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Introduction

In this paper I seek to elucidate Wittgenstein’s later conception of philosophy as devoid of theories or theses which, arguably, is not yet well understood. More specifically, my strategy is to clarify Wittgenstein’s conception using as an example what he says about the concepts of meaning and language. Accordingly, one of my central aims is to articulate an interpretation of his conception of meaning as use and meaning as constituted by grammatical rules that would make plain the sense in which this conception does not constitute a philosophical theory or a thesis about meaning
. This interpretation, I will also argue, can dissolve tensions in Wittgenstein’s writings on meaning and language that certain other readings give rise to, for instance, the influential interpretation of Baker and Hacker. Overall, my strategy of clarifying Wittgenstein’s conception of philosophy by discussing his conception of meaning constitutes an attempt to move away from a very abstract level of theorising about Wittgenstein’s methods. The discussion of concrete examples, I hope, will make Wittgenstein’s methods more readily comprehensible, most notably his novel conception of the status of rules and definitions in philosophy and its promise to help us avoid dogmatism. Hereby I also aim to show how Wittgenstein’s approach makes it possible for us to adopt a richer view of meaning and language than a commitment to philosophical theses about language and meaning seems to allow for. I conclude with remarks on the method of analysis in terms of necessary conditions.


To introduce my topic, and to explain what I understand by philosophical theses, let us consider a remark from the Philosophical Investigations. Wittgenstein writes:

For we can avoid the injustice or emptiness of our assertions only by presenting the model as what it is, as an object of comparison—as, so to speak, a measuring-rod; not as a preconceived idea to which reality must correspond. (The dogmatism into which we fall so easily in doing philosophy.)

Leaving aside for a moment the interpretation of terms such as ‘model’ in the quotation (I will return to this shortly), my suggestion is that this paragraph gives us in a nutshell Wittgenstein’s conception of what it would be to philosophise without putting forward theses
. —But what does the remark §131 have to do with philosophical theses?


A philosophical thesis in the traditional sense, I take it, is a thesis concerning an essence. Such theses are thought to concern the necessary features of ‘things’ in contrast to what is accidental to them. They tell us what something must be in order to be (or count as) whatever it is. In this sense such theses bring to view what things really are in contrast to what they might happen to be, or appear to be. In §131 Wittgenstein is then making a point about the philosophers’ attempts to state something about such necessary features of ‘things’ or reality, i.e. about how they/it must be. Here he identifies a problem. According to him, by making such statements we run the risk that those statements become unjust or empty and we are in danger of succumbing to dogmatism. Instead, he says, we are to present ‘the model’ as what it is, an object of comparison.


Here several terms of Wittgenstein’s remark—‘injustice’, ‘emptiness’, ‘model’, ‘dogmatism’—require explanation. By ‘model’ Wittgenstein evidently means the philosopher’s mode of presenting her object of investigation, the latter being, for instance, a concept or the use of a word that she is examining. Wittgenstein’s “clear and simple language-games” as a means of bringing to view the uses of words in a perspicuous way exemplify such models
. Another example that Wittgenstein mentions is the Tractatus’ conception of language: its conception of propositions as truth-functions of elementary propositions, which in turn are comprehended as pictures of states of affairs, i.e. the Tractatus’ conception that propositions are analysable into pictures of states of affairs. This scheme of analysis provides us with a specific conception of, or a model for, propositions.


The Tractatus lends itself readily to explanations concerning the problems of emptiness, injustice and dogmatism. As Wittgenstein later notes, it might sometimes be illuminating to characterise propositions as pictures
. This, however, is not the Tractatus’ position. When Wittgenstein claims in the Tractatus that he has solved all philosophical problems in essentials
 and talks about what we must always do when we encounter philosophical problems
, he claims that he has found a method of clarification that is applicable to all possible philosophical problems. Thus he asserts, in effect, that the Tractatus’ scheme for logical analysis is applicable to every possible proposition, i.e. that ultimately every possible proposition can be revealed to be a picture on analysis, or that their essence consists in their being pictures. Hence, although the Tractatus aims at not putting forward philosophical theses
, but may be taken to merely seek to articulate a method for philosophy as an activity of clarification, it, arguably, relapses to philosophical theses. Its method of clarification contains a built-in thesis of the essence of propositions.


Dogmatism in cases such as this lies, according to Wittgenstein, in our asserting what is valid of the form of presentation or the model as if this were a necessary truth concerning the object of investigation or presentation
. In the Tractatus’ case, having adopted the scheme of analysis for which it is characteristic that propositions are conceived as pictures we come to claim that this is what all propositions must be. Hereby we, so to say, project a defining characteristic of the mode of presentation on the objects of presentation claiming that it is a necessary characteristic of these objects. Or as Wittgenstein puts it in the PI: “We predicate of the thing what lies in the mode of presenting it.”
 This way the model becomes “a preconceived idea to which reality must correspond”
, something we dogmatically require reality—in this case propositions—to fit.


Clearly, such dogmatic claims of what things must be involve a danger of injustice, namely, our failing to do justice to the manifoldness of phenomena or to the different cases falling under a concept, and consequently to the thinking of the people whose concepts we seek to clarify. As for the emptiness of philosophical theses, in philosophy there is a temptation to respond to the above kinds of complaints of injustice, or to objections based on counter-examples, by retorting to a ‘deeper’ level. For instance, one may respond to the objection that not everything we ordinarily understand by ‘proposition’ is a picture by saying that the characterisation of propositions as pictures is not meant to be valid for what we ordinarily call ‘propositions’ in the first place. Rather, it concerns cases discoverable by analysis behind the deceptive surface-level of language. It is really valid for such ‘ideal cases’ only.


But the cost of this attempt to avoid contradiction with the ordinary is that the characterisation of propositions as pictures now threatens to become empty
. For at the level of ideal propositions the notion seems no longer able to do any work: at this level there are no apparent propositions which could be distinguished from real propositions on the basis of their not being pictures. Hence, when the employment of the notion of propositions as pictures is limited to the ideal level it seems to become entirely redundant. Similarly, the statement ‘propositions are really pictures’ seems to have content only when contrasted with the ordinary views or what propositions appear to be. In this sense the ideal or the ‘really real’ posited by the philosopher ultimately gets its point from its juxtaposition with the ordinary. Consequently, her contradiction with the ordinary apprehension seems unavoidable on pain of emptiness. But with that contradiction we are back to the problem of injustice.


As I will try to explain, Wittgenstein’s new conception of the status of philosophical statements as the articulation of models to be used as objects of comparison is a response to the above kind of problems (dogmatism, injustice, emptiness).
 Let us now turn to what he says about meaning and how these issues emerge in this context.

1. Meaning, use and grammar

How are we to understand Wittgenstein’s conception of meaning as use and meaning as something determined or constituted by grammatical rules? Wittgenstein discusses the concept of meaning particularly in Ms114 and Ms140
 from which I will consider several remarks together with formulations encountered in other manuscripts, lectures and the PI. I will begin with meaning and grammar and come later to the conception of meaning as use. Wittgenstein writes:

I want to say: the place of a word in grammar is its meaning. 

But I can also say: the meaning of a word is what the explanation of its meaning explains. […]

The explanation of the meaning explains the use of the word.

The use of a word in the language is its meaning. 

Grammar describes the use of words in the language.

Here the first remark
 establishes a connection between the words ‘grammar’ and ‘meaning’. Wittgenstein says that he wants to talk about meaning as ‘the place of a word in grammar’. He then writes that he could also say that the meaning of a word is what the explanation of its meaning explains. The second remark can be understood to specify what it means to say that the meaning of a word is its place in grammar. To see how it can be apprehended as such an explanation let us look at the different formulations Wittgenstein gives to this remark.

A version of the second remark also occurs in the PI. Here it reads: ‘“The meaning of a word is what is explained by the explanation of the meaning.” I.e.: if you want to understand the use of the word “meaning”, see what are called “explanations of meaning”.’
 As Wittgenstein spells out this strategy in the opening page of the Blue Book, it is possible to bring the question “what is meaning?” “down to earth” by examining what are called “explanations of meaning”. Approaching the question in this way, he says, ‘will teach you something about the grammar of the word “meaning” and will cure you of the temptation to look about you for some object which you might call “the meaning”.’
 One important aspect of Wittgenstein’s remark about the explanations of meaning therefore is that it articulates a particular way of approaching the question “what is meaning?”

