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The Linguistic Challenge from Wittgenstein’s Form of Life 

 

Abstract:  

The discussion on Wittgenstein’s use of the notion “forms of life” has been shrouded 

in confusion and mysteries. This notion has been mentioned quite minimally by Wittgenstein 

himself, leading to only a handful of appearances through his notes and manuscripts. The 

purpose of this paper is to provide the exegetical evidence for forms of life, as well as outline 

and synthesize some of the main positions taken by Wittgenstein scholars and enthusiasts. 

There are three main areas in which I shall explore the primary and secondary perspectives on 

forms of Life. Firstly, the discussion of monism and pluralism: is there a single human form of 

life, which is an internal function of our biological aggregate, or are there many forms of life, 

which differ from a culture to another? Since this debate is arguably the most developed and 

polemic out of the other areas, I will emphasize two separate branches of the debate. There is 

the side of naturalism on one hand, and transcendentalism on the other. The transcendentalists 

hold that forms of life are an innate idea, sui generis, within its unique bounds of semantic 

assessment and assertability. The naturalists frame the debate strictly within empirical 

explanations. Namely, that whatever we do know, and whatever else we could possibly know 

about forms of life, is restricted to empirical tools of investigation and explanation. In this 

thesis, I am going to follow Stanley Cavell’s methodology, and defend the argument that the 

notion of form of life is best understood via the lens of naturalism and monism.  
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Introduction:  

In order to unpack the potential denotations and uses of forms of life, it is important to 

first look at Wittgenstein’s approach to philosophy. We must first ask ourselves whether 

Wittgenstein thought he was putting forth any sort of theory at all. The beginning steps could 

be found in a discussion regarding whether or not Wittgenstein was merely interested in 

offering only a theory of language. The readers of Wittgenstein that see him as a quietist, a 

thinker that did not directly engage with philosophical problems, usually argue that 

Wittgenstein’s approach to philosophy was merely therapeutic. Since we know we will not 

agree on a lot of topics, and perhaps we shall not ever agree since there might be no right 

answer to some philosophical questions, philosophy can only aid our ability to interact with 

ourselves and the external world1. This position could be paired with the broader advocacy of 

transcendentalism, where the claim of quietism is accompanied by ideas of transcendence, 

effibility, and limits of thought. On the other hand, naturalists would take the stance that 

philosophical problems, be it in the space of metaphysics or elsewhere, are indeed real, hence 

solvable2. Whichever may be the case, both sides would likely agree that Wittgenstein needs 

to be read slowly and carefully. Philosophy, as an active practice, cannot be spoon-fed. One 

must arrive at their own particular conclusive remarks, in light of linguistic investigation 

towards the applications of concepts. I am going to argue that Wittgenstein did indeed make 

positive claims. He did make arguments about the relationship between mind, world, and 

language, as well as cultural practices. We can respond to words in virtue of being humans 

first. Kerr gives the example of our capacity of reacting to the word “logos” because it has been 

 
1 Macarthur, David “Pragmatism, Metaphysical Quietism, and the Problem of Normativity”, Philosophical 
Topics, Vol. 36, No. 1, Pragmatism (SPRING 2008), University of Arkansas Press, pp. 193. 
2 Macarthur Ibid. pp. 196  
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encapsulated in its historical use3, which I would argue is an embedded practice in our human 

experience being endowed with forms of life.  

Floyd’s work is particularly important for us to understand some of the fundamental 

criteria of forms of life. Although Wittgenstein himself provides us with no criteria for forms 

of life4, Floyd’s emphasis on the broadly encompassing ideas such as aspect and technique are 

salient for approximating how Wittgenstein himself might have conceived of this notion. 

Firstly, Floyd argues that Forms of Life are a representation of Wittgenstein’s mature writing, 

and express his understanding of formal logic5. Wittgenstein’s writing style is both easy to 

follow, given his usage of quotidian expressions, yet extraordinarily sophisticated and 

complicated since some of his remarks are puzzling. Floyd argues that language games are to 

be taken as simple, yet dynamic objects of comparison6. Wittgenstein’s juxtaposition between 

forms of life and language games is often found in the minimal presence of forms of life 

themselves in his writings. Understanding language games as dynamic expressions of human 

life and linguistic practices is a helpful investigative tool towards their relationship to forms of 

life as well.  The deference to language games as objects of analogous reasoning is also echoed 

in Philosophical Investigations, where Wittgenstein alludes to common properties of games 

and languages themselves (PI§3, §54, §55)7.  

PI §24 The word “language-game” is used here to emphasize the fact that the speaking of 

language is part of an activity, or of a form of life. 

