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Preface 

Twentieth-century philosophy, more than that of any other 
period, has become deeply and sharply conscious of the con­
nection between philosophical problems and language. No 
one has contributed more to this new awareness than Ludwig 
,vittgenstein, who died in 1951. To understand the con­
nection between philosophy and language is to understand 
Wittgenstein; without understanding that one cannot under­
stand him. And precisely because "Wittgenstein holds the 
key to modern philosophical activity, there is an obvious 
need for an exposition of his thought. 

But however keenly it may be felt, this need is not one 
that can be easily met; for what Wittgenstein says in his 
very personal and often aphoristic way cannot simply be 
restated; it must be interpreted, and interpretations, as often 
as not, are controversial. 

We now seem to have entered what might well be called 
the Wittgensteinian 'moment' in philosophy. Books about his 
work are becoming more numerous and interest in his 
thought is becoming more widespread. The 'moment' dates 
from the publication in 1922 of his first book, Tractatus Logico­
Philosophicus, followed by the posthumous publication in 1953 
of the work of his later years, Philosophical Investigations. In the 
pages which follow, I have tried to give a general survey of 
Wittgenstein's thought, considering both the Tractatus and 
the Philosophical Investigations, and also to give some account 
of the influence which these two very different books have 
exercised. My essay is thus to some extent an account 
of what is not altogether correctly known as 'analytical 

lX 



X Preface 

philosophy'. In my last chapter I have hinted-but done no 
more than hint-at something I believe to be of great import­
ance, namely that Wittgenstein's later philosophy can throw 
light on a very wide and diverse range of problems. 



CHAPTER I 

Biographical Introduction 

Who was Wittgenstein? It is no easy matter to answer this 
question, for Wittgenstein is still so close to us, still so much 
a figure of our own time, still so much talked about, exalted 
and denounced, that an objective and balanced appraisal is 
difficult to achieve. Posterity must determine his exact place 
in the history of philosophy; but at any rate there can be no 
doubt that he was a genius. This is not to say that he was the 
only genius, or even the greatest genius, in twentieth-century 
philosophy: indeed it scarcely matters whether he was or 
was not: what does matter is that Wittgenstein's work in philo­
sophy was passionate, intense, inspired. He dedicated him­
self to it; philosophy was his life. Every train of thought that 
he might have followed with greater zeal, every problem that 
he might have worked on with a fiercer determination, was 
not, for him, something that he might have done better; it 
was a betrayal of his real mission in life, treason against his 
own existence, a sin. Such total commitment to philosophy 
allows us to compare Wittgenstein with the greatest names 
in the history of the subject: what was characteristic of 
Socrates and Spinoza was characteristic also of him. 

Because his whole being was so consumed with passionate 
thought, Wittgenstein could not give lectures as other univer­
sity teachers do. To lecture in the ordinary way is to expound, 
or repeat what has already been thought; and to repeat a 
thought is not to think it, at any rate, not to think it with 
Wittgenstein's kind of intensity. So instead of giving conven­
tional lectures, Wittgenstein thought what he said as he spoke. 

I 



2 Wittgenstein and Modern Philosophy 

He did not reproduce what he had prepared before. And it 
was precisely because he went through this process of think­
ing in such a fresh, powerful and concentrated way, in the 
presence of his students, that he earned their respect, and 
even something approaching veneration. 

Of course his lectures were not elegant in style or form; 
they were a kind of research, which really serious students 
- and only such attended Wittgenstein's lectures - found 
strangely inspiring; for them it was like being in the workshop 
of a great master, where they could witness, and perhaps 
even participate in, the creation of new and often exhilara­
ting thoughts. 

A professor has his students and, if he is the founder of a 
school, his followers: Wittgenstein had both, but he also had 
disciples. It was perhaps not difficult to become his disciple 
because of his magnetic and compelling personality, and be­
cause of the originality and depth and fervour of his thought. 
"Yittgenstein was conscious of this, and regretted it. A dis­
ciple's spiritual dependence on his master at best hinders in­
dependent thought and at worst prevents it. And a thought 

hi ' ' ' w ch is not independent is a thought only half understood. 
It contains no personal truth. 

This is the dilemma of anyone who wishes to transmit 
~nowledge and learning to others. On the one hand to teach 
is to . • t pass on your own knowledge to the pupil, to mtroJeC 
your own knowledge into him. On the other hand, learning 
is _not mere receiving. For knowledge is not knowledge if it is 
without· • h · "f insig t and understandmg· both must be there i any-
thing is learned, and neither can b~ received like a gift. Witt­
genstein's beliefrecalls that of Plato, who in the Menon likens 
~he teacher's role to that of the midwife. To teach is not to 
1h~stil a true idea in the pupil, but to help him to think it 

1mself. 



Biographical Introduction 3 
Among those called ·Wittgenstein's disciples were several 

who have proved themselves to be original and gifted thinkers. 
Several of the leading philosophers of the present generation, 
not only in England and America, but even in places like 
Finland, are men who studied under Wittgenstein. Admis­
sion to his lectures was always restricted: he would receive 
only those students who would undertake to attend regularly 
for at least one term. He insisted that his lectures were not 
for tourists, but only for students who took philosophy 
seriously and would apply themselves to the study of its 
problems with something like his own devotion. There were 
never more than fifteen students at his lectures, but most of 
the men who heard them were marked by them indelibly. 

Wittgenstein was not at all English, either by birth or tem­
perament, but as an Austrian Jew, living and working in 
England, he became a British subject after Hitler's annexa­
tion of Austria. He was born in Vienna in 1889, the son of a 
rich engineer. After studying for two years at the School of 
Engineering in Berlin, he went to the University of Man­
chester in 1908. His interest soon passed from engineering to 
mathematics, and from mathematics to the principles of 
mathematics. So he left Manchester for Cambridge to study 
under the then leading British logician, Bertrand Russell, co­
author with Whitehead of Principia Mathematica, a revolution­
ary work in the history oflogic and mathematics. 

From 19u to 1913 Wittgenstein remained in Cambridge. 
Then, in order to think and work in solitude, he went to live 
in a primitive dwelling near Bergen in Norway. On the out­
break of the first world war he enlisted in the Austrian Army, 
was trained to be an officer, but taken prisoner by the Ital­
ians at the time of the Austrian debacle. His first published 
work appeared in an Austrian periodical Annalen der Natur­
philosophie in 1921, and was published in book-form in 
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London in 1922 with the title Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. In 
this book, there is an introduction by Russell, and also a trans­
lation into English printed on the right-hand pages, opposite 
Wittgenstein's own text on the left-hand pages. Wittgen­
stein's work is difficult to translate, and he felt that the 
English rendering did not correspond to what he was saying 
in German. He was not satisfied either with this translation of 
the Tractatus which appeared in 1922 or with Russell's intro­
duction. 

The Tractatus is written in an almost aphoristic form, and 
its meaning is elusive. There is no general agreement as to 
how it should be read. Nevertheless, it has had an enormous 
influence among philosophers. Its influence was particularly 
marked on the logical positivism that became so fashionable 
in the years between the wars. Then interest in the Tractatus 
diminished a little, chiefly because Wittgenstein himself re­
pudiated its central ideas and developed a new approach to 
the basic problems of philosophy. More recently, however, 
there has been a renewal of interest in the Tractatus, partly 
because of the light which was thrown on the author's in­
tentions by the manuscripts and notes which were found after 
his death, and partly because of the contrast between the 
Tractatus and Wittgenstein's later teaching. I shall return to 
this question in another chapter of this essay. 

On the death of his father in 191 2, Wittgenstein inhcri ted a 
considerable fortune, but he promptly gave this away and 
earned his living in miscellaneous jobs; at one time he was a 
village schoolmaster in Austria, at another, a gardener in a 
monastery. However, in 1929 some Cambridge philosophers 
persuaded him to return to that university, where he became 
a Fellow of Trinity College. Ten years later he was elected to 
one of the professorial chairs in philosophy on the retirement 
ofG. E. Moore, but the second war broke out before he could 
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take up his duties. Wittgenstein found war-work as an orderly 
in a London hospital, and later worked in a medical labora­
toryin Newcastle. Before the end of the war he had returned to 
Cambridge, but in 1947 he resigned his chair at the age of 58. 

Wittgenstein disliked, indeed he loathed being a Cam­
bridge don, and not only because academic duties were bor­
ing and took up too much time, but for a moral reason. He 
believed that being a professor jeopardized the intellectual 
integrity of a philosopher. It is not easy to say why he took 
this stern view. Certain passages in his published writings 
confirm it, but none that I know of explains it. Conceivably 
Wittgenstein felt that a man is a genuine philosopher only 
when his mind is tormented by problems, so that his whole 
being must be concentrated on their solution. His efforts to 
solve them are in a sense efforts to safeguard his existence. 
The effort required for teaching is quite different. To teach 
philosophy is not to philosophize: thus a philosopher who 
teaches is, as a teacher, no philosopher. I must emphasize 
that this is only a conjecture, and quite possibly wrong. The 
fact remains, however, that Wittgenstein did have a moral 
objection to being a professor, and he left Cambridge in 1947. 
Afterwards he lived for a time in solitude in a cottage on the 
west coast of Ireland, and later stayed at a hotel in Dublin. 
Then he was found to be suffering from cancer, and, in 1949, 
he went back to live in Cambridge. He died there on April 
29, 1951, three days after his sixty-second birthday. 

The lectures he gave in Cambridge in the 193o's revealed 
a break with the ideas put forward in the Tractatus. Among 
the manuscripts he left at his death was one Philosophische Un­
tersuchungen, which was later published, as Philosophical Investi­
gations, with, once more, Wittgenstein's German text on the 
left-hand pages and the English translation on the right-hand 
pages. In essentials this book marks a new beginning. For 
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this reason Wittgenstein occupies a singular place in the his­
tory of philosophy; having first at an early age written a work 
which exercised a decisive influence on the philosophical 
thought of his time, and then, in his mature years, rejecting 
his early theory and producing a second theory which, for 
sheer originality, stature and influence, is even more im­
portant that the first. Many philosophers have enriched the 
subject with more than one theory: some have progressed 
from one point of view to another, so that a line of develop­
ment can be traced in their work. But what makes Wittgen­
ste~n unique is that he has produced two entirely distinct 
philosophical works of genius. 

Apart from Plzilosophical Inuestigations, the chief post­
humously published works of Wittgenstein are Remarks on the 
Foundations of Mathematics (1956), printed like the others with 
an English translation opposite the author's German text, 
and a work in English called The Blue and Brown Books 
(l95S). These last were composed of notes dictated by Witt­
gent • 

s em, the Blue Book in 1933-4, the Brown Book in 1934-5. 
T?ey were dictated, that is to say, after Wittgenstein had 
~ejected the theory put forward in the Tractatus but before he 

1 ad reached the standpoint elaborated in the Philosophical 
;;estigations. It is interesting to see that the editor of The 

8 ue. and Brown Books has given it the subtitle 'Preliminary 
tudzesfor the Philosophical Jnuestigations'. This latter work was 

pr~~ably begun in 1936 and finished in 1949. 
s 1ttle has been published about Wittgenstein's life and per­
;:,.~tat ity. ~ut one book which can be recommended is Ludwig 

z genstein· A ~,,. • b N . 
ta• • J.VJ.emoir y orman Malcolm which also con-

ins a biog h" 
Vo W. rap ical sketch by George Henrik Von Wright. 
Scan d" rig?t, a Finn, was a pupil of Wittgenstein - his only 

n inav1a ·1 
ente th n pupi - and he appears to have been able to 

r e World of his teacher's ideas more successfully than 



Biographical Introduction 7 
others. When Wittgenstein resigned his chair at Cambridge, 
Von Wright was elected to succeed him, but he, in turn, re­
signed after a few years and became a professor at Helsinki. 
Von Wright's sketch of Wittgenstein is very readable as well 
as objective and reliable; and the longer memoir by the 
American profesor, Norman Malcolm, another pupil of Witt­
genstein, is also written with tact and skill. 



CHAPTER II 

The Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 

I 

Language, according to one traditional notion, consists of 
words, and each word possesses a meaning in so far as it stands 
for something. One learns a language, on this view, by learn­
ing what each word refers to; words are names, and to know 
a language is to know what all the words denote. Hence a 
word which did not denote anything would not be a word at 
all; it would be a mere sound; it would be meaningless. 

Several philosophers have built theories on such a view of 
language. The great Scots philosopher David Hume (r7II-
17?6) was one who held that only those words which stand for 
objects have meaning. 1 On the basis of this theory of lan­
guage, Hume claimed that such words as 'soul', 'self' and 
'power' are meaningless. We have never observed, nor shall 
we ever be able to observe anything that could be called a 
s 1 • ou, a self or a power; hence those words have no meamng. 
Even so, the notion that words are names was not thought 
by Hume's successors in the empiricist tradition to apply to 

lH ' • ume s terminology, however, is not always clear. Sometimes 
~ speaks of objects, but more often of 'impressions'-i.e. sense data. 

hatever is felt, seen, heard, smelled or tasted is a sense impression 
or sense datum. In Enquiries (Sect. II, Ed. Selby-Bigge, Second Ed. 
192~,. p. 22) Hume writes: 'when we entertain, therefore, any 
sus~~cion that a philosphical term is employed without any meaning 
~r 1 e~ (and is but too frequent), we need but enquire, from what 
impressz~n is that supposed idea derived? And ifit be impossible to assign 
any, th1s will serve to confirm our suspicion.' 

8 



The 'Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus' 9 
all words. Words like 'dog', 'table, 'tree' were said to be 
names; but not words which function as 'logical constants', 
that is to say, words like 'not', 'and', 'if', 'or'. It was not felt 
to be a problem that such words could not be held in any 
sense to be names. But there were other cases where con­
siderable logical expertness was needed to sustain the notion 
that words were names. 

If I say that the upper book to the left is red, then it might 
seem obvious that 'the upper book to the left' refers to or 
names that particular book, and what is being said about that 
particular book is that it is red. This is summed up by saying 
that the words 'the upper book to the left' is the subject, and 
the words 'is red' is the predicate. But suppose I say 'The 
round square does not exist'? Can we say now that the ex­
pression 'The round square' is the subject? Can we say that 
the words 'The round square' name the round square? Or 
more precisely, can we say this and at the same time say that 
no such object as the round square exists? What does not 
exist cannot very well be named. To name is to name some­
thing, and when there is no 'something', there is nothing to 
name. 

Only two ways out of this dilemma seem possible. First, we 
might follow the German philosopher Meinong1 and claim 
that since the expression 'the round square' must refer to 
something, there must at least be a conceptual entity which 
bears the name and to which the expression refers. Alterna­
tively, it could be argued that the expression 'The round 
square' neither refers to nor names anything. But if this way is 
chosen, it seems to entail-does it not?-the rejection of the 

1 A. Meinong (1853-1920). See his Ober Gegenstandstheorie (p. g): 
'The lover of paradoxical utterance might very well say: "Objects 
do not exist of which it is said that such objects do not exist." ' 
(trans.) 
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notion that all words save logical constants are names, and 
with it the notion that the meaning of a word is what it 
stands for. No one can deny that the statement 'The round 
square does not exist' is true; thus no one can claim that the 
expression 'The round square' is without meaning, for if it 
had no meaning, the statement could be neither true nor 
false. It follows that the expression 'the round square' means 
something, but names nothing. 

It was only thanks to Russell's brilliant solution1 to this 
problem that the name-theory oflanguage survived. The ex­
pression 'the round square' is not a subject at all and there is 
no need to invoke, with Meinong, a mystical entity. The 
stat:ment 'The round square does not exist' has, in tr~th, no 
subject whatever. Its grammatical form is such that It leads 
one to believe that it has a subject - i.e. the round square: 
but it _is the aim of philosophical analysis to find the correct, 
or logical, form of this statement. Now what the statement ac­
~ually says is that there is no subject: no subject about which 
it would be possible to predicate that it was both round and 
square. Thus restated the assertion contains only words that 
do name, or refer to,' existing things, namely the properties 
round and square. What the statement says is that both these 
~roperties cannot be predicated about one and the same ob­
Ject. 

