SPIELBEDEUTUNGEN

HUSSERL ON RULE-FOLLOWING AND THE MECHANIZATION OF THOUGHT

Wittgenstein is often thought to be the fa-
ther of the view that the meaning of a word is
its use in a language.' More specifically, as
the doctrine goes, the meaning of a word is
its use in accordance to a fixed rule. There-
fore, in order to examine the workings of
languages Wittgenstein examines language-
games and calculi that are set up by means of
fixed rules.? The view has inspired many phi-
losophers to set up formal systems, by means
of which they analyze notions such as
meaning and understanding.

However, Wittgenstein also says that “the
language-games are rather set up as objects
of comparison which are meant to throw
light on the facts of our language by way not
only of similarities, but also of dissimilari-
ties,” suggesting that in fact to him a lan-
guage is not itself a language-game, but
something else. Hence Wittgenstein’s inves-
tigations can be viewed as attempts to clarify
the differences between language-games
and languages. Indeed, some interpreters
take Wittgenstein to be undercutting the at-
tempt to construe an idealized model like
that as a “theory of meaning.” Indeed,
Wittgenstein can even be read to be striving
to deny the possibility and appropriateness
of any theorizing about meaning.* With this
in the background it is interesting to note that
Husserl also discusses the notion of game-
meaning [Spielbedeutung], which is the
meaning signs have by virtue of the fixed
rules of a game. As will be argued below, for
Husserl game-meanings are fundamentally
different from meaningful expressions.

Before proceeding any further, let us
make a note on the translation of the word
Spiel, here translated as “game.” The notion
of Spiel could also be translated as “‘play.”
However, “game” suits Husserl’s notion
better, since he is largely concerned with
rule-governed games such as chess and
arithmetic. On the contrary, “play” suggests
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freedom from rules, activity that is not “seri-
ous” and has its purpose in recreation. This
other sense has been cherished by Schiller
and Gadamer, for example. However
Husserl’s Spielbedeutung is something else,
since it is related to games with strict rules
and it has its roots in algorithmic calcula-
tions. For Husserl, except in his early writ-
ings, game-meaning is often an anathema
rather than a positive part of his philosophy.
This essay is devoted to understanding
what Husserl means by Spielbedeutungen in
the Logical Investigations. We will first dis-
cuss the roots of the notion of Spiel-
bedeutung in Husserl’s early writings. After
that we will move to discuss what the
Spielbedeutungen according to Husserl are.
In the Logical Investigations Husserl divides
all signs into either meaningful expressions
or signs that merely indicate. Consequently,
the natural starting point is to explore the
question as to whether the signs endowed
with Spielbedeutungen are indication-signs
or whether they should be regarded as ex-
pressions, namely empty, symbolic repre-
sentations. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly,
the conclusion will be that they are neither.
In the last section the significance of this
conclusion will be discussed. As we shall
see, it allows us to clarify what would be
Husserl’s view of meaning as rule-follow-
ing. This conclusion also invites speculation
as to why Husserl did not engage in further
description of Spielbedeutungen. It will be
suggested that the reason he did not engage
in descriptions of inauthenticity is that his
investigations have a normative character.

The Roots

The roots of the notion of Spielbedeurung
are in Husserl’s very first philosophical writ-
ings. In the Philosophie der Arithmetik
(1891, hereafter PA) Husserl distinguishes
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between the authentic (eigentlich) and sym-
bolic (symbolisch) approach to arithmetic,
owing the distinction to Brentano’s lectures.’
The authentic representation of number is
based on concrete acts of consciousness in
which we represent collections (Inbegriffe)
of things. Due to the limitedness of our intel-
lect we can have an authentic representation
of numbers only up to about twelve.® The
rest of the numbers can be given only sym-
bolically. By means of symbolic, algorith-
mic calculations an unlimited field of num-
bers can be constructed indirectly by means
of signs. In fact most of arithmetic can be
given only by means of symbolic operations.
Hence, the PA relies heavily on the algorith-
mic method through which the remaining
numbers can be given. In general early
Husserl was very enthusiastic about the
thought that the signs can do thinking for us.
From the point of view of his later writings,
this hubris about technology in 1890 is
somewhat surprising:

Today a child who has learned to calculate
can do more than the greatest mathemati-
cians could do in antiquity. Problems
which for them were hardly conceivable,
and wholly unsolvable, are today solved by
abeginner, without special effort and with-
out special merit. And as tools of labor
present a series of levels, ever increasing in
complication up to the most wonderful of
machines—mirroring the progress of man-
kind in mechanical productivity—so it is
also with symbols in relationship to mental
productivity. Upon the conscious applica-
tion of symbols, the human intellect raised
itself to a new and truly human level. And
the progress of intellectual development
runs parallel with progress in symbolic
technique. The magnificent development
of the natural sciences, and that of the tech-
nology based upon it, constitute above all
else the pride and glory of recent centu
ries.
The symbolic technique can be successfully
applied without genuine understanding.
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Even a child can learn to solve differential
equations mechanically, without really
knowing what is going on in the procedure.
The existence of such mechanical proce-
dures gives rise to a problem of understand-
ing whether the signs used in such calcula-
tions have a meaning. In his lecture course
for the summer semester of 1895 Husserl co-
mes to a conclusion that the signs in arithme-
tic calculations have what he calls a game-
meaning [Spielbedeutung] instead of their
genuine arithmetical meaning:

If we in this way consider the signs for
themselves, then that does not mean that
they are therefore mere ornaments on the
paper. They obviously have a certain
meaning. What then is their meaning? Not
anymore the corresponding arithmetical
meaning. Since from it I have completely
abstracted. Obviously the meaning now
lies in the rules of the game. It is com-
pletely like in a game of chess. Bishops,
castles, etc. I now claim: All calculation
consists in that the original concepts, the
number concepts and the relation and com-
bination concepts that belong to them are
replaced by their mere symbols and these
are then considered as purely conventional
game concepts. The game-meaning of
these symbols then rests on certain rules of
a game, which are nothing else than what
strictly corresponds to the axioms, on
which all arithmetical deduction is reduc-
ible through mere subsumption. In other
words, to complete an arithmetical deduc-
tion. I don’t need to think about the actual
meaning of the signs in which the sen-
tences find their expression. I only need to
comprehend the basic laws as rules of a
combination procedure with the symbols
that I imprint in my mind. By moving
around, in accordance with these rules, the
signs of the specific expressions on paper [
derive ever-new expressions until I arrive
at expressions of a desired form. If I then
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go from the symbols and their conven-
tional meaning over to the authentic and
original concepts, then I have a proposition
about numbers, and this proposition is al-
ways correct.”

Husserl continues to explain the psychologi-
cal mechanism which prompts us to experi-
ence signs with mere game-meanings:

It is easy to grasp on psychological
grounds that such an experience must de-
velop. Where the mathematician counters
innumerable marks of similarly formed ex-
pressions and time and again comes to use
the same rules, thus naturally a “thought-
less” usage is formed. One will spontane-
ously remain clinging to the spoken re-
spect of signifying expressions, but they
always combine in the externally correct
way, which corresponds to the rules.
Through frequent usage of the rules the
signs gain a certain side-meaning. A num-
ber sign is something that captures one’s
attention in certain way. If two signs a and
b are combined with the plus sign, then one
can exchange them to their result, etc.”

In 1890 Husserl identified formal logic
with this symbolic technique.” However,
eventually his view of logic changes. In the
1895 lectures the game-meanings are based
on the underlying logic, i.e., a certain system
of axioms, and in the Prolegomena to Logi-
cal Investigations (1900), algorithmic meth-
ods are viewed as abbreviations and substi-
tutes for meaningful deductions that belong
to logic. Their role is to economize thought,
since they do the work of deduction “without
its charge of cogitative insight.”"! The func-
tion of algorithmic methods is thus to “save
us as much genuine deductive mental work
as possible by artificially arranged mechani-
cal operations on sensible signs.”"> However,
symbolic calculation as such is not justified.
The sense and justification of the symbolic
calculation depends on the meaningful
thought in which the rules for the methods
are fixed such that “a procedure, even when
blindly performed, must necessarily lead to

an objectively valid individual judgement.”"
In the Logical Investigations logic is viewed
as an axiomatic system that justifies the sym-
bolic calculation.™

Spielbedeutungen in the Logical
Investigations

Whereas in the Prologomena Husserl de-
scribes theoretical sciences and pure logic,
distinguishing them from their psychologi-
cal distortions, in the rest of the Investiga-
tions he engages in a phenomenological de-
scription of experiences of thinking and
knowing. As caluculational techniques do
not involve meaningful thought, he does not
say much about the way signs are given to us
when we calculate. In the first Logical Inves-
tigation §20 he briefly alludes to the notion
of game-meaning (Spielbedeutng), which he
had introduced in his lectures in 1895.
According to Husserl,

The true meaning of the signs in questions
[signs in arithmetical symbolic thought]
emerges if we glance at the much favored
comparison of mathematical operations to
rule-governed games, e.g., chess. Chess-
men are not part of the chess-game as bits
of ivory and wood having such and such
shapes and colors. Their phenomenal and
physical constitution is quite indifferent,
and can be varied at will. They become
chessmen, counters in the chess-game,
through the game’s rules which give them
their fixed games-meaning. And so arith-
metical signs have, besides their original
meaning, their so-to-say games-meaning,
a meaning oriented towards the game of
calculation and its well-known rules.”