 
3 Kerr, F. “Language as Hermeneutic in the later Wittgenstein”, Tijdschrift voor Filosofie, Jaarg., Nr. 3 
(SEPTEMBER 1965), Peeters Publishers/Tijdschrift voor Filosofie, pp. 519  
4 Glock, Hans Johann (2000). Forms of life: back to basics. In: Neumer Katalin, “Das Verstehen des Anderen. 
Frankfurt am Main”. Peter Lang pp. 67 
5 Floyd, Juliet “Chains of Life: Turing, Lebensform, and the Emergence of Wittgenstein’s Later Style”, Nordic 
Wittgenstein Review, 5 (2) 2016, pp. 7 
6 Ibid Floyd, pp. 13 
7 Wittgenstein, Ludwig: "Philosophical Investigations" Translated by G. E. M. Anscombe, P. M. S. Hacker and 
Joachim Schulte Revised fourth edition by P. M. S. Hacker and Joachim Schulte Blackwell, 2009, p. 6 & 31 
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Floyd’s remarks are also useful for understanding what this dynamic activity of speech 

acts has to do with a form of life. We as humans are conceptually gifted creatures. The active 

engagement in utterances is a process of binding. We bind ourselves into activities and, “these 

bindings must be fashioned without a base-level of fixed simplicity, even though every binding 

entangles us with simples”8. Language games give us the possibilities of structure and routine. 

The interpretation of language games as a comparative instrument is also going to be helpful 

towards elucidating some of the similarities and differences in the debate of monism and 

pluralism. The clearest method for comparative analysis is an emphasis on the notion of 

interdependence, rather than simply relation, or its resembling cousin, relativism. Relativism 

can still imply some sort of irreconcilable difference. Interdependence is a notion that 

acknowledges differences and shows respect towards any understanding of plurality. 

Additionally, interdependence provides a conceptual contribution to a broader and more 

holistic picture of the internal properties that link or connect ideas or practices. The idea of 

relativism implies that there are hermetic walls between ideas, as if an idea is not contaminated 

by its opposition. This claim is not restricted in any way to philosophical paradigms. All ideas 

have a functional use due to their competing counterparts. This categorical distinction shall 

become more apparent in my synthesis and summary of the debate between monism and 

pluralism. The distinction cannot be achieved with the use of “relativism”. Wittgenstein 

himself must go beyond language games as the foundation of speech and grammar. Collective 

practices lead to uniform regularities over time, which are forwardly embedded in our form of 

life. This embedding process in turn structures our human life, and shows us the combinatorial 

possibilities of thinking, binding, and conceiving in an interdependent manner.  

Hunter’s work illustrates four different interpretations of forms of life. These shall be 

briefly described below, and expanded upon in further sections:  

 
8 Ibid Floyd pp. 70-1 
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1. A form of life is a component of our human lives, a mediation tool through which 

systems of thought and behavior, however contingent they may be, are continuously 

animating human activities.9 

2. Every form of life is some sort of behavioral package, directly associated with some 

sort of language game. 

3. A form of life is a building block of a culture, be it religiously or linguistically. 

Hunter does not favor this view.  

4. A form of life is an organic or biological phenomenon, that is inseparable from our 

human existence. This interpretation is held by Hunter.  

Since Wittgenstein mentions the concept of form(s) of life five times through his 

writings, I would like to address the idea of concealment. The idea of form(s) of life could be 

easily dismissed as unimportant, due to its minimal use. Given some remarks in the Tractatus 

to the mystical (TLP 6.44-6.45)10, as well as Garver’s position that Wittgenstein should be read 

as an elaboration upon a Kantian view of grammar11, I would like to raise the question of 

whether or not there are hidden universals within the particularities of form of life. The question 

of whether we should read the form of life as a monolithic entity or a diverse schema of 

possibilities and practices has led to a split in the literature between monists and pluralists. Two 

primary types of monism could be associated with the idea of form of life:  

1. Transcendentalism: Wittgenstein’s mystical rhetoric and analysis in some passages 

can lead us to conceive of a single form of life, with some supernatural (or at least, 

not subject to empirical investigation) properties and implications.  

 
9 Hunter, J.F.M., "Forms of Life" in Wittgenstein's "Philosophical Investigations", American Philosophical 
Quarterly, Vol. 5, No. 4 (Oct., 1968), University of Illinois Press on behalf of the North American Philosophical 
Publications pp. 233-243 
10  Wittgenstein, Ludwig: “Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus” translated by Pears D.F. and McGuiness B.F., 
Routledge, New York 1974 pp. 88   
11 Ibid. Glock. pp. 71  
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2. Naturalism: A form of life is a unitary aspect of our human experience. Different 

species have their own particular form of life, which is relative to their taxonomical 

classification. Our human form of life is shaped by our biological and evolutionary 

experience, alongside a recognizable pattern in our human natural history.  

The pluralists also have their own divergences. Glock classifies them as follows12:  

1. Extreme Pluralists: There are indefinitely many forms of life, and the same can be 

said about language games. Every language game has its own form of life.  

2. Moderate Pluralists: There is more than one human form of life. There are also 

fewer forms of life than language games. Each culture has its own form of life, in 

addition to however many language games are contained within that particular 

culture.  

