
Understanding Wittgenstein: some brief remarks

D. L. Phillips

W hat is the use of studying philosophy if all that it does for 
you is enable you to talk  with some plausibility about some 
abstruse questions of logic, etc. and it does not improve your 
thinking about the im portant questions of everyday life? 
Ludwig Wittgenstein1

Introduction
T he life o f L udw ig W ittgenstein  had  a d ram atic  quality  tha t did no t re s t ex 
clusively on his con tribu tions to  philosophy. F o r  n o t only was he responsible 
fo r  influencing th e  tw o schools of th o u g h t th a t have  dom inated  tw en tie th - 
cen tu ry  ph ilosophy (logical positivism  o r logical em piricism  and  w hat is gen
erally  re fe rred  to  as analytical philosophy), bu t h e  w as a m an  o f ra re  genius 
a n d  personal in teg rity  w hose unconven tional beh av io r and m agnetic appeal 
m ade  an  enorm ous im pression on all w ho knew  h im .2 H e was an ex trao rd i
n a ry  m an , a m an  o f m an y  qualities.
In  h is first pub lished  w ork, the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, W ittgenstein  
set o u t to  p resen t a  com prehensive ph ilosophical p ic tu re  o f the w orld .3 H e 
d id  this using th e  too l o f  logic to  e labo ra te  his w orld  p icture. B ut is was no t 
logic th a t m atte red  to  h im , bu t philosophy. A nd  beyond  w hat philosophy  
can say, th e re  lies w hat he  considered really  im p o rtan t.4 In  contrast to  th e  logi
cal positivists, w ho fo u n d  m ucht to  adm ire  in  the  Tractatus, W ittgenstein held  
th a t we m ust be silen t abou t all th a t really  m atte rs  in hum an life. T h e  T rac
ta tus  is a  p ro d u c t o f  w hat m ight be considered  th e  firs t phase o f W ittgen 
stein’s w ork in philosophy . W ith  the P hilosophical Investigations  and  th e  se- 
second phase, he  cam e to  question the fu n d am en ta l assum ption of th e  Trac
ta tus  th a t language is a p ictu re  o f reality , th a t its func tion  is to  rep resen t the 
w orld  to  us.5 H e  cam e to  believe th a t he h ad , by  concerning him self w ith  
fo rm al analysis o f language as rep resen ta tion , g iven insufficient a tten tio n  to  
the  w ays in  w hich language is pu t to  use  in  h u m an  life. W ittgenstein re jec ted  
h is earlier view  th a t language was a logically  rigid essence concealed beh ind  
every  discourse, and , instead, cam e to  accep t language as it is actually  to  be
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found  in  social life-serving a  variety o f hu m an  purposes. W hereas th e  Trac- 
tatus d irec ted  u s  to  de te rm ine  th e  tru th -values o f e lem entary  p ropositions by 
com paring  them  w ith  reality , the later W ittgenstein  cam e to  p reoccupy  h im 
self w ith th e  ep istem ological issue of how  w e com e to  know  w h a t w e know , 
how  it is th a t o u r cognitive claim s are ju stified .6 D espite th e  enorm ous d iffe
rences in  h is standpo in ts during  the tw o phases o f his w ork, how ever, his 
principle a im  rem ained  the achievem ent o f c lea r understand ing . A nd  he  a l
ways em phasized  th a t philosophy  was n o t a  science bu t, ra th e r, an  activity  
o f elucidation  and  clarifica tion . H is concern  in bo th  phases w as w ith th e  sam e 
topic: th e  re la tio n  o f language to  the w orld.
The la tte r  W ittgenste in  conducts a d ialogue w ith  the W ittgenstein  o f the 
Tractatus; th e re  is a  k ind  of dialectic, w here his earlie r and  la te r views are  
com pared an d  con trasted . In  fact, W ittgenstein  h im self says th a t h e  h ad  w an

ted  to  pub lish  th e  T racta tus  and  Investigations together, because, in  his w ords, 
’the la te r cou ld  be seen in the right light only by  con trast w ith an d  against 
the background  o f m y o ld  w ay o f thinking. F o r  since beginning to  occupy  m y
self w ith ph ilosophy  again  . . . ,  I have been  fo rced  to  recognize g rave m istakes 
in w hat I w ro te  in  the f irs t book ’.7