If we now follow Wittgenstein’s advice and ask, ‘what are called “explanations of meaning”?’ we will see, according to him, that they are characteristically rules. As he says in Ms140: ‘We said that by “meaning” we meant what an explanation of meaning explains. And an explanation of meaning is not an empirical proposition and not a causal explanation, but a rule, a convention.’
 Meaning, according to Wittgenstein, can therefore be understood as something explainable in terms of rules.

The sense in which the second remark from Ms140 constitutes an explanation of the idea of the meaning of a word as its place in grammar now be stated as follows. By drawing attention to explanations of meaning, the remark highlights the possibility of talking about meaning in terms of rules. Given this we may then also characterise the meaning of a word as its place in grammar or talk about meanings of words in terms of such places in grammar. Such a place is defined for a word by grammatical rules which specify a role for a word in language. (From this point of view we might, for instance, talk about switching the places of two words in a language thereby switching their meanings.
) Similarly, Wittgenstein also talks about meaning as something determined or constituted by grammatical rules.

As to Wittgenstein’s remark that the use of the word in the language is its meaning, taking into account the surrounding remarks in Ms140, it seems most natural to understand ‘use’ here as ‘rule-governed use’. If, as Wittgenstein says, grammatical explanations of meaning in terms of rules are explanations of use, and grammar is the description of the use of words in language, use evidently can be articulated in terms of rules.


These explanations of Wittgenstein’s conception of meaning also make plain the latter’s connection to his conception of philosophy as the clarification of language use. Following his observation that explanations of meaning are rules, we can understand clarification as an activity of stating rules for the use of expressions. Hereby clarification becomes a purely linguistic affair. It does not involve a reference to anything extra-linguistic or language-transcendent such as an object in the world or a mental state that endows signs with meaning but cannot itself be the subject of logical or grammatical investigation.
 Or as Wittgenstein says, contrasting his conception with the idea of meaning as a mental occurrence: ‘What a proposition means is expressed by an explanation. Thus, in the end meaning drops out of language completely, that is out of our investigation; and language remains the only thing which we can investigate.’


Given Wittgenstein’s conception of philosophical clarification as an activity of stating rules, apparently his remarks on meaning quoted from Ms140 are also to be understood as such clarificatory rules, i.e. they exemplify this procedure of clarification. Understood this way, his remarks explain their own status reflexively. They are themselves an example of what they describe: explanations of meaning in terms of rules.

2. The problem of the role of grammatical rules in philosophical clarification

Even if things might seem fairly straightforward up till now, at this point a number of questions arise concerning the role of Wittgenstein’s explanations or the role of grammatical rules in philosophical clarification. For instance, is the point of Wittgenstein’s remarks about meaning, or his definition of the concept of meaning as articulated through the above set of rules, to state what the cases falling under the concept of meaning must be? Is Wittgenstein saying that, given our concept of meaning, a word only has meaning if it has a rule-governed use (or is parasitic on such uses)? Is he, in this sense, making a statement about what our concept of word-meaning is and therefore what every possible case falling under the concept of word-meaning must be? If so, why does this not count as a philosophical thesis about meaning?


To address these questions let us first consider what Wittgenstein says about meaning as use in the PI. He writes: ‘For a large class of cases—though not for all—in which we employ the word “meaning” it can be explained thus: the meaning of a word is its use in the language.’
 This remark clearly expresses reservations concerning the generality of the conception of meaning as use. Nevertheless, due to certain ambiguity it still seems to allow for different readings.

According to the interpretation put forward by Baker and Hacker, examples of the use of ‘meaning’, which are excluded, are cases such as ‘those clouds mean rain’, ‘you mean so much to me’, but all cases of word-meaning are included in Wittgenstein’s large class of cases.
 According to Baker and Hacker, Wittgenstein’s statement about meaning expresses therefore something that holds necessarily for all cases of word-meaning. As they write: “There is no such thing as meaning independently of rules which determine how an expression is to be used.”


Taken this way Wittgenstein’s explanation of the concept of meaning might then be further characterised in Kantian terms by saying that it determines the limits of this concept (and to this extent ‘the bounds of sense’) by articulating a necessary condition of word-meaning.
 Put in an alternative way, Wittgenstein’s explanation is taken to show how we must use the relevant words, unless we want to deviate from their normal or actual use—possibly at the price of talking mere nonsense. In this sense Wittgenstein’s explanation articulates the rule which the actual use of “meaning” is governed by. Or put in yet another way, given that Wittgenstein’s explanation establishes a necessary condition of word-meaning and that there are no cases of word-meaning falling outside this explanation it may be characterised as the definition of the concept of word-meaning.


The problem with this interpretation, however, is that it seems to turn Wittgenstein’s statement about meaning into a philosophical thesis about our concept of meaning or the essence of meaning. For in stating that having a rule-governed use is necessary for word-meaning the philosopher certainly appears to be making a statement about what cases falling under the concept of meaning must be, and in this sense about the concept or the essence of meaning. Alternatively one might ask, why is the philosopher’s statement about what the use of the word “meaning” must be in order for it to express our concept of meaning—i.e. that it must be used in particular way as specified by the philosopher’s rule—not a thesis about what language use must be or about the rules that our language is governed by? The problem of dogmatism seems to arise again. At least one might ask: what guarantees that in stating her rule the philosopher is not overlooking cases that do fall under our concept of word-meaning, albeit do not fit the definition of rule-governedness as a necessary condition of word-meaning? And consequently: what guarantees that her statement about what meaning must be is not yet another example of a philosopher projecting a mode of presentation (her definition of the concept of meaning) on reality?


Baker and Hacker’s response, if I am not mistaken, would run along the following lines. Grammatical statements are not theses because they would be acknowledged by everyone who masters the use of the relevant expressions. In this sense unlike theses they are wholly uncontroversial. More specifically, unlike in the case of factual statements there can be no controversies about (genuine) grammatical rules as the alternatives to what the rules say make no sense.


This, however, does not seem to make the problem disappear. For Baker and Hacker’s view that there can be no controversies about grammar seems to be simply a corollary of their interpretation of Wittgenstein’s conception that grammatical rules determine what makes sense. There can be no controversies about grammar on the assumption that Wittgenstein’s statements about the rule-governedness of meaning articulate the rule that defines the concept of word-meaning (or the rule we follow in the actual use of the word ‘meaning’). But given that the ‘no controversies-view’ is clearly dependent on a suspected thesis about meaning, it cannot clarify the issue of why Wittgenstein’s conception of meaning is not a philosophical thesis. (In effect Baker and Hacker’s response emerges as a restatement of a suspected thesis about meaning.)


A second possible way of unpacking Baker and Hacker’s response results in a corresponding outcome. For in the end their response seems to boil down to the claim that there are statements in language that the users of language would necessarily agree on, these being the grammatical rules. Since Baker and Hacker are presumably not making the empirical statement that there are such statements necessarily agreed upon, they seem to be stating that there must be such statements in language. But now the original question concerning the role of grammatical statements arises again: why is this attempt to account for the status of grammatical statements not a philosophical thesis about language? Consequently, as the status of Baker and Hacker’s response overall is as unclear as that of the statement about meaning which it was meant to explain, the problem remains unresolved.


Significantly, however, these problems can be avoided if Wittgenstein’s definition of the concept of meaning (as articulated through the rules that he states) is taken as a model to be used as an object of comparison, hereby following what he says about the role of “our assertions” in philosophy.
 In the context of this reading, rather than simply state that the use of “meaning” must accord with the model of meaning as rule-governed use we compare the actual concept (or the actual use of the word “meaning”) with this model noting both the similarities and dissimilarities between them. This is also the way in which Wittgenstein describes the use of language-games as objects of comparison: “The language-games are rather set up as objects of comparison which are meant to throw light on the relations of language by way not only of similarities, but also of dissimilarities.”
 Here the point of the model—a language-game or a (set of) rule(s)—is to provide us with something concrete, which is under our control, to be set against the manifoldness and blurredness of language use, so as to bring order to linguistic relations and to make it possible to perceive them more clearly.
 As Wittgenstein writes, explaining his conception of the role of rules in philosophical clarification:

If we look at the actual use of a word, what we see is something constantly fluctuating.