The following section is going to elaborate in further detail the monistic and pluralistic 

interpretations, while defending the naturalist-monist paradigm. Given Wittgenstein’s holistic 

account of language, we should look at the way the notion of form of life pans out in our 

conceptual schema and through all possible denotations that have been explored in the 

literature. Since my argument contains implications of understanding the concept of form of 

life outside of the four areas of naturalism, transcendentalism, monism, and pluralism, I shall 

only minimally explain some of the main positions in the discussions. These four areas contain 

a plethora of positions that necessitate a more extensive review. I argue that a Humean is going 

to defer to a naturalistic view of forms of life, whereas someone more inclined towards Kant 

would support some type of transcendentalism. The discussions regarding the meaning of 

forms of life extend beyond superficial discussions of the empirical or the transcendental. The 

grounding of these respective positions also necessitates an assessment of additional evidence 

 
12 Ibid Glock pp. 69-70  
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brought forward by each side. Therefore, this paper is concerned with the extent to which a 

secular interpretation of language, as well as religious philosophies.  

Forms of life: one or many?  

i. Monism  

I shall begin with the transcendental position. Baker has been associated with the 

position of transcendental monism13. Baker provides two reasons as to why the concept of 

forms of life necessitates some sort of transcendence. The primary observation is akin to a 

position of epistemic idealism. We cannot ostensively teach the form of life. They are a mind-

dependent notion14. There is nothing in the external world which we can point to for the purpose 

of engaging in a meaningful discussion about the form of life. The same cannot be said about 

colors or animals. The second observation addresses an asymmetry between the practice of 

language and the entities to which they refer:  

…although the use of concepts of independently existing objects depends on practice, 

it does not follow that the things to which the concepts apply likewise depend on 

practice. The fact that 'the existence of human concepts can be somewhat generally 

equated with the existence of a great variety of human linguistic practices15… 

 

There are other contradictory positions in Baker’s piece. For once, her advocacy 

continues by stating that Wittgenstein’s form of life is not intended to explain anything, while 

providing the aforementioned observations. Additionally, Baker goes on to defend her 

transcendental criteria for forms of life in contrast to the explanations of Rorty, Davidson, and 

Putnam16. Aside from this internal strategic inconsistency, the two observations provided at 

the beginning of the argument necessitate responses. The mind-dependent argument does not 

show any sort of metaphysical necessity for transcendence. As we shall later see with authors 

 
13 Boncopagni, Anna: "Elucidating Forms of Life. The Evolution of a Philosophical Tool", Nordic Wittgenstein 
Review Special Issue 2015, Wittgenstein and Forms of Life pp. 166  
14 Baker, Lynne Ruder (1984): “III. On the very idea of a form of life, Inquiry”, An Interdisciplinary Journal of 
Philosophy, 27:1-4, pp. 281 
15 Ibid Baker pp. 282 
16 Ibid Baker pp. 282-288 
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such as Lear, transcendental arguments tend to be associated with notions of transcendental 

deduction or its weaker counterpart, a unity of apprehension. Baker provides no exegetical 

justification nor an argument of metaphysical necessity for the transcendental component. The 

second observation on the relationship between entities and the language we use to refer to 

them also does not necessitate some sort of transcendence. Rather, it defers to some 

argumentation that we are born with innate ideas, similarly to a Chomskyan formulation of the 

relationship between grammar, nature, and the human mind. Glock provides two reasons that 

distinguish Wittgenstein from Chomsky’s linguistic paradigm and other evolutionary 

psychologists17. Firstly, we cannot understand linguistic practices through a reference only to 

neurolinguistic phenomena. Secondly, language is a communal activity, hence any description 

that does not include social formations is incomplete and insufficient.  

In contrast, Lear provides a more comprehensive view of a transcendental argument. In 

this paper, I am only going to focus on the argument from the transcendental unity of 

apprehension. Given the manifold of perceptions that the human mind can experience, in 

addition to the plurality of divergent views that accompany such manifold, there must be an 

“I” consciousness that synthesizes the plurality of representations and their respective 

content18. Additionally, Lear argues that the “inner” grasping of a rule is different from the 

“outer”/behavioral one and the unity of apprehension is connecting these remarks. These types 

of grasping are argued to be independent, yet united.  

Barry’s well-crafted response to Lear not only provides a good answer for the Kantian 

associations, but it can also be extended to any attempt to justify any transcendental ascription 

to Wittgenstein’s paradigm of our conceptual schema. Firstly, as Barry explains, Lear provides 

 
17 Ibid Glock. pp. 78  
18 Lear Jonathan and Stroud Barry, 1 “The Disappearing ‘We’” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 
Supplementary Volumes, Vol. 58 (1984) pp. 221 
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no exegetical justification for the presence of this synthetic unity in Wittgenstein’s writings19. 

Moreover, Barry’s response also includes the criticism that even if synthetic unity was the case, 

such explanation would still not justify how we can speak, think, or what makes it possible for 

us to speak meaningfully and understand utterances.  

The denotations of transcendence are not completely restricted to the frameworks of 

fully-committed transcendental monists. Authors such as Garver also maintain a quasi-

transcendental commitment.  

Wittgenstein’s naturalism is, however, richer than Strawson's, because his natural 

history of humans comprises grammar, language-games, and our complicated form of 

life. These human activities involve norms. Some of the norms of language are 

arbitrary…This naturalism therefore contains the seeds of normativity and of certain 

sort of transcendence of the merely empirical and merely factual20. 

