6. What is the importance of the notion of a human being in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy?
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The notion of what constitutes a human being has always been a fundamental question in philosophy, and it is one that nearly every philosopher has attempted to answer in one form or another. For when approaching the concept of a human being, there are differing ways of interpreting it, ranging from the dualism propositions brought forward by Descartes, to the more physical body orientated explanations of Merleau-Ponty. Yet, in the case of Ludwig Wittgenstein, his philosophical journey saw his understanding of the notions of a human being evolve between what he presents in the ‘Tractatus’ and the views he offers in the Philosophical Investigations. So, in his later philosophy, what makes a human being can primarily be found in the language that is used to describe and talk about them, and thus offers up no theories for human beings being one thing or another. For Wittgenstein, no previous tendencies can offer a concrete way of defining a human being, yet he perceived the only true way of discussing the notion of a human being: that being in the form of the language games that emerged from forms of life. The way we discuss a human being, especially in humanistic ways, is what can tell us about the notion of a human being. It is important to note that one cannot have language games without life, and by extension human beings. Therefore, for Wittgenstein, the various ways in which a human being can be talked about, is the way in which its concept can be addressed. 
The first aspect of human beings that shall be expanded upon is the physicalism notion of them and what Wittgenstein had to say about this particular interpretation. The Physicalism school of thought saw at its core, to discuss things in the correct manner. Thus for them, the only way to do this and avoid confusion was to reduce it down to talk of the purely physical processes, or to quote the Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy “the nature of the actual world conforms to a certain condition, the condition of being physical[footnoteRef:1]”. This physical object language is something that Wittgenstein address in relation to understanding what has sensations in his 282nd observation in the Investigations. Wittgenstein notes that it is conceivable for objects to have human sensations, where he writes that “in a fairy tale the pot can see and hear![footnoteRef:2]” Plus, he also notes this is done when playing with dolls when we address them as if they had experienced pain[footnoteRef:3]. Yet, what does this mean for human beings? For Wittgenstein, the criteria for a human being was that “it has sensations; it sees; is blind’ hears; is deaf; is conscious or unconscious[footnoteRef:4]”. So, does this mean that it is possible to conclude that any physical object is similar to a human being? For the physicalists, perhaps, but for Wittgenstein, such a notion is absurd as it sounds. He argues that in order for this to even be considered, one must be willing to deliberately misconstrue certain language games, conflating the childish or playful use of language when one addresses a doll as if in pain, with higher functionality it isn’t meant for. “Imagine[footnoteRef:5]” he says, “a case in which people ascribed pain only to inanimate things…[footnoteRef:6]” Reading this, one comes to realise how absurd such an idea that things other than humans feel pain, and that while there is a place for physical language games, it is only really applicable in certain circumstances. But is not the human body an object? And is it the body that feels sensations like pain? It is these questions that Wittgenstein further elaborates on with the idea of the language of sensation. Wittgenstein notes that when we have pain, it is not the particular limb that calls out in pain. As he puts it “one does not comfort the hand, but the sufferer: one looks into his face[footnoteRef:7].” So therefore it can be concluded that it is not the individual limbs or parts of the body that can express pain but rather something else. Seeing that, Wittgenstein prompts others not to come to the wrong conclusions, such as a dualist ‘body and soul’ approach that others have in the past, but rather to consider that only “the human body is the best picture of the soul.[footnoteRef:8]” With this, Wittgenstein is arguing not for a separate consideration of parts of a human being, but that we can think of ourselves in physical terms, but we should not be reductive. It is the person who feels pain; the whole person is experiencing this. So, in order to understand the notion of a human being, it is vital to ‘see’ the whole person. Finally, what is the importance of this? For Wittgenstein, by establishing the proper use and understanding of language, in this case in relation to the human body and its sensations, it allows for a better application of what is actually human and what can be passed off as simply another object or misinterpretation.  [1: Daniel Stoljar, "Physicalism", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Winter 2017 Edition, (2017).  Available Online: https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2017/entries/physicalism/. [Accessed: 22/12/2019]]  [2:  L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. 3rd Edition. Translated by G. E. M. Anscombe. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd, 1995).  97]  [3:  Ibid. 97.]  [4:  Ibid. 97.]  [5:  Ibid. 97.]  [6:  Ibid. 97.]  [7:  Ibid. 98.]  [8:  Ibid. 72.] 


