
Philosophical Investigations 2 : 
Wittgenstein's Remarks on a Complete Language 

In this paper I shall primarily try to give an 
extensive interpretation of some remarks from 
the beginning of the PI which gave rise to 
several objections. Some of them were pointed 
out several decades ago, others are more cur- 
rent.' In my eyes some of the objections express 
uncertainty about content and role of the re- 
marks in question, whereas others express a 
philosophical position which is different from 
Wittgenstein's. Whereas the first group can be 
answered by giving a consistent interpretation, 
the second needs another kind of answer. I will 
try to give one in form of a critique of a 
critique, based on Wittgenstein's philosophy. My 
main subject will be two essays of Audun 0 f ~ t i . ~  

I will start with the interpretation (section 
I); hereafter the critique will be reconstructed 
(section 11). In the last section (111) an 
answer, consisting mainly of a diagnosis con- 
cerning the reasons for the critique, will be 
given. 

' Cf.: Rhees 119781, Manser 119731. Mosedale [I9781 
0fsti (1985, 19901. 

"mfsti 11985, 13901. In the following I will refer 
to both articles with name, date and page-number in the 
text. 



Wittgenstein's remarks which are in question 
here belong to the first sections of the PI. The 
word "complete" occurs first in PI 2. I take it 
to be appropriate first to consider the context 
of this occurence. 

In PI 1 Wittgenstein quotes a passage from 
Augustine on his learning (and use of3) lan- 
guage. In these remarks we get, in Wittgen- 
stein's view, "a particular picture of the 
essence of human language", according to which 
"the individual words in language name objects - 
sentences are combinations of such names. " In 
this particular picture we find, according to 
Wittgenstein, "the roots of the following idea: 
Every word has a meaning. This meaning is corre- 
lated with the word. It is the object for which 
the word stands." For the sake of exegetical 
clarity we have to register that Wittgenstein is 
concerned with three different things: 
(i) Augustine's description of (his) learnins - - - 
etc., 
(ii) a picture of the essence of human lan- 
guage, and 
(iii) an idea of the meaning of a word. 
The phrase "these remarks, . . . , give us'' indi- 
cates that (i) presupposes (ii)' and the phrase 

' Augustine's remarks on his use of language in the 
quotation are restricted to one - the last - sentence 
(see below1 . 

' The German text has: "In diesen Worten erhalten 
wir . . . "  (my italics - R . R . ) .  This is different from: 
"Mit diesen Worten erhalten wir . . . O m .  In German one can 
say: "Er beschrieb den Berg mit den Worten . . ." ("He 
described the mountain with the words . . . " ) . One cannot 
say: "Er beschrieb den Berg in den Worten . . . " ,  but "In 
der Beschreibung seiner Wanderung steckte auch eine 
Beschreibung des bestiegenen Berges.". Similarly, 
someone who utters "Peter beats his wife." does not say 
(in one sense of saying), that Peter has a wife, or 
that his wife exists. But what he says presupposes - to 
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"in this picture . . . we find the roots.. . "  
indicates that (iii) also presupposes (ii). (ii) 
is then, one could say, at the heart of the 
whole section. Nevertheless, the presuppostion 
(ii) does not exhaust its respective antecedents 
( i )  and (iii). 

The next three steps taken by Wittgenstein are: 
- to register that Augustine "does not speak of 
there being any difference between kinds of 
word", 
- to give a diagnosis according to which some- 
body describing the learning of language in 
Augustine's manner is "thinking primarily of 
nouns like 'table', 'chair', 'bread', and of 
people's names, and only secondarily of the 
names of certain actions and properties; and of 
the remaining kinds of word as something that 
will take care of itself" ( ) ,  and 
- to describe a special use of language - the 
well-known shopkeeper-example. 

The first two comments are given from the point 
of view of our language. In our language there 
are different kinds of words like nouns, proper 
names, names of actions, of properties, etc. The 
first two steps are furthermore, as I would put 
it, taken from an internal point of view with 
respect to Augustine's remarks, that is, in 
these points Wittgenstein restricts his own 
comments to Augustinels description. These 
comments are also restricted to the topics which 

be true or false - these propositions. If this is 
accepted, then it is no problem to say, that someone 
who says (in the sense above) "Peter beats his wife.", 
also says (in another sense of saying, e.g. in the 
sense of "saying implicitly") that Peter has a wife, or 
that Peter's wife exists. Therefore I use the word 
'presupposition". With regard to the relation between 
(iii) and (ii) the case is similar. (Note the definite 
article in "die Wurzeln"!l 



are circumscribed by (ii) and (iii) . The func- 
tions of these comments are: 
(a) to make explicit what - with regard to (ii) 
and (iii) - gives Augustine's description (i.e. 
(i)) a prima facie plausibility, and 
(b) to remind the reader that there are more 
kinds of words in our language than Augustine in 
writing and the reader in reading may have been 
thinking of. 
With (a) Wittgenstein implicitly accepts that a 
description of the learning of language must be 
brought into accordance with, or must correspond 
to, a picture of the essense of human language - 
that is: with a picture of what it is that has 
been learned - and with an idea of the meaning 
of a word. To see why Wittgenstein says that 
somebody describing the learning of language in 
Augustine's manner is thinking primarily of 
nouns like "table" and of proper names one must 
register a characteristic of Augustine's de- 
scription. He speaks not only about objects but 
furthermore about the elders moving towards 
something, the play of their eyes, their "seek- 
ing, having, rejecting, or avoiding something", 
about their meaning to point out, the expression 
of their faces, their state of mind, his "seeing 
what they tried to name by the sound they ut- 
tered". Augustine's description is full of 
mental predicates5, especially those which are 
connected with visual experience of things and 
with attitudes towards material objects. Tables, 
chairs, the Chinese Wall and Marilyn Monroe are 
- contrary to red and five - paradigmatic exam- 
ples for entities one can move towards, see, 

Cf.: Savigny [ 1 9 8 8 1 ,  comment on PI 1. In the 
following I will refer to the commentaries by Bak- 
er/Hacker, Hallett and Savigny with name(s1 only, if 
the comment(s) of the section which is in the text in 
question is/are meant. Otherwise I will give the date 
and the number of the page. Translations from Savigny's 
commentary are mine, if not otherwise indicated. 



reject, avoid, seek, etc. 

The third step is taken from an external point 
of view, that is, Augustine's description of his 
learning (and use of) language is contrasted 
with a description of a simple example of lan- 
guage in use - the well-known shopkeeper-exam- 
ple. The connection between the first two steps 
on the one hand and the third step on the other 
is at least twofold: 
- whatever the learning of language may consist 
of, it should enable the child to use the lan- 
guage, that is to "operate with words" [PI 116, 
- our operation with words includes operating 
with words like "apple", "red", and "five" as 
described in the shopkeeper-example in PI 1. 
Whereas Augustine's description of the learning 
of language seems to fit to the use of, or 
operation with, the word "apple" the following 
questions arise with regard to the other two 
words: "'But how does he (i.e. the shopkeeper - 
R . R . )  know where and how he is to look up the 
word 'red' and what he is to do with the word 
'five'?'" [PI 11 These questions arise because 
it is not prima facie plausible that the uses of 
the words "red" and especially "five" could be 

This is also accepted, in some sense, by Augus- 
tine: "Thus, as I heard words repeatedly used in their 
proper places in various sentences, I gradually learnt 
to understand what objects they signified; and aEter I 
had trained my mouth to form these signs,I used them to 
express my own desires." (PI 1, my italics -R.R.) One 
could imagine that the shopkeeper-example starts with 
the sentence "I have the desire to get five red ap- 
ples.", and then continues with the written text. 
Notice also that in the German original the passage 
" .  . . die ( that is: "die Worter", "the words" -R.R. ) 
ich wieder und wieder, an ihren bestimmten Stellen in 
verschiedenen Satzen, aussprechen horte." has no 
grammatical subject. Correct would be e.g. : ". . . die 
ich sie (that is: "die Erwachsenen", "the adults" - 
R.R.) wieder und wieder, ..., aussprechen hbrte." 
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learned in the way indicated by Augustine's 
description.' 