 

 Glock’s responses towards a transcendentalist reading of the form of life also apply to 

Garver’s claims. Whatever explanatory differentiation is between empirical studies and an 

understanding of language, as well as Wittgenstein’s form of life does not necessitate the 

notional use of transcendence. However, Garver does hold two persuasive stances. Firstly, 

human activities involve the presence of norms. This observation shall be further expanded in 

the section on grammar. Secondly, the human form of life encompasses the natural history of 

humanity. The view that our human form of life encapsulates our activities, beliefs, and so 

forth is compatible with the anthropological reading that a form of life also has cultural 

implications. Garver notices this as well. However, my view is closely aligned with Cavell. 

We can look at the human form of life without deference to a transcendental explanation. 

Cavell’s distinction of the biological denotation being the vertical sense and the ethnological 

denotation as the horizontal sense provides a good analogy for how these two paradigms can 

 
19 Lear Jonathan and Stroud Barry, 2 “The Allure of Idealism” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 
Supplementary Volumes, Vol. 58 (1984) pp. 253  
20 Garver, Newton “This Complicated Form of Life: Essays on Wittgenstein” Chicago [etc.: Open Court], 1994. 
Print pp. 278 
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be compatible21. They each have their own instrumental value, however, we understand them 

both not simply in distinction to each other, but also as a pair. A bird needs both of its wings 

to fly. A naturalist-monist does not have to be as restrictive as Hunter’s organic account, nor 

as disposed to offer a compromise with a transcendental notion such as Garver’s, either. A 

monistic-naturalistic reading of Wittgenstein does not necessitate a commitment to biological 

reductionism. Lastly, regardless of how responses engage with Hunter’s account of the 

biological notion, it is important to note that there is no such thing as an “inflexible biological 

notion”. Natural selection occurs because our biological aggregates are flexible and contingent. 

As a result, our human form of life is also temporally contingent on the global social, political, 

and ecological system we choose to maintain as a human species.  

ii. Pluralism  

Akin to the monistic divergences, pluralists too can be categorized as transcendentalists 

or naturalists. For the transcendentalists, I shall briefly mention the works of Gier and 

Williams. Gier shares Cavell’s intuitions towards the compatibilism between the 

anthropological and the biological22. Gier also finds parallels with Kant’s reasoning. 

Specifically, Gier equates Wittgenstein’s forms of life with Kant’s Bedingungen der 

Möglichkeit der Erfahrung23. Williams also shares Gier’s transcendental intuitions, however, 

he defers to a justification from the Tractatus. By initially looking at the claim that the limits 

of our language are the limits of our world, Williams argues that the limits of our language are 

the limits of our world24.  

 
21 Cavell, Stanley “This New Yet Unapproachable America: Lectures after Emerson after Wittgenstein”, The 
University of Chicago press, 1987 pp. 50  
22 Gier Pp. 254 
23 Ibid. Gier pp. 257  
24 Williams, Bernard “Wittgenstein and Idealism. Royal Institute of Philosophy Lectures”, [7] March 1973 pp. 82  
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In contrast to transcendentalist-pluralist readings, there are also the naturalist-pluralist 

ones. I am going to focus on the illustrations of Hacker25 and Glock26, particularly because they 

offer approximately the same interpretation. The paradigm of a naturalist-pluralist also shares 

the lack of transcendental component found in either of the Kantian readings, be it on the 

monist or the pluralist side. What makes language meaningful and in turn our shared activities 

is us, the community, rather than some transcendental position for knowing or being in the state 

of possibly knowing what is the state of affairs.  

However, the view that every culture has its own form of life does entail some difficult 

implications. Firstly, it presumes that cultures are monolithic entities, that can become more 

intelligible by placing them in contrast to other cultures. Although the latter claim is reasonable, 

in so far as it has the former presumption as an antecedent, the anthropological method defers 

to relativism over interdependence. There are two responses I would like to direct to the 

naturalist-pluralist reading. The pluralists operate under the presumption that every culture is 

a unique set of combinatorial possibilities of behavior, beliefs, and desires which constitute a 

culture. At the same time, Wittgenstein himself does not give clear criteria for the foundations 

of a culture. Every language, and in turn every culture, borrows customs, utterances, and belief 

structures over time from their respective neighbors, and other civilizations they have come in 

contact with. Cultures themselves have dependently originated during the vast natural history 

of humanity. Relativists alienate through the formation of arguments. They create a discourse 

and debate culture where it is permissible to alienate universal human conduct and undervalue 

similarities, under the guise of philosophical anthropology.  

 
25 Baker G.P. and Hacker, P.M.S. “Volume 2 of An Analytical Commentary on the Philosophical Investigations; 
Wittgenstein:Rules, Grammar and Necessity Essays and Exegesis of §§185–242” Wiley-Blackwell, Oxford 2009 
pp. 6, 168 
26 Ibid Glock pp. pp 77  
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This relativistic method of categorizing cultures is misleading because it leads to 

separation between people, and it strictly emphasizes behavioral and doxastic differences. The 

risk is that such methodology can lead to self-grasping ignorance and illusory sense of self-

entitlement and pride in the differences between people.  

