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The quotable sentence is a frequent 
find in Wittgenstein’s works. Such a 
sentence may constitute a philosophical 
remark by itself or belong to a num-
bered “remark” that rarely exceeds 
one page in print (cf. PI, Preface). Its 
quotability, however, is more of an 
obstacle than an aid when it comes to 
explaining what it means. The signifi-
cance of the many interconnections 
between the remarks and sections 
that constitute Wittgenstein’s more 
finished writings are not easily over-
estimated. That interpreting 
Wittgenstein is a difficult and precise 
art is amply demonstrated in Peter 
Hacker’s indispensable four-volume 
Analytical Commentary on the 
Philosophical Investigations (two of 
which he co-authored with Gordon 
Baker). Given the distinct ambitions 
of Hacker’s Beginner’s Guide to the Later 
Philosophy of Wittgenstein, the interpre-
tive engagement with Wittgenstein 
does not occupy centre stage. The 
transitions from quoted sentences to 

definite views attributed to the au-
thor are typically swift, and 
controversies concerning the overall 
interpretation of his later philosophy 
remain unaddressed. Hacker oper-
ates freely with more material from 
Wittgenstein than he explicitly 
quotes or references. To some ex-
tent, this is as it should be. The 
primary purpose of an introductory 
volume is to make its subject matter 
accessible, not to problematise its ac-
cessibility. 

Hacker chooses not to proceed 
by exemplary interpretations of Witt-
genstein’s remarks, except 
occasionally; instead, he adopts an 
unorthodox and immersive approach 
to exhibiting the difficulty of unrav-
elling the philosophical perplexities 
addressed in the volume. About one 
third of the book is cast as a dialogue 
between “PMSH” and “a thoughtful 
member of [his] audience” (17). 
These one-to-one tutorials evoke the 
later Wittgenstein’s many-voiced 



Nordic Wittgenstein Review 14 (2025) |10.15845/nwr.v14.3775| 

Ritter 2 

style of exposition and argument. But 
unlike Wittgenstein’s dialogues, 
Hacker’s promote unambiguous re-
sults. It is insofar as Hacker directs 
his readers to these results through a 
questioning journey that the Beginner’s 
Guide provides its guidance. It is not 
a guide to the further study of 
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy and 
the secondary literature, as no spe-
cific references to helpful literature 
or further reading recommendations 
are given along the way or at the end 
of chapters. That said, Hacker dis-
plays his usual erudition in quoting 
well-selected passages from Wittgen-
stein that even those familiar with his 
works may not be aware of. He also 
takes great pains to identify the tar-
gets of the criticism he offers by 
exemplary quotations from the his-
tory of philosophy since Descartes. 

As its subtitle clarifies, Hacker’s 
Beginner’s Guide is essentially a guide 
to the Philosophical Investigations. More 
precisely and modestly, it explores 
some major themes of the book, on 
occasion taking them further than 
Wittgenstein did himself. In Chapter 
(or “Lecture”) 6, on whether there 
are necessary truths of metaphysics, 
Hacker speaks very much for himself 
while drawing on texts by Wittgen-
stein other than the Investigations. 
Similarly, Chapter 14 addresses the 
“mereological fallacy” – the mistaken 
attribution of psychological predi-
cates, meaningfully ascribed to the 
whole person, to parts of a person’s 
organism, particularly the brain. This 
chapter doubles up as a brief over-
view of Hacker’s influential 
Philosophical Foundations of Neuroscience 

(2003), co-written with neuro-
scientist Maxwell Bennett.  

The first chapter is introductory, 
while Chapters 2 to 5, as well as 7, 
roughly correspond to Investigations 
§§1–88. That is, they are devoted to 
the relation between names and ob-
jects, the role of the mental in 
language use, and the idea of family 
resemblance. Chapters 8 to 13 corre-
spond to Wittgenstein’s private 
language discussion in §§243–315, 
and the final three chapters, 15 to 17, 
to the “philosophy chapter” in §§89–
133. These are the three main the-
matic divisions of Hacker’s 
introductory “lecture course” (15), 
on which I shall comment in turn.  

