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1. ‘Secondary’ sense as a limitation to the appeal to 
ordinary language 

In the Excursus on Wittgenstein‘s vision of language within 
his book The Claim of Reason Stanley Cavell tries to ac-
count for the ‘generality’ of ordinary language terms – 
combining the flexibility to be used in various, even un-
foreseen ways with being constant and rule-governed – by 
proposing the notion of their projection into new contexts 
(cf. Cavell 1979, p. 169 & 180). Following caveat is made 
at the end of this section: 

It is of immediate relevance to what I have been asking 
about Wittgenstein‘s view of language, and indicates 
one general and important limitation in my account, to 
notice that in moving, in Part II of the Investigations, to 
“figurative” or “secondary” senses of a word (which Witt-
genstein explicitly says are not “metaphorical senses”, 
cf. Investigations, p. 216), Wittgenstein is moving more 
concentratedly to regions of a word’s use which cannot 
be assured or explained by an appeal to its ordinary 
language games (in this, these uses are like metaphori-
cal ones). Such uses have consequences in the kind of 
understanding and communication they make possible. I 
want to say: It is such shades of sense, intimations of 
meaning, which allow certain kinds of subtlety or deli-
cacy of communication; the connection is intimate, but 
fragile. (Cavell 1979, p. 189; PI 184) 

In the case of ‘figurative’ or ‘secondary’ use of words the 
tie to ordinary usage, which following Cavell’s conception 
guides the application of words in new contexts, looses its 
explanatory power. Such a way of employing words is no 
longer supported by well established conventions. Even 
though they mark a limitation of Cavell’s account of how 
innovation and variation in language use are rooted in 
ordinary usage, those ‘shades of meaning’ – as well ‘inti-
mate’ as ‘fragile’, – do play an important role notably in his 
writings on aesthetics. Here they are discussed within the 
context of the relationship between individual and society, 
as it is expressed in our usage of and attitude towards 
language. (For an account how the dialectic of uniqueness 
and commonness appears in literature and philosophy cf. 
Cavell 1988, p. 132.) 

 
Mulhall’s picture of language as ‘second nature’ 

Whilst Cavell in his philosophical response to scepticism in 
The Claim of Reason points out that ‘secondary’ meaning, 
as it is discussed in Part II of PI, invokes a limitation of the 
appeal to the authority of ordinary language, Stephen Mul-
hall takes the remarks on ‘experience of meaning’ and 
aspect-perception to be pivotal within the “Vision of Lan-
guage” (Mulhall 2001, p. 28), which he attributes to Witt-
genstein. This is exemplified by Mulhall‘s reading of PI in 
Inheritance & Originality, which directly proceeds from the 
discussion of rule following in part I of PI to the matter of 
aspect-dawning and aspect-perception. Those concepts, 
according to Mulhall, provide the key to a profound under-
standing of the former. Mulhall’s treatment of the contro 
 

versy between Hacker/Baker and Malcolm on rule follow-
ing, which he conceives to illustrate different “aspects of 
the specifically mathematical idea of an iterative series” 
(2001, p. 145), shows similarities with an unfinished essay 
of Gordon Baker, who suggests an analogy between as-
pects and Wittgenstein’s use of the term Auffassung (con-
ception) (cf. 2006, p. 283). More than being merely one 
subject matter among others Mulhall takes the concept of 
aspect-perception to be of major relevance to Wittgen-
stein’s way of approaching philosophical problems. 

Mulhall’s emphasis on aspect-perception as a cen-
tral theme of Wittgenstein’s philosophy is motivated by 
Wittgenstein’s remark stressing “the connexion of ‘seeing 
an aspect’ and ‘experiencing the meaning of a word’ “ as 
the important point about the discussion of aspect-
blindness (PI 214d). Mulhall claims that all the conceptual 
distinctions drawn “in the realm of general relationships 
towards pictorial symbols find an analogous application in 
the field of attitudes towards linguistic symbols” (1993, p. 
35; PI 182). Taking the ambition of PI II xi to be more than 
just to clarify some specific uses of the concepts of ‘seeing’ 
and ‘meaning’ he seeks to give “deeper reasons” and to 
account for a more general philosophical importance of 
Wittgenstein’s remarks on this issue (1993, p. 34). 