 

 

 

The Autonomy of Grammar  

i. Peter Hacker’s view  

One of the most significant contributions to our understanding of Wittgenstein’s theory 

of language is elaborated by Hacker. The norms of representations we use in our linguistic 

practices have, in some sense, their own autonomy. This claim is not to be confused with a 

transcendentalist view of language. There is no metaphysical aspect regarding the autonomy 

of grammar:  

“There is no such thing as justifying grammar as correct by reference to reality. 

Grammar is not answerable to reality in the currency of truth.”27 

 

The rules of grammar have an arbitrary component, meaning that names in themselves 

contain their meaning in virtue of the practice of a linguistic community. There is nothing 

inherent in the hue of red, nor any physical property redness may have, which makes the 

English-speaking community have to call it “red”. Reality does not provide a mechanism of 

correctness for grammar. There is nothing inherently necessary to our process of conceptual 

formation28, as far as the designative process is concerned.  The autonomy of grammar is not 

only an explanation for the process of the formation of conventions and a display of the bounds 

of a particular language game, but it also shows overall the functional properties of language 

 
27 Ibid Hacker pp. 336 
28 Ibid Hacker pp. 220  
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itself. Although the external reality may not provide a coherent mechanism for meaning, that 

does not mean that reality altogether does not. Humans are part of reality just as much as trees, 

rivers, and mountains. The internal justification for rules is not outside reality. There is nothing 

outside reality. Our subjective interaction with the external world is an interdependent 

phenomenon which gives rise to linguistic practices:  

 

PR 70. We need a way of speaking with which we can represent the phenomena of 

visual space, isolated as such.  

71. Visual space is called subjective only in the language of physical space. The 

essential thing is that the representation of visual space is the representation of an object 

and contains no suggestion of a subject29. 

The assurance that we say something meaningful is due to following the rules of 

grammar, which are embedded in our form of life. Hacker rightly asserts that the correct 

process of following a rule involves an observation and in turn, a recognition of a uniformity30. 

This uniformity contains the regularity of our thinking, speaking, and conducting ourselves in 

the same manner as the rules we propose. This consistency of our behavior, speech, and mental 

acts are the recurring activities in which we find the necessary uniformity to ascribe, describe, 

and prescribe linguistic rules. Hacker describes these regularities as an anthropological 

phenomenon rooted in human behavior. Language is also constrained, in a good way, by 

physical and empirical limitations. We do not play chess with pieces heavier than we can lift, 

nor do we use notations which we cannot survey31. These constraints are clearly an advantage 

to our linguistic practices. They show the utilitarian aspect of grammar and utterances. The 

bounds of sense are directly affected by convenience, intelligibility, and use. The usefulness 

 
29 Wittgenstein, Ludwig “Philosophical Remarks”, Hargreaves Raymond and White Roger translation, Basil-
Blackwell Oxford, 1998, pp. 10-11 
30 Ibid Hacker pp. 211  
31 Ibid Hacker pp. 214 
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itself of practice is determined by the practical constraints in which the sphere of activities is 

contained and performed.  

Although the autonomy of grammar seems to be the correct reading of how 

Wittgenstein conceived of the functionality of language, there are likely disagreements over 

the implications of the illustration. I will argue that the normative component necessary for 

agreement in representations is a tool in the multiplicity of our language games which functions 

more than a mere semantic norm. Insofar as human agreement sustains grammar by practices 

of forming, maintaining and eventually, revising conventions, normative conduct too, can 

follow a similar line of reasoning. Akin to how no physical property of redness tells us how to 

morphologically construct a designation for the hue, if there were such a thing as real moral 

objects, these objects would not be able to tell us anything about how to conceive them, nor 

how to construct conventions around them. The formulation of this argument does not 

necessitate the agreement with a demanding cognitivist paradigm- nor with a noncognitivist 

one. I shall firstly introduce what I would hope is a complementary notion to the autonomy of 

grammar, named salva regula.  

ii. Salva Regula  

Not all methods of teaching language can be restricted to ostensive practices. 

Wittgenstein criticizes St. Augustine for his inability to recognize that ostensivity is not the 

foundational aspect of linguistic instructions32. These ostensive practices are also limiting in 

the process of learning a first language. This criticism implies that the pedagogical effort on 

behalf of the instructor is insufficient to train someone in the mastery of a linguistic technique. 

There must be some internal endeavor on behalf of the student, which leads them to the same 

conclusive remarks as to their teacher. When a toddler learns that we call the red hue “red”, 

 
32 Bearsley, Patrick “Augustine and Wittgenstein on Language”, Philosophy, Vol. 58, No. 224 (Apr. 1983), 
Cambridge University Press on behalf of Royal Institute of Philosophy pp. 229 and Ibid. Philosophical 
Investigations, (§3) pp.6  
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she does not learn anything new about the hue- however, she does learn what we call it. Hacker 

continues:  

What we call necessary truths are not descriptive but normative, i.e. expressions of rules 

(or, as we shall see, systematically related to rules). The rules in question are rules or, 

as Wittgenstein sometimes put it, norms, of representation – rules for describing things. 

