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For later Wittgenstein , language cannot be founded upon 
something more primordial than language itself, something 
that has a definite origin and boundary that marks it off and 
yet h as a magical power of pulling the entire corpus of 
language to come to rest on it. None of the usually proposed 
foundations- universals, physical ostension, mental images, 
verbal rules, nervous excitements, brain-patterns, or even 
forms of life, can be claimed to have a pre-linguistic or extra
linguistic character that can serve as the desired origin and 
justification of language. Later Wittgenstein 's engagement 
with the foundations of language is an exercise of dissolving 
this putative cleavage, of weaving the foundation and the 
founded into an indissoluble whole. In this paper we h ave 
tried to catch some glimpses of this enormous philosophical 
labour carried out by him - the labour of flattening out the 
hidden depths of ·language (proposed b y classical 
philosophers) into an open expanse- into an unimaginably 
rich and complex plethora of uses, ever indeterminate and 
ever in com plete.I 

We need to start with his account of concept formation 
and family resemblances as an effective strategy to grapple 
with this vexed program of foundationalism. To say the: least, 
it is an explicit a ttack on the classical foundations oflanguage 
and conception - the eternal and timeless universals of Plato 
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and Aristotle, and Merkmal definitions cased in necessary 
and sufficient conditions, supp osedly sh ared by a ll th e 
defined items. Wittgenstein often describes the process of 
concept-formation in terms of fibers 'overla pping and 
crisscrossing' , 'common features' that 'appear ' and 'drop 
out', features that h e characterises as 'family-resemblan ces'. 
(PI 66, 67) The account is ofte n prone to ce rta in 
misinte rpretatio n s, its d eeper implica tio ns not a lways 
effectively worked out. We shall, however, consciously start 
with a minimalist in terpretation of th e notion of family 
resemblance and the "fibre-on-fibre" account of concepts. 
Ironically this leaves us with a multiplicity of temporary and 
short-ranged features which might b e calle d local 
foundation s in lieu of classical 'universals'. This would retain 
the overworn dichotomy between particulars and properties, 
and perhaps a lso a cumbrous version of th e Augustinian 
model of concept-formation, the model that Wittgenstein 
has rej ected both in detail and in principle . In fine, the 
theory of concept-formation that apparently emerges from 
Wittgenstein 's texts will turn o ut to be nothing but an 
uninspiring dilution of the classical foundationalism. 

We shall attempt to work our way out of this impasse, 
through an exten sive critique of che Augustinian model. 
We sh all h ave to foc u s particularly on th e dubi o u s 
transparency of ostensive and verbal definition and the false 
dichotomy between simple and complex - the myth s that 
forge a false cleavage between language and reality ( i.e., 
the foundation and the fou nded), ultimate ly claiming to 
bridge the two in an isomorphic re lation. We ho pe to end 
this paper wi th a ro ugh idea of Wittgenslein 's visio n of 
language , as to h ow the fou ndational mechanism s o f 
oste nsion, rules, descriptions on the one hand and the 
external reality on the other penetrate into each other into 
an open and endless flow of uses. 
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The minimalist interpretation of family-resemblances 

It is both customary and convenient to start with the concept 
of games, an ingenious choice to dissipate our notion of a 
fixed and unitary essence lying beneath the usage of all 
general words. Wittgenstein cites the examples of board
games, card-games, ball-games and O lympic games. The 
features we consider importan t in the board-games - like 
throwing dice, moving coun ters on the board - manifestly 
drop out in the card-games and others appear. These again 
start dropping out in ball-games. Obviously we have to look 
for certain other commonalties of apparently a broader range 
- like amusement, competition, winning and losing, skill 
and luck. Bull-fight and boxing often involving bloodshed 
and casualties do not satisfy the amusement condition . 
Moreover, the kind of amusement we find in chess drops 
out from noughts and crosses; another fiber - let it be called 
'amusement' again - reappears, which will again drop out 
from the next kind of game we come across. Winning and 
losing- the element of competition (an apparently invariable 
feature in all games) - do not feature in patience. 
Considering the fact that skill in chess is so different from 
skill in tennis, we cannot posit skill as a recurring feature of 
all games. Moreover, skiil in a very general sense is altogether 
dropped o ut from games like ring-a-ring-a roses. '[W]e see 
a complicated network of similarities overlapping and criss
crossing: sometimes overall similarities, sometimes similarities 
of detail' . (PI 66) 

In PI 67 Wittgenstein further observes: 'And we extend 
our concept of number as in spinning a thread we twist fiber 
on fibre. And the strength of the fibre does not reside in 
the fact that some one fibre runs through its whole length, 
but in the overlapping of many fibres'. 

The talk of overlapping fibre on fibre naturally leads to 
the following picture most commonly used by Witlgenstein 's 
commentators. 
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ABC=-----~CD~E ______ ~DEF~----~FGH=-----
gl g2 g3 g4 

Fig. 1 
(Using small 'g' for games and capital letters for the overlapping 
features like 'amusement', 'winning and losing', 'skill in chess', 'skill 
in tennis' etc.) 

The particulars that we call 'game' do not even share a 
common necessary condition, not to speak of a common 
sufficient condition. Nor can we construct a subset from the 
g iven set of overlapping features and claim it to be the 
necessary and sufficien t conditions of any ga.me whatsoever. 
The fibres go on overlapping in an ever-expanding horizontal 
line, n ever converging to a single point. 

There is also n o reason to suppose that all persons sta'rt 
with th e same set of fibres, with exactly the same sets 
mediating between in the same order. Different language
users would spin concepts in different lines like -

HFA AEB BCG CGD 
--------- ---------- --------- --------

g2 g3 

Fig. 2 

and also in many other conceivably alternative tracks. 

Wittgenstein has not only challenged the notion of a 
unitary essence but a lso of a fixed essence. The process of old 
fibres disappearing and n ew fibres cropping up is one of 
continuous expansion , and not a permutation and 
combination of a pre-given finite set. 

Wittgenstein describes these overlapping featt,~res or 
fibres as 'family-resemblances'. (P/67) Large fami lies where 
we can survey a number of siblings and cousins, their parents, 
grandparents and their offsprings together, clearly exhibit 
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how features like build, shape of the eyes and nose, structure 
of the jaws, curve of the lips, colour of the eyes, gait, 
temperam ent, etc., overlap and crisscross in the same way. 
None of the above features at any point can be attributed to 
all the members in common. Thus though starting with the 
instance of game, Wittgenstein privileges the case of family 
as well, as an exemplary case to understand how other 
concepts, i. e ., con cepts other than game too, are spun 
through overlapping and cri'sscrossing fibres, and not on the 
basis of a putative set of necessary and sufficient conditions. 
And a family expands for ever, its new members continually 
being born, and old members passing away, generating new 
features to be added to the network and old features dying 
out. 

Since Wittgenstein warns us not to think that there must 
be a singular identity behind all uses of general words and 
instead wants us to ' look and see' , we cannot now just stop 
with two examples - we have to examine some simple and 
familiar concepts, specially those which unlike 'game', and 
'family', do seem to have an essence in common. 

