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the difficultics that attend accepting our humanity, that attend leaving
everything as it is).

Accepting our humanity requires that it be freed from the illusions that
haunt jt, from categories that are taken to be complete, {rom concepts and
conceptions of ourselves that serve only to confine. The aim for Wiugen-
stein, as for Baldwin, is to sccure the possibility of liberation, not by pro-
mulgating an illusion, but by rotating “the axis of reference of our exami-
nation . . . about the fixed point of our real need” (P § 108).%

Wittgenstein, Fetishism, and
Nonsense in Practice

Denis McManus

In the last hundred years, philosophy in many of its most innova-
tive forms has declared itself, in some sense, “post-" or “anti-metaphysical.”
This claim, in its many different interpretations, has scemed to pose a prob-
lem for critical reflection on how we conduct our lives. The sense is that,
whether through logical positivism’s attack on the factual character of value
or the deconstructive rejection of “grand narratives,” we have lost the basis
upon which we might pose any radical criticism of the forms of our social ex-
istence, moral or political. Wittgenstein has typically been seen as contribut-
ing to this same erosion. Throughout his development, Wittgenstein chal-
lenged attempts to ground our practices in accounts of the metaphysical
characteristics of the world or in descriptions of the activitics of the mind.
Consequently, those practices possess a kind of autonomy that may seem to
render them immune to the kinds of assault that we, surely rightly, have
praised social ctitics [or making. In this chapter, I sketch an alternative pic-
ture of how Wittgenstein’s work might bear on our contemporary political
predicament. Rather than making profound social and political critique im-
possible, his work suggests an illuminating and plausible view ol the way in
which characteristically modern critiques of our practices actually work.
After describing an “anti-metaphysical” argument that figures in Wittgen-
stein’s work carly and late, an argument that challenges the possibility of
evaluating practices as intelligible or nonsensical, I will sct out an alterna-
tive, but still Wittgensteinian, view of how our practices may nonetheless de-
scend into nonsense, into noise. I will outline the general character of this
way of thinking before indicating how it may accommodate some of the kind
of social and political critique that we feel most illuminates our modern
lives. My interpretation of this kind of critique will give a sense of its power,
how difficult it is to perform, and how much is at stake—it is a struggle, onc
miglit say, not merely to talk but to have something to say.
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Metaphysics, Nonsense, and Critique

Metaphysical theories about the fundamental structure of reality, of the
mind, and of meaning would seem to make it possible to assess which
thoughts are coherent. A popular reading of Wittgenstein’s early work, for
example, ascribes to him a set of metaphysical theses according to which
the world is constituted by the totality of facts and facts are constituted by
arrangements of objects. On this basis, it has been argued, Wittgenstein
maintained the further view that an isomorphism between the objects that
make up facts and the elements that make up thoughts allows tll;)ugllt.s to
describe facts.! On the basis of such preestablished metaphysical notions
about facts, thoughts, and their structure, one might then derive a set of
principles governing which thoughts are coherent and which are not.
This interpretation of Wittgenstein'’s work is mistaken. A fundamental
sl.ran(l within his thought, early and late, maintains precisely an opposed
view, claiming that onc cannot assess the intelligibility of a thought by refer-
ence to the reality it represents. In identifying this “reality that it represents”
Qne must presuppose the intclligibility, the meaningfulness, of the thought.
Qxle must presuppose its meaning if one is to differentiate the parts of ;cal—
ity that are relevant to that thought and its coherence from the indefinitely
large regions of reality that are simply irrelevant. What we are imagininé
ourselv.cs assessing by reference to its conformity to reality is actuall; what
determines how a proposition is compared with reality: “The method of
p(..)rrrayal must be completely determinate before we can compare reality
with the proposition at all in order to see whether it is true or false ThZ‘
method of comparison must be given me before 1 can make the con; ari-
son” (N 23). Howwe compare propositions with reality cannot itself be If:vﬂ-
Lfated l?y comparing it with reality, and learning how to compare pl‘()po;i-
Flons with reality cannot itself be a process of reading something off reality:

How is congruence or non-congruence or the like given to us?

How can I be told how the proposition represents? Or can this not be said
to me at all? Aud if that is so can [ “know” it? If it was supposed to be said to
me, lh?l.x this would have to be done by means of a proposition; but vlhe
proposition could only shew it. (N 25)

I’!)e moral of the discussion so far is liable to chime with a well-known and
w@espread sentiment about the bearing of Wittgenstein’s work on the work
of .l.hc political theorist and the social scientist, namely, that Wittgenstein
strips these observers of our practice of the means by which that practice
ml.ghl be evaluated. Peter Winch is perhaps the best-known example of a
(,‘hmker who sought to explore the implications of Wittgensteinian insights
{(;)r su<':h social and political critique. Although his criti(iue of positivistic so-
cial science is made up of a number of strands of thought, not all of which
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strike me as plausible or authentically Wittgensteinian, one strand I believe
to be both and to be a variation on the above argument.