Mulhall’s reading finally amounts to the picture of a 
general human attitude towards language, which results 
from the acquisition and habituation of linguistic behaviour 
to an extent, that provides us with a deep and pervasive 
awareness of words’ linguistic and non-linguistic contexts 
while language at the same time becomes so tightly inte-
grated into the behavioural repertoire, that words gain the 
implicitness of gestures (cf. 2001, p. 165 & 169). Thus 
“linguistic behaviour is second nature to us” and “to ac-
quire language is to acquire a second nature.” (2001, p. 
170) Mulhall’s interpretation invokes the ambiguity of Witt-
genstein’s notion Lebensform (form of life), which can refer 
both to natural (hence physiological) and cultural features 
of a community. As Mulhall considers aspect-dawning to 
be the manifestation of the more general capacity and 
attitude of continuous aspect-perception, phenomena such 
as ‘experiencing a word’s meaning’ or making ‘secondary’ 
use of it analogously result from a ‘naturalized’ attunement 
to a language. Thereby he is ascribing the ability to employ 
words in secondary senses a possibly creative role within 
human culture: 

But acquiring forms of linguistic behaviour does not just 
provide us with new instruments for achieving our prac-
tical purposes; it also shapes and informs our nature, 
making possible the genuine inhabitation of human cul-
ture, and the self-transformative potential that this talk-
ing form of life opens up. In particular, this mutual infor-
mation of nature by culture can create a new realm of 
spontaneous linguistic reactions – responses to our ex-
perience that are possible only because we have ac-
quired language, and that themselves form the basis of 
new language games, a further extension of our range 
of linguistic behaviour. (Mulhall 2001, p. 170) 
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2. Two critical questions 

Besides general concerns, if the state of the text of Part II 
allows to regard the discussion of aspect-perception as the 
focal point of an interpretation of PI, objections can be 
made against Mulhall’s reading in so far as it claims to 
represent Wittgenstein’s position: Mulhall suggests that 
section xi of PI II presents an implicit critique of the con-
ception of language employed in Part I, which advances 
the conception of meaning-as-use and therefore conceives 
words as principally substitutable (cf. Mulhall 2001, p. 
178). This can be countered by pointing out that Wittgen-
stein’s argumentation is consistent with Part I in respect to 
the concept of meaning and the main purpose of the text is 
concept clarification, as it has been done by Oliver Scholz 
(cf. 1995). To avoid possible confusion – Mulhall doesn’t 
propose a mentalist concept of meaning and but states 
clearly: “The importance of the experience of meaning 
cannot therefore reside in a putative contribution to the 
phenomena of conferring or grasping linguistic meaning. 
Perhaps, then its interest lies rather in the attitude towards 
language which it exemplifies.” (Mulhall 1993, p. 38). How-
ever Scholz’ reading gives little support to assume such a 
shift of focus, neither do Wittgenstein’s previous writings 
on the philosophy of psychology or biographical evidence: 
Mulhall’s demand for ‘deeper reasons’ underlying the ex-
tensive examination of aspect-perception apparently is not 
contented by seeing the intention of PI II xi just in clarifying 
the morphology of certain psychological concepts, going 
back to earlier plans of a more comprehensive classifica-
tion (cf. Scholz 1995, p. 214-217; Schulte 1984, Ch. 3). 

A second point of attack is Mulhall’s notion of ‘con-
tinuous aspect-perception’ and in consequence his newly 
coined term ‘continuous meaning-perception’. Whereas 
aspect-dawning is linked to a specific linguistic expression 
(seeing-as) and presents a rather rare phenomenon, its 
opposite – “the ‘continuous seeing’ of an aspect” (PI 166e) 
– is not manifested by specific verbal utterances. Mulhall 
argues that ‘continuous seeing’ of an aspect is not just an 
expression limited to the small range of cases were it could 
be used to mark the difference between having the experi-
ence of aspect-dawning and not having it, but it points at a 
nearly ubiquitous attitude in perception (see Mulhall’s dis-
cussion of Glock: Mulhall 2001, p. 175). The main evi-
dence he gives for this view is the position of the term 
within Wittgenstein’s text: preceding the discussion of pic-
ture-objects and the attitude towards pictures, which criti-
cizes the idea of a process of interpretation involved in 
seeing depicted objects that is separable from perception 
itself (cf. Mulhall 1993, p. 20). 