Language and Linguistic 
Representation 

The first part (up to Chapter 7), on 
language and linguistic represen-
tation, offers an appropriately 
modest threshold for beginners com-
ing to the later work of Wittgenstein 
for the first time. Hacker introduces 
Augustine’s picture of language from 
Investigations §1, which he expertly de-
ploys as a means of exposition 
throughout the volume. This 
“picture” can, he suggests, be charac-
terised as a name theory of language. 
Accordingly, every word has a mean-
ing; this meaning is correlated to the 
word; it is the object it stands for; 
therefore, words must be given 
meaning by ostensive explanation 
(22–23). Hacker’s critical focus is on 
what the tradition has offered as a so-
lution to the limitations of this 
picture. Clearly, I must first under-
stand a word like “apples” to be able 
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to correlate it with apples. Hence the 
idea that words must consist in the 
association of two components, a 
mental representation of the written 
or spoken signifier “apples” and a 
representation of what it stands for, 
namely apples. The association of 
these two components must be men-
tal, or so it seems, since, in operating 
with words, the transition from 
“apples” to apples is achieved in-
stantly. 

In this way, Hacker arrives at the 
type of position whose varieties are 
the main target of the first 242 re-
marks of Wittgenstein’s Investigations. 
These varieties correspond to differ-
ent candidates for how a word 
represents what it signifies, i.e. 
through an image, a general defini-
tion or explanation, or (the 
expression of) a rule in the mind of 
the user. As for the last candidate, 
more advanced students are referred 
to Hacker’s Analytical Commentary, 
Vol. 2. The Beginner’s Guide does not 
include a discussion of rule-follow-
ing, which Hacker considers “too 
difficult” and “unlikely to excite the 
imaginations” of his intended readers 
(ix). Despite this omission, the vol-
ume is fairly comprehensive; though, 
at 300 pages, a degree of comprehen-
siveness is expected. 

Having dismissed the representa-
tionalist candidates for the role of 
word meaning, Hacker emphasises 
that what Wittgenstein offers as an 
alternative – i.e. use – is not another 
such candidate, not another theory (cf. 
54–55). Hacker contextualises 
Wittgenstein’s slogan-like phrase 
“the meaning of a word is its use in 

the language” (PI §43) and highlights 
its careful qualifications. In rejecting 
“theories”, he clarifies that Wittgen-
stein does not reject any kind of 
systematicity or explanation. Rather, 
Hacker rightly emphasises that what 
Wittgenstein finds unhelpful in phi-
losophy is the tendency to operate 
with postulated entities or hypothet-
ical levels of explanation to account 
for the manifest phenomena of 
meaning, understanding, etc. (cf. 
275–279). Adopting a phrase from 
Goethe, one could say that Wittgen-
stein is not seeking anything behind 
the phenomena; rather, they them-
selves constitute their lesson. 

Further elaborating on what is 
meant by “not another theory”, 
Hacker stresses the normative char-
acter of Wittgenstein’s descriptions 
and remarks (cf. 60, 78, 265). What 
may seem like theses on meaning and 
understanding are actually elucida-
tions of conceptual connections. 
Hacker is aware that this is open to 
the worry of shallowness. His reply 
emphasises the importance of re-
moving conceptual confusions and 
the need for a viable method required 
to do so (cf. 301–302). This does not 
entirely dispel the concern, however. 
For Hacker’s dialogical recreation of 
Wittgenstein’s thinking looks as if it 
could essentially be tabulated in a 
clever philosophical dictionary. Take 
any philosophical perplexity, the up-
shot will always be a matter of the 
philosopher’s confusing one use with 
another distinct use or straying out-
side the tabulated uses and thus 
“transgressing the bounds of sense” 
(273). 
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However, there is, I submit, a 
loose but recognisable pattern in 
Wittgenstein’s text that does not 
wholly rely on identifying misuses of 
language. First, a preliminary state-
ment of a philosophical idea or 
position is offered (e.g. of solipsism, 
of word meaning as mental represen-
tation, or of the privacy of 
experience, etc.); second, several at-
tempts are made to cast this idea or 
position in a language-game format, 
in the first person, or bring it down 
to earth in some other way; third, 
each attempt is shown to result in ei-
ther falsehood, incoherence, failure 
to capture the original conception 
(triviality), or failure to make proper 
contact with the “rough ground” of 
ordinary practice (emptiness); lastly, 
the philosophical idea or position is 
discarded for not allowing, or being 
amenable to, concrete and intelligible 
articulation. Typically, the failure of 
the attempts to do so is diagnosed as 
the argument unfolds, rather than at 
the end. The notion of nonsense, 
overly relied upon in Hacker (cf. 13, 
64–65, 68, 201–202, 221), cor-
responds to only one type of censure 
offered at the third stage (viz. inco-
herence). 

