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1 Office information
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2 This course

Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations is well-known in the world of pro-
fessional philosophy for its radical “doctrines” about mental states, private
langauge, semiotic reference, and anti-foundationalism. Readers of the Philo-
sophical Investigations seldom agree about what those doctrines are, though,
which has steered a lot of Wittgenstein scholarship in the direction of inter-
pretive debates. Some of that critical literature is pretty good, as some
compelling readings of Wittgenstein have emerged along the way. But at
the same time it has a kind of ironic absurdity to it, because most readers
of the Philosophical Investigations do agree that one of the principle aims
of this book is to deflate the role of argumentative debate as the principle
route to truth, understanding, insight, or what have you. At the very least
it should be clear that “getting Wittgenstein right” on any or all of these
sundry points, if ever there is a claim that Wittgenstein tried to put forward,
while often an important step in getting at Wittgenstein’s message, is not
the same thing as getting at Wittgenstein’s message. I aim to make this last
goal our own in this seminar.



To that end, as we read the Philosophical Investigations, | invite everyone
to focus on whatever themes draw their attention—but a constant focus of
mine, and therefore of ours, will be on the message(s) of the book as a whole,
as this is conveyed in its several points of scrutiny, but also as it is conveyed
in such neglected features as its unusual literary style, its reception outside
of philosophy (by sociologists, literary critics, theologians, etc.), and perhaps
especially by what its readers’ reactions reveal about their presuppositions
and misconceptions. Surely Wittgenstein was displeased with the way that
philosophers habitually frame questions and approach problems. What did
he want people to do instead? Why? How does this book communicate those
suggestions?

3 Text

You should acquire a copy of the Philosophical Investigations. It doesn’t mat-
ter to me what edition you use. I have long enjoyed the G. E. M. Anscombe
translation. Now we have the Hacker & Schulte revision of Anscombe, which
some say is a significant improvement. I might try reading from it this time
around. The German is really beautiful, and obviously better, if you can
read it. Please do not buy the Hacker & Schulte editions that are on reserve
for my undergraduates in the ND bookstore.

I will circulate other material as well, in order to give you some sense of
the various ways that others have taken this book’s synoptic message. I don’t
expect any of that material ever to be the focus of our discussion, though.

4 Requirements

To earn credit for this seminar, attend and participate regularly and write a
paper. There is currently a lot of talk about seminar papers falling somewhere
on a scale between failing and publishable. You should know that I do not
refer to any such scale when I evaluate the merits of your work (I'm not
even familiar with such a scale.) Good philosophy takes on a lot of different
forms, and I invite you to expect me to be able to appreciate whatever
philosophical message you pproduce, provided that it is in fact appreciable.
Even if I am largely unacquainted with the form it takes, I should be able
to evaluate your work and advise you about improving it. You can certainly



produce phenomenal work that I would not advise you to publish. (This is
the diabolical converse of the awful truth that most published philosophical
work these days is well worth avoiding.)

You may, of course, audit the course, but if you do I urge you to stay
fully engaged.

5 Note

Please be aware of the University’s policies regarding academic honesty, anti-
discrimination, and access to education for students with disabilities.
Here is the web-page of the office for students with disabilities:

http://www.nd.edu/ osd/NEWHOMEPAGE.htm

Here is the Philosophy Department’s web-page devoted to academic hon-
esty, with links to information about plagiarism and the University’s honor
code:

http://philosophy.nd.edu/undergraduate-program/honesty/
In addition I am someone you can approach if you have concerns about

discrimination or proper scholarly behavior, whether or not the concern is
related to this course.

6 Important dates

April 21 no meeting Passover
May 12 10:30am  we meet
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