To take the example of 'gold'- a neat, scientific concept, 
dressed up in a comple te set of necessary and sufficient 
conditions.2 A definite spectral line, a certain atomic number 
(79), a certain atomic weight, a ch aracteristic odour, a 
certain d egree of malleability, a certain melting point, and 
entering into certain chemical combinations and not o thers. 
Suppose something occurred with the same atomic number 
but was not yellow but purple, not malleable, had a different 
melting point, and produced a diffe rent series of spectral 
lines. Many chemists who take the atomic number itself to 
be the sole defining characteristic still call it gold. Others 
who consider each of the above conditions to be necessary 
cannot call it by the same name - a position rather dubious 
in view of the fact that an isotope has a different weight 
ft·om that no t·mally characterising the clemenl, ye t che mists 
call it 'X' (X, but an isotope of X) , as long as it has other 
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characteristics of X. And we can stretch our imagination a 
little furth e r to the emergence of d iffe rent metals, each 
with a different set of 'goldish' fib e rs, overlapping and 
crisscrossing, but not a single fiber commonly running 
through all of them. Conceived in this way one cannot rule 
out the possibility of newer and newer samples of gold with 
newer and newer fibers, hitherto unrecorded. This is one 
reason why one canno t posit a 'disjunctive property' sh ared 
in common by all particulars of the same name - whatever 
fibers you may have incorporated in tha t disjunctive set, you 
cannot ever put a last member. On the other h and, speaking 
of.such common pro p erties - a di sjunctive se t with an 
indefinite number of elements- is only 'playing with words'. 
'On e might just as we ll say: "Something runs through the 
whole thread - namely the continuo us overlapping of those 
fibers"' . (PI 67) T h ese are the kinds of phi losophical 
sophistries that we find parodied in nonsense prose like Alice 
in Wonderland, wh ere the King, h earing tha t Alice knew 
n othing wh a tever abo ut a theft, n o ted down 'Nothing 
Whatever' as a very important evidence.3 

With a little stretch of imagination we can even dispense 
with a com m o n s ta rting point - a minima l n ecessary 
condition of something being a sample of gold - viz. it's 
maintaining a definite size at a given time, its availabil ity to 
stable and con tinued perception e tc. Such conjectures are 
designed no t to evoke a sen se of amusement or perverse 
excitement, but to break through a certain fetishised notion 
of conception , understanding and communication. To have 
a concept (that is, to identify a group of particulars as falling 
under it), or to understand the m eaning of the re levant 
term, or to commun icate that meaning to o thers, we; need 
not and cannot have a precise set of d efining characteristics 
ready at hand, that once for all sets the mind a t rest. Besides, 
redefining a term 'for a special purpose ' (PI 69) virtually 
puts the word out of circulation , i.e., o ut of gen era l use, 
leaving a few exceptional circumstances. Suppose we want 
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to re-define the length of the corridor in our university 
department (which we know to be X meters), in terms of 
how many paces it takes to walk through. For this 'special 
purpose' we define one pace as 75 centimeters and match 
up the two definitions as X meters = Y paces (PI 69). But 
apart from serving this very special purpose it cannot be made 
to put an absurd demand on everybody's pace to measure 
up exac tly to 75 centime ters every time they walk , thus 
making the very concepts of 'pace' and 'walk' unusable. 

Delimiting, loosening, adding or dropping fibres, 
shuffling or reshuffling, whether conscious or unconscious, 
idiosyncratic or pragmatic, has a significant sociological 
dimension4. This becomes specially palpable when a person 
or a particular community, under the influence of specific 
needs, interests, or of a particular history, culture, or 
physiology, may identify same objects (i.e., what other people 
call 'same' object) under different concept. Secondly, he I 
they can identify 'different' objects (i.e., what other people 
call "different" objects) under the 'same' concept. 

A very interesting example given by Bambrough may 
profitably be used to clarify these points. He asks us to imagine 
a tribe - the 'South Sea Islanders', whose island is thickly 
clad with a rich variety of trees, and for whom trees are of 
greatest importance in their life and work5. Their ways of 
classifying trees do not conform to the bo tanists' principle 
of classification. They do not classify trees as orange trees, 
date-palms or cedars, but as 'house-building trees', 'boat
building trees' , or in terms of their height, thickness, or 
maturity - features that are specially re levant to the 
n ecessities of their life . H ere of course as in all other cases, 
the bo tanist identification of, say, ' man go tree' and the 
islander's classification of'boat-buiJding trees' work, not with 
a unitary essen ce, but with overlapping fibres. But while the 
botanists' fibers of classification either go undetected, or 
are deemed irrelevant by lhe islanders, similar charges will 
apply to us or the botanist. The South-sea islander assimilates 
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the same trees (say mango) under different concepts; say 
one mango tree he calls a boat-building tree, another mango 
tree he classifies under house-building trees, and so on. On 
the other hand, he also assimilates diffe rent trees (mango, 
pine, and oak) under the same concept of a boat-building 
tree. At any point of time, an existing network of concepts ·is 
already invaded, or rather made intricate , by more and more 
tracks and features. 

It should b e clear that the fibers do not only move 
through a h orizon tal track of time, jumping from tree1 to 
tree2 from preceding moments to successive ones. There 
is,. as 'already stated, a complicated ne twork of fibres that 
both overlap and crisscross, a network that has no point of 
origin , where games cannot be numbered in an ordinal series 
of 1, 2, 3, ... , and each individual at any moment is a cross
section of many fibres simultan eously crossing over each 
other. The following figure may be take n as a rough 
indication of what this network is like and how it expands: 
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. . . 
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g 

. . . . . . . . . 
Fig. 3 
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g ...... 
. . 
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. 

Here again we t.ake ' g' for ind ividual games, houses or trees (this time 
without being numbe red); A, B, Cas featu res; a nd th e d o tted lines as some 
of the possible modes of expansion. 
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We do not always have to imagine a remote island with a 
remote way of life to appreciate the diverse modes of concept 
formation. Modern society with its widely ramified 
professions, technologies, and industries , offer ample 
examples on the issue. Animals are divided in one way by 
the zoologist, another by fur-industry, still in another way by 
the leather-industry. Houses are identified in one way by 
the architect, in another way by the gas-inspector, and in 
still another by the fire-department. 

We may now concentrate on more unfamiliar examples 
cited by Wittgenstein himself on different modes of concept 
formation. In RFMV 42, h e imagines a person or a group of 
persons who observe a surface only as coloured red, white, 
and blue, and does not observe that it is also red. A kind of 
colour-adjectives were used for things that are partially red, 
partially blue, and partially white- they are said to be ' bu'. 
And someone can be trained to observe that it is 'bu', and 
not to observe whether it is also red, blue or white. Such a 
man could only report 'bu' and ' non-bu'. Here Wittgenstein 
invites us to imagine that the 'observation happens by means 
of a psychological sieve,.which for example only lets through 
the fact that the surface is blue-white-red (the Fre nch 
tricolour) or that it is not'. Here the person obviously misses 
out the distinction between separate fibres, h e assimilate 
the three distinct colours, red, white, and blue under one 
colour concept- 'bu'; he obfuscates the distinction between 
the other colours, and calls each of them as 'non-bu'. Perhaps 
Wittgenstein is suggesting that the person is thoroughly 
indoctrinated in a single and indissoluble ideal of French 
revolution and assimilates red, white and blue under a single 
concept, while all other ~olours fall out as irrelevant. The 
situation is somewhat like the South sea islanders who 
considered three different kinds of trees - mango, pine, 
and cedar - to be the same. They assimilate the separate 
fibres like the shape of the trunk, or the quality of the wood 
under the same fibre, say 'maturity', and identify the three 
different trees under the same class-name. 
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. 
It is time to take a pause and reflect a bit on this foregoing 

accoun t with its rather excess of examples. Several questions 
prop up at this juncture. (a) Are· these fi~res 'common 
features ' of a different stat1,1s - temporary and of a smaller 
range, unlike the . eternal and ubiquitous universals of th e 
Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy? Unfortunately on a few 
occasions, Wittgenstein '.s phrases do provide some fue l for 
this kind of interpretation. 'Now pass to card games .. . many 
common f eatures drop out, and others appear. When we pass 
next to ball-ga~pes, much that is common is retained, but much 
is lost ' . (PI 66, italics mine). The metaphor of physical 
ove rlapping of one fibre on another, transferred to the · 
context of concept formation (PI 67) may also have some 
misleading .sugge stions. On a fragmentary readin·g of 
Wittgenste in 's texts the notorious. ontology. of common 
features, ove r and abo~e the individuals and identicalJy sl.:J.rc:~d 
by the m, re mains unscathed. (b) Is Wittgenstein putting 
forth a socio logica l or anthropological theory of language 
whereby people are socially determined to hold particular 
sets of b e li efs , by se le c ting I reje cting, permuting; 
combining from a repertoire of real features given out there? 
To put it more precisely, Wittgenste in 's accoun t might give 
the impression tha t the re are bare featureless identities in 
the shape of .eithe r bare particulars or bare universals that 
~an only be n amed, and these form the primordial and pre
social basis of all aller.native modes of description. I.e. when 
one conceives a chair or a tree under seve•al alte rnative 
mod es one is only combining these bare identities in various 
combina tions.6 A proper apprecia tion o£Wittgenste in 's view 
would need us to nullify each of t.hese questions. 

