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8 Leaps in the dark 
Epistemological skepticism in 
Kripke's Wittgenstein 

Hannah Ginsborg 

I. Introduction 

In his famous discussion of Wittgenstein on rules and private language, 
Kripke describes Wittgenstein as having "invented[ ... } the most radical and 
original skeptical problem that philosophy has seen to date" (60).1 He pre­
sents the problem by imagining a skeptic who challenges an interlocutor's 
certainty both about the correctness of her present use of an expression 
and about what she meant by the expression in the past. The problem as 
first introduced appears on the face of it to be an epistemological problem 
on the model of skepticism about the external world or about other minds. 
What is called into question is our knowledge of the meanings of our ex­
pressions and of how we ought to use them. But Kripke goes on to draw a 
conclusion that is metaphysical rather than epistemological. 2 The upshot of 
the skeptical argument is not just that we don't know what we mean by our 
expressions, but that there is no such thing as meaning. 

Many commentators have held that Kripke's skeptical problem is exclu­
sively, or at least fundamentally, metaphysical or constitutive. Kripke, it is 
thought, presents this problem in the guise of an epistemological problem, 
or using the language of epistemological skepticism, but the weight of it 
rests on the metaphysical question of what constitutes the fact of someone's 
meaning something by an expression, or of the expression having a mean­
ing. Some commentators take epistemological considerations to figure as 
constraints on answers to the metaphysical question, but, at least on one in­
fluential line of interpretation, epistemological considerations play no role 
in the skeptical argument at all. And even where it is thought that epistemo­
logical considerations do play a role, the basic thrust of the argument is still 
understood as metaphysical or constitutive: the skeptic who casts doubt on 
your knowledge of meaning is seen as a dispensable and potentially mis­
leading device for questioning the existence of meaning. 

Although I grant that the skeptic's conclusion is metaphysical rather than 
epistemological, I believe that the skeptic is much more than an expository 
device and that the thrust of Kripke's argument is much closer to standard 
skeptical arguments than has previously been acknowledged. I shall try to 
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show in this paper that, on the most charitable understanding of the argu­
ment, its core is epistemological: the skeptic's challenge to your knowledge 
that you meant addition is indispensable to the metaphysical conclusion 
we are supposed to draw from the argument. My interpretation, if success­
ful, is important not just because it corrects a misreading of the skeptical 
argument, but because it forecloses a certain seemingly straightforward 
response to it. Many philosophers who have taken the argument to be fun­
damentally metaphysical have answered it on correspondingly metaphysi­
cal grounds by arguing that Kripke is either unduly restrictive regarding the 
range of facts that are candidates for constituting meaning, or unjustified 
in supposing that meaning facts have to be constituted by more primitive 
facts at all. If, on the other hand, the argument is fundamentally epistemo­
logical, then that response is no longer effective. A satisfactory response to 
the argument has to contend with the skeptical challenge to our knowledge 
of which uses of an expression are correct, a challenge that cannot simply 
be met by broadening the range of acceptable answers to the metaphysical 
question of what meaning consists in. 

My reading of the skeptical argument aims, then, to show it in a better 
light than most of Kripke's critics have allowed: it is, I argue, stronger and 
more interesting than commentators have typically given him credit for. 
But, while my reading allows the argument to avoid one widely accepted 
response, it opens the argument to a different and less familiar line of ob­
jection that, as I argue in conclusion, renders it ultimately unsuccessful. 

II. The skeptical challenge: metaphysical 
or epistemological? 

I begin by rehearsing the skeptical challenge as Kripke initially presents it. 
Suppose that you have never before added numbers larger than 57 and are 
now asked "What is 68+57?" You answer "125," and you do so with the 
conviction that your answer. is correct, not just in what Kripke calls the 
arithmetical sense-that is, not just in the sense that "125" is the correct 
answer to the question "What is 68+57?", with"+" understood as mean­
ing addition-but in a different sense, which he calls "metalinguistic," 
and which has to do with the relation of your answer to your previous 
linguistic usage. Roughly, you are convinced that your saying "125" is 
correct in the sense that it accords with how you used the "+" sign or the 
word "plus" in the past. Now a skeptic challenges your conviction as to 
the "metalinguistic correctness" of "125" as an answer to the question. 
He does so by raising the skeptical hypothesis that you are now misinter­
preting your past usage of"+." You now think that, when you used that 
term in the past, what you meant by it was addition, whereas what you in 
fact meant was quus or quaddition, defined so that x quus y is the sum of 
x and y where x and y are less than 57 and otherwise 5. On that hypothe­
sis, he says, you ought-if you are to accord with your previous usage-to 
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respond to the query with "5" rather than "125." In order to defend your 
original conviction as to the "metalinguistic correctness" of "125", you 
must come up with "some fact about [your] past usage which can be cited 
to refute [the skeptic's hypothesis]" (9). If you are not able to cite such 
a fact, then your answer of "125" is revealed as an "unjustified leap in 
the dark" (10). 