Winch challenges a particular picture of what it is to understand and as-
sess social practices. He challenges projects that, wittingly or not, attempt
such understanding and assessment by imposing “standards of rationality”
(or an analogue of such) upon those practices “from without,” so to speak.
For example, Winch argues that Evans-Pritchard, in interpreting magical
practices as incpt attempts to control the natural world, retains a back-
ground commitment (o a species of scientific rationality as constitutive of
the rational as such.? Similarly, according to Winch, Pareto’s explanations
of phenomena such as Christian baptism and pagan sacrificial bloodletting
involve the illicit imposition of conceptions of “integrity” and “purification”
upon those phenomena, insinuating that these conceptions reveal some-
thing one could call the common “true character” of those practices. For
Winch, such approaches fail to recognize a constitutive feature of the chal-
lenge that is the understanding of human action, a featurc that distin-
guishes it from the forms of understanding that the natural sciences involve.
Crucially, social practices are themnselves constituted by particular pcrv;\d—
ing standards. Where the natural scientist imposes concepts from without,
the social scientist must, at least as a first step, come to terms with the con-
cepts used within the practices she wishes to understand. Such “social ob-
jects” are at least partly constituted by concepts rather than succumbing to
the conceptual only when the social scientists come Lo town. The observer
of human action who remains oblivious to the participants” own categories
does not yet have the object of his study in sight.

A corollary of this argument is that any credible attempt to understand
social practices must make some kind of sense of the standards they em-
body. This may scem to rule out as unintelligible the charge that a practice
is or has become irrational or nonsensical. One can easily sce how to pre-
sent a Winchian case for thinking so. The events, processes, and “objects”
in question are constituted by concepts. To kiow what they arc is to know
which concepts they embody. To make the connection with Wittgenstein’s
argument explicit, applauding or condemning a practice by reference to its
“agreement” (or suchlike) with reality raises a problem: what constitutes
the relevant portion of reality is something that one can only determine by
coming to understand the practice. In other words, “reality is not what gives
language sense.” Rather “what is real and what is unreal shows itself in the
sense that language has.”® When we imagine ourselves judging that a prac-
tice is irrational or nonsensical, {from where can we derive relevant stan-
dards of coherence? We would need to know what this practice is about,
which is something one cannot do while nominally bracketing out its very
coherence.

According to my own reading of Wittgenstein, his philosophy can be un-
derstood as an effort to show why we lose nothing when we recognize the
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incoberence of the confused test of meaningfulness imagined above.
Wittgenstein faces a difficult task, not least because the notion of such a test
supports and is supported by a powerful vision of our intellectual predica-
ment thag itself expresses a craving to found the basic terms in which we live
our lives, to justify our own lives and interests. This confusion extends its in-
fluence throughout large regions of philosophy, and political philosophy is
no exception. A charge that Iam tempted to level against Winch is that he
left his Wittgensteinian work unfinished. He demonstrated that a certain vi-
sion of the critique of our practices made no sense, but then did relatively
little to show why this only swept away “houscs of cards” (PI § 118). In par-
ticular, what can one make of central critical terms of social and political re-
flection such as “idcology” and “false consciousness” if “reality is not what
gives language sense” anyway? Mustn't such a claim dislodge the point that
provides us with leverage to expose these often real failures of thought and
practicer
Such reasoning has led to the depiction of both Winch and Wittgenstein

as perversely conservative, Winch as refusing to recognize the manifest de-
bunking power of reficction on, among other things, our political prac-
tices. Winch insisted that his view had no such implication, and T think that
he is right. My motivation here is instead something like Scott Gordon’s
worry that Winch gives us little concrete sense of what such debunking re-
flections would look like were they to take to heart Witigenstein’s insights.
In response, [will offer here a rather speculative sketeh of a form of recog-
nizably political thought that would meet Winch’s strictures but retain a de-
bunking bite. It has its origins in reflection on some of the later Wittgen-
stein’s thoughts on ruledfollowing, is consistent with the argument
presented above against a delimitation of the “natural laws of sense,” but

also rchabilitates what one could call a conception of “nonscnse” as a term

of criticism for the political thinker. It will have the attractive feature of pre-
senting a credible basis for the reading of some significant social and politi-

cal theory of the past and will give a new twist to Winch’s proposal that phi-

losophy and the social “sciences” are more closely related than might be

supposed. The form ol thought I will describe takes as its target not incon-

sisteney or contradiction but superficiality: utterances that have become
empty and acts that have become token. Such “performances” do not break
the rules that govern them, but this is because they have lost the content
that would have made such a clash possible and significant.

Reality Shaking Off the Conceptual

In the next two sections, I will set out a possibility that Wittgenstein could
recognize as real and that one might, with justification, label “reality shak-
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ing off the conceptual.” One of Wittgenstein's reminders for us is that the
use of concepts, as systems of description, depends upon there being a min-
imal degree of regularity in the results achieved when using those concepts,
those systems. We use concepts in those situations where our applications
are generally in agreement with cach other and this reliability is multidi-
mensional. Judgments made of a particular object may hold between dif-
ferent people, different times, different lighting conditions, cte. (the rele-
vant circumstances depending on which concepts onc is using). If so,
judgments made by others at different times in different circumstances
allow us to anticipate, for example, judgments that we will oursclves make
when confronted with the objects of which these other judgments have
been made.

This need for a background of agreement has a number of notable as-
pects. A certain degree and pattern of agreement in judgment is nccessary
il two people are to be talking about the same topic. Without such consis-
tency, we see the other as, at best, talking about something clse. Corre-
spondingly, particular objects are thought of in different ways according to
whether people who ordinarily agree in a certain type of judgment can con-
sistently agree when making those judgments about those objects. Our fun-
damental understanding of different types of object depends upon which
objects sustain such regularity with which concepts. For cxample, those we
treat as “having a color” are those with which we find a certain regularity in
our color judgments. If the fact that a flower is blue had no implications for
how it appeared in other situations, what force would there be in insisting
that blue is its color? In what sensc does something that constantly changes
color havea color? To what extent can we say that there is such a thing as its
color? If the color of a chameleon really did change to match its every envi-
ronment, what would one say “its color” was?® It “has” a color to the same
degree as a piece of colorless glass “changes its color” as it passes in front of
differently colored objects. Such a use of the idea of “an object’s color,” its
application here to glass, seems pointless.