The A ugustinian model 

This myth of detachable common identities, whe ther eternal 
o r te m porary, on e o r many, a ll-pervasive o r restri cted , is 
appe nd ed with ano ther myth - th e Augustinian model in 
wh ich all language, all signs are supposed to work. According 
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to this mode l or theory each sign reaches ou t to its 
corresponding object in reality, which is its reference, and 
stamps a labe l on it. Laying out the basic points of the theory 
,.ve shall find that 'most classical theories of language adhere 
to it in principle, in spite of their internal diffe rences7: 

(a) Ling uisti c expressions can be roughly divided ini:o 
prope r names and comm on-names (descriptions). 
Proper names pick out unique individuals, common 
names like ' tab le' p ick out definite prope rti es like 
tablehood etc. from among other properties. While for 
Plato, the word 'Table' picks out an Ideal Tablehood 
from the third realm, for Aristotle it refers to a pr~rty 
immanent in all individual tables in the mundane world. 

(b) While for Russell proper names pick out bare particulars 
and universals directly, for Frege they need the mediation 
of a d efinite prope rty unique ly belonging to that 
individual, for reach ing out to their co rresponding 
reference .s 

(c) Fo r the British empiricists too the sign ' table' would 
either be J:h e name of an abstract me ntal image or a 
logically abstrac table essence , or on the most n on
committal Nominalist version, it would still name- not a 
single individual , but a single g roup of individuals 
arbitrarily ~elected, which professedly do not share any 
common characteristics. 

(d)Words p in down the ir meanings e ither directly, or 
through physical ostension, mental image, silent speech, 
or verbal rules phrased in definite descriptions. 

The crux of the Augustinian model that Wittge nste in seeks 
to dismiss is the mutual exte rnality of language and reality
an idea which all the above schools of philosophy share in 
common. If on e wishes to graft the model into a sociological 
theory of language, the theory would roughly come to this: 
All levels of identification -whether it is identifying a bare 
particular or a bare property are pre-social; it is at the level 
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of permuting/ combining, selecting/ rejecting from the real 
features that the process of socio-cultural conditioning comes 
into play. 

Wittgenstein 's Critique of the Augustinian model 

A short e xposition of Wittgenste in 's reactions to the 
supposed san ctity of verbal rules will be an effective prelude 
to this critique - extensive in its purview and graphically 
detailed in its analysis. 

Failure of verbal definitions 

Can a common name say, ' dog ' including the te rm 
'quadruped' in )ts standard definition , be able to h ook on 
unfailingly to a single, detachable feature of fourleggedness 
commonly shared by all the dogs? We have to detail out our 
definitions, introduce sharper rules in terms of the specific 
shape of the legs, the structure of the bones, the texture of 
the hair on its legs , - in order to d e marcate the 
fourleggedness, say of a Dalmatian from that of a Doberman. 
But even then , th e r espec tive bon es Dalmatian 1 and 
Dalmatian2 may have different kinds of dents or undulations, 
the texture of th e h air in their legs may h ave different 
degrees of smoothness or varying shades of colour T he bone
structures of Dalmatian1 and Dalmatian2 have to b e furthe r 
analysed and specified as being similar in respect of another 
feature or identi ty, say a common an gle of bent at the mid
joints, which again when shown to exhibit fu (ther individual 
variations has to be an alysed and specified to be similar in 
respect of another identi ty, say 'Y'. Whatever rules we may 
specify, however we may d etail out the featu res of similari ty, 
words will lead to words and to further words. This often 
gives the impression that while reality itself is neat, round, 
and smoothly bounded, it is language that is inadequa te to 
capture reality. Language is full of holes, cracks and crevices, 
whatever words we use to p lug these holes and cracks, 
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themselves have fresh cracks - and so on. This way of looking 
at things have naturally led philosophers to rely on ostensive 
definitions as the last resort. 

Failure of Ostensive Dejiniti"ons 

It is with very simple examples that ostensive definitions start 
losing their sanctity. Pointing to a pencil, I may say 'This is 
tove' (BB p 2) (Wittgenstein deliberately chooses a fictitious 
word which does not have a lexical meaning). This ostensive 
definition can be variously interpreted to mean: 

This is pencil 
This is round 
This is wood 
This is one 
This is hard, etc. 
This is the angle of light 

To go back to our example of Dalmatians, h ow can I point 
to their common coat aeart from the individual spot-patterns 
that each Dalmatian has? How can I point to the common 
texture of their hair apart from the varying degree of softness 
or roughness? Suppose there are two or more Dalmatians 
sitting in a sun-room, in different positions and postures, 
the sun falling at different angles, and making a different 
filigree of light and shade on the body of each. How will an 
ostensive procedure be able to cut out the ir common 
Dalmatian coat, except perhaps by being backed up by such 
phrases like "Do not look at the size, shape, number, or 
configuration of black spots, just note that the dogs are all 
white with black spots?" "Do not look at the light and shade 
effect on their body; just feel the texture of their hair." Now 
is there only one way of taking the words 'colour', 'length', 
or 'texture', 'black and white spots' , 'coat', or 'hair'? (PI 
29). To take 'colour' for instance, I point to a transparent 
green glass on the table and then to the same glass painted 
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in a picture on the wall, and say 'This colour is green'. What 
do I mean by 'colour' in this case? Do I mean the colour in 
the transparency, or the opaque green as painted on a 
wooden door or as a pigment on the palette? On the first 
alternative, the colour of the green glass and that. of the 
painted glass will not be the name, for it is the complex qf 
colour-patches that depicts the glass in the picture that is its
colour. The second alternative too has no greater prospect 
of presenting a pure opaque green colour as a single object 
of ostension. (Remarks on Colour, I 18) Colour takes different 
dim~nsions, depths and hue depending on the thing that 
has the colour a'nd depending on its environment; one 
cannot find a self ide ntical saturated sample of green, or 
white that c'an be captu~ed by ostension. As Wittgenstein 
observes in ROC I 61 , 'We are inclined to believe the analysis 
of our colour concepts would lead ultimately to the colours of 
places in our visual field, which are independent of any spatial 
or phys~cal interpretation; for here there is neither light 
nor shadow, n o r highlight, etc., etc .... ' Of th e two 
Dalmatians, I may see one as being white with black spots, 
and the other black with white spots, putting black and white 
alternatively in the background and foreground. Lights 
falling on their body at differe nt angles and different 
intensity w111 produce tonal ~arialions of white and grey on 
the different parts of the body. The re will be intractable 
variations if the light happens to filter through curtains of 
different colours. Difference in the sitting postures, 
movement of muscles too cause subtle redistribution of 
shades. A painter who depicts each of these dogs in his 
characteristic posture and position with the individual light 
and shade pattern of his body, has to use a different 
combination of colo urs on his palette for each of them. The 
ostensive definition along with the explanatory phrase "Look 
at the common white and black coat" will be of little h elp to 
him. 

Similar remarks would apply to the alternative modes of 
identification with even stronger force . How would the 
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islander pick out the ch aracteristic featu re of the boat
building trees, say, the maturity of wood, girth of the trunk 
in isolation from the colour of the wood, its thickness or 
texture? To take Wittgenstein's own example in PI 47, how 
can one alternately point to two exclusive features of the 
tree - first to its broken outline composed of straight bits 
and then to the complexity of its colours? Any ostensive 
technique that may be adopted would lead to words, and 
wqrds to further ostension, and neither can be privileged as 
the originary foundation. 