In our investigations we set over against this fluctuation something more fixed, just as one paints a stationary picture of a constantly altering landscape.

When we study language we envisage it as a game with fixed rules. We compare it with, and measure it against, a game of that kind.

If for our purposes we wish to regulate the use of a word by definite rules, then alongside its fluctuating use we set up a different one by codifying a characteristic aspect of the first one in rules.

Thus, in philosophy we may use rules to characterise our concepts: to codify characteristic aspects of the actual blurred use in rules, as Wittgenstein says. Abiding by ‘the method of comparing’, however, no claim will be made that language use must fit the models put forward. In this sense no theses are advanced about how reality or the philosopher’s object of investigation (language use or concepts) must be. Put in another way, when used as an object of comparison the conception of the rule-governedness of meaning does not constitute a thesis about the essence of meaning which all cases of word-meaning allegedly fit. Rather, it articulates a possible way of conceiving word-meaning while leaving open the possibility that there are cases which might not fit this conception. Hence, the “must” characteristic of rules remains internal to the model and is not projected on the objects of description as a thesis of what they must be. We are, in principle, safeguarded against dogmatism. (In actuality, whether one is dogmatic in one’s philosophising will ultimately be a matter of one’s practice. Wittgenstein offers a general strategy for dealing with the problem of dogmatism. To put this strategy in use, however, is up to the individual philosopher.)

But are there any grounds for thinking that the interpretation I suggest is how we should understand Wittgenstein’s remarks on meaning? Although the interpretation derives some initial plausibility from Wittgenstein’s general methodological remarks, such remarks alone cannot settle the interpretation of Wittgenstein’s remarks on meaning. (Perhaps there are conflicts between his pronouncements on methodology and his actual practice.) Let us therefore turn to examine more closely the ways in which Wittgenstein formulates his conception of meaning. After this I will seek to further clarify Wittgenstein’s procedure with the help of examples.

3. The way Wittgenstein formulates his conception of meaning

In formulating his conception of meaning Wittgenstein makes numerous qualifications concerning its generality and nature. From the interpretative standpoint attributing a view of what word-meaning must be to Wittgenstein, such formulations seem bound to appear idiosyncratic, odd and even anomalous. But regardless of whether this last point is correct it is worth looking more closely at how Wittgenstein expresses himself. Let us begin with how he explains his point to his students in his lectures of 1933-34.

Wittgenstein introduces his characterisation of meaning as use with the following words: ‘[…] in discussing understanding, meaning etc. our greatest difficulty is with the entirely fluid use of words. I shall not proceed by enumerating different meanings of the words “understanding”, “meaning” etc., but instead shall draw ten or twelve pictures that are similar in some ways to the actual use of these words.’
 The first one of these pictures is:

To begin with, I have suggested substituting for “meaning of a word”, “use of a word”, because use of a word comprises a large part of what is meant by “the meaning of a word”. […] The use of a word is what is defined by the rules, just as the use of the king of chess is defined by the rules.

The second of Wittgenstein’s pictures is the characterisation of meaning as what is explained by the explanation of meaning. Wittgenstein says (direct continuation of the previous quotation): ‘I also suggest examining the correlate expression “explanation of meaning”. This will teach us something about the meaning of “meaning”.’
 Parallel to the quotation from Ms140 in Section 1, he then connects this with the conception of meaning as use: ‘The meaning is explained by describing its use.’
 That is, given that use is something defined by rules, we may describe word use by tabulating rules and in this way explain meaning.

Clearly, Wittgenstein articulates here the same conception of meaning as in Ms140 although, interestingly, he is more specific about the way he apprehends the relation between his characterisations and the actual use of words. Notably, to say that a characterisation of meaning is one of several ‘pictures that are similar in some ways to the actual use’, and that it ‘comprises a large part of what is meant by “the meaning of a word”’, is not to say that the characterisation is intended to capture the actual use or the meaning of “meaning” in every respect and exactly as it is. Similarly, in the case of the second picture Wittgenstein says that attention to the explanation of meaning ‘will teach us something about the meaning of “meaning”’ (my italics). Because of the parallel with the first picture, and the fact that the point is put in exactly the same way in BB (p.1; quoted in section 1), this choice of words does not seem accidental. We can therefore conclude that, according to Wittgenstein, focus on the use of words and the explanations of meaning, i.e. on rules and rule-governedness of language, makes manifest only something, a particular aspect of the concept of meaning. It is not meant to say all there is to say about meaning. There might be other aspects to it too.

This, however, is still compatible with different interpretations. The aspect that Wittgenstein draws our attention to could be a necessary condition of word-meaning, something that determines every possible case falling under the concept of word-meaning. That this condition is only a necessary and not a sufficient condition means that it does not account for everything that is relevant for word-meaning (cf. Section 7 for a discussion of this point). Nevertheless, according to the interpretation of rule-governedness as a necessary condition, the aspect that Wittgenstein is referring to is the defining feature of word-meaning in the sense that there are no cases of meaningful word usage that are not instances of, or parasitic on, rule-governed uses. Accordingly, from this point of view, anyone who talks about word-meaning in the normal sense (the sense in which the word is actually used) presupposes this condition.

Nevertheless, it is also evident that the above passages do not support this interpretation in any unambiguous way. Wittgenstein does not actually say in so many words that he conceives rule-governedness as a necessary condition of meaning. In fact, if this is what he really means, it seems strange that he does not say so. At any rate, it is fair to say that if this is his point he explains himself to his students in a rather unclear way.

Alternatively, what Wittgenstein might be taken to say is that the above pictures of meaning constitute something with which the concept of meaning is to be compared. These pictures are models to be used as objects of comparison and, in this capacity, used to bring to view a particular aspect of the concept of meaning. Nevertheless, rule-governedness is not to be taken as the essential and defining feature of the concept, a necessary condition that is always presupposed when we talk about word-meaning in the normal sense. Rather, since the pictures are only ‘similar in some ways’ to the actual use of ‘meaning’, to claim that the actual cases must fit these pictures is mistaken. It is a simplification to say that the word ‘meaning’ is actually used according to the rule ‘the meaning of a word is its use in language’.

Given that the above remarks do not allow us to decide between these interpretations, however, we need to take a closer look at the context of the remarks. This seems to provide very good evidence for the latter interpretation. For although Wittgenstein does not actually use the word “object of comparison” here, the quotations are preceded by a discussion of the idea of clarification with the help of exact rules that actual language use is compared with.
 Wittgenstein says, for instance: ‘Inasmuch as our language is complex, I shall point out simpler structures which can be set side by side with it to see what light they shed on it’.
 And: ‘We shall compare the use of language to playing a game according to exact rules […].’
 Accordingly, it seems clear that the two pictures of meaning ‘similar in some ways to the actual use’ are nothing but such ‘simpler structures which can be set side by side’ with the actual ‘entirely fluid’ use of ‘meaning’. Hereby also the apparent oddity and unclarity of how Wittgenstein expresses himself disappears. The way he explains himself seems an apposite way of making his point. (Note also the parallelity of what Wittgenstein says with the quotation from Ms140, p. 33/PG, p. 77 in the previous section.)

We can also find the following characterisation in a notebook from the same academic year. Here Wittgenstein makes again the same point but, interestingly, in a slightly different way:

If we wanted to bring our explanation that meaning is constituted by the rules for the use of a word closer to the actual [replaced variant: normal] use of the word [“]meaning[”], we would explain that these rules constitute the meaning which we can easily have an overview of, which gives us an easily surveyable characteristic picture, or something like this.