Similarly, Wittgenstein’s tone of 
voice in the Investigations lacks the 
confident dismissiveness towards 
philosophical perplexities of some-
one with a dictionary conception of 
analytic philosophy. Instead, many of 
Wittgenstein’s remarks display a 
sense of hauntedness by the perplex-
ities he is addressing, as if it were 
impossible, in philosophy, to close 
any genuine case or concern once 

and forever; or, as if the only strictly 
correct “method” in philosophy 
would be to say something that ap-
pears to have nothing to do with 
philosophy, something about the 
logic or grammar of linguistic repre-
sentation. At the same time, 
Wittgenstein seems to be under no il-
lusion that this approach could ever 
achieve enough. 

Private language 

Hacker distinguishes “three legs” 
(143) on which the idea of a private 
language rests, examined in as many 
chapters (9 to 11): privacy of owner-
ship (“Only I can have…”), 
epistemic privacy (“Only I can 
know…”), and private ostensive def-
inition. He aims to show that none of 
the three “legs” can support the idea. 
Hacker’s imagery suggests that each 
is a necessary condition of the idea of 
a private language, none of which can 
be removed without destabilising the 
conception. However, Wittgenstein’s 
own brief discussion of the privacy 
of ownership of sensations is better 
viewed as a first instalment of the 
second stage of the pattern indicated 
above. Indeed, Wittgenstein writes: 
“The essential thing about private ex-
perience is really not that each person 
possesses his own specimen, but that 
nobody knows whether other people 
also have this or something else.” (PI 
§272) Privacy of ownership is per-
haps better understood as a first 
misfiring attempt to give substance 
to the idea of privacy with minimal 
metaphysical baggage. This attempt 
is dismissed at the beginning of 
Wittgenstein’s discussion, in PI §253; 
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a failure that prompts the next dialec-
tical stage of the idea, its 
reinforcement through (an allegedly 
coherent notion of) epistemic pri-
vacy. 

Distinctive of Hacker’s take on 
Wittgenstein’s private language dis-
cussion is his emphasis on its broader 
ramifications. Hacker believes that 
the considerations Wittgenstein 
brings up against the idea of a private 
linguistic practice do double duty by 
also serving to question a scientistic 
worldview, which he characterises as 
follows: 

If the world, as it is in itself, is altogether 
lacking in colour, sound, smell, taste, 
warmth, cold and so on, then a gulf opens 
between experience and reality. […] The 
names of the apparent qualities of what 
we experience are actually names of purely 
subjective, private, mental items. “Red” is 
the name of an element of the content of 
the experience I have when, for example, 
I see a tomato, “sweet” is the name of a 
sensation I have when I taste honey, 
“acrid” is the name of a sensation I get 
when I smell burning and so on. (131)  

Hacker contends that “strictly speak-
ing, this is not experimental science, 
but seventeenth-century metaphysics 
masquerading as science”. “For there 
is no experiment that can prove that 
the world is not multicoloured and 
noisy.” (132–133)  