Opacity of Acts of Ostension 

The myth of bare particulars or of self-identical detachable 
features out there i"n reality, waiting to be captured by proper 
names, needed another myth of there being uniform· acts 
of putting labels on to each of these entities. On this view, 
each of the acts- identifying colour as opposed to shape, or 
shape as opposed to number or the angle of light exhibits a 
characteristic essence. It just needs a little in trospection to 
expose the absurdity of suc)1 suppositions. We sometimes 
attend to ·.the colour by putting our hand up to keep the 
outline from view, or by not' looking at the outline of the 
thing; som.etime by staring at the object and trying to 
remember where we saw the colour before. We identify the 
shape sometimes by screwing up our eyes so as not to see 
the colour clearly, and in ·many other ways. And even if there 
were a characteristic process of attending to the shape ~ say, 
following the outline with one's finger or eyes, this by itself 
would not constitute what we call identifying the shape in 
contrast to its colour. (PI 33) It is weirder to talk of a single 
act of identifying the common black and white coat of a 
Dalmatian - an act which brush es away the variant effects of 
light and shade, variant siz<::s and shapes and conf}gurations 
of their spots. Can it pos ibly J?e by·scrcwing our eyes to have 
a blurred image of black and white, which will , so Lo speak 
abstract from individual variations in colour and spot-patterns? 
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Such a blurred image which has rather stronger po ten tials 
to throw out similarity-relations in numerous directions has 
still less chance of catching a single detachable corre late. 

Wittgenstein had further argu ed in PI 85 - 'Does the 
sign-post leave no doubt open about the way I have to go? 
Does it sh ew which direction I am to take wh en I have passed 
it; whe ther along the road or the footpath or cross-coun try? 
But where is it said which way I am to fo llow it; whether in 
the direction of its finger or (e.g.) in the opposite on e? 
And if there were not a sing le sig n-post, but a ch ain of 
adjacen t on es or of chalk-marks on the grou·nd - is there 
oniy one way of in terpreting them?' There is no t a single way 
of interpreting a single act of pointing with the finger. I 
cannot only read in the direction of the wrist to finger, or 
from the finger to the wrist, but also in the direction in which 
his kn uckles move (i.e., upwards) - the direction in which. a 
sliver of sunlight falls on his palms, or even the direction in 
which the hair stands on his arms. And whatever corrective 
techniques he may adopt - rubbing his knuckles, fla ttening 
out the bristles of his hair, patting my back every time I do it 
in the 'right' way, putting a cross in the 'wrong' direction -
all these pictures are again available to innumerable ways of 
read ing. All ostensive procedures of ide ntifica tio n are 
pictures th at are ruptured from within, th ey disseminate 
into an unending flow of more and more words, and more 
and more pictu res. 

Failure of inner ostension 

For the Augusti-n ian s, th e fact that verbal language and 
gesture-language fail to capture a unique meaning only 
shows that we need something stronger, something 'deeper ' 
or 'inner', to effect the correlation between the word and 
its self-identical m e an ing. Th ey fin d it in the mental 
imageries and in tern a! acts of ' meaning' or 'understanding' . 
For them, while physical icons or acts of ostension may miss 
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its target a mental ostension gets unfailingly hooked on its 
unique meaning. 

Here the Augustinians ar~ obvio':lsly saddled with a 
mental picture as a 'super-likeness' or a super-picture which 
makes it an image of this and of nothing else. (PI 389) They 
need to appreciate the fact that like the physical picture, a 
mental picture too , say of a white dog-skin with black spots 
can be read in many differe nt ways, it cannot by itself get 
hooked on to its unique meaning-entity, the unique 
Dalmatian coat, so to speak. Nor is there a mental act of 
meaning or intending as a conscious process running 
concurrently with the physical process of speaking. It may at 
best reduce to an array of unspoken words, mouthed silently, 
which plainly cannot have any magical quality to perform a 
feat that a physically uttered sentence cannot. We cannot 
hold up a single act or occurrence - whether mental or 
physical - a characteristic 'feeling' of meaning, a sincere 
tone of voice, or an earnest facial expression - as a plausible 
agent to do the trick. 

Reference and Meaning: A Grammatical Interplay 

It might be objected that the foregoing account shows a 
failure of various d evices in ftxing meaning, not a failure of 
ostensive definition in fixing 1"ejerence. Pointing or ostending, 
which by its very nature pins down a simple object, cannot 
possibly pin down a complex property, a configuration or 
arrangemen t of simples. Features like common texture of 
hair, d egrees of softness or roughness, broken outline 
composed of straight bits, arrangement of colour-patches, 
girth of wood, maturity of trunk, (marks of a tree alluded to 
in a previous section) are on ultimate analysis configuration 
of simples that are duly available to sophisticated version of 
ostension (say Russellian acquaintance.) To whatever extent 
Wittgcnstein may experiment with deviant modes o f 
conception, he can at best introduce newer and newer 
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mode s of configuration; h e cannot outgrow the logical 
demands of ultimate simples underlying all possible modes 
of deviance. 

The way Wittgenstein breaks through this classical divide 
between reference and description may be conde nsed 

. under the following points: 
. . . 

i) The difference between referen_ce and d escription 
consists in an interactive play- where the referring game · 
is the mere preparatory move (like putting · pieces on 
the board) and descriptions comprise of more elaborate 
and complex actiVities. 

ii) However , learning the games of refe rring are by no 
means achieved through a transparent encounter with 
putatively g ive n obj ects. This simple or e l emen~ary 
character of the referring games is relative - relative to 
that particular simple/complex interplay in which it is 
embodied. The elementary move of referring in one 
game can figure as quit<:; a sophisticated and complex 
move of description in another game. 

iii) In other words simplicity and complexity are not absolute 
in Wittgenstein's philosophy. The. constant m e ta
morph osis of simple into complex and vice versa also 
breaks through the claims of unique analysis and ultimate 
terminus of analysis popularized in logical atomism. 

iv) Thus reference is constructed in and through the uses, 
the referred object does not pre-exist as a given chunk 

· to make the referring use possible We shall try to argue 
that even within each of th ese naming-describing 
interplays the reference never pre-exists but fleshes out 
in and through each description. 

Wittgenstein points out that the Augustinian model of 
reference and description stands on a par with taking each 
letter of a script to stand for a particular sound, or as signs of 
emphasis or marks of punctuation. On this conception the 
particular language or script turns out to be merely a 
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descri.ption of sound-patterns along with their various modes 
of intonation and punctuation. Or to take another example: 
a person completely innocent of the intricate mechanism 
of a locomotive will equate all the levers- the switch, crank, 
brake, pump - with their external projections jutting out 
from various parts of the cabin and all looking alike. ( PC 20, 
also PI 4) So far as the builder's assistant simply fetch es 
specific building materials viz. slab, blocks etc., ·at the call of 
the builder ( PI2), so far as he does not know how to operate 
with the inner structure or composition of each of the 
building stones, or to integrate them into a continuous 
structure, h e ·is at the rudiments of the e ntire process of 
building. The operations of·all these persons will not go 
beyond passive assortments df the parts (of language, 
machine or the building) . 

Wittgenste in himself h as mentioned these games as 
referring-games along with a few others: 

i. The teach Gr utters the words in the course of 
ostensive teaching, pointing alongside to the relevant objects. 
( P/6) 

ii. The teacher calls our-names like 'chair', 'table', 
'plate', 'sofa', 'chessboard ' and the child is taught to touch 
the relevant obj ect. (We construct this game on the model 
of the above.) 

iii. One memorises. words ~md their meanings. (PI 4 7) 
i.v. A word is uttered and the su.bject is asked to recall 

the Image of the corresponding object. (PI 6) 
v. Putting pieces on the board before playing. (P/49) 

The point of these examples is to harp on the preparatory 
or rudimentary ch aracter of reference vis a vis the complex 
activity of description with the all important reminder that 
they . are not preparations for a passive com bi na tion in to 
descriptions. Thus the flaw in the Augustinian model of 
language is exposed to be on the same footing with such 
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theories that envisage language-speaking or other activities 
as comprising of two primary functions- first the elementary 
move of gathering materials, and second, the act of passively 
assorting these inert chunks. It is strange why Wittgenstein 
seems to be quite content in characterizing the Augustinian 
model of lang uage as merely an error of omission . 
'Augustine, we m ay say, does d escribe a system of 
communica tion ; only not everything that we call this 
language is this system .. .it is appropriate, but only for this 
narrowly circumscribed region .. . .' It is like defining 'game' 
as consisting in moving objects about on a surface according 
to certain rules, thus restricting oneself only to board-games 
leaving out the others.(P/ 3, also see 2, 4. ) In PC 19, (p. 57) 
he qualifies the simplicistic nature of Augustinian model: 
'So it could be said that Augustine represents the matter 
too simply; but also that he represents something simpler-.' 
The first move would be like restricting oneself only to say, 
board-games, the second move would be like stopping short 
at putting pieces in the board. 