According to this, the rules that the philosopher portrays our words as being governed by are not claimed to be the rules according to which the words are actually used or rules constitutive of the use of these words. Rather, these rules serve the purpose of clarification, the perspicuous presentation of the use of words. They provide us with, as Wittgenstein says, a characteristic picture of a word’s use. However, as is clear from the quotation, this applies also to the characterisation of meaning as something constituted by rules itself. It is not that this conception is supposed to capture the normal or actual use of “meaning”.
 Rather, it is itself an example of a picture designed for the purposes of perspicuous presentation of language, an easily surveyable model intended to capture something characteristic of word-meaning.

The point of Wittgenstein’s conception of meaning as rule-governed use is now clearly delineated. It is intended to bring to view certain aspects of the concept of meaning, but it is not a thesis about the essence of (the concept of) meaning. Accordingly, one might say that the remarks in the first quotation from Ms140 are a set of grammatical rules that Wittgenstein uses to articulate or define a certain conception or a model of what having a meaning and describing language use comes to. Crucially, however, he does not claim that this conception/model of meaning captures the meaning of “meaning”. (I will shortly provide still more support for this interpretation.)

This interpretation of the remarks in Ms140 can also be explained as follows. In a paper on the context-principle in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy Katherine Morris has drawn attention to a textual device in Wittgenstein that she calls ‘outer modals’ in contrast to ‘inner modals’. This is exemplified, for instance, in the following statement by Wittgenstein: “Here we might say […] that as sign […] may be sometimes a word and sometimes a proposition.”
 From the perspective of her distinction, “might” is to be understood in this instance as an outer modal governing “may” as an inner modal, and in this way qualifying it. Thus, Wittgenstein is here not simply making a claim about what a sign may (or may not) be, or putting forward a ‘grammatical truth/thesis’ concerning the concepts of sign, word and proposition. Rather, he is articulating a particular conception of what it is for a sign to be a word or a proposition, a possible way of looking at the issue. Or as Morris says about the outer modals: “What these ‘modal’ operators govern […] is conceptions of certain key concepts: they introduce new possibilities of ways of seeing concepts […].”

Notably, Wittgenstein’s articulation of his conception of meaning as use in Ms140 (cf. section 1 above) seems also qualified exactly this way. Thus, he does not simply assert that it is a rule of our language that the meaning of a word is its place in grammar, but explicitly qualifies this with ‘I want to say’. This might be read as indicating that what is at stake is a particular conception of meaning rather than the definition of meaning. Accordingly, the chain of remarks about meaning in Ms140 is then intended to spell out this conception (or model for the concept of meaning). It is not simply a series of dogmatic statements about how we must understand the concept of meaning. Rather, given what Wittgenstein wants to say (the first line of the quotation), we can then further say that meaning is what is explained by the explanation of meaning, and so on. And indeed, this is what Wittgenstein actually says, the second remark being prefixed with ‘But I can also say’.

The point that the conception of meaning as something explainable with rules is a specific sense of “meaning” but not the sense of “meaning” is made repeatedly also elsewhere in Wittgenstein’s manuscripts. He writes, for instance: “What interests us in the sign, the meaning which matters for us is what is embodied in the grammar of the sign.”
 And: ‘Our proposition “meaning is what an explanation of meaning explains” could also be interpreted in the following way: let’s only bother about what’s called the explanation of meaning, and let’s not bother about meaning in any other sense.’
 Similar qualifications are also expressed already in the immediate context of the first quotation, which we started from in Section 1. Here too Wittgenstein says: “Meaning, in our sense, is embodied in the explanation of meaning.”
 Although there is some ambiguity to these remarks as well, against the background of what has been said above, there should remain no doubt with regard to their interpretation.

As to what “our interest” is or why Wittgenstein characterises this conception as “meaning in our sense”, this too seems plain. He is interested in rules and in stating rules for language because rules are a good instrument for clarification. This purpose is also stated in Ms140, where Wittgenstein writes (having just remarked that meaning “in our sense” is embodied in the explanation): “An explanation of meaning can remove every disagreement with regard to a meaning. It can clear up misunderstandings. The understanding here spoken of is a correlate of explanation.”
 Again, however, the characterisation of understanding as a correlate of explanation is not to be taken as a statement about what understanding meaning must be. As Wittgenstein is well aware, understanding meaning does not necessarily mean that one is able to explain meaning.

Consequently, it would be erroneous to maintain that Wittgenstein takes rule-governedness to be a necessary condition of word-meaning. Rather, insofar as rule-governedness is a necessary characteristic of anything, it is characteristic of Wittgenstein’s model for/his mode of presenting the use of the word “meaning” or the concept of meaning. The necessity internal to this model is not to be projected onto the object of investigation, i.e. the concept of meaning, and the model turned into a thesis about what language use must be.

4. The concept of language: comparisons with instruments and games

Even though the above seems to allow us to decide the question concerning the role of Wittgenstein’s explanation of meaning, it might be less clear what is gained by adopting this conception. Or more generally: why should we understand our definitions in philosophy this way, i.e. as clarificatory pictures or models to be used as objects of comparison? I have suggested that this allows us to avoid dogmatism in philosophy. But admittedly this is still rather abstract. To make matters more concrete I will next discuss some of the different ways in which Wittgenstein characterises the concept of language.

The first thing to notice is that insofar as the characterisation of meaning in terms of rule-governed use is not intended to capture the essence of word-meaning it cannot be taken as a general characterisation of the essence of language either. (Even if we say that what is essential in linguistic expressions is their meaning—which we might also not always wish to say; cf. below.) It also seems clear from Wittgenstein’s various characterisations of the concept of language that talk about rules is intended to capture one particular aspect of the concept only. Or as he says about philosophy’s concern with the rules of language: ‘We consider language from a one-sided point of view.’
 To my knowledge he never claims directly that we should regard this aspect as the essential one, the one which only allows us to count something as a language or part of language. The aspect of rule-governedness may be particularly important for philosophy, but it is nevertheless just one aspect of the concept of language. Let us examine this issue in more detail.

Considering the context of the last quotation, we find that having made the remark about the one-sidedness of his point of view Wittgenstein, in fact, goes on to cite and elaborate examples of expressions that cannot be explained in terms of rules. His example here is the word ‘boo’ used to give someone a fright. (Other examples a few paragraphs earlier are expressions such as ‘oh’, ‘hurrah’ and ‘hm’.
) Concluding his discussion, Wittgenstein writes about ‘boo’: “One may now say that the purpose, the effect of the word ‘boo’ is the important thing about the word; but explaining the purpose or the effect is not what we call explaining the meaning.”

According to this, the word ‘boo’ used with the purpose of giving someone a fright is excluded from the class of words the meaning of which is explained in terms of rules (cf. also the context of the quotation). As Wittgenstein says, what is important about this word would be explained in terms of its effect. Clearly, such explanations differ significantly from explanations in terms of rules. Unlike a definition, for instance, an explanation in terms of effects states something about empirical facts, i.e. the actual effects of words. (We would not say that the purpose of the word ‘boo’ is to give a fright, if it did not, in fact, in most cases have this effect.
) Accordingly, unlike in the case of a rule, we might well talk about discovery when and where of the effects of a word are concerned. Whereas it does make sense to say that one has discovered that a word has particular effects on people, it does not make sense to talk about discovering a rule. (Rules are laid down rather than discovered. Apparently, one may speak of discovery of rules only in the sense of one finding out about already established rules.) Similarly, whereas I might stipulate a rule, I cannot stipulate the effects of a word.
—But are we to say that ‘boo’ (in the above capacity) has a meaning at all?

There are reasons for saying that ‘boo’ does not have a meaning. Probably we would not, for instance, talk about understanding here. (If I sneak behind you, shout ‘boo’ and you jump, we would not say that you understood what I meant by this word. You just reacted to it in a particular way.) Similarly, rather than saying that ‘boo’ has a meaning, Wittgenstein talks about the purpose or effect as ‘the important thing about the word’—or as one could also say, the effect is the essential thing about this word. Yet, in the end it is not very important whether or not we say that words like ‘boo’ have meaning. For even if ‘boo’, according to Wittgenstein, did not have meaning he is clearly willing to talk about it as a word. This willingness to acknowledge it as part of language (a tool of language of some sort) indicates that he does not consider rule-governedness as the essential feature of language, a necessary condition for something qualifying as part of language.

