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Rejection of Essentialism 

 There is not logic of language but many:

 language has no single essence, but is a vast collection of different practices

each with its own logic.

 Meaning does not consist in the denoting relation between words and

objects or in a picturing relation between propositions and facts: rather,

the meaning of an expression is its use in the multiplicity of practices

which go to make up language

 Don't ask for the meaning; ask for the use in the language.

 “The meaning of a word is its use in the language” (PI 43)

 A word can have different meanings in different contexts

 The meaning of a word depends on the way, in which it is used in

different contexts

 The same word can have different functions and serve various purposes
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Rejection of Essentialism 

 A word like “rise” can have a variety of meanings

 It could be used as “sun rise”, “fever rise” and “tide rise” etc.

 Language is the bewitchment of intellect

 Words need not have essentialist definitions (capturing common

properties) in order to function as words

 In Philosophical Investigations the most striking issue is that;

 the meaning of a word in sentence does not have any fixed definition

 it has no boundaries by its application

 There is no precise definition of a word like “game” because we can not

clarify the specific characteristic of its meaning

 The word has different meanings in different contexts in which it occurs

 essence is defined by grammar

 It is not an object which defines the meaning of a name or word
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Rejection of Essentialism 

 Ostensive definition is not the whole process of learning language

 “Essence is expressed in grammar (PI 371). Grammar tells what kind

of object anything is.”

 It is not an object which stands for the meaning of a word.

 Meaning cannot be understood by associating an object with a word.

 There is no particular use of functioning of the language

 Wittgenstein, in his later philosophy attacks the “carving for

generality” – the belief in and search for common, uniform, essential

properties

 It is a required condition for having as understanding the sense of a

proposition

 A word or name can still have meaning even if its referent for that

thing does not exist. For example, a word ‘pain’ may have meaning,

even though it refers to something which no longer exists
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Difference between TLP and PI

Tractatus Loigco-Philosophicus (TLP) Philosophical Investigations (PI)

 Picture theory Use theory

 Language: Language: 

Propositional in nature                                   Social in nature

 Factual World Social World

 Language as a picture Language as a tool

 Logic Grammar 

 Essentialism Pluralism 

 Meaning: Meaning: 

decided by reference                                           lies in use

Operation is decided prior to its application      It is an operation, which 

determines the function
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Language-game

 Confusions in philosophy arise only when we begin to stress on the

uniform nature of language, rather than the multiplicity of usage of

words

 The concept of language game becomes significant in explicating it

 Philosophical confusions arise when we overlook the game

language continuously plays in giving meaning to the words

 Wittgenstein draws an analogy between language as an activity and

game of chess

 Both using language and playing game are guided by certain rules

 Both work based on a set of conventional rules

 Wittgenstein attempts to illuminate the nature of language by

comparing language to games
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Language-game

 In particular, like games, language is an activity guided by rules – in

games, rules governing what one can do, in language, rules

governing meaning

 Second, meaning is learned from the rules governing the use of the

word/sentence, like ‘pieces’ in a game,

 Words are like the pieces on a chessboard which are defined by the

rules but not described by their physical properties

 when we talk about the pieces in chess what we do is simply stating

the rules of the game, not describing their physical properties

 Similarly the meaning of the word is not defined by the object what

it stand for rather it is defined by the function of rules in various

language-games
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Language-game

 Meaning does not constitute in the denoting relation between words

and objects or in a picturing relation between propositions and facts

 The meaning of a word is its use in the diversity of practices, which

comprise language

 That is why, he suggests for not asking the meaning of a word rather

look how it serves in a particular given context

 The notion of ‘Language-game’ is a key concept in Wittgenstein’s

later philosophy

 The way we use language is the same way we play game in chess

 Language is a set of activities or practices defined by certain rules

 the rules which governs all the various uses of words in the 

language
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Language-game

 Like in a game, without knowing the rules of the language we can 

not use the words correctly

 Meaning of a word is learned when we know how to use it in

different context like learning how to play chess not by associating

the pieces with objects, but the learning how they can move

 Rules are conventional and depend on practice

 To know the meaning of a word is to grasp its use in a given

particular context i.e., its use in a language-game

 The meaning of a word lies in the particular language-games, which

is guided by their own rules

 Language is a game where what we define a game is the rule

 Like game, language is a rule-guided activity
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Language-game

 Wittgenstein came to see language as a toolbox (PI§11) that claims,

the meaning of a word depends on the way, in which it is used in

different contexts

 language is not a picture of reality any more rather it is conceived as

a tool which is usually served for multiple proposes. It is clearly

stated different words are like different tools in the tool-box

 The instruments of toolbox such as a hammer, a screw-driver, a

glue-pot, glue, nails, etc., do not serve any definite purpose

 In fact, they can be used in varieties of works as per the need of

situation

 Similarly same word in different context may have different

meaning

 The word has different meanings in different contexts in which it

occurs
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Language-game

 There is no precise definition of a word like “game” because we

cannot clarify the exact characteristic of its meaning

 The word “game” could be used like cricket game, valley game,

tennis game and football game etc

 The word ‘game’ does not have the same meaning when it is used

in cricket game, tennis game, chess game, football game, etc.,

 Now a problem arises that what is common between the cricket

game, volley game, football game and tennis game, etc., for which

we call it “game”?