Instead of giving an answer, Wittgenstein repu- 
diates the question: "Well, I assume that he 
acts as I have described." [PI 11 What gives 
Wittgenstein the right to do this? He says: 
"Explanations come to an end somewhere." [PI 11 
At first sight this doesn't seem to be a good 
reason for the repudiation, for this phrase, one 
could object, is true despite our understandable 
need for explanations in various situations. For 
this remark to be a reason for repudiating the 
question one should imagine what an answer - in 
the context of the discussion of PI 1 - could 
consist of. In the style of Augustine the answer 
could be a refined description of the learning 
of language. But this would nevertheless have 
been provoked by the description of the use of, 
or the operation with, the words given by Witt- 
genstein, for the question quoted above arises 
just because it is not prima facie plausible how 
Augustine's report could fit the use of the 
words "red" and especially "five". We see, the 
refined description of the learning of language 
would be dependent on the description of the use 
of language.' But nevertheless, the repudiation 
of the question is something like. a break in the 
argumentation. The effect and the point of this 
move is that it turns one's thoughts to the 
description of the use of, or the operation 

' With "not a priori plausible that" is not meant 
"impossible that". Cf. Wittgenstein's remarks in PI 
28ff. which lead to the first summary of the discussion 
of Augustine's description in PI 32. 

' This observation supports my claim that (ii) lies 
at the heart of (i) and (iii). I suppose here that (ii) 
has primarily to do with the use of language, i.e. that 
the essence of language is the essence of the spoken or 
written language as it is used. 



with, words as the most important subject of a 
search for the essence of human language in a 
Wittgensteinian manner. An effect of this redi- 
recting of interest consists in the concentra- 
tion on what people are doing when speeking, not 
on what they may think, feel or wish.9 

We saw that Augustinels description of his 
learning of language runs into trouble if con- 
trasted with even a simple example of an opera- 
tion with words, at least it loses its prima 
facie plausibility and therefore part of its 
attractiveness. It seems that the general idea 
of meaning brings about similar problems. At 
least Wittgenstein's response to the question 

Cf. also PI 689. Here Wittgenstein writes: 
"'I am thinking of N.' 'I am speaking of N.' 
How do I speak of him? I say, for instance, 'I must 

go and see N today'-but surely that is not enough! 
After all, when I say 'N' I might mean various people 
of this name.-'Then there must surely be a further, 
different connexion between my talk and N, for other- 
wise I should still not have meant HIM. 

Certainly such a connexion exists. Only not as you 
imagine it: namely by means of a mental mechanism. 

(One compares 'meaning him' with 'aiming at him'.)" 
The point in which this section resembles the repudia- 
tion of the question in PI 1 is that it seems that 
according to Augustine's description, the problem is 
how the shopkeeper could have got a mental picture of 
the ojects named "five" and "red", the objects the 
"someone" spoke of. If this were obvious as it seems to 
be with the word "apple", then the question would not 
arise. The shopkeeper could know then what he is to aim 
at, for he has a mental image he can compare with what 
he sees. The mechanism between the mental image he 
acquired by learning and the visual experience he has 
could exist. Wittgenstein's answer in PI 689 resembles 
then the repudiation of the question in PI 1 in its 
implicit demand to look and see what the connection 
consists in, instead of supposing a mental mechanism, 
that is, in the demand to look at the use, or the 
language-game. Here one can see what the connection 
consists of. ICf. also: Savigny.) 



"But what is the meaning of the word 'five'?" 
[PI 11 seems to be similar to his response to 
the question above: "No such thing was in ques- 
tion here, only how the word 'five' is used." 
[PI 11 Notice that the question is only con- 
cerned with the meaning of the word "five" and 
not with the meaning of the word "red" . Wit tgen- 
stein chooses the most obvious case to show that 
there is something unclear with the general idea 
of meaning due to Augustine - even in such a 
simple case like that of the shopkeeper-example. 
If the general idea of the meaning of a word 
surrounds the working of language with a haze, 
then we should expect that the picture of the 
essence of language, in which the roots of this 
general notion lie, could also be criticized. 
"That philosophical concept of meaning has its 
place in a primitive idea of the way language 
functions." [PI 23 If, as we said above, (iii) , 
presupposes (ii), and if (iii) runs into trouble 
when applicated on an operation with words like 
"five", then one could expect first to have to 
change (ii) in order to solve the puzzles. This 
is surely true, and it is exactly what Wittgen- 
stein tries to do with his invention of primi- 
tive language-games like that of the shopkeeper. 
~ u t :  "I£ we look at the example in 51, we may 
perhaps get an inkling how much this general 
notion of the meaning of a word surrounds the 
working of language with a haze which makes 
clear vision impossible. It disperses the fog to 
study the phenomena of language in primitive 
kinds of application in which one can command a 
clear view of the aim and functioning of the 
words." [PI 51" 

l o  In the German text Wittgenstein writes "der 
allgemeine Begriff der Bedeutung der Worte" and not 
"dieser (that is: Augustine's - R . R . 1  allgemeine 
Begriff . . . " .  If Wittgenstein meant with "der allgemei- 
ne Begriff der Bedeutung der Worte" Augustine's general 
notion, then an alternative could be to propose anoth- 



Therefore, even if (iii), to be true or false, 
depends on the truth of (ii), in philosophizing 
(iii) plays a crucial role. It is a prejudice 
which gives rise to the assumption that the 
language must function in accordance with it. 
Where this seems not to be obvious, a search for 
explanations and hidden entities is produced. 
What produced the haze and the fog (that is: the 
false picture) in the case of Augustine's de- 
scription and its respective idea was the fact 
that it is not clear how they could be brought 
into accord with the variety of different kinds 
of words and the variety of different kinds of 
use of words in our language. As long as we try 
to follow the idea we are not able to get a 
clear view and a correct picture. 

The questions posed in PI 1 were, as we saw. 
concerned with the explanation of the use and 
meaning of some of the three words, not all of 
them. Augustine's description of the learning of 
language and the respective picture of the 
essence of language and the general idea about 
the meaning of words are not useless in all 
respects. Therefore Wittgenstein says that the 
philosophical notion of meaning due to Augustine 
stems from a primitive idea of the way in which 
language functions, from a primitive picture of 
the essence of human language. But, one could 
also say that this idea is an "idea of a lan- 
guage more primitive than ours." [PI 21 These 
two things are not the same. The primitive idea 
of the way in which language functions is primi- 
tive with regard to the way our language func- 
tions. The philosophical notion of meaning 
brings about problems - for instance it produces 
a need and a search for refined explanations - 
when it becomes applicated to fragments of our 
language which had not been part of what its 

er, distinct general notion. 
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proponents have been thinking of. In the case of 
a language more primitive than ours there is no 
need for explanations, there are no puzzles. 
Insofar as one can characterize such a language 
as a language consisting only of the examples 
the proponents have been thinking of. Therefore 
Wittgenstein's remarks on a language more primi- 
tive than ours are not the expression of a new 
observation or something similar, but a method- 
ological reformulation of the first remarks. Its 
methodological point is the following: if a 
general notion of the meaning of a word and its 
respective picture of the essence of human 
language produce - when they are compared with 
the whole or with particular fragments of our 
language - the need for explanations and further 
refinements like for instance the postulation of 
hidden entities etc., and if they have therefore 
to be taken to be inadequate, and if finally 
this need is not brought about if they are 
compared with (fictitious) primitive languages, 
then is seems possible to get an adequate con- 
ception, an appropriate picture by looking at 
our language as a system, a whole of such (real) 
primitive languages, which is itself - as a 
whole or a system - not primitive. If this is 
true, then this sheds light on the repudiation 
of the question in PI 1 and the remark that 
explanations come to an end somewhere: every- 
thing that is necessary in philosophy is avail- 
able without explanations, without theories, 
without postulates, etc. 

Such a "language more primitive than ours" is 
the language described in PI 2 - the language of 
the builders. Wittgenstein writes: 
"Let us imagine a language for which the de- 
scription given by Augustine is right. The 
language is meant to serve for communication 
between a builder A and an assistant B. 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 as a complete 
primitive language." 

