Why is the notion of ‘family resemblance’ introduced to Wittgenstein’s later work?

What work does it do?


The notion of ‘family resemblance’ is an important element of Wittgenstein’s later linguistic philosophy.  It is introduced as an effort to clarify how we think about the sense and meaning of certain words.  Wittgenstein uses the analogy of ‘family resemblance’ to show the reader how a word works and is understood.  In this essay I intend to explain why Wittgenstein considers the concept of ‘family resemblance’ to be a crucial one and in doing so I hope to illustrate the importance of the role which it performs.


Wittgenstein had attempted to provide an analytical definition of all words in his early work.  In his effort to understand the relationship between language and the world, he utilised what has been termed ‘the picture theory of meaning’.  Wittgenstein claimed that propositions were pictures of reality.  Propositions are meaningful in so far as they picture a state of affairs.  An informative statement works like a picture or drawing of its subject.    


Initially this concept was satisfactory to Wittgenstein.  Indeed Wittgenstein was so convinced that he had dissolved the problems of philosophy that he left philosophy and occupied himself with other things.  The picture theory of meaning and his book the ‘Tractatus’ had made redundant all those things which philosophers were inclined to talk about.  As time went by Wittgenstein became less sure of the invulnerability of his conclusions.  He began to realise that his theory was not in fact as impervious as he had first thought.


Because a word is uniform in its’ appearance and pronunciation, a person may assume that it refers to an invariable concept or entity.  But the same word can have many different functions.  All language is clouded by ambiguity.  A word like ‘major’ can have a variety of meanings.  It could be ‘major’ roadworks, or a ‘major’ in an army, or it could even be a principle subject of an American student’s university education.  We realise the sense in which the word is meant from the context of the sentence.  Language is full of minefields like this one.  Wittgenstein warns his reader of the dangers of the bewitchment of the intellect by means of language. 


Wittgenstein denounced his former view that language is analogous to a picture of reality.  This view had worked at some levels but had entirely failed at others.  It could not give a satisfactory explanation of body language, gestures or multi-purpose words.  What picture is given by a person who demonstrates a ‘thumbs up’ expression?  When language was relatively straightforward, the picture theory of meaning worked admirably
.  However, most of the time language is unclear.  It is ambiguous, opaque and subjective.


Wittgenstein came to see language as a kind of tool.  It is an instrument of communication.  There are many different pictures within even one word.  Language is what we use to articulate a meaning as clearly as one can.  To say language is a picture is a misleading metaphor.  If we take for example the word: ‘hello’.  What picture is portrayed with this word?


It is the application of the word which gives the word it’s meaning.  The meaning of any word or sentence is given to it by the use it serves.  We are all living through a life which is dictated by a constant need for practicality.  The meaning of a word is the job which it does rather than what it refers to.  Consequentially a word does not have an underlying essence or a unique function.  Now we can appreciate Wittgenstein’s analogy: We use a tool to complete a certain job.  For another job we will typically use another tool.  Language is like a toolbox.  We search inside it for a tool to facilitate us in the completion of a task
.  “Think of the tools in a toolbox: there is a hammer, pliers, a screwdriver, a rule, a glue-pot, glue, nails and screws.  The functions of the words are as diverse as the functions of these objects and in both cases have many similarities.”
 


There are still innate problems with these ideas as an explanation of the working of language.  Take the word ‘good’
.  What is common between a good joke, a good tennis player, a good man, feeling good, good will, good breeding, good looking, and a good for nothing?
  Is there a something in common with all these uses of the word?
  If one continues to analyse the word ‘good’ one cannot arrive at a singular essence or element from which the concept is constructed.  There are however, some obvious similarities between many of the uses of the word.  Wittgenstein asserts that there is a kind of family resemblance which runs through the meanings of the word.


When one looks at the members of a family it is easy to see numerous similarities shared by them.  They are not identical but they have many common features.  We can appreciate that there is (typically) many similarities between a father and son.  Usually, the boy will be somewhat like his sister and will also have some of his mother’s characteristics.  Wittgenstein’s analogy of family resemblances allows words freedom from sharp boundaries.  Since words are used in many ways their meaning must be at least somewhat mobile. So a word like ‘good’ has many applications and is malleable to a degree.  It will have a number of slightly different meanings, yet it will still clearly be what it is.
  One could say that the meaning or ‘essence’ of a word is like a rope; its’ strength does not lie in any one fibre but in the overlapping of many.


It is possible that no one feature is shared by each individual within the family.  This does not necessarily prevent there being a visible family resemblance.  Wittgenstein states that: “I can think of no better expression to characterise these similarities than “family resemblances”; for the various resemblances between members of a family: build, features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. Etc. Overlap and criss-cross in the same way. And I shall say that games form a family.”
  We can see that the game of chess
, of solitaire, soccer, and skip rope are all very different yet at the same thing are also similar.  What about the notion of the Olympic Games or mind games?  Wittgenstein contends that there is no one thing that is common to all these notions.  He states that  “...if you look at them you will not see something that is common to them all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that”
 


People have often assumed there is a kind of essence to a word.  Wittgenstein presents the example using the word ‘game’.  What does the concept ‘game’ really mean?  When the ordinary individual
 uses the word ‘game’ it appears that he is alluding to the common feature that is shared by all so called games.  The meaning of a word is the way in which it is used in a language game.  So say, for example, we can appreciate the difference between a ‘good man’ and a ‘good for nothing’ by observing how this word functions.  The word may have a variety of possible meanings.  The meaning depends on the use of the word.
 


