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ABSTRACT

In recent years, the dominant theories in the area of social science—for example, functionalism
in sociology and anthropology, systems approaches in political theory, and behaviorism in
psychology, etc.—have been subject to strong criticism. This has occurred not least because
of their supposed philosophical deficiencies, which derived from their ontological assumption
that the social world can be reduced to the natural world. But from the scientific point of view,
the social world is distinguishable from the natural world. These recent developments in the
philosophy of science abandoned natural science as a model for social study. In consequence
of these criticisms, philosophers of social science have tried to explicate the social world in

its specificity.
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This is because the traditions of thought that run from Comte and Mill through instrumental
positivism1 to modern social theorists’have disagreed on the idea of the social world with
thinkers who assumed the social world to be an entity in which intentionality and the
theoretical nature of language play a constitutive role. Within this context, this paper will
attempt to reflect on a certain kinship between the views of Wittgenstein and his followers
and the puzzle of social ontology.

This paper intends to argue for the thesis that Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigation
presupposes an ontology of the social world that can be a possible alternative to the naturalist
ontology of the social world. Further, Wittgenstein’s language games, forms of life, and
views on philosophy have a methodological insight for human/social science by attempting to
specify the ’conditions of possibility ‘of 'meaning’, 'understanding ‘and ’interpretation’. It also
intends to investigate the Wittgensteinian methodological suggestion that one must either be a

member of the same community or be familiar with its practices by participating in its

' Due to the assimilation of positivism into social science through a general acceptance of the
logical positivist model of scientific explanation, a new mode of positivism evolved in
relation to social science which is known as ’instrumental positivism‘. The advocates of this
view included Nagel, in The Structure of Science (1961), and Hempel, in The Function of
General Laws in History (1942).

? The views on social ontology in the work of Richard Rudner (Philosophy of Social Science,
1966), Brodbeck (Readings in the Philosophy of the Social Sciences, 1968), and Daniel Little
(Varieties of Social Explanation, 1991) represent the philosophical account of social science

from a post-positivist perspective.
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'culture' or way of life. This paper will conclude by examining the responses made by

Wittgenstein, von Wright, and Winch to such a method.

Generally, ontological issues are either resolved into the postulates of a theory or

considered meaningless metaphysics. But the philosophy of social science has discussed the

idea of reality and its constituents for various reasons, such as Roy Bhaskar (1975), who has

argued that any theory of knowledge supposes an ontology of what the world must be like for

knowledge, under the descriptions given to it by the theory, to be possible. It is complex to

provide an explicit account of ontology because any such attempt would implicitly

presuppose a grasp of the very notions and would commit the 'epistemic fallacy’ i.e., the

attempt to analyse being in terms of our knowledge of being, which merely creates an

implicit ontology of its own. But this doesn't mean that nothing at all can illuminatingly be

said about it. In this paper, I will attempt to study the reality of the social world as assumed

by philosophers in their engagement with basic questions such as the nature of language for

Wittgenstein, social facts for Durkheim, and ideal-types for Weber, etc.

Social ontology is generally taken as a branch of general ontology or, in some cases, is

regarded as an inquiry into the social contexts in which different categories of the social world

are rooted. Its task is to explicate the nature of individuals, institutions, and other components

of society. Historically, the Renaissance shook traditional views of the social world. The

Enlightenment gave rise to a scholarly study of man and his society. In this context, the combat
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against teleological and normative thought situated the human world within a passive,

mechanistic structure. This worldview was adopted by Comte (2009) in his account of ‘social

physics’ in which he reduced the social worldto the model of biology. Mill opted for ethology

as a model for inquiry in the social and moral sciences. Durkheim, too, referred to ‘society as

an organism’ which is regulated by laws in the same manner as the physiological world.

Weber (1909) introduced a holistic view of social reality from a methodological point of

view. He tried to reconcile the absurdity and meaningfulness of reality. He recognised that the

world does not have any intrinsic meaning. Even if it did, its meaning could not be discovered

by either social or natural sciences. Peters (1977) claimed that "Metaphysically, for Weber, the

world was meaningless". Empirically, however, it could have been given meaning. Weber

contends that "culture is a finite segment of the meaningless infinity of the world process, a

segment on which human beings confer meaning and significance" (Weber, 1949). Weber

views only the cultural world as meaningful. This 'meaning ‘is ’subjectively intended’, which is

closely associated with notions like motive and reason. Here, "motive” means a meaningful

configuration of circumstances which, to the agent or observer, appears as a meaningful

"reason” for the behaviour. These thinkers were more or less interested in building a social

science along the lines of natural science, rather than in genuinely understanding social life.