It seems then that it is only sensible to talk of something as having a color
if this carries a suitably broad sct of implications. Hence, the fact that we
use a particular concept in relation to a particular object already tells us
something, namely, that the kind of background identified is already in
place. In talking about “the color of ®’s,” we are looking upon these x's as
things that display a certain regularity in “behavior,” a regularity that makes
the concept (“owned” color) and the judgments that it informs uscful here
(one could even say “usable” here—a point to which I will return). With the
breakup of the generally reliable background of implications surrounding a
statement such as “this object is blue,” it becomes increasingly difficult for
an utterance of this sentence to say anything, to be consequential. GConse-
quently, we arc faced with the need to reassess radically what we think we
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are judging, whether it makes sense to talk of these objects as “having a
color,” for example.

Now these reflections may seem to suggest a certain hermetic sealing
around qur life with colored objects, such that, for example, we label diver-
gence over judgments as due to “color variation” or to the fact these objects
don’t “have a color.” Whatever happens seems to be catered for, in that
whatever happens can be assigned a description within the language of
color. Nothing can happen that will ruptare the covering that that lan-
guage lays over reality. We may have the feeling now that our use of color
terms is someliow casuistic, our commitment to their applicability unshak-
able by anything the world throws at us, like an item of faith or a refusal (o
take the world scriously. But this indicates that we are dcealing with descrip-
tions, not judgments of fact, just as the carlier Wittgensteinian argument
suggests.

Also it isn’t quite true o say that anything can happen and leave our talk
of color in good repute. Let us imagine an increasing level of disagrec-
ment in color judgments. Color fluctuation becomes epidemic and even
our own mastery ol the colors is being called into doubt by our neighbors,
whom we now see as largely color-blind. But now what are our color terms
used for? In one sense, they continue to “work.” But in another they don't.
Onders like “Five red apples, plcase” are now pointless. Or one might say
that such orders would be as successful as would be, in our present condi-
tion, that we should meet “at the restaurant with the nicest food” or “in the
shop that sells the best records.” But as a result, we cannot use these terms
to do what we currently do with color terms. Cannot or do not? Let us bear
this in mind, when we now ask: Has the use of color terins become non-
sensical? Answering either yes or no seems wrong. Nature did not reject
our color terms, so to speak. The “logic of color terms” was not violated.
But we no longer behave in the same ways, are no longer bothered about
the same things. The language of color has fallen silent. One might be
tempted to offer an explanation here that asserts that this language has
fallen silent because, in terms of our carlier purposes, the use of these
terms is now pointless—they are now wnusable. But unusable for what? The
activities in which those terms played a role have also waned. We no longer
argue, for example, over the color to paint a room or over the use of pig-
ment in a picture. Concepts articulate our desires as much as our beliefs,
and desires articulated in terms of color have sunk into insignificance.
Their satisfaction “makes no difference,” one might say. Hence, rather
than being “unusable,” it scems more appropriate to say that color terms
simply aren’t used. A whole world—populated by people with particular
desires and objects of a certain sort in certain kinds of conditions—wanes.
To adapt a well-known line from On Certainty, light fades gradually over the
whole (OC § 141).
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Mathematical Measures

Let us switch to a more complicated example, the application of arithmetic.
Note, first of all, that it makes sensc to talk about discovering a particular
number of stones because this has a bearing on how many one can expect
there to be in ten seconds time or when seen from another angle, or when
counted by other people we see as competent counters. We find that when
we set two stones down next to another two stones and then count the whole
group we get the figure four. And so do the vast majority of other people
who attempt this same exercise. This same pattern of stability is not found,
however, in the case of, for example, the shadows that a group of objects
throws. People may differ in how they break up the shadow and the shadows
may be counstantly changing. Since our “results” are so frail, so lacking in
the robust implications that our enumeration of stones may boast, there is
very little point in counting shadows. Similarly, imagine counting the
clouds in an overcast sky or the ripples on the surface of a lake. We could,
no doubt, come up with some figures but the results derived would be idio-
syncratic and unreliable, to say the least. If our assessment of the number of
stones before us varied in the same way, we could not use our findings in
anything like the way we presently do. To the suggestion that one counts the
stones one might reply not “Why?” but “Why bother?”

Such cases do not, of course, draw a limit to the application of arithimetic.
In the face of apparent resistance to arithmetic, isn’t it always possible to
apply it? Isn’t it simply up to us to find out how it should be done? I don’t
want to deny this, but let us note how it is done. When we pour one amount
of water into a tank that already contains another amount of water, we do
not get two amounts of water. But the level of the water increases. Let us
suppose that cach “amount” is the contents of a particular cup filled to the
brim. Let us further suppose that there are gradations on the side of the
tank, equally spaced all the way from the top to the bottom and that
the cross-section of the tank is uniform from top.to bottom. Under these cir-
cumstances, we can predict the number of gradations covered by remem-
bering how many times we poured in full cups of water. If one cupful raises
the level one gradation, pouring in another cupful will raise the level an-
other gradation. On this basis, we can answer some interesting questions.
For example, we can tell whether the cup was always {ull to the brim by sce-
ing how many gradations the total amount covers.®

With the introduction of the “technology” of tanks with uniform cross-
sections and equally spaced gradations, and the practice of using a particu-
lar container so as always to add what we call a “standard unit” volume of
water, we are now treating water in a way that allows us to apply arithmeti-
cal rules to it meaningfully. We have found a way of treating this domain in
a way analogous to that in which we treat other “countables,” and phenom-
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ena that appeared to resist arithmetically informed description have ulti-
mately succumbed.”