Kripke goes on to argue that this challenge cannot be met. His first step 
is to imagine that you try to meet it by appealing, not to the finite list of 
your previous uses of"+", which (you concede) is compatible with the hy­
pothesis that you meant quaddition, but to the instructions you had in mind 
when you responded to "+" questions as you did. This appeal fails, he says, 
because the skeptic can cast into doubt what you meant by the words that 
figure in those instructions, just as he challenges what you meant by "+". 
Any rules or instructions you say you gave yourself for using those words 
in the future must themselves be put in words that themselves require inter­
pretation, and so the skeptic can always claim, as he did for "plus," that, 
in invoking them to answer the skeptical challenge, you are misinterpreting 
them. In the end, your present beliefs about what you meant by your words 
in the past must depend on appeal to a finite number of past uses, and it 
is always possible for the skeptic to challenge your justification for 
those beliefs by suggesting quus-like hypotheses that are consistent with 
hose uses (15). 

The passages on which I have been drawing suggest that the challenge 
is epistemological. It looks as though the skeptic has challenged your 
conviction as to the "metalinguistic correctness" of "125" by putting 
forward the skeptical hypothesis that you meant quaddition and that you 
are now deceived about your previous meaning. Your task, it appears, is to 
rule out that hypothesis by justifying your belief-on which your conviction 
as to the correctness of "125" depends-that you meant addition. Even 
though the challenge is not to the reliability of your memory-you are 
granted complete recall of all your past behaviour and mental states-it is 
still epistemological: the skeptic demands your justification for believing, 
given knowledge of your past responses to "+" questions and the mental 
states accompanying them, that it is addition rather than quaddition that 
you meant. But after initially presenting the challenge in this seemingly 
epistemological way, Kripke goes on to describe it in metaphysical rather 
than epistemological terms. The skeptic questions "whether there is any fact 
that [you] meant plus, not quus" and an answer to him must "give an account 
of what fact it is [ ... ] that constitutes my meaning plus, not quus" (11). 
Epistemological considerations are indeed mentioned, in this formulation 
of the challenge, but only as constituting a constraint on answers to the 
metaphysical challenge: "any putative candidate for such a fact must [ ... ] 
show how I am justified in giving the answer '125' to '68+57"' (11). And 
much of the argumentative work that follows is couched in correspondingly 
metaphysical terms. The bulk of the chapter in which the skeptical problem 
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is presented consists in the consideration and rejection of various putative 
facts in which your having meant (or meaning) addition might be thought to 
consist: the fact of your being disposed to give the sum, the fact of your pos­
sessing a unique introspectible quale associated with the addition function, 
or simply the fact of your meaning addition, understood as a sui generis 
fact that is not available to introspection and does not admit of reduction 
to any more basic facts. Although Kripke does consider one response to the 
skeptic which apparently assumes the challenge to be epistemological, since 
it defends the hypothesis that you meant addition on the grounds that it is 
simpler than the hypothesis that you meant quaddition, the primary reason 
he gives for rejecting it is precisely that it misunderstands the challenge as 
purely epistemic rather than constitutive (38-40). In fact, Kripke expressly 
denies that the skepticism is epistemological: 

The problem may appear to be epistemological-how can anyone know 
which of these [plus or quus] I meant? Given, however, that everything 
in my mental history is compatible both with the conclusion that I 
meant plus and with the conclusion that I meant quus, it is clear that 
the sceptical challenge is not really an epistemological one. It purports 
to show that nothing in my mental history or past behaviourl-not 
even what an omniscient God would know-could establish whether I 
meant plus or quus. But then it appears to follow that there was no fact 
about me that constituted my having meant plus rather than quus. How 
could there be, if nothing in my internal mental history or external be­
havior will answer the sceptic who supposes that in fact I meant quus?. 

