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To What Extent Is Language Governed by Rules?

Ken MARUTA

In philosophy of the analytic tradition, upon which Wittgenstein has had a great influence, there
seems to be a widespread presupposition that language is essentially a matter of rules. This presuppo-
sition gives rise to a strong view concerning the role of rules in language. This is the view that can be
summarized as follows: grammatical rules permeate language through and through; only through such
rules, which we are to follow, can language function as language. The aim of this article is to question
this view and defend an alternative, weaker view that language is not necessarily a matter of rules.
Although the discussion will be based on Wittgenstein’s writings, its point is intended to be fairly
general.

I will first attempt to identify the stronger view of rules in a standard interpretation of Wittgen-
stein’s “private diary” argument. According to this interpretation, the sign “E” in the diary is ren-
dered meaningless for the reason that it lacks public rules explaining its meaning. That such an ex-
pression should have meaning is incompatible with the stronger view. Next, I will draw on what Wit-
tgenstein called the secondary meaning of words. Various examples will be given, and cbnceptual
characteristics will be illustrated. It will be pointed out that the use of words in secondary meaning
lacks rules where those holding the stronger view would require them. The discussion then reverts to
the “private diary” argument so as to suggest an alternative interpretation which incorporates the con-
sideration of the secondary meaning. It will be claimed that, with a proviso, there is no sharp bounda-
ry between the secondary use of words and the use of “E” in the diary. The simple and straightfor-
ward rendition of “E” as meaningless seems premature and doubtful.
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