Onc might perhaps argue that, proceeding in this way, every domain will
succumb to arithmetic, that such “construction” or “interpretation” may al-
ways bé possible, such a “technology” always available. I do not wish to deny
this. What T want to flag is the fact that such stage-setting measures are nec-
essary and a sense in which such “arithmetized” phenomena may, all the
same, “resist arithmetically informed description.” As anticipated earlicr,
these phenomena may sustain enumerations and additions, but enumera-
tions and additions that are empty, somchow trivial.

Consider liberté, égalité, fraternité. What makes this a list of three ideas?
The fact that we have three separate words encourages the thought that,
yes, we can count this domain too, the domain of ideas. But can we count
and add ideas, or just words? Do we, after all, really have compelling criteria
for when ideas are distinguishable? How many ideas are there in Leviathan,
for example? Are there more or fewer in Das Kapital? The message of the
previous section was that one could certainly construct or force opinions
about such matters, sometimes very easily. For example, if asked the num-
ber of ideas in Leviathan, it would certainly seem wrong to say zero. But the
arithmetical “interpretation” of such a domain scems simply too ad hoc for
there to be any substance in the figures generated. If I say there are thirty
ideas in Leviathan and you say thirty-one, neither of us being convicted of
crror, would that mean that one of us was mistaken? What, for example,
would the relevant criteria of “crror” be here?

A minimum requirement for arithmetic really getting a foothold would
secin to be that we already have an established background of judgments
about what makes these things scparate things, about when we would say
“the same one” has disappeared and reappeared or when one has been de-
§Lmycd and “another” created, and so on. In our present case, such criteria
seem not to exist. The problems that we face when trying to analyze a text
arc preciscly those that will prevent us from establishing a “unit of mea-
sure,” through the use of which one might start counting and adding.

Compare the utilitarian dream of adding together volumes of happiness.
One very plausible interpretation of the failings of that approach proposes
that, in order to apply its proposed calculus, we need to have established
what “equivalent amounts” of happiness are and how much weighting such
amounts should be given, and that, to have cstablished that, we need to
have solved many of just the kind of evaluative puzzles that utilitarianism
promiscd to solve. To take a crude example, is it true that watching football
generates twice as much happiness as watching opera, but that the latter is
to be weighted as twice as worthwhile as the former? Obviously such ques-
tions and the issues that they provoke have gencrated a large literature. 1
wish merely to raise the possibility that the difficulty encountered here, un-
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derstood within that literature as that of working out a plausible and ap-
plicable interpretation of utilitarianism, may be another casc of “reality re-
sisting a mode of description™—here, quantitative measures. Two units of
happiness plus two units of happiness may give four units of happiness. But
what is a unit of happiness? Two distinct idcas plus two other distinct ideas
may give four distinct ideas. But what is a distinct idea?

Consider a familiar diagnosis of the perccived failures of behaviorist ap-
proaches in the human sciences. In one sensc, behaviorism succeeded in
describing human conduct using variables that could be handled mathe-
matically. The scnse in which it failed was that the variables it used captured
aspects of conduct in which no one was interested. What we could mcasure
quantitatively repeatedly turned out to be nothing more than weakly asso-
ciated with what we wanted to measure. Quantification was achicved but
only with measurcs of negligible “validity.” Again there is a large and di-
vided literature to be acknowledged, but my point is that the human sci-
ences may offer us further examples of areas with a subject matter that can
be described mathematically but only at the price of triviality. One gener-
ates figures, but figures that are useless, mcaningless. And note here that
these methods were used for a long time!

What do such cases tell us? 1 would suggest that they should prompt us to
think about what we take “the applicability of a descriptive framework™ to
be. If arithmetic being applicable just meant “numbers can be stuck on,”
then, yes, arithmetic is universally applicable. Butare those numbers wuseful?
Can we do anything sensible with them? If that is what “applicability” re-
quires, then just how widely applicable s arithmetic?

One could make the same point by suggesting that our attention needs
to be focused less on whether “arithmetically compliant” results can be ob-
tained and more on the price that we pay in order to obtain them. How
much construction, technology, and triviality must we iport? In an cftort
to understand the power of arithmetic, the simple question of “whether
arithmetic can be applicd” invites us to embrace a confused appreciation
of “applicability” that places artificial, ctiolated cases of application along-
side our actual applications of arithmetic. By ignoring the “mere” circum-
stances, including the “mere” “practical” implications of these cases of
application, we misunderstand the sense in which arithmetic “finds” appli-
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cation.