(21) 

Commentators have disagreed about the relation between epistemological 
and metaphysical elements in the skeptical problem. Colin McGinn, one 
of the first commentators to broach the issue, presented the central skep­
tical problem as constitutive or metaphysical, but claimed that Kripke's 
skeptic also raises a distinct epistemological problem about the justifica­
tion of my linguistic inclinations, and that the solution to this problem 
is independent of the solution to the primary, metaphysical problem.4 

Anscombe also identified two different problems: the epistemological 
problem "how do I know I meant plus?" and the "more interesting [ ... ] 
[metaphysical] problem with which Kripke is implicitly confronting him­
self: what is the fact that he knows, namely that he meant, and means, 
plus?"5 For Crispin Wright, however, the epistemological considerations 
raised by Kripke did not motivate an epistemological problem distinct 
from the metaphysical one: 6 rather Kripke's skeptic was a "mere device" 
for presenting a constitutive thesis.7 Other early commentators also ei­
ther specifically asserted that the problem was metaphysical rather than 
epistemological, 8 or simply described Kripke's problem in exclusively 
metaphysical terms. 9 Warren Goldfarb offered a clear statement of the 
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metaphysical approach: "the skeptical challenge is not intended to operate 
epistemologically ... rather, it rests on ontological considerations [ ... ] it is 
the notion of fact, of 'everything there is,' that is to provide the ground 
of the challenge." 10 Paul Boghossian, in his influential 1989 discussion, 
makes a point of p,resenting the problem without reference to the skeptic 
or the quaddition hypothesis, thus demonstrating what he takes to be 
the exclusively constitutive character of Kripke's skepticism.11 And sub­
sequent philosophers, whether or not they explicitly engage the issue of 
whether the skepticism is fundamentally epistemological or metaphysical, 
have tended to agree in construing the problem in metaphysical terms as a 
matter of how to identify facts in which meaning consists. 12 

There has indeed been disagreement, within this broad consensus, about 
whether epistemological considerations are relevant to the skeptical chal­
lenge insofar as they impose constraints on possible answers to the met­
aphysical question. Among early commentators, Wright held that they 
do, 13 while McGinn and Boghossian viewed them as entirely irrelevant: for 
Boghossian the temptation to see epistemological considerations as play­
ing a role in the skeptical dialectic results from a "distortion [ ... ] induced 
by the dialogic setting."14 But whether or not epistemological considera­
tions are seen as figuring in the argument, there is broad agreement that 
Kripke does not present an argument that is skeptical in the traditional, 
epistemological sense. The seemingly epistemological challenge presented 
in the opening pages of Kripke's text is, rather, a "device" for presenting 
a metaphysical argument, 15 a "guise" for constitutive skepticism, 16 or the 
result of a misleading "tendency to slip into the language of epistemological 
skepticism."17 

I find this approach to the argument unsatisfying. First, it is hard to be­
lieve that, without the skeptic and the quaddition hypothesis, Kripke's chal­
lenge would have been able to engage the interest of so many philosophers. 
Although this is not itself decisive, it seems reasonable to suspect that the 
skeptical dialectic is not just novel packaging for a familiar product, but 
corresponds to something philosophically distinctive about Kripke's chal­
lenge, something that is lost if we read the challenge in a way which makes 
the skeptic dispensable.18 Second, and perhaps more importantly, the meta­
physical reading allows Kripke's challenge to be too easily answered. It can 
simply be pointed out that Kripke is operating with an unwarrantedly nar­
row conception of fact, or that he is refusing to accept that meaning facts 
could be primitive and irreducible. Many interpreters who see the prob­
lem as metaphysi<::al have indeed offered just this kind of response. Thus 
Goldfarb follows up his claim that "it is the notion of fact which is to pro­
vide the ground of the challenge" with an argument to the effect that the 
challenge can be turned aside by broadening the range of acceptable facts 
to include, for example, facts as construed by Frege.19 And McGinn accuses 
Kripke of an unargued reductionism, a charge which is taken up by many 
other interpreters, including Wright and Boghossian. 20 
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Against the first of these points it might be replied that, while Boghossian's 
reading dispenses with the (epistemological) skeptic, many broadly meta­
physical readings do not. According to Wright, 

the overarching thought behind {the skeptical dialectic] is ... that claims 
of a certain kind cannot be supposed to deal in matters of real fact if 
someone could know all possible facts which might conceivably consti­
tute the truth of such a claim yet be unable to defeat a sceptic concern­
ing his knowledge of its truth. "21 

So even though the skeptic is a "mere device" he does have a role to play. 
Your inability to meet his challenge to your knowledge that you meant 
addition, in a context where you are assumed to have complete knowl­
edge of your past behaviour and past mental states, is a stepping-stone­
granted the "overarching thought" Wright describes-to the non-factuality 
of the claim that you meant addition. However, the "overarching thought'' 
might seem questionable to those lacking verificationist sympathies. Why 
should your inability to justify your belief that you meant addition, even 
given the knowledge that Kripke's skeptic allows you, entail that your be­
lief lacks factual content? Moreover, as Wright makes clear, this reading 
still leaves Kripke open to the charge of reductionism, since it restricts the 
class of potential truth-makers to facts about behaviour and mental states 
non-intentionally construed, failing to allow that meaning facts could be 
irreducible. 22 