He does not elaborate on why he 
thinks that it is an unverifiable hy-
pothesis that things in the world, as 
they are in themselves, could lack col-
our, sound, taste, and so on. (The 
argument could be made in different 
ways.) But it is not difficult to see 
what type of hypothesis he has in 
mind. Even on the minimal assump-

tions made in the above outline of 
this scientistic worldview, it remains 
a real possibility that different people 
might experience colours differently 
(cf. 217). I agree that such empty pos-
sibilities, which make no empirical or 
causal difference in the world, are an 
embarrassment. It is, however, be-
cause I concur on this point that I am 
not convinced by Hacker’s further 
claim that the above worldview alone 
commits its supporters to the idea of 
private ostensive definition: 

If we think that perceptual qualities are 
actually subjective modifications of the 
mind consequent upon the agitation of 
nerve endings, then it seems evident that 
we can assign a meaning to such words 
as “red”, “sweet”, “twinkle”, “warm”, 
“soft”, “malodorous” and so on only by, 
as it were, pointing inwards – to “ideas in 
the mind” or to experiences. (136) 

The point of the hypothesis of a 
world without sensible qualities is 
precisely that it does not affect the 
way one might be introduced to the 
colour taupe or the smell of gas. 
Someone who finds the picture of a 
noise- and colourless world inevita-
ble can still hold that the most direct 
way to learn what “smell of gas” 
means is exposure to gas while being 
told that “it smells of gas”. The same 
applies to “taupe” (a brownish grey). 
Merely as such, the metaphysical as-
sumption or claim that sensible 
qualities are not “out there” has no 
empirical or causal consequences for 
our ordinary practices of language 
use. This position might be in trouble 
for various reasons, but not because 
it must give sense to the names of 
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sensible qualities entirely from within 
the sphere of the subjective. 

 To do this, to give sense to one’s 
words solely from within the sphere 
of the subjective, is, by assumption, 
what Wittgenstein’s interlocutor in 
PI §258 aims for. If S is the private 
sensation for which a name is to be 
introduced in a private language, the 
idea of such a language requires that 
what is to establish the connection between 
S and the name “S” must also be pri-
vate (cf. PI §243). That is, per 
assumption, things like pointing in-
wardly, directing one’s attention to S, 
naming it, etc., would also have to be 
epistemically inaccessible to people 
other than the supposed speaker of a 
private language (cf. PI §258; 182–
192). This is what a defender of the 
non-reality of sensible qualities is not 
committed to. He (or she) can plau-
sibly insist that the names of such 
qualities are typically learned through 
a public practice that is the same for 
everyone. 

Investigations §258 is regularly 
taken to encapsulate Wittgenstein’s 
demonstration of the failure of pri-
vate ostensive definition. Hacker 
proceeds dialogically with little com-
mentary on the relevant passages, 
which makes it more difficult than 
one might hope to understand how 
he wants the reader to understand 
this remark. Here, the supposed 
private analogue of ostensive 
definition is introduced as follows: “I 
speak, or write the sign down, and at 
the same time I concentrate my 
attention on the sensation – and so, 
as it were, point to it inwardly.” 
(§258) According to Hacker, 

Wittgenstein’s response to this idea 
essentially hinges on the point that 
the category of a “sensation” is not, 
strictly speaking, available to his 
interlocutor. The principal defect of 
any attempt at “inner pointing” is a 
lack of stage-setting, i.e. of leaving 
the “grammatical place of the word” 
undetermined (184; cf. PI §29). While 
this is undoubtedly a point made in 
Wittgenstein’s discussion (cf. PI 
§261), there is no textual evidence in 
§258 to suggest that its argument es-
sentially relies on it. Note that the 
interlocutor must have some clue as 
to what he is going to call “S”, or else 
he would not proceed by “looking in-
wards”. 