My perspective gives a mundane fact—that we “ordinarily” apply arith-
metic only where arithmetic can be applied significantly—a philosophical
importance beyond that of an observation about the “pragmatics” ol ap-
plicd arithmetic. Indeed, a proper appreciation of this fact might reveal a
certain confusion in the effort to distinguish “pragmatic considerations”
from something one might call the “bare applicability” of arithinetic, the
“usefulness” of arithmetic {rom its “usableness.”
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Two understandings of “sensible” merge here. Onc could say that one
cannot count ideas, or that one will not count ideas.® The former suggests
somcthing akin to a contradiction, the latter a mere lack of practical utility.
But arg we yet clear about what it means to ask whether something has a
number or not, as opposed to whether or not its number is a valuable thing
to know? Clouds, ideas, and so forth can indeed “be counted” but only
through the construction of a highly artificial framework. The framework
imposcd produces a set of figures but ones in which no one really belicves.
Similarly, with domains such as ideas, one might say that we can apply arith-
mctic here but the figures generated have no application. One might say of
the figures that they are not “uscful” or even “usable.” But, ultimately, we
simply say that they aren’t used. We don’t really understand what it would be
to usc those figures. Arithmetic “reveals” to us certain patterns in the em-
pirical, within which we see that adding two stones o two stones gives four
stones, two liters of water added to two liters of water gives four liters of
water and, in some sense perhaps, that two idcas “added” to two other ideas
“gives” four ideas, and so on. But are the patterns uncovered independently
significant? Or are these merely the patterns of a projected arithmetic,
cchoes of the mode of description that one is, for some reason, insisting on
using? Consider this proposal of Nietzsche's:

The invention of the laws of numbers was made on the basis of the error,
dominant even from the earliest times, that there are identical things (but in
factnothing is identical with anything clsc); at least that there are things (but
there is no “thing”). . . . To a world which is not our idea the laws of numbers
arc wholly inapplicable.?

My carlier discussion suggests that Nietzsche is half right here. A certain
kind of background is necessary for the application of mathematics and, in
a sensc, this must be invented (through, say, the technology of measuring
tanks, ctc.). But some applications of mathcmatics are powertul while oth-
crs arc merely applications of mathematics. To echo a sentiment of Niet-
zsche’s broader philosophy, an application of mathematics might uncover a
new range of truths for us, but the question remains whether these truths
(and hence this application) have value.!?

Political Critique and Pythagorean Fetishism

To see what this might have to tell us about “political critique,” let us note
an important source of the illusion that mathematical measures reveal the
character of reality as such. That source is our tendency in some cases to
treat enumerable differences as, in themselves, what matters. The tendency
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maniflests itsell in various forms of what one could call “Pythagorean
fetishism.” Examples might include certain brands of bureaucratic/techno-
cratic fetishization of the mathematically measurable, our earlier example
of forms of methodological fetishism in the human sciences, and, I will sug-
ges(, some of the phenomena that Marx identifies in his reflections on
money and commodity fetishism. Inx all of these cases, a certain descriptive
(here mathematical) model is introduced in order to try to track factors
that are not obviously capturable in those terms—"“health,” “knowledge,”
“meaning,” “value,” and so on. Such approaches always have some kind of
basis, in that there will be some kind of association between the factors that
we do actually measure and the factor we wish to measure. For this ap-
proach to be anything other than patent nonsense, the quantifiable mea-
sure must respond in some way to the important events in the “life” of the
non-quantified factor that it is meant to track. There must be some impres-
sion that the figures are rooted in non-arithmetically important events. But
how success{ully they track the non-arithmetical factors to be measured
must be monitored and cannot itsclf be mathematically established, unless
by other measures whose validity we are (somehow!) confident of. Failure to
monitor that validity can lead to emptiness, illusion, distortion, or misun-
derstanding. We may come to fixate on how many orders a person issues as
opposed to how authoritarian she happens to be, how many patients we get
through the hospital system as opposed to how much healthier they arc as a
result, and how much money we have rather than what we can do with it.
And the epicyles of human thought do not stop there. 1f enough people
come to think in the “fetishized” ways specified, then they may take on a
certain kind of truth. One’s status may indeed depend more on how much
money one has rather than on what that money allows one to do. (Or
rather, how much money one has becomes, in itself, an important determi-
nant of what one can do, irrespective of how that money might be spent.)
Such examples indicate how certain modes of talk (and thought) can
lose their import, become meaningless chatter, and that to recognize that
this is so requires us to reflect on the broader context within which that talk
arises. Modes of expression can become fetishized in the sense that we re-
tain a commitment to their use despite the fact that their use no longer has
the import that it is supposed to have. Exposing such situations is one of the
tasks, I would suggest, that some of the most important sociological and po-
litical thinkers have undertaken. To take the most obvious example, con-
sider Marx’s reflections on money, the “universal equivalent.” To rational-
ize this institution one might be tempted to claim that there is something
called “value” that really is present in coats, boots, and linen and that is
tracked by price. The implausibility of such a metaphysics would be comic
but for the fact that, if Marx is to be believed, much of our life is spentin its
grip. Many crucial decisions in our personal, public, and professional lives
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are made on the basis of questions of price. We may work longer hours for
more pay on the basis of a “calculation” of how much those hours are worth
to us. Or the hospital in which we work may be closed becausc it costs 100
much noney to run, a decision made on the basis of “value for moncy.”
There clearly are situations in which the tool of money helps us. But equally
well, the tool can take on a life of its own, use-value being marginalized and
a means by which it can be represented taking center stage.

We do, as a matter of fact, have to make decisions that require us to com-
pare the “worth” of “commodities,” the forms of worth of which are notatall
obviously commensurable. But do we articulate this question of competing
worths when we reformulate the issue in terms of price? Or do we simply re-
place one question with another? It may be undeniable that a choice bas to
be made and a desire to make the decision sensibly or rationally may drive
us to scek a “method” for making that decision. But is the “method” we
choosc in deciding to compare prices a sensible or rational one to use.
After all, tossing a coin is a decision procedure! That a method such as pric-
ing allows us to make a decision does not demonstrate its worth unless all
we care about is having some decision. In this way, pricing may not resolve
but instead simply replace important evaluative questions, moral and politi-
cal questions about how we wish our society to be. Then, like Wilde’s
“cynic,” we will “know the price of everything and the value of nothing.”