It is quite evident that these game of putting. the pieces 
on board, fetching building materials, linking each le tter 
with only denoting a sound- in so far as they have no tendency 
to move to the actual steps of playing, to the intricate stages 
of construction, or to using a set of signs as representing not 
sound-patterns but full-bodied reality- they cannot even be 
called simpler games in any sense. The simplici ty of these 
so-called simple moves can only be appreciated in so far as 
they do not remain as truncated fragments but are seen as 
incorporated into the full-fledged games. And the way the 
simple is incorporated into the complex, or reference is 
incorporated into d escription is obviously not through a 
passive assortment but in a dynamic interplay of an extremely 
complex nature. 

To grow out of this passive asso rtm e n t o r li near 
combination-model is to grow out of the absolute distinction 
of the simple and the complex and purportedly unique 
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modes of analysis popularized by Logical Atomism. (PI 46-
49) A chair can be seen as made of bits of wood, or of atoms 
and molecules, or (normally) as composed of a back-rest 
and seat propped up on four legs, or as a unitary design 
resisting any analysis (PI 4 7) . The visual image of this tree 
can be looked upon as a complex of colour patches, or as a 
broken outline composed of straight bits. A curved line can 
be said to be composed of an ascending segment and a 
descending segment. A chessboard is normally seen as a 
unique composition made out of thirty two white and thirty 
two black squares. But we can also see it as colours black and 
white and a schema of squares. There is no inherent 
simplicity in the respective elements of each mode of 
complexity, say, of the chessboard. 'Is the colour of a square 
of a chessboard simple, or is it composed of pure white and 
pure yellow? And is white simple or does it consist of colours 
of the rainbow? Is this length 2 em simple or does to consist 
of 1 bit 3 em long and one bit 1 em long measured in the 
opposite direction?' (PI 4 7). 'Is it unimaginable for someone 
to see the group I I I I I (e.g.) as the group I I II I I with 
the two middle stro~es fused, and should accordingly count 
the middle stroke twice? (True, it is not the usual case)' 
(RFM I 168). 'The question "Is what you see composite?" 
makes good sense if it is already established what kind of 
complexity- that is, which particular use of the word- is in 
question.' Asking "Is the object co mposite?" outside a 
particular language-game is like asking whether the verb 
'to sleep ' meant something active or passive. (PI 47). The 
phenomenon of seeing a tree for example in different ways 
can be accounted for in two ways: Either we are baptising 
the entire tree say by the proper name 'Terry' in which case 
'Terry' can internalize its reference in so many different 
ways (two of which we have already cited). On the other 
hand we can also say that we are not baptising the tree, but 
baptising each of its so-called elements. To take another 
example : Suppose there are some squares of different 



186 ENAKSHI MITRA 

colours like ~ed, green, white and black arranged like a 
chessboard . We can h ave the words, R, G, W, B 
corresponding to these squares and a sentence say 
'RRBGGGRWW' describing an arrangement of this sort (PI 
48). 

Here the sentence above is a complex of n ames and thus a 
description of the configuration of the squares. But none of 
the squares which figure as names in this usage is inherently 
simple, in other language-games each of them can be said 
to be a composite, consisting perhaps of two rectangles, 
colours and shapes. Thus what is a name 'R' in this context, 
may well be a description or a sentence describing the 
configurations of two rectangles, in another context. To say 
that we cannot define or d escribe certain elements but 
simply name them will only mean a limiting case where a 
complex consists of on e square. Here its description seems 
to give the illusion of being the name of the colored square. 
Similarly the above expression RRBGGGRWW can embody 
a preparatory referring move ·in a gam e wher·e the e ntire 
figure taken as a single unit enters into certain relations or 
interactions with o ther similar figures. 

Adopting this track of a rgume nt it wi ll be easy to 
appreciate that the block, pillars, slabs etc. can be looked 
upon as a complex of colour-patches (where the sub-atomic 
cohesion into a h ard impenetrable chunk is kept out of the 
purview), or as pattern of light and shade, and so on. So the 
builder's assistant in playing out the referring game of 
fetching the building-blocks in the customary fashion is o nly 
exercising a simplicity that is relative in at least two senses. 
First, playing this referring-game the assistant is a lready 
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embedded (though in an imperfect and incomplete 
fashion)irito the activity of building which opts out of the 
other two kinds of games just mentioned. Playing the 
referring- games in the other two modes for instance would 
have incurred different modes of activity - scraping it into 
laye.rs of different chromes and lumping them together in a 
single compact pile, and placing each block in the same 
relative position with the sun and the shadow. (These 
referring games will throw up the more complex games of 
descriptions - say of comparing two stones in terms of the 
variety of shades that each comprises of, or ·uniting one light 
and shade pattern with another.) On similar lines, the 
customary referring game of the builder's assistant can be 
recast into an appreciably complex, sophisticated and 
elaborate game of description -·the assistant taking note of 
how each utterance of the builder hits on his ears, tracing 
the movement of his limbs in lifting the slab, the 
configuration of his arms and the building materials, pattern 
of muscul~r tension in carrying the materials. Such activities 
form the assumed backdrop and not the substantial content of 
the referring. game played by the assistant. As Strawson9 

pointed out, stating that one is making a referring use or 
stating the conditions under which h e is making it, forms 
no part of the significance of referring-games. However, 
when the simple game of the assistant is recast in a complex 
game of describing (in the manner indicated), some suitably 
simple move of referring ( i.e. referring to one's limbs, 
muscles, etc) crops up to even the balance. The relation 
between reference and description is a pattern of contrastive 
interplay where though there is a constant switch-over of 
roles, it p erhaps never permits a disturbance in the basic 
requirement of a dual tension. One can undertake similar 
exercises of transforming the other gaf!leS of referring 
narrated in (i) to (v) into descriptions and thus recasting 
the .pattern of each simple-complex interplay. 
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Reference as 'Show.n' in multiple fashions 

Reference turns out not to be a singular pre-semantic 
e ncounter with a simple object lying out there, nor is 
meaning or understanding achieved by a compact set of 
statements drawing from the supposed transparency of verbal 
rules and definite descriptions. Both these phenomena 
spread out in a ple thora of linguistic and non-linguistic 
activities, spilling over the present to 'a variety of actions 
and experiences of different kinds before and after'. (BB 
p. 145 and also P/35). We have seen that while with reference 
these activities recede to the background, meaning spreads 
out in explicit statements and explanations. 

Wittgenstein says that the referring game of ostension 
cannot take off unless the 'overall role of the word in 
language is clear'. (PI 30) One cannot offer or respond to 
an ostensive d efinition, say of a ch ess-piece unless one is 
already initiated into games, the specific varie ty of board
games, the conventions of moving the pieces around the 
board. The sortals that often come to accompany ostensive 
definitions, like 'colour', 'shape', ' length' indeed show the 
'grammar ', the 'post at which we station the word'.(PI 29) 
But this does n ot imply that grammar is uniquely 'shown' as 
the refe rence presupposed by' a ll actua l and possible 
descriptions, in the manner that the unique and ultimate 
logical form of all language was claimed to be 'shown' in the 
Tractatus. (4.1 21, 4 .121 2, a lso N B p107) The later 
Wittgenstein 's leanings towards multiple ways of shownness 
surface in such statements that there is n o 'one way of taking 
the word "colour" o r "le ngth " ', a nd any a tte mpt to 
disambiguate them through d efinitio n s wi ll go o n a d 
infmitum. (PI 29) .Similarly there is no one way in which the 
alternative grammars of a chessboard or the tree are to be 
taken. Alte rnative o r d eviant g rammars do not e ntail but 
themselves fl esh out bit by bit through deviant descriptions 
just as in the case of the normal ones. 
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The idea of a pre-linguistic, primordial referent that 
foreshadows all possible descriptions is indeed hard to resist. 
Kripke says that baptism captures the necessary identity of a 
particular as originating from a particular stuff- the material 
stuff like the specific pieces of wood in case of a table, and 
the eggs and sperms of the parents in case of a human 
individual10