Against the above worldviews, there were dissenting voices raised by thinkers who

considered the specificity of the human world. This reaction aimed to defend the autonomy of
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the humanities in relation to the natural sciences. Various efforts were made to capture the

essential differences between the two types of inquiry and, in particular, to tell wherein the

peculiar character of the humanities consisted. Windelband described the difference with the

terms nomothetic and ideographic: in the study of nature we look for generalities and laws, in

the study of man and human creations we are interested in the individual and unique. Dilthey

proposed the difference between explanation and understanding. This interpretative

philosophy of the humanities was attacked by positivism whichreturned with the powerful

methodological tools of modern mathematical or symbolic logic.

Logical empiricists introduced a natural scientific worldview in which ‘the physicalist

language, unified language, is the Alpha and Omega of all science(Neurath, 1959 :293).° The

impact of this ontological assumption was to conceive of science as unified and the methods

of science as uniform. As Carnap put it, ’All states of affairs, are of the same kind and are

known by the same method(Carnap, 1934).° Different aspects of human life, such as

psychology, history, and culture, were also reduced to an externalist ground. Carnap

contended that ’all sentences of psychology describe physical occurrences, namely the

physical behaviour of humans and other animals (Carnap, 1931). ‘Indeed, 'psychology is a

branch of physics.” A similar view was taken of the social sciences. 'Sociology‘, Neurath

declared, ’is not a "moral science” or "the study of man's spiritual life” ... standing in

fundamental opposition to some other sciences, called "natural sciences”; no, as social
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behaviourism, sociology is part of unified science.(Neurath, 1959: 296) ° A sudden attack

was made on the philosophy of history by Hempel, Nagel, and Popper, with the argument that

historical explanation conforms to the hypothetico-deductive model of explanation that the

positivists ascribed to the natural sciences.

To counter the above view, the paradigm of the essential nature of human beings shifted

towards language, meaning that mankind is unique in nature because it possesses a developed

language. This shift has been credited to Wittgenstein’'s followers. They recognised that the

key to our nature is that we are language-using animals. Our language conditions our nature,

conditions our understanding of the world and of ourselves, and conditions the institutions we

create that constitute the societies in which we live. This view of language and its relation to

reality has expanded into a social ontology and a methodological account of social science.

Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigation was a pioneering work for different

philosophical waves, but its contribution to the ontology of the social world is significant for

social science. He was not directly concerned with the social or natural worldview in Pl His

aim was to elucidate the nature of representation, in particular linguistic representation —

hence with meaning and intentionality. This led him to investigate psychological concepts

and the logical character of explanations of human action.

Wittgenstein proposed an idea of language that is essentially a public, rule-governed

practice, partly constitutive of the form of life and culture of its speakers. It means that uses of
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language, and the words and sentences of language used, are bearers of meaning, objects of

understanding. He has reflected on the nature of meaning and its relation to language and

reality. He argued that meaning is essentially a social affair. Just as we cannot understand

speech without mastering the rules of linguistic practice, we cannot grasp the significance of or

the reasons for most human actions without knowing the conventions and regulations

governing them. His approach to the ontology of the social world revolves around these basic

categories which make meaning possible.

Wittgenstein has argued that the life of the human individual, and therefore also all

individual manifestations of culture, are deeply entrenched in a basic structure of a social

nature. These structures are what Wittgenstein calls ‘form of life’ and their embodiment is

what he called 'language-games'. In section PI 19, Wittgenstein says: “to imagine a language

is to imagine a form of life.” This means that the idea of language is not built up only by

words and their rules of combination but also by other things, such as the agreement and

understanding between language users that enable sounds to become linguistic instruments in

use. The explication of other occurrences of ‘form of life’ in P/ gives a view that a form of

life is a way of living, a pattern of activities, actions, interactions, and feelings which are

inextricably interwoven with, and partly constituted by, uses of language. It includes shared

natural and linguistic responses, broad agreement in definitions and judgements, and

corresponding behaviour. This applies to an activity which includes whatever is presupposed
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in the ability to produce meaningful and sensible utterances—notably, the skills acquired

through prior training and the understanding and agreements shared with other users of the

same language.

Wittgenstein’s idea of language as 'rule-following ‘and his critique of philosophy were

expanded by Winch in his work The Idea of a Social Science. Wittgenstein’s PI has richly

suggestive insights into problems that he himself did not discuss in much detail. These

insights are explored by Winch in his ISS, in which he attacks positivistic conceptions of

social science and sketches a new picture of the nature of social reality. He also claimed that

sociology is a philosophical programme which tries to give an account of social phenomena

in general. He argued that ’the scientist investigates the nature, causes and effects of

particular real things and processes’, whilst 'the philosopher is concerned with the nature of

reality as such and in general‘. Thus, sociology is a philosophical programme, as it provides

an account of social phenomena in general (Winch 1958: 43).

