“For a large class of cases – though not for all – in which we employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word in its use in the language.” Discuss.

In the following, I will be discussing whether or not the quote ‘for a large class of cases – though not for all – in which we employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word in its use in the language’[footnoteRef:1] holds true through Wittgenstein’s work. To begin with, I look to the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus[footnoteRef:2] and give an analysis of Early Wittgenstein’s view with regards to the purpose and use of language. Following this, I will give an analysis of Later Wittgenstein’s work found in Philosophical Investigations[footnoteRef:3] which will take a critical and opposing stance to Early Wittgenstein. It is at this point in my essay that the more in-depth discussion of the above quote will enter, as I attempt to show support for the view that the meaning of a word is found in its use in language. To support my argument, I will include the concepts of language-games and family resemblance, which are used by Wittgenstein to defend his claims on language. Following this, I propose a potential issue with Wittgenstein’s position in Philosophical Investigations but will ultimately conclude that this attack does more to support Wittgenstein’s argument that it does to cause issue.	Comment by Gavin Palmer: Though the quote in the question is a direct reflection of the later work.  [1:  Ludwig Wittgenstein., Philosophical Investigations, trans. by G.E.M Anscombe, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1972), PI 43, p 20e]  [2:  Ludwig Wittgenstein., Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. by C.K. Ogden, (London: Routledge, 1922)]  [3:  Ludwig Wittgenstein., Philosophical Investigations, trans. by G.E.M Anscombe, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1972)] 

One argument that refutes the position that Wittgenstein is proposing in the quote ‘…meaning can be defined thus: the meaning of a word in its use in the language…’[footnoteRef:4] is Wittgenstein himself in his first book Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. Colloquially known as the Tractatus[footnoteRef:5], it was Wittgenstein’s attempt at solving philosophy through logic. His own view of the Tractatus was that its subject content was all that was relevant to the realm of philosophy, anything not addressed in this book could not be reduced to logical propositions, and therefore had no grounds being subjected to philosophical investigation. In this book, Wittgenstein poses that all language is composed of the same essence and its meaning is found through sense provided by the world. That concepts have meaning that are perpetuated by their existence in the world, for example, when I say that the grass is green. The meaning of grass and green as concepts have weight because these two things exist, grass is a natural plant and green is a colour. As both of these things exist in the world, they create their meaning because grass is grass and green is green. The proposition that grass is green remains the same whether written or stated verbally as the grass is green (English), Das Gras ist grün (German), mae’r glaswellt yn wyrdd (Welsh) or even non-verbally in sign-language. Providing that, in the respective languages grass means grass and green means green. Early Wittgenstein holds that this universal concept of language holds true, because of what he describes as elementary propositions. Elementary propositions are logical constructs that are derived from simple names, and then we further derive non-elementary propositions (more commonly what we think of as language) from these elementary propositions. As an example of this, the “statement” that the grass is green (and any other ways to express this) are example of non-elementary propositions. It is easy to explicate examples of non-elementary propositions; however, this ease is not extended to elementary propositions. Indeed, Wittgenstein himself, does not ever provide, nor is it even possible for one to provide an example of elementary propositions. It is not possible because elementary propositions when formulated through language (verbal and non-verbal) rely on their inherent meaning and become non-elementary propositions. Elementary propositions are the logical constructs that from which non-elementary propositions can be derived in their various representations (English, German, Welsh, Sign). Without context the “statement” Das Gras ist grün is merely a propositional sign[footnoteRef:6] but when added to the sense given by the world it becomes a fully-fledged proposition with meaning and truth value. Therefore, if the meaning of language is found through the determinate sense provided by the world, the meaning of words can be extrapolated from their place in the propositions they inhabit and thus, derive their meaning from the same determinate sense of the world. For example, grass gets its meaning from propositions it inhabits such as the grass is green and the sense that gives that proposition meaning. This meaning does not depend on any use of language to fulfil itself and as such it is clear to see how Wittgenstein’s earlier work attempts to give a persuasive argument in contrast to the idea that a word’s meaning comes from its use. There have been various discussions that present issues for this position but next I will instead present Wittgenstein’s own counterargument in order to show how the meaning of a word is in fact derived from its use.	Comment by Gavin Palmer: The first use of Welsh that I’ve ever encountered in an essay. Da iawn!	Comment by Gavin Palmer: I’d like to see some comment from you here, just to flag up the rest of your discussion. What do you think of this earlier position? [4:  Wittgenstein., ibid., PI 43]  [5:  From here-on-out I will use Tractatus to refer to Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus]  [6:  Propositional sign refers to the physical expression of an elementary proposition] 

