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W t e re tes of Moses . 

e may say, following Russell· the "M --or. etc. etc.
. name oses" can be defined by 
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means of various descriptions. For example, as "the man who led the 
Israelites through the wilderness", "the man who lived at that time 
and place and was then called 'Moses'", "the man who as a child was 
taken out of the Nile by Pharaoh's daughter" and so on. And accord
ing as we assume one definition or another the proposition "Moses 
did not exist" acquires a different sense, and so does every other 
proposition about Moses.- And if we are told "N did not exist", we do 
ask: "What do you mean? Do you want to say ...... or ...... etc.?" 

But when I make a statement about Moses,-am I always ready to 
substitute some one of these descriptions for "Moses"? I shall perhaps 
say: By "Moses" I understand the man who did what the Bible relates 
of Moses, or at any rate a good deal of it. But how much? Have I 
decided how much must be proved false for me to give up my proposi
tion as false? Has the name "Moses" got a fixed and unequivocal use 
for me in all possible cases?-Is it not the case that I have, so to speak, 
a whole series of props in readiness, and am ready to lean on one if 
another should be taken from under me and vice versa?--Consider 
another case. When I say "N is dead", then something like the follow
ing may hold for the meaning of the name "N": I believe that a human 
being has lived, whom I ( 1) have seen in such-and-such places, who 
(2.) looked like this (pictures), (3) has done such-and-such things, and 
(4) bore the name "N" in social life.-Asked what I understand by 
"N", I should enumerate aJ1 or some of these points, and dlfrerent ones 
on different occasions. So my definition of "N" would perhaps be 
"the man of whom all this is true" .-But if some point now proves 
false?-Shall I be prepared to declare the proposition "N is dead" 
false-even if it is only something which strikes me as incidental 
that has turned out false? But where are the bounds of the incidental?-
1£ I had given a definition of the name in such a case, I should now be 
ready to alter it. 

And this can be expressed like this: I use the name "N" without a 
fixed meaning. (But that detracts as little from its usefulness, as it 
detracts from that of a table that it stat!ds on four legs instead of three 
and so sometimes wobbles.) 

Should it be said that I am using a word whose meaning I don't 
know, and so am talking nonsense?-Say what you choose, so long 
as it does not prevent you from seeing the facts. (And when you see 
them there is a good deal that you will not say.) 

(The fluctuation of scientific definitions: what to-day counts as an 
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observed concomitant of a phenomenon will to-morrow be used to 
define it.) 

So. I say "There is a chair". What if I go up to it, meaning to 
fetch it, and it suddenly disappears from sight?--"So it wasn't a chair, 
but some kind of illusion" .-But in a few moments we see it again 
and are able to touch it and so on.--"So the chair was there after all 
and its disappearance was some kind of illusion".--But suppose that 
after a time it disappears again-or seems to disappear. What are we 
to say now? Have you rules ready for such cases-rules saying 
whether one may use the word "chair" to include this kind of thing? 
But do we miss them when we use the word "chair"; and are we to 
say that we do not really attach any meaning to this word, because we 
are not equipped with rules for every possible application of it? 

St . F. P. Ramsey once emphasized in conversation with me that 
logic was a 'normative science'. I do not know exactly what he had 
in mind, but it was doubdess closely related to what only dawned on 
me later: namely, that in philosophy we often compare the use of words 
with games and calculi which have fixed rules, but cannot say 
that someone who is using language must be playing such a game.-
But if you say that our languages only approximate to such calculi 
you are standing on the very brink of a misunderstanding. For then 
it may look as if what we were talking about were an idea/language. 
As if our logic were, so to speak, a logic for a vacuum.-Wh~eas logic 
does not treat of language-or of thought-in the sense in which a 
natural science treats of a natural phenomenon: and the most that can 
be said is that we construct ideal languages. But here the word "ideal" 
is liable to mislead, for it sounds as if these languages were better, more 
perfect, than our everyday. language; and as if it took the logician 
to shew people at last what a proper sentence looked like. 

All this, however, can only appear in the right light when one has 
attained greater clarity about the concepts of understanding, meaning, 
and thinking. For it will then also become clear what can lead us (and 
did lead me) to think that if anyone utters a sentence and mean.r or 
unJerstand.r it he is operating a calculus according to definite rules. 