But nothing depends on this particular choice of words in Ms140. The same point is also made in the PI:

To invent a language could mean to invent an instrument for a particular purpose on the basis of the laws of nature (or consistently with them); but it also has the other sense, analogous to that in which we speak of the invention of a game.

Here I am stating something about the grammar of the word “language”, by connecting it with the grammar of the word “invent”.

Wittgenstein distinguishes here between two senses in which one could talk about inventing a language: i) as something comparable to the invention of an instrument that serves a particular purpose, i.e. the discovery that something can be used to bring about such and such, and ii) as something comparable to the invention of a game. What is the contrast he wishes to draw?

Obviously games, just as instruments conform to natural laws and we construct games just as instruments on the basis of such regularities. (So, there is no difference here.) However, unlike a game an instrument is, arguably, defined by the external purposes that it serves, i.e. purposes which exist or we have a concept(ion) of independently of the invention of the instrument. (In an earlier version of the remark in Ms110 Wittgenstein mentions gasoline engine and sewing machine as examples of instruments. Clearly, these instruments are invented to serve external purposes in the above sense. They are designed to perform more effectively tasks that existed already before their invention. I will return to this version of the remark below.) Such external purposes contrast, then, with internal ones, such as the purpose of checkmating the opponent in chess. The purpose of checkmating, of course, is to win the game, but that this constitutes winning the game depends on the rules of the game. Accordingly, that checkmating constitutes winning chess is a matter of definition rather than discovery.

This point might also be expressed by saying that the rules of games are, in a certain sense, arbitrary. That is to say, games too, of course, may serve external purposes. Often they are invented for entertainment, for example, and in this respect their rules are not arbitrary. (A change in rules may make a game more or less entertaining.) Nevertheless, this merely illustrates the more general fact that rules too may serve as instruments for particular purposes. But it is not to say that in order for something to count as a rule, it must serve some such purpose. Accordingly, in order for something to count as a game it is not necessary for it to serve any external purposes. 

In analogy to games one may also say that the rules of grammar are arbitrary. As Wittgenstein writes (in the immediate context of PI §492): ‘The rules of grammar may be called “arbitrary”, if that is to mean that the aim of the grammar is nothing but that of the language.’

Consequently, we can spell out Wittgenstein’s distinction in PI §492 as follows. The two senses of inventing a language, to which he refers, make manifest two different aspects of the concept of language: i) language as analogous to games and defined by arbitrary rules, and ii) language as analogous to instruments that serve particular external purposes, i.e. not arbitrary, but determined, for instance, by their effects.

The connection with ‘boo’ in Ms140 is now clear. This word is an example of the second kind of case. As Wittgenstein says, the role or function of this word is defined in terms of its effect rather than by rules. It is also clear in the case of ‘boo’ that here certain qualities of the word (the sound) are relevant in a way which is different from cases where the function of the word is defined by rules. ‘Boo’ can only perform the function of giving a fright insofar as it is uttered loudly and suddenly, which is not a matter of convention but due to the empirical fact that people react to sudden loud noises in a particular way. Thus, ‘boo’ used with the purpose of giving a fright resembles indeed an instrument designed for a particular purpose on the basis of certain regularities in nature.


The point now is simply that although ‘boo’ lacks certain central features characteristic of linguistic expressions, i.e. its function does not depend on rules and in this sense rule-governedness is not essential to it, this does not automatically mean that it could not be taken as a word and part of language. For it exhibits certain other features that may also be said to be characteristic of language. We may then say on the basis of these features that it is part of language—according to Wittgenstein at least. That is, if we accept his characterisation of the grammar of “language” in PI §492 through the two analogies, that ‘boo’ is not essentially rule-governed is not a sufficient reason for excluding it from language
.


At this point it is instructive to consider the issue from the perspective of the development of Wittgenstein’s philosophy. For at an earlier stage he seems to have thought of language as something defined and determined through grammatical rules.

5. Ms110: the principle which is the concept of language

Wittgenstein writes in an early version of PI §492 in Ms110 (from 1930-31; also in Ts213, p. 193):

What does the one do who constructs (invents) a new language? Which principle does he follow? For this principle is the concept “language”?

To invent a language does not mean to invent an instrument for a particular purpose on the basis of the laws of nature (or consistently with them). […] Also the invention of a game is not an invention in this sense, but comparable to the invention of a language.

I don’t need to say that I merely describe further the grammar of the word “language” by connecting it with the grammar of “invent”.

Here Wittgenstein denies what he later affirms in the PI (also in Ms114: a revision of parts of Ts213, cf. below), i.e. that the invention of a language is comparable to that of an instrument. Evidently, (cf. the context of the remark in Ts213 and later) the point of denying that language is comparable to an instrument in the above sense is to deny that grammar, and hence language, is determined by facts of reality. Rather, Wittgenstein argues that grammatical rules are arbitrary, directing this point against the idea that language is (its concepts are) simply determined by factors external to it, by facts of nature and the (external) purposes that it serves, as explained above.
 Crucially, however, to put a wrong kind of emphasis on this point about arbitrariness runs a risk of dogmatism and of doing injustice to cases in which the instrumental aspect of language is more prominent and the aspect of conventionality perhaps no longer present at all.

Accordingly, looking at Wittgenstein’s development in the light of the problem of dogmatism, one might say that what allows Wittgenstein to distance himself from the dogmatism of Ms110 is his coming to realise and fully appreciate the point that to talk about language in terms of rules is a particular picture or a conception of language which is not to be projected on language as a thesis concerning its essence. Rather, we must hold on to the understanding of the role of this picture as a clarificatory model to be used as an object of comparison. This will then allow us to avoid dogmatism, and to appreciate other aspects of language besides that of rule-governedness. Consistent with this interpretation, we find also these interesting and telling formulations and deletions in Ms114 on the same page where the final version of PI §492 first occurs: “The grammar of language constitutes its essence. The language is particularly for us a calculus; it is characterised by linguistic actions, not their practical purpose.”

Here my interpretation can be contrasted with Hacker’s interpretation of §492 in order to bring to the fore the former’s clarificatory import. Consistent with his attribution of (what I would call) a thesis about the essence of language as rule-governed, Hacker finds it difficult to accept that Wittgenstein would allow ‘purely instrumental’ cases as belonging to language. According to Hacker, this interpretation ‘seems to concede too much’.
 Apparently, his problem is that in admitting such instrumental cases as parts of language, we seem to open up the doors wide open to causal theories of language that seek to explain language in terms of its effects.

Of course, Hacker is entirely right in that it would be problematic to think of language exclusively according to the model of instruments (for instance, in terms of the effects of expressions) and that Wittgenstein does not accept this. (According to such a view, an expression means, ultimately, whatever effect it happens to have.
) Yet it is crucial to note that to bar this exaggeration one does not need to retreat to the similarly dogmatic claim that every instance of language use must be rule-governed (or else be parasitic on such uses)
. For if understood as objects of comparison (clarificatory pictures) the instrumental and game conceptions of language do not imply the possibility (or necessity!) of explaining language from one of these perspectives only. Rather, each conception simply accentuates a particular aspect of language. Accordingly, the worry that allowing for purely instrumental cases concedes too much finds a foothold only insofar as we assume that such examples constitute the grounds for general theses about language. But this is precisely what they do not do. We are not to conclude from individual examples what other cases must be, but to use them as objects of comparison. Hence, there is no problem with allowing for purely instrumental cases and, indeed, with using such examples for the purposes of clarification.

Therefore, contrary to Hacker’s contention, that Wittgenstein abandons ‘the hard line’ in Ms110 is not an anomaly that requires explanation.
 Instead, the root of Hacker’s problem in interpreting §492 seems to be the assumption that one should identify Wittgenstein’s conception of language with one of the two conceptions only. But once we let go of this assumption we get rid of both the problem of ‘conceding too much’ as well as of the apparent anomaly concerning Wittgenstein’s development. Hence, we seem, indeed, to fare better, if we follow Wittgenstein in his turn away from positing general exclusive theses to objects of comparison.