Thus, according to Russell the grammatical form of the 
statement 'Th , . . d • t . . e round square does not exist' mislea s us in ° 
thinking th t • h • • 1 d t a it as the same logical form. And this ea s o 
more or less ab d · · · d d - sur metaphysical conJectures. What IS nee e 
18 a reformulation of the statement in such a way that its gram • 
• h matical form gives a true image of its logical form. It 
is t e task of h"l fc 
A d. P i osophical analysis to reveal the logical orm. 

ccor ing t R ' h 0 ussell, the logical form of the statement T e 
1 See his article 'On Denoting' in Mind, 1905. 
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round square does not exist' is 'There is no entity which is 
both round and square'. For the sake of completeness, it 
should be added that he gave the statement the following 
final form: 1 'It is not true that there is an entity c such that 
the propositional function "xis square and round" is true, if 
x is c and otherwise false.' 

If the logical form of statement is commonly distorted in 
everyday language, then there would seem to be an urgent 
need to construct a language in which the logical form is pre­
served. Such indeed was Russell's own conclusion. 2 But it was 
not Wittgenstein's. He did not think there was any need to 
construct a new language because he held that there is only 
one language. From a logical point of view, all languages are 
one language, one language with respect to the logical con­
ditions they must satisfy. And it was these conditions that 
were of interest to Wittgenstein. 

2 

In the Tractatus Wittgenstein argues that language is a picture 
of reality. This means there must be a similarity of structure 
between that which pictures and that which is pictured. The 
form of language must be the same as that of reality. If the 
structure is distorted, the result will be nonsense. In other 
words, it is only possible to formulate meaningful statements 
if the form of the language is in accordance with the structure • 
of reality. This helps to explain Wittgenstein's remark in the 
Preface to the Tractatus, 'The whole sense of the book might 
be summed up in the following words: what can be said at all 
can be said clearly and what we cannot talk about we must 

1 This needs to be modified. For Russell held that a proposition 
was not accurately expressed unless it was in the symbolic language 
of Principia Mathematica. (Intro., chap. III, p. 66.) 

2 See Russell's remarks in My Philosophical Development, p. 165. 
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consign to silence' .1 And equally his remarks towards the end 
of the book 'When the answer cannot be put into words, 
neither can the question be put into words. The riddle does 
not exist. If a question can be framed at all, it is possible to 
answer it.' 2 Or again: 'Scepticism is not irrefutable, but ob­
viously nonsensical, when it tries to raise doubts where no 
questions can be asked. For doubt can exist only when a 
question exists, a question only when an answer exists and 
an answer only where something can be said.' 3 

In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein sets out seven propositions. 
To each he assigns a number, so that the first is 1, the second 
2, and so on. Each proposition, except the last, is followed by 
various comments. The comments on proposition I are num­
bered 1.1 and 1.2; on proposition 2 they are 2.1 and 2.2. 

But there are also comments on the comments, each num­
bered on the same principle, so that comments to 1. 1 are 
numbered 1. I I and r. 12, comments to 3. 2 are numbered 
3.2 r, 3.22, 3.23, and so on. 

T4e first proposition reads 'The world is all that is the 
case'. 4 That which is the case he calls facts ( Tatsachen). There­
for 'the world is the totality of facts not of things'. 6 There is a 
difference between a thing (or an object) and a fact. A thing 
is bound up with the notion of a fact but it is not itself a fact. 
It is a fact that my watch is lying on the table, but neither 
the watch nor the table is a fact. The watch is a thing and the 
table is a thing, whereas it is a fact that my watch is lying 
on the table. This is what is meant by saying that the world 
consists of facts and not things. 

1 Tractatus p. 3. (All quotations from this work are taken from the 
new translation by D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuinness; Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, London, 1961.) 

2 ibid. 6.5 (p. 149). 
4 ibid. I (p. 7). 

3 ibid. 6.51 (p. 149). 
5 ibid. I.I (p. 7). 
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Now we come to a new expression. In his second proposi­
tion, Wittgenstein says: 'What is the case - a fact - is the exis­
tence of states of affairs.' 1 A 'state of affairs' is a fact that in 
itself does not consist of facts. Though it is a fact that I have 
been in Edinburgh and in London, this does not make a state 
of affairs, but only two facts, that I have been in Edinburgh 
and that I have been in London. A state of affairs is a com­
bination of possible facts. Wittgenstein also speaks of things. 
But things in this sense must not be identified with ordinary 
objects like tables, stones, animals and plants. In Wittgen­
stein's views such objects are complex objects, made up of 
objects which are perhaps complex themselves, but re­
ducible ultimately to simple irreducible objects. 

3 
\Ve come next to language. Language is a picture or model 
of the facts. 2 Language, in other words, is not a picture of ob­
jects but of the combination of objects that constitute a fact. 
An object can be named, but to name is not to picture. To 
describe an object would in a sense not be to describe an ob­
ject at all, but to picture a fact. Suppose there is an object 0. 
A description might state that it is, for example, red. But 
that O is red is a fact. This leads to the conclusion that ob­
jects can only be named. We have only two choices: either to 
name an object or picture a fact. More precisely, objects 
must be named for facts to be pictured. 3 

1 ibid. 2 (p. 7). 
2 'We picture facts to ourselves.' ibid. 2.1 (p. 15). 

'A picture is a model of reality.' ibid. 2.12 (p. 15). 
3 I think that Wittgenstein does not distinguish clearly here 

between the logical and ontological perspective. A substance can be 
that about which something is predicated in a given statement. The 
logical subject of a proposition names the thing (or substance) and 
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Language consists of sentences, and sentences picturing a 
state of affairs are elementary sentences. To say that an ele­
mentary sentence is a model or picture of a state of affairs is 
to say, among other things, that a state of affairs exists. Thus 
every sentence becomes a proposition - that is, a sentence by 
means of which one asserts that something is or is not the case. 
If an elementary sentence, or, better, an elementary proposi­
tion is true, then the state of affairs which is spoken of exists; 
if the proposition is false, it does not exist. 

To claim that language consists only of propositions is to 
put a radical limitation on what language can do; and Witt­
genstein came in his later work to reject this limitation. Even 
so, such a limitation is bound to follow from the analysis of 
language as a picture of facts. 1 Another point worth noticing 
is that one elementary proposition cannot contradict another 
elementary proposition. 2 Unfortunately Wittgenstein pro­
vides no actual example of an elementary proposition. One 
of the reasons for this may be that no senten.ce taken from 

in thi!l -pat:ticular context it is therefore simple. Both 'Denmark' in 
the statement 'Denmark is a kingdom' and 'this stone' in the state­
ment 'this stone is heavy' are substances. In other contexts, they need 
not be. Yet Wittgenstein also speaks as if he considered the sub­
stances _as the essential and in all respects the simple objects of the 
world, m which case neither 'Denmark' nor 'this stone' could in 
any way qualify as substances. But as Wittgenstein says very little 
on this question, I may well have misunderstood him. 

i 'The simplest kind of proposition, an elementary proposition, 
asse~"ts, the existence of a state of affairs.' ibid. 4.2 1 (p. 59); and 
a~am The sense of a proposition is its agreement and disagreement 
with poss'bil't' f • = · , . . 1 1 1es o existence and non-existence of states of auairs. 
1b1d. 4.2 (p. 59). 

2• ibid. 4.21 I (p. 59). Thus Wittgenstein writes: 'It is clear that the 
logical product of two elementary propositions can be neither a 
tautology nor a contradiction' (6.3751, p. 145). The logical product 
of two propositions is a proposition formed by asserting both of 
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ordinary language satisfies the demands that must be met for 
it to qualify as an elementary proposition. These demands are 
certainly very exacting. Behind these demands may lie the 
following choice: one might hold that the world is as it is 
because it is logically necessary, because it could not be ima­
gined to be otherwise than as it is, or alternatively one might 
hold that the world is not necessarily what it is, but some­
thing contingent, a fact based on experience and not logical 
necessity. Wittgenstein takes the second view. He also holds 
that the constituent elements of the world, what he calls 
'states of affairs' are logically independent of one another. 1 It 
follows from this that the corresponding true elementary 
propositions are also logically independent of one another. 
Hence, as Wittgenstein himself pointed out, 2 a proposition 
that denies an elementary proposition is not itself an elemen­
tary proposition. 

4 
We come now to a crucial point. What is it about a picture of 
a fact that makes it a picture of one? Ordinarily, when we 
speak of a picture we mean something which has some re­
semblance to what it depicts. What is meant by saying that 
something 'resembles' something else is clear enough in the 

them. The logical product of the proposition 'it is raining' and the 
proposition 'it is cold' is the proposition 'it is raining and cold'. 
A tautology is a proposition that cannot be other than true, e.g. 
'it is either snowing or not snowing'. 

1 'States of affairs are independent of one another.' ibid. 2.061 

(p. 13). Again, 'From the existence or non-existence of one state of 
affairs, it is impossible to infer the existence or non-existence of 
another.' ibid. 2.062 (p. 13). 

11 vide G. E. M. Anscombe, An Introduction to Wittgenstein's 'Tracta­
tus', p. 34. 
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case of drawings and paintings and statues. A painting re­
sembles ( or does not resemble) the person ( or the landscape) it 
is supposed to depict. But how can a proposition resemble a 
fact? A fact has no appearance. A painting may be square 
and blue and white, but the fact that it is square and blue and 
white is neither square nor blue and white. To suggest that it 
were would be to talk nonsense. 

A state of affairs, we have seen, is a combination of objects. 
The picture of a state of affairs is a combination of names. 
Every object has a corresponding name and every name a 
corresponding object, which it designates. A statement's be­
ing a picture of a state of affairs has nothing to do with the 
spelling and pronunciation of the names, but it has something 
to do with the way those names are put together. 1 The fact 
is characterized by the objects being combined in a certain 
manner, and a sentence is characterized by the names of the 
objects being combined in a certain manner. In other words, 
what makes the linguistic picture a picture of what it depicts 
is the similarity of structure. The combination of names in a 
sentence which makes it a picture (either true or false) of the 
fact is called the logical form of the sentence. 2 The statement 
and the fact have a similar logical form, or, more exactly, the 
logical form of the statement and the logical form of the fact 
are identical. 3 

1 'The fact that the elements of a picture are related to one another 
in a determinate way represents that things are related to one another 
in the same way.' ibid. 2.15 (p. 15). 

2 'What any picture, of whatever form, must have in common with 
reality, in order to be able to depict it - correctly or incorrectly­
in any way at all, is logical form, i.e. the form of reality.' ibid. 2.18 
(p. I 7). 

3 'There must be something identical in a picture and what it 
depicts, to enable the one to be a picture of the other at all.' ibid. 
2.161 (p. 15). Compare the following: 'A gramophone record, the 
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What determines the logical form of a fact (the logical 

form which is repeated so to speak in the sentence)? It is de­
termined by the kind of objects which constitute the fact. 
Different kinds of facts are made possible by different kinds 
of objects. The nature of the object governs the state of affairs 
in which it may be found. 1 This does not mean that to know 
the object is to know what is the case, what states of affairs 
are true, or, what comes to the same thing, which elementary 
propositions are true. 

The nature of the object, or what Wittgenstein also calls 
the form of the object only tells us what is possiblle, it tells us 
nothing about what is actually true. 2 In other words, a pic­
ture is still a picture whether it depicts a truly existing fact or 
only a possible fact. The words 'possible fact' do not mean 
something that may possibly be the case (but about which we 
are ignorant), but something that is logically possible (even 
though we may know that it is physically impossible). It is for 
instance a fact that cats have four legs. It is 'possible' that a 
deformed cat may have five legs. And when I use the word 
'possible' here I mean that, although I have never seen a cat 

musical idea, the written notes, and the sound-waves, all stand to one 
another in the same internal relation of depicting that holds between 
language and the world. They are all constructed according to a 
common logical plan. (Like the two youths in the fairy tale, their two 
horses and their lilies. They are all in a certain sense one.)' ibid. 
4.014 (p. 39). 

1 'If I know an object, I also know all its possible occurences in 
states of affairs. (Every one of these possibilities must be part of the 
nature of the object.) A new possibility cannot be discovered later.' 
ibid. 2.0123 (p. 9). 

2 'In order to tell whether a picture is true or false we must com­
pare it with reality.' ibid 2.223 (p. 19). Wittgenstein goes on to say: 
'It is impossible to tell from the picture alone whether it is true or 
false.' ibid. 2.224 (p. 19). 'There are no pictures that are true a 
J>riori.' ibid. 2.225 (p. 19). 
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with five legs, I do not rule out the possibility that such a cat 
exists. But I should not say it was possible in the same sense of 
'possible' that a cat with nine legs exists. Even so it is conceiv­
able that in another sense of 'possible' such a possibility does 
exist. The statement that there is a cat with nine legs is in this 
sense a picture of a possible fact as opposed to an actual fact. 

Wittgenstein says that whether facts are possible depends 
on the nature of the objects. To know the nature of an object 
is to know its internal properties.1 Internal properties are 
those which an object must necessarily possess, properties 
which it is unthinkable that it should not possess. 2 Clearly this 
is not a very precise criterion, for the borderline between the 
thinkable and the unthinkable is obscure and controversial. 
However, if I ask about the dimensions of the pencil on the 
table, I cannot be told that it has no dimensions. The pro­
perty of having dimensions is a necessary one: it is unthink­
able that a pencil should be without dimensions and still be 
a pencil. Thus elementary sentences which say something 
about the dimensions of the pencil are pictures, although only 
on~ of those pictures would be the true picture, namely that 
which expressed the correct dimensions of the pencil. An­
?ther i~ternal property is motion: the pencil must either be 
m motion or not in motion. A third is location: the pencil 
must either be in one place or in another. On the other hand 
the pencil itself cannot be a constituent of facts concerning, 
for ex~mple, intelligence, kindness, or interest in music. The 
a~sertion that a pencil is intelligent (or not intelligent) or 
km<l (or not kind) or interested (or not interested) in music -

l'IfI t kn . am O ow an object, though I need not know its external 
P( rope)rhes, I must know all its internal properties.' ibid. 2.0123 I 
p. 9. 

z 'A 
property is internal if it is unthinkable that its object should 

not possess it.' ibid. 4.123 (p. 53). 
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such an assertion is neither a picture nor indeed a statement, 
it is just nonsense. If objects of a totally different kind from 
pencils are being considered, their internal properties will 
also be different. For example, if we speak of pleasure, we 
can ask about its intensity and duration, but not about its 
dimensions or colour. 

Such examples are so simple and obvious that they may 
seem naive and rather boring. But this question of logical 
form leads to philosophical problems that are not so simple, 
and which are of considerable interest. Wittgenstein argues, 
however, that the traditional problems of philosophy are like 
those questions about the intelligence of a pencil or the colour 
of pleasure. 1 The historically developed language, which 
Wittgenstein calls 'everyday language', is clothed in such a 
way that its logical form is not immediately apparent; it is 
veiled and the business of logico-philosophical analysis is to 
unveil it. 2 Wittgenstein sees the outstanding example of such 

1 'Most of the propositions and questions to be found in philoso­
phical works are not false but nonsensical. Consequently we cannot 
give any answer to questions of this kind, but can only establish that 
they are nonsensical. Most of the propositions and questions of 
philosophers arise from our failure to understand the logic of our 
language. (They belong to the same class as the question whether 
the good is more or less identical than the beautiful.) And it is not 
surprising that the deepest problems are in fact not problems at all. 
ibid. 4.003 (p. 37). 

2 'Man possesses the ability to construct languages capable of 
expressing every sense, without having any idea how each word has 
meaning or what its meaning is - just as people speak without know­
ing how the individual sounds are produced. 

