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Was Wittgenstein a concept nativist? It might seem that a negative answer should be delivered to this question. This
is because Wittgenstein seemed to emphasise that acquiring many of our most familiar concepts involves being
initiated into the practices of social groups. What this suggests is that, rather than being born with a rich mastery of
concepts, we learn such concepts in the manner akin to that in which we learn how to play such games as chess.
This learning process involves instruction, encouragement, correction and the like without which the target concept
would not be acquired.

In this paper I argue that, in the light of contemporary nativist theorising, this traditional understanding of
Wittgenstein is a mistake: in fact he was committed to the view that many of our concepts are innate. This
commitment arises in the rule following considerations that appear in Philosophical Investigations and Remarks on
the Foundations of Mathematics. In the rule following considerations Wittgenstein establishes the following three
theses:
1. Following a rule is at bottom based upon blind actions and judgements, actions and judgements that the rule

follower executes automatically without reasons and justification. Hence, to grasp a given rule an individual
must be disposed to engage in a particular pattern of blind actions and judgements.

2. We belong to linguistic communities the members of which grasp common rules. Consequently, we agree with
respect to the patterns of blind actions and judgements that we are disposed to make.

3. Such patterns of blind actions and judgements are underdetermined by the experiences that we have in
acquiring mastery of the rules of our language.

Given that Wittgenstein is committed to a view of concept possession according to which having a concept involves
grasping rules governing the uses of words, these theses collectively invite an argument for concept nativism that is
analogous to Noam Chomsky's argument that language acquisition is based upon a massive innate endowment.
The argument runs as follows. The dispositions to blind action and judgement that are fundamental to concept
mastery could not be learnt on the basis of experience as our experiences are far too impoverished to facilitate such
learning. Therefore, such dispositions must be innate otherwise their universality (that is required for us to share
concepts and speak common languages) would be mysterious and miraculous. As having such dispositions is
fundamental to concept mastery, the implication is that our concepts are innate even though there is a conventional
relationship between concepts and the words that express them.

To attribute Wittgenstein such a nativist view is not to deny that experience plays an important role in concept
acquisition as nativism need not be the view that concepts are present at birth. Rather, nativism allows for concepts
to be acquired as a result of experience so long as they are not acquired by means of a domain general mechanism
or a psychologically mediated process. I argue that the account of concept acquisition that Wittgenstein implicitly
commits himself too meets these conditions for being nativist. In fact, it resembles a triggering theory of the kind
championed by Jerry Fodor according to which concepts are triggered by experience rather than learnt on the basis
of experience.

Wittgenstein's triggering theory comes out most clearly in his discussion of mathematical concepts. Prior to
acquiring a mathematical concept such as PLUS, an individual has an innate disposition to blindly act and make
judgements that directly corresponds the concept PLUS. In having this disposition the individual implicitly has the
concept PLUS. Acquiring mastery of the word 'plus' (and, therefore, having a fully fledged mastery of the concept
PLUS) involves having experiences that prompt the exercise of this disposition and establish a connection between
it and subsequent use of the word 'plus'. This acquisition process is to be sharply contrasted with learning.