This is, ol course, only one interpretation of the practice of pricing, and
by no means the most obvious. Money contributes to the expression of a
range of other normative commitments, some of which endow it with the
significance that our Marx-inspired story claims is illusory. But also the in-
vocation of pricing when faced with substantive moral and political issues
can be presented precisely as a positive step as a means of removing such
decisions from the purview of governmental or religious elites. Notionally
at least, a commodity’s price expresses “the people’s evaluation” of its
worth, the condensation into a single figure of fifty million or more judg-
ments of how much of something else an individual would sacrifice to ob-
tain this item. Such a story, along perhaps (as Weber and Merton have ar-
gued) with notions of entreprencurship, ambition, frugality and honest
hard work, can free the pursuit of money from an idolatrous miscrliness
and pricing from an arbitrariness or a fear of hard decisions.

Floating at this point where these many different tides meet is the mode
of representation that is money and our judgments of an item’s price. How
is one to determine which of these many forces is driving our choice of
price as a basis for action? The problem appears as difficult as, perhaps
even the same as, that of determining who we are and what we want and
valuc. From the perspective I have offered, the fetishism of commodities
can be seen as an instance of the fetishizing of modes of expression. Such
modes bhave life, and we can say and do something with them only under
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certain conditions. But those modes of expression may nonetheless be
brought into play or may remain in play when those conditions do not hold.
Then we are liable to misunderstand the life that our words have and what it
is that we are doing and saying when we use them. As an intentional agent,
this is to misunderstand myseif.

Consider another example, one close to home, which indicates how we
might place the work of Weber on rationalization and burcaucratization
within the framework I have sketched. Consider the effort to guarantee the
delivery of good education to university students through the construction
and formal review of formal structures of “quality assurance.” Such an ef-
fort seeks to generate a self~conscious pursuit of educational excellence.
But does it? A constellation of forces loom not dissimilar to those associated
above with money. The appropriateness (necessity?) of such an approach
rests upon concerns with accountability and equity. Its target is incompe-
tence, laziness, and prejudice. It hopes to develop an environment within
which such vices become visible and hence can be cradicated. It hopes to
make this vision concrete through the formulation and application of mea-
sures of educational success and the formulation and application of rules of
“due process” in the “delivery” of education.

But such an approach presents other aspects. In particular, we might
wonder whether the procedures in question offer us real traction on the
phenomenon of education or mcerely the impression that we have such trac-
tion. To echo the familiar refrain about tests of 1Q, such measures of quality
of education may, in fact, measurce the rigor with which an institution ap-
proaches its paperwork and the capacity to make its students feel content.
One suspects that at some point in the development of the mcasures i
question, it was decided that, verily, education shall be so accounted and
hence shall be so accountable. To adapt words attributed to Galilco: “For-
malize what is formalizable, and make formalizable what is not so.”*!

Nevertheless, there clearly are whole areas of rescarch devoted to the de-
velopment and refinement of such measures and many of those who think
seriously about such measures will no doubt insist on their status as “indica-
tors” rather than “criteria” of success. But taking such measures as indica-
tive rather than as criterial is a matter not ol how such measures are labeled
but of how they are used, and such measures are used not only by those who
think seriously about them. If they provide the basis for decisions ou the fi-
nancial support of an institution (or its withdrawal), then knowledge of
that fact, combined with an understanding of the measures, may put pres-
sure on stall not to focus first and foremost on the rigor and fairness with
which the institution promotes cducation but on the scale and organization
of its paperwork, and not on the students’ [ullilling their potential but on
their being content. Incompetent and lazy staff may be forced to change
their ways but perhaps only in that they now, like the able and once well-mo-
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tivated stall, may come to worry about paperwork and discontented stu-
dents.

Perhaps such measures can be refined so as not to cause such destructive
conflicts. Or perhaps the success that they wish to capture formally cannot
be so formalized. Perhaps there remains the need for a species of judgment
that cannot be replaced by “going by the book” (however extensively re-
{imed that book might be). Abilities may exist that are passed on by expo-
sure to their practice and unstructured discussion of that practice (discus-
sions without agendas or “aims and objectives”). There may be species of
professionalism that one can grasp and assess as well or poorly practiced
only by becoming onesclf a good professional of that sort. This vision will
be intolerable for adherents to a certain ideal of “accountability”: whatever
is being assessed must be “transparent” to the “man on the street” (perhaps
a juror or a taxpayer, for examplel). And, no doubt, some practitioners of
these now “dark arts” have hidden their incompetence, and rested compla-
cently, behind claims to “know better.” But perhaps such turpitude js best
spotted by diligent and able practitioners of these professions. The validity
of formalized measures will rest upon how they are applied, and, for that,
diligent and able practitioners of the “dark arts” would be necessary any-
way.'? Such voices may need to be heard in order to detect when particular
formalized measures have simply become irrelevant or silly, by virtue of dis-
sociation from cducational objectives that have not been, and perhaps may
never be, articulated in the formal terms that would render unnecessary
such a species of “dark” professionalism.

The most worrying twist that the commitment to “accountability as for-
mal measurability” could take (is taking?) would be to allow this demand to
alter our conception of educational quality. Terrified by the perceived in-
determinacy of what students are being taught and teachers are being paid
to teach, we may instead demand that something else be taught. Courses
would then be designed with different aims—aims that are (or can be made
to look more) measurable. Then indeed the formalizing approach may
“succeed,” in the sense that it may be possible to enhance the teaching of
these measurable skills. Ave these skills the ones we wished to have taught?
Quite possibly. But are they all we wished to have taught? I have no proof to
offer here but mercly wish to flag how the use of certain descriptive tools
may become an end in itself, and in the process render invisible or even
come to destroy the valuable “commodities” that we sought to produce with
their help. That this is indeed happening is something that the final section
of this chapter will argue may be beyond demonstration—becausc the issuc
in question is one regarding what constitutes an adequate description of
what is happcening.