Another aspect of the concept of a human being that Wittgenstein addresses can be found in the proposition of a human being as a machine and a tool. This philosophical idea that man can be viewed as a machine can be found best expressed in the works of Descartes. In his ‘Treatise on Man’, Descartes remarks that “the body to be nothing but a statue or machine…[footnoteRef:9]”, proposing that man is not his body, which thought of in complex mechanical language, with the ‘inner’ or ‘true’ man being somewhere else. Wittgenstein does concede that a human being can be spoken of in these terms, saying that the human being “surely comes as close as possible to being such a machine[footnoteRef:10].” But as with his deconstruction of physical object language, this is not a complete concession, but rather a way to further address the issue. This is seen in the way that Wittgenstein addresses the language used to describe the notion of a machine thinking; for as he sees “’to think’ as a tool[footnoteRef:11]”, the phenomenon of machine thinking lacks clarity as “We also say of dolls…[footnoteRef:12]” the same thing. Thus, we are led back to the similar objections Wittgenstein had to the physical object language that was discussed before. The language game that we conjure up to discuss a machine as thinking is just another language game incorrectly implemented. Moreover, Wittgenstein further elaborates on the incorrect assumption of a human being as a machine by applying it to everyday life. He first argues that the concept that Descartes, or any other philosopher, can only conjure up “people with fixed looks going about their business…” in the confines of isolation or solitude. Essentially, in a situation where the brain is allowed to wander from the everyday practical tasks it has been set, such as “alone in my room[footnoteRef:13]”. Taking this idea out of the room and into the world sees it be lost for “just try to keep hold of this idea in the midst of your ordinary intercourse with others” Wittgenstein remarks. The importance of this is that Wittgenstein is arguing that the language one uses to perceive others as a machine in private is misguided because it is conducted in private; allowing for a private language game to form that cannot be validated by outward criteria. He further states that to hold such an idea, you would need to follow it to its logical conclusion, no matter how dark those may be, for “you will produce in yourself some kind of uncanny feeling…[footnoteRef:14]” which to Wittgenstein would dissuade others from such conclusions. Furthermore, to Wittgenstein, any talk about machines or automaton and the like is pointless in an actual human context. For to describe someone as not an automation offers up nothing that they didn’t or couldn’t figure out themselves. As language is paramount, this to Wittgenstein is an admission of the flawed thinking and talk of a human being as a machine.  [9:  Gert-Jan. Lokhorst, "Descartes and the Pineal Gland", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Winter 2018 Edition. (2018). Available Online: https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2018/entries/pineal-gland/. [Accessed: 22/12/2019]]  [10:   L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. 3rd Edition. Translated by G. E. M. Anscombe. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd, 1995). 113.]  [11:  Ibid. 113.]  [12:  Ibid. 113.]  [13:  Ibid. 126.]  [14:  Ibid. 126.] 

But what about the Cartesian notion of the soul or ‘inner man’ being what truly represents a human being? This idea proposes that human beings, in a similar sense to be a machine as discussed previously, are of a dualist nature, and that the body and an operator like soul exist. Again, Descartes is a key proponent of this idea, arguing that as man can “have a distinct idea of myself, insofar as I am merely a thinking thing…[footnoteRef:15]” and “a distinct idea of a body[footnoteRef:16]” that “I am really, distinct from my body…[footnoteRef:17]” Immediately, the way in which language is used to discuss the idea is of concern to Wittgenstein, who remarks that “how does it come about that this does not come into the considerations of our ordinary life?[footnoteRef:18]” Similarly to the previous criticisms Wittgenstein had of the automaton language, here he voices  a similar criticism, suggesting that it does not come into consideration in ordinary life because there is no reason for it to come up. When interacting with another person, the concept really does not enter one’s mind because the language that is employed in everyday life gives rise to the fact that one and the other have consciousness. “If one sees the behaviour of a living thing, one sees its soul[footnoteRef:19]” as Wittgenstein observes. Yet, the statement could also be invoking a deeper question about why such considerations are not taken when they should. But given what Wittgenstein elaborates on, it refers to the former. Besides this, Wittgenstein advances the view that it is not some hidden essence that defines our consciousness or personality or what have you, but it is our own bodies that both confirm consciousness and being. As he advocates in the 271st discussion of Philosophical Investigations, “a wheel that can be turned though nothing else moves with it, is not part of the mechanism[footnoteRef:20]”, which can be interpreted as Wittgenstein saying that having a dualist approach to human beings is flawed, as the ‘inner man’ or soul cannot function as part of the mechanism of the human body if it is able to operate independently like the Cartesian’s suggest. Finally, Wittgenstein comes back to the language of the Cartesian’s and how it is inapplicable to everyday conversation or language. “Whom do I really inform, if I say ‘I have a consciousness’?[footnoteRef:21]” is a statement that serves no purpose in the wider language games to Wittgenstein, as it offers nothing in relation to explaining a situation. Whereas the “expressions like ‘I see’, ‘I hear’, ‘I am conscious’…[footnoteRef:22]” have a great number of uses, as it can inform a friend that “I cannot hear him” if he speaks too quiet or I can remark that “I see what you mean” when I come to witness a previously mentioned problem. It is this practical use of mental state language that Wittgenstein’s ascribes to consciousness and as being infinitely more applicable than the more metaphysical language of separated consciousness and such. Fundamentally, Wittgenstein is saying that there are contexts in which mental state language makes sense and is useful, but to leap to the great and big metaphysical questions as men like Descartes have, is to fundamentally misconstrue the language uses and miss the fact that it doesn’t actually add up to anything like that.  [15:  Descartes, R. Meditations on First Philosophy. Translated by Elizabeth S. Haldane. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).  IV. ]  [16:  IBID. IV.]  [17:  IBID. IV.]  [18:   L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. 3rd Edition. Translated by G. E. M. Anscombe. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd, 1995). 124.]  [19:  Ibid. 125 152]  [20:  Ibid. 95.]  [21:  Ibid. 125.]  [22:  Ibid. 125.] 

To culminate, Wittgenstein’s philosophy places a great deal of importance upon the notion of what a human being is. Yet it is done in an unorthodox manner, offering a breakdown of the differing languages offered by each philosophy and illustrating the reality of how such language is used.  For most of the philosophical positions mentioned in this essay, Wittgenstein’s main criticism of them is that they do not consider their language use outside of their isolated cases. For all of Wittgenstein’s criticisms, the misinterpretation of language is a key problem that ultimately distracts from the humanity at the centre of his philosophy. Because at its core, human beings are very important to Wittgenstein’s later philosophy for the reason of his preoccupation. For as stated in the introduction, a philosophy that is so focused on language, the human side cannot be excluded for long. For communication, and from this language, are the fundamental aspect of human’s beings and without which Wittgenstein could not formulate his ideas. Therefore, the notion of a human being is of vital importance for it is language that is the lifeblood of man. 
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