'Everyday language is a part of the human organism and is no 
less complicated than it. 

'It is not humanly possible to gather immediately from it what the 
language of logic is. 

'Language disguises thought. So much so, that from the outward 
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logico-philosophical analysis in Russell's analysis of such pro­
positions as 'The round square does not exist'. 1 

5 
Another important characteristic of language - for Wittgen­
stein - lies in the distinction between what can be said and 
what can be shown. Sometimes he seems to speak as if this 
were his central point. 2 Now a proposition asserts that a state 
of affairs exists. This means that it must have the same logical 
form as the facts. In other words, every proposition must have 
a certain logical form and hence a sense if it is to be a pro­
position at all. To find out whether it is true or false we must 
see whether it corresponds to reality; but we cannot do this 
without understanding its sense. We cannot decide if a state­
ment is true unless we know what it means. This leads 
Wittgenstein to say that every proposition, in so far as it is 
a genuine proposition, already has a sense, already means 
something. 3 Thus a proposition cannot state its own sense, it 
cannot say anything about its own logical form. Suppose I 

form of the clothing it is impossible to infer the form of the thought 
beneath it, because the outward form of the clothing is not designed 
to reveal the form of the body, but for entirely different purposes. 

'The tacit conventions on which the understanding of everyday 
language depends are enormously complicated.' ibid. 4.002 (pp. 
35-7). 

1 'All philosophy is a "critique of language" (though not in 
Mauthner's sense). It was Russell who performed the service of 
showing that the apparent logical form of a proposition need not be 
its real one.' ibid. 4.0031 (p. 37). 

2 vide Anscombe, op. cit. p. 161. 

3 'Every proposition must alrear;fy have a sense: it cannot be given 
a sense by affirmation. Indeed its sense is just what is affirmed. And 
the same applies to negation, etc.' Tractatus, 4.064 (p. 47). 
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have a gramophone record of Beethoven's fifth symphony. 
I can in a certain sense say that the grooves on the record 
are a 'picture' of the symphony, but I cannot reasonably say 
that the grooves depict how the grooves depict the symphony. 
To ask for the grooves to depict at the same time their own 
'picture' of the symphony would be nonsensical. And ac­
cording to Wittgenstein it is just as meaningless to demand 
that a proposition should state its own logical form. 

On this point one can agree with Wittgenstein without mis­
givings. If this is all that is meant by his claim that 'what can 
be shown cannot be said ' nobody will dissent. 1 But Wittgen­
stein is saying more than this. He claims not only that a pro­
position (p) cannot say anything about its own form; but also 
that no proposition whatever can say anything about the form of 
'p'. No proposition can say anything about the logical form 
of any proposition: the logical form can only be shown. Hence 
it is the task of philosophy not to express the logical form of 
propositions but to analyse them in such a way that their logi­
cal form is uncovered, revealed, displayed. 2 Here Wittgenstein 
is not so easy to follow. It is hard to see why one proposition 

1 'What can be shown cannot be said.' ibid. 4.1212 (p. 51). And: 
'Propositions cannot represent logical form: it is mirrored in them. 
What finds its reflection in language, language cannot represent. 
vVhat expresses itself in language, we cannot express by means of 
language. 

'Propositions show the logical form of reality. They display it.' 
ibid. 4.121 (p. 51). 

2 'Philosophy aims at the logical clarification of thoughts. Philo­
sophy is not a body of doctrine but an activity. A philosophical work 
consists essentially of elucidations. Philosophy does not result in 
"philosophical propositions" but rather in the clarification of pro­
positions. 

'Without philosophy thoughts are, as it were, cloudy and indis­
tinct: its task is to make them clear and give them sharp boundaries.' 
ibid. 4.112 (p. 49). 

/ 
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should not be able to state anything about the logical form 
ol another proposition. When Russell, for example, talks of 
the logical form of the proposition 'The round square does 
not exist' why should it be said that he is attempting the 
impossible? Besides, the Tractatus itself is a book that deals 
mainly with the logical form of propositions: thus a book 
which does what it says cannot be done. It is hard to disagree 
with Russell who, in his Introduction to the Tractatus, writes: 
'What causes hesitation is the fact that Mr Wittgenstein man­
ages to say a great deal about what cannot be said, thus sug­
gesting to a sceptical reader that possibly there may be some 
loophole through a hierarchy of language or some other 
exit.' 1 Wittgenstein himself admits that his book says what 
cannot be said, but he thinks the book has a purpose even so, 
to be used and discarded. It is like a ladder; and one must 
throw it away after one has climbed up it. 2 

If Wittgenstein persists in the belief that the logical form of 
language can only be shown, this may be due to his view that 
the function is not only to depict, but to depict in the same 
way that curves and maps depict what they represent as 
curves and maps. 3 A fever chart, for example, shows the tem­
perature curve of the patient. But neither this nor any curve 
can be a curve showing the method that is used to depict the 
fever Thi f • • • • s can, o course, be explained orally or 1n wntmg, 

1 ibid. p. xxi. 
2 'My propositions serve as elucidations in the following way: 

any?ne who understands me eventually recognizes them as non­
sensical when h h d . d th ' e as use them - as steps - to climb up beyon 
1.emb. (He must, so to speak, throw away the ladder after he has 

c im ed up it.) 

•~de rn_ust transcend these propositions and then he will see the 
wo; . ang?t.' ibid. 6.54 (p. 151). 
p. /zde Gilbert Ryle, 'Ludwig Wittgenstein' in Anaf}'sis, XII, I, 
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but it cannot be shown on any curve. Nor can a map itself 
show how the various signs represent various features of the 
landscape. Of course, the legend may tell us that a cross desig­
nates a church, a green patch wooded country, and a brown 
patch hilly terrain, and so forth, but one could not maintain 
that these instructions about the meaning of the signs could 
be given by the signs themselves. 1 

Perhaps one could modify a little Wittgenstein's paradoxi­
cal remarks about his own theories. For lvhat does it mean to 
claim that something cannot be said? It does not mean it can­
not be uttered, nor does it mean - and this is the crucial 
point - that it cannot be understood. Indeed, Wittgenstein 
says explicitly that those who have understood him will see 
that his propositions are nonsensical. To be nonsensical is not 
to be incomprehensible. The point is that what is nonsensical 
is neither true nor false: in other words, it is not a picture: it 
depicts nothing, and therefore says nothing. Wittgenstein's 
propositions are like the oral or written instructions which ex­
plain how a map depicts a landscape or a chart depicts a 
fever. Clearly, if one maintains that to say something is to de­
pict something, instructions of this kind, however useful or 
necessary, say nothing. And since Wittgenstein does insist in 
this way that saying is depicting, it follows that, on his view, 
explanations of how the pictures depict the facts do not them­
selves say anything. 

Another problem arises here. Wittgenstein, we have seen, 
1 At one point Wittgenstein expresses this matter thus: 'No 

proposition can make a statement about itself, because a proposi­
tional sign cannot be contained in itself (that is the whole "theory of 
types").' Tractatus, 3.332 (p. 31). The 'theory of types' is Russell's. 
Briefly, it states that a class and members ofa class belong to different 
logical categories. In this connection it became apparent that Russell's 
famous paradox 'Is the class of classes not members of themselves 
itself a member of itself?' is based on a question that is illegitimate. 

C 
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believes that while the so-called logical unit of language is 
the elementary proposition which depicts a state of affairs, 
most of the propositions that are uttered in language are not 
elementary propositions, but combinations of elementary 
propositions. They are combinations in the sense that their 
truth value - that is, whether they are true or false - depends 
entirely on the truth-value of the elementary propositions 
of which they are made up. At the same time, Wittgen­
stein denies that any proposition can be more - or less - than 
th?se elementary propositions of which it is composed. For 
!his reason, he calls such propositions 'truth-functions' - that 
is, propositions whose truth-value depends on, or is a function 
of, the truth-values of elementary propositions. 

No doubt there are truth-functions. Take the proposition: 
?he room is empty and the window is open.' The proposition 
is a truth-function because its truth-value is a function of the 
truth-values of the two propositions 'The room is empty' and 
'Th • • • 'P e _wmdow is open' . 1 Again, let us consider the propos1t10n: 

ossibly Brown and Smith are present but at least one of 
them is here.' This proposition is also a ;ruth-function; for its 
truth v 1 d · · - a ue epends on the truth-value of two propos1t1ons, 
'Brown is present' and 'Smith is present'. If either one of these 
two propositions is true then the truth-function is true. Or, 
more precisely, the truth-function is false only if both these 
two propositions are false. 

The point may seem a trivial one. But the difficulties that 
i It might b . 

em ty' e argued that the two propositions 'The room 1s 
P and 'Th • d . . · But if th e wm ow 1s open' are not elementary propositions. 

ese two pr • • · · h they a h opos1tions are not elementary propos1t1ons t en re t emsel . 
positio ves truth-functions composed of elementary pro-
value ;:;•th and the~ . their truth-value will determine the truth­
open' a d e fropositions 'The room is empty' and 'The window is 
windown· a so of the truth-function 'The room is empty and the 

1s open'. 
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arise in the analysis of so-called truth-functions reveal its 
importance. Let us begin with the proposition: 'All the in­
habitants of this house receive a pension'. If there are three 
inhabitants, this proposition is a truth-function of the three 
propositions 'Smith receives a pension', 'Brown receives a pen­
sion' and 'Robinson receives a pension'. Now, suppose instead 
of speaking of a definitely limited class like that of the inhabi­
tants of the house, I spoke of an unlimited class. Suppose I 
speak of the class of all snow. I may say: 'All snow melts at 0° 

Centigrade,' or, rather less elaborately, 'Snow melts at 0° 

Centigrade'. Of which proposition is this proposition a truth­
function? I could of course invent the proposition: 'This snow 
melts at o° C.' But such propositions would only be considered 
as mere samples. No matter how many propositions of the form 
'This snow melts at 0° C.' one had, their sum total would by 
no means cover 'all snow', for this proposition refers not only 
to all snow that has hitherto been observed, but to all snow 
whenever or wherever it may be observed. Hence it is highly 
questionable whether the proposition 'All snowmelts at 0° C.' 
is a truth-function. 1 

A further problem is raised by hypothetical propositions, 
that is, those of the form 'if such and such, then so and so'. 
Suppose I say, 'If this is snow, then it will melt at 0° C.' To 
call this a truth-function is to indicate that its truth-value 
will depend on the truth-value of the propositions 'This 
is snow' and 'it will melt at 0° C.'. The dependency, or the 

1 There is a tendency to express such propositions in the form 'if 
something is snow, then it will melt at o° C.' In other words, it is 
not a proposition used to make a statement about something actually 
in existence In this form, the proposition does not say that there 
is any snow, but only that if something is snow, then it will melt at 
o° C. The proposition is used as an inference-licence. It licenses 
us to pass from the fact, if and when it is ascertained, that there is 
snow to the fact that it will melt at 0° C. 
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functional relationship, will be such that the proposition 'If 
it is snow, then it will melt at o° C.' will be true in all cases 
except the one where the proposition 'This is snow' is true 
and the proposition 'it will melt at 0° C.' is false. However, if 
this is all it comes to, a mere matter of general propositions 
'Ifp then q' (where 'p' and 'q' represent any assertion what­
ever) being true except in those cases where 'p' is true and 'q' 
false, then it is hard to see why propositions like 'If it is Thurs­
day today then Denmark is a kingdom' should not also be 
true. Thus it seems that more than the mere truth-values 
of P and q must determine the truth-value of 'If p then 
q' • And all this shows that there are difficulties in maintain­
ing the view that all non-elementary propositions are truth­
functions of elementary propositions. 

7 
Wittgenstein claims as we have seen that there can be no 

' ' advance knowledge of whether a certain elementary proposi-
tion is true or false. This must be determined in each case by 
comparing the proposition with reality. 1 In other words, all 
truth £i • • • d - unctions are composed of elementary propos1t10ns an 
the truth of these is empirically determined. This suggests that 
t~e. truth-value of all truth-functions must be ascertained em­
pirically. So we seem to have come to the following con­
clusions:-

(ih) The truth-value of a truth-function depends entirely 
on t e truth 1 f • • • ( -va ue o its elementary propos1t10ns. 
t 2 ~ The truth-value of the elementary proposition is de­
er:ined empirically. 

nd from these two premises we reach this conclusion: 
i For exampl h . ' 

true or f: 1 e, e wntes, In order to tell whether a picture is 
a se we must compare it with reality.' Tractatus, 2.223 (p. 1 g). 
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(3) The truth-value of a truth-function is determined em­
pirically. 

Now it is easy to see that this conclusion (3) is not always 
the case. Consider the truth-function 'Either it is raining or it 
is not raining'. Obviously this proposition is always true re­
gardless of the truth-value of the elementaryproposition. The 
proposition 'Either it is raining or it is not raining' is true no 
matter what the state of the weather may be. Wittgenstein 
calls such truth-functions that cannot possess the truth.­
value 'false' tautologies. The truth-value of a tautology is not 
determined empirically because it does not deal with any­
thing empirical; it does not deal with reality at all. Neverthe­
less, a tautology is true; it is a necessary truth, true by logical 
necessity. A tautology bears a clear relation to a contradic­
tion: it would always be false to say it is both raining and not 
raining; and such a statement would not be a proposition 
about the weather at all. 

What Wittgenstein is saying is that propositions about 
reality, his 'pictures of facts' are not necessarily true or false: 
while propositions which are necessarily true or false are not 
statements about reality. If anybody really doubted the truth 
of the proposition 'Either it is raining or it is not raining' we 
should try to convince him, not by showing him the weather, 
but by explaining to him the meaning of the logical constants 
'either', 'or' and 'not'. 

According to Wittgenstein, all propositions in logic are 
tautologies. They are in a sense degenerate propositions. A 
logically necessary proposition can be obtained only when 
the conditions of agreement with reality cancel one another. 1 

1 'Tautologies and contradictions are not pictures of reality. 
They do not represent any possible situations. For the former admit 
all possible situations and the latter none. 

'In a tautology, the conditions of agreement ·with the world -
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When one proposition is held to be a logical consequence 
of another, this, too, for Wittgenstein, is a form of tautology. 
From the two truth-functions 'Either it is raining or the sun 
is shining' and 'it is not raining' we can derive the proposition 
'The sun is shining'. To call this a tautology is to say that 
nothing new has been added to the truth-functions 'Either it 
is raining or the sun is shining' and 'it is not raining' by add­
ing the conclusion 'The sun is shining'. In other words, the 
following truth-functions are true ( or false) under exactly the 
same conditions: 

( 1) 'Either it is raining or the sun is shining. But it is not 
raining.' 

(2) 'Either it is raining or the sun is shining. But it is not 
raining and the sun is shining.' 

One proposition deduced from another proposition does 
not say any more about reality than the proposition from 
which it is deduced. To deduce in this way is not to investi­
gate or discover any features of reality; it is to work on pro­
positions by virtue of the meaning ascribed to the logical 
constants. In order to observe a logical consequence, it is 
necessary to understand the meaning of the individual logical 
constants. Logical necessity or logical impossibility are not 
determined by the world, by what is 'depicted', but by what 
'depicts', namely, the propositions. 1 

Yet, in a way, logic does tell us something about the world. 

the representational relations - cancel one another, so that it does 
not stand in any representational relation to reality.' ibid. 4.462 
(p. 69). 

1 'There is no compulsion making one thing happen because 
another has happened. The only necessity that exists is logical 
necessity.' ibid. 6.37 (p. 143). Or again, 'Just as the only necessity 
~hat exists is logical necessity, so too the only impossibility that exists 
is logical impossibility'. ibid. 6.375 (p. 145). 
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A proposition and the fact it depicts have the same logical 
structure. The proposition is able to depict the fact because it 
shares its logical structure. On the other hand there is no 
logical necessity about the logical structures that states of 
affairs have. Their logical structures can be observed, but not 
figured out by rational demonstration. Thus it can be said 
that language by its logical form reveals the logical structure 
of reality. Deciding which propositions are tautologies - that 
is propositions where the conditions for being in agreement 
with reality cancel one another so that they picu:{re nothing­
depends on the logical properties of language and thus of the 
world. 1 Wittgenstein thus argues that tautologies, and there­
fore logic, do disclose something about reality. 2 

1 'The fact that the propositions of logic are tautologies shows 
the formal - logical - properties of language and the world. 