In the preceding paragraph, I spoke of the “perceived indeterminacy” of
some traditional measures—"“perceived” because the charge of indetermi-
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nacy may itself merely express a commitinent to certain measures,'® and
may reflect a refusal to accept as a real assessment the view of competent
professionals, on the grounds that whether someone is such a professional
is itsell an issue “bedeviled” by the very same “indeterminacy.” Indeed 1 sus-
pect that the mere fact that quantitative and other formal methods of de-
scription yield descriptions with a certain kind of determinacy sometimes
gives these descriptions an added and possibly unwarranted weight. (The
kind of determinacy in question is no doubt that of the natural sciences.)
“Comparcd with other descriptions,” we may think, “at lcast we know here
what we arc talking about.” But this, of coursc, forgets, first, that once the
decision has been made to apply such methods of description, all one pos-
sibly can get are “determinate” results and, second, that maybe onc gets
those results because these methods just don’t track the distinctions that
matter! Instead they may draw distinctions that don’t mattey and simply fail
to respond to distinctions that do. There is art, guile, and craft to the appli-
cation of descriptions, and consequently it should be no surprise that many
such descriptions are applicd superficially, ineptly or confusedly. The rc-
sults will, nonetheless, remain “determinate,” even if meaningless. '

From my perspective, the above cases may illustrate a species of fetishism,
a fetishizing of a certain mode of expression, of a certain mode of thought.
Unfortunately, we are capable of transplanting an idiom and its associated
values and habits of thought out of contexts in which they “work.” And
there is no obvious reason why the new subject matter should indced not be
better understood by importing this new way of life. After all, “reality is not
what gives language sense.” My point rather is that the business of detecting
nonsense is more difficult than metaphysicians and, perhaps, positivistically
minded political theorists have wanted to believe. My examples have hope-
fully shown how something that one might call a “political imagination”
might be necessary, an clfort to imagine what difference these utterances
make in the lives of the people who utter them.

The model of criticism sct out here strikes me as capturing the slow, al-
most invisible leaching away of sense from our practices that some of the
most radical species of distinctively modern social and political critique tar-
get. The form remains, but the lives that would animate these practices slip
away. These practices may then become ceremonial, but not merely so. In-
stead they may express commitments on our part, such as a refusal to coun-
tenance a worality in politics beyond a “balancing of the books,” or a pro-
fessionalism or art in education beyond that which could be outlined or
defended in a court of law or to a taxpayer who happens to know nothing
about the subject being taught. But perhaps more characteristic of these
questionable practices of judgment is ambiguity. For example, in the work
of Weber on “rationalism,” Foucault on psychiatry, and Freud and Elias on
“civilization,”!5 we sce an Enlightenment ordering and something like a Ro-
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mantic expressivism, neither of which we wish to renounce. To take one last
very brief example, in the cynicism enveloping contemporary talk of
“rights,” one has the sense of nonsense encroaching upon us, not by the vi-
olation of moral or political rules but through the withering away of the life
within which the invocation of rights has content. The range of phenom-
cna over which people may claim to have rights has extended from the likes
of their life, property, and frecdom of speech to include their body parts,
their image, and their freedom to drive to work. Is debate over such issues
cnhanced or clarified by talk of “rights”? Or is it rendered hysterical? May
such talk serve only to maintain the impression that the claims in question
or the participants in the debate are being taken seriously? May such talk
constitute another way of avoiding serious moral and political debate rather
than a way of articulating it?!® No doubt diffcrent judgments are appropri-
ate in different cases, and we must battle to prevent a mere language!’—
and the émpression of a mode of thought that accompanies it—{rom disguis-
ing those ditfercnces. Our responses to political problems may retain a
form we value, but it takes more than that to retain its content. Vigilance
over whether that significance, that life, has indced slipped away (leaving
the words, like ghosts, behind) will be “a battle against the bewitchment of
our intelligence by means of language” (P1§ 109).

What Kind of Thinking is This?

A final, natural question to ask now is: What is the epistemology of this kind
of critique? Is the emergence of mere talk something that onc might note?
In one sensce, yes. Such breakthroughs are expressed through observations
about our situation, about the lives in which we find oursclves inired. But in
another sensc, no. There is no set of criteria that one might apply to deter-
mine whether we had entered such a situation. Paralleling Winch's critique
of positivism, it is confused to think of such a predicament as one to be sci-
entifically observed, because the predicament is one in which our powers of
observation themsclves have become exhausted. We do not observe contra-
dictions in our beliefs, such as might provide opportunities for the falsifica-
tion of sociological claims about our situation. For example, in our chaotic
color world, the language of color neither runs out of things to say nor finds
itsell contradicting itself. If, for some reason, one insists on continuing to
describe that world in color terms, it can still be described as one of objects
changing color in front of color-blind people. Similarly, the language of
capitalism can, in one sense, describe everything that can happen in our
world, and a burcaucracy has a dcscriplion for every clement of this het-
crogencous life of ours that passes before it. Our web of judgments be-
comes threadbare, purely decorative, but docs not tear.
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Similarly, the signs of “anti-mathematical revolt” to which I have pointed
are, without doubt, ambiguous. It is not at all obvious that one cannot mea-
sure happiness or describe human conduct quantitatively and informa-
tively. Inasmuch as there are some individuals who “believe in” such assess-
ment, it also isn’t obvious that formal assessments of education do not
determine which universities will teach well. But I suspect that it is charac-
teristic of such situations to present themselves in this ambiguous manner.
We are dealing with cases where a (avored descriptive tool—mathematics,
is struggling to find application. This, of course, is another way of say-

say
ing that we are unsure how to describe such cases. There seem to be several
different ways of reacting to them:

* Is it that we do have real or genuine measures of what we wish to measure
but ones that for some reason aren’t very useful?
* flave we, in trying to measure one thing, ended up measuring something

clse?