For this  language the picture of the essence of 
human language which is implicit in Augustine's 
description is r i g h t .  But it is not right for 
the whole of our language. Insofar as a correct 
response to Augustine's description is: "'Yes, 
it is appropriate, but only for this narrowly 
circumscribed region, not for the whole of what 
you were claiming to describe.*" [PI 31" 

In PI 8 and PI 15 Wittgenstein describes expan- 
sions of the language of PI 2. In PI 8 the 
expansion consists of "a series of words used as 
the shopkeeper in (1) used the numerals (it can 
be the series of letters of the alphabet); 
further, let there be two words, which may as 

l1 Wittgenstein writes that Augustine "does de- 
scribe a system of communicationu. (PI 3 )  If we suppose 
that young Augustine was not able to speak aloud, that 
means: not able to communicate, then there is a differ- 
ence between Augustine's description of the learning of 
the language and his description of a system of commu- 
nication. I take the "system of communication" to 
belong to what I called above (ii) . (Also the phrase 
"the description given by Augustine" i n  PI 2 has to be 
interpreted in this way.) If we make this distinction, 
then it is possible to say that his description of a 
system of communication is appropriate, whereas his 
description of the learning of the language might not 
be - like it is indicated by Wittgenstein in PI 6 (see 
below). (Remember that someone who says "Peter beats 
his wife." presupposes that Peter has a wife as does 
someone who says "Peter does not beat his wife.". But 
normally only one can be right.) 
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well be 'there' and 'this' (because this roughly 
indicates their purpose), that are used in 
connexion with a pointing gesture; and finally a 
number of colour samples." In PI 15 Wittgenstein 
assumes that A uses tools, and he introduces 
marks which are borne by the tools which A uses 
in building. "When A shews his assistant such a 
mark, he brings the tool that has the mark on 
it." 

In PI 18 Wittgenstein responds to a possible 
objection to his comment in PI 2: that this 
language cannot be complete because it consists 
only of orders. Wittgenstein's argumentation 
goes as follows: if one wants to object that the 
language of PI 2 (and also, we could add, the 
expanded languages) is incomplete because it 
consists only of orders, then one should ask 
further whether our language is complete, wheth- 
er it was complete before the symbolism of 
chemistry and the notation of the infinitesimal 
calculus were incorporated. The point of this 
response is, that, in making the objection 
above, one presupposes at least that a language 
could only be complete if it consists of more 
than just orders. But what could function here 
as a criterion of a language's completeness? Is 
the inclusion of the symbolism of chemistry such 
a criterion? And was our language then incom- 
plete before this symbolism was incorporated? It 
is clear, I think, that the question serves as a 
reductio ad absurdum. The point of Wittgen- 
stein's response is that the concept of a langu- 
age's completeness is - at least - not related 
to the abstract degree of structural elements 
included in the language. Therefore, the use of 
"complete" in the objection is not a correct 
use. 

But the remarks in PI 18 bring about a problem. 
What is meant by "language" in PI 2? If the 



objection in PI 18 should be an objection at 
all, then one must accept that only orders 
belong to the language. But in PI 2, as well as 
in PI 8 and PI 15, Wittgenstein does not speak 
explicitly about the language's consisting of 
orders, but only about its consisting of words 
and how they are used. Is there not a category- 
mistake in Wittgenstein's remarks? Someone who 
says that a book consists of a cover, pages, 
cardboard and paper makes a category-mistake, 
for the proposition that a book consists of a 
cover and pages and the proposition that a book 
consists of cardboard and paper are not proposi- 
tions on the same category-level. From one point 
of view - say a structural one - a book consists 
of a cover and of pages. From another point of 
view - say a material one - a book consists of 
cardboard and paper, namely the cover consists 
of cardboard and the pages consist of paper. 
Whereas it is questionable whether something is 
a book which does not consist at least of a 
cover and pages, something can surely be a book 
even if, rather than cardboard and paper, it 
consists of, say, plastic or leather. To consist 
of a cover and pages seems then to be a neces- 
sary condition for being a book12, but to con- 
sist of cardboard and paper is not. If what is 
true for books, is also true for languages, then 
the question must be answered: What takes the 
place of the cover and the pages on the one 
hand, and the cardboard, paper, plastic, or 
leather on the other? What seems to support the 
analogy, and what seems to give the answer, is 
that we can imagine that instead of the words 
"block", "pillar", etc., A and B use other 
signs, for instance different pieces of paper, 

" This is an idealization. But that 'booku is in 
ordinary discourse not always used in accordance with 
this necessary condition is not important for the 
problem which is in question here. 



or - as Wittgenstein himself introduces - marks 
which are used by A and B and which are borne by 
the tools A uses in building [PI 151, or colour 
samples [PI 8, see above]. And instead of order- 
ing by uttering "Block!", A could also order by 
showing a piece of paper. So it seems as if the 
words, pieces of paper, marks, and colour sam- 
ples play for language the role which cardboard, 
paper, plastic, and leather play for books. 

But there is a difference between words, colour 
samples, etc. on the one hand and cardboard, 
paper, etc. on the other hand. Whether something 
is cardboard, or paper, etc. can be decided 
independently of the identification of its being 
a cover, a page or part of a book. The criteria 
of identity of cardboard, paper, etc. are inde- 
pendent from the criteria of identity of covers, 
pages, and books. But whether something is a 
word, or a colour sample, etc. cannot be decided 
independently of the identification of its being 
used in language." The criteria for the identi- 
ty of a word are not independent of the criteria 
for the identity of a language14. The proposi- 
tion that this or that is paper entails nothing 
about pages. But the proposition that that or 
that is a word entails that it is in some way 
used in language, for instance in the way of 
giving, obeying, etc. orders .I5 But one problem 

'I This remark is also a bit dogmatic, for there 
are cases like the well known beetle which crawls 
through the sand and produces a track identical to the 
inscription of "Churchill". But this is a borderline- 
case which bases on our paradigmatic examples for words 
and signs in general. (See also below.) 

'"his problem is most explicit in PI 200 - here 
with the help of the game-analogy. 

l 5  Instead of the way above ("entails"1 the point 
could also be expressed in a "behaviouristic" language. 
Someone who says, that this or that is paper and denies 



remains then: does the process of building 
belong to the way the words are used, or not? 
And if it belongs to this, then we could ask 
whether Wittgenstein's "Conceive this as a 
complete primitive language." in fact means 
"Conceive this as a complete primitive activi- 
ty." 

This question seems to be answered in PI 7. Here 
Wittgenstein writes that "the whole process of 
using words in ( 2 )  (can be thought of - R.R.) as 
one of those games by means of which children 
learn their native language. I will call these 
games 'language-games' and will sometimes speak 
of a primitive language as a language-game." But 
in the last sentence of PI 7 Wittgenstein 
writes: "I shall also call the whole, consisting 
of language and the actions into which it is 
woven, the 'language-game'." Here it is clear 
that "language" cannot mean "language-game", for 
if it did so, the whole sentence would become 
obscure. What one has to register here is that 
Wittgenstein does not use "language" and "lan- 
guage-game" as termini technici with a clearly 
defined meaning, that is according to explicitly 
given rules, but in the way the word "language" 
is used in ordinary discourse. But this does not 
mean that it is used without any rules. Normally 
the context makes clear how a word has to be 
understood. When Wittgenstein speaks in PI 2 
about a language for which the description given 
by Augustine is right, he uses "language" in the 
sense of "the whole process of using words". 
When he speaks about a language consisting of 
the words ... (or consisting only of orders), he 

that this is also a page need not be criticized. 
Whether he will be criticized depends - among other 
things - on the matters of fact. Someone who says that 
this or that is a word, but denies that it is/was used 
in language can be criticized, no matter what the facts 
may be. 
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uses "language" like he does in "language and 
the actions into which it is woven". But how are 
"this" and "language" used in "Conceive this as 
a complete primitive language. " ?  I think both 
senses just mentioned are possible, but both 
give rise to special problems.16 

If we take "language" and "thisM in "Conceive 
this as a complete primitive language." in the 
sense of "the whole process of using words" 
(including the activities), then the "Conceive 
this . . ."- demand has to be understood in the 
sense of "Conceive this as a complete primitive 
activity." What could "complete" mean in this 
case? To answer this it is fruitful to ask what 
it could mean to say a given language-game (in 
the sense discussed here) is incomplete. Remem- 
ber Wittgenstein's answer on the incompleteness- 
objection in PI 18. The point there was that to 
call our language (in)complete presupposes a 
criterion according to which it could be (in)co- 
mplete. The objection was rejected because there 
is no such thing that could function as a crite- 
rion." The only way I see to give this proposi- 
tion a sense despite this rejection would be to 
understand it in the sense that the language 
does not function, work, or the like. That is: 
it has some aspects which make it resemble a 

Wittgenstein's invention of primitive languages 
has two aspects he himself described in PI 492: 

"To invent a language could mean to invent an 
instrument for a particular purpose on the basis of the 
laws of nature (or consistent with them); but it also 
has the other sense, analogous to that in which we 
speak of the invention of a game. 

Here I am stating something about the grammar of the 
word 'language', by connecting it with the grammar of 
the word 'invent'." 
For Wittgenstein's use of "purpose", "tool", "instru- 
ment", etc., cf.: Hunter (119901, p. Iff). 

