always 
available. 

D a v i d Lewis p ropounded a v i e w of phi losophy that was insp i r ing to me 
w h e n I was his student, and w h i c h inspires me stil l . He thought wha t philosophers 
should do is lay d o w n a set of premises concerning some topic of interest as clearly 
as possible, and extract consequences f r o m them as rigorously as possible. H a v i n g 
done that, one should lay d o w n another, perhaps quite d i f fe ren t set of premises, 
and extract consequences f r o m them as r igorously as possible. The po in t was not 
i n the f i rs t instance to endorse the conclusions of any of these chains of reasoning, 
bu t to learn our w a y about i n the inferential field they all def ined, by tracing many 
over lapping, intersecting, and d ive rg ing paths th rough the terrain. That is h o w 
w e w o u l d learn wha t difference i t w o u l d make, i n various contexts, i f we were 
to endorse some c la im that figures as a premise i n many of the inferences, and 
wha t m i g h t entitle us to a c la im that shows u p as a consequence i n many of the 
inferences. Ac tua l ly p l u m p i n g for and defending any of these theses is then a 
subsequent, parasitic, and substantially less impor tant stage of the process. The 
pr inc ipa l a im is not belief, or even knowledge , bu t understanding. 

One thing that was liberating and exhilarating about this metaphilosophical 
at t i tude is that Lewis accordingly d i d not care much wha t reasons one had fo r 
starting w i t h one set of premises rather than another. He was entirely open to and 
indeed eager to t u r n his awe-inspir ing intellect to f o l l o w i n g out the consequences 
of even the wackiest of claims. Pavel Tichy vis i ted w h i l e I was s t i l l i n graduate 
school at Princeton, and he was then g r ipped by just such an obsession. He had 
somehow gotten the idea that there was some finite number n such that i t was 
a necessary t r u t h that there were exactly n things i n each possible w o r l d , and 
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that there were no fur ther constraints on t rans-world ident i f icat ion of objects 
or counterparts. I do not k n o w h o w he thought he could count objects (Lewis 
later had wha t is at least a responsive answer to this question f r o m a physicalist 
point of v i ew) . A n d I cannot imagine w h a t w o u l d make one th ink Ti dry 's ax iom 
true. But Lewis was perfectly w i l l i n g to f igure out what sort of moda l logic and 
metaphysics one w o u l d get on that assumption. You never k n o w where y o u 
migh t learn something. 

I t h i n k this is the sp i r i t i n w h i c h w e should t h i n k about semantic 
relations between dif ferent vocabularies. I t is w o r t h seeing how, and to wha t 
extent, d i f f e r e n t target vocabular ies can be elaborated f r o m var ious base 
vocabularies—including, and perhaps especially, w i t h pragmatic detours through 
the specifications of practices-or-abilities necessary or sufficient to deploy those 
vocabularies, as I recommend i n Between Saying and Doing—because that is a w a y 
of coming practically to k n o w our w a y around those vocabularies, our discursive 
practices, and the subject-matters they make i t possible for us to talk and th ink 
about. Exp lo r ing all the available paths between landmarks is a w a y of learning 
to f i n d our w a y around these woods, acquir ing a practical conceptual mastery of 
the many aspects of discursive practice, and their relations to one another. Let me 
repeat that I am not c la iming this is all there is to philosophy, or that this is the 
only w a y to do philosophy. But this sort of semantic analysis yields one valuable 
k i n d of unders tanding that is potent ia l ly of great philosophical value. 

Notice that on this view, one's explorat ion of semantic relations ( including 
pragmatical ly mediated ones) among vocabularies of antecedent philosophical 
interest, need not be mot iva ted by some global, monoli thic program, such as 
empi r i c i sm or natural ism. 