'The fact that a tautology is yielded by this particular way of con­
necting its constituents characterizes the logic of its constituents. 

'If propositions are to yield a tautology when they are connected 
in a certain way, they must have certain structural properties. So 
their yielding a tautology when combined in this way shows that 
they possess these structural properties.' ibid. 6.12 (pp. 121-3). 

2 'The propositions of logic describe the scaffolding of the world, 
or rather they represent it. They have no "subject matter". They 
presuppose that names have meaning and elementary propositions 
sense, and that is their connection with the world. It is clear that 
something about the world must be indicated by the fact that certain 
combinations of symbols - whose essence involves the possession of 
a determinate character - are tautologies. This contains the decisive 
point. We have said that some things are arbitrary in the symbols that 
we use and that some things are not. In logic it is only the latter that 
express: but this means that logic is not a field in which we express 
what we will with the help of signs, but rather one in which the 
nature of the natural and inevitable signs speaks for itself. Ifwe know 
the logical syntax of any sign language, then we have already been 
given all the propositions oflogic.' ibid. 6. 124 (p. 129). 
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8 
Language is characterized by its logical form: and in so far as 
propositions depict reality, the logical form of language is 
governed by that of reality. Nothing can be said without ex­
~ressing this form. Indeed, language is capable only oftalk­
mg about - describing, expressing, characterizing - what is 
r~al, what is factually and logically possible. ·what lies out­
side the realm of the logically possible cannot be described. 
Not only can it not be described it cannot be thought. For a 
logical picture of a fact is a tho~ght. 1 

By a logical picture of a fact Wittgenstein means the pro­
position that has the same logical form as the fact. For clearly 
a fact as such cannot be a thought. It is a fact that there is a 
book on the table, but its being there doesn't depend 0 ~1 

whether someone thinks it is there. But can even a proposi-
1 'A I • 
"' ogical picture of facts is a thought. . . 

A state of affairs is thinkable" - this means that we can picture it 
to ourselves. 

:rhe totality of true thought is a picture of the world. . . . 
h th0ught contains the possibility of the situation of which It is 

t e thought Wh • h" . "bl 'Th • at Is t mkable IS possI e, too. 
sho ought can never be anything illogical, since, if it were, we 
(p.~1~_have to think illogically.' ibid. 3, 3.001, 3.or, 3-02, 3.o3 

t I~ is Worth mentioning Ramsey's criticism of this point: he calls it 
yPbic~Uy scholastic. He says it is like saying the rules of a game such 

as ridge c ks th 
on • annot be broken on the grounds that if one brea em 

e is no lo ' 'G' da . 
of Mathern /ger playing bridge. See F. P. Ramsey, The roun twns 
some a ics, p. 269. I am not convinced by Ramsey's argument. If 

one asks h · h 
answer f w Y the rules of bridge can't be broken, we mig t 
not b ' 01 course a man can break them but that if he does he will 

epayingb"d A ' ' be used •u . n ge. nd to someone who asks why language can t 
but tha; -~g~caUy, we might say, of course he can do it if he wants to, 
actual O 

1 
': does, he won't be able to say anything - to depict 

r Possible facts. 
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tion be a thought? If by proposition I mean the series of 
little black marks on the paper or series of sounds I produce 
with the voice, then it would be absurd to maintain that a 
proposition is the same as the thought. But 'proposition' can 
also mean what is said by the utterance; in which case, it does 
not depend on whether it is written or spoken. The proposi­
tion remains unchanged if instead of saying that the book is 
on the table I write it down, or express it in deaf-and-dumb 
language. The proposition is not dependent on its being for­
mulated in a more or less elegant or stylish way: this does not 
matter, so long as it is unambiguous. The proposition can be 
more or less concealed by the grammatical form of the sen­
tence. And a proposition will be most clearly expressed in a 
sentence that can be completely analysed, that is, a sentence 
so worded that its logical form is fully shown. So, in one sense, 
a proposition is something linguistic; in another sense, some­
thing non-linguistic. It is non-linguistic in the sense that it 
does not depend on whether it is in French, Danish, Swedish; 
written in pen or pencil; spoken in a loud or soft voice. But it 
is linguistic in the sense that it demands articulation. We 
can speak of a proposition that has never been expressed, 
only in the sense that we can speak of a thought that has 
never been thought. 

Just as the concept 'thought' is logically dependent on men 
who can think, so the concept 'proposition' is logically de­
pendent on men who can use language. So the identification 
of a proposition with a thought is not absurd. But the concept 
'thought' must itself be understood correctly. For 'thought' 
may mean a complex of psychological factors, a phenomenon 
of consciousness. It may be an image, or a representation, or 
perhaps just a talking to oneself, but whatever it is, one could 
not reasonably hold that a thought, in this sense of 'thought', 
was a proposition. But if a thought is not understood 
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psychologically, but taken rather as that which the thought 
comprises, or, better still, proposes, then it becomes almost a 
truism to say that a proposition is a thought. In other words, 
Wittgenstein's argument that a logical picture of a fact is a 
thought is unexceptionable, provided it is agreed that 'a logi­
cal picture of a fact' is a proposition. This means that every­
thing that can be thought can be given linguistic expression. 
And the classical problem of finding the conditions and limits 
of thought, and so of knowledge, now turns into the problem 
of determining the conditions and limits of what can be said -
and of what can not be said. Thus the investigation of the logi­
cal _structure of thought and knowledge becomes an investi­
gation of the logical structure of language. 

Wittgenstein claims that the limits of language and of the 
worid coincide. The logical limits of language are the limits 
both of what can be said and what can be thought and there­
fore all that can be said to exist. 
. A c~aim that something does not exist must rest on a factual 
Invest f h" . iga ion. One can only deny the existence of somet mg 
which could conceivably exist. For it would be impossible to 
base the d • 1 1 • f 
1 erua of the existence of something on the ogic 0 

an~uage alone. To do this would be to commit the error 
against Which w· . to say 
that h" 1ttgenstein repeatedly warns us: trying 

I ~ ich cannot be said.1 
t is only ab ~ . 0 an out iacts that anything can be said. ne c 

1 ' The limits <if l 
'Logic pe d 71!JI anguage mean the limits ofmy world. 
'Sow rva es the world: the limits of the world are also its limits. 

not that•~annot say in logic, "The world has this in it, and this, but 

'For that Would . 
certain possib"J• . appear to presuppose that we were excludmg 

• 1 1hes and th· · · Id re quire that Jo • ' 1s cannot be the case smce 1t wou -
• gic should b · · ' d £ I m that way co Id . . go eyond the hm1ts of the worl ; or on Y 
ibid. 5.6, 5.6r (u It view those limits from the other side as well.' 

p. I 15). 
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say what is the case in one situation or another. One can de­
pict facts. But one can say nothing about th~ universe as a 
whole, for the universe is the totality of facts, and it cannot 
without paradox ( cf. Ru_ss:ll's theory of types) be maintained 
that the totality of fact is itself a fact. Besides it would be to 
set a limit to the thinkable and the boundary beyond which 
the unthinkable lies cannot be drawn.1 

To say that no proposition can be about the universe as a 
whole is the same as saying that no thought can be about the 
universe as a whole, and to wish to think such a thought is to 
wish to think what cannot be thought and to know what can­
not be known. Thus Wittgenstein concludes that the meta­
physician's aspiration to know the universe as a whole is 
doomed to disappointment. 

It is here that Wittgenstein introduces the concept of the 
mystical. He does not define it or explain it, but apparently 
he means by the mystical that which it would be nonsensical 
to discuss, describe or even to think because language cannot 
logically be employed about it. On the other hand, the mysti­
cal is associated with feeling: something which can be revealed 
but not put into· words. 2 In this sense, Wittgenstein might be 
called a mystic. And he is a mystic precisely because he re­
jects metaphysics. If metaphysics means a philosophy of ~he 
universe as a whole, or of the transcendental (that which 
cannot be established in the same way as ordinary facts, but 
has to be demonstrated by pure reason), then, of course, ac­
cording to Wittgenstein, metaphysics is impossible. 3 So the 

1 See Wittgenstein's remarks on this subject in the preface to the 
Tractatus. 

2 'To view the world Sub sj1ecie aetemi is to view it as a whole - a 
limited whole. 

'Feeling the world as a limited whole.' ibid. 6.45 (p. 149). 
3 In accordance with this Wittgenstein says: 'The correct method 

in philosophy would really be the following: to say nothing except 
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mystical is not an insight which language is powerless to ex­
press, nor is it an assertion or conjecture about it. 

I shall end this short exposition of the Tractatus by quoting 
some passages which indicate the sort of problem Wittgen­
stein considers to be beyond the limits of science ( or of 
thought or language) and so belonging to the mystical- that 
which must be consigned to silence: 

The sense of the world must lie outside the world. In the 
world everything is as it is, and everything happens as it 
does happen: in it no value exists - and if it did, it would 
have no value. 

If there is any value that does have value, it must lie 
outside the whole sphere of what happens and is the case. 
For all that happens and is the case is accidental. 

What makes it non-accidental cannot lie within the 
world, since if it did it would itself be accidental. 

It must lie outside the world. 1 

And so it is impossible for there to be propositions of 
ethics. 

Propositions can express nothing of what is higher. 2 

It is clear that ethics cannot be put into words. 3 

Death is not an event in life: we do not live to experience 
death. 

If we take eternity to mean not infinite temporal dura-

what can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science - i.e. some­
thing that has nothing to do with philosophy - and then, whenever 
someone else wanted to say something metaphysical, to demonstrate 
to him that he had failed to give a meaning to certain signs in his 
propositions. Although it would not be satisfying to the other person 
- he would not have the feeling that we were teaching him philo­
sophy - this method would be the only strictly correct one'. ibid. 
6.53 (p. 151). 

: ~b~d. 6.41 (p. 145). 2 ibid. 6.42 (p. 145). 
1b1d. 6.42 I (p. 147). 
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tion but timelessness, the eternal life belongs to those who 
live in the present. 

Our life has no end in just the way in which our visual 
field has no limits. 1 

Not only is there no guarantee of the temporal immortal­
ity of the human soul, that is to say of its eternal survival 
after death; but in any case this assumption completely 
fails to accomplish the purpose for which it has always 
been intended. Or is some riddle solved by my surviving 
for ever? Is not this eternal life as much a riddle as my 
present life? The solution of the riddle oflife and space and 
time lies outside space and time. 

(It is not the solution of any problem of natural 
science that is required.) 2 

How things are in the world is a matter of complete in­
difference for what is higher. God does not reveal himself 
in the world. 3 

It is not how things are in the world that is mystical, but 
that it exists. 4 

We feel that even when all possible scientific, questions 
have been answered, the problems of life remain com­
pletely untouched. Of course there are then no questions 
left, and this itself is the answer. 5 

The solution of the problem of life is seen in the vanish­
ing of the problem. 

(Is not this the reason why those who have found after a 
long period of doubt that the sense of life became clear to 
them have then been unable to say what constituted that 
sense?) 6 

1 ibid. 6.4311 (p. 147). 
3 ibid. 6.432 (p. 149). 
6 ibid. 6.52 (p. 149). 

2 ibid. 6.4312 (pp. 147-9). 
4 ibid. 6.44 (p. 145). 
6 ibid. 6.521 (pp. 149-51). 



CHAPTER III 

The Tractatus and Logical Positivism 

I 

The Tractatus is a book of just over eighty pages, but it has 
exercised a greater influence on twentieth-century philosophy 
than almost any other single work. The dominant philosophi­
cal school in the years between the wars was that of Logical 
Positivism. And although Logical Positivism derived some­
thing or other from a variety of sources, its decisive impulse 
and central inspiration came from the Tractatus. Logical Posi­
tivism was formulated in Vienna in the 192o's by a group of 
philosophers generally known as the Wiener Kreis or 'Vienna 
Circle'. One of the works they studied together was the 
~ractatus. The author was living in or near Vienna at this 
time but he never attended the discussions or adhered to the 
Kreis. Strange as this aloofness may seem it was very charac­
teristic of Wittgenstein. But through Mo;itz Schlick, the real 
le~de: of the Wiener Kreis, Wittgenstein had some contact 
with it, and some indirect share in its deliberations. How-
ev • l er,_ It would be a great mistake to assume on the strengt 1 

of this, as some have done that Wittgenstein was a Logical 
Positivist O ' "f d • ne can see that he was not one 1 one un er-
shtan?s what Logical Positivists believe. For although some of 
t e 1d • eas in the Tractatus may have become fundamental 
tenets of Lo • l p • • • • d" g1ca 0s1t1V1sm, there are still basic 1sagrec-
m:ts between that doctrine and what is said in the Tractatus. 
th ow one of the central points of Logical Positivism is that 

e task of philosophy, far from solving the traditional philo-
36 
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sophical problems or determining the truth of philosophical 
propositions, is simply to clarify the meaning of such prob­
lems and propositions. Thus philosophy does not lead to a 
collection of philosophical propositions, but it does lead to a 
better understanding of the meaning of various propositions, 
and - last, but not least - to a realization that certain meta­
physical propositions are meaningless. 1 As to how the mean­
ing of a proposition is to be ascertained, the answer is to 
invoke the famous verification principle- one of the key tenets 
of Logical Positivism. According to this principle, one under­
stands the meaning of a proposition if one knows what is re­
quired 'for it to be true, in other words, if one knows how it 
could be verified. Any child knows the meaning of the propo­
sition 'It is raining' because any child is capable of deciding 
when it is true and when it is not true: any child can verify 
it. Logical positivism claims that if the conditions for the veri­
fication of a proposition are not known, then its meaning 
cannot be known. 

1 In a lecture entitled 'The Future of Philosophy' Moritz Schlick 
wrote: 'In fact before I go any farther, let me state shortly and clearly 
that I believe science should be defined as "the pursuit of truth" and 
philosophy as "the pursuit of meaning". Socrates has set the ex­
ample of the true philosophic method for all time.' (First printed in 
Publications on Philosophy, the College of the Pacific, U.S.A., 1932. 
Reprinted in Basic Problems of Philosophy, Ed. by Bronstein, Krikorian 
and \,Viener, N.Y. 1947. The quotation is taken from this work, 
p. 739.) Schlick also says: 'Our conclusion is that philosophy was 
misunderstood when it was thought that philosophical results could 
be expressed in propositions, and that there could be a system of 
propositions which could represent the answers to "philosophical" 
questions. There are no specific philosophical truths which would 
contain the solution of specific "philosophical" problems, but 
philosophy has the task of finding the meaning of all problems and 
their solutions. It must be defined as the activity of finding mean­
ing.' (op. cit. p. 7-1-3.) 
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Of course it is of small importance if I, or any other 
person, happen not to know the conditions for the verificatior:1.. 
of a certain proposition and therefore not to know its mean­
ing. But it is a matter of considerable importance and interest 
ifit is found that a particular proposition has no conditions for 
verification at all: for this is not a case of someone being ig­
norant, a case that can be remedied by suitable instruction: 
in this case, the proposition has no meaning at all. It is not 
due to some shortcoming in me or anybody else that no mean­
ing can be found: there is none to find: nothing to be known 
except that there is nothing to be known: the proposition is 
meaningless. Indeed it cannot properly be called a proposi­
tion at all, for a proposition is either true or false, and a pro­
position that has no conditions for verification can be neither 
true nor false. Such sentences, which appear from their gram­
matical form to be propositions, which they are not, are 
called pseudo-propositions by Logical Positivists. 

