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Intention, rule following and the strategic role of Wright’s order of determination test Tim Thornton, University of Warwick Introduction I believe that Wright’s constructivist account of intention is fundamentally flawed [Wright 1984, 1986, 1987a, 1987b, 1988, 1989a, 1989b, 1991, 1992]. To understand why it fails it is necessary first to locate the account in its broader strategic context. That context is Wright’s response to Wittgenstein’s account of rule following. When so located the diagnosis of the account’s failure is clear. Wright’s account of intention is a species of the interpretative approach to mental content which is explicitly rejected by Wittgenstein. In order to defend this claim, I will first set out the strategic role that Wright’s constructivism plays in his choreography of Wittgenstein’s discussion of rule following and Kripke’s sceptical response. Explicating this will reveal the burden that the account of intentions must bear. Secondly, I will describe how Wright deploys the order of determination test to distinguish between judgments which track the extensions of concepts and those which determine those extensions. Using this he argues that first person judgments about intentions determine the content of those intentions. Thirdly, I will argue that Wright’s account cannot be correct. Finally I will show how its failure fits into a pattern anticipated by Wittgenstein’s consideration of rule following.



The anti-sceptical context of Wright’s account of intention Wright deploys his constructivist account of intentions as part of a twofold strategy. He attempts to side-step Kripkean scepticism. But he also tries to provide a substantial answer to Wittgenstein’s central © Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997, 108 Cowley Road, Oxford OX14 1JF, UK and 350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA.
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question: how can the understanding of a rule that I have in a flash determine the subsequent correct applications. Scepticism is defused with the following diagnosis. The sceptic assumes that knowledge of which rule is followed is based on an inference from other mental or behavioural phenomena. Investigation shows that no such phenomena could possibly determine a rule. Whilst the sceptic concludes that there are no such things as rules as normally conceived, one could conclude merely that rules cannot be reduced to other phenomena. The only argument that Kripke has against non-reductionism – an argument from queerness – can then be disarmed by consideration of the ordinary conception of intentions. Like rules, intentions determine those future acts which will satisfy them and those which will not; but there seems nothing queer in saying that we can know them directly without inference. These considerations show that Kripkean scepticism is question begging and can be resisted. Wright, however, does not rest with this diagnosis. The problem that Wright sees is this. The fact that intending serves as a good analogy for understanding a rule cuts in two directions. It enables the analogy to be used to block Kripke’s sceptic, but it invites a closely related question to that which motivates the rule following considerations. How does an intention that can be arrived at in a flash normatively constrain those actions that will accord with it in the future? The connection between an intention and what accords with it seems as mysterious as that between understanding a rule and its correct applications. The order of determination test is deployed to ground an explanation of how there can be such states. According to Wright: One of the most basic philosophical puzzles about intentional states is that they seem to straddle two conflicting paradigms: on the one hand they are avowable, so to that extent conform to the paradigm of sensation and other “observable” phenomena of consciousness; on the other they answer constitutively to the ways in which the subject manifests them, and to that extent conform to the paradigm of psychological characteristics which, like irritability or modesty, are properly conceived as dispositional . . . It seems that neither an epistemology of observation – of pure introspection – nor one of inference can be harmonised with all aspects of the intentional. [Wright 1991: 142]



Wright argues that intention is only one example of a general phenomenon which also includes understanding, remembering and deciding. In each case, the subject has a special non-inferential © Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997
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authority in ascribing these to herself which is, nevertheless, defeasible in the light of subsequent performance. Wittgenstein’s attack on reductive explanations of such states shows that they cannot be modelled on a Cartesian picture of observation of private experiences. But if understanding, intending and the like are to be modelled on abilities instead, as Wittgenstein seems to suggest, how can the subject have special authority in ascribing these to herself in the light of the attack on reductive explanation? Wright’s solution is to deny that there is any inner epistemology and to devise a constructivist account of intention instead: The authority which our self-ascriptions of meaning, intention, and decision assume is not based on any kind of cognitive advantage, expertise or achievement. Rather it is, as it were, a concession, unofficially granted to anyone whom one takes seriously as a rational subject. It is, so to speak, such a subject’s right to declare what he intends, what he intended, and what satisfies his intentions; and his possession of this right consists in the conferral upon such declarations, other things being equal, of a constitutive rather than descriptive role. [Wright 1987a: 400]