I have mentioned the notion of a ‘game’.  Wittgenstein says that language is constantly at play.  Language games are intrinsic to the functioning of a language.  Indeed, for Wittgenstein, the job of philosophy is to sort out language games.  Much philosophy is the by-product of misunderstanding the nature of language.
 


So how should we describe the notion of a game
 to somebody?  When I looked up the word game in the dictionary
 I found a numerous descriptions of what a game is.  The most fitting definition was: “An amusement, pastime, or diversion.”  I’m certain that Wittgenstein would quickly refute this seemingly adequate definition, since he could simply speak of professional athletes, for whom certain games are indeed very serious pursuits.  What we should do is point out a number of examples of games and then say “This and similar things are called ‘games’”.  In other words we should utilise the idea of a ‘family resemblance’.  It is required in order to overcome the confusing ambiguous elasticity of words.  One could say it is a kind of protection against bewitchment by language.


Wittgenstein anticipates a possible criticism of his position.
  He realises that what he is proposing will result is a less concise notion of what a ‘game’ is.  Wittgenstein recognises this potential difficulty.  He chooses to embrace this difficulty.  He says: “But is the blurred concept a concept at all?  Is an indistinct photograph a picture of a person at all?  Is it always an advantage to replace an indistinct picture by a sharp one?  Isn’t the indistinct one often what we need?”

I think Wittgenstein has made an important point here.
 We understand the ‘gist’ of a given concept.  We do not need for it to be entirely and comprehensively pointed out to us.  A vague idea is sufficient.  In fact, very often the vague idea is the most appropriate.  If one goes beyond a vague concept then we are surely going to be locked in a struggle.  This futile struggle is seeking a precision which language is not capable of providing.    
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� Wittgenstein attempted to reduce everything to pure logic.  He came close to doing this.  However, this situation was untenable for the human mind.  Wittgenstein came to realise that roughness and ambiguity are needed to maintain a grip upon the world.  


� Just like one will reach for the most appropriate tool for a manual job, a person will seek the word which best conveys what one means.


� Philosophical Investigations, 12,  (p.1158 in the ‘Classics of Philosophy’ anthology) 


� What ‘picture’ does the word good give to us?  Surely not a singular picture anyway.  


� Introducing Wittgenstein, p.127


� I would say yes, there is.  Good always denotes something positive.  It is the opposite of bad which denotes something negative.  Good in all these cases conveys a sense of having admirable, pleasing or superior qualities.  Perhaps however, this is in fact Wittgenstein’s point and I am becoming bewitched by language.  After all, it seems I have described a family resemblance between the slightly deviating and idiosyncratic (quirky) uses of the word ‘good’.    


� Here I mean that it will still be the same word although what is understood by it will be open to a degree of interpretation.  In common cases a person will be inclined towards a certain interpretation  by remaining attentive to the context in which the word is used. (And of course other factors like the tone of the speakers voice and the hearers social and historical background will certainly contribute the interpretation) 


� Introducing Wittgenstein, p.127


� Philosophical Investigations, 67, (p.1162 in the ‘Classics of Philosophy’ anthology) 


� Wittgenstein also presents a ‘chess analogy’.  He says that language works in a similar fashion to pieces on the chess board.  A bishop, for example, may be made of wood, of stone or of plastic.  It may also not be shared like any bishop one has encountered before.  Because we say: “That is the bishop.” We understand that the usual rules concerning a bishop apply.  This links with language in that language has kinds of rules.  Additionally, language is a ‘game’ of a sort.  Like the chess piece  language can also work through different mediums.


� Philosophical Investigations


� e.g not a philosopher! Or a linguist or anyone similar!


� Here Wittgenstein succeeds in firmly grounding his theory in the ‘real world’, so to speak.  There is a healthy practicality in this.  This rooting of the meaning of a word in it’s function or use is in many ways superior to, for example, Plato’s ‘Theory of Forms’.  Plato in his ‘Theory of Forms’ goes far beyond what he may easily give evidence for.  I mean, why should one believe that there is a higher realm which provides us with prime examples of all things and concepts? 


� This is a point which seems to have been constant throughout both his early and later periods of writing.


� This is the example I have used throughout.  One could choose anything else such as the notion of a ‘tape’ or ‘book’.  Wittgenstein used the example of the game since it is a particularly illustrative and illuminating one. 


� The Collins English Dictionary. p.622


� There are a few other criticisms concerning the ‘Philosophical Investigations’.  Most serious, I think, is the fact that the book is open to many interpretations.  Its style lends itself to varying understanding of its parables.  To defend Wittgenstein here one could say that he did not wish to preach, rather he desired, in Socratic style, wring the answers from the reader’s own mind.  


� Philosophical Investigations, 71, (p.1163 in the ‘Classics of Philosophy’ anthology) 


� In his earlier philosophy ideas like this would have been unacceptable.  He had tried to reduce the world to pure logic.  Later Wittgenstein realised the imperfections and vagueness of language were necessary.  The theory of ‘family resemblance’ is kind of a middle ground between a logical and practical language.  It has a degree of solid reference to an object or notion.  At the same time it is also slightly opaque.  Essentially however, most of the time, it will convey the intended meaning.  
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