Empirical propositions are the only ones that Logical Posi­
tivism regards as genuine, for they are the only kind that can 
~e. verified. Logical positivism admits, of course, the propo­
sitwns of mathematics and logic, although these are empiri­
cally empty. Wittgenstein was supposed to have proved that 
~hese particular propositions were tautologies, saying noth­
i~g about the real world. Logical and mathematical proposi­
tions_ are not verified, they are demonstrated. They are not 
true m_the sense that empirical propositions can be true: they 
are ual~~- On the other hand, philosophical or metaphysical 
propo_sitrons are neither empirical nor tautological: they can 
be neither verified nor demonstrated· they are neither true 
norvalid ·-th • ' • • 1 fi . ·- ey are simply meaningless. They are not empmca 
or if they were their truth-value could be ascertained by ob-

servation• d h' • I • an t 1s cannot be done in the case ofmetaphys1ca 
propositions A • • • 'fi d • • • propos1t10n which could be ven e emp1n-
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callY would not belong to metaphysics but to the natural 
sciences. And as metaphysical propositions have no truth­
conditions, they have no meaning either. If,on the other hand, 
they were tautologies, there could be no dispute about their 
validity as there actually is among philosophers. 

2 

It is not difficult to detect a connection between the Tractatus 
and these central tenets of Logical Positivism. The view that 
philosophy cannot yield a series of propositions but that it ~s 
an activity, the view that logical and mathematical proposi­
tions are tautologies and thus empirically empty and that em­
pirical propositions cannot be true by logical necessity, and 
the view that the meaning of a proposition is identical with 
its truth-conditions: all these views are to be found in the 
Tractatus. And yet, at least in regard to the last of these views, 
,Vittgenstein's position is not altogether clear. At one point 
in the Tractatus, he says that to understand a proposition 
means to know what is the case if it is true. 1 And this looks 
like a plain statement of the principle that the meaning of 
a proposition is identical with its truth-conditions; there­
fore it ~lso seems to say - at least to imply - that a proposi­
tion w~thout ti:uth-conditions is without meaning. But in 
fact W1ttgenstem refused to accept the universal appl"c t· 

h. · · 1 1 a 10n 
oft 1s prmc1p e of Logical Positivism. He wanted it to be 
taken not as a firm principle but rather as a 'rule of thumb' 2 , 

1 'To understand a proposition means to know what is the case if it is 
!ru_e. (One can_ understand it, therefore, without knowing whether 
It 1s true.) It IS understood by anyone who understands its con­
stituents.' Tractatus 4.024 (p. 41). See also 4.063 (pp. 45-7). 

2 See, for instance, G. E. Moore's 'Wittgenstein's Lectures in 
1930-33' in Mind (LXIII, 249, p. 14): 'Near the beginning of (I) 
he made the famous statement "The sense of a proposition is the ·way 

D 
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as he called it, not as a theoretical generalization but as a 
piece of advice which might commonly be followed to ad­
vantage. 1 It must be admitted, however, that these reserva­
tions concerning the verification principle are not to be 
found in the Tractatus: and therefore those who claim that 
it was Wittgenstein who first put forward the verification 
principle have done so not only in good faith, but also with 
good reasons. 2 And again, even if the verification principle 
is not explicitly formulated in the Tractatus, there may still be 
a case for saying that it is implicitly upheld in that treatise. 

in which it is verified" but in (11) he said this only meant "You can 
determine the meaning of a proposition by asking how it is verified" 
and went on to say, "This is necessarily a mere rule of thumb 
because 'verification' means different things, and because in some 
cases, the question 'How is it verified?' makes no sense." ' 

1 Wittgenstein is supposed once to have made the following 
statement: 'I used at one time to say that, in order to get clear how a 
certain sentence is used, it was a good idea to ask oneself the question, 
"How could one verify such an assertion." But this is just one way 
among others of getting clear about the use of a word or a sentence. 
For example another question which is often very useful to ask 
oneself is, "How is this word learned? How would people set about 
teaching a child this word?" But some people have turned this 
suggestion about asking for the verification into a Dogm~ - a~ if 
I'd been advancing a theory about meaning.' (From 'Ludwig W~tt­
genstein' by D.A.T.G. and A.C.J., The Australasian :Journal of Philo­
sophy, XXIX, 2, p. 79. 
• 2 See, for example, Rudolf Carnap, 'The Old and New Logi~', 
m Logical Positivism (ed. by A. J. Ayer), p. 146. See also Moritz 
Schlick, 'Meaning and Verification', in Readings in Philosophical 
A~fysis (pp. 147 ff.). However G. J. Warnock argues that Schlick 
misrepresents Wittgenstein's views in this article. See Warnock's 
'V :rification and the use of Language' in Revue Internationale de 
Phzlosophie, 17-18, 1951 , fax. 3-4, pp. 307 ff. The difference be­
tween the Tractatus and Schlick's views is also stressed by G. E. M. 
Anscombe in An Introduction to Wittgenstein's Tractatus (pp. 152 ff.). 
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For if every non-tautological proposition is either an ele­
mentary proposition or a truth-function of elementary pro­
positions, and if the truth-value is ( as Wittgenstein says) not 
the consequence of anything or derived from logical necessity, 
then it follows that the truth-value of every non-tautological 
proposition must be (as Wittgenstein says, again) determined 
by comparing it with reality.1 Thus a proposition which 
cannot be compared with reality is neither an elemen­
tary proposition nor a truth-function of elementary proposi­
tions, so it must either be a tautology or a meaningless 
expression. 

On the other hand, it must be admitted that Wittgen­
stein's remark about the truth-value of an elementary pro­
position being determined by comparing it with reality is a 
remark that can be - and has been - interpreted in different 
ways. For example, there has been some controversy2 as to 
whether the truth-value should be understood to rest on 
sensory observation and ostensive definitions. But perhaps it 
is not so very important what Wittgenstein himself had in 
mind. It is more important to admit that in spite of Wittgen­
stein's failure to indicate more explicitly what is entailed by 
the comparison of elementary propositions with reality, the 
Logical Positivists were justified in concluding that it must 
be sensory observations which determine whether a pro­
position is true or false. If no conceivable sensory observ~­
tions are relevant to the truth-value of a proposition, then it 
isclearlyimpossible to decide the truth-value by a comparison 
between the proposition and reality. In this case, it can 
be neither an elementary proposition nor a truth-function 
of a proposition, and as on Wittgenstein's analysis every 

1 Tractatus 2.223 (p. 19). 
2 See, among others, the works by Schlick, \Varnock and Ans-

combe mentioned in the footnote on p. 40. 
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proposition must be either one or the other, it cannot th1:: 
fore be a genuine proposition and must be meaningless. 

One thing, however, is certain: Wittgenstein's idea of· 
verification principle and its use differed from that of 1 

Logical Positivists. It is arguable whether the Logical Pos: 
vists are right in drawing from the Tractatus conclusic 
which Wittgenstein was unable or unwilling to draw, 
whether the Logical Positivists have misunderstood the Tri 
talus and drawn conclusions that cannot be justified. It is :: 
most impossible to settle this matter because of the aphorist 
style 1 of the Tractatus; though perhaps one could say th. 
nothing in the actual text contradicts the Logical Positivist 
interpretation, no matter what Wittgenstein may have ii 
tended to say. In any case, whether the Logical Positivis 
h~ve been right or wrong in their reading of the Tractatu. 
this has no bearing on whether they are correct in their vie, 
of what constitutes the meaning of a proposition. Even if the· 
are wrong in thinking that their principle of verification wa 
first proposed by Wittgenstein, they may still be right ii 
thinking that this principle is the only acceptable one. 

3 
On another subject the difference between Wittgenstein and 
the Logical Positivists is more pronounced. This is the matter 
of the rn • (W" · ystical. The propositions of language 1ttgenstein says) are "th . 
1 ei er elementary propositions or truth-funct10ns of e ernentary . . . . . 

t propositions. An elementary propos1t10n 1s a p1c-ure of a st t . 
f:a t a e of affairs. Language is an instrument by which cs are d . 

epicted. And as the world is the totality of facts, 
1 Russell O . , . 

stein ann nee znade this rather sarcastic observat10n: W1ttgen-
ounces h . . h . profundit ap onsms and leaves the reader to estimate t eir 

y as best he may.' My Philosophical Development (p. 126). 
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language depicts what is in the world. Language sets the 
logical limit of my world. 1 What we cannot speak about we 
must consign to silence; but Wittgenstein still holds that 
what we cannot speak about exists. 2 This is not what is 
spoken in language, it is what is felt: it is the mystical. And it 
is on this point that the Logical Positivists are sharply at 
variance with Wittgenstein.For them, what cannot be said, and 
therefore cannot be thought, is not an expression of the limits 
oflanguage. The reason for being silent is that there is nothing 
to speak about. 3 The anti-metaphysical attitude of the Logical 
Positivists thus differs from that of Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein 
believed metaphysics to be impossible because it was im­
possible to formulate metaphysical propositions, not because 
such propositions would be about something that did not exist, 
but because language cannot make metaphysical assertions. 

However, Wittgenstein's position is jeopardized by acer­
tain inconsistency. The reader will recall that in the previ­
ous chapter I proposed to modify Wittgenstein's paradoxical 
statements in the Tractatus about propositions that cannot 
be expressed by suggesting that what cannot be expressed can 
nevertheless be understood. 4 But this interpretation is made 

1 Tractatus 5.6 (p. 115). 
2 ibid. 6.522 (p. 151). 
a One of the founders of Logical Positivism, Otto Neurath writes: 

'The conclusion of the Tractatus "whereof one cannot speak, thereof 
one must be silent" is at least grammatically misleading. It sounds 
as if there were a "something" of which we could not speak. We 
should rather say, "If one really wishes to avoid the metaphysical 
attitude entirely, then one will 'be silent' but not 'aboutsomething' •"' 
Quoted from 'Sociology and Physicalism' in Logical Positivism (ed. 
A.J. Ayer), p. 284. 

4 'My propositions serve as elucidations in the following way: 
anyone who understands me eventually recognizes them as non­
sensical, when he has used them-as steps-to climb up beyond them.' 
Tractatus 6.54 (p. 151). 
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difficult by the statements in the Tractatus in which Wittgen­
stein seems to identify a proposition with a thought. 1 Such an 
identification leads to the conclusion that what cannot be 
said, what cannot be a meaningful statement, cannot be a 
thought, either. And when Wittgenstein says in this way that 
something is unthinkable he is not talking psychology. He is 
not saying it is psychologically impossible to think what can 
not be a meaningful proposition; he is saying it is logically 
impossible. 

Now, one could reasonably hold that something which it is 
psychologically impossible to think nevertheless exists. But 
what sense does it make to say that something which it is 
logically impossible to think nevertheless exists? Well, the 
answer seems to be that it makes no sense. But to say that X 
is logically impossible to think is to say that one does not 
know what X is· what is known can also be logically ex-

' pressed. And thus to say that one knows what Xis and that it 
is logically impossible to think, is to make two contradictory 
statements: it would be like saying that one had read about a 
game that was logically impossible to play, for no matter 
what one did it would never be in accordance with the rules. 
To have a game so complicated that it would be psychologic­
ally impossible for anyone to learn the rules might be said to 
be rather futile but it would be possible for such a game to 
~xist. But if in ~ game the rules are such that it is logically 
impossible to obey them, then one could not claim that such 
a game exists. From this it follows that Wittgenstein could 
~ot easily uphold his thesis that the inexpressible exists: and 
it follows also that the Logical Positivists have a good case for 
regarding such a thesis as absurd. 

'A1 ~A logical picture of facts is a thought.' ibid. 3 (p. 19). And again, 
t ought is a proposition with a sense.' ibid. 4 (p. 35). 
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4 
We have noticed more than once that Wittgenstein calls 
language a picture of facts. Language, he says, depicts the 
logical structure of facts. Al'. each separate fact has only one 
logical form, it follows that each fact can be correctly depicted 
by only one proposition: and hence that there is only one 
language. A language that does not depict facts is not a lan­
guage. And (as we have seen) language cannot depict its 
own picturing of facts: its logical form can be shown but 
not stated. I have already quoted Russell's claim that it 
should be possible to speak of the logical form of a language, 
if not in that same language, then in another. The fact that 
we (including Wittgenstein) do speak of the logical form of 
language points to the existence of language in which such 
statements can be made. We should have to speak of this 
second language by means of a third language, and so forth. 
Hence we are led to the idea of a hierarchy of languages. 
And this argument of Russell's was accepted by, among 
others, the Logical Positivists, 1 who thus came to speak not of 
language but of languages. 

Rudolf Carnap, for example, spoke not only of a hierarchy 

1 It is worth noticing that in spite of following Russell's distinction 
between an object language (the language talked about) and a meta­
language (in which the language is talked about), Rudolf Carnap was 
able in nis Logical Syntax of Language (one of the key works of Logical 
Positivism) to formulate the rules of a constructed mathematical 
language by means of that language itself. However, semantic rules 
as opposed to syntactical rules, that is rules about what things are 
designated by the words as opposed to rules about the connection of 
words with each other, must be formulated in a meta-language. See 
\Vittgenstein's remark: 'No proposition can make a statement about 
itself, because a propositional sign cannot be contained in itself ( that is 
the whole "theory of types").' Tractatus 3.332 (p. 31). 
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of languages, but also of several languages on a more or less 
equal footing. He expressed this by means of his celebrated 
principle of tolerance. On this view, in order to be considered 
a language, no conditions are demanded. There are no re­
strictions: the only requirement is that certain rules are estab­
lished, and these rules then constitute the language in 
question. 1 Everyone is free to construct his own language~ 
and consequently his own logic.2 

On this matter Logical Positivism not only deviates from 
the Tractatus, but is in conflict with one of its fundamental 
assertions: that language is a picture of reality. Which parti­
cular language is chosen depends on practical considerations. 
No one language is in itself more or less correct than any 
other, but it may be more or less appropriate for a particular 
purpose. In the case of a scientific language, for example, it is 
imperative that the propositions that follow the syntactical 
rules of the language should be verifiable by means of empiri­
cal observation, but it is not imperative for its propositions to 
be pictures of facts or that its propositions should have the 
same logical form. Logical Positivists cease to speak of facts 
having a logical form. The task of philosophy is no longer to 
see~ the concealed logical form of a language that depicts the 
logical form of the facts: rather it is to construct whatever 
~anguage will best suit different purposes for which language 
is needed. Among members of the Wiener Kreis interest cen­
tred on the construction of a language in which the languages 
of the different sciences - physics, biology, psychology, soci-

1 'It is not our business to set up prohibitions, but to arrive at 
conventions.' Carnap, Logical Syntax of Languages, p. 5 I• 

2 'In logic there are no morals. Everyone is at liberty to build up his 
own _logic, i.e. his own form of language, as he wishes. All that is 
required of him is that, if he wishes to discuss it, he must state his 
meth0d clearly, and give syntactical rules instead of philosophical 
arguments.' ibid. p. 52. 
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olog)' and so on - could be unified. They wanted to construct 
a common scientific language. There might be a constructed 
language of this kind if its logical syntactical rules were such 
that all the propositions of all the sciences could be derived 
frorn them. 

Yet, despite this departure of Logical Positivism from the 
teaching of the Tractatus, the fact remains that, without the 
Tractatus, without Wittgenstein's deep insight into the nature 
of logic and language, Logical Positivism would have lacked 
the rational foundations and the rational force which it has 
undoubtedly possessed. To a large extent the Tractatus gave 
Logical Positivism both its material and its tools. Whether 
Wittgenstein or Carnap is right on the question where they 
differ is not our present subject:: a further analysis would 
probably show that they are both partly right, partly wrong. 
Certainly Wittgenstein's thesis about the inexpressible is un­
convincing, while Carnap's principle of tolerance must lead 
to absurdities. 1 As for the verification principle, time has 
turned against the Logical Positivists, and, to some extent, 
against Wittgenstein - to the extent that he can be said to 
have upheld or even formulated the verification principle. 
But it is worth noting that if time has turned against it, this 
is very largely due to Wittgenstein's own more mature 
philosophy, which is not only controversial but decidedly at 
variance with what is said by the author of the Tractatus. So 
we shall now turn to what is often called, 'the later "\Vitt­
genstein'. 