Now for Wright and others who have pressed it, the charge of reduction­
ism represents an objection, and indeed a decisive objection, to Kripke's 
argument. But as already indicated, I take the ease with which it can be 
made to constitute, rather, an objection to the metaphysical reading.23 In 
what follows I want to offer an account that improves on the metaphysical 
reading with respect to both of the points I have mentioned: it assigns an 
essential role to the skeptic, and it defuses the charge of reductionism. 

m. Reading the argument as epistemological 

I will begin by drawing attention to two features of the argument that I 
mentioned in my overview, but which have often been ignored or given 
insufficient weight. The first is that the primary focus of the skeptic's chal­
lenge in the opening phase of the argument is not your putative knowledge 
that you meant addition rather than quaddition by "+" but rather your 
confidence about what Kripke goes on to call your "present particular re­
sponse", that is, about how you ought to respond to the specific "68+57" 
query. ("Ought," that is, in a sense corresponding to 'metalinguistic correct­
ness': more on that qualification shortly.) Kripke describes you at the outset 
as "confident that' 125' is correct [ ... ] in the metalinguistic sense" and the 
skeptic as challenging your certainty about that answer: "Perhaps [ ... ] as 
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I used the term 'plus' in the past, the answer I intended [ ... ] should have 
been 51" It is only subsequently, following your complaint that the skep­
tic's suggestion is "insane," that the skeptic backs up his initial challenge 
by proposing that you previously meant quaddition. And the idea that it is 
your knowledge of the correctness of your "present particular response" 
that the skeptic is primarily concerned to challenge is borne out by Kripke's 
going on to offer formulations of the challenge that focus on your justifica­
tion for responding "'125", often with no direct reference to your putative 
knowledge that you meant addition. What the skeptic challenges is your 
supposition that "in computing '68+57' as I do, I do not simply make an un­
justified leap in the dark" (10); the skeptic "holds that my present response 
is arbitrary" (11); the problem with the various philosophical theories that 
you might invoke in responding to the skeptic is that they "fail to give a 
candidate for a fact as to what I meant that would show that only '125', not 
'5', is the answer I 'ought' to give" (11); the skeptic "doubts whether any 
instructions I gave myself in the past compel (or justify) the answer '125' 
rather than '5'" (13); "the skeptic argues that when I answered '125' to the 
problem '68+57', my answer was an unjustified leap in the dark; my past 
mental history is equally compatible with the hypothesis that I meant quus, 
and therefore should have said '5'" (15). 

This suggests that if we are going to read the opening phase of the skep­
tic's argument as epistemological, on the model of skepticism about the ex­
ternal world, we should understand its target not as knowledge of meaning, 
but as knowledge of what to say in particular cases like that illustrated in 
the example. Your knowing to say "125" in response to "68+57", or, as in 
Kripke's later "tabair" example, your knowing to apply "table" to a table 
at the base of the Eiffel Tower, is a "best case" of knowledge, on the model 
of Descartes' knowledge, in the First Meditation, that he is sitting by the 
fire holding a piece of paper.24 It is a particular example of knowledge from 
which the skeptic can go on to generalize to cast doubt on all our putative 
knowledge about the correctness of our uses of expressions. The quaddition 
hypothesis does indeed cast into doubt your belief that you meant addi­
tion, but this is comparable, on the present suggestion, to the way in which 
Descartes' dreaming hypothesis casts into doubt his belief that he is awake. 
According to the dreaming argument, Descartes has to justify his belief that 
he is awake rather than asleep in order to justify his belief that he is holding 
a piece of paper, but it is the belief that he is holding a piece of paper, not 
his belief that he is awake, that is the target of the skeptical doubt he raises. 
By the same token, according to Kripke, you have to justify your belief that 
you meant addition rather than quaddition in order to justify your belief in 
the "metalinguistic correctness" of "125", but the quaddition hypothesis is 
primarily aimed at undermining the second of these two beliefs. 