It is important to note also that Wittgenstein’s conception of the arbitrariness of grammar and language, with all its potential clarificatory force, does not presuppose the thesis that language must be rule-governed. Rather, the conception can be taken to apply to language to the extent that it is rule-governed or comparable to games according to rules. The clarificatory force of the conception of arbitrariness is relative to the aptness of the characterisation of language as rule-governed. Yet crucially, this does not result in any loss with regard to whatever strength or philosophical momentum Wittgenstein’s conception might have. For wherever language is aptly regarded as rule-governed, the points based on the conception of the arbitrariness apply with all their clarificatory gain. However, where language is not rule-governed, these points were not justified in the first place, and should have been withdrawn. Hence, nothing of the problem-(dis)solving capacity of Wittgenstein’s conception of arbitrariness is lost when the picture of language as rule-governed is understood as an object of comparison. We have only gained in justice and lost in dogmatism.
 In addition, the above also makes clear that Wittgenstein’s conception of the arbitrariness of grammar is not, or does not imply, a thesis about the nature of language.

6. The conception of language as a family

My interpretation of Wittgenstein’s development can also be explained as follows. Whereas Ms110 suggests that the comparison of language with games (i.e. the conception of language as rule-governed) provides us with a principle that determines the concept of language, later in the early 1930s Wittgenstein comes to give up the search for such a unifying principle. This means giving up the search for the definition of the concept of language which determines the essence of language through a thesis concerning its necessary feature(s). Accordingly, giving up the search for such a unifying principle Wittgenstein then comes to adopt the conception of language as a family-resemblance concept.

The latter point deserves some attention. It is contradictory to maintain both that language necessarily presupposes rules and is a family of cases, the latter meaning that there need not be anything in common to all different cases of language that allows us to call them ‘language’.
 For the former characterisation entails that every instance of language use is either governed by rules or parasitic on such rule-governed uses. In this way the conception that language is necessarily rule-governed makes rule-governedness a principle which defines the concept of language. Here it contrasts with the idea of language as a family. For Wittgenstein does not only contrast the idea of family resemblance with definitions through necessary and sufficient conditions, but more generally with the idea that there must be some shared feature that defines a concept. Clearly, such a shared feature could also be a necessary condition.

Wittgenstein writes about the idea of family-resemblance, referring in the first sentence to the conception that a concept must be defined through a shared common feature:

This notion is, in a way, too primitive. What a concept-word indicates is certainly a kinship between objects, but this kinship need not be the sharing of a common property or a constituent. It may connect the objects like the links of a chain, so that one is linked to another by intermediary links. Two neighbouring members may have common features and be similar to each other, while distant ones belong to the same family without any longer having anything in common.

This idea of families of cases can be illustrated with the help of Wittgenstein’s idea of using examples as ‘centres of variation’ to characterise concepts not defined through any single common feature. Such centres of variation are examples exhibiting clearly some feature(s) characteristic of the different cases falling under a concept. In this capacity they can be used as reference points in arranging cases in a perspicuous order.


For instance, ‘boo’ might be taken as an example of such a centre of variation. (Perhaps one can also say that it is used as such a centre in Wittgenstein’s discussion in Ms140.) Admittedly, ‘boo’ is in the periphery of language (a kind of limiting case). However, precisely because of this it can be used to characterise the concept of language. It exhibits a particular feature of language—its instrumentality—in a purified form. Similarly, however, with Wittgenstein’s characterisation in §492 in mind, one might say that arbitrary stipulations with no real practical use are another centre of variation in the opposite extreme of language. For example, I might stipulate that ‘baa’ means the colour of my hair, but only insofar as there are exactly 159 persons within a square-mile with the speaker at the centre. With such a definition ‘baa’ is entirely useless, a mere caricature of a linguistic expression. It is empirically impossible to use it as an instrument for any purpose, because it is practically impossible to know the exact number of people within the relevant square-mile, and the number of people within this area is not likely to be exactly the required number anyway. But because it exhibits the feature of rule-governedness one may say that it is a possible linguistic expression.

‘Boo’ and ‘baa’ would then appear to be the kind of distant family members with no common features that Wittgenstein talks about. Although these two cases have no shared characteristics that are essential to their functioning as the expressions they are, they can be united under the same concept through other cases—intermediary links—that have characteristics of both ‘boo’ and ‘baa’. (Probably most linguistic expressions fall into this third class: they are governed by rules and have practical utility.) Accordingly, ‘boo’ and ‘baa’ can be used as examples to explain what it means to say that language is a family of cases. Defined through ‘boo’ and ‘baa’ as centres—or limits—of variation, the concept of language is not defined through a feature common to all cases but, as Wittgenstein puts it, through “similarities overlapping and criss-crossing”.
 The point of using ‘boo’ and ‘baa’ to characterise the concept of language is simply that they exhibit in a clear fashion the two characteristics of language that Wittgenstein identifies in PI §492.

Similarly, insofar as the definition of language as rule-governed is not understood as a thesis that says what language must be, it may be apprehended as an example of the procedure of characterising a family-resemblance concept with the help of an exact rule used as an object of comparison. (Immediately after having explained the idea of family-resemblance in Ms140, Wittgenstein in fact goes on to discuss this other possibility of ‘clear[ing] up philosophical paradoxes’ with sharply defined concepts.
) Crucially, however, used as an object of comparison the definition no longer commits us to the thesis that language necessarily presupposes rules. Rather, to use the definition in this way is simply to regard language from a particular one-sided point of view. Or as Wittgenstein also says: ‘We may regard our language from a simple point of view. But it is a joined up kind of a formation, a river in which waters from very different sources run (together).’
 His comparisons of language with games and instruments bring to view two such sources of language, or points of view from which to conceive language.

As the above discussion indicates, Wittgenstein’s view of language is richer than the interpretation which attributes to him a thesis of language as rule-governed allows us to think. The same seems true of his view of meaning.

7. Avoiding dogmatism about meaning

Insofar as one does not take rule-governedness as the defining feature of meaning (a necessary condition of meaningfulness of words), as Wittgenstein seems not to take, new possible ways of understanding and dealing with cases in which we talk about meanings of words become available. It is now possible to be less restrictive about the cases falling under the concept of meaning. Nevertheless, just as the definition of the concept of language through centres of variation does not mean that we now have to accept anything as belonging to language, similarly in the case of meaning we retain orderliness. Let us look at this more closely.

Introducing the conception of meaning as use in his lectures Wittgenstein states about this conception: ‘The use of a word is what is defined by the rules, just as the use of the king of chess is defined by the rules. And just as the shape and material of the king of chess are irrelevant, so are the shape and sound of a word to its use.’
 As Wittgenstein says, positing the conception that the meaning of a word is defined by rules for its use, the sound of a word is irrelevant to meaning. This, of course, hardly means that a philosopher who conceives of rules as a necessary condition of meaning, cannot recognise sound as relevant to meaning at all. He may well admit to there being cases in which the sound is relevant, i.e. rules alone do not account for meaning. According to this conception, rules are not taken to be sufficient for meaning, only necessary.

Wittgenstein too discusses examples of cases that fit this description (for instance in the context of his remarks on ‘boo’
). In the PI he writes:

We speak of understanding a sentence in the sense in which it can be replaced by another which says the same; but also in the sense in which it cannot be replaced by any other. (Any more than one musical theme can be replaced by another.)

In the one case the thought in the sentence is something common to different sentences; in the other, something that is expressed only by these words in these positions. (Understanding a poem.)

To ask what a sentence says or which thought it expresses is to ask what it means. Hence, this remark may well be said to concern meaning. Moreover, although it may seem to concern sentence meaning rather than word-meaning, it does say something about word-meaning too. For clearly, to say that the thought in a sentence can sometimes be expressed ‘only by these words in these positions’ is to comment on the role of words in expressing thoughts. It is to say that a word in a sentence cannot always be substituted for by any of its synonyms according to linguistic conventions. However, that there are such cases clearly means that the contribution of a word to the meaning of a sentence (or the thought it expresses) is not always merely a matter of rules that govern the use of the word. For if the word’s contribution to the sentence were merely a matter of rules, then it would be possible, for example, to substitute for the word an equivalent one according to the linguistic conventions without affecting the meaning of the sentence.