The distinctive k i n d of semantic understanding I am suggesting is the 
genus of w h i c h metaphysical unders tanding is a species is not hostage to such 
programs. That understanding can be w e l l served by accumulating particular, 
local connections that support no antecedent global program. N o r must the search 
for such semantic relations among vocabularies and the discursive practices-
or-abilities they specify or that deploy them be motivated by some deep-seated 
philosophical anxiety or puzzlement, the proper deflating diagnosis of wh ich then 
exhibits or renders the task of explor ing those relations otiose. Simple curiosity, 
the desire to deepen our understanding, can suffice for this sort of philosophical 
theor iz ing as for the empir ical scientific variety. Indeed, K u h n has taught us that 
in the latter case, i t really doesn't matter why the scientists do wha t they do, since 
the ins t i tu t ion can ensure that so long as they act professionally, the result w i l l 
be to extend our knowledge and deepen our understanding. So we migh t strive 
to make i t be i n philosophy. 

§6. W I T H THIS THOUGHT ON THE TABLE, I WANT TO RETURN BRIEFLY TO THE ISSUE OF 

metaphysics. Taking our cue f r o m Geertz, we migh t th ink of metaphysics as the 
enterprise of craf t ing a vocabulary i n w h i c h everything can be said. N o w he 
migh t be r igh t that, i n the sense I am after, natural languages are autonomous 
vocabularies i n w h i c h every th ing can be said. But "craft" is do ing some w o r k i n 
this def in i t ion . The metaphysician aims to construct a technical, artificial vocabulary 
w i t h that same expressive power. Why? The greater control that regimentation 
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gives vocabularies whose basic semantics is s t ipulated—in some other vocabulary, 
perhaps a natural language (no escaping the need for hermeneutic understanding) 
—and the rest of whose semantics is computed algori thmical ly. For we have a 
d is t inc t ive ly clear sort of unders tanding of whatever other vocabularies can be 
elaborated as target vocabularies f r o m a base vocabulary constructed so as to 
exhibi t this structure. We can get around m y earlier worr ies about the concept of 
all possible vocabularies by unders tanding the "every th ing" regulatively, rather 
than constitutively. That is, for every vocabulary anyone actually comes u p w i t h , 
the metaphysician is commit ted to the favored base vocabulary being adequate, 
w h e n suitably elaborated, to express w h a t i t expresses. We start by t r y i n g to 
c o d i f y the vocabularies we have, bu t acknowledge the commi tmen t to address 
any more that may come along. 

I th ink metaphysics i n this sense is a perfectly reasonable undertaking, and 
that w e potent ial ly have a lot to learn f r o m pur su ing i t . I t is, perhaps, somewhat 
Qu ixo t i c—but that is a practical, not a theoretical drawback. I f we are to reap the 
rewards i n understanding that engaging i n this k i n d of metaphysical enterprise 
promises, however, I t h ink i t is crucial that i t be pursued i n the open-minded, 
p lura l is t ic spir i t of Lewis, and not i n a more smal l -minded and exclusionary one. 
The d is t inc t ion arises w h e n the metaphysician fails to reconstruct i n the favored 
terms all the antecedent uses of all the vocabularies i t aspires to codify. I take i t 
that such part ia l failures are inevitable. The task is just too hard, bo th fo r practical 
reasons and fo r pr inc ip led ones. I t is probably too m u c h to ask even that fo r every 
target vocabulary one f i n d some other regimented base vocabulary f r o m w h i c h 
i t can be elaborated. F inding some one regimented base vocabulary i n terms of 
w h i c h every such target vocabulary can be reconstructed is far more d i f f i c u l t and 
unl ikely . That is w h y i t is to some extent a Quixot ic quest. But fo r the same sort 
of reasons that led to Popper's methodological recommendat ion to endorse the 
strongest, most easily falsifiable theory not already fa ls i f ied by the evidence, i t can 
make sense to pursue the quant i f icat ional ly more d i f f i c u l t goal. For to the l im i t ed 
extent that one does succeed, one finds out more bo th about the metaphysical 
base vocabulary, and about the target vocabularies to w h i c h i t turns out either to 
be expressively adequate, or not to be expressively adequate. 