" We can, of course, stipulate one. See below. 



language-game, but it is not really one. It is 
incomplete in itself. The demand "Conceive this 
as a complete primitive language." would mean 
then: "Do not look at this as if it could not 
function, work, or the like. Look at this as if 
it does."18 For the whole second part of PI 2 
stands under a let-us-imagine clause, the demand 
would say: this is an imaginable, functioning 
language-game. 

"Completeness of a language", if "language" is 
understood in the second sense above, means: a 
language consisting of this and that is complete 
if this and that are s~fficient'~ tools for the 
activities which this and that are used for. 
This means for the situation described in PI 2, 
that A is able to build with his calls of the 
words, that B is able to pass the stones A 
called for, and if they are sometimes not suc- 
cessful then not because there are not enough 
words or because there are no descriptions and 

'' This is implicitly supported by the argumenta- 
tion in P I  18, for there it is clear that whatever the 
proponent could propose as a criterion, it would not be 
of any importance with regard to the question whether 
our language works. 

" They need not be necessary tools! There may be 
functional equivalents, and some tools may even be 
superfluous. Therefore, the fact that Wittgenstein 
gives in P I  8 and P I  15 expansions of the language of 
PI 2 is no argument against the completeness of the 
language of P I  2. Whether the expansions of P I  8 for 
instance are not necessary, depends on the purpose. If 
the purpose changed, for instance into a purpose of 
building differently colored houses, then at least the 
colour samples - or a functional equivalent - would be 
necessary, if the way of using the signs were un- 
changed. 



only orders.20 That A is able to build with his 
calls, and that B is able to pass the stones A 
called for, means then - with regard to com- 
pleteness - that there are enough words (and 
perhaps also that they are different enough from 
one another, not too long, etc.) and/or that 
orders are sufficient. The situation may change, 
and that may bring about a need for further 
words, or language-forms. But now the language 
is complete. We see that to say a language is 
complete means to say that it is complete rela- 
tive to a practice, not in itself, or absolute- 
ly. 'h pactice W c r ~  as the aiterim of cmpletexss." 

'' In this spirit one could say - against 0fsti 
([19851, p. 587) - that Wittgenstein accepts something 
like a minimal repertory, but one related to the game 
in question, not an abstract one. 

" In this essay I try to relate only to the PI. 
But a few remarks on other sources should be allowed at 
this place. In the ''Blue Book'' Wittgenstein writes: 'A 
treatise on pomology may be called incomplete if there 
exist kinds of apples which it doesn't mention. Here we 
have a standard of completeness in nature. Supposing on 
the other hand that there was a game resembling that of 
chess but simpler, no pawns being used in it. Should we 
call this game incomplete? Or should we call a game 
more complete than chess if it in some way contained 
chess but added new elements? " [BIB, p. 191 And in 
the "Brown Book" he writes: "Suppose a man described a 
game of chess, without mentioning the existence and 
operations of the pawns. His description of the game as 
a natural phenomenon will be incomplete. On the other 
hand we may say that he has completely described a 
simpler game. " [BrB, p. 771 ; and: "We are not, however, 
regarding the language-games which we describe as 
incomplete parts of a language, but as languages 
complete in themselves, as complete systems of human 
communication. To keep this point of view in mind, it 
very often is useful to imagine such a simple language 
to be the entire system of communication of a tribe in 
a primitive state of society." [BrB, p. 011 The quoted 
passages from the "Brown Book" are in accordance with 
the first of my interpretations. The remarks from the 



On the basis of this interpretation we can say 
that somebody making the incompleteness-objec- 
tion above, uses the predicate "incomplete 
relative to our language", without registering 
the hidden part "relative to our language" in 
this predicate. "Complete" is as well a predi- 
cate with one place more than obvious, as is 
"appropriate". Augustine's description is nei- 
ther appropriate, nor inappropriate; it is 
appropriate relative to x, and not appropriate 
relative to y, where "xu  and "y" stand for 
different entities. The language of PI 2 is 
neither complete, nor incomplete; it is complete 
relative to the language-game of PI 2, and 
incomplete relative to our variety of language- 
games. So one cannot object to Wittgenstein's 
remark that the language is incomplete. It is 
incomplete relative to our language-games, but 
this is not the question of PI 2. It is complete 
relative to the game of PI 2. These are not 
surprising insights; the game of PI 2 was de- 
signed for this purpose. Notice that the lan- 
guage of PI 2 is complete relative to the lan- 
guage-game of PI 2, not relative to Augustine's 
description. 22 

Wittgenstein compares Augustine's description of 
the essence of language with a description of 
the essence of games according to which a game 
consists in "moving objects on a surface accord- 

"Blue Book" indicate, as well as the phrase "complete 
in themselves'' in the "Brown Book", that it is in some 
sense confusing to call a (language-)game complete or 
incomplete, for "(in)complete" seems to need a criteri- 
on. " (1n)complete in itself" seems to be a borderline- 
case. This supports in my view the search for a further 
interpretation. 

2 2  Contrast this with: Mosedale [19781 and 
Savigny . 
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ing to certain rulesl'.[PI 31 This definition is 
incorrect with regard to the variety of games we 
play; it can be made correct "by expressly 
restricting it to those games (i.e. board-games 
R.R. ) . " ( 1  The point of introducing the game- 
analogy is in our context - it is 
much easier to see the relatedness of defini- 
tions, descriptions, or the like, of games to 
specific games than it is in the case of lan- 
guage, 
- if, for example, one were to describe two 
players, A and B, playing a game with four kinds 
of card, one would hardly object that the set of 
kinds of card is incomplete. It is simply only 
another game of cards than bridge, poker, or 
skat. And this is obvious, not least because 
games of cards are in many respects played 
according to explicit rules, some of them often 
prescribing with which and how many different 
kinds of cards the game has to be played. A set 
of cards of the game skat would be incomplete if 
it consisted only of 31 kinds of cards, instead 
of 32. Similarly, the language of PI 2 would 
become incomplete if, for example, A and/or B 
forgot the word "pillar" (or, in the cases of 
the extended versions of PI 2, if they lost a 
colour sample or a mark) but still had to build 
with pillars which were still available. The 
language would be incomplete with regard to the 
purpose of the language of PI - to build with 
four kinds of stones.24 An objection that a 
given set of cards of skat is incomplete, would 
be true or false. But an objection that the set 
of kinds of cards of an unspecified game is 
incomplete (that is in the sense of the possible 
objection in PI 18) is senseless. Nevertheless 
it shows that one, making this objection, is 

" Cf. also the quoted passages from the "Blue 
Book" and the "Brown Book" above. 

=' Cf.: PI 57. 
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familiar with other cardgames, like Augustine 
was familiar with - cum grano salis - our vari- 
ety of language-games . 

With the help of the game-analogy Wittgenstein 
is able to illuminate his use of primitive 
languages/language-games. It serves to disperse 
"the haze" which "surrounds the working of 
language" [PI 51, and which arises when we look 
at it through the general notion of the meaning 
of a word as found in Augustine. Instead of 
primitive, fictitious kinds of word application 
one can also take the primitive forms of lan- 
guage which "a child uses . . .  when it learns to 
talk. Here the teaching of language is not 
explanation, but training ("Abrichten" in German 
-R.R. ) . "  bid. 1 2 =  SO we must register another 
important distinction Wittgenstein makes, a 
distinction between: 
- "the practice of the use of language", and 
- the "instruction in the languaget' [PI 71 .*' 
That distinction has furthermore the aspect of 
bringing into account the fact that people have 
to be instructed in their language. Wittgenstein 
writes in PI 6 that an "important part of the 
training will consist in the teacher's pointing 
to the objects, directing the child's attention 
to them, and at the same time uttering a word; 
for instance, the word 'slab' as he points to 

25 The language in question here is our language. 

" This distinction is not the same as the distinc- 
tion from PI 5 between explanation and training. 
Explanation as well as training can be a component of 
learning. Whether explanation can in a special case, 
with regard to a special language-fragment, be a form 
oE teaching depends on the faculties the child has 
sofar learned. Explanation cannot be at the beginning 
of learning language at all, for the child cannot ask 
questions. 



that shape." Wittgenstein calls this "ostensive 
teaching of words" and contrasts it with "osten- 
sive definition" (I2'. Whatever ostensive teach- 
ing of words consists of, it can surely not be 
identified with giving orders. Wittgenstein 
himself emphasizes the contrast between the 
orders of PI 2 and the instruction in the lan- 
guage of PI 2: "In the practice of the use of 
language (2) one party calls out the words, the 
other acts on them. In instruction in the lan- 
guage the following process will occur: the 
learner names the objects, that is, he utters 
the word when the teacher points to the stone." 
[PI 7IZ6 

The importance of the distinction between the 
practice of the use of language and the instruc- 
tion in the language - in our context - lies in 
its capacity to solve an implicit tension in the 
remarks above. For, if people have to be in- 
structed in their language and the instruction 
entails ostensive teaching, then the language of 
PI 2 would not consist only of orders, unless we 
were to make a categorical distinction like the 
one above, but still - which would be in accor- 
dance with Wittgenstein's position and which is, 
Wittgenstein aside, true - accepted that people 
have to be instructed in their language. There- 
fore, the objection of PI 18 would be based on a 
false presupposition - that the language con- 
sists only of orders - and would have to be 
answered otherwise. 