The second of the two points has to do with Kripke's specification of the 
correctness in question as "metalinguistic." The skeptic challenges your 
confidence that "125" is the correct answer "in the metalinguistic sense 
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that 'plus,' as [you] intended to use that word in the past, denoted a function 
which, when applied to[ ... ] '68' and '57', yields the value 125" and that "as 
[you] used the symbol'+', [your] intention was that '68+57' should turn out 
to denote 125" (8). The metalinguistically correct response to the question 
"What is 68+57?" according to these formulations, is the response that fits 
the meaning or intention associated with your previous uses of the"+" sign. 
In other passages, Kripke characterizes the correctness at issue more briefly, 
in terms of agreement or accordance with past usage, and without reference 
to meaning or intention. The skeptical hypothesis is described as the hy­
pothesis that "I have changed my previous usage" (11); it is agreed that, on 
the assumption I meant plus, "then unless I wish to change my usage, I am 
justified in answering 125" (11); "[the skeptic] questions whether my pres­
ent usage agrees with my past usage" (12); if I meant addition rather than 
quaddition, then "to accord with my previous usage I should say '125'" 
(12). Either way, however, what the skeptical hypothesis calls into question 
is your knowledge not of what you ought to say given what you mean by 
"+" now-something that presumably coincides with what is arithmetically 
correct-but of what you ought to say in order to conform to something 
about you in the past: whether the meaning with which you used"+", your 
intention in that past use, or that past use simpliciter. 

Kripke's seeming indifference between talk of past meaning, talk of past 
intention and talk of past usage makes it hard to pin down further what 
he means by "metalinguistic correctness", and, as will emerge in Section 
5, it reflects a point of confusion that-I believe-ultimately undermines 
the skeptical argument. For now, however, I will simply propose that, to 
arrive at the most charitable reading of Kripke's argument, both in its own 
right and as reflecting Wittgenstein's concerns in the rule-following consid­
erations, we should privilege the formulations in terms of past usage. The 
belief that the skeptic challenges is your belief that, in saying "125", you 
are responding to the expression in a way which fits how you-and, we 
might add, your parents and teachers-responded to it in the past: naively 
put, it is your belief that you are responding "in the same way" as you did 
previously. You think that you are, to use a somewhat Wittgensteinian 
turn of phrase, "goiny on as you ought" from your past use of ~+" and 
that of your teachers. 5 The skeptic calls your justification for that belief 
into question by casting into doubt what you meant in that past use: if 
you cannot rule out that you meant quaddition, he says, then you are not 
justified in believing that you are according with your previous use. So the 
sense in which your saying "125" is, on the quaddition hypothesis, an "un­
justified leap in the dark" (10, 15) is that you lack justification for taking 
yourself to be responding to "+" questions in a way that is consistent with 
your past responses. You are making a leap in the dark in the same sense 
in which someone, asked to continue a series of numbers but lacking any 
idea of what the principle of the series is supposed to be, makes a "leap 
in the dark" by just making a random guess as to what comes next. The 
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"leap" is from your past uses of"+" to the use of it now manifested in your 
utterance of "125". Before the skeptic came on the scene, according to 
Kripke, you believed that your choice of "125" as, so to speak, the correct 
next step in the series-as the thing to say in the light of how you used"+" 
in the past-was guided by your knowledge that, in your past use of"+", 
you meant addition. The skeptical hypothesis, in undermining your claim 
to knowledge of your past, reveals that guidance to be illusory, so that in 
now "going on" from your past uses to your present use you are going on 
blindly. 

With these two points in view we can reconstruct, from the opening 
moves of Kripke's discussion, an argument with the following steps at its 
core: 

1. If you do not know that you meant addition rather than quaddirion, 
then you do not know that you now ought to respond to "68+57" with 
"125" rather than "5" in order to accord with your previous uses of"+". 

2. You do not know that you meant addition rather than quaddition. 
3. You do not know that you now ought to respond to "68+57'' with "125" 

rather than "5" in order to accord with your previous uses of "+".26 

Because your conviction that you ought to say "125" is a "best case" the 
argument generalizes: you can never know, of any use of language, that 
it accords with your previous usage-where your previous usage can be 
understood to include not just your own utterances of and responses to 
linguistic expressions, but all uses that you have observed, including those 
of your parents and teachers. You can never know that you are "going on 
as you ought." And the generalization, of course, goes further: none of us 
is ever in a position to know, of any use of a linguistic expression, that it 
accords with previously observed uses. Each use of language is, in the sense 
explained above, a leap in the dark. 