Tradit ional metaphysics treats the d is t inc t ion as inv id ious . I t denigrates 
and dismisses wha t resists fo rmula t ion i n its favored terms as ontologically second 
class: as unreal, as mere appearance. So for Leibniz , relations, space, and evi l are 
unreal , relegated to the phenomenal realm of appearance. Later metaphysicians 
f o u n d themselves similarly rejecting as unreal such phenomena as time. (One of m y 
favor i te mind-benders is the attempt of some Br i t i sh idealists to dismiss finitude 
as an i l lus ion , the effect produced by the in f in i t e Abso lu te—what there really 
i s—on poor incapable . . . merely finite minds!) I n a more contemporary semantic 
key, the t e rm of disapprobation may be the semantic "un in te l l ig ib le" rather than 
the ontological "unreal." That, at any rate, is the w a y the logical empiricists talk, 
and admirers of theirs such as Quine cont inued the practice (modal logic merely 
"engenders an i l lus ion of unders tanding" of moda l vocabulary, and intent ional 
vocabulary is merely apparently coherent). (Nineteenth century Idealism, w h i c h 
more or less equates the unreal w i t h the uninte l l ig ib le , may be thought of i n this 
respect as a transitional phase.) 
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But such a mean-spirited, suspicious, begrudging, exclusionary att i tude 
is not the on ly one possible. One migh t instead take the great posit ive payof f 
of a par t icular metaphysical ef for t to consist i n no small part i n the part icular 
l ine i t d raws between wha t target vocabularies (and w h i c h bits of each) can and 
cannot be captured w i t h the expressive resources of the base vocabulary whose 
metaphysical credentials are being explored. Each regimented base vocabulary, 
we m i g h t suppose, w i l l determine a different boundary between the (relatively) 
expressible and inexpressible. Suppose we f o u n d out (it w o u l d not surprise me) 
that there is s imply no w a y to say i n the language of fundamenta l physics, no 
matter h o w i t is elaborated w i t h the resources of the most advanced logic, wha t 
Beckett said w h e n he said " I can't go on. I ' l l go on," or what N i x o n said w h e n he 
said " I a m not a crook," or what the Buddha said w h e n he to ld the hot -dog m a n 
"Make me one w i t h everything." We do not need to say that they d i d not say 
anything, or to pretend that we cannot understand wha t they d i d say; we do not 
need to deny that there is such a th ing as going on, being a crook, and so on, to 
learn something about saying things f r o m the relation between their vocabularies 
and that of fundamenta l physics that shows up i n this expressive mismatch. 
Indeed, I t h i n k w e learn more i f we do not go on to adopt the w h o l l y opt ional 
dismissive at t i tude. Our slogan should be "Metaphysical d iscr iminat ion w i t h o u t 
denigrat ion." A n d just as Lewis thought i t essential that we d raw consequences 
r igorously f r o m many sets of premises, so as to learn our w a y around by taking 
many d i f fe ren t paths th rough the terrain, so the vir tues of the metaphysical 
enterprise w i l l manifest themselves most f u l l y i f we t ry out many different possible 
metaphysical base vocabularies. (A side benefit of adopt ing this p lan is that we 
then need not resign ourselves to l i v i n g out our lives oppressed by the steady 
d r ip , d r i p , d r i p . . . of naturalistic semantics and ontology.) 

M y characterization of metaphysics transposes what is normal ly thought 
of i n ontological terms into a semantic key. These versions can be thought of as 
related to one another on the model of Carnap's material and formal modes. 
I have described the metaphysical project i n metal inguis t ic terms. I t m i g h t 
seem that the translation back and fo r th between these t w o ways of ta lk ing is 
so s t r a igh t fo rward that i t is perverse to f lou t ordinary philosophical usage by 
insist ing o n the metalinguist ic version here. But i n this case there is a significant 
asymmetry between them. Indeed, I th ink the asymmetry here reveals something 
impor tan t about the Carnapian dyad that we migh t otherwise not have seen: a 
new jus t i f ica t ion, f r o m the side of pragmatism, fo r the characteristically analytic 
preference fo r the f o r m a l mode. 