' Here I follow the English translation. The 
German original uses the words "hinweisende Erklarung" 
and "Definition'. 

'' In the German original Wittgenstein writes: ". . . 
im Unterricht der Sprache aber wird sich dieservorgang 
finden: ...' The "aber" stresses the difference. It is 
not translated in the English version. Cf.: Hallett, 
Savigny . 



But what gives Wittgenstein the right to make 
such a categorical distinction? The first thing 
one should notice is that Wittgenstein speaks 
about "instruction in the language", not about 
"instruction in the use of language" . 2 9  The 
point of this difference is that Wittgenstein 
agrees with his interlocutor that the effect of 
the ostensive teaching of the words can consist 
in establishing "an association between the word 
and the thing." [PI 61" This can mean various 
things, for instance evoking images; but one 
thing is clear: "... in the language of 6 2  it is 
not the purpose of the words to evoke images. 
(It may, of course, be discovered that that 
helps to attain the actual purpose.)" [Ibid.] To 
be a learning of the use of that language osten- 
sive teaching is not sufficient. What a child 
learns in this way, one could say, is naming an 
object. But, in parenthesis of PI 49, we can 
say: ". . . naming and calling in the game of PI 2 
do not stand on the same level: naming is a 
preparation for calling the words in the game of 
PI 2. Naming is so far not a move in the lan- 
guage-game any more than putting a piece in its 

l 3  Cf.: Hallett. To say that something can be 
instruction in the language without being at the same 
time an instruction in the use of language reflects the 
analysis of "language" above. This is not the only 
possible interpretation. The German Text has. "...;in! 
Unterricht der Sprache . . . ' (my italics) . This and also 
the passage in PI 9 "When a child learns this language, 
it has to learn a series of 'numerals' a, b, c, ... by 
heart. And it has to learn their use. . . . "  indicate 
that with "instruction in the language" could also be 
meant "instruction in the use of language", if we 
understand "language" in the sense of "language-game". 
But still these things are different, as is indicated 
by the "And" in PI 9 and by the possibility that the 
same process of naming objects, etc. can be part of 
quite different instructions in the use of language. 

'O This is a partial agreement with Augustine. 
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place on the board is a move in chess. We may 
say: nothing has so far been done, when a thing 
has been named. It has not even got a name 
except in the language-game." [PI 491" That 
naming and calling (in the game of PI 2) do not 
stand on the same level means that instruction 
in the language is not something specified 
enough to be an instruction in the use of that 
language. And if it is not connected in this or 
that way with this or that language-game, then 
it is perhaps no instruction at all. But given 
the context of, for instance, the game of PI 2 
its components are "processes resembling lan- 
guage. " [PI 7 I 

To become an instruction in the use of a lan- 
guage, the training must be specified. Associa- 
tions, mental images, and the like are not 
sufficient . Necessary and sufficient for the 
training in the use of a language(-game) is that 
the child can "act upon it in such-and-such a 
way ... Doubtless the ostensive teaching helped 
to bring this about; but only together with a 
particular training. With different training the 
same ostensive teaching of the words would have 
effected a quite different understanding." [PI 
61  For something, we see, to be an instruction, 
or a training, in the use of a language, the 
relatedness to the language(-game) in question 
is essential. So we can say that such a training 
is not self-sufficient, nor self-defining; it is 
defined by the language-game. Whatever the 
training in the use of a language may consist 
of, it does not change the essence of the lan- 
guage(-game) in que~tion'~; moreover, "it may be 

" Cf. also: PI 26, 28, 30, et. al. 
" This does not mean that a change in the training 

could not bring about (causally) any change in our 
language-games. But the point - in our context - is 
that the games are then other games. 



all one to us whether someone else has learned 
the language, or was perhaps from birth consti- 
tuted to react . . .  like a normal person who has 
learned . . ." [PI 495, my italics.] And even if 
the person has learned, it could be that he has 
learned only by watching [cf.: PI 311. 

That the language of PI 2 has to be regarded as 
complete (in both of the senses above), does not 
mean that is has to be regarded as the whole 
language of A and B." Otherwise the following 
passage from PI 6 would make no sense: "We could 
imagine that the language of 5 2 was the whole 
language of A and B; even the whole language of 
a tribe."3' If we could imagine this, then we 

" This is also said in the quoted remark from p. 
81 of the "Brown Book". In the following "language" is 
always taken to mean "language-game" or "the whole 
process of using words". But the remarks are also valid 
for the other sense, for without the whole process of 
using words there are no words. 

" Wittgenstein's German phrases for "complete 
language" and "whole language" are "vollstandige 
Sprache" and "ganze Sprache". In German "vollstandig" 
and "ganz" are in some occurrences interchangeable, in 
some occurrences not. For the passage of PI 6 to make 
sense besides the demand of PI 2 Wittgenstein should 
use one of the word-uses of "ganze" which is not 
interchangeable with "vollstandige'. Here is one 
example where the occurrences are not interchangeable: 
(1) Dies ist meine ganze Briefmarkensamlung; sie ist 
aber nicht vollstandig. 
Instead of vqanze" in the first part of (1) we could - 
also say 
1 . 1 '  Dies ist meine vollstandige Briefmarkensamlung; 
but it would be bad German to continue with 
(1.21 sie ist aber nicht vollstandig. 
To say 11.1) or (1.1') means that it is all I have; to 
say (1.21 means that these are not all the different 
items one can have. (1.1') and (1.21 together would be 
bad German because one would use the same word for 
different concepts in one sentence, which because of 
the "nicht" sounds like a contradiction. Instead of 



should also be able to imagine that the language 
of PI 2 is not the whole language of A and B, or 
of a tribe.I5 This point can also be illuminated 
with the help of the game-analogy. We can imag- 
ine both: 
-two players, or even a tribe, playing only one 

'ganze" in (1) one could also use "gesamte", but we 
cannot use "gesamte" instead of "vollst8ndigeV in (1) 
or (1.2). Wittgenstein uses "ganze" in the sense of 
(i.e. interchangeable with) "gesamte". That is also the 
case in PI 7, where he speaks about "the whole process 
of using words in (2)" ("der ganze Vorgang des Ge- 
brauchs der worte in (2) " 1 .  

To imagine that the language of PI 2 is the 
whole language of A and B need not be the same as to 
imagine that the language of PI 2 is the whole language 
of a tribe. The "even" in the quotation indicates that 
we should also be able to imagine that the language of 
PI 2 is the whole language of A and B, but not the 
whole language of a tribe. But a problem would be 
whether we could imagine that the language of PI 2 is 
not the whole language of A and B, but the whole 
language of a tribe, if the tribe is the tribe A and B 
belong to (which is not said by Wittgenstein). 
All these differences give rise, it seems, to a prob- 
lem: In virtue of what does somebody belong to a 
community (tribe)? (Cf.: Pothast [19911, p. 138f.) For, 
one could say, to a given community belong all and only 
those people who share (at least some of) the practices 
of that community. If we accept this as a definition we 
cannot continue saying that an individual is doing this 
or that if "the pattern of the individual's behavior is 
embedded in a particular way in patterns of social 
behavior within the relevant community (i.e the commu- 
nity the individual belongs to -R.R.)" lv. Savigny 
[1988), p. 7; translation from Glock [19921, p. 119). 
That would be a circular definition. I think that the 
problem of individuating communities is similar to the 
problem of individuating persons (cf.: Teichman [19761- 
) .  There are different criteria; we have geographical, 
ethnographical, cultural, historical, religious and 
other ones. And which we use depends on our purposes 
and the wider context in which the question arises. So 
there need not be a circular set of explanations. 