1 G. H. von Wright has this to say about the tolerance principle: 
'In the tolerance here under discussion I can see nothing but an 
expression of weakness and resignation or perhaps more correctly 
lack of interest in the problems of philosophy. That kind ofliberalism 
is dangerously misguided.' Logik, Filosofi och Sprak, p. 176-7. 



CHAPTER IV 

The Philosophical Investigations 

I 

According to the Tractatus language is a picture of reality: 
language depicts the logical structure of facts. Wittgenstein's 
repudiation of this view is one characteristic difference be­
tween his earlier and later work, between the Tractatus and 
the Philosophical Investigations. Naturally there was a period of 
transition, a period when Wittgenstein was moving away 
from the ideas in the Tractatus before decisively rejecting 
them, a period when the ideas in the Philosophical Investiga­
tions were beginning to take shape. This period is said to have 
fallen within the years 1930 to 1934. The story of how Witt­
genstein came to doubt and then reject the picture theory is 
this. A Cambridge colleague was the Italian economist 
Piero Sraffa with whom Wittgenstein often discussed philo­
sophy. 1 One day when Wittgenstein was defending his view 
that a proposition has the same logical form as the fact it 
depicts, Sraffa made a gesture used by Neapolitans to ex­
press contempt and asked Wittgenstein what the logical form 

1 In the preface to Philosophical Investigations (after mentioning 
R~msey's influence on the shaping of the ideas in their work) 
Wittgenstein writes: 'Even more than to this - always certain and 
forcible - criticism, I am indebted to that which a teacher of this 
university, Mr. P. Sraffa, for many years unceasingly practised on my 
!houghts. I am indebted to this stimulus for the most consequential 
~<leas of this book.' Philosophical Investigations (Second Edition. Ox-
0rd• 1963). p. xe. (All quotations from Philosophical Investigations are 

taken from this second, corrected, edition.) 
48 
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of that was. According to Wittgenstein's own recollection, it 
was this question which made him realize that his belief that 
a [act could have a logical form was untenable. 1 

The repudiation of this belief had far-reaching implications 
for the whole theory expounded in the Tractatus: for the pic­
ture theory is a basic one, and, without it, none of the central 
points of the argument could be sustained. No unbroken line 
leads from the Tractatus to the Plzilosophical Investigations; there 
is no logical sequence between the two books, but rather a 
logical gap. The thought of the later work is a negation of the 
thought of the earlier. But of course the Plzilosophical Investi­
gations is much more than a repudiation of the Tractatus - it 
is that only incidentally - what gives the second book its 
importance is that it contains the mature philosophy of the 
later Wittgenstein. The Philosoplzical Investigations introduces 
a new chapter in the history of philosophy. It is not just a 
continuation or development of the thought of others. It is 
something wholly original. 2 

2 

We have spoken of the well-established idea that a word has 
meaning in being the name of something. A word, on this 
view, represents, or refers to something, and to ask what a 
word means is to ask what it stands for. The word 'apple' is 

1 See Malcolm's Ludwig Wittgenstein: A Memoir (p. 69). It should 
be observed (as mentioned in a footnote) that Malcolm and Von 
Wright differ in their accounts of this story. 

2 'Wittgenstein's later philosophy is, so far as I can see, entirely 
outside any philosophical tradition and without literary sources of 
influence. For this very reason it is exceedingly difficult to under­
stand and characterize. The author of the Tractatus learned from 
Frege and Russell. His problems grew out of theirs. The author of 
the Philosophical Investigations has no ancestor in philosophy.' Von 
Wright. op. cit. p. 15 
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the name of the fruit that grows on the apple tree, and this 
fruit is what the word 'apple' means. In the same way the 
word 'red' is understood to represent the red colour which is 
seen in various places. No great difficulties are raised by say­
ing that 'a red apple' refers to, and therefore means, a red 
apple. It becomes more difficult if instead of 'a red apple' I 
say 'five red apples'. For what does the word 'five' refer to? 
This is much harder to answer. I can point to an apple and a 
red coloured patch, but I cannot point to the number five. 
According to Wittgenstein it would be a mistake to ask what 
the word 'five' means if it is taken as a question about what 
the word 'five' names or refers to. Suppose, says Wittgenstein, 
that I send someone shopping and give him a slip marked 
'five red apples'. To the shop-keeper it has the following 
meaning: he goes to the box marked 'Apples' and opens it; 
he then looks up the word 'red' in a colour chart and finds a 
colour sample beside it; then he recites the cardinal numbers 
up to the number 5 and for each number he takes from the 
box an apple of the colour which corresponds to the sample. 
The test of the shop-keeper's understanding what is written 
on the slip is that he acts as he does. That he understands 
'five' is shown by his counting from one to five and stopping 
(after taking an apple for each number) when he has reached 
'five'. If 'four' or 'six' had been written on the slip and he, 
still in good faith, had acted as he did, it would prove that he 
had not understood the meaning of these cardinal numbers. 
What is decisive is how the word 'five' is used. If one asks 
what the word 'five' names, the question is based on a mis­
understanding; the appropriate question is to ask, how the 
Word 'five' is used. 1 

. 1 'But what is the meaning of the word "five"? - No such thing was 
m question here, only how the word "five" is used.' Philosophical 
Investigations, § 1 (p. 3e). 
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Now it is possible to imagine a primitive language-situa­
tion or language-form - what Wittgenstein calls a language­
game - where there would be some reason for maintaining 
that the meaning of a word is the thing to which it refers. It 
is conceivable that the conversation between a skilled work­
man and his mate might consist of names only, that is, the 
names of the tools needed by the workman and handed to 
him by his mate every time that he mentions one of them. 
Such a language - or a language-game - consists of names 
only, and in order to master the language one must learn 
what the individual names refer to. 

Wittgenstein suggests that this language-game comes close 
to what he calls the Augustinian conception of language. 
\,Vittgenstein quotes a remark of St Augustine in his Con­
fessions that he had learned to understand the speech of his 
elders by understanding which objects were signified by the 
different words. St Augustine fancied, according to Wittgen­
stein, that he had discovered what was essential to all lan­
guages (or language-games), namely that all words should 
have a meaning and that the meaning of each was what it 
stood for. But this, says Wittgenstein, is true of only one 
special language-game, and is not true of all language-games. 
To suppose it is is like someone trying to explain the word 
'game' by saying that it means moving objects in a certain 
order about a board; and this of course would be true only of 
board games, and not of the many other kinds of game there 
are.1 

But let us examine the Augustinian language-game a little 
more closely. Augustine conceived of it as a naming-game, that 
is, as a language mastered by learning the names of the dif­
ferent things. The mastery will be complete when one has 
learned what all the things are called. Each name is learned 

1 ibid. § 3 (p. 3e). 
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by ostensive definition - that is by pointing to a thing and at the 
same time speaking its name. Often such a definition is the 
only possible one: or so it is said. If I have to explain the 
meaning of the word 'red' to someone, how can I do it better 
than by pointing to a patch of red colour and saying, 'This 
colour is caIIed red'? 

Consider the situation between the workman and his mate. 
Has the mate learned this language-game as soon as he knows 
the names of the tools? Certainly not. He knows, for instance, 
that this particular thing is caIIed a hammer. But what does 
he suppose the workman means when he says: 'Hammer.' 
Does it mean that he is repeating the name to himself? Or 
is he uncertain, and asking the mate to reassure him that this 
is really a hammer? Or does it mean that he wants the mate to 
give him the hammer? Or does it have some further and com­
pletely different meaning? The mate who knows only what 
the word hammer stands for has no way of understanding 
what the workman means when he says: 'Hammer.' He has 
not learned the language-game simply by knowing what the 
Words name. In this particular game 'hammer' means more 
than a particular tool: it means that this particular tool must 
be handed to the workman. And the same holds true of 
the language-game described by St Augustine. Although St 
Augustine had learned what the various words named, he had 
not yet learned how to use them. Therefore he had not yet 
learned to give or understand orders, to make or understand 
requests, to ask or understand questions, and so on. Just as 
learning the names of playing-cards or of the pieces in a 
chess-set is not learning to play bridge or play chess, so to 
know the names in a language is less than learning how to 
speak it. A language has been learned only when one can 
play the various language-games that make up the language 
concerned; that is to say when one has learned how to use the 
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words for such purposes as asking questions, describing things 
and events, giving orders, making requests and promises, 
evaluating, condemning or naming. 

The language-games found in a particular language are 
expressions of a people's form oflife. So a language which can 
do nothing but command - which has this language-game 
only - expresses a simpler form of life than a language in 
which it is possible both to give commands and to ask ques­
tions. If in a language one cannot make requests, describe 
or ask questions, it means that these human activities do not 
exist there. vVe should not find the same form of life as we 
should in cases where the language can be used to do all these 
things. 1 

I have mentioned among the different kinds of language­
game that of naming, that of assigning names to things and 
memorizing them. It might well be supposed, in the Augus­
tinian fashion, that to give and learn names - the naming­
language-game - was the logical basis of the other language­
games, just as learning to know the cards is a basis for learn­
ing to play the various card-games. This amounts to saying 
that one can learn to speak only by giving and memorizing 
names. And teaching or learning names is done by ostensive 
definition. But is it logically necessary to begin with such defi­
nitions? According to Wittgenstein the answer must be no, 
since ostensive definitions already presuppose a certain know­
ledge of language. 

Suppose, for instance, I want to give an ostensive definition 
1 'It is easy to imagine a language consisting only of orders and 

reports in battle. - Or a language consisting only of questions and ex­
pressions for answering yes and no. And innumerable others. - And 
to imagine a language means to imagine a form of life.' ibid. § 1 g 
(p. Se). Elsewhere Wittgenstein writes: 'Here the term "language­
game" is meant to bring into prominence the fact that speaking of 
language is part of an activity, or a form of life.' ibid. § 23 (p. II e). 
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of the word 'red'. Pointing to a red object, I say 'This is red', 
or 'This colour is red', or just 'Red'. This definition will be 
unde.-rst.aa<l \::i'J ~cimeone who knows ,vhat the word 'colour' 
means. Otherwise he will be none the wiser. He may believe 
with equal justification that 'it is red' means that the shape of 
the object is what is referred to as red, or that this kind of 
object is called 'red'; or perhaps that 'red' is the name of this 
particular object (as 'John' is the name of this particular 
man); or he may think that it means something about the aes­
thetic qualities of the object. But if he does not know the 
m • f d ' 1 ' ' ' ' eamng o any of the wor s co our , common name , pro-
per name', or 'aesthetic', and is therefore unfamiliar with any 
of these concepts, it is logically impossible for him to under­
stand the word 'red' in any of the ways mentioned. If, for 
example, he cannot yet talk at all, but is just be~inning ~o 
1:arn, then starting his instruction with an ostens1ve defim­
tion of 'red' (speaking the word while pointing to the rc_d 
colour) will tell him nothing. This is not because of his 
limited skill, but because it is a logical impossibility. This is 
the basis of Wittgenstein's assertion that ostensive definition 
presupposes a certain knowledge of the language; hence that 
the naming-language-game cannot be a basis for other lan­
fuage-games, but, on the contrary, itself presupposes other 
anguage-games. One has to know the language in order to 

be able to name.1 
i 'S 

•0 one might say: the ostensive definition explains the use - the 
]meaning - of the word when the overall role of the word in the 
anguag • l · 

I e is clear. Thus if I know that someone means to exp am a 
co our-wo d • • · II d ' · ' " ·1i h r to me, the ostensive defimtion "That is ca e sepia W1eJp . l 

me to understand the word. -And you can say this so ong as You do h d 
"t kn not forget that all sorts of problems attach to t e wor s 0 ow'' ,, 

'O h or to be clear". 
to b ne as already to know ( or to be able to do) something in order 

e capable of asking a thing's name.' ibid.§ 30 (pp. 14"-r5e). 
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What we have so far argued is this: there can be no definite 

limit to the possibility of constructing language-games. It is 
only with regard to particular language-games that it can be 
said that language consists of names. And even in the case of 
such languages it is a mistake to think they can be learned 
through ostensive definitions, which only work with people 
who already have some knowledge of the language. The 
meaning of a word is learned by discovering its use. And if its 
use has been learned, its meaning has been learned, too. 1 

This also implies that what the word names cannot be its 
meaning, something which is manifestly evident in the case 
of proper names. The name 'Peter' is the name of a person, 
but this person is not what the name 'Peter' means. When 
Peter dies it is the bearer of the name 'Peter' who dies and 
not the meaning of the name 'Peter'. Bearers of proper names 
live and die: meanings can do neither. 2 Proper names are 

'We may say: only someone who already knows how to do some­
thing with it can significantly ask a name.' ibid.§ 31 (p. 15e). 

And finally: 'Someone coming into a strange country will some­
times learn the language of the inhabitants from the ostensive defini­
tions that they give him; and he will often have to guess the meanings 
of those definitions, and he will guess sometimes right, sometimes 
wrong. 

'And now I think we can say: Augustine describes the learning of 
human language as if a child came into a strange country and did 
not understand the language of the country; that is, as if he already 
had a language, only not this one. Or again as if the child could 
already think, only not yet speak. And "think" would here mean 
something like "talk to oneself".' ibid. § 32 (pp. 15L16e). 

1 'For a large class of cases - though not for all - in which we 
employ the word "meaning" it can be defined thus: the meaning of 
a word is its use in the language.' ibid. § 43 (p. 2oe). 

2 'Let us first discuss this point of the argument: that a word has 
no meaning if nothing corresponds to it. - It is important to notice 
that the word "meaning" is being used illicitly if it is used to signify 

B 
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names par excellence, and in fact one never asks what proper 
names mean. We do not ask 'What does "Peter" mean?' but 
'Who is "Peter"?' It would be absurd to say to anyone who 
did ask what Peter means that it meant a person standing by 
the window. One might, however, answer that Peter meant 
'rock'. But there is a difference in this sense of the word 
'meaning': the difference between saying that rouge means the 
colour at which I am now pointing and saying that 'rouge' 
means 'red'. 

3 
We have come a long way from the doctrine of the Tractatus. 
In the Tractatus a meaningful proposition was said to be one 
made up of the names of objects, and to serve as a picture of a 
fact; language depicted the world. In the Philosophical investi­
gations language is no longer said to act like this. Picturing or 
depicting the world is discarded as a meaningless notion: 
there are many different language-games, some of which 
serve to describe, to assert, to report. The countless other 
language-games that do not describe, assert or report are still 
languages; and the countless other sentences that do not des­
cribe, assert or report are still sentences.1 In the Tractatus a 

the thing that "corresponds" to the word. That is to confound the 
meaning of a name with the bearer of a name. When Mr N. N. dies 
one says that the bearer of the name dies, not that the meaning dies. 
And it would be nonsensical to say that, for if the name ceased to 
have meaning, it would make no sense to say "Mr. N. N. is dead".' 
ibid. § 40 (p. 20e) . 

. 1 'But how many kinds of sentence are there? Say assertion, ques­
ti_on, and command? - There are countless kinds, countless different 
kmds of use of what we call 'symbols', 'words' 'sentences'. And this 
multiplicity is not something fixed, given once 'ror all; but new types 
of language, new language-games as we may say, come into exis-
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word is meaningful if, and only if, it is a name. In the Philo­
sophical Investigations, a word is not a name; a word can be used 
as a name, but it can be used in numerous other ways as well. 1 

Now if a language is no longer to be understood as a pic­
ture of the world, how else is it to be defined? What do the 
different language-games have in common that entitles them 
to be called a language? 2 Wittgenstein's answer is simple; 
they have nothing in common. No one definite element, no 
one distinctive property must be possessed by them all m 
order for each to qualify for recognition as a language. 

tence, and others become obsolete and get forgotten. (We can get a 
rough picture of this from the changes in mathematics.)' Philosophical 
Investigations.§ 23 (p. II 8 ). 