For t h i n k i n g of the metaphysical enterprise i n semantic terms, as 
seeking to establish distinctive sorts of relations among vocabularies, opens u p 
the possibi l i ty of considering i n this case, too, pragmatically mediated semantic 
relations between vocabularies, i n addi t ion to the t radi t ional k i n d . I n particular, 
we can lay alongside the aspiration to f i n d a vocabulary i n w h i c h everything can 
be said, the aspirat ion to f i n d one i n w h i c h one can say everything one must be 
able to do i n order to say anything, that is to use any vocabulary whatsoever. This 
is just the idea of a universal pragmatic metavocabulary. 

The sort of i l l umina t ion one w o u l d get f r o m succeeding at the task of 
construct ing a regimented de facto universal pragmatic metavocabulary is not 
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exactly the same as what one w o u l d get f r o m succeeding at the task of constructing 
a regimented vocabulary whose expressive power encompassed that of a l l the 
vocabularies we could come u p w i t h to t ry the regimented vocabulary out on. But 
they w o u l d evident ly be complementary forms of understanding: one te l l ing us 
wha t we can say, and the other w h a t we must do to say i t . Further, any adequate 
pragmatic metavocabulary fo r a semantically adequate metaphysical vocabulary 
w o u l d be a un iversa l pragmat ic metavocabulary. I have already suggested, 
however, that the real payof f f r o m the metaphysical enterprise should not be 
thought of as consequent u p o n the ant ic ipat ion of complete success at p roduc ing 
a regimented semantically expressively universal vocabulary. I n place of such a 
wholesale cognitive reward, we should t h ink of the accumulation of retail rewards. 
Each only par t ia l ly successful t ry at a universal metaphysical vocabulary draws a 
line between those antecedent vocabularies i t can reconstruct, and those i t cannot. 
A n d each such endeavor w i l l d r a w a different l ine. The lesson I d rew f r o m the 
y o u n g D a v i d Lewis 's methodologica l ly p r inc ip led p o l y m o r p h o u s theoretical 
p romiscu i ty is that a valuable k i n d of unders tanding consists i n the sort of 
k n o w i n g our w a y about secured on ly b y m u l t i p l y i n g the crisscrossing of concrete 
ways of d r a w i n g the boundary between the expressible and the inexpressible, 
not global ly and absolutely, bu t locally and relative to specific base vocabularies. 
The same w i l l h o l d true of attempts to construct regimented universal pragmatic 
metavocabularies: their value lies i n the details of their on ly par t ia l successes, 
i n where, specifically, they fa i l , and i n h o w the line between par t ia l success and 
part ial fa i lure varies as w e t ry out quite d i f ferent candidate base vocabularies. 
Here one th inks of the parable w i t h w h i c h Hempel closes "Empir ic is t Cri ter ia 
of Cogni t ive Significance," i n w h i c h a d y i n g father tells his sons a vast treasure 
is b u r i e d i n their v ineyard . O n l y many years later do they realize that their 
energetic bu t fruit less d igg ing i n search of the imaginary trove has led to their 
t u rn ing over the soil i n just the w a y needed to ensure that their vines flourish. 
The romantic dream of total t ransformat ion by a single, magical f i n d inspires the 
hard, unexci t ing dai ly w o r k that gradual ly lays u p the real treasure. 

The paral lel between the metaphysical goal of c ra f t ing a regimented 
universal ly expressive vocabulary and that of constructing a universal pragmatic 
metavocabulary, the genus of w h i c h these t w o tasks are species, is invisible i f 
we th ink of metaphysics exclusively i n ontological terms. The w i d e r perspective 
is available only i f w e construe i t semantically, i n terms of relations between 
vocabularies. So v iewed , they show u p as complementary, corresponding to 
elements not only of the dimension def ined by the semantic / pragmatic distinction, 
bu t also of the objective /subjective dimension: wha t is ta lked about and ta lk ing 
about i t . They address objective-ontological and subjective-practical sides of the 
coin of discursiveness. 