81. What do I call 'the rule by which he proceeds'?-The hypothesis 
that satisfactorily describes his use of words, which we observe; or 
the rule which he looks up when he uses signs; or the one which he 
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gives us in reply if we ask him what his rule is?-But what if observa
tion do~s not enable us to see any clear rule, and the question brings 
none to light?-For he did indeed give me a definition when I asked 
him what he understood by "N", but he was prepared to withdraw and 
alter it.-So how am I to determine the rule according to which he is 
playing? He does not know it himself.-Or, to ask a better question: 
What meaning is the expression "the rule by which he proceeds" 
supposed to have left to it here? 

S3. Doesn't the analogy between language and games throw light 
here? We can easily imagine people amusing themselves in a field by 
playing with a ball so as to start various existing games, but playing 
many without finishing them and in between throwing the ball aim
lessly into the air, chasing one another with the ball and bombarding 
one another for a joke and so on. And now someone says: The whole 
time they are playing a ball-game and following definite rules at every 
throw. 

And is there not also the case where we play and-make up the rules 
as we go along? And there is even one where we alter them-as we go 
along. 

84. I said that the application of a word is not everywhere bounded 
by rules. But what does a game look like that is everywhere bounded 
by rules? whose rules never let a doubt creep in, but stop up all 
the cracks where it might?-Can't we imagine a rule determining the 
application of a rule, and a doubt which it removes-and so on? 

But that is not to say that we are in doubt because it is possible for 
us to imagine a doubt. I can easily imagine someone always doubting 
before he opened his front door whether an abyss did not yawn behind 
it, and making sure about it before he went through the door (and 
he might on some occasion prove to be right)-but that does not 
make me doubt in the same case. 

8 5. A rule stands there like a sign-post.-Does the sign-post leave 
no doubt open about the way I have to go? Does it shew which 
direction I am to take when I have passed it; whether along the road 
or the footpath or cross-country? But where is it said which way I 
am to follow it; whether in the direction of its finger or (e.g.) in the 
opposite one?-And if there were, not a single sign-post, but a chain 
of adjacent ones or of chalk marks on the ground-is there only one 
way of interpreting them?-So I can say, the sign-post does after all 
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leave no room for doubt. Or rather: it sometimes leaves room for 
doubt and sometimes not. And now this is no longer a philosophical 
proposition, but an empirical one. 

86. Imagine a language-game like (z) played with the help of a 
table. The signs given to B by A are now written ones. B has a 
table; in the first column are the signs used in the game, in the second 
pictures of building stones. A shews B such a written sign; B looks it 
up in the table, looks at the picture opposite, and so on. So the table is a 
rule which he follows in executing orders.-One learns to look the 
picture up in the table by receiving a training, and part of this training 
consists perhaps in the pupil's learning to pass with his finger hori
zontally from left to right; and so, as it were, to draw a series of 
horizontal lines on the table. 

Suppose different ways of reading a table were now introduced; 
one time, as above, according to the schema: 

another time like this: 

or in some other way.-Such a schema is supplied with the table as 
~~b~~ . 

Can we not now imagine further rules to explain thiJ one? And, on 
the other hand, was that first uble incomplete without the schema of 
arrows? And are other tables incomplete without their schemata? 

87. Suppose I give this explanation: "I take •Moses' to mean the 
man, if there was such a man, who led the Israelites out of Egypt, · 
whatever he was called then and whatever he may or may not have 
done besides." -But similar doubts to those about "Moses" are 
possible about the words of this explanation (what are you ~g 
"Egypt", whom the "Israelites" etc.?). Nor would these questions 

ds lik " d" "d k" come to an end when we got down to wor e re , ar • 
"sweet".-"But then how does an explanation help me to under-
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stand, if after all it is not the final one? In that case the explanation is 
never completed; so I still don't understand what he means, and never 
shall[" -As though an explanation as it were hung in the air unless 
supported by another one. Whereas an explanation may indeed rest 
on another one that has been given, but none stands in need of an
other- unless .we require it to prevent a misunderstanding. One might 
say: an explanation serves to remove or to avert a misunder
standing--one, that is, that would occur but for the explanation; 
not every one that I can imagine. 

It may easily look as if every doubt merely revealed an existing gap 
in the foundations; so that secure understanding is only possible if we 
first doubt everything that can be doubted, and then remove all these 
doubts. 

The sign-post is in order-if, under normal circumstances, it fulfils 
its purpose. 