In his discussion of Mulhall’s account of aspect-
perception Justin Good acknowledges Mulhall to have 
correctly emphasized this critical point. But Good objects 
that in postulating continuous aspect-perception as a fea-
ture of a general human relationship towards pictures and 
other objects of perception Mulhall exceeds the limits of 
grammatical investigation and raises a metaphysical claim 
(cf. Good 2006, p. 35). Mulhall relates the concept of con-
tinuous aspect-perception to Heidegger’s term of readi-
ness-to-hand (cf. Mulhall 1993, p. 24). Good doubts that 
Mulhall succeeds to provide a reading that connects Witt-
genstein to Heidegger while at the same time refraining 
from claims that reach beyond being mere remarks on 
grammar. This concern appears to be even more imminent 
in respect to the picture of language and culture given in 
Inheritance & Originality. 

Apart from the difficulties of an encounter between 
Wittgenstein and Heidegger’s ontological project, the dis-
putable point concerning Wittgenstein’s text remains 

whether a shift in the conception of language, as Mulhall 
suggests, takes place. In respect to the relationship to-
wards pictures Good argues against taking the grammati-
cal clarification to endorse the assertion of continuous 
aspect-perception as an ubiquitous, general condition: 
“Where Mulhall goes wrong, however, is by interpreting 
Wittgenstein’s attack on that picture as the affirmation of a 
different picture.” (Good 2006, p. 35) 

3. Mulhall’s view within a plurality of conceptions of 
language 

An answer to the question if and to what extent Mulhall’s 
interpretation is supported by Wittgenstein’s text itself is 
related to one’s conception of Wittgenstein’s method. 
Rather than to attribute Wittgenstein to imply a philosophi-
cal vision of language and culture in this section of PI II, as 
Mulhall does, it seems more plausible to me to regard 
Mulhall’s interpretation as rooted in and inspired by the 
openness and sensitivity Wittgenstein exhibits towards the 
phenomena and linguistic expressions he examines. While 
his argumentation consequently undercuts a relapse into 
mentalist conceptions of meaning, he acknowledges the 
inclination to use the word ‘meaning’ (“figuratively”) in con-
nection with the game of experiencing a word and intro-
duces the notion of ‘secondary’ meaning to account for a 
further divergent use of it (cf. PI 183-184). Wittgenstein 
elucidates the temptation posed by these uses of the term 
to draw misleading conclusions for a conception of mean-
ing. At the same time he explores the ramifications of the 
use of ‘meaning’ deep into the realm of aesthetics, matters 
of Sprachgefühl and, as Cavell puts it, those “shades of 
sense, intimations of meaning, which allow us certain kinds 
of subtlety or delicacy of communication” (Cavell 1979, p. 
189). 

In his late text on the analogy between aspects and 
conceptions (Auffassungen), which I mentioned briefly 
earlier, Gordon Baker characterizes conceptions to be 
“essentially plural” (2006, p. 284). Baker’s examples of 
conceptions are the Augustinean picture of language and 
the conception of meaning-as-use. Although those two 
conceptions cannot be applied simultaneously or com-
bined with each other, none of it can be claimed to present 
the only possibility. The aim Baker attributes to Wittgen-
stein’s philosophizing is therapeutic: to dissolve the fixation 
to a single conception and make alternatives available. 
Mulhall’s reading of Wittgenstein can be understood in this 
sense as developing one more conception of language: 
one that assigns such phenomena as the ‘secondary’ use 
of words a more central role, stressing our attitude towards 
words, and addresses different philosophical (and cultural) 
problems than the conception of meaning-as-use, while 
still trying to stay coherent with it. In respect to the realm of 
aesthetics and to the question, how the notion of meaning 
can be applied there, Mulhall’s Vision of Language and the 
importance it attributes to ‘secondary’ meaning provides an 
inspiring prospect. Although it is not without risks of getting 
into metaphysical claims. 

One further merit of Mulhall’s reading is that it paves 
the way for an encounter between Wittgenstein and the 
Continental phenomenological traditions. There are not 
only connections to Heidegger and Kierkegaard which can 
be explored. Mulhall’s emphasis on a gestural dimension 
of language use suggests possible intersections with Mau-
rice Merleau-Ponty’s account of language as gestures 
(1945, Ch. 6) and Ernst Cassirer’s treatment of language 
in The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms (1956, Ch. 2). Exam-
ining those writings with a Wittgensteinian view of lan-
guage and his way to deal with psychological concepts in 
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mind could bring a dialectical exchange between those 
approaches or at least show them to be working out an 
alternative picture within the plurality of conceptions of 
language. 
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