30 



game, and 
-two players, or even a tribe, playing the same 
game, but also other games. 
And in both cases we could as well say that this 
and that are the complete elements of the game, 
or of one of the games respectively, as we could 
say that the game/each game is complete in 
itself . I 6  

But there is still a problem here. The problem 
is that Wittgenstein does not simply assert that 
the language of PI 2 is complete, but demands of 
the reader to conceive it as a complete lan- 
guage. So one should expect that Wittgenstein 
connects a certain purpose with this demand. 
What purpose? The question is the same as: What 
role does the demand of PI 2 play in the course 
of the argumentation in the PI? If we accept 
that ( 2 ) ,  that is the essence of human language, 
lies at the bottom of the whole discussion at 
the beginning of the PI - which doesn't imply 
that other topics are not to be found among the 
PI, for instance the nature of mind - then it is 
not hard to see that the essential role of the 
demand is to serve as a preparation for the 
discussion connected with the concept of family 
resemblance. For, if we conceive the language of 
PI 2 as complete, then we immediately see that 
this language is very different from our lan- 
guage, that it is much more primitive. But we 
also see that the language of PI 2 is different 
from the language of PI 8, and from many other 

36 So it is simply not true, as 0fsti writes, that 
Wittgenstein neglects to emphasize "a difference 
between (whole ('ganzen' in the German text - R.R.) ) 
languages and (only as a 'part' of such possible) very 
simple, or primitive, language-games." (l19851, p.587) 
This is also not true, if we translate "ganzen" with 
"complete", which is not very appropriate because of 
the "'parts'" ("Teile'" in the German Text -R.R.), but 
perhaps not excluded because of the quotation-marks. 



languages too, which Wittgenstein describes in 
the PI. What becomes a problem then is the 
assumption that there is (or must be) something 
common to all language-games. For, even if we 
call the words of both PI 2 and PI 8 "names", we 
see that the uses of the names are "absolutely 
unliken [PI 101. The same is true for language- 
forms such as orders, questions, and the like. 
[Cf.: PI 19ff.I" Therefore, if we accept that 
languages such as those of PI 2, 8, 15, etc. may 
be taken to be complete languages, then we are 
also prepared to see that there is nothing 
common to them all in virtue of which we call 
them all language. 
Also this can be illuminated with the help of 
the game-analogy. "Consider for example the 
proceedings that we call 'games'. I mean board- 
games, card-games, ball-games, Olympic games, 
and so on. What is common to them all? Don't 
say: 'There must be something common, or they 
would not be called 'games'" --but look and see 
whether there is anything common to all. - For 
if you look at them you will not see something 
that is common to all, but similarities, rela- 
tionships, and a whole series of them at that. 
"[PI 661 ~ittgenstein calls these similarities 
"family-resemblances" [PI 671. Therefore, the 
demand of PI 2 to conceive the language of A and 
B as complete, is the demand to put aside the 
prejudice that there must be something common to 
all (language-) games, and it is the demand not 
to theorize, but to look and see. To conceive 
the language of PI 2, and others too, as com- 
plete is a condition for seeing the family- 
resemblances, or - if seen - to give them their 
right weight. 

Now we can see the importance of the point of PI 
18 more clearly. To ask whether our whole lan- 

" Cf.: Mosedale [I9781 and the following essay. 
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guage is complete is either itself an incomplete 
question, or is the question whether it is 
complete relative to the language-games we play. 
In the first case it is an incomplete question 
because it is not clear with regard to what our 
whole language should be (inlcomplete. That 
means that we have to decide according to which 
criteria we want to know whether our whole 
language is complete or not. If we want on the 
one hand to know whether our whole language is 
complete with regard to the variety of language- 
games we play - that is: whether our terminolo- 
gy, syntax, etc. are complete - or with regard 
to their respective "purposes" - then we want at 
best to know something that can only be answered 
by an empirical investigation. Such an empirical 
investigation could for example provide us with 
the insight that there are some language-frag- 
ments in our whole language which are incom- 
~lete.~' The practical result could be then a 
proposal of a reform. "Such a reform for practi- 
cal purposes, an improvement in our terminology 
designed to prevent misunderstandings in prac- 
tice, is perfectly possible. But these are not 
the cases we have to do with (in philosophy - 
R . R . ) .  The confusions which occupy us arise when 
language is like an engine idling, not when it 
is doing work." [PI 1321 

'' It can make a difference for a special part of 
language with regard to completeness what happens 
around it. It can happen for instance that the vocabu- 
laries of two language-games are not different enough 
from one another, so that it is too often unclear for 
the users whether a special utterance belongs to this 
or that game. In this case the functioning of the 
language-fragments as tools for the respective games 
(see above) could be disturbed. (The variety of our 
language-games need not be based on atomistic language- 
games, its structure need not be simple addition.) But 
notice that in this case the games are disturbed 
themselves. 
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But, there is a point in Wittgenstein's remarks 
in PI 2 that seems to bring about problems and 
to give reason for Rhees' and 0fsti's criti- 
cisms. To see this point better, we must go back 
to PI 2 and look at it more closely. 

Who is speaking here? It is only A, who is 
speaking. What is B doing? He only has to pass 
the stones A called for. There is no difference 
in principle here between what A and B are doing 
and what a hunter and his dog are doing. Indeed, 
many dogs, which are trained for hunting, are 
able to understand - "understand" just in the 
sense of PI 6 - much more words than only four, 
and are able to do much more than only to pass 
things the master calls for. But nevertheless, 
dogs do not - for instance - philosophize, even 
if some dogs look very skeptic. Dogs, and ani- 
mals in general, just do not talk. " . . .  animals 
do not talk because they lack the mental capaci- 
ty. And this means: 'they do not think, and that 
is why they do not talk."' [PI 2513' To think, 
one could say, is to be reasonable (or ratio- 
nal), or - weaker - only thinking beings are 
reasonable (rational) beings. Therefore, whatev- 
er PI 2 may show us, it is not sufficient with 
regard to thinking/reasonable (rational) beings, 
that is with respect to (most of) us. The game 
of PI 2 lacks an essential aspect: that human 
beings think. Therefore, the language of PI 2 

'' 0fsti writes with regard to the game PI 2: "I 
would say it is still too early to ascribe thinking to 
our persons." ((19901. p. 145) 0fsti does not mention 
the question whether animals think or not, but we will 
see, I hope, that his problem can be compared with this 
one. 



can be neither cdmplete nor the whole lang~age'~ 
- in a not trivial sense of these concepts - of 
(a tribe of) human beings. We couldn't even 
imagine this, if our imagination were in accord 
with our fundamental intuition about what it is 
to be a human being. 

In this point Augustine was much nearer to the 
truth than Wittgenstein, for he uses mental 
predicates in his description of the learning of 
language. Whatever may be wrong with Augustine's 
conception in detail, it simply bases - contrary 
to Wittgenstein's - on a fundamental intuition 
we cannot miss. This is the point which Bfsti 
also wants to stress: "On a special level one 
can say, that the language-subjects are reason- 
able beings and that 'the extent' of their 
language (notwithstanding which 'suburbs' this 
language now entails or not) is unimportant." 
[1985, p. 58914' A language can only be complete 
- in a not trivial sense - if it allows the 
users to be reasonable (rational). Similarly 
Ape1 writes: " Wittgenstein once said: 'If a 
lion could talk, we could not understand him.' 
This seems to me not very plausible since it is 
precisely linguistic competence and not . . .  the 
conditions of life (birth, death, sexuality) 
conceived of as independent of linguistic compe- . 

'O Rhees clearly sees, contrary to mfsti, that the 
stronger problem with regard to the question discussed 
now is that Wittgenstein says we could imagine that the 
language of PI 2 is the whole language of A and B, or 
even a tribe. Cf:: Rhees 119781. 

" The remark on the extent of the language is not 
meant literally. On p. 588 0fsti lists five theses, 
each - as it seems - standing for a necessary condition 
of a complete language in the sense of 0fsti. The first 
is: "The complete language must entail a plurality of 
language-games . . . "  (See also below.) 



tence - that separate us from lions."42 

But not only are the "conditions of life (birth, 
death, sexuality)" not enough, neither are the 
particular activities which Wittgenstein consid- 
ers with his language-games. As Aristotle wrote: 
"Just as for a flute-player, a sculptor, or any 
artist, and, in general, for all things that 
have a function or activity, the good and the 
'well' is thought to reside in the function, so 
would it seem to be for man, if he has a func- 
tion. Have the carpenter, then, and the tanner 
certain functions or activities, and man has 
none? is he naturally functionless? or as eye, 
hand, foot, and in general each of the parts 
evidently has a function, may one lay it down 
that man similarly has a function apart from all 
these? What can this be?" His answer is: "the 
activity of soul in accordance with, or not 
without, rational prin~iple".~' Therefore, it is 
not enough to presuppose a certain "transcenden- 
tal language-game" or the like, but one has to 
make a clear distinction between language-games 
(in the sense of PI 2 and other sections) on the 
one hand, and the language on the ~ther.~"ven 
if Wittgenstein's concept of completeness is 
correct, it is valid only for language-games 

'' Apel (119731, 11, 257, 1671, quoted from 0fsti 
([19901, p. 135). What seems not very plausible to Apel 
is not that we could not understand a talking lion, but 
that a lion could talk. A similar point is made by 
Baker/Hacker (1985) with respect to PI 206. See also my 
interpretation of PI 206 in this volume. 