However, as other remarks in the context of §531 indicate, Wittgenstein seems willing to acknowledge the possibility of talking about meaning also in cases, where the sounds used as expressions are not governed by any rules at all. As he writes: “It would be possible to imagine people who had something not quite unlike a language: a play of sounds, without vocabulary or grammar. (‘Speaking with tongues.’)”
 ‘“But what would the meaning of the sounds be in such a case?”—What is it in music?’

What these remarks bring to view is that although Wittgenstein does not claim that we must regard ‘speaking with tongues’ as a language, he also makes no attempt to deny the possibility of talking about meanings in the case of such sounds. Rather, in Ms180b, where §528 and 529 are drafted (Cf. also Ms129, p. 173ff.) he simply notes as a comment: ‘And if one wants to talk about meaning here, it does not reside in the use of words.’

It is clear from the context of Wittgenstein’s remarks in Ms180b that under the concept of ‘speaking with tongues’ he has in mind, for instance, the expression of feelings and sensations with sounds or conveying emotion with tone. But do expressions like cries of pain and sounds that people make to express content, satisfaction, joy and so on have meaning? Apparently, the answer is that they are extremely meaningful in human interaction… and whether or not they have meaning, it does not lie in (rule-governed) use.

Regardless of which answer one is inclined to here, it is evident that although Wittgenstein wishes to distinguish ‘speaking with tongues’ from cases of meaning as use, he shows no inclination to claim that it would be legitimate to talk about meaning in the latter kind of cases only. Rather, in the context of his discussion of ‘speaking with tongues’ he also writes that: ‘The meaning of a word, I said, is its use. But an important supplement must be added to this.’
 Hence, far from insisting that we can only speak of meaning insofar as there are rules for the use of the expression, Wittgenstein seems to think that the view of meaning as use should be supplemented with a discussion of cases like ‘speaking with tongues’. Significantly, this supplement is in fact included in the PI. Apparently, its purpose is to foreground this ‘non-rule-governed dimension’ of meaning in contrast to the conception of meaning as constituted by rules.

Interestingly, the case of ‘speaking with tongues’ is juxtaposed in the PI with another case, again apparently at the other end of the spectrum, where “[…] the ‘soul’ of the words played no part. In which, for example, we had no objection to replacing one word by another arbitrary one of our own invention.”
 Obviously, this example of a language wholly determined by conventions is quite different from ordinary cases of word use, i.e. natural languages and our attachment to their expressions. Nevertheless, contrasted with ‘speaking with tongues’ the possibility of this ‘soulless language’ provides us with a useful centre of variation for the purpose of characterising the concept of meaning. Like ‘boo’ and ‘baa’ above, these two cases, due to their extremity, seem able to throw light into the different aspects of the concept of meaning.

Finally, yet another example of a case in which meaning seems not to be rule- but ‘sound-governed’ are onomatopoeic words. Or as Wittgenstein says: ‘In the case of an onomatopoeic word the sound belongs to the symbol.’
 Here it is interesting that although there are onomatopoeic words with established uses, I may also invent new ones, and be understood. Thus, the possibility of understanding seems not to be based on any pre-established rules. Instead, an onomatopoeic word is, so to say, iconic, its use is based on an understanding of a similarity between the sound and whatever it stands for. And although one might want to problematise the notion of similarity here, it is clear that onomatopoeic words are very far removed from the ‘soulless language’, where everything depends on the rules. To replace a word with another arbitrary one according to rules is precisely what one cannot do in the case of onomatopoeic words.

To sum up, as in the case of the concept of language we discern in Wittgenstein’s discussion of meaning a tone and pattern different from what is possible for a philosopher committed to a thesis about the rule-governedness of meaning. There is no attempt to explain away or exclude cases that do not fit the model of meaning as use. Rather, instead of emphasising uniformity, Wittgenstein takes great interest in the different cases that might be taken to fall under the concept of meaning. Apparently, the purpose is again the same as in the case of the concept of language: to characterise the concept through examples and definitions used as centres of variation and objects of comparison.

8. Conclusion

I have argued that rather than a thesis about the essence of meaning or language according to which their essence lies in rule-governed use, Wittgenstein puts forward a particular conception or a model of meaning to be used as an object of comparison in conceptual clarification. With this interpretation I have sought to make more concrete Wittgenstein’s abstract methodological remarks on what it is not to have theses and how to avoid dogmatism in philosophy. Notably, the adoption of Wittgenstein’s method of clarification with (rules and examples used as) objects of comparison would seem to enhance significantly the flexibility of the philosopher’s thought. She is no longer committed to explaining the variety of cases falling under a concept through any particular single definition, but can employ several such definitions as the different cases require. We do away with a certain kind of disadvantageous asceticism in philosophy.


Above I contrasted the notion of analysis of concepts in terms of necessary conditions with clarification in terms of centres of variation hereby suggesting that the latter provides us with an alternative mode of clarification of concepts which can help us to avoid dogmatism. By this I do not wish to claim that analyses in terms of necessary conditions are somehow inherently dogmatic. Rather, we seem threatened by dogmatism when this mode of analysis is combined with a particular conception of what the unity of concepts must consist in. Namely, the assumption that their unity must consists in the presence of a defining characteristic common to all cases falling under the concept which the definition through necessary conditions brings to light. Accordingly, when this assumption is problematised, it can no longer be taken for granted that a given x which is shown to be a necessary condition of certain exemplary cases falling under a concept is therefore a necessary condition of all cases falling under the concept. This follows only on the presupposition that the concept must have a single unified essence. Giving up this assumption concerning the unity of concepts should therefore profoundly affect our apprehension of the role of definitions in terms of necessary conditions. Such a definition, extracted from certain exemplary cases that we have in fact analysed should be taken as an object of comparison to be used to make the concept surveyable, but not claimed to show us the essence of the concept. In other words, the definition cannot be presumed to show us the limit of the concept, but should be taken to articulate a particular way of drawing limits to the concept, a model which can be used for the purpose of characterising the concept. Adopting this approach we would then no longer be projecting the characteristics of the exemplary cases on the rest of the cases that fall under the concept, making the dogmatic claim that they show what the other cases too must be. Rather, hereby we would have moved from philosophical theses to conceptual clarification as Wittgenstein conceives the latter.

Department of Philosophy

P. O. Box 9, 00014 University of Helsinki

Finland

oskari.kuusela@helsinki.fi

�	 Henceforth I will simply talk about theses assuming that a theory is, at least partly, articulated in the form of theses.


�	 Wittgenstein, L. Philosophical Investigations, Second Edition. Anscombe, G. E. M and Rhees, R. (eds), Blackwell, 1997, § 131. Henceforth PI.


�	 This interpretation is argued for in detail, through an examination of what Wittgenstein says about this issue in his Nachlass, in my paper ‘From Metaphysics and Philosophical Theses to Grammar: Wittgenstein’s Turn’ Philosophical Investigations Vol. 28, No. 2 (April 2005), pp. 95-133.


�	 PI § 5, 7, 130.


�	 Wittgenstein, L. Wittgenstein’s Nachlass, The Bergen Electronic Edition. Wittgenstein Archives at the University of Bergen (eds). Copyright by Oxford University Press, the University of Bergen, the Wittgenstein Trustees, 2000, Ms157b, p. 16r; cf. Ms183, p. 162ff. Henceforth references to Wittgenstein’s Nachlass are by manu/typescript number. In case no translations have been published for quotations from the Nachlass the translation is mine.


�	 Ambrose, A. (ed). Wittgenstein’s Lectures, Cambridge 1932-35, Basil Blackwell, 1979, p. 108. Henceforth AWL.


�	 Wittgenstein, L. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. Translated by Ogden, C. K. Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1951, Preface. Henceforth TLP.


�	 TLP, 6.53.


�	 TLP, 4.112.


�	 Ms111, p. 119/Ts211, p. 72/Ts213, pp. 259r, 260; printed in Wittgenstein, L. Culture and Value, Revised Edition. von Wright G. H. in collaboration with Nyman H, (eds), Rev. Ed., Pichler A., Blackwell, 1998 (henceforth CV), p. 21, 22; cf. Ms115, pp. 56, 57.