• Now the question is what the referential identity 
of the parents is, and the gametes which according to Kripke 
are supposed to recur in all counterfactuals stipulated about 
the referent? Any attempt to pin it d own by ostension or 
furth e r definite description would launch a patently 
indefinite regress. And the identity- conditions cannot hark 
back on the original reference (the human individual in 
question) on pain of obvious circularity. This clearly shows 
that each renewed recognition of an individual as the same 
reference of the proper name is not linear addition to Lhe 
give n transworld identity; rather each preceding stage of 
the individual is reshaped and enriched by the subsequent 
ones 11 . · 

Equipped "with these fresh insights we can now venture 
a more imaginative, treatment of PI 66~ The examples of 
'games' and 'family' were strategically deployed to show how 
the phenomenon of external ruptures gives way to internal 
ruptures. Let us recall the statement: 'Look at the parts 
played by skill and luck; and at the difference between skill 
in chess and skill in tennis.' It does no t merely show how a 
property viz. skill gets replaced by the property of luck, or 
how the property of 'skill in ch ess' drops out to make way 
for 'ski ll in tennis', but h ow the property of skill itself breaks 
open to dissolve the very dichoto my between a property and 
a particular, i.e., between description and reference. This is 
another way to see similarity or resemblance in a new light
not as grounded upon non-relational 'respects' or features 
or identities that foreshadow different routes of similarity
rela tions. To learn the reference or meaning of a particular 
word, through ostension or definition, one has already gone 
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c~11~rltt. I'Irts'tead of p'i'dcluoi'ng sometliing . comm on. to' .a.l}l 
tJhat_( \.v<!1ool11 1la11guage\ Jl aml saying'(; .c .i that they ra11e ;relfLted to 
on ell att®'thel' ~nJ many <tfiffe~ent WflJslilt i~ •becau se of1 thi~ 
t e latib hiS;hip lor riWlesef relaticmshiJF"s,> that we call >th6m1 all' 
'>l~nkiiargr~t:~. <'(£P1J o5) ·Thei litalit ~mphasis' on ' r e lated fli s 
indeetl)tlbi'ghedr ~.0' IWeah) US away lfrofn t tiher n OR-telational 
itlentrty:,l.t!hd 'lfouHd.atidn~l c<i>re lbfi relat'ionsl.l 'I II•) (I (lj • j p 
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~r!.lz "' r,r;tilihbr. IJ.·>rrrl lor: "' ~·rrr r;rt l:>qour: I t.>.d"' l· ' r az ure o1 measurement as osten zng to a quanttlatwe z en zl'v · . 
o 'J;J.J, f, ~P lll"J >'> 1 1 rf > J 1 11 lh ;·~JJ JIJI •ltc : " 1 t r , • 
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uniform quantitative bound ary? Is there a single chunk o£ 
aJilJ l<l>bj_ect10n whjch IW~Ipl~i O(J.tJ tlll l ,thpse, moc}esr _G>p ,$ifllple
aom:ply~ Jinteractiohs?\W i.Ltgenste in ·~ ,examp~~s pn \lado,us 
modes· {i)'f sim pJioiltr, )( am:lll th ~~ fu11~h ~r, .Qd ~rrhta:n o:~s, we, l}~ve 
Mtem}i>ted , jJ)J . th.<!>>ie-J1nt;s1 seek to sw(jrve" from $1u~h 
<200SjtFain lls. Xet ls'o;ne, of, 1Wjttgenst6 i>J1 'S rJSQa tel1,1 ~ n rs ,in 
tcu:imBotion.·With tho 1 teaching 0.6 wo.rds lik€ 'slab ' are cv bi~ 
problemati£: IThis rostensiv¢ teaching of wqu:tls can b Ci! said 
lxi>1estab>.1ish an associatiOn between the word ,and the thimg' .. : 
~1] t rn.ay mean variqusl thing~S: but rone v.€ry like,ty .thinks firs~ 
of all that a picture;of the objecs cdmes bc:lfore the chil<il's 
mirnd when J'te ·hea.11s the .word: \(P/6, iLalics !triUne) .c\lso in 
t:he course o£ dissipating anry putative ,essence share9 ,by the 
adt!s df •ostension;· W:iJttgemstdn says: 'Only think!lhow 
difif€nertt1y we lear-n the us~ of,words "to point to this thing", 
"to pbint, to that thing", and on the other hand "to point to 
the colour, not the shape", ."to mean the colour" and so on.' 
(PJ35)'ls Wittge nsLein dismissing a glohal ess()nce supposedly 

.. 
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share<;! by all ·.acts •of ostens!on (pointing to things, colour, 
shap!'l etc.) ,at the cost of a,dmitting a local essence shared by 
all acts of pointing tola thinf. Doe~ t!bis mean that pointing· 
to one1 thing .as distinct from others ha:rks back on a readily 
ayailable: ,quantitative chunk .of an object which is absent in 
pojhting -~o e0lours or shapes?1 · • ; 

,· :Now .we, may arguel that instead of suggesting a quanti
tative identity easily available for .r;efer~nce ,Wittgenst!=lin is 
si.igge..sting thatrthe ~umerical i<;lentification of things is not 
simply, givep, but a game we, };lave .to lea rn -th:(ough an 
elaboliate.. ?~tensire : programming· . . Gne: ·cannoti·point to a 
piece in a gam e a-s a piece in a game, similarly ·one cannot 
point .to a, thingr as a countable object numerically distj.nct 
fnoJ]l Jaiiother thr.ough a rsin.g-le_ and ·transparent act of 
ostension . Nor can xeference be determined through 
mQasurement. A litlle .re.Oectiqo wiJ~ sl;1.0w tha t a m,easuring 
scale fan::& no b'cHte ~; than physical} or iFmer ostension. Any. 
atteJDpt to pin doWI;l a fixed originary moment of complete 
identification- be it with ost.ension, or rational intuition or 

' ' 
measuremef1t ..., will prodvce an en<;lless regress of origins. 
In the first place let us .. .recall that to identify an object say as 
'bllile' 1througp ostension, we ffillSt already have identill..ed it 
as h aving some feature, coloured, shaped, or hard, etc. 
Similarly to put the measuring scale against the object one 
needs to identif}' the two points within which the object lies, 
i.e., to have already determined its quantity. Secondly, we 
also need to identify the beginning and end-point of the 
measuring scale, which cannot be further decided by 
another scale without repeatin~ the problem. Similarly we 
also need to conceptualise Lhe ostensive procedure ~tself
as an act of pointing with the fmger, or a movement of the 
eye-ball., or a mental image. Thirdly, the comparison bet\:"een 
the. measuring device and the measured object can no more 
be d ecided by measurement, than the comparison bet\-veen 
the ostend.er and the ostended be decided by ostension. 
Whe ther the act of pointing be matched up with the table 
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lying in the direction of the finger, or with the bed lying in 
the direction. of the wrist, or whether the mental image of 
the ashtray be matched up with purple colour of the actual 
ashtray lying in front, or with its oval shape, cannot be passed 
over to further ostensious. Measurement too would involve 
at least two more identifications - (a) Coinciding the left 
end of the object with that point of the scale from which 
the markers begin, and (b) Determining the two marks of 
the scale between which the right end of the object lies.12 

Thus the limits of an object, the coincidence of points, their 
relative position - in short reference - is presupposed and 
not decided by measurement. 