Spielbedeutnung is thus a meaning as use in
arule-governed game. It is what many claim
to be the Wittgensteinian notion of meaning.

In the Prolegomena Husserl’s description
of the psychological origin of spiel-
bedeutung is more general and elaborate
than the explanation he gives in his 1895 lec-
tures: Game-meanings emerge from the
need to do something with the signs, rather
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than from a need to express something about
eh world. Thus they are like tool, but not
tools for expressing contents but tools as
pieces of chess are tools for playing a game.
According to Husserl, the tendency of hu-
man beings to use tools to economize
thought has a biological basis. In agreement
with Avenarius and Mach, Husserl holds that
a creature is better adapted to its living con-
ditions the faster and more efficiently it can
perform the acts need for its own self-preser-
vation or the preservation of the species.'®
For the same reasons, human beings have de-
veloped methods to overcome the limits of
their intellectual capacities. The use of such
methods economizes thought as it “permits
an indirect achievement by way of symbolic
processes from which the intuitive element,
as well as all true understanding and evi-
dence are absent.”” The result is the “far-
reaching reduction of insight to mechanism
in our thought-processes.”"® Husserl grows
more critical of the usage of symbols later. In
Formal and Transcendental Logic, he
speaks of “game-symbols™ (Spielsymbole)
and “mathematics of the rules of the game”
(Mathematick der Spielregeln, while warn-
ing us not to get lost in an excessive symbol-
ism."” Game-meanings reappear again the
Crisis of European Sciences and Transcen-
dental Philosophy where Husserl claims that
“to the essence of all method belongs the ten-
dency to superficialize itself in accord with
technization.”” He goes on to describe
technization:

But now only those modes of thought,
those types of clarity which are indispens-
able for a technique as such, are in action.
One operates with letters and with signs for
connections and relations (+, X, =, etc.), ac-
cording to rules of the game for arranging
them together in a way essentially not dif-
ferent, in fact, from a game of cards or
chess. Here the original thinking that gen-
uinely gives meaning to this technical pro-
cess and truth to the correctresults . . . is ex-
cluded . . . Actually the process whereby
material mathematics is put into formal-
logical form, where expanded formal logic
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is made self-sufficient as pure analysis or
theory of manifolds, is perfectly legiti-
mate, indeed necessary; the same is true of
the technization which from time to time
completely loses itself in merely technical
thinking. But all this can and must be a
method which is understood and practiced
in a fully conscious way. It can be this,
however, only if care is taken to avoid dan-
gerous shifts of meaning by keeping al-
ways immediately in mind the original be-
stowal of meaning [Sinngebung] upon the
method, through which it has the sense of
achieving knowledge about the world.”

In the Crisis this ‘technization’ is the
source for the Crisis of Western Science. The
shifts from genuine meaning to game-mean-
ing are now referred to as “dangerous shifts
of meaning.” The problem of Spiel-
bedeutungen thus is a problem of “merely
technical thinking.”

Are Signs Endowed with Spielbedeutung
Empty Representations?

In the First Logical Investigation Husserl
demarcates the realm of meaningful expres-
sions from other signs by means of the dis-
tinction between expressions (Ausdriicke)
and indications (Anzeigen). The question
now is whether Spielbedeutungen are ex-
pressions or indications. The indications are
signs that lack the insightfulness of mean-
ingful expressions. Since the use of algorith-
mic methods does not involve genuine think-
ing, signs endowed with a Spielbedeutung
could be considered to be indications. But
they also could be symbolic expressions,
i.e., empty representations.? In this case, the
Spielbedeutungen would be mere empty in-
tentions without any fulfillment in percep-
tion. A Spielbedeutung could then be
considered as a kind of expression, not an
indication.