�	 PI § 104.


�	 PI § 131, quoted above.


�	 Cf. PI § 107.


�	 The problems of injustice and emptiness may be understood as two horns of a dilemma to which dogmatism leads, according to Wittgenstein. I will not discuss the emptiness below, but focus on injustice. The problem of emptiness would require a paper of its own.


�	 These manuscripts date from 1932-34, Ms140 being a revision of Ts213 and pp.1-56 of Ms114. Most of the remarks discussed here also occur in Ms116 from 1937/38.


�	 Ms140, p. 15r/Wittgenstein, L. Philosophical Grammar. Rhees, R. (ed), Basil Blackwell, 1974, pp. 59, 60 (henceforth PG); cf. Ms114, pp. 43-45, 179-180; Ms116, pp. 30, 32-33


�	 Given that each sentence in the quotation forms a separate paragraph I will call them ‘remarks’.


�	 PI § 560.


�	 Wittgenstein, L. Preliminary Studies for the “Philosophical Investigations” Generally Known as the Blue and Brown Books, Basil Blackwell, 1958, p. 1. Henceforth BB.


�	 Cf. also Ms114, pp. 44, 45; Ms116, pp. 32, 33.


�	 Ms140, p. 24/PG, p. 68; cf. Ms111, p. 111.


�	 Cf. Ms145, p. 62; BB, p. 1.


�	 Ms114, p. 40/PG, p. 59; Ms116, p. 29.


�	 Ms114, p. 156/PG, p. 184. As Wittgenstein notes, not every rule can be said to determine a meaning: ‘One can say: the explanation of meaning gives the meaning & the explanation is a rule for the use of the word. But we do not say of every rule that it determines the meaning, only of some of them.’ (Ms147, p. 4v) Being governed by a rule, therefore, is not sufficient for a sign’s having meaning, according to Wittgenstein.


�	 Cf. Ms114, p. 156/PG, p. 184.


�	 Ms116, p. 3; cf. PG, p. 39ff., Ms114, p. 45; cf. 43-45.


�	 PI §43.


�	 Baker, G. P. & Hacker P. M. S. Wittgenstein, Understanding And Meaning, An Analytical Commentary on the Philosophical Investigations, Basil Blackwell, 1980, pp. 250, 251; cf. Glock, H.-J. 1996. A Wittgenstein Dictionary, Blackwell, 1996, pp. 376, 377.


�	 Baker G. P. & Hacker P. M. S. Wittgenstein, Rules, Grammar and Necessity. An Analytical Commentary on the Philosophical Investigations, Volume 2, Basil Blackwell, pp. 36, 37, italics in the original; cf. Hacker, P. M. S. Wittgenstein, Mind and Will. Volume 4 of an Analytical Commentary on the Philosophical Investigations, Blackwell, 1996, p. 214.


�	 Cf. Hacker, P. M. S. Insight and Illusion, Revised edition, Oxford University Press, 1986, p. 206.


�	 Baker and Hacker 1980, pp. 490, 491; Hacker 1996, pp. 244, 245; Hacker, P. M. S. ‘Philosophy’. In Glock, H.-J. (ed), Wittgenstein: A Critical Reader, Blackwell, 2001, (pp. 322-347), pp. 333, 335.


�	 Cf. PI § 131; cf. Introduction above.


�	 PI § 130.


�	 Cf. PI §132; Wittgenstein, L. and Waismann F. The Voices of Wittgenstein, The Vienna Circle, Ludwig Wittgenstein and Friedrich Waismann. Baker, G. (ed), Routledge, 2003, p. 279.


�	 Ms140, p. 33/PG, p. 77.


�	 AWL, p. 48.


�	 AWL, p. 48.


�	 AWL, p. 48.


�	 AWL, p. 48.


�	 Cf. AWL, pp. 46-48.


�	 AWL, pp. 46, 47.


�	 AWL, p. 48.


�	 Ms147, p. 4r; my square brackets.


�	 Cf. also Ms147, p. 11r.


�	 PI § 49; Morris, K. J. ‘The ‘Context Principle’ in the Later Wittgenstein’. The Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 44, No. 176, 1994, (pp. 294-310), pp. 295, 296, 307.


�	 Morris 1994, p. 295.


�	 Ms114, p. 58/PG, p. 87.


�	 Ms140, p. 25/PG, p. 69.


�	 Ms140, p. 15r/PG, 60; cf. Ms114, p. 45.


�	 Ms140, p. 15r/PG, p. 60.


�	 Ms140, pp. 17, 18.


�	 In his later work Baker abandoned the position he had propounded with Hacker and adopted an interpretation similar to that articulated here. See Baker, G. P. Wittgenstein’s Method, Neglected Aspects, Blackwell, 2004, esp. Chapter 12.


�	 Ms140, p. 24/PG, p. 68.


�	 Cf. also the remark: ‘Are there explanations for every word which could be called grammatical explanations of meanings? What if the purpose of the word is to transfer a particular mood in the other person? Let us imagine that we said this of the word, then I would have to say: this is not what I call explanation of meaning, it does not have anything to do with an explanation of meaning.’ (Ms156a, pp. 35r, 35v)


�	 Ms140, p. 25/PG, p. 69.


�	 Cf. Ms140, p. 25.


�	 Cf. Ms145, p. 62


�	 PI § 492.


�	 PI § 497; drafted in Ms116, p. 134; for a discussion of this point, see Ms113, p. 33v and especially Ms117, pp. 139-141.


�	 One might wish to object that it is because of the rules that do govern ‘boo’ that we classify it as part of language.  (There is a rule about using precisely this sign for giving a fright although from the instrumental point of view any short word would do.) Here one should note, however, that to say that ‘boo’ counts as part of language because of the rules that govern it is to say that it counts as part of language for reasons that are inessential for its functioning as the expression it is (a word to be used for giving a fright).


�	 Ms110, pp. 199, 200.


�	 Cf. PI §497 and discussion in Ms116, pp. 133-135 where this remark is first drafted. These issues are also discussed in Ms114, pp. 172, 173/PG, pp. 192, 193; cf. also Ms114, pp. 156-158/PG, pp. 184, 185; Ms156b, p. 10r.


�	 Ms114, pp. 172, 173.


�	 Hacker 1996, p. 253; cf. 252.


�	 Cf. PI § 498; Ms114, p. 166/PG, p. 189.


�	 Notably, the thesis that the essence of language lies in its rule-governedness has also the problematic consequence that it makes it look purely accidental that language should have any utility.


�	 Hacker 1996, pp. 253, 254.


�	 Cf. Ms111, p. 119/CV, pp. 21, 22.


�	 Cf. PI § 65.


�	 Ms140, p. 31,32/PG, p. 75.


�	 Cf. Ms115, p. 221ff.; Ms152, pp. 16, 17.


�	 PI § 66.


�	 Ms140, p. 32ff./PG, p. 76ff.


�	 Ms147, p. 1r.


�	 AWL, p. 48.


�	 Ms140, p. 25/PG, p. 69.


�	 PI § 531.


�	 PI § 528.


�	 PI § 529.


�	 Ms180b, p. 3v.


�	 Cf. PI §543, 544.


�	 Ms180b, p. 4r.


�	 PI §530.


�	 Ms109, p. 109; Ts211, p. 388.


�	 I wish to thank Bill Child, Peter Hacker and Thomas Wallgren for comments on the various drafts of this paper. Similarly, I would like to thank for questions and comments those who attended the Phalén Picnic on Wittgenstein at the University of Uppsala, Sweden, March 2002, the Ockham Society in Oxford, UK, April 2002, the Research Seminar at the Department of Philosophy, University of Helsinki, Finland, November 2003, the Wittgenstein’s Research Group Seminar at the Wittgenstein Archives, University of Bergen, Norway, January 2004 as well as the ‘Lunch-seminar’ at the Department of Philosophy, University of Oslo, Norway, March 2004. I am most grateful for all these opportunities to present my work as well as to Alfred Kordelin Foundation whose financial support helped me to revise this paper.