The argument I have outlined is on the model of traditional skeptical ar­
guments regarding our knowledge of the external world, and its conclusion 
is epistemological: we can never know, in any use of any expression, that 
we are according with previous uses of that expression. But-and this is 
a disanalogy with the case of external world skepticism-we can go on to 
draw from it a further, metaphysical conclusion. For, if none of us can ever 
know that we are now according with our, or anyone else's, previous uses of 
any expression-if each new use of an expression is a leap in the dark-then 
it seems that there can be no such thing as understanding our own or anyone 
else's expressions, or, correlatively, as meaning anything by them. Take away 
our confidence, in each use of a familiar expression, that our use of it fits pre­
vious uses, that we are "going on in the same way" we and others were going 
on before, and what remains no longer looks like meaningful use: it appears 
as though, in Kripke's words, meaning has "vanish[ed] into thin air" (22). 
For Kripke this metaphysical conclusion follows because he assumes that 
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meaning something by an expression at any one time is a matter of grasping 
instructions telling one what to do in the future to conform to one's use at 
that time. So if, at a later time, one is not in a position to know that one's 
use conforms to earlier uses, it follows that, in those earlier uses, one did 
not mean anything by the expression. But we do not need to accept Kripke's 
rather strong conception of meaning as a matter of grasping instructions 
in order to see the plausibility of the view that the phenomena of linguistic 
meaning and understanding require us to be able to recognize ourselves as 
conforming to previous uses. We need only accept that there is such a thing 
as meaning because there is such a thing as meaningful use of language, and 
that meaningful use in turn requires "knowing how to go on" in the use of 
an expression, where such knowledge in turn requires the capacity to recog­
nize whether a given use is or is not in accord with previous uses. 

On this reading of the overall argument, then, it does yield a metaphys­
ical conclusion: there is no fact of your meaning or having meant addi­
tion by"+." But the conclusion does not rest on your inability to say what 
such a fact consists in, but rather on your inability to justify your belief 
that "125" conforms to your previous uses of"+". The consideration and 
rejection of the various possible facts that might constitute your having 
meant addition should not be understood as direct support for the claim 
that there is no such fact, but rather as supporting the epistemological 
claim-corresponding to Step (2) in my sketch-that you lack justification 
for believing, and hence do not know, that you meant addition. That claim 
in turn leads to the metaphysical conclusion that there is no fact that you 
meant addition, but not by way of a quasi-verificationist move from absence 
of justification to non-factuality. Rather, the move from your lack of knowl­
edge that you meant addition to there being no fact that you meant addition 
goes via a claim about your lack of justification for taking your present and 
future uses of"+" to accord with your previous uses, which amounts to the 
claim that all your uses are and have been "leaps in the dark." In contrast 
to a reading of the argument that sees the non-factuality of meaning as 
following immediately from your inability to specify a fact in which your 
meaning consists, the argument as I read it is not vulnerable to the objection 
that Kripke fails to recognize that meaning facts could be primitive. To 
counter the argument we have to meet the skeptic's epistemological chal­
lenge to your belief that you ought now to say "125" to accord with your 
previous use of"+." And, if Kripke is right that this requires justifying your 
belief that you meant addition rather than quaddition, then it is not enough 
to cite a fact in which your having meant addition consists (by saying, for 
example "The fact that I meant addition"): we have to show that you are 
justified in believing that you meant addition in the face of the competing 
hypothesis that you meant quaddition. 

Now a critic of Kripke who accepted the epistemological-skeptical reading 
I have offered of the argument might here propose an epistemological variant 
of the charge of reductionism. Perhaps Kripke is failing to recognize, not 
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just that there can be primitive facts of meaning, but that we have a primi­
tive capacity to know that such facts obtain.27 In that case you can respond 
to the skeptic's challenge "How do you know you meant addition?" by 
saying simply "I just know I meant addition; no explanation or justification 
necessary." But the availability of this response, unlike the original charge 
of reductionism, is not a weakness in Kripke's argument specifically but 
rather a feature of skeptical arguments generally. We might equally well re­
spond to the external-world skeptic's dreaming or brain-in-a-vat hypothesis 
by saying "I just know I'm awake now" or "I just know I have a body." To 
respond this way is not to answer the skeptical challenge but to refuse to 
take it seriously, and it is no objection to Kripke's skeptical argument that 
it is open to this kind of rejection. 

IV. Issues with the epistemological interpretation 

Can this interpretation be squared with Kripke's own insistence on the meta­
physical character of the skepticism? I believe it can. First, when Kripke ex­
plicitly describes the skepticism as metaphysical rather than epistemological 
(21; see also 38-39), his aim is to distinguish the metaphysical conclusion 
that there is no fact of your meaning addition from the epistemological con­
clusion that you do not know that you meant addition, not to distinguish the 
metaphysical conclusion from the epistemological conclusion that you do not 
know that "125" conforms to your previous usage. This is consistent with 
my view that the argument proceeds by first establishing the latter conclusion 
and then going on to draw the metaphysical conclusion as a consequence. 
Second, Kripke is clear that the metaphysical claim follows from your inabil­
ity to answer an epistemological skeptic, as in his summary of the argument: 

This, then, is the sceptical paradox. When I respond in one way rather 
than another to such a problem as '68+57', I can have no justification 
for one response rather than another. Since the sceptic who supposes 
that I meant quus cannot be answered, there is no fact about me that 
distinguishes between my meaning plus and my meaning quus. 