Let us first consider the latter possibility:
What are the symbolic expressions, or empty
representations? As examples of “purely
symbolic functioning of expressions”
Husserl gives expressions that we may un-
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derstand even though a person uttering it
does not understand it, or that we may under-
stand an expression of an act of perception
without ourselves perceiving anything. For
this reason, meaning-bestowing acts, or
signitive acts, have to be distinguished from
perception.” Husserl also calls expressions
that have a purely symbolic function leere
Vorstellungen, empty representations.
Whereas the direct presentations of objects
and also images have some fullness, to
Husserl a purely signitive representation is
without any fullness. A word represents the
object meant and named, hence the word it-
self does not provide any fullness for the
signitive representation. As Husserl puts it,
all fullness resides in the actual “making
present” (Vergegenwdrtigung).* The
signitive intentions or representations are in
themselves “empty”, and thus “in need of
fullness.””

An empty representation (or what Husserl
also calls a representative content) can be ei-
ther a sign or an image. In the former case it
is said to denote, and in the latter case it pic-
tures.” According to Husserl, a signitive rep-
resentation “institutes a contingent, external
relation between matter and representative
content, whereas intuitive representation in-
stitutes one that is essential, internal’™”
Whereas the signitive representation can be
fixed to relate to any matter whatever, the in-
tuitive presentation relates to a matter, which
it resembles. The relation is internal.
Whereas pictures somehow resemble the ob-
ject they depict, there is no resemblance be-
tween signs and the objects denoted. Thus
the relationship between the sign and the ob-
ject signified is only arbitrary and external.
Language is not something essentially tied
to the world. Its relation to the world is con-
tingent, and that is why there are several lan-
guages. How language is tied to the world we
will learn from other language users when
we learn to speak the language. Hence, in the
end, all signs have their origin in association.

Empty Vorstellungen are related to the
world such that they express a part of the
world directly. In the words of Robert
Sokolowski, “they express something that is
not merely verbal; they bring something in
the world to light. They articulate a part of

the world.”*® The words clothe the things like
garments and, using Sokolowski’s prolonga-
tion of Husserl’s metaphor, you can have the
garment just hanging in the closet and not
clothing anything, “but it still belongs to
what it clothes, and it longs to clothe it. The
garment may be just hanging there in an
empty, signitive intention, but the empty in-
tention longs for fulfillment in intuition.”™
In other words, words can be used in the ab-
sence of things. The empty representations
or symbolic expressions are meaningful,
even though they are empty. Thinking and
knowledge strive for truth hence the
symbolic expressions long for fullness.

Let us compare empty representations to
the signs with Spielbedeutungen. Empty
Vorstellungen are empty, but not in the way
the Spielbedeutungen are. The symbols en-
dowed with a Spielbedeutung have no
‘clothing’ relation to the world. There is no
relation whatsoever to the world. The sym-
bols owe their meaning solely to the rules of
the game. They do not refer to the extra-
semiotic reality unless a separate act of an in-
terpretation institutes such a relation. Hence
they are not empty representations.

One could characterize the difference be-
tween empty representations and signs with
a Spielbedeutung by distinguishing semiotic
function from semantic function of a sign.
The sign in its semiotic function is defined
by means of other signs. A semiotic system
is aclosed system in that the signs in it do not
refer to anything outside the context of the
game. In contrast the sign in its semantic
function refers to the world, and thus brings
to light extra-semiotic reality.*® Using this
terminology Husserl’s game-signs have a
semiotic function while their semantic func-
tion either does not exist or tends to be for-
gotten. The use of game-signs, however, can
be justified if one keeps in mind how they re-
late to the world, i.e., their semantic
function.

If Spielbedeutungen are not species of ex-
pressions, one is led to think that perhaps the
signs in symbolic calculations are under-
stood in the sense of indication-signs
(Anzeigen). So the next question is what are
indications? First, signs in the sense of indi-
cations do not express anything,’ hence the
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Spielbedeutungen seem to resemble indica-
tion-signs rather than expressions. The indi-
cation-signs are signs in the sense that *“a
brand is the sign of a slave, a flag the signof a
nation, ... the Martian canals are signs of the
existence of intelligent beings on Mars, that
fossil vertebrae are signs of the existence of
prediluvian animals etc.” Indication-signs
show the presence of the thing they indicate.
To cite Sokolowski again, “they turn our
minds to the thing in question, they make us
aware of it, but they do not say anything
about it.”*** Indication-signs prompt us to at-
tend to the thing indicated on the basis of
association.