Perhaps our measures simply have not yet achieved the necessary level of

refinement, and more work is necded.

Or might we even say that what we are trying to measure is unrcal and that
we should instead be focusing our attention directly on what we can mea-
sure, which we had previously thought of as merely associated with, or as
symptomatic of, the real underlying issue?

Compare the uncertainty that we might have over whether to say the
chameleon has a color:

¢ One could say that it does but that it keeps changing.

* Or that it doesn’t.

* Or that it does, but one can’t do much with that fact.

* Or that it does, but we need a special technology to measure it, reaching
for our slow motion camera. But does our camera show unawbiguously
that the chameleon does have a color? Or are we measuring something
else here? After all, our procedure and our results are more akin to thosc
involved in, say, mapping the reflected light on the surface of a pool. Just
what kind of “property,” then, arc we tracking herer!®

When we imagine the collapse of the color world, we experience similar un-
certainties. In our journey there from our present condition, we pass
through situations in which we would not know what to say. Are these fluc-
tuations in color due to the objects, to the conditions, or to us? Where one
lays the blame becomes increasingly arbitrary with the disintegration of the
conditions under which blame can be laid. We arc envisaging circum-
stances in which our descriptions become not false but empty, in which our
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descriptive vocabulary loses import. Our predicament is that we are using
that vocabulary to describe its decline. The objectives that we may feel we
arc no longer achieving are articulated by the very concepts whose use we
may fear has become pointless, ceremonial, as it were, expressive of one’s
commitment to a mode of thinking rather than an instance of that think-
ing. The obscrvation of facts will not help one determine whether one’s ob-
servations are fruitful or these facts salient. Yet our descent into barren ac-
tion and mere chatter is what the “social situations” to be identified
represent. In none of these situations can the measures involved be seen to
somchow recoil from the reality to which they are applied, o expose them-
selves as incobierent or contradictory. The problem rather is that they only
measure what they measure.

Before closing, I want to indicate a continuity with a certain line of
thought to be found in philosophy, a line of thought whose success or fail-
urc cxhibits the kind of indeterminacy described (or perhaps a form of de-
terminacy qualitatively different from that which characterizes well-exe-
cuted natural science). Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and, 1 have suggested,
Wittgenstein himself have, in their different ways, expressed doubts about a
certain fetishization of truth, at the expense of whether the truths sought
are those that matter. Philosophy itself has been targeted by these thinkers
as a major culprit, attempting to convert problems with our lives into prob-
lems with our beliefs, and responsibilitics for our actions into care about
our worldview.' From the perspective offcred here, this is a reflection of
the futility of trying to master the danger of nonsense with a body of the
kind of doctrine that metaphysics provides. Given the account of the cmer-
gence of nonsense sketched here—nonsense as noise or cmptiness—it is
also unsurprising that such a critique has also brought in its trail a certain
kind of cultural critique, a certain kind of political, sociological or psycho-
logical reflection (least obviously in the case of Wittgenstein, but there are
signs of it nonetheless). Such criticisms of metaphysics yield critiques of
“the present age” as populated by the merely “aesthetic” or by “last men” or
as having progress as its “form,” “rather than making progress being one of
its features” (CV 7). Note also the kind of difficulty that we face in deciding
whether these critiques are correct. Just as the utilitarianism of the English
gentlemen that Nietzsche despised is itself perfectly coherent in its own
terms, the steps from Kierkegaard’s acsthetic to the ethical to the religious
are leaps.

This sense of our predicament dovetails with a certain reading of the re-
marks in the Tractatus on cthics and the meaning of life. The world we face
sustains a multitude of different, noncompeting descriptions yielding a
multitude of different, noncompeting facts. In this sense, when one comes
to wonder which description to act on and live by, the facts leave one in the
turch. As one might put the point, “ethics is transcendental.” Alternatively,
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one might say, that there is no problem of the meaning of life if that is un-
derstood as the problem of discovering which descriptions one ought to take
seriously.20 One is left, one might say, with a matter of conscience.?' This no
doubt sounds a rather backward-looking or “irrationalist” proposal.®? But
ultimately, such couscientiousness may have a rigor of its own, preciscly not
that of living by the book or following methodological guidelines. Indeed a
craving for a methodology may itsclf express precisely the delusion de-
scribed in this chapter, a belief in a form of words that cannot succumb to
emptiness, a belief in a system of description or explanation that somchow
cannot be used superficially or stupidly.®

To conclude, I have argued that we can make sense of a species of reflec-
tion on our situation which reveals a species of nonsense in our lives and
provides a Wittgensteinian model for radical political critique. The model
hopefully captures the difficulty and seriousness of such thought, the rare
kind of insight required, and just how much is at stake. The vice we scek to
expose is not that of speaking falsely or of acting contrary to principle. -
Rather it is the descent of our talk into meaningless chatter and our action
into token gesture.?!
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