Method and Wittgenstein
W ittgenstein em phasizes th a t ’T here is n o t a philosophical m ethod , though  
there are  in d eed  m ethods, like d ifferen t th erap ies’.8 W h a t h e  m eans by  m e
thods a re  ap p a ren tly  th ings like im agining a  language o r a  fo rm  o f life d if
feren t fro m  o u r ow n,9 ’find ing  and  inventing in te rm ed ia te  cases’,10 im agining 
’certain  very  genera l fac ts o f n a tu re  to be d iffe ren t from  w hat w e a re  used to, 
and  the fo rm a tio n  o f o u r  concepts d iffe ren t fro m  th e  usual ones’,11 o r  calling 
attention  to  som e w ell-know n facts w hich a re  fo rgo tten . T hese d iffe ren t m e
thods are  m eth o d s fo r acqu iring  self-know ledge. T h e  n a tu re  o f self-know - 
ledge, and  hence  th e  n a tu re  o f the self, is one o f the cen tra l them es in th e  
Investigations. F o r  W ittgenstein , as fo r Socrates, self-understand ing  is b o th  
the m ethod an d  the goal o f philosophizing. W ittgenstein ’s m ethod  is no t, of 
course, a  rec ipe  o r a fo rm u la . I t  is an art. H e c rea ted  a new  style o f th inking, 
a  new  w ay o f  look ing  a t th ings. L ike Socrates, F reu d , and  M arx, h e  is engaged 
in persuasion an d  conversion . Speaking o f psychoanalysis, W ittgenstein  says, 
’If  you are  led  by  psycho-analysis to  say th a t really  you  th o u g h t so and  so or 
th a t really y o u r  m otive w as so and so, this is no t a  m a tte r  o f  discovery, b u t o f 
persuasion’.12 A nd , speak ing  abou t him self, he sta ted  in  one o f  his lectures: 
’I  am  in a sense m ak ing  p ro paganda  for one style o f th ink ing  as opposed to  
another. I am  honestly  disgusted  w ith th e  o th e r . . .  M uch  o f w hat we are 
doing is a question  o f chang ing  the style o f th in k in g ’.13
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O ne o f the qualities th a t so clearly d istinguishes W ittgenstein  from  o ther p h i
losophers is an  em phasis on  the richness o f language an d  its m any possible 
uses. As C avell points ou t: ’The first th ing  to  be said  in  accounting fo r his 
style is th a t he  writes: he  does no t repo rt, he  does n o t w rite  up results. N o 
body w ould  forge a  style ,so personal w ho h a d  no t w an ted  and  needed to  find  
the  righ t expression fo r h is thought. T he G erm an  d isserta tion  and the B ritish  
essay — o u r m ost com m on m odern  op tions fo r w riting  philosophy — w ould 
n o t w ork; his he is no t a  system  and he is n o t a  sp ec ta to r’.1,1 W hat we find  
th ro u g h o u t W ittgenstein ’s later w ritings is confession , doub t, exhortation , as 
well as irony, m etapho r, paradox , hum or, parab le , an d  dialogue. In  short, we 
find  hum an  speech — not the language o f th e  expert o r  the professional. W e 
find  an  insistence on the language and  life o f o rd in ary  m en.
In  W ittgenstein ’s la te r w ork , as I noted , he  m oved aw ay  from  a concern  w ith  
logical sym bolism  to  a  concern  w ith language as an  activity . H e w anted  his 
readers (and  listeners) to  recognize fo r them selves w h a t was im plicit in th e ir  
ow n linguistic p ractices. H et regarded  ph ilosophy as a m eans to  an  end  — 
nam ely , the liberation  o f m en’s m inds. T he  im pac t o f  W ittgenstein’s la te r 
w ork  can  be seen as a k ind  o r therapy. H e h im self once  no ted  tha t ’T he p h ilo 
sopher’s trea tm en t o f a question  is like the tre a tm en t o f an illness’.15 Ins tead  
o f answ ering  a question , th e  philosopher ’tre a ts’ it. T h e  aim  of philosophy is 
no t com pleteness or com prehensiveness, n o r is it exactitude; it is to  help  us 
un tie  th e  knots o f ou r ow n thought. W ittgenstein  w as concerned  th a t people  
be released fro m  those ’p ic tu res’ th a t he ld  hem  captive, th a t they get ’back  
to  th e  rough  g ro u n d ’. R ather th an  search ing  fo r essences, we m ust look at 
concrete  cases, uncovering  sim ilarities and  d ifferences w hich are im portan t, 
p erhaps recognizing and  rearranging those th ings w e a lready  know.
I t  is n o t th a t som ething new  has to  be  erected , o r  th a t  som ething new  has to 
be discovered. W e have to  exam ine an d  com pare  th ings w hich no  one m ay  
have ever bo thered  to  exam ine or com pare  before, so as to  see th ings as they  
are now . By seeing m ore th an  we did before , o u r ph ilosophical d issatisfactions 
w ill d isappear. O ur p resen t habits o f th ink ing  m ay  have to  be abandoned . W e 
m ust recognize w hat it is to  be hum an , even th ough  it is certainly h u m an  to  
w ant to  avoid th is recognition. W e m ust recognize th a t know ledge has no 
foundation , i.e. th a t grounds com e to  an end  in  o u r actions. T he essences fo r 
w hich m en  search  a re  m ade no t fo und ; they  a re  n o t a discovery o f reason  
b u t a p ro d u c t o f will. O ne of W ittgenstein’s goals, th en , was to  help  us find  
o u r w ay about, to  recognize w here (and  w hat) w e are . ’T he  sickness o f  a  tim e’, 
W ittgenstein  w rote, ’is cured  only th ro u g h  a changed  m ode of though t and  of 
life, n o t th rough  a m edicine invented  by an  in d iv id u a l’.18
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Wittgenstein and Relativism
T he application  of W ittgenstein ’s ideas can , I  believe, help us cu re  som e of 
the sicknesses o f our  tim e. In  the rem ainder o f this essay, I w ill b riefly  discuss 
the relevance of W ittgenstein ’s thought to  one o f those sicknesses: relativism . 
A s K arl P o p p er po in ts o u t,17 the thesis o f relativ ism  has far-reach ing  and  
dangerous consequences.18
I have noted  elsew here th a t the w ork o f T hom as K uhn and  o thers w riting 
w ithin the ’new  im age’ o f science, in com m on w ith  the sociology o f know ledge 
espoused by M annheim  an d  M ills, seems to  lead  inevitably to  re la tiv ism .19 