 Is there an essence or common characteristics of the many uses of

same word?

 Wittgenstein’s answer is that there are some obvious similarities

between the many usages of the word ‘game’ in the sentences 11



Family resemblances

 Such type of similarities he calls as family resemblance, which is

possible to recognize only through proper understanding of the use

of words

 There is no commonalities among the meaning of different ‘games’

here rather some similarities

 The word ‘game’ in different context may have different meaning

 The central theme of Wittgenstein’s notion of language-game is the

different rules of word plays in different contexts giving rise to

different meaning

 It does not mean that the uses of words are quite different from each

other but the meaning of uses of same words are related with

intrinsic character of language-game i.e. they belong to the same
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Family resemblances

 Not understanding these different meanings of the same word may

give rise to philosophical problems

 Wittgenstein believes that one of the basic philosophical problems is

the temptation to establish some overarching set of rules for all

different sorts of language contexts

 This distorts our view of particular complexity in which language

functions

 We need perspicuous representation for bringing a clear view of the

use of our words.

 The notion of ‘family resemblance’ captures the idea that language-

games do not necessarily have one thing in common, but rather have 

over lapping similarities

 we cannot say that meanings of the same word are not totally different 

form each other when they are used in different language games
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Family resemblances

 For example, a word “sharp” could be used in different context like as:

sharp knife, sharp mind, sharp paper, etc., but we cannot say that the

meanings of the uses of same words are totally different to each other

 They are intrinsically connected with each other like a family member

 A word like ‘sharp’ can have a variety of meanings

 Similarly if we analyze the general term “game” then it is not possible

to get the essence of the term

 Wittgenstein’s analogy of family resemblance breaks the sharp

boundaries and gives the liberty to the language users

 Wittgenstein’s notion of family resemblance is an attack of the

‘craving for generality’

 There is no one thing which is common to all language games

 For example, there is no single characteristic that is common to everything

that we call games
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Forms of Life

 To understand the meaning of the expressions is to observe the rules,

which are used in the different language-games they belong to

 To obey the rules means to make an agreement with community’s

practices.

 That is to say, rules get established within the existence of agreement

in the community

 To speak a language is to participate in a way of living in which many

people are engaged

 The language I speak gets its meaning from the common way of

acting and responding of many people

 Language evolves along with our practices which are part of our

natural history
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Forms of Life

 To imagine a language means to imagine a form of life

 Speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a form of life.

 What is meaningfully interpreted as a fact depends on the agreement 

in form of life

 A form of life is what we participate in, not what we correspond it

 Language is rooted in a form of life of people

 There cannot be a place for language that is outside the process of 

human practices and life

 language is embedded in actions and reactions—in human behaviour

 Language and action are interwoven

 Language is all about everyday practices, it grows along with the 

evolution of society

 Philosophical problem arises when language goes on holiday 
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Forms of Life

 Speaking language means speaking of human lives

 Language in Philosophical Investigations is taken in more pragmatic

sense

 Form of life suggests characteristics behavior of a species or a

society or a people or a culture

 It is a form of life, a feature of the natural history of human beings

 Language is used as a means of communication to convey some

meaningful ideas to others in the social discourse

 We get the meaning of language from a community of the language

users

 Language is the social in nature

 In order to understand the meaning of the sentence we have to

understand its use within the community of language users
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Forms of Life

 When we go to the another country we are unable to understand their

language

 This is precise because we do not know what is the sense behind the

word they utter;

 this is, what kind of form of life they have, what language games

they play and what rules are guiding the sentences and the structure

of language as they talk among themselves

 The public language is one, which is applied to our ordinary discourse

 A private language is not governed by the rule of language. the private

language is outside the purview of the language rule and does not

abide by any rule of language at all

 Forms of life can be understood as changing and contingent,

dependent on culture, context, history, etc; this appeal to forms of life

grounds a relativistic reading of Wittgenstein
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Forms of Life

 it is the form of life common to humankind, “shared human behavior”

which is “the system of reference by means of which we interpret an

unknown language” (PI 206)

 This might be seen as a universalistic turn, recognizing that the use of

language is made possible by the human form of life

 Our language and customs are fixed not by laws so much as by what

Wittgenstein calls “forms of life,” referring to the social contexts in

which language is used

 The most fundamental aspect of language is that we learn how to use it

in social contexts, which is the reason why we all understand each

other

 Language games are part of, embedded in a form of life

 Language games are elements of a form of life and constitute the 

totality of our form of life
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