All other things being equal, a speaker’s sincere judgments constitute the content of the intention, understanding or decision. They determine, rather than reflect, the content of the state concerned. If this is to work as a general explication of accord with rules as well as intentions, the distinction between constructive and detective judgments must be made clear since it does substantial metaphysical work. Wright deploys the order of determination test to carry this burden. The distinction between constructive and detective judgments depends on an analogy with Wright’s suggested way of distinguishing between primary and secondary qualities using the order of determination test [Wright 1989b: section III]. There is a biconditional which holds between the instantiation of secondary property concepts and judgments that they obtain: x is R iff x would be seen as R by normally functioning observers in normal circumstances [Wright 1987b].1 Wright argues that this can be read in two contrasting ways. Read right to left, it states that the judgments track or reflect the fact that the concept applies. Read the other way, it states 1. Wright sets out the biconditional in this way in [1987b]. In [1988] he attempts to refine the biconditional such that it links being R with a belief rather that it is R rather than an experience of it as R. For simplicity, I will ignore the complexities that this introduces. The different formulations are further discussed in [1992 chapter 3]. © Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997
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that it is in virtue of the judgments being made that the concept applies. That that is the case in no sense undermines the truth of the application of the concept, but the concept applies because of the practice of judgment rather than the fundamental constitution of the world. Four provisos are, Wright argues, jointly sufficient for this latter reading. These are: a priority; non-triviality: the background conditions must avoid trivial ‘whatever it takes’ specification; independence: the satisfaction of the background conditions must be logically independent of facts about the extension of the concept judged to apply; and extremal: there must be no better explanation of the biconditional than extension determination. If these are satisfied then the conditional is extension determining. Wright argues that this kind of analysis can be applied to intentions to explicate his constructivism. In summary, the strategic context of the order of determination test is this. Wright argues that Kripkean scepticism about rules can be blocked by proposing we have direct, rather than inferential, knowledge of a sui generis state. Kripke’s only argument against this, the argument from queerness, is then disarmed through analogy with intentions. This analogy raises a further question corresponding to the one at the start of Wittgenstein’s discussion of rule following. How can I be in a state now which can be satisfied or frustrated by an unimagined set of future acts? Wright attempts to give a substantial answer to this question through constructivism. This is explicated by the order of determination test. Setting out the strategic role of the test helps reveal a surprising tension. Intentions are deployed to disarm an argument against a non-reductionist account of rule following. But they are in turn explicated through a reductive account via construction by the subject’s avowal. The motivation for this is twofold. Firstly, Wright assumes that the appropriate response to Wittgenstein’s question is to devise a substantial explanation. Secondly, he rejects what I will call the autonomy of meaning: the claim that rules determine their correct application independently of ongoing human use. Wright rejects this as a form of Platonism and claims elsewhere that meaning is instead plastic to ongoing use [Wright 1986]. The deployment of the order of determination test for intentions and rules can be seen as a further development of this constructivist theme in Wright’s response to Wittgenstein. But before attempting to show that such constructivism © Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997
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cannot work it is worth noting that, given this context, Wright’s account is at least immune from one recent criticism. Wright’s application of the order of determination test to intention varies from its application to colour because of the problem of self deception. In the colour case, Wright describes substantial conditions for successful colour judgment and, because these meet the four provisos he sets out for extension determination, he concludes that the extension of colour is determined by such judgment. In the case of intention, however, the conditions for successfully judging the content of an intention have to include the condition that one is not self deceived. Because absence of self deception cannot be described non-intentionally, this introduces a circularity which Wright attempts to avoid via the claim that it is a positive presumptive condition which can be assumed to hold and thus be deleted. Once it is deleted, the biconditional left no longer falls foul of the provisos on triviality and independence that Wright builds into the test but remains non-trivial. That we can form such a non-trivial biconditional stands in need of explanation according to Wright, and the explanation is that first person judgments of intentions generally determine their extensions. In this way he provides a substantial explanation of mental content. Sullivan, however, has argued that the biconditional stands in need of no explanation and that Wright’s belief that it does stems from being misled by the deletion of the no self deception condition needed to ensure that it is non-trivial [Sullivan 1994]. He claims that Wright draws two conclusions from the non-trivial biconditional. Not only the conclusion that an implication from avowal to intention is a priori credible but also the very fact that this link stands in need of explanation. ‘And while we could accept the explanatory need, like a priority, is a feature transmitted through valid argument, this will not yet justify that claim since [the premiss], as an acknowledged triviality, had no explanatory need to transmit. So where does the explanatory deficiency come from?’ [ibid: 157] Sullivan claims that, with the no self deception condition present, the biconditional is trivial and therefore suffers no explanatory need. He thus questions whence this need arises when the condition is assumed to hold and so deleted. It ‘is rather as if, having once recognised but later dismissed from our thoughts its engine, we were to make some appeal to vitalism to explain why the car moves.’ [ibid: 157] Sullivan’s objection misses the point, however. The explanatory © Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997