The bulk of Chapter 11 is con-
cerned with the use of samples (cf. 
182–192). Possibly, then, Hacker’s 
interpretation hinges on the point 
that, given the non-availability of 
“sensation” as a category, sensations 
“cannot […] fulfil the function of 
samples as standards for correct ap-
plication of the words defined by 
reference to them” (192). Why not? 
Making a try (for pedagogical pur-
poses), he defines “pain” by using 
what one may feel in a hand as a sam-
ple: “Can we use what I have in my hand 
to determine whether what I have in my head 
is correctly called ‘a pain’ or ‘a headache’?” 
(190) Hacker finds it evident that this 
is something we cannot do since a 
sensation cannot be used like an or-
dinary sample. If we read this back 
into §258, the thought seems to be 
that the only thing the interlocutor 
could fall back on to re-identify S is 
“the something I called ‘S’” or “‘the 
– hm – I called ‘S’”. 
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But if this is the idea, the princi-
pal defect of private ostensive 
definition does not depend on a con-
trast with the use of ordinary 
samples. Ordinary samples are also 
not employed without specifying 
how they are meant to serve as sam-
ples. The point made at the end of 
the last paragraph could, alterna-
tively, be put as follows: private 
ostensive definition proceeds as if 
one could explain what “S” means by 
reference to S, and what type of thing 
S is by S itself; or, as if one could de-
termine the meaning of “S” in a 
maximally direct way by adverting to 
the thing itself, without the exploita-
tion or interference of any other 
signs. In this way, the generality of 
“S”, of what is to count as exempli-
fying “S”, indeed remains undefined. 
For what determines that it is not just 
what I now feel there? Is its duration 
included? Its intensity? Could “it” 
also be in my head, or is the fact that 
I have “it” in my hand essential to 
what I mean by “S”? What do I mean 
by “S”? The thing cannot tell me. 

 Note that if “sensation” is un-
derstood broadly enough, the 
argument so construed does not even 
depend on the non-availability of this 
category. Clearly, the point cannot be 
the trivial one that a no-matter-what 
cannot be defined. Accordingly, 
Hacker’s dialogical recreation of 
§258 imparts no more than an intui-
tive understanding of what is going 
on in the remark and its context. It 
does not put the reader in a position 
to adequately distinguish between 
such different considerations as men-
tioned here and pinpoint their 

respective force. The complexity of 
this passage is too high for Hacker’s 
dialogical format. 

Philosophy 

In his Analytical Commentary on the 
“philosophy chapter” (cf. Hacker 
2019: 191–284), Hacker offers a care-
fully weighed interpretation of 
Investigations §§89–133. In contrast to 
that nuanced interpretation, the 
Beginner’s Guide provides the uncom-
promisingly bold pronouncement:  

[Philosophy] is a Tribunal of Sense 
before which scientists may be arraigned 
– not for producing falsehoods, but 
rather for presenting claims that trans-
gress the bounds of sense. (259)  

This Kantian or Strawsonian imagery 
occasionally comes with a qualifica-
tion: “It is one of the tasks of good 
analytic philosophy to arraign scien-
tists before the Tribunal of Reason 
when they transgress the bounds of 
sense.” (249) It is one of the tasks, not 
the only task. Still, I am doubtful that 
Hacker’s invocation of nonsensical-
ity is always in place. Consider: 

Int. But can’t one suppose that these 
people in the street are not really human 
beings, but just automata or zombies? 

PMSH. No, that makes no sense. First 
of all, they are, as you just said, people – 
and people – human beings are precisely 
beings to whom mental predicates can 
intelligibly be attributed. Second, what 
would really count as supposing this? 
(201–202) 

Note that the answer, “that makes no 
sense”, is given as a summary of both 
points made by PMSH. First, he 
(somewhat arbitrarily) declines to un-
derstand “these people” as a 
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referential use. If the expression is 
taken attributively, we do indeed get 
the incoherence that people might be 
automata and thus not be people. Im-
portantly, there is no incoherence in 
viewing or seeing people as if they were au-
tomata (cf. PI §420). Things can be 
seen as what they are not, even if not 
as everything they are not. They can 
be seen as if they were what they can 
be imagined to be (the relevant sense 
of “seeing as” being that of PI, xi, 
§162). If it were to be otherwise, one 
could hardly account for the fact that 
the scenarios of Body Snatcher mov-
ies and sceptical hypotheses (as the 
one envisaged by the Interlocutor, 
above) capture our imagination. In-
deed, sceptical doubt and 
imagination are necessarily con-
nected, as I will elaborate presently. 