In The Idea of a Social Science, Winch sought to extend Wittgenstein‘s philosophy of

language to the study of social life in general. His extension, and conversion, of

Wittgenstein's ideas into theses about the basic nature (ontology) of language, rule-following,

meaning, and forms of life—resulted in an account of socialphenomena ’as such and in

general’. This generality has a significant role in differentiating between social phenomena

and natural phenomena. In natural phenomena, the category of cause involves generality by
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way of empirical generalisations, whereasin social phenomena, the category of a reason for
action involves generality by way of rules. This notion of generalisation by rule makes social
science logically different from the natural scientific approach.

Winch’sanalysis of “meaningful behaviour” has offered a methodological account for
social science. He has referred to Wittgenstein’s account of what it is to “follow a rule ‘and
applied it to other forms of human interaction. In his analysis, he claims that “What is it for a
word to have a meaning? leads on to the question: What is it for someone to follow a rule? i.e.,
all behaviour which is meaningful (therefore all specifically human behaviour) is ipso facto
rule-governed (Winch, 1958: 52)”. He was critical of the earlier account of meaningful
behaviour which derived from subjective meaningS. He has claimed that subjective mental
events cannot be intelligibly discussed, and thus are not a possible subject matter for the social
sciences. The basic thesis of their approach to social analysis is that what Weber labelled
"subjective meaning" is publicly available data expressed in the ordinary language concepts of
the social actors. Initially, this position was articulated in opposition to the Verstehen tradition
of Dilthey and Weber (Winch 1958, pp. 111-120). On the basis of this characterisation of social
life and meaningful action, he went on to claim that “Principles, precepts, definitions,
formulae—all derive their sense from the context of human social activity in which they are

applied” in opposition to the classical social theory of Mill and Durkheim. He argues that social

3 Winch criticised the account of meaning through motives and habits proposed by Weber
and Oakeshott.
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relations simply do not exist independently of the “ideas ‘and conceptions that people hold

about what they’re doing and why they‘re doing it (Winch, 1958: 23-4).

Winch argues that it is crucial to the construction of an interpretive social science that there

can be no private language, and that the criteria for the use of language must be publicly

accessible, i.e., that language must be rule-governed. He adds that only when one can suppose

that another could in principle discover the rules one is following can one be said to follow a

rule (Winch 1958, pp. 33, 30). The proper subject matter of social science, then, is held to be

meaningful behaviour, which in turn is held to be rule-governed, closely associated with

notions such as motives or reasons, and accessible by means of language (Winch 1958, p. 45).

Thus, Winch is led to argue that intersubjectivity, for him, the placing of oneself in the position

of another in order to feel the other's motives, intentions, and mental states, is aided by

language. In addition, the social scientist may be aided by an understanding of the concepts

which belong to the activities under investigation, most especially, the concepts of an

enlightened participant (Winch 1958, p. 89). This approach gives great play to the subtleties of

mental events and states, whether those of the participant, or those which can be "read out" of

language.

From a methodological point of view, Winch’s "idea ‘of social study was an important step

towards formulating a hermeneutically sensitive framework for the social sciences. He

maintained that “understanding ‘is not just a methodological "problem ‘for professional social
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studies; it is a necessary condition of there being any recognisably human social life at all. Apel

(1960) claimed that “Winch’s use of the concepts "language-game’, rule-following “and 'forms

of life’ was a significant sociological advancement on the ’psychologism ‘of

nineteenth-century German hermeneutical theory (Schleiermacher, Droysen and Dilthey)”.He

noticed that Winch provided a thoroughly sociological account of Verstehen instead of a

psychological one, which pictured meaning as necessarily "publicly ‘embodied in the rules and

actions of the ’language-games’ constituting social life. By applying the notions of

rule-following and meaningfulness to social life, and by invoking the idea of

incommensurability between different ‘'modes of social life’, Winch was able to challenge

the “grand narratives ‘of positivist, objectivist, and determinist social science. Above all,

Winch portrayed a picture of individuals and their relationship to institutional social

structure which portrayed them as active agents who knowledgeably participate in the

reproduction and development of their own culture and social system.

The above discussion shows that Wittgenstein is a philosopher of both language and

human science. Despite his reservations about theory and metaphysics, he proposes an

ontology of the social world in which individuals are actively participating beings. His idea of

language, which "is not something fixed, given once and for all" (PL, 23), is closely related to

social reality. At the beginning of this paper, I drew attention to the limitations of the

positivist’s account of the social world, in which cognitive priority is given to social
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explanation, and in which individuals were deemed to be the passive subjects of “external /
social and historical laws and forces. In contrast to this ontological picture, Wittgenstein’s idea
of language draws on the assumption of an individual who participates in a form of life.
Further, Winch, by portraying Wittgenstein as a proto-social theorist, offered an
interpretation ofthe general features and conditions of possibility of meaningful social
action. This suggests an alternative for social scientists, both in their quest to transcend the
positivist-hermeneutical dichotomy in social/political theory and as a resource in the
formation of their discipline. Further, the results of these enquiries have, and have been seen
to have, profound implications which have been explored by Charles Taylor, Peter Winch, and

G.H. von Wright for the humanities and social science.
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