It seems that Wittgenstein does not want to retain the 
quantitative identity of the thing on which the different 
games are built, or the different modes of understar>.ding 
are effected. Rather it may reasonably be held that his view 
of the dialectic interplay between the simple and complex 
also breaks through absolute distinction between the small 
and the large- of determina~e quantitative boundaries where 
the large is supposed to be built out of the small static units 
through a process of linear addition. Wittgenstein points 
out that expressions like 'division of a line by a point outside 
it', and 'composition of forces' clearly show that sometimes 
we tend to look upon a greater area as composed by a 
division of the smaller and a smaller area as composed of 
greater area. (PI 48) The second example brings an 
interesting analogy between matter and meaning into play. 
Neither matter nor meaning should be looked upon as a 
composi te, tightly packed up with hard little balls or absolute, 
simple elements. Matter is to be conceived as a swarm of 
electrical particles, widely separated from each other and 
rushing about in great speed - thus ·creating a network or 
field of forces. The particles are not inert little balls, resting 
smugly in an equally inert, external and empty space. They 
are forces which can be said to occupy space o nly by buffe ting 
away anything that tries to enter. T hus they are not in space, 
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they create space, they are space. And in this sense they create 
a 'composition of fo rces' , where the smaller area can be 
said to be composed out of greater areas. One cannot look 
upon matter o r meaning as assorted out of smaller elemen ts 
inertly adding up to progressively larger ones, for the smalle r 
can only be understood as exploding into or creating bigger 
space. Reference does no t hark back on an inert, simple 
quantitative identi ty underlying all modes of descriptions; 
but the way in which that putative identi ty is invaded by its 
other - the space of description . 

Language, Behaviour and Reality 

What we h ave been trying to appreciate is that referen ce, 
meaning and understanding consist in a plethora of activities, 
which cannot be conceived in any fashion unless they are 
seen to incorporate the reality into themselves, very much 
in the same fashion as the mechanisms of a locomotive absorb 
their seemingly external proj ections. (P C 20, PI 4) The acts 
of uttering marks, writing signs or moving one's limbs 
traditionally p resuppqse an immaculate object waiting out 
th ere to be somehow linked , manipulated or maneuvered 
by th ese acts. The Nyaya-Vaisesikas conceive behaviour or 
actions as a cause of conjunction or disjunction - say the act 
of my walking away fro m this room to the next causes a 
disjunction fro m one part of space and conjunction with 
an o the r part13 (space figuring as a n e ternal and all
pervading substance for this school). On th is theory behaviors 
or actions are envisaged as bridges conj oining the agent with 
the object - the two· entities lying external to each other. 
For Wittgenstein on the other hand beh aviour does not 
con nect signs with the signified by making a bridge through 
a su pposed empty space in between . We have to appreciate 
how it constructs the sign and the signified into a new space. 
Conceiving th e chair and my body in the normal fashion 
amounts to bridging Lhem up in the usual way- slicking out 
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my limbs to it or fixing a p lank between the two. But if I 
conceive ·a chair as an amalgamation of pieces bereft o~ its 
normal fu nction it may be loosened up into a h0rizontal 
chain reaching up to my body. Again to conceive the chair 
as an assortment of streaks or colour-patches is ro ,c'reate 
another new space- a spread of wooden stri ps, each with a 
different streak or a d ifferent shade. Conceiving both my 
body and the chair as cer tain designs or as composition of 
forces will invoke newer bridges creating n ewer spaces. 
Indeed to build a bridge li terally between the t..vo banks of 
the river is to carve out a new space, it does not fill up the 
supposed empty space yawning between the two P-\e-gi':'er 
ba-n-ks so to speak. The new space that o u,r bridge creates 
serves our purpose best, but it has no theoretical power t'o 
block other constructs. The multiple ways of bridging do 
not follow ftom a specific conception of the object, but ih 
each case the object is fleshed out in and through the bridge. 

The n ext step is to rea li ze h ow the non-linguistic 
behaviours ( absorbing our body and' objects in to a· n ew 
space) get sophisticated and extended' into linguistic 
behaviours, viz. the action of uttering' sounds by different 
parts of our speech-organ. Dead phonemes a nd their 
combinations do not constitute language, ir is the active 
utterances of these sounds, the movement of the speech
organ, movement of facial muscles, gestures with our eyes 
and limbs - all imbued with images and fee lings - that our 
non-linguistic behaviours extend to. Once langu'age is seen 
as an extension of non-linguistic behaviours it can be seen as 
internalizing reality in the way behaviours do. 

Initially it will be easier to tr'ace ouL pain-language as an 
extens~on of pain-~ehaviour before we can • readily 
appreciate language 1n general as an extension of non
linguistic behaviours. Pain-expressions are neither names nor 
descriptions of pain-sensations delinked from common 
public. spac e wit~ common pub lic coordinates. Any 
expression purporung to name, directly or indirectly (i.e., 
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thro ugn ao .in,term,ediary ;o;f ~ ·pt;~vatt:;, des,qrj;p.t~onJ ;a ,gpvgte 
refe re J1t i.G., ~: privflre,.fe:el,ingr.of p l;l,in· l)a,s ' tQ invo.l,<<i! /WQr;g_s 
frow, the puQ~~c. vo~~buJc~Ji}! i.e .. > · \:ls~ ... a ,p,ub]io Q.ridg_~ 1qr lin~ 
to the ,putativeJy priva~~ seosatiQP,. »~t q priya,~. ~e;e ljl)g 
.cl~im~d to , r.Gs~de 1on ith~ .9.t,l;l,er ,s~p~ ,pf1 th.G .• PJ!lP!iGl·4r~dg~ 
ca,H,not 1 reta~n its prof~ssed p,t;~V;acy., ,J:hp~ pajn,bel)~vi;QH, 
"Vhe t)"lfe r, oy.~r~ or G:qyert, •afy n pt e.xterna~ rnanif~s~~!ii QJO.&, 
but e~ha4st ,Lb,e enpre ,s~bsta,t"\q~ 9,f Q~-Jr (il)llgr 'J (e; \iings <¥iisl 
ex;notipns -; no.thir;tg roLqur,, ip,Jjl!<j: .. ~}lwqr~~ ,l{,<tP)c;ti.Jilfi. r a~ . a,~ 
irr~ducibly p,w;e •con,tef)l;~; l-mt9_uqheq b~ actl}al lbeh'iltv.~qrs,. :·~W 
243-3~5) 1.~ We. d~liherJLJ:-e \y> ref;r;aiA frOIJll.~ Q.'fqki,Q,g .' po~~i9·l<;' 
behaviours in this context for -a S({J;llsatjon. 1 re~tipg. 91) 
,unrealized possibiJity of_behay\oural rp~qifestatiop laps!'!& into 
the same absurdity Wjt~.enstre~J,ls is try.i.ng -to avpid., This vje~ 
also steers cl ear rO(. ·the, b e ha\fiOpfiSt , p ps i t,i q n ~a 

rdemons tr~~es ,.pain-lapgLJag,e a,s n o t a descr,ip4iQn~ .but q.Jl 
extplsiQn qf p ain-behqvjQ\1.1;". ,Jptere~timgly beh,av~<;>ri~m ~ts_qlf 

turns ou~ to be c;t v~J;s!o.p 9f, .th~ Augt;t,&tinian mp,qd .~c;tking 
sign~ and physical pehaviovrs1 as 111Utt,tally ,exG~mal - -wwsls 
be ing pames .o.( {b~l)ayjigra,~ ;.items) wl}i~h arf ~QOlib~n~d ~nto 
sentenc~.s or ,.qescrip;t~9,ns. { F1u,r~her, f qe,h~vjqu,rj$m i~el,f f~!-s 
tQ m ak:e ,th,~ Jl,~~~,r~.s-\: 1 C,Ptl}n~ct;.iJQP pei!J'1V~.ep lG~Agpag.YJ ( t~~ 
word 'paln ' )l on· the .q ne:1\J,app rapq Ji>air-b.eh<J.~op;:~ .o.q. tJ"le 
otl}er (the porporte.d • r:p.eaiJ,-rqg 1N[ fsigA~r ? T]jle Jqri <;l.ge pf 
plws~ca l <;>stct;1,siop wJ;t is:h ,[qr t,hq p 'h a'~9\·H·~ ~!! is f.\1<; oW,y 
r esou rce ava ilal;>l <;, doe n ot wit,hsta nd ~he c r1tique r9f 
August~nian mo<;l.el. For VV.iLtgen ~te;in, language does not 
n am e o r d escribe behaviour but itself is be h aviour, it do~ 
not rc pfcsent me~ning ~ut i$ itsel.f ,Lhe meaning, 