Hacker claims, secondly, that 
nothing at all could count as supposing 
that my counterpart is not minded. If 
this “supposing” involves radical 
doubt about other people’s minded-
ness, then I concur. I agree that there 
is, as I should put it, no way in which 
this and some other varieties of radi-
cal scepticism can become 
unambiguously manifested outside 
the philosopher’s study. Instead, at-
tempts to express and exhibit radical 
scepticism as an actual attitude take 
on the distinct appearance of mental 
confusion (cf. OC §255, §257). This 
ambiguity disappears once radical 
sceptical doubt is not envisaged as 
actual first-person doubt but as imag-
ined doubt, doubt I imagine myself as 
having. Correspondingly, if the rele-
vant sceptical argument were to bring 
me actually to doubt what is most 

certain for me, this would unhinge 
my own reasoning (as illustrated in 
OC §§506–509). For such extreme 
uncertainty won’t spread in an or-
derly fashion, as in an argument that 
can be put on paper. What seals off 
my reasoning from its own purported 
effect is precisely imagination. When 
I imagine myself as doubting the 
mindedness of other people, includ-
ing those closest to me, I take on an 
observer’s stance towards myself. 
This also explains why the other-
minds sceptic can still operate with 
the same psychological concepts we 
do; it is because “the sceptic” is an 
imaginary subject, someone whose 
mind would be partitioned as required 
by an abstract sceptical argument. 
That is, this subject could doubt, say, 
the correctness of 2 + 2 = 4, but – 
indeed implausibly – remain con-
vinced of the validity of the syllogism 
used to that effect. 

What I do not agree with is the 
consequence Hacker appears to draw 
from this type of reflection, viz. that 
scepticism about other minds is non-
sensical. The fact that, for me, the 
alternative to believing that others 
are human beings like me is not scep-
ticism but something verging on 
insanity, does not rule out the sce-
nario from logical space. This would 
be like arguing that I cannot be 
wrong about the weather because I 
cannot coherently assert that “it’s 
raining, but I don’t believe it” (cf. OC 
§431, §466, §552). Earlier in the 
book, Hacker notes that for proposi-
tions to make sense “we should have 
to be able to say how things would 
have to be for them to be true” (57). 
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It is, however, unconvincing to sug-
gest that we are unable to say how 
things would have to be for many 
sceptical scenarios to be actual. It is, 
rather, that a radical sceptical 
hypothesis lacks proper contact with 
the “rough ground” of ordinary epis-
temic practice. This is not a matter of 
our being unable to say how things 
would have to be for them to be true. 
The peculiar emptiness of (some) 
sceptical hypotheses is that we are 
unable to say how they could coherently be 
discovered to be true. This is the case if 
what they deny is a belief required to 
have any beliefs in the first place 
about the contested domain of 
knowledge (cf. ROC III, §348; OC 
§308, §494). This presupposes that 
the corresponding propositions have 
sense without entailing that they 
must be true (cf. Stroud 2000: 215–
217). So, I do not think that “non-
sense” is the appropriate category of 
censure to be invoked here. 

Nor do I think there is a sure-fire 
method for transforming “latent into 
patent nonsense” (PI §464, §524). By 
contrast, Hacker emphasises that 
Wittgenstein not only conveys con-
ceptual insights but also 
demonstrates the methods by which 
to generate them. This is clear from 
the rationale adopted in the Beginner’s 
Guide:  

We shall not merely be learning what 
Wittgenstein said, but doing what he did. 
We shall be doing philosophy in the 
manner of Wittgenstein himself and fol-
lowing his footsteps through the 
[conceptual] landscape he traversed. (11)  

The method Hacker has in mind is a 
form of conceptual analysis:  

What Wittgenstein said that he had dis-
covered in 1929/30, when he began to 
dismantle his first philosophy, was a new 
method – and the only way to learn his 
method of philosophical or conceptual 
analysis is to practice it. (11)  

Chapter 15, the first directly on 
Wittgenstein’s conception of 
philosophy, resumes the thread as 
follows:  

For a new method has been discovered. 
There could no longer be great philoso-
phers, he said, but now, for the first 
time, it was possible to have skilled 
philosophers. (260) 

 Indeed, this seems to be Wittgen-
stein’s view according to G. E. 
Moore’s summary of Wittgenstein’s 
Lectures in 1930–33 (Moore 1955: 26). 