141



Tim Thornton



need of the biconditional concerning judgments of intentions is not merely an artefact of the order of determination test. Even with the ‘no self deception’ clause present there is something, according to Wright at least, which needs explanation. How can we have first person knowledge of intentions on those occasions when we do? This is the central Wittgensteinian question for which Wright attempts to give a substantial explanation. Satisfaction of the order of determination test is sufficient for a class of judgments to be extension determining and Wright attempts to show that, with some modification, it is satisfied in the case of intentions in order to answer the central question. I do not wish to suggest that Wright’s account is correct or that Wittgenstein’s question requires a substantial answer. But it is important to see that Sullivan’s reading misses the central role of Wright’s constructivism. The perceived explanatory need which Sullivan thinks is merely an artefact of the order of determination test lies at the heart of Wright’s response to Wittgenstein. Having set out the strategic context of Wright’s account of intention, I will now argue that it fails and diagnose the underlying cause of its failure.



The real failure of Wright’s account The first concern relates to the efficacy of the account as a rebuttal of Kripke’s sceptic. Wright’s key anti-sceptical move is to claim that, since intentions or rules need not be known by inference, one can simply recall past intentions, and similarly the rules which governed one’s past actions. His constructivist account of intentions, however, undermines the idea that there is a state with determinate content to be recalled. Thus judgments apparently based upon memory are themselves really constructive rather than detective. But there is a problem in that one’s judgments about past intentions are only reliable if one has not forgotten the intention, and if one is not mistaken, and both of these sources of error are perfectly possible. As Budd says, if judgment is the criterion of an intentional state it ‘needs to be formulated in conditional terms which involve ineliminable reference to the state in question.’ [Budd 1989: 140] Wright’s solution is to suggest that the conditions for successful ‘recall’ of a past intention include ‘the proviso that there is no major disorientation of memory at work.’ [Wright 1987a: 402] © Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997
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This is not satisfactory. What matters is not whether there is any general memory dysfunction but that the particular relevant memory is not incorrect for whatever reason. Specifying this success threatens to introduce triviality into the conditions for judgment. If it is to avoid triviality, Wright’s test will again depend on the use of the positive presumptive condition that one has not made such a mistake. But, unlike the case of first person avowal of a current intention, there is no reason to believe that it is a part of our concept of memory that it is reasonable to hold that any particular exercise of memory will be reliable in the absence of information to the contrary. Thus even assuming that the order of determination test works for current intention, it is unclear that Wright has an answer to classical Kripkean scepticism about past states. (Interestingly, however, he may have an answer to scepticism about the present which Kripke infers from that.) A second and more serious objection is that Wright fails to substantiate the contrast between extension determining and extension tracking which is central to his account. This can be highlighted by asking what, according to Wright, determines the extension of a group of concepts when one method of judging them is tracking rather than determining? If such judgments are tracking, then there must be independent extensions to be tracked. There are two explanations of how this can be possible. Either the extensions are determined autonomously of any judgment, or they are determined by some other judgments. If the latter holds then for every concept there is some corresponding extension determining judgment for which an appropriate biconditional could be derived. But, as Wright concedes, it is unlikely that it will generally be possible to set out conditions for successful judgment that do not employ the concepts in question and thus unlikely that the independence condition can be met [Wright 1989b: 256]. Thus it is unlikely that the order of determination test will deliver the right results in these cases without the general use, and justification for that use case by case, of positive presumptive conditions. Such a general project seems very unlikely to succeed. In that case Wright cannot use it to draw the kind of distinction that is presupposed by the test. The only alternative explanation, however, is not available to Wright because he denies the autonomy of meaning. Independent extensions cannot be explicated by recourse to the effects of linguistic action at a distance established when the concepts are first © Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997
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devised. Following his interpretation of Wittgenstein’s discussion of rule following, Wright rejects that picture as Platonism. His alternative account, in which meaning is plastic to ongoing use, is precisely what the order of determination test is supposed to explicate. The rejection of the autonomy of meaning and the application of constructivism to rule following undermines the idea that the extension of any concept might be independent of all judgments. Thus both ways in which Wright might explicate the contrast between extension determination and tracking fail. Applying the order of determination test to rules undermines its application in other cases – such as primary and secondary qualities – because its effects in the former case ramify in such a way that the contrast that is presupposed in all these cases is evacuated of content. Even if Wright could escape the second objection, there is a further fundamental objection which stems from the strategic role of the account of intentions and helps in the diagnosis of what is generally wrong with Wright’s thinking here. I will first set out how the objection threatens Wright’s account and then diagnose more generally why Wright is subject to this kind of criticism. There are two related charges. His account both presupposes an answer to the general question of how there can be mental content and fails to sustain the normativity that is a necessary feature of such content. Boghossian sets out the first aspect of the difficulty thus: [I]t is inconceivable, given what judgment-dependence amounts to, that the biconditionals in the case of mental content should satisfy the requirement that their left-hand-sides be free of any assumptions about mental content. For, at a minimum, the content of the judgments said to fix the facts about mental content have to be presupposed. [Boghossian 1980: 547]