1 "'We name thingsand then we can talk about them: we can refer 
to them in talk." -As if what we did next were given with the mere 
act of naming. As if there were only a thing called "talking about a 
thing". Whereas in fact we do the most various things with our sen­
tences. Think of exclamations alone, with their completely different 
functions. 

Water! 
Away! 
Ow! 
Help! 
Fine! 
No! 

Are you still inclined to call these words "names of objects"?' 
ibid. §27 (p. I 3c). 

2 'Here we come up against the great question that lies behind all 
these considerations. - For someone might object against me: "You 
take the easy way out. You talk about all sorts of language-games, 
but have nowhere said what the essence of a language-game, and 
hence of language, is: what is common to all these activities, and 
what makes them into language, or parts of language. So you let 
yourself off the very part of the investigation that once gave yoll" 
yourself most headache, the part about the general form of propositions 
and oflanguage." 'ibid.§ 65 (p. 31 8). 
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This kind of answer runs against a long tradition. It seems 
to be good philosophical common sense to insist that if any­
thing is to be named as something or other, classified in one 
way or another, then this must be done in virtue of some 
property which entitles it to be so named or classified. Mem­
bers of the class of all red things have in common the colour 
'red', and members of the class of triangles have in common 
the characteristic of being geometric figures of a certain type. 
But according to Wittgenstein the members of the class of all 
language-games have no such property in common. This 
means that the concept of 'language' cannot be defined. A 
triangle can be defined as a figure having three angles and 
three straight lines and 'red' can be defined ostensively- 'the 
colour that looks like this'. But nothing of this sort can be said 
about a language: it has no defining property. 1 

Wittgenstein defends this assertion by comparing lan­
guage-games with games in general. What have ball-games, 
card-games and board-games in common? He says it is no use 
assuming that because they are classified as games they must 
~ave a property in common. They have not. What happens 
ifwe look at these games?2 We find there is no simple property 
common to all games, but similar properties. lfwe compare a 
number of games we find the first one has a similar property 
to the second, and the second another - different - similarity 
to the third, and so on. Perhaps the first and third also have 
some points of similarity, but these may be different from the 

1 It is arguable that no concept of philosophical interest can be 
defined. See, for example, F. Waismann, 'Synthetic-Analytic II', 
Anarysis, December 1950, and G. H. von Wright, Logik, Filosofi oc/1 
Sprak, pp. 240 ff. 

2 'Don't say: "There must be something common or they would 
not be called 'games' " - but look and see whether there is anything 
common to all .... To repeat: don't think, but look!' Philosophical 
Investigations, § 66 (p. 3 1 e). 
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points of similarity between the first and second and between 
the second and the third. So all members of the class of 
'garne' have instead of a common defining property what 
Wittgenstein calls a 'family resemblance'. 1 

Consider the resemblances found inside a family. Peter and 
Paul look similar in profile but not in facial expression, while 
Paul and John resemble each other in facial expression but 
not in profile. Peter and John bear no resemblance in facial 
expression or profile, but have a similar way of speaking. 
Peter, Paul and John have a 'family resemblance' but they 
have no one specific feature in common. 

The word 'language' is not the name of a single phenome­
non (as it is said to be in the Tractatus, where indeed the asser­
tion is a crucial one); it is the name of the class of an indefinite 
number oflanguage-games. To talk abo~t language as a single 
and unambiguous phenomenon would be like talking about 
the game, as if there were only one game. 

Different language-games show a family-resemblance and 
the number of different language-games is indefinite. Inde­
finite not only because one can imagine new language-games 
appearing, but also because the borderline of what can be 
called a language-game is blurred and indistinct: there is no 
hard edge. The man who stops me by saying 'No Admittance' 
is using a language-game. We should hardly hesitate to say 
that there is a 'family resemblance' between his speaking this 

1 Wittgenstein sums up his point thus: 'And the result of this 
examination is: we see a complicated network of similarities over­
lapping and criss-crossing: sometimes similarities of detail.' ibid. 
§ 66 (p. 328). He goes on in the next paragraph: 'I can think of no 
better expression to characterize these similarities than "family 
resemblances"; for the various resemblances between members of a 
family: build, features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, etc., etc., 
overlap and criss-cross in the same way. - And I shall say, games form 
a family.' ibid.§ 67 (p. 32°). 
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and the board which has the words 'No Admittance' painted 
on it. And a 'family resemblance' between both and a police­
man holding up his arm in a gesture made familiar by cus­
tom. But what are we to say about a traffic light that changes 
to red? Or about a barbed-wire fence? Or a white line in the 
middle of a road? Here we are in the indefinite borderland. 
No sharp frontier can be discerned between what is and what 
is not language. 

The difference between the theory of language presented 
in the Philosophical Investigations and that of the Tractatus 
goes together with a difference of teaching on another 
guestion. In the Tractatus there is only one language, because 
language is said to consist of elementary propositions or truth­
functions of elementary propositions; and since each_ of these 
elementary propositions is a picture of a state of affairs, each 
h~s the same logical form as the state of affairs ~oncerned. 
Smee each state of affairs is unique (as it must be m or~~r to 
be a state of affairs), there can be only one true propositwn; 
from a logical point of view, two propositions about the same 
stat~ of affairs must be the same proposition in the sense of 
havmg the same logical form. To discover the logical form of 
the • • l fc 

f hvanous propositions is to discover the true log:ica orm 
o t e • h 
tic 1 ~anous states of affairs. Philosophy reveals the aut en-

ogical structure of the world: its task is to analyse sen-
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In the Tractatus such objects are conceived of as simple 
or non-composite. Now he holds that whether a thing is 
composite or non-composite is not in itself an absolute, but 
something that depends on the language-game. 1 Outside a 
language-game, apart from a specific linguistic context, it 
makes no sense to discuss whether an object is or isn't com­
posite. 

Imagine a chessboard. In a certain context, one can say 
that it is made up of black and white squares and that each 
square is simple. In another context, one can say that it is 
made up of black and white colours. These two assertions 
differ: the word 'square' doesn't mean what is meant by the 
word 'colour'. Which is the correct assertion? This will de­
pend on the context. Neither statement in itself is more cor­
rect than the other. 2 If I say that the chessboard is made up 
of coloured squares, it doesn't follow that in appropriate con­
texts, a coloured square is simple. In one context, it may be 
said that each square is made up of colour and shape; in 
another that it consists of two rectangles. So Wittgenstein 
asks: Could we not imagine a situation in which the chess­
board itself could properly be called a simple object? Now 
if the idea of absolutely simple objects is forsaken, one must at 
the same time abandon the idea that there are simple states 
ofaffairswhich have a certain logical form. (It will be remem­
bered that a state of affairs was supposed to consist of simple 
objects and that the logical form was supposed to be deter­
mined by the relation between these objects.) 

1 Philosophical Investigations, § 4 7 (p. 2 I e). 
2 'Asking "Is this object composite?" outside a particular language­

game is like what a boy once did who had to say whether the verbs 
in certain sentences were in the active or passive voice, and who 
racked his brains over the question, whether the verb "to sleep" 
meant something active or passive.' ibid. § 4 7 (p. 22e). 
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This leads us to a third notable difference between the 
teaching of Wittgenstein's two books. Language, no longer a 
picture of reality, is now seen as a tool, and a tool with a rich 
variety of uses. Different words are like different tools in the 
toolbox. And just as there is no one single use which is the 
essential use of all tools, there is no one essential use for words 
and sentences. 1 

4 
All in all, the Philosophical Investigations gives a radically differ­
ent account of what philosophy is and does from that which 
the Tractatus gives. The analysis of propositions to set out their 
correct logical form is no longer relevant, ifthere is no longer 
any correct form. The idea of a correct form of a proposition 
is tied to the idea of its depicting a fact. And when there is no 
longer any logical form of a fact to depict, then there is no 
standard or norm to establish the correct form of a proposi­
tion; in other words, the concept 'correct form' has lost its 
meaning. Every sentence is, as Wittgenstein puts it, 'in order 
as it is'. 2 The philosopher's task is not to correct the proposi­
tion, but to understand it. And to understand it means to know 
not what it pictures, but what it does, what function it has, 
what purpose it serves, what work it performs. According to 
the Tractatus a proposition does only one thing: it depicts a 
fact; but according to Philosophical Investigations, sentences do 
innumerable jobs. It is not easy to say exactly what job a 

1 ibid. § I I (p. 68). 
2 'On the one hand, it is clear that every sentence in our language 

is "in order as it is". That is to say we are not striving after an ideal, 
as if our ordinary vague sentences had not yet got a quite unexcep­
tional sense, and a perfect language awaited construction by us. 
- On the other hand, it seems clear that where there is sense there 
must be perfect order. - So there must be perfect order even in the 
vaguest sentence.' ibid. § 98 (p. 45e). 
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particular sentence does; and perhaps very easy to misunder­
stand what it is. This is partly because one tends to have in 
one's mind a prior image of how a particular sentence func­
tions, and it is almost impossible to get rid of this image. 

Such then is the difference between the teaching on this 
subject of the Tractatus and the Philosophical investigations: ac­
cording to the earlier work, a proposition may be in a correct 
or an incorrect form, according to the later work, a proposi­
tion has neither a correct nor an incorrect form: it can only 
be understood or not understood. This may be illustrated by 
reference to Russell's attempt to translate the statement (1), 
'The golden mountain does not exist' into the statement (2), 
'It is false that there is an entity c such that the propositional 
function "Xis a mountain and of gold" is true if Xis c and 
otherwise false.' In the Tractatus, Russell's reformulation was 
regarded as a correction. Only statement (2) depicts the logi­
cal form of reality and thus only statement (2) is correct. 
Now according to the Logical Investigations it is wrong to think 
of statement ( 2) as a correction of statement ( 1), for statement 
(I) is not incorrect in form and does not need correction. On the 
other hand, \,Vittgenstein will admit that statement ( 1) could 
be misunderstood, indeed that it has been misunderstood. 

It is worth remembering that Meinong, among others, re­
jected the statement, 'The golden mountain does not exist', 
as a proposition with a logical subject and a logical predicate. 
Such theorists fancied it to be analogous to a proposition 
such as (3) 'The golden mountain is 3,000 feet high.' And 
about this last proposition (3), it can be said that the predi­
cate '3,000 feet high' is apropos not of the expression 'the 
golden mountain' but of the subject, the golden mountain itself. 

Wittgenstein now holds that Russell's reformulation of 
statement ( 1) is not a correction, but an aid to a better under­
standing of that statement; Russell does this by comparing ( 1) 
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with ( 2), by showing that ( 1) has the same logical form as ( 2). 
Of course, Russell himself did not think of (2) as a fully ac­
curate translation of ( r); he thought such a rendering could 
only be provided by using the symbolic language of Principia 
Mathematica. "Wittgenstein, however, will not agree that even 
the symbolic language of Principia A1athematica yields a correct 
translation. According to Wittgenstein any proposition that 
serves as a basis of comparison with ( 1) and so throws light 
on it, has its place in the philosophical investigations of ( r). 
And for this purpose, Russell's statement (2) is not the only 
useful one. Many other propositions, including less elabor­
ately phrased ones, may serve this end: not only statements 
showing similarity but also those showing dissimilarity. 1 

What gives point to philosophy is this very fact that pro­
positions and other utterances can be misunderstood. If there 
were no possibility of misunderstanding there would be no 
philosophy. If, like intellectual supermen, we could never 
misunderstand language, could never go wrong about the 
job that different sentences do in different contexts, and 
never mistook one language-game for another, the philoso­
phical problem would be unknown. 

Even if we take this claim of Wittgenstein's with some re­
serve, we may be ready to admit that logical misunder­
standings that lead us into philosophical problems can arise 
from confusing one language-game with another, from sup­
posing that different language-games are one and the same 
language-game, or from regarding some games ( or even one 

1 'Our clear and simple language-games are not preparatory 
studies for a future regularization of language - as it were first 
approximations, ignoring friction and air resistance. 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 dissimilarities.' ibid. § 130 (p. 50c). 
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single game, as Wittgenstein himself did in the Tractatus) as 
the only legitimate kind. 

Such confusions and over-simplifications, Wittgenstein 
suggests, are so deeply rooted in our habits of thought that 
they are not even noticed. 1 The presence of a philosophical 
problem is symptomatic of a misunderstanding of the logic of 
language. This is not to say that the philosophical problem is 
of itself a misunderstanding. Indeed, paradoxically, it is, in a 
sense, a sign of understanding. Philosophical understanding 
is needed to see the problem caused by a misunderstanding of 
language. Philosophical problems are bound to arise when 
one language-game is falsely assumed to be analogous to an­
other language-game: but this is not to say that everybody 
will see that these problems will arise. 

Besides, misunderstandings of the logic oflanguage are not 
misunderstandings in the ordinary sense of the word. They 
are not the mistakes that are made on Mondays and Wednes­
days but not on Thursdays and Fridays, not the mistakes that 
we make only when we are tired, or that people of lesser in­
telligence make more often than those of greater intelligence. 
They are misunderstandings that originate in the very forms 
of our language, and which would never be discovered if no­
body were able to see the philosophical problems involved. 2 

1 'The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden 
because of their simplicity and familiarity. (One is unable to notice 
something - because it is always before one's eyes.) The real founda­
tions of his enquiry do not strike a man at all. Unless that fact has 
at some time struck him. -And this means: we fail to be struck by 
what, once seen, is most striking and most powerful.' ibid. § 129 

(p. 5oe). 
2 'One ca.nnot guess how a word functions. One has to look at its 

use and learn from that. 
'But the difficulty is to remove the prejudice which stands in the 

way of doing this. It is not a stujJid prejudice.' ibid. § 340 (p. 1098). 
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In games like chess and bridge there are rules about what is 
correct and permissible, and there arc rules, again, in deduc­
tive systems like mathematics and logic; but language is not 
in the same situation. There are no analogous rules by which 
we can determine the use of a word or a sentence in any 
given context. We know that in logic p and not p is a con­
tradiction,and that we can deduce from acontradictionwhat­
ever we like. As the field of deduction is limited, it is no con­
tradiction to say in answer to the question 'Is he efficient?' -
'Both yes and no'. No one can reasonably reproach me for 
such an answer on the grounds that one is either efficient or 
not efficient, that it is impossible to be both efficient and not 
efficient. Such an answer as mine does not involve me in any 
ruinous contradiction: it will generally and without difficulty 
be understood as it should be understood. Only ifit was taken 
as being the same language-game as a deductive logical system, 
only if I maintained both p and not p, only then would a 
reproach be in order. Again, if someone took my answer to 
be correct, and assumed that I was playing such a deductive 
logical game, we should end up with metaphysical problems; 
'the law of contradiction does not apply to human beings'. 

Thus the way to the solution of a philosophical problem 
lies in discovering how and why the logic of language has 
been misunderstood. The philosophical problem is a symp­
tom of something being wrong, and the philosopher's job is 
to find out what is wrong. 1 The philosophical problem ap­
pears to be a problem without a solution precisely because it 
is not an empirical problem but a problem about the logic of 
language. One seems to be led to saying something that can­
not be right. 2 

1 'The philosopher's treatment of a question is like the treatment 
of an illness.' ibid. § 255 (p. 91 e). 