They are, one can often say, norms for re-presenting facts or features of what we take 

to be facts.33  

 

 It is also important to note that representations, as well as their significance, are only 

meaningful in so far as there is some agreement to both the form and the content. Wittgenstein 

describes such agreement as a procedural agreement which behaves like a scaffolding tool:  

RFM (323) It is of the greatest importance that a dispute hardly ever arises between 

people about whether the colour of this object is the same as the colour of that, the 

length of this rod the same as the length of that, etc. This peaceful agreement is the 

characteristic surrounding of the use of the word "same"34. [my italics]  

The debates and disagreements we have are usually not in the domains of mathematics, 

language, and logic- this does not mean at all that these aforementioned domains are free from 

disagreements and debates. Rather, a lot of scientific, social, and political discussions we are 

having are more inclined to follow similar rules. Regardless of the theme of the dialectic, a 

worthy observation from Hacker is that we do not ascribe truth values to the rules themselves, 

but rather towards what these rules themselves represent35. The truth value of any proposition 

is generated and projected within the language game where those rules of representation are 

used. Consequently, the truth value itself functions as an internal relation to the functionality 

and regularity of rules, which affects our conceptual formation, our conceptual use, as well as 

our conduct to some extent. I argue that this practice of maintaining a relation between rules 

and the norms of representations is universal to formal and natural languages, as well as a 

 
33 Ibid Hacker pp. 250  
34 Wittgenstein, Ludwig “Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics” Edited by G. H. von WRIGHT, R. RHEES, 
G. E. M. ANSCOMBE Translated by G. E. M. ANSCOMBE, BASIL BLACKWELL OXFORD 1991, [323] pp. 217 
35 Ibid Hacker pp. 278 
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necessary condition for the functioning of these languages. Any sort of development and 

sophistication in language has actions as their irreducible primitive.  

CV (36) The origin & the primitive form of the language game is a reaction; only from 

this can the more complicated forms grow. Language--I want to say--is a refinement, 

'in the beginning was the deed'.36  

 A typical reading of such a scaffolding mechanism between rules, rule-following, and 

the autonomy of grammar can typically lead to conclusive remarks such as meaning that cannot 

be merely understood in the way most people use that notion. Namely, that the regularity 

reinforced by “a majority” does not establish a semantic/syntactical rule and its social practice. 

However, this view is mistaken. There is nothing more than a community’s reinforcement of a 

linguistic practice that keeps that practice alive and embedded in the form of life and their 

respective cultural language-game. Indeed, Wittgenstein mentioned that language does not 

follow a causally assessable pattern of language:  

PI§217 “How am I able to follow a rule?” If this is not a question about causes, then it 

is about the justification for my acting in this way in complying with the rule. 

 [my underlines] 

 This view of causality, or lack thereof, in our linguistic practices is not to be understood 

as an anti-causalist view. An anti-causalist reading would say that there is no possible causal 

ascription, of any shape or form, in our interaction with the very quotidian language that we 

use. However, it would be neglectful to say that linguistic practices have no social effect upon 

their respective community. As a result, if I were to utter nonsense or some sort of grammatical 

anomaly, then the linguistic community would correct me towards the proper use of the words 

and syntax in which these concepts would be used correctly. Although rules themselves can be 

said to be autonomous, in the way Hacker illustrates the argument, we cannot say that the 

 
36 Wittgenstein, Ludwig “Culture and Value” Edited by Georg Henrik von Wright in Collaboration with Heikki 
Nyman, Translated by Peter Winch, Blackwell Publishers, Oxford, pp. 51 (36)  
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process of forming conventions around these grammatical rules is equally autonomous. Speech 

acts do not have any sort of metaphysical properties, nor do external objects tell us how they 

should be named. However, our linguistic activities and our designative processes occur in 

reality. We did not learn language and our cultures through supernatural intervention. We, as 

humans in our shared natural form of life, have built conventions, fictions, and the arts in order 

to make sense of the reality that we live in and are bound to exist in. Peaceful representations 

always necessitate some sort of agreement and mutual understanding on behalf of the subjects 

involved in their language game. The dynamics of the language game and what is permissible 

within it strictly depend upon the social hierarchies within that particular culture. The options 

in a language game were different for Louis XIV and the French peasants. In a family, we can 

assume the social effects of linguistic practices to also be different. Imagine you are a French 

peasant and you sit at the dinner table with Louis XIV and say, “Could you please pass me the 

spoon?”. There is a chance that the French Monarch would comply- but here is also a chance 

that he would not, due to some sort of ego of compliance with an individual they would 

perceive from a lower social standing. The same request would likely follow differently if a 

child sits at the table with his mother, and utters “Could you please pass me the spoon?”. 

Language is not restricted to ostensive practices. It also includes commands, requests, and so 

forth. The extent to which such requests are complied with are completely dependent upon the 

social setting and the civic dynamic between the subjects. The cultural practices, beliefs, and 

desires are completely interdependent upon the social formations which gave rise to them, 

though surely this is not in any way evidence of some causal relationship.  