'I Aristotle ([19841, 1097 b25 and 1098 a81, quoted 
from 0fsti ([19901, p. 1671. "Linguistic competence" 
seems to be - for Apel at least - a modern expression 
for "soul". 

" Cf. 0fsti ([19901, p. 1291, where he marks this 
as a central difference between his approach and that 
of Apel. 
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like that of PI 2, not for the language. But the 
language-game of PI 2, as we saw, is a language- 
game which neglects the differentia specifica of 
human beings. It is not only comparable with a 
hunter's and his dog's interaction, but also 
with interaction among animals alone, for in- 
stance with a cocks calling his hens by crowing. 
Therefore it is by no means clear, "when . . . the 
different language-game competences of a person 
(are) sufficient to constitute linguistic compe- 
tence . . ." [1990, p. 1381. This is the question 
of "formal completeness", which is "rather 
avoided by Wittgenstein." [1990, p. 1391 

This question is not one of complexity, like 
Wittgenstein seems to suggest (e.g. in the Blue 
Book), but rather a question of different lev- 
els. However complex the plurality of language- 
games which a child has to learn may be, "sooner 
or later we will have to reach a level where the 
subject becomes a subject in the full sense, a 
level which must have to do with its recognition 
of itself and others as autonomous, 'equivalent' 
subjects." [1990, p. 1441 Even if we conceded 
that the builders in PI 2 think, it is "too 
meagre to capture the full sense of 'thinking'. 
And this would still be so however much we 
extended the repertoire of common language-games 
in the person's home country . . . "  [190, p. 1451 
For the language this means that it must be 
constructed in a way which allows us 
(i) to reflect on language, 
(ii) to move in and out of certain language- 
games, 
(iii) to imagine and describe language-games 
other than those we ourselves play, 
(iv) to give an "'overview"' on the games we 
play, and not only to play them, 4 5  and 

4 5  I have condensed here the remarks in l I 1 9 9 0 1 ,  
pp. 1 9 9 - 1 5 5 1 .  C f .  also: ( [ 1 9 8 5 1 ,  p .  5 8 8 f l .  



(v )  to reach and express a "complete communi- 
cative competence" [1985, p. 589. 

This level cannot itself be a "special, more or 
less separable language-game (as for instance 
Apel means - R . R . ) ,  but rather part, or an as- 
pect, of a structural trait which runs through 
the whole of a complete language, i.e. through 
each of its language-games." [1990, p. 14614' 
The reason for the necessity of a complementary 
structure of language is that "any intentional 
act (in the full 'human' sense) must reach two 

'' The German words are: "vollstandigen kommunika- 
tiven Kompetenz". 

" 0fsti calls this the "'description' level"', 
which is complementary to the "perfonnative level" 
[ibid. I .  
My question in this paper is not whether 0fsti's 
approach is consistent or not. Therefore only some 
remarks at this point to this question. If the "struc- 
tural trait runs through ... each of ... (a whole 
language's - R.R.) language-games", then it runs also 
through the game of PI 2, or whichever one wants. But 
then there is no "sooner or later" at which we will 
"reach a level where the subject becomes a subject in 
the full sense" (see above). With learning one game, 
the child becomes "a subject in the full sense". Or, 
the child has already been "a subject in the full 
sense", and then the child does not become one. (This 
is, as we will see, Augustine's implicit position.) 
Furthermore, if the conditions i - v ,  mentioned 
above, are realized in each game, then there is some- 
thing common to all games, and not only family-resem- 
blance, and the language of PI 2 is not really com- 
plete, or not complete in the full sense. Perhaps 
family-resemblance and completeness are all we can see. 
What 0fsti could say at this point is that it is not 
enough, or perhaps trivial, only to see, one must also 
think. The alternative - to take, like Apel, the "level 
of description", characterized by conditions (il-(iv), 
as a special language-game - brings about similar 
problems. For instance, it should then be possible, to 
learn only this game, without the other ones. 
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levels" : 
(i! "the 'game' level"', and 
(ii) the level where "the agent masters the 
concept of what is done." (1 
The second level is the one on which descrip- 
tions of the game played are possible." This is 
the level, which guarantees that responsible 
actions are possible, the level where "the drama 
of human interaction takes place." [Ibid.] 

These are 0fsti's remarks on what is trivial 
with Wittgenstein's concept of completeness, and 
on what a non-trivial concept must include. Now 
we can look at what Wittgenstein could answer. 

Section 25 of the PI goes in its entirety as 
follows : 

"It is sometimes said that animals do not talk 
because they lack the mental capacity. And this 
means: 'they do not think, and that is why they 
do not talk.' But - they simply do not talk. Or 
to put it better: they do not use language - if 
we except the most primitive forms of language.- 
Commanding, questioning, recounting, chatting, 
are as much a part of our natural history as 
walking, eating, drinking, playing." 

Why does Wittgenstein writes "But - ..." ? Isn't 
it accepted in the first two sentences that 
animals do not talk? The difference between 
"they do not think, and that is why they do not 
talk" and "they simply do not talk" consists in 

'' In  some sense t h i s  i s  a point  a l s o  demanded by 
Baker and Hacker. 
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the first phrase's being an explanation, and the 
second phrase's not being an e~planation.~' "Our 
mistake is to look for an explanation, where we 
ought to look at what happens as a 'proto-pheno- 
menon'. That is, where we ought to have said: 
this language-game is played." [PI 6541  To say 
that animals do not talk means then to say that 
they do not play language-games. That is why it 
is better to say that animals do not use lan- 
guage, than to say that they do not talk. And 
the exception is that they play the most primi- 
tive language-games. Whether a creature's utter- 
ing of sounds is talking or, say, crowing de- 
pends on the circumstances of the utterances. 
Not even each verbal utterance of a human being 
is talking, just like a cockatoo's talking is 
only talking in a very special sense, which is 
secondary with regard to our normal use of 
"talking". "We say 'The cock calls the hens by 
crowing' - but doesn't a comparison with our 
language lie at the bottom of this?" [PI 4931 

To say that animals do not play language-games, 
if we except the most primitive ones, means that 
they do not play the variety of language-games 
we play, if we except the most primitive ones. 
This is a difference of multiplicity, complexi- 
ty, structure, richness, content, and purpose in 
the sense above. It is a difference of social 
forms of life.50 Therefore, even if a lion could 
talk, we could not understand him because his 
form of life would be too different from ours. 
But this is not something special for lions. "We 
also say of some people that they are transpar- 
ent to us. It is, however, important as regards 
this observation that one human being can be a 
complete enigma to another. We learn this when 

'' C f .  : H a l l e t t .  

Cf . : Savigny. 

40 



we come into a strange country with entirely 
strange traditions; and, what is more, even 
given a mastery of the country's language. We do 
not understand the people. (And not because of 
not knowing what they are saying to themselves.) 
We cannot find our feet with them." [PI, p. 
2231 

But to repeat: it is a difference, and one could 
add here, as in the case of the difference 
between living and not living beings: "this is a 
case of the transition #from quantity to quali- 
ty'." [PI 2 8 4 1  So, the first thing we must 
register, is that Wittgenstein very well accepts 
in his philosophy something like a fundamental 
(perhaps better: qualitative) difference between 
animals and human beings. However many "levels" 
there may be, in learning the multiplicity of 
our language-games a child becomes a being that 
is qualitatively distinct from animals. We see 
that the intuition of there being a fundamental 
difference between human beings and animals (and 
all other things in the universe we know about) 
is no argument against Wittgenstein's philoso- 
phy. On the contrary, in his PI Wittgenstein 
tries to give us a clear picture of that differ- 
ence. 