2 'A simile that has been absorbed into the forms of our language 
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The solution of a philosophical problem is reached through 
a deeper insight into the real function of the sentences under 
scrutiny, through an understanding of the language-game 
which is actually being used; hence the task of philosophy 
becomes purely descriptive, descriptive in the sense that it 
states (or ascertains) how various sentences function. 1 

The kind of misunderstandings which give rise to philo­
sophical problems are, as we have seen, deeply rooted in 
ordinary thinking; these are features which are hidden not 
because they are unfamiliar but precisely because they are too 
familiar. New and unusual things are noticed: everyday oc­
currences are not. Hence a philosophical discovery does not, 
as a scientific one so often does, point out something novel 
and singular (and often meet with scepticism on that ac­
count); it points out something which, once seen, seems 
obvious. For this reason, a philosophical argument is not so 
often regarded with scepticism and mistrust but treated 
rather as a mere truism. 2 

produces a false appearance and this disquiets us. "But this isn't how 
it is!" we say. Yet this is how it has to be." 'ibid.§ II2 (p. 47e). 

'A philosophical problem has the form: "I don't know my way 
about."' ibid.§ 123 (p. 498). 

1 'Philosophy may in no way interfere with the actual use of 
language; it can in the end only describe it. For it cannot give any 
foundation either. It leaves everything as it is.' ibid. § 124 (p. 498). 

'When philosophers use a word "knowledge", "being", "object", 
"I", "proposition", "name" - and try to grasp the essence of the 
thing, one must always ask oneself: is the word ever actually used in 
this way in the language-game which is its original home? -

'What we do is to bring words back from their metaphysical to 
their everyday use.' ibid.§ 116 (p. 488). 

2 'It was true to say that our considerations could not be scientific 
ones. It was not of any possible interest to us to find out empirically 
"that, contrary to our preconceived ideas, it is possible to think 
such-and-such" - whatever that may mean. {The conception of 
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The aim of philosophical reasoning is what Wittgenstein 
calls complete clarity. It is characteristic of his whole con­
ception of the nature of a philosophical problem, that this 
complete clarity does not lead to the solution of the problem, 
but to its disappearance. And to say that it disappears instead 
of being solved, is to emphasize that the origin of the philoso­
phical perplexity is an error, or rather a misunderstanding -
a misunderstanding of the logical grammar of the sentences 
concerned. When the misunderstanding has been healed, the 
source of the problem has not been 'solved', it has:vanished. 
Wittgenstein says the problem is like a fly in a fly-bottle; and 
thephilosopher'sjobistoshowtheflythewayoutofthe bottle.1 

thought as a gaseous medium). And we may not advance any kind of 
theory. There must not be anything hypothetical in our considera­
tions. We must do away with all explanation, and description alone 
must take its place. And this description gets its light, that is to say, 
its purpose, from the philosophical problems. These are, of course, 
not empirical problems; they are solved, rather, by looking into the 
workings of our language, and that in such a way as to make us 
recognize those workings: in despite of an urge to misunderstand them. 
The problems are solved, not by giving new information, but by 
arr~nging what we have always known. Philosophy is a battle 
~s:amst the bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language.' 
1bid. § 109 (p. 47e). 

':hilosophy simply puts everything before us, and neither ex­
plams_ nor d~duces anything. - Since everything lies open to view, 
!here IS nothmg to explain. For what is hidden, for example, is ofno 
mterest to us.' ibid. § H!6 (p. 5oe). 

'I~ one tried to advance theses in philosophy, it would never be 
~~SSible to debate them, because everyone would agree to them.' 
Ibid. § 128 (p. 50e). 

i 'I • 
t Is not our aim to refine or complete the system of rules for 

th: use of our words in unheard-of ways. 
B For _the. clarity that we are aiming at is indeed complete clarity. 

ut this srmply means that the philosophical problems should 
completely disappear. 
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This metaphor has a further significance. To show the fly 

the way out of the fly-bottle is not to describe or demonstrate 
the innumerable directions in which the fly might fly, but 
simply to show the one that will take it out of the bottle, and 
that, incidentally, will also be the way that took it into the 
bottle. Equally, philosophy does not need to describe or de­
monstrate the many, often countless, uses of a word or an 
expression, but only the one- or ones - that will make the 
problem disappear, and this is a matter of revealing the mis­
conception of the logical grammar of the utterance or ex­
pression that gave rise to the problem. 

5 
I have already said a fair amount about Wittgenstein's views 
on the connection between philosophical problems and mis­
understandings about the logic of language. Let us now look 
at some of the actual philosophical problems he discusses in 
the Philosophical Investigations, and thus turn from his theory 
of the problem to his treatment of problems, turn from meta­
physical reflection to philosophical investigations, or, in more 
picturesque Wittgensteinian language, to the therapeutic 
analysis of specific logical disorders. 

Wittgenstein says: 'Where our language suggests a body 

'The real discovery is the one that makes me capable of stopping 
doing philosophy when I want to. - The one that gives philosophy 
peace, so that it is no longer tormented by questions which bring 
itself in question,' ibid.§ 133 (p. 51e). 

'The results of philosophy are the uncovering of one or other 
piece of plain nonsense and of bumps that the understanding has 
got by running its head up against the limits of language. These 
bumps make us see the value of the discovery.' ibid. § 119 (p. 48e). 

'What is your aim in philosophy? - To show the fly the way out 
out of the fly-bottle!' ibid.§ 309 (p. 103e). 



7o Wittgenstein and Modern Philosophy 
and there is none, there we should like to say, is a spirit.1 

What he has in mind is this: certain formulations oflanguage 
lead us to suppose that something exists or that something 
happens. A statement that something exists will normally be 
taken to mean that something of a bodily nature exists. If 
nothing of a bodily nature exists, and we stick to the view 
that such statements assert the existence of something, we 
are led to the metaphysical supposition that what exists 
must be of a non-bodily or spiritual nature. Thus, in fol­
lowing the supposed logic of language we are led to talk 
about spiritual substances. 

But this supposed logic is often a misunderstood logic. 
The problem shows that the functions performed by the 
words and sentences concerned have been misunderstood. 
Very often such misunderstandings arise from the mistaken 
belief that words are names, that the meaning of a word is 
what it stands for (which leads to the conclusion that if 
they do not refer to anything they are meaningless, and that 
all meaningful words and sentences must refer to some­
thing). 

Now there are many verbs that refer to things that happen 
or to things we do physically - 'to hurry', 'to run', 'to 
speak', 'to work', 'to eat', and so forth. These are verbs re­
ferring to bodily activities. Then there are all those verbs 
which, with apparently equal force, refer to processes or 
:,ctivities that are not bodily activities: 'to wish', 'to decide', 
to understand' and so on. Wittgenstein's remark is relevant 

to t?e use of these verbs. The languages seems to refer to a 
bodily activity; and when there is no bodily activity, we are 
led to talk about some spiritual or incorporeal activity in­
stea_d; For example, we say 'Now I understand' or 'Now I 
see it • We think of such expressions as belonging to the same 

1 ibid. § 36 (p. 18C). 
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logical type as expressions referring to physical activities or 
processes. We misunderstand the function which the words 
perform and so get led into philosophical problems about 
'mental acts' and so forth. 1 

Suppose I treat the expression 'Now I understand' as a 
report - a report on my having understood something or 
other. The obvious question arises: What does it report? 
And the obvious answer is: it reports the very understanding 
that occurred, a report of the flash of understanding that seems 
to cons ti tu te the understanding its elf; a report of the occurrence 
of a definite mental act, namely that of unden,tanding. 

Such a view leads us into difficulties. Let us suppose that 
there is such a mental act, and that the sentence 'Now I 
understand' is a report of its occurrence. This means that 
I must be able to observe such mental acts, for otherwise I 
could not report them. Wittgenstein now attempts to estab­
lish the following points: ( 1) There is no single mental act 
that occurs every time I begin to realize something or every 
time I understand. (2) Even if there were such a single mental 
act, observable every time I begin to realize something, or 
every time I understand, then it would still be wrong to call 

1 'How does the philosophical problem about mental processes 
and states and about behaviourism arise? - The first step is the one 
that altogether escapes notice. We talk of processes and states and 
leave their nature undecided. Sometimes perhaps we shall know 
more about them - we think. But that is just what commits us to a 
particular way of looking at this matter. For we have a definite 
concept of what it means to know a process better. (The decisive 
movement in the conjuring trick has been made, and it is the very 
one that we thought quite innocent.) -And now the analogy which 
was to make us understand our thoughts falls to pieces. So we have 
to deny the yet uncomprehended process in the yet unexplored 
medium. And now it looks as if we had denied mental processes. 
And naturally we don't want to deny them.' ibid. § 308 (p. 103e) . 

• 
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it an act of understanding. (3) If the expression 'Now I 
understand' is treated as a report it entails the very odd 
suggestion that such an utterance is a report of something 
that has never been observed.1 

Wittgenstein gives the following example: A writes down a 
series of numbers following a specific system. B, watching A 
write them down, tries to discover the rule he is following. 
At a certain moment he grasps it, whereupon he exclaims, 
for example, 'Now I understand,' or, 'Now I know how to 
go on.' What are his reasons for saying this? Suppose the 
series of numbers is I, 5, I 1, 19, 29. After the figure 29 has 
been written down, B says he knows now how to go on. While 
A was writing, B was trying out various algebraic formulae 
on the numbers. After the figure 19 has been written dow~, 
B speculates as to whether the formula an = n2 + n - I is 
the one he is looking for. If so, the next number in the 
series will be 29; and when A writes this figure, B thinks he 
has discovered the rule. But this is only one method, and 
by no means the only possible one. B, watching A write out 
the numbers, may have had many different ideas and may 
perhaps have finally noticed that the difference between the 
numbers was 4, 6, 8, ro, and so have announced that he 
knows how to go on. 2 

1 'We are trying to get hold of the mental process of under­
standing which seems to be hidden behind those coarser, and there­
fore more readily visible accompaniments. But we do not succeed: or 
rather it does not get us as far as a real attempt. For even supposing 
that I had found something that happened in all those cases of 
understanding - why should it be the understanding? And how can 
the process of understanding have been hidden, when I said 'Now 
I understand' because I understood? And if I say it is hidden - then 
how do I know what I have to look for? I am in a muddle.' ibid. 
§ 153 (p. 608), 

2 ibid.§ 15 1 (p. sg). 
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But whatever thoughts or ideas B had, none of them can be 

said to constitute understanding itself. Even if it could be 
proved that one single thought or idea was always present 
when a man understands something, this would still differ 
from understanding. Understanding, in the example we have 
just considered, cannot be identified with B's thinking of the 
formula an = n2 + n - I. For he may well have come to 
think of this without having understood the rule underlying 
the series of numbers which A has written down. He may 
think of it in the sense of seeing it in his mind's eye (as we 
see a word spelled out when we try to imagine it with closed 
eyes), and he could do this without connecting it with any­
thing and without knowing the meaning or use of it. And 
what is true of the formula an = n2 + n - 1 applies equally 
to anything else that B might think of or imagine. 1 It might 
even be said that although one had a particular idea that 
could be called an 'idea of understanding', it would be 
logically permissible to ask if one had understood or misun­
derstood this idea. 

In other words, we have been led to this conclusion: if 
an expression like 'Now I understand' is taken as a report (or 
a description) of a mental act of understanding, we must 
acknowledge that it cannot be a report (or description) of 
anything. And this indicates that it is a misunderstanding of 
the logic of such expressions to regard them as reports ( or 
descriptions). There are further reasons for saying this. 

1 'But are the processes which I have described here understanding? 
' "B understands the principle of the series" surely doesn't mean 

simply: the formula "an = etc." occurs to B. For it is perfectly 
imaginable that the formula should occur to him and that he 
should nevertheless not understand. "He understands" must have 
more in it than: the formula occurs to him. And equally, more than 
any of those more or less characteristic accompaniments or manifesta­
tions of understanding.' ibid. § 152 (p. 6oe). 
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Suppose, in the example given, B says, 'Now I understand,' 
and this statement is a report of a mental event, then the 
statement would be correct if, and only if, the mental event 
was actually experienced. In this case, B would be justified 
in maintaining that he had understood even though he 
could not continue the series of numbers. And correspond­
ingly, if he were able to continue the series of numbers, but 
had not experienced any mental event, then he would have 
no right to say he had understood. 

It would be no more correct to regard it as a matter of 
experience, or to hold that one had empirical evidence for 
saying that every time one had the idea of understanding, or 
experienced the supposed mental event of understanding, it 
meant that one was able to act with understanding. For if 
this were so, then to say 'Now I understand' would be the 
same as to say that I have empirical grounds for believing 
that I shall be able to act correctly.1 

But if the statement in question is not a report ( or a 
description) of an act of understanding or a mental process­
and such is the conclusion we have reached - how then 
sho:Uld it be regarded? It is something that cannot be said 
untzl one has understood. Notice, this means when one has 
understood, and not (as might be fancied) when one under­
stands. The simple reason is that one must either have 
already understood or not yet understood. The verb 'to 
understand' has this feature in common with several other 
v~rb~. To begin is to have begun; to see is to have seen; to 
wm is to have won. No situation can be sensibly described by 

l 'A nd now one might think that the sentence "I can go on" 
mheant "I have an experience which I know empirically to lead to 
t e C • • h ontmuation of the series". But does B mean that when he says 

e can go on? Does that sentence come to his mind, or is he ready to 
produce it in explanation of what he meant?' ibid.§ 179 (p. 72e). 
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saying that it is beginning but has not begun; one cannot 
say that man is seeing but has not yet seen; or that he is 
understanding but has not yet understood. 1 

Assuredly, we use phrases like 'He is on the point of seeing' 
or 'It is dawning on him'. And we speak like this precisely in 
those cases where a man has not yet quite seen or under­
stood, but is getting close to seeing or understanding. But 
to be close to a goal is not to be there. 

I say 'Now I understand' when I have already understood. 
In Wittgenstein's words it is a 'signal' that I can go on - or 
'a glad start'. 2 In many ways it is no more a report (or 
description) thanis the exclamation 'Hurrah!' IfI amstrug­
gling with a difficult job- untying a knot, searching for 
something I've lost, for example, I may at the moment when 
I succeed exclaim - 'That's it!' or 'Done it!' or 'Hurrah!' 
In this context, all these exclamations belong to the same 
logical category (the same part of the same language-game). 
Nobody would consider 'Hurrah' or 'That's it' or 'Done it' 
in this context as reports or descriptions. And yet such 
utterances as 'Now I understand' or 'Now I know how to go 
on' belong to the same logical category. 

Now exclamations like 'Hurrah' and 'That's it' cannot 
be true or false in the sense that propositions can be: but they 
can be justified. One might, for instance, afterwards say, 'It 
was too early for me to say "Hurrah" or "I thought I had 

1 'Try not to think of understanding as a "mental process" at 
all.- For that is the expression which confuses you.' ibid § 154 
(p. 61 e). 

2 'It would be quite misleading in this last case, for instance, to call 
the words a "description of a mental state". - One might rather call 
them a "signal" and we judge whether it was rightly employed by 
what he goes on to do.' ibid.§ 180 (p. 73e). 

'"Now I know how to go on!" is an exclamation: it corresponds to 
instinctive sounds, a glad start.' ibid. § 323 (p. 105e). 
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it".' My joy or relief at having succeeded may be expressed 
in various exclamations: but it may rest on a false foundation 
and therefore be unjustified. But it would be meaningless to 
say that the joy or relief ( or the corresponding exclamation) 
was false. The same applies to the sentence 'Now I under­
stand'. It cannot be true or false, but it may be justified or 
unjustified. Indeed, if this were not so, we could not speak 
of 'misunderstanding'. To misunderstand is to believe, fal­
laciously, that one has understood. Then a situation arises 
when we should say, 'When I said I understood, I thought I 
had, but now it seems that I was mistaken.' The evidence of 
its being a mistake is found in what one does and says, or 
perhaps in what one doesn't do or say. Even so, this does 
not mean that the claim 'Now I understand' or 'Now I 
know how to go on' must have been unjustified ifl get stuck 
or go on and make a mistake. For there are situations when 
it would be permissible to say, 'When I said I understood I 
really did understand, but now