PI §437 A wish seems already to know what will or would satisfy it; a proposition, a 

thought, to know what makes it true a even when there is nothing there! Whence this 

determining of what is not yet there? This despotic demand? (“The hardness of the 

logical must”.)37  

 
37 Ibid Philosophical Investigations pp. 136  
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Even if we ascribe a Humean paradigm of causality to Wittgenstein the way in which 

Glock has38, our impressions and recognitions of conjunctions and regularities persist. Peregrin 

argues that one way to understand the status of rules is by seeing them as regularities of 

behavior39. There is somewhat of an asymmetrical relationship between rules and conduct. As 

Wittgenstein pointed out in Culture and Value, first was the deed. In that minimal aspect, it is 

the case that we must defer to some sort of behavioral primacy to the process of rule-formation. 

In turn, rules themselves also have a social effect on behavior. A car must stop at the red light. 

This action is neither a logical necessity nor a metaphysical one. However, the functionality of 

the ecosystem depends upon our social agreement and the setting in which it unfolds. We would 

not need traffic rules in the jungle, either. Before I employ the argument of Salva Regula, we 

must visit Hacker’s commentary again:  

Having a length is an internal property of rods – if something lacks a length it is no 

rod and if a rod ceased to have a length, it would cease to be a rod. Similarly, internal 

relations are conceived to be essential to the identities of their relata. Red is darker 

than pink – if a colour is lighter than pink, it cannot be red. Necessary propositions, 

we have always been told, describe the essential features of the world40. [my italics]  

 

Every identity statement semantically entails its negation as well. The utterance of 

“red” already includes a process of conceivability in which the agreement in representation 

also entails that what we mean by red is the exclusion of every other hue that is darker than 

red, and every other hue that is brighter than it41. The name of an object entails not only its 

properties but also the linguistic bounds in which it is sensible and correct to use that 

particular name. The argument of Salva Regula shall further elaborate on the necessity of 

normativity for the functional use of language:  

 
38 Ibid Glock pp. 75  
39 Peregrin, J. “Inferentialism and the Normativity of Meaning”. Philosophia 40, 75–97 (2012), pp. 77 
40 Ibid Hacker pp. 246  
41 This surely has interesting modal implications for our use of language and the cognitive activity undergone 
by the brain when processing the direct perception of hues, as well as the overall cognitive architecture 
supporting both linguistic production and interpretation.  
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P1. All descriptive statements are meaningful.  

P2. All explanations are meaningful.  

P3. Descriptions and explanations make sense because of the rules of representation.  

P4. The property of rules that make 1&2 meaningful is a norm. 

C1. Therefore, all utterances have some sort of normative property. 

C2. Therefore, all statements are normative.  

 The rules of a language game make complete sense to us because we have restricted 

the bounds of options within the game. We have drawn these boundaries for a special purpose 

(PI §69), the purpose of making sense to us as a linguistic community. We can understand 

chess correctly due to the finite rules that it has, as well as the finite options within the game 

itself. By constructing conventions around the game of chess, we restrict the options that are 

acceptable for a chess player to perform. These boundaries provide the dynamic modes of 

comparison, both directly and internally to the rules themselves. We can compare, on one hand, 

the movements of the bishop with the movements of the queen. However, we can also internally 

compare what the pawn can do, with what the pawn cannot do. These comparative standards 

are the outcome of the social effect created by our conventions and conceptual relations. 

Peregrin summarizes the normative-nonnormative debate as follows: the kind of commitment 

necessary to have a functional language and the responsibilities we have towards each other as 

people, such as taking interest in one’s suffering, are incommensurably distinct from accounts 

of causal relationships42. Our ability to create boundaries for new purposes and redefine the 

bounds of choices that we have creates a new space for possibilities of actions. A reasonable 

explanation for such linguistic phenomena is a notion of social effect, imbedded in our form of 

life and scaffolded by the autonomy of grammar in interdependence with Salva Regula. 

 

 
42 Ibid Peregrin pp. 96 
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 Religious Epistemology 

The general agreement in form of life necessitates behavioral commitment for the sake 

of reinforcing and maintaining a convention. If the followers of a particular religion agree that 

they have a holy day every week, be it Friday, Saturday or Sunday, it likely entails a 

commitment from their respective devotees to practice whatever ritual is appropriate for them 

to worship their respective deity.  There are several types of paradigms towards the philosophy 

of religion. I shall outline a couple presented by Kellenberger. The first view is that there is 

one religion that is true, and to the extent to which other beliefs depart from the true one, they 

are false. The second one is that every religion is valid for those engaged in the beliefs and 

practices of their respective system43. For the purpose of understanding how we can 

contextualize Wittgenstein’s views on language, and however little he mentioned of religion, I 

would like to supplement the following perspectives: 

1. All religions are false.  

2. Religions are neither true nor false, they are simply meaningless.  

3. All religions contain some portion of truth, and we can best understand religious 

thinking by contrasting the belief system of each faith.  

Coughlan claims that Wittgenstein did not provide us with a sufficient account of his 

own views of religion44. Wittgenstein definitely had things to say about religion, however, it 

would be difficult to say that he provided a satisfactory explanation, let alone a complete one. 