To unpack this a little, the problem that Boghossian highlights is that the application of the order of determination test to intentions is significantly different from its application to secondary qualities. This stems from the fact that the issue is one of explaining the construction of mental content (intentions rather than colours) by invoking contentful judgments. Since content is simply assumed in the latter case it seems that no progress is made in explaining intentions. By itself this criticism may not seem telling. Edwards, for example, has recently argued against it with the following counter claim: [M]y judging that I intend P is constituted trivially and obviously by my judging that I intend P. We should note that intending P © Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997
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Philosophical Investigations was problematic, because it was subject to first-person epistemic authority, and yet seemingly gave hostages to fortune in the shape of requirements on future behaviour, if one did not change one’s mind in the interim. But judging that one intends P is not in this way problematic, because it is an act and as such is complete in that it implies nothing about future behaviour. [Edwards 1992: 27]



The idea is that the judgment that I have a particular intention is a single mental act which happens at a particular time and whose content can be completely captured without reference to anything that happens on any other occasion. Its content is constituted by the act of judgment there and then and this content can be used via the biconditional to explicate the more problematic content of the intention. The point, however, of spelling out the context of the test – Wright’s response both narrowly to Kripkean scepticism and more broadly to Wittgenstein – is to show that this optimism is misplaced. Given the strategic burden that the account is supposed to bear, the content of the judgment that a particular case is an instance of a general rule cannot be presupposed if a substantial answer is to be given to the Wittgensteinian question that Wright thinks is pressing. The question of how I can judge whether this instance is the same kind as a set of others is the central question of Wittgenstein’s rule following considerations. How can I grasp the rule which governs what counts as the same and different in indefinitely many cases without anticipating all these cases in advance? When I judge that a state is an intention that P, I classify it as the same kind of thing as the set of instances which comprise the extension of the concept of the intention that P. The content of the judgment links this state with those others. It is a normative ‘one to many’ relation and is thus akin in this respect to intention. Whilst an intention establishes a normative relation to the unlimited set of acts which would satisfy it, a classificatory judgment establishes a normative relation between the item judged and the unlimited set of other items of the same kind. Thus if, in Wright’s account, what accords with an intention is constructed by an act of judgment, the theory needs to be augmented by a further account of what is in accord with that judgment. Judgments resemble intentions in that no feature of sensuous consciousness is necessary or sufficient to determine their content. The normative constraint that they impose on what can satisfy them thus stands in just the same need of explication as that of intentions, © Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997
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alongside expectations, hopes, orders and the like. Consequently, Wright’s account (and Edwards’ defence) fails. In addition to begging the key question, Wright’s theory also fails in a second respect. It fails to sustain the normativity necessary for both intentions and rules. The content of both is claimed to depend on piecemeal construction in subsequent acts of judgment. Since these judgments determine content they cannot be said to accord with any normative standard, nor to be, in any substantial sense, correct representations of the intention or the rule. But it is part of our everyday understanding of an intention and rules that acts are or are not in accord with them. Intentions and rules are normative and determine what acts accord with them, and this feature is missing from Wright’s constructivist account. It is apparent that Wright’s account shares both of the defects of the philosophical theories that Wittgenstein considers in order to answer his central question of how one can grasp something in a flash which normatively constrains applications over time. Either the theories propose mechanisms which are insufficient for the normative constraint (typically by postulating causal mechanisms but also by invoking communal ratification) or they presuppose the sort of link that they were supposed to explicate (by postulating self interpreting signs, for instance). Wright’s account falls prey to both objections together. Some insight can be gained into why Wright’s account is so flawed by, again, considering it in its strategic context. Wright develops his account as a substantial answer to the question which re-echoes Wittgenstein’s question: how can something I grasp in a flash determine future events? Wright’s answer has the virtue that it eschews explanatory metaphysical mechanisms – such as Platonism – and says instead that all there is is human practice. But, as we have seen, it fails to provide a satisfactory answer to the Wittgensteinian question and, furthermore, it fails in a way very similar to the substantial answers that Wittgenstein considers and rejects. Wittgenstein famously summarises their failure: It can be seen that there is a misunderstanding here from the mere fact that in the course of our argument we give one interpretation after another; as if each one contented us at least for a moment, until we thought of yet another standing behind it. What this shews is that there is a way of grasping a rule which is not an interpretation, but which is exhibited in what we call “obeying the © Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997