Both positions have the paradoxical flavor o f m ost a ll-o r-no th ing  views. F o r 
they both have the fo rm : we can never be sure  o f x  because w e are  sure o f y, 
in tha t y tu rn s o u t to  be an  instance of x. W hereas those persons adhering  to  
a positivist view  o f science seem  to  deny h is to ry , by em phasizing a fo rm al, 
axiom atic, deductive accoun t o f scientific theories, and  by ignoring the co n 
sequences o f concep tual an d  historical varie ty , those w ith  a m ore  ’sociologi
ca l’ and h is to rica l app ro ach  appear to bow  com pletely  to  h isto ry . E m p h asi
zing the determ inative  in fluence o f social-h istorical conditions on  w hat m en 
and  w om en can th ink , say, perceive, etc., they  com e to  view various criteria , 
standards, and  so  fo rth , as com pletely local, tem porary , and , therefo re , ’re la 
tive’. T he sociology o f know ledge and the new  im age of science lead  n o t only 
to  relativism , b u t also to  a  to tally  determ inistic  view  of social and  in tellectual 
life, w here th e  ind iv idual is epistem ologically locked  in to  the m ilieu in w hich 
he  lives and  the parad igm  u n d e r which he  p rac tices  science.
C on trary  to  w hat som e critics have suggested, W ittgenstein  was m ost ce r
tainly not a relativ ist. In  fact, his ideas a re  very  useful in finding a m iddle 
w ay betw een th e  relativ ist and  absolutist ex trem es. W ittgenstein’s la te r w ork 
is directed against the idea th a t the w ords in  an  u tterance  a re  in som e w ay 
correlated  w ith th e  objects fo r w hich the w ords stand . T his idea assum es th a t 
all language has a  p a rticu la r use of em ploym ent, an d  W ittgenstein  insists th a t 
there is a ’m ultip lic ity  o f languagegam es’.20 F u rth e r, he em phasizes rep ea ted 
ly th a t language is a concre te  social activity, expressive o f hu m an  needs. T h a t 
is, language is u sed  no t only  as a device fo r constructing  and  ta lk ing  abou t 
the world, bu t also as a  m eans o f com m unication  w ithin the w orld . L anguage 
cannot be d ivorced  from  the  w ider hum an  con tex t in w hich  it is located. 
A no ther w ay o f saying this is to  state th a t ’fo rm  of life’ in som e w ay u n d e r
lies and  precedes ’language-gam es’. F orm  o f  life, a lthough  never c learly  d e 
fined by W ittgenstein , can  be seen as re fe rring  to  various d ifferences in  b io 
logical and m en ta l p roperties am ong d iffe ren t organism s. W ittgenstein  f re 
quently  refers to  these in  term s o f the ’natu ra l h is to ries’ o f the hum an  species. 
F o r  W ittgenstein, various language-gam es a re  p artly  dependen t upon  certain
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con tingen t facts o f n a tu re : tha t hum an  beings th ink , use language, ag ree  in 
judgem ents an d  reactions, and share certa in  com m on interests.21 In  th is sen 
se, language is a p roduc t o f hum an activ ity  in th e  w orld ; it is a p ro d u c t o f  the 
facts o f hum an  and  physical nature . B ut, a t the sam e time, language is also 
a  producer  o f m eanings and  new form s o f h u m an  activity. W ittgenstein, then , 
does no t w ant to  endorse  a position w hich ho lds th a t facts of n a tu re  c o m 
p letely  de term ine language; nor, on th e  o th e r hand , does he w ant to  say  th a t 
th e  facts o f na tu re  are  to ta lly  creations o f o u r language. W hereas the re la tiv ist 
refuses to  separate  the ’facts of n a tu re ’ from  language, so that language d e te r
m ines w hat is real, an d  th e  absolutist sees p a rticu la r concepts as being d e te r
m ined  by natu re , W ittgenstein ’s position  is d iffe ren t and fa r m ore  subtle. 
W hile he gives m an y  exam ples o f im ag inary  peoples w ith form s o f life d if
fe ren t than  o u r ow n and , therefore, w ith  such basically  d ifferen t concep tions 
o f th e  w ay things a re  th a t they can be said  to  live in  a  ’d ifferen t w o rld ’, this 
is n o t the case in th e  w orld  in w hich w e  live. O f course, there a re  d iffe ren t 
language-gam es am ong  us, bu t there  a re  certa in  fac ts  o f na tu re  w hich  have 
a  p rio rity  to  all language-gam es.
W hat is o f crucial im portance  here  is W ittgenste in ’s conception of fac ts  of 
n a tu re  as providing an im portan t prior grounding  fo r language. In  fac t, ’fo rm  
o f life’ can  be seen as a  concept re fe rring  to  th e  fac t that, by and  large, the 
h u m an  race is one biological species. T he  existence o f  people w ho show  cer
ta in  com m on characteristics, interests, and  responses, provides a  k in d  of 
g rounding  w hich restric ts the possible fo rm s w hich language can  (logically) 
take . In  W ittgenstein’s w ords: ’I t  is as if  o u r concep tion  involved a  scaffo l
d ing  of fac ts’. T h a t w ould presum ably m ean: If  you  im agine certa in  facts 
otherw ise, describe them  otherwise, th an  th e  w ay they  are, then  you  can  no 
longer im agine the app lication  o f certa in  concepts, because the ru les fo r  th e ir 
app lication  have n o  analogue in the new  circum stances’.22 T here  are , then , 
n on -a rb itra ry  aspects o f  language-gam es; th ey  a re  roo ted  in the p re-linguistic  
w orld . W ittgenstein  rem arks th a t ’it is o u r acting, w hich lies at the  b o tto m  of 
the  language-gam e’.23 B ut this acting is no t som ething conditioned b y  prio r- 
held-beliefs; it is prim itive, pre-linguistic behav io r o f the hum an species.
A t th e  sam e tim e th a t W ittgenstein denies the no tion  th a t the facts o f  n a tu re  
are  com pletely the creation  of our language, he also denies tha t language it
self is un iquely  determ ined  by external fac ts o f na tu re . W ittgenstein tries to  
strike a  balance betw een  these two positions; h is position is d ialectical. H e 
w rites:

Do I want to say, then, that certain facts are favourable to the formation of con
cepts; or again unfavourable? And does experience teach us this? It is a fact of 
experience that human beings alter their concepts, exchange them for others when 
they learn new facts; when in this way what was formerly im portant to them
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becomes unim portant, and vice versa.24

W hen people learn  new  fac ts, they  m ay a lte r th e ir concepts, they  m ay  com e 
to  see the w o rld  d iffe ren thy  (i.e. partia lly  th ro u g h  these new  concepts).25 E xis
tence, then , is n o t entirely  th e  creation  o f concep ts o r language. N o r is our 
language u n ique ly  determ ined  by the facts o f n a tu re . L anguage does have an  
enorm ous freed o m  to c rea te  its own reality, b u t language is nevertheless built 
upon the fac ts  o f  hum an  and  physical na tu re .
W ittgenstein’s recogn ition  of the dialectical re la tionsh ip  betw een n a tu re  and  
language also  serves to  u n derm ine  those determ in istic  exp lanations w here 
either n a tu re  o r  language causes  us to act (and see, and  talk) as we do. If, in 
deed, every th ing  we say an d  d o  w ere entirely  a  consequence o f  ce rta in  facts 
of na tu re  w h ich  im press them selves upon us o r o f th e  conceptual appara tu s 
available to  u s  w ith in  th e  g roup  or society in  w hich  w e happen  to  live, then  
we w ould be  locked in to  a determ in istic  system . T here  is m uch  in the w ork 
of sociologists o f know ledge an d  in  K uhn’s w ritings w hich appears to  entail 
determ inism . By em phasizing  the continu ing  tension  betw een n a tu re  and 
language, W ittgenstein  helps u s  avoid a  com m itm en t to  determ inism .
In  this connection , it is im p o rtan t to  recognize the prim acy  o f o rd inary  
language, an d  th e  general language-gam e o f everyday  life. T h is language is 
no t only p rim a ry  in o u r everyday  lives, it is also th e  founda tion  upon  w hich 
other (ex tra-o rd inary ) language are based. T h a t is, we can only learn  to p lay 
the language-gam e o f physics o r  sociology, fo r  exam ple, th rough  th e  use of 
o rd inary  language. T his o rd in a ry  language, W ittgenste in ’s stresses, is beyond 
justification  (a lthough  w hat we can say w ithin  o rd inary  language is not). 
W ittgenstein w arns:

Here we are in enormous danger of wanting to make fine distinctions. —  It is the 
same when one tries to define the concept of a material object in terms of ’what is 
really seen’. — W hat we have rather to do is to accept the everyday language-game, 
and to note false accounts o f the matter as false. The primitive language-game 
which children are taught needs no justification; attempts at justification need to 
be rejected.26

O ur everyday language-gam e, in  short, is n o t based on grounds. I t is there- 
like ou r life.27

T he everyday  language-gam e constitu tes the very  rock  bo ttom  o f o u r know 
ledge and  experience. I t w ould  simply m ake n o  sense to  ask  w hether it is 
’tru e ’ (or ’fa lse ’), fo r there  is no  transcendental crite rion  — w hich w ould have 
to  stand beyond  o r outside language — by w hich a  judgem ent cou ld  be m ade. 
W ittgenstein w rites: ’I w an t to  say: ’I t is prim arily  th e  appara tu s o f ou r o r
dinary language, o f o u r w ord-language, th a t w e call language; and  then  o ther 
things by ana logy  o r com parab ility  w ith th is ’.28 T here  is no  selfjustifying
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founda tion  outside o u r o rd inary  language. H ence, th e  everyday language has 
an epistem ological and  ontological prim acy. I t  underlies and  provides a fo u n 
dation  fo r such  ex tra-o rd inary  language-gam es as science, art, law, an d  re li
gion. T he  constructed , ex tra-o rd inary  language-gam e o f sociology o r  o th e r 
sciences, in o ther w ords, canno t exist in to ta l iso lation  fro m  concrete everyday  
languages em ployed by hum an  beings. A nd  th is everyday  language, I  have 
tr ied  to  indicate, is itself partly  dependen t on ce rta in  fac ts of physical and  
hum an  nature .
V arious sciences, specialities, and  parad igm s m ust be seen fo r w hat they  are: 
artific ia l, constructed , language-gam es w hich c rea te  ’possible’ w orlds.29 E ach  
o f these ex tra -o rd inary  languages expresses a  possib le  w ay of constructing  
the world o r som e po rtion  thereof (consider, fo r  exam ple, M arxism  o r F reu - 
d ianism ), each  will speak of certa in  things and  be silent about others. B ut, 
as W ittgenstein  points out, there  a re  lim its to  w hat is possible. W ittgenstein’s 
accoun t o f language, I  have argued, is m ost certa in ly  n o t a relativist accoun t. 
N o r is it a conventionalist account — if w e m ean  by th a t an  account w here any  
sta tem ent a t all can  be assured of tru th  by m edd ling  a t  sufficient leng th  w ith  
the m eanings o f o th e r statem ents in  the  system . In s tead , there are constra in ts  
w hich exist p rio r to  conventions; th e re  is a n o n arb itra ry  elem ent, based  on 
various fac ts o f na tu re  and  on our certa in ties. T h is is one of the lessons w hich  
W ittgenstein  tr ied  to  teach  — a  lesson th a t is o ften  fo rg o tten  by his advocates 
and  detrac to rs alike.
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