The distinction between indication and
expression is related to another distinction,
namely that between pointing to an indica-
tion (Hinweisen der Anzeige) and demon-
strating a genuine consequence (Beweisen
der echten Folgerung). The former lacks the
insight of the demonstration of a genuine en-
tailment. When we conduct proofs with in-
sight, an objective proof corresponds to our
subjective acts of demonstration. We in fact
have an insight into this objective relation.
Opposed to this, in the case of indication we
may move from A to B even if there is no ob-
jectively necessary connection between the
two. The connection between the two rests
either on previously established actual con-
nection or on blind reliance on authority.*
Perhaps then a blindly carried out computa-
tion is a matter of hinweisen der Anzeige? It
seems to indicate that the Spielbedeutungen
would be merely indications.

But signs with Spielbedeutungen do not
seem to merely indicate genuine thinking,
for they have their own operational sense as
well. Moreover, they have their meaning in
the context of a game, and they have it due to
a systematic set of rules and this is not the
case with the indications. Whereas indica-
tion-signs are arbitrary, the meaning of algo-
rithmic symbols is explicitly rule-governed.
The system of rules defining the game-
meanings has to be more or less coherent. On
the contrary, the indication signs have a
vague and arbitrary origin in associations
lacking in structure and systematicity. They
are a result of passive syntheses, to use
Husserl’s later term. But the origin of
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Spielbedeutungen is not in the realm of pas-
sivity, but, in terms of Husserl’s later
philosophy, in the realm of the freely active L.
The problem of the mechanization of
thought, to which Husserl later draws atten-
tion, is thus a problem of forgetting this in-
sightful origin of Spielbedeutungen. Re-
spectively, the crisis is not about meaningful
signs turning into indications, nor is it about
fulfilled meanings being emptied into mere
symbolic expressions, but it is about
forgetting the active origin of the logical
basis of the game-meanings.

Conclusion

Thus we reach a somewhat perplexing
conclusion: The game-meanings that play an
important role both in the writings of early
Husserl and the Husserl of the Crisis, do not
seem to fit into Husserl’s own architectonics
of his Logical Investigations. The game-
meanings are not properly either symbolic
expressions or indications. Whereas sym-
bolic expressions relate to meaningful
thought and hence to what Husserl calls
logic, the indications are arbitrary signs by
means of which nothing is even attempted to
be said. The game-meanings are not arbi-
trary signs as they owe their “game-mean-
ing” to a system of rules. But they are not
symbolic expressions either because they do
not as such refer to extra-semiotic reality.

To get back to Wittgenstein (or rather
Wittgensteinians), Husserl’s view of me-
chanical language-games would be that the
language-games are essentially inadequate
to describe the functioning of language. For
Husserl, those Wittgensteinians who set up
formal theories to analyze the workings of
language can at most capture the
Spielbedeutung and thus fall short of saying
anything about genuine meaning and lan-
guage. Whatis really at stake in meaning and
understanding remains completely unex-
plained in their approach. For Husserl, for-
mal semantics would not be true semantics
but only semiotics. Some Wittgensteinians
think that reliance on formal semantics is
precisely the view Wittgenstein tries to un-
dercut and Husserl would agree with
Wittgenstein on that reading. However,
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these new Wittgensteinians would presum-
ably think that Husserl’s move to distinguish
expressions from indications already shows
a nonsensical impulse to philosophize and
build a theory of meaning thus sharing
Derrida’s criticism of Husserl. However
Husserl takes a different path: To be sure,
Husserl is not interested in giving a theory of
meaning that would explain the workings of
language. Precisely because of this he needs
to come up with a different kind of approach.
The task of philosophy is to describe experi-
ences of understanding from the first person
perspective, and to Husserl, we all have an
experience of understanding a proposition as
opposed to an experience of being prompted
by a sign. Thus, for Husserl, philosophy is
possible and legitimate as phenomenology.
What remains mysterious is that given the
importance of game-meanings to Husserl’s
philosophy he dedicates so very few words

to them. Rather than describing all kinds of
human phenomena, including game-mean-
ings, Husserl, in his Logical Investigations,
instead strives to describe only logic and au-
thentic understanding, mentioning
inauthentic game-meanings only in passing.
It is only later in Heidegger that one gets an
analysis of inauthenticity. Husserl’s neglect
of inauthenticity might be because he simply
is more interested in genuine understanding
than mechanical Spielbedeutungen. But it
also shows Husserl’s “idealism” of some
sort. It seems that by means of striving for a
theory of authentic understanding Husserl
hoped to secure it and to bring this about. By
clarifying what authentic understanding is
he wanted to revitalize it, to retrieve it. In his
later philosophy Husserl is more explicit
about the moral calling to philosophize. But
this normative character is already present in
Husserl’s Logical Investigations.
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