Given what Wittgenstein did say about religion, it seems that he offered room for 

compatibilism between philosophical views and theological views. The same cannot be said 

for thinkers such as Kant and Spinoza, who have left little room for traditional beliefs, as well 

 
43 Kellenberger, J., “The Slippery Slope of Religious Relativism”, Religious Studies, Vol. 21, No. 1 (Mar., 1985), 
Cambridge University Press pp. 39  
44 Coughlan, Michael J. “Wittgenstenian Philosophy and Religious Belief” Metaphilosophy, Vol. 17, No. 4 
(October 1986), Wiley, pp. 230  
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as their philosophical system45. Thus, Wittgenstein provides a less restrictive interpretation, 

where the value of a religious belief or practice, is not necessarily restricted to the truth-aptness 

of a proposition.  

PI §373 Grammar tells what kind of object anything is. (Theology as grammar.)46 

CV (37) Christianity loses no value if proven historically wrong. 47 

 

 I would like to return to Hunter’s interpretations of form of life and elaborate further 

on the ones pertaining to religious views and practices. There are traits of weak compatibilism 

among most if not all of the interpretations he puts forward. I am going to focus primarily on 

the second and fourth interpretation. The only mention of a religious activity is in the second 

view48. Hunter argues that religious activities are a mode of life, an active engagement with the 

community and faith system. His framing of the four interpretations is that whereas the first 

two show primacy to some sort of activity that we do while alive, the latter two views are 

emphasizing that such and such activities are something typical of a living being. This 

distinction is trying to show a tension between something which we may do as a tendency or 

disposition given our biological composition, whereas the other shows primacy to a learned 

technique, a flow of activities that do not necessitate constant checking and verification. His 

example is the process of writing philosophy, which seems quite ambiguous to our modes of 

life and language, since we do not speak in a “philosophical fashion” in our daily style of using 

language. At the same time, however, we should not be wary of this capacity to think and write 

philosophically, since it organically flows through our human form of life. Since the mention 

of the religious component in Hunter’s work is part of the second interpretation, this would 

imply that a religious belief or practice is more something that humans do merely because it is 

 
45 Ibid Coughlan, pp. 231  
46 Ibid Philosophical Investigations, pp. 123 
47 Ibid Culture and Value, pp. 52 
48 Ibid Hunter pp. 234 
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a human mode of life, rather than a manifestation of a flow, or learned technique. My response 

is that religious practices, if not beliefs themselves, necessitate an active engagement on behalf 

of the subject, which also necessitates a technique. Being Christian or Buddhist should not be 

constituted of some check-list of behavioral criteria such as whether or not that person goes to 

church/temple, knows the holy scriptures by heart, or understands the hierarchy within the 

clergy.  It would be a conflation not to apply the same standards to the organic and behavioural 

readings. Being Buddhist does not merely mean an understanding of teachings as far as their 

philosophical constituency is concerned. But rather, in the same way that basketball involves 

the grace of moving the ball, running, and so forth, so does the practice of Buddhism entail 

prayers, aesthetics, and more than a “mode of living”. Coughlan seems to share a similar 

intuitive response to mine, although his formulation is a reaction to Burke’s conventionalist 

reading of Wittgenstein. Namely, that we should make a more rigorous distinction between the 

act of doing and the done thing49. Hunter would likely agree with this distinction based on the 

way he separated his four interpretations in two categories. However, I would emphasize that 

religious practices are about doing, not the done thing. If someone can see beyond the 

dogmatism of a religious structure, there is a lot of technique and skill involved in practicing 

correctly, and being an active participant of that particular faith. The result matters just as much 

as the path.  

 

Conclusion  

Researchers that hold an atheistic paradigm are going to ascribe a Humean framework 

to Wittgenstein and defer to naturalism in some form. In contrast, theists are going to commit 

to a transcendental Wittgenstein, and find a Kantian justification to their use of forms of life. 

If we have not yet noticed the meaninglessness in Wittgenstein’s original use, and the semantic 

 
49 Ibid Coughlan pp. 234 



pg. 23 
 

plasticity which gave rise to this dilemma and their consequential implications, then we have 

been talking past each other for decades, and we are going to continue doing so as well. The 

disagreements are likely going to persist. Wittgenstein’s contribution to the linguistic turn has 

provided a platform for the Kantians and Humeans to find further justification for their 

respective philosophical commitments.  

 We should understand Wittgenstein’s concept of form of life as primarily a biological 

notion, since it is the simplest explanation for the available exegetical evidence. If Wittgenstein 

had a clearer intention to illustrate this notion as either transcendental or cultural, he would 

have done so. The efforts of Wittgensteinian scholars to find the needle in the haystack and 

over-interpret the form of life as either cultural or transcendental necessitate exegetical leaps 

and reasons which are not demanding of the primary literature. If the emphasis was not 

intended to be on our human life, Wittgenstein himself could have easily written form of 

culture, or transcendental form of X, where X is the favorite externality of the interpreter.  

 At the same time, my argument does not intend to de-value readings of Wittgenstein 

that are reasoned through religious or anthropological passages. Wittgenstein has also made 

significant contributions to how we understand social formations, and they ought to be taken 

into consideration in the context of our discussion.  
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