But, one could ask, what about thinking? Do the 
remarks above mean that Wittgenstein wants to 
deny that people think, and only accepts a 
difference in the complexity of verbal beha- 

There is a problem in this passage: the use of 
"mastery of the country's language'. It has, for the 
principle of charity, to be understood in the sense of 
"being able to understand the content of what the 
people say", or in the sense of "being able to under- 
stand when they give orders", or something similar. The 
point is, that we do not understand them in the sense 
that we cannot see the point in their (verbal) actions. 
Cf.: Schulte l[19901, pp. 159ff.). 



viour? Here, I think, one should see that 0f- 
sti's argument bases on the primitiveness of the 
game of PI 2. Otherwise he would have to say 
that also the games of 

"Forming and testing a hypothesis- 
Presenting the results of an experiment in 
tables and diagrams- 
Making up a story; and reading it- 
Play-acting- 
Singing catches- 
. . . " [PI 2 3 1  

are played by beings which are not reasonable, 
or have no "linguistic competence". This would 
be, I think, obviously nonsense. On the con- 
trary, to be able to do things like these above 
means to be able to think. To think (or to have 
"linguistic competence" ) is not something that 
lies behind, or at the bottom, of playing lan- 
guage-games, but is expressed in playing them. 
Understood in this sense the phrase "animals do 
not think, and that is why they do not talk" 
becomes at best a The exception, 
that animals use the most primitive forms of 
language - that is, that they play the most 
primitive language-games - means then that they 
think only in the most primitive sense of the 
word, are only primitive reasonable beings, or 
that they do not think in "the full sense of 
'thinking"' (Ofsti). "We say a dog is afraid his 
master will beat him; but not, he is afraid his 
master will beat him to-morrow. " [PI 6501 Here 
both parts of the sentence are important: 
- that we say a dog is afraid, that is: that we 
attribute mental capacities to animals, but 
- that we do not say a dog is afraid he will be 
beaten tomorrow, that is: that we do not attrib- 
ute to animals the mental capacities we attrib- 
ute to people, but only primitive, simpler ones. 

Cf . : Hallett, Savigny . 
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That people have to learn their language means 
then that they have to become reasonable beings. 
This point is Wittgenstein's main argument 
against Augustine: "And now, I think, we can 
say: Augustine describes the learning of human 
language as if the child came into a strange 
country and did not understand the language of 
the country; that is, as if it already had a 
language, only not this one. Or again: as if the 
child could already think (or were already 
reasonable - R.R.). And 'think' would here mean 
something like 'talk to itself'." [PI 3 2 I s 3  

What Wittgenstein attacks is neither the idea 
that people think, nor the idea that the differ- 
ence between human beings and animals may be 
seen to consist in the human being's having 
mental capacities and the animal's not having 
mental capacities (with the exception of the 
most primitive ones), but the idea that we have 
a clear picture of what it means to think, or to 
have mental capacities, according to which 
thinking or having mental capacities is some- 
thing which is in principle independent from 
using language; and that this picture serves as 
an explanation for the human being's ability to 
talk and the animal's lack of such an ability. 

But if Wittgenstein does not deny that there is 
a (fundamental) difference between human beings 
and animals, does this not indicate that there 
is something wrong with his demand in PI 2 and 
especially with his remark in PI 6? That there 
is a conceptual contradiction between the demand 
and the remark on the one hand and our concept 
of a human being on the other would only be true 
if to play the variety of language-games we play 
- and, accordingly, to have the mental capaci- 
ties we have - were our only criterion for being 

Cf . also: Savigny . 
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humans. But since it is already indicated by the 
fact that people have to learn their language, 
and accordingly have to become thinking or 
reasonable beings it is clear that this is not 
the only criterion. If little children are human 
beings, then also A and B can be. That animals 
are also able to play a game like that of PI 2 
does not mean that A and B, or children, are not 
distinct from animals, for we have furthermore 
lots of criteria for being  heref fore, 
neither the demand of PI 2 nor the remark in PI 
6 stand in contradiction to our basic intuitions 
about what it means to be human. 

But now one could ask: What is the difference on 
principle between Wittgenstein on the one hand, 
and 0fsti (Apel, and others) on the other, if 
Wittgenstein neither denies that there is a 
fundamental difference between human beings and 
animals, nor denies that this difference can be 
seen to consist - understood in the right way - 
in the human's thinking and the animal's not 
thinking? The deep difference, I think, is one 
connected with the conception of philosophy, 
that is, the philosopher's understanding of 
himself. 

Remember the words of Aristotle. He asked wheth- 
er there is anything essential to human beings 
that is not reducible to the various functions 
they have in social life, anything that is 
essential to them qua human beings. And whereas 
all questions about the "good and the 'well'" of 
this or that certain function or activity belong 
to the various sciences and arts of these func- 
tions and activities, and these sciences and 
arts get their importance from the importance of 
their subjects, the question of the essence of a 

5VCf. : Teichman [19761 .  
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human being qua human being belongs to philoso- 
phy. If we know what this essence consists of, 
it seems, then we can also say which real life 
human beings should live, and what is wrong with 
their actual life, how society should be con- 
structed to fit to the real nature of human 
beings, what individuals should really do - and 
not only "this language-game is played". Philos- 
ophy gets its importance from these important 
questions and the possible results which answers 
to them might bring about." 

But now it seems as if Wittgenstein denies that 
there is such an essence, and would only accept 
forms of life, or language-games. "What has to 
be accepted ("Das Hinzunehmende" in the German 
original - R.R.), the given, is - so one could 
say - forms of life." [PI, p. 2261 But, to 
accept the existing forms of life, it seems, 
excludes the possibility of (rationally) criti- 
cizing them. The exclusion of the possibility of 
(rationally) criticizing them entails, it seems, 
the exclusion of the possibility of (rationally) 
changing them. Wittgensteinis philosophy ex- 
presses, one could says6, a pure conservatism. 
In the end philosophy loses its importance. So 
the question is: "Where does our investigation 
get its importance from, since it seems only to 
destroy everything interesting, that is, all 
that is great and important." [PI 1181 

To give an answer to this question, I want to 
point to a similar problem. Bertolt Brecht 
writes: "Me-ti taught: Master Xa-meh says that 
consciousness depends on the actual way in which 
people produce what is necessary for life. He 

Cf.: Nielsen [I9921 for a similar view on 
philosophy. 

s6 It is said, by Trigg [19911; see also my essay 
"How not . . . "  in this volume. 



denies that, in their minds, people can free 
themselves farther from the economical stand- 
point than in economy. This sounds at first 
oppressive. But the simple consideration that in 
fact all great works came about via this depen- 
dence, and that these would by no means be 
diminished by acknowledging the dependence, puts 
everything right again. 'I5' 

Two points interest me in these remarks. The 
first is: that what Ka-meh taught sounds down- 
hearted only for people who view the great works 
not as important in themselves, but rather as 
important because they are the expression of 
something else: the reason or rationality, for 
instance. 

We can register something similar in the case of 
interpreting Wittgenstein. Singing catches, 
play-acting, building - all these and many other 
activities are not taken to be philosophically 
important. They are perhaps plebeian examples 
for something higher, but not in themselves 
worthy of consideration. "Language (or thought) 
is something unique" - as Wittgenstein lets his 
interlocutor say in PI 110. But he continues: " -  
this proves to be a superstition (not a mis- 
take!), itself produced by grammatical illu- 
sions. 

And now the impressiveness retreats to these 
illusions, to the problems." Surely, language 
and thought are something important, but they 
are not something unique! If the plebeian exam- 
ples can be called thinking, then nothing is 
lost, except our delusion. "What we are destroy- 
ing is nothing but houses of cards and we are 
clearing up the ground of language on which they 
stand." [PI 1181 

The second point of Brecht's remark is this: to 

I' Brecht ( [19671, p. 4 3 4 f .  3 ,  my translation - R.R. 



take the great works for what they are in them- 
selves presupposes seeing them as something 
following their own rules, or with their own 
underlying criteria. This does not exclude that 
they are causally, or otherwise, effected by 
something not based on these criteria, not 
following these rules, the economy for instance. 
But to identify the causes presupposes to get a 
clear picture of what it is that is causally 
effected. 

Something similar, again, we can see in the case 
of Wittgenstein. What he is interested in are 
the conceptual confusions which are expressed in 
philosophy. Therefore he tries to show what it 
is to think, to feel, to order, and so on. It is 
the essence of thinking, feeling, ordering, and 
so on, he is interested in. And the "Essence is 
expressed by grammar." [PI 3711 The grammar is 
one of a family of word-uses, which is connected 
by family-resemblances. To see the family-resem- 
blances it is fruitful to conceive the (primi- 
tive) language(-games) as complete. 
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