On consulting Moore’s actual 
lecture notes from Michaelmas Term 
1930, however, this impression can-
not be sustained. Moore indeed 
reports Wittgenstein to have said: 
“Philosophy has reached a new state 
now; […] for the first time, there can 
be skilful [philosophers].” (MLN: 67) 
But this is associated with a reduction 
of the space available for the expres-
sion of “personality”: “The moment 
a method is found, one way of express-
ing personality is lost.” (MLN: 67) 
Thus, when he says, “It doesn’t mat-
ter whether I tell you the truth or not: 
because a new method is found”, 
Wittgenstein may, rather than 
expressing his own view, intend to 
give voice to what then was a new 
spirit in philosophy. This interpreta-
tion receives support from a later 
passage:  

What interests us in science is not the re-
sult, but the method: that the question 
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can be asked; “What is [the] specific 
weight of helium?”  

And further:  

These words [identified by Moore as 
“analysis” and “explanation”] tempt us 
to apply scientific methods to philosophy. 
(MLN: 88)  

Clearly, not only is Wittgenstein’s 
style of writing one of the most per-
sonal and distinctive in the analytic 
tradition, he also does not encourage 
applying scientific methods to phi-
losophy. Hacker is, of course, aware 
that Wittgenstein does not think of 
science as a helpful model for doing 
philosophy (cf. 263, 272–276). Yet, 
he does conceive of what he calls the 
“method of sense” as something oth-
ers could be taught to apply to ever 
new philosophical claims (12). The 
result of this method, and any such 
future applications, would be to ex-
pose them as nonsense. 

Conclusion 

Hacker’s Beginner’s Guide is a genuine 
attempt to introduce and popularise 
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy with-
out relinquishing its radical core. The 
volume does not merely pose as an 
introduction but is serious about of-
fering an immediately accessible and 
even entertaining first exploration of 
an extremely difficult subject without 
presupposing any familiarity with 
either the philosophical tradition or 
the many debates in Wittgenstein 
scholarship. As such, it is a welcome 
addition to the introductory litera-

 
1 I wish to thank Britt Harrison for proofreading 
and commenting on the review. Unfortunately, all 
remaining errors are my own. 

ture. I find some decisions less 
fortunate, particularly what I con-
sider to be Hacker’s leading 
metaphors of the volume, namely, 
the ideas of determinate bounds of 
sense and of philosophy as a tribunal 
of reason whose verdicts set the lim-
its of all possible linguistic 
representation. While this does facil-
itate his more straightforward 
exposition, it does so at the cost of 
overemphasising the role of rule-like 
principles in Wittgenstein’s vision of 
language at the expense of contextu-
alism, i.e. the idea that a word use can 
be projected into new contexts with-
out there being an a priori identifiable 
delineation of how far projection can 
go. Correspondingly, Hacker treats 
the sense-nonsense distinction as 
overly black-and-white and invoka-
ble where it might be more 
appropriate to speak of, e.g. point-
lessness, futility, or emptiness. 
Depending on the philosophical view 
censured as pointless, futile, or 
empty, these are not discussion-
ending verdicts, that is, if no ques-
tions are begged. That said, what I 
find rewarding about Hacker’s 
Beginner’s Guide is that its message is 
not watered down by endless qualifi-
cations; on the contrary, its stance is 
brutally clear. So, there is something 
to engage with critically, and that is 
what I hope the students of this vol-
ume will do. In so doing, they will 
receive the best type of guidance.1 
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