This equatio~ of lang1.11age a11d \:lchaviot,tp w\ll))c paten.t,ly 
opposed to, th,e Freg_(fan ~t~dpqint whGre unde rstanding 
or speaking is to apprehend non-sensible thoughts res~ding 
in. the third realm - thoHghts Lnatjl!&t hj:l.ppen tq g<l!t:. <;\othe,Q 

,~n tne -sensibl~ gat;b of signs. FregG will put s,igns, p~hayiours 
or actio ns as physical events in lh ' f~l!'st realm -.. Mqaning for 
F~;ege involvGs an 'intentiop tQ re,(i>r sont' (i~e . , \nt.cntion ~P 
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be true of) which can conceivably belong only to thought. 
Behaviours and actions cannot perform this function of 
meaning, it is the thought viz. 'These behaviours and actions 
represent this reality (truly or false ly)' that n eeds t_? be 
invoked to account for meaning and communication. I:> For · 
Wittgenstein on the other hand, ther·e are no pre
interpretive and absolute ' thoughts' in the third realm . .that 
enters into the sensible garb of signs or generate the non
linguistic behaviours. Rather it is the non-linguistic instinctive 
behaviours that get the ir sophisticated extension and 
replacement into the utterance of signs and sets the pattern 
of ·a thought.(Z, 541,545) 16 

This internal blend of language, behaviour and reality 
get effectively reinforced in Wittgenstein 's reflections on 
the notion of understanding. For him understanding cannot 
take us from signs to extra linguistic reality (Russell) , or fro.m 
signs to transparent sign-independent thoughts in the third 
realm (Frege). Understanding is rather moving from a 
relatively strange set of signs to an easily surveyable 
symbolism. (PC p 40) In understanding a musical piece we 
are never expected to learn or be able to say what it is all 
about, what is crucially involved is rather understanding why 
these bars should be played in this way, why the pattern of 
variation of loudness should be just like this. Understanding 
music is translating a musical picture to a picture in another 
medium. Similar remarks app ly to und e r standing a 
proposition which is virtually understanding a picture. (PC 
p 41) 

The difference between understanding a picture and 
not understanding it is internal to the picture itself. To survey 
these two cases of ' not understanding a picture' 

a. I do not understand the picture'. - I say this when I am 
not able to envisage the flat colours as going out of itself 
to represent anything. 

b. 'I do not understand the picture '. - I say this when 
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though I am able to see it in its representational aspect I 
am not able to identify what reality it is supposed to 
represent. 

In neither of the above cases the failure to understand the 
picture is the failure to go beyond the picture to an external 
reality. Likewise, the success in understanding the picture 
is also internal to the picture. Similarly the failure or success 
in understanding a proposition is internal to the sign-system 
that constitutes the proposition. (PC p 42 ) 

Had signs been an inesse ntial garb of reality and 
understanding been a passage from on e to the other, then 
one could easily h ave replaced any word in a sentence by 
any other. E.g. 'I see a black patch there' can successively be 
replaced by a, b, c, d , e, f. ( PC p 44) The fact that we cannot 
make this substitution shows that the meaning of 'I' is not a 
piecemeal entity which previously linked with the isolated 
phonetic content of 'I' now n eeds to be linked to another 
sign. It shows that 'I' has spilled over its phonetic bounds to 
absorb other words and contexts into a full-fledged reality. 
As the replacement of 'I' by 'a' cannot replace these rich 
layers of association ' [we] cannot think the sense of the above 
sentence straightaway in the new expression '. 

This relen tless and tortuous grapple with foundations 
rules out all possibility of reading Wittgenstein as presenting 
a theory of socio-cultural relativism, wh ere different modes 
of conception a r e different ways of perm uting and 
combining a given set of pre-social identities. While the talk 
of 'customs ', 'institutions' and 'forms of life' (PI 198-
199,205,337, RFM I-63 ) temporarily shifts the focus to socio
cultural factors, they are in the long run, strategic reminders 
that one cannot find a starting point or origin where all 
explanations end, but that one can only spread out the whirl 
of organism in a progressively enriched and full-bodied 
expanse. 

On ultimate analysis, language, behaviour and reality 
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cannot be externalized from and yet expected to en tail each 
other through a logical mechanism. Such foundationalist 
ambitions may be paralleled with that of freezing the• ocean
waves a moment before they break and then professing to 
extract the crushed expanse of the foams of its frozen 
resel\loir. It is extremely important to realize thali behaviour 
itself as a pur~ r6ferenc'e severed from all uses and,behaviours 
ironically lapses into Lhe gh ostly fragment - an iron ' r.od 
severed from the entire mechanism, 'when language isrlike 
an engine idling, noll wlien it is doing work. (PI 132) While 
meanin.g cashes out jnto linguistic and non-linguistic 
behaviolirs, behaviour itself is not a pre-behavioral chunk 
given out there. Thus in fine language and behaviour forge 
a non-foundational blend that internalizes and does not 
r6present the supposedly extra-linguistic reality. 

NOTES 

1. The abbreviations used for Wiugenstein 's texts are as follows: The, Blue 
and the Brown Books (BB), Notebooks ( NB), Philosophical Investigations (PI), 
Philosophical Grammar (PC), Remarks on Colour, (ROC), Remarks on 
Foundations of Mathematics (RFM), Tractatus Logico Philbsdphicrls' (TLP), 
Zettel (Z). '" . I • 

2. I have been obliged to borrow many eAAmples from john Hospers, An 
I":troduction lo Philosophical Analysis [or their wonderful variety and 
stmplicity. 

3. Lewis Caroll, Alice's Adventures in Womlerland, Wordsworth Classics, Great 
Britain, 2001, p 136. 

4. We. shall have to submit at the end that Wittgenstein is not offering a 
sociological foundation of language. 

5. S~e R. Bambrough, 'Universals and Family Resemblance', George 
Ptt~l\er (eo,), Wittgenstei n: The P"ilosophicallnvBStigations, pp. 202- 203. 

6. Thi~ theory is propounded by Russell in his Philosophy of Logical Atomism, 
Logzc And Knowledge, RC.Marsh (ed.) Routledge And New York, 1994. 

7. ~acknowledge the influence of Baker and Hacker's treatment of this 
tssue (Baker and Hacker, 1980, volume 1, p. 33, p. 45- 59) 

8 . .Frcge ~tates this quite explicitly in 'Sinn und Bedeutung', 'The Thought: 
~ Logtcal Enquiry' in Michael Beaney (ed), TheFrege Render. , 

9. On ~cfcrrjng', in R. Ammerman (cd), Cla11sics of ~1wtytic PI1ilo~ophy. 
10. Nammg and Necessity, Lecture Ill , p 112- 114. 
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11. ' Kripke h o lds that the co,nce£n of 1·eference or reality 1$ too rich to be 
specified in terms of anythiog else (ostension or definite des0ption) 
and thus all circularities or regress!!S i,nvolved in specifying the ide ntity
cond~tions of an individual only shows the inadequa,cy of language in 
capturing reali t)'. This view as we have no ted ,is flatly opposed to 

Wittgen stein 's. O n 1:he o the r hand, I<i·ipke's e mphatic rej ection of a 
tertium quid (ostension or definite desanipl!ion) fo r reaching out to 
reference brings him closer to Wittgenstein in certain respects. H owever, 
for Kripke the referent causes the usage ofl-igid designa to 1·s and repeats 
itse lf as a unique transworld identity in all descriptions. For Wittgenstein 
on the oth e r hand, language internalizes referenc~ in ihexhaust.i~~\y 

\) \'j 1" d 'f" ' .i ' t ' ' ' . . I · · ' ' I . I · . i 
I 1eren ways. 

12. Thls cin~lysisofmea~urerrient is derived largely from R:S.jdnes, Physics 

'li · as- Metaphor, pp. 18 - 30. 1 •' 
\ \3. >J;>~;asastapada Bhasyam , Part.1,5. ; 

14. I am greatly indebted to C.E.M. Dul)lop's "Wittgenstein on Sensation 
and Seeing As" in Synthese for the treatment of pain. 

i15. F~hge, Gottlc;b, 'The Thou ght: A Logical Enquiry'. 
16. Norman M!alcolm 's article 'The Relation of Language to 1nstinctive 
· Behaviour' has. helped me shape up this line of argument. 

.I } If I F 
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