(21} 

The context makes dear that the sceptic is demanding a justification for 
saying "125" in light of the hypothesis that you meant quus: it is your fail­
ure to answer him that leads to the conclusion that there is no fact about 
what you meant. 28 Third, although much of the argument for your not 
knowing that you meant addition-Step (2) of the core argument sketched 
in Section 3-is cast in metaphysical terms as an argument that you can­
not specify a fact in which your having meant addition consists, Kripke 
also invokes epistemological considerations, suggesting that the real issue 
is your inability to justify your belief that you meant addition in the face 
of the skeptical challenge to your knowledge of how to go on. Part of 
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his objection to the proposal that your meaning addition is the simplest 
hypothesis is that "[if] I can only form hypotheses as to whether I now 
mean plus or quus [ ... ] then in the future I can only proceed hesitatingly 
and hypothetically, conjecturing that I probably ought to answer '68+57' 
with '125' rather than '5'" (40). To answer the skeptic, you have to show 
that you know you mean addition with the same level of certainty with 
which you know you ought to say "125" in the light of your previous uses. 
And in his very brief discussion of the proposal that meaning addition is 
a primitive, sui generis fact, he says that we have to be "aware of it with 
some fair degree of certainty whenever it occurs. For how else can each of 
us be confident that he does, at present, mean addition by plus?" (51). Al­
though much of the argumentation regarding the various candidate facts 
is not specifically epistemological-for example Kripke goes on to say that 
an "even more important" difficulty for the sui generis proposal is the 
"logical difficulty" of how a finite state can somehow contain an infinite 
number of applications-all of it is compatible with the epistemological 
framework suggested on my reading, on which the interlocutor proposes 
these facts as justifications for her claim that she meant addition (and 
hence is justified in her belief of the metalinguistic correctness of "125") 
rather than as responses to a self-standing metaphysical challenge. For it is 
open to the skeptic to reject these justifications on metaphysical as well as 
epistemological grounds, insofar as they have unacceptable metaphysical 
implications as to the kind of state that meaning could be. 

Now, the presence of epistemological considerations in the arguments 
that Kripke gives against the various "candidate facts" for meaning 
addition-in my view, facts that can be cited to the skeptic to justify the 
claim that you meant addition-might well be seen as indicating not that 
the argument is fundamentally epistemological, but only that candidates 
for the fact of your meaning addition must satisfy epistemological con­
straints. This is, for example, Wright's reading of the argument: Wright 
thinks that the argument is fundamentally metaphysical but that successful 
candidate facts must satisfy the constraint that they can be known to obtain 
in a first-personal, non-inferential way. 29 Others have emphasized that it is 
a constraint on meaning facts, for Kripke, that their holding amounts to 
one's being justified, in an internalist sense, in one's uses of an expression: 
that your having meant addition by "+" amounts to your now being told or 
instructed that you should say "125."30 Why isn't it enough, to do justice 
to Kripke's argument, that we treat the skeptic as making a metaphysical 
challenge that incorporates both of these epistemological constraints, call­
ing on us to identify a plausible candidate for the fact of someone's meaning 
addition, which can be known to obtain in an immediate, first-personal 
way and whose holding puts the subject in a position to recognize that she 
ought to say "125?" Kripke's seemingly epistemological dialectic, with the 
skeptic's appeal to the quaddition hypothesis to question your knowledge 
that you meant addition and hence your knowledge of what you ought to 
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say, would be an unnecessary elaboration of a fundamentally metaphysical 
challenge. 

The answer is that, when the challenge is framed in this metaphysical 
way, it is all too easy to respond by appealing to the existence of irreduc­
ible meaning facts with just the epistemological properties specified: we 
can say that it is simply in the nature of meaning facts that they are both 
first-personally knowable and sources of guidance or justification for our 
uses of expressions. It is only when we are presented, in the skeptical sce­
nario, with a hypothesis that leads us to question a particular one of those 
uses, that the difficulty imf licit in this notion of irreducible meaning facts 
is brought into the open. 3 In undermining our confidence that "125" is 
correct in the light of our previous uses of "+", the quaddition hypothesis 
undermines our confidence that we have the kind of knowledge of meaning 
that can serve to guide us in the use of expressions, and so undermines the 
conception of meaning facts on which the response to the metaphysical 
challenge depends. 

V. An answer to the skeptical problem 

I have described Kripke's argument as having two premises: that if you do 
not know you meant addition by "+", then you do not know that "125" 
conforms to your previous uses of "+", and that you do not know you 
meant addition by"+". These premises lead to the epistemological conclu­
sion that your saying "125" is a "leap in the dark," and the generalization 
of this epistemological conclusion leads to the metaphysical conclusion that 
there are no meaning facts. So understood, I have claimed, the argument 
is not vulnerable to the charge of unargued reductionism. How, then, are 
we to avoid the conclusion? I believe that we should reject the first prem­
ise. Kripke is wrong to assume that, in order to be confident that "125" 
is 'metalinguistically correct'-that it conforms to your previous uses of 
"+"-you must know that you meant addition rather than quaddition in 
those previous uses. 