I n this essay I have o f f e red a reconceptual izat ion, i n semantic and 
pragmatic terms, of the classical project of metaphysics. I have done that w i t h i n 
the scope of a metaphilosophical story about d i f ferent k inds of phi losophical 
understanding—algebraic and hermeneutic—and the relations between them. 
I hope that the result of these considerations w i l l be a new appreciation of the 
possibility of systematic phi losophy that f u l l y respects the insights of pragmatism, cp 
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Notes 
1 This essay is adapted f r o m m y A f t e r w o r d to Between Saying and Doing: Towards an Analytic 

Pragmatism (New York: Oxford Universi ty Press, 2008). Material f r o m that book is used by 
permission of Oxfo rd University Press. 

2 It is important to distinguish this very strong claim about understanding f r o m the weaker 
(though already substantially commit t ive) scientia mensura of Sellars: " I n the dimension of 
describing and explaining the w o r l d , science is the measure of all things, of what is, that i t is, 
and of what is not, that i t is not." §42 of Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind edited, w i t h a 
Study Guide by Robert Brandom (Cambridge, M A : Harvard Universi ty Press, 1997). The latter 
claim is compatible w i t h claiming also, as Sellars does, that distinctive forms of understanding 
are involved i n the use of vocabulary that is not principally i n the business of describing and 
explaining: for instance, normative vocabulary (and therefore, according to Sellars, also semantic 
and intentional vocabularies). 

3 Proposition 4.111. 
4 The analogous pos tu la t ion of in ten t iona l states to exp la in behavior Sellars calls 

"philosophical behaviorism," by contrast to the "logical behaviorism" that is committed to 
defining the states i n terms of behavior. In the case of meaning and use, the corresponding non-
theoretical move is a semantic instrumentalism that insists, as Dummet t used to do, that every 
aspect of meaning be manifestable i n use. 

5 See the discussion in Michael Thompson's astonishing, original, path-breaking book Life 
and Action (Cambridge, M A : Harvard University Press, 2008.) 

6 Thought of in this framework, in the case of empirical scientific theorizing, the base claims 
and the target claims are formulated i n the same antecedent vocabulary—which may be, and 
must include, observational claims i n the strict sense of those elicited by the exercise of reliable 
noninferential differential responsive dispositions, but which also include statements couched in 
the vocabulary ( including theoretical, that is, only inferentially applicable vocabulary) of other 
scientific disciplines, for instance, those that address the workings of measuring instruments 
and the ranges of counterfactual robustness of various collateral premises. 

7 I n his 1685 ms. "Machina arithmetica i n qua non addit io tantum et subtractio sed et 
multiplicatio nullo, divisio vero paene nul lo animi labore peragantur." 

8 In the th i rd , methodological, chapter of Tales of the Mighty Dead, and again i n "Hermeneutic 
Practice and Theories of Meaning" (SATS Nordic Journal of Philosophy Vol 5 No. 1 2004) I offer 
some more specific and systematic ideas about how the different aspects of discourse addressed 
by these two sorts of understanding and their associated disciplines complement one another. 

9 First published in 1950; reprinted i n Aspects of Scientific Explanation (New York: Free Press, 
1970). 

1 0 See for instance "Pragmatism as Anti-authoritarianism." Revue Internationale de Philosophie 
53:1 (207) (1999): 7-20, and "Universality and Truth" Chapter One of Robert Brandom (ed.) 
Rorty and His Critics (Maiden, M A : BlackwelPs Publishers, 2000). I offer an assessment of this 
argument i n Section I I I of "When Philosophy Paints its Blue on Gray: I rony and the Pragmatist 
Enlightenment" boundary! Vol 29 N o 2, Summer 2002, pp. 1-28. 

1 1 I say something about this i n the first chapter of Tales of the Mighty Dead (Cambridge, M A : 
Harvard Universi ty Press, 2002.) 
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