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We can now see that Wright’s account of intention is importantly similar to this failed strategy in that it offers something akin to a series of interpretations of the intention in the form of subsequent judgments of its content. Like the interpretative theory of rules, Wright assumes that Wittgenstein’s question needs, and can be given, a substantial answer. He attempts to explain the problematic content of intentions by postulating contentful intermediaries. The tactic is as flawed as the interpretative theory of rules because it both initiates a regress of similar questions about the content of the intermediaries whilst simultaneously threatening to undermine the normativity of intentions. This latter threat – Wittgenstein’s first objection – is realised if the theory does not require that the intermediaries are the correct interpretations of the content of the original state. The versions of the interpretative theory of rules that Wittgenstein considers attempt to avoid this problem by requiring the interpretations to be correct and consequently fall prey to his second objection: begging the question. Wright’s novelty consists in abandoning the requirement that the intermediaries are correct and thus he succumbs to the first objection. Nevertheless he also falls prey to the second objection because the intermediaries have content even if they are not required to track the content of the original contentful state. The moral that I want to draw from this latest constitutive theory is that Wittgenstein’s rejection of interpretations should be construed broadly. No explanation via intermediate mechanisms can work. The mechanistic urge to explain mental content by inventive philosophical tinkering to decompose mental states into component parts should be abandoned. The substantial question that Wittgenstein and later Wright asks has to be turned aside as Wittgenstein does rather than answered directly as Wright attempts and fails. Wright fails in his account of intention not because he stumbles in the execution of something that Wittgenstein fails even to attempt out of metaphilosophical scruple. Rather his account shares the defect that Wittgenstein exposes in all interpretative accounts. One might say that Wittgenstein and Wright ask the same question with different intents. Wittgenstein uses it to focus a critique of a range of different approaches to meaning and mind and then proposes no substantial © Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997
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theory to replace them. Instead he gestures towards more broadly anthropological facts about the context of the practice of rule following, about our abilities to deploy and comprehend samples and such like. The moral of the rule following considerations is precisely that no substantial answer can be given to the question and that the phenomenon must simply be presupposed and described. Wright, by contrast, takes the question to indicate a real need to be resolved by a general theory of how the content of states is determined by ongoing judgments. It may seem regrettable that digging deeper here cannot provide philosophical elucidation but that is the legacy of the rule following considerations and it is time that we learnt to live with it and directed our attention elsewhere. Bibliography Boghossian PA (1980) ‘The rule-following considerations’ Mind 89 Budd M (1989) Wittgenstein’s philosophy of psychology Routledge Edwards J (1992) ‘Best opinion and intentional states’ Philosophical quarterly 42 Sullivan PM (1994) ‘Problems for a construction of meaning and intention’ Mind 103 Wittgenstein (1953) Philosophical Investigations Blackwell Wright C (1984) ‘Kripke’s account of the argument against private language’ J Phil 81 Wright C (1986) ‘Rule-following, meaning and constructivism’ in Travis C (ed) Meaning and interpretation Blackwell Wright C (1987a) ‘On making up one’s mind: Wittgenstein on intention’ in Weingartner and Schurz (eds) Logic, philosophy of science and epistemology Proceedings of the 11th international Wittgensteinian symposium, Kirchberg. Holder-Pichler-Temsky Wright C (1987b) ‘Realism, antirealism, irrealism, quasi-realism’ in Midwest Studies in philosophy 12 Wright C (1988) ‘Moral values, projection and secondary qualities’ Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society supplementary volume 62 Wright C (1989a) ‘Critical notice: Colin McGinn, Wittgenstein on meaning’ Mind 98 Wright C (1989b) ‘Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations and the central project of theoretical lingusitics’ in George A (ed) Reflections on Chomsky Blackwell Wright C (1991) ‘Wittgenstein’s later philosophy of mind: sensation, privacy and intention’ in Puhl K (ed) Meaning scepticism Walter de Gruyter Wright C (1992) Truth and objectivity Harvard University Press Dept. of Philosophy, University of Warwick, Coventry CV4 7AL © Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997
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