I have defended this view elsewhere, 32 so I will be brief here. I think that 
Kripke has conflated the idea of conformity to past usage with the idea of 
past meaning. He thinks that the question of whether you are "going on 
in the same way" in your use of an expression is the same as the question 
whether you are according with what you meant by that expression. But 
these two questions are distinct. It is possible for you to hold that "125" is 
the appropriate response to "68+57" in the light of your previous history 
of responding to "+" questions irrespective of what, if anything, you meant 
when you used the expression previously. So you can concede to the skeptic 
that you meant quaddition, and hence that, in saying "125", you are failing 
to accord with what you meant in the past, and still maintain that "125" 
accords with your previous uses of"+". Regardless of what you meant when 
you used the "+" sign in the past, the appropriate way to go on from the 
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sequence of your past responses to "+" questions is to respond to "68+57" 
with "125" and not "5". 

Now the skeptic might at this point demand your justification for insist­
ing that "125" rather than "5" is the appropriate thing to say in the light of 
your previous usage. But it is important to see that, once you have pointed 
out the irrelevance of what you meant to what conforms to your previous 
use, he has no way of motivating this demand. The original challenge to 
the correctness of "125" was compelling because it was backed by an argu• 
ment: your belief in the correctness of "125" is based on the belief that you 
meant addition; the quaddition hypothesis shows that belief to be in need 
of justification; you cannot supply the required justification. But if that ar­
gument has been undermined, then you are perfectly within your rights to 
maintain your belief in the correctness of "125." Your dialectical situation 
is quite different from that of the interlocutor at the end of Section 3 who 
insists, in the face of the skeptical challenge, "I know I meant addition." 
That interlocutor is simply rejecting the purported reason for doubt~the 
quaddition hypothesis-that the skeptic has offered. You, on the other 
hand, have pointed out that it is not a good reason for doubt, leaving you 
entitled to hold on to your original conviction that, in saying "125," you 
are going on as you ought. 

The idea that we can make sense of a notion of conformity to previous 
use that is independent of conformity to previous meaning-and, more gen­
erally, of conformity to a rule grasped in one's previous use-is unorthodox 
and requires more defense than I can provide here. But one reason to accept 
it is precisely that it gives us a way of avoiding the skeptical problem. If, as 
I have argued, the skeptical argument does not fall to the charge of reduc­
tionism, we need some other way of defending our ordinary confidence in 
the correctness of our linguistic behaviour and in the meaningfulness of 
the expressions we use. The idea in question, a special case of what I have 
elsewhere called "primitive normativity," fills that need. It makes it possi­
ble to recognize the prima facie force of Kripke's skeptical argument while 
escaping its devastating conclusion. 33 
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9 Empirical knowledge as 
contradiction 
Sebastian Rodi 

I. Objectivity 

Thinking that such-and-such is the case is an act of a subject. Yet thought 
is objective: the validity of a thought depends, depends alone, on what the 
subject thinks; it is independent of any character of the subject thinking 
it. If we call what the subject thinks the object of her thought, we can say: 
thought is objective as its validity depends on its object alone and is inde­
pendent of its subject. This, its objectivity, defines thought, setting it apart 
from sensory consciousness. 

Thought is objective as its validity depends on what is thought alone, 
not on any character of the subject thinking it. This seems to entail that 
thought is objective insofar as its subject does not figure in its object. More 
precisely: insofar as it does not so figure as its sub;ect. A subject may think 
about herself; she may be the object of her thought. But insofar as her 
thought is objective, she is not the object of her thought as the one who 
thinks this very thought. What she thinks is not her thinking it. Thought, 
being objective, is of something other than itself. 

If this is right, then thought, insofar as it is objective, bears a certain 
articulation: we must distinguish what is thought from the act of think­
ing of it, force from content, as Frege puts it. In more recent terminology, 
thought is a propositional attitude: there is the proposition, the object 
of thought, and there is an attitude the subject has toward this object, 
affirming it, say. 

II. The first person 

Thought is objective: its validity does not depend on any character of the 
subject thinking it. It seems to follow that the act of thinking is distinct 
from what is thought; thinking is of something that is not, not as such, its 
being thought. 

While thought is of something other than the act of thinking it, we must 
make room for thought whose object is its subject and is its object as the 
subject of this thought. For there is such thought: thought expressed by a 
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