After finishing the writing of the Tractatus, Wittgenstein retired from philosophy and took on other pursuits. By 1929, he had become disillusioned with his writings in the Tractatus and returned to philosophy again, with his position now in opposition of that set out in the Tractatus. [footnoteRef:7] In writing Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein proposes that the meaning of language is found in its use. Unlike in the Tractatus, where the meaning of language could be reduced to one shared essence, language exists in how it is used. An example of this is given early on by Wittgenstein in his description of builders working together in their job: [7:  Anthony Kenny., Wittgenstein, (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006)] 

 ‘A is building with building stones: there are blocks, pillars, slabs and beams. B has to pass the stones, and that in the order in which A needs them. For this purpose they use a language consisting of the words “block”, “pillar”, “slab”, “beam”. A calls them out; B brings the stone which he has learnt to bring at such- and-such a call. – conceive this a primitive language.’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Wittgenstein., ibid., PI 2 ] 

It is clear to see from this quote that Wittgenstein finding meaning of the language through its use. In the example, Wittgenstein shows how the meaning of the words, “block”, “pillar”, “slab” and “beam” within the primitive language in the example is the way they are used by the builders. If A calls out “beam” and B brings “slab” then B has not grasped the meaning of the word “beam” in the conversation. Contrary to the what is argued in the Tractatus, Wittgenstein’s analysis of the language no longer rests in a determinate sense provided by the world, but instead focuses on the multiplicity of uses in that language has. A running motif that Wittgenstein draws on and persistently uses throughout Philosophical Investigations is a call for the reader not to think so hard about the meaning of the language, but rather to observe how and why language is used in many situations.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Wittgenstein., ibid., PI 66] 

Wittgenstein expands on the example of the builders communication and proposes that all language can be viewed under the same conditions, through what he coins as language-games ‘I shall also call the whole, consisting of language and the actions into which it is woven, a “language-game”.’[footnoteRef:10] Language-games refer to and categorize language as being an activity that we partake in to fulfil a method of communication. Language-games is also a deft description as it playfully elucidates the multitude of uses of language, similarly to the multitude of similar but different games. Throughout Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein makes it a point to show the multiplicity of language games most notably in PI 23[footnoteRef:11]. These language-games, therefore, can be as diverse as in-depth philosophical discourse, a discussion between friends about dinner or even the primitive language game expressed by the builders in PI 2. Clearly Wittgenstein is showing that only by using language as an activity do words get their meaning. Without use, language does not have meaning, not even from a shared essence that he once argued for in the Tractatus.  [10:  Wittgenstein., ibid., PI 7]  [11:  Wittgenstein., ibid., PI 23, p11e-12e] 

Wittgenstein highlights an obvious objection to his analysis of language as various language-games in the form of ‘these phenomena have no one thing in common which makes us use the same word for all, - but that they are related to one another in many different ways.’[footnoteRef:12] He clarifies this point even further in his discussion of what the definition of a game is the subsequent section PI 66[footnoteRef:13]. It is in this discussion that he proposes the reader to consider what is common to all games including ‘board games, card games, ball games, Olympic games and so on.’[footnoteRef:14] He argues that there is no one essential feature that they all share, but rather a cluster of similarities common to them all that allows them to fall under the umbrella category of “games”. As such, it is clear to see how language can also be considered a family resemblance term similarly to “games” in that no two language games need share an essence to both be considered language. This can explain why some language is technical in nature, whilst others can still accurately be used whilst being vague, as well as why some language has certain meanings in one language-game and can possess a different meaning in another. There is no specific essence behind the meaning of words, rather the meaning of a word is simply in its use in a language-game. [12:  Wittgenstein, ibid., PI 65]  [13:  Wittgenstein, ibid., PI 66]  [14:  Wittgenstein, ibid., PI 66] 

Wittgenstein’s conclusion that the meaning of words is found in their use, finds itself susceptible to the objection that words can be used incorrectly. This is an occurrence that happens all the time, mostly unintentionally, but sometimes with intentionality. An example of incorrect word usage could be, someone who using the word “subjective” in a casual setting takes it to have a meaning that for something to be “subjective”, it would have to be based in an opinion. For example, François and Amélie are having a discussion of films, and François says, “whether or not Lost in Translation is a good film is a subjective matter.” If François were to then enter a discussion of philosophy and use “subjective” in the same way he may cause confusion as subjectivity in philosophy has a distinct meaning in its use in philosophical discussion. Wittgenstein’s account would be able to overcome the misuse of language in this example simply by pointing out that the casual discussion and the philosophical discussion would be two separate language-games that have different uses for the word “subjective” and therefore, they have two separate legitimate meanings within the context of their language games.
This objection can be extended further by questioning the misuse of language within the same language game. Let us look again to the primitive language games used by the builders in PI 2. Let us imagine in this hypothetical example, that there exists another set of builders, C and D who work alongside builders A and B. However, builders C and D misconstrue the meaning of the words “block”, “pillar”, “slab” and “beam” and as such when C calls out “slab” D brings over “pillar”. But it is not as simple as to accuse builders C and D of being incorrect in their use of language. For builders C and D, “slab” means “pillar”, “pillar” – “slab” and so on accordingly. We obviously take it, that one of the pairs of builders in misusing language, even in the same language-game, and that in this world C and D are the culprits of this language misuse. But for what reason could this misuse be assigned this to C and D as opposed to A and B? There are several possibilities as to why it could be, for example, A and B used their language first, and the other builders followed suit, except for C and D. However, this would not be a good explanation as for when time moves forward and no one remembers which came first, the consensus for misuse would remain. The most common-sense answer if we take Wittgenstein’s advice and look at the use of language, it would be that C and D’s use is the minority in the context of their language-game and this is the reason for their misuse. Does this suggest that Wittgenstein would argue for the meaning of words to be defined by the majority use? That obviously would be able to change over time as people use words differently as time goes on. Whilst this may seem problematic at first, if we look at how language is used, the vagueness and fluidity of language in this way is supportive of Wittgenstein’s claims that meaning is in use of language. If language did have a determinate sense in which all language finds its essence in, then such natural progression of etymology could not by definition exist. Yet we know from experience, that words have and will continue to adapt to present climate and thus meanings of words change. As such, Wittgenstein’s account that the meaning of words is in their use is the most accurate reflection of how we determine meaning in everyday language and is a stronger account than the alternative.	Comment by Gavin Palmer: 	Comment by Gavin Palmer: Good. Empirical support but do you accept his position on logical grounds too?
In conclusion, the meaning of language must be found through its use. I have shown through my argument how it is unfeasible in the climate of language for the view that Wittgenstein presents in the Tractatus to be accepted. Language through historical etymology requires fluidity that is only afforded through Wittgenstein’s position in Philosophical Investigations. To summarise what I have discussed, I first provided an insight to the work of Tractatus as it is a helpful requirement for Wittgenstein to argue that the meaning of words is in their use. Wittgenstein began his writing as a direct opposition to the views held in Tractatus.  I then explain the arguments given in Philosophical Investigations that show the meaning of words is in their use. I drew on language-games and family resemblance as a supporting exposition of Wittgenstein’s account. Finally, I proposed a potential objection to Wittgenstein’s position by discussing the possibility of misuse of language, however upon closer inspection I found this to support the natural common-sense view of the evolution of language that Wittgenstein wishes to present. 	Comment by Gavin Palmer: This needs more justification. 
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Lecturer comment
This was a well-written, clear, primarily good, exegetical account of the “two Wittgensteins” position on meaning. I learnt a lot! It was clearly well-researched with a good background of reading. 
You clearly present an argument which you justified. Well done. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Overall, I felt you needed more critical discussion throughout the essay. I wanted to see you really taking apart the arguments, finding counter-examples, exploring different points of view, theories of meaning etc. I would also have like to have seen more on your juxtaposition of the two Wittgensteins. I wasn’t convinced enough as to why I should reject the former in favour of the latter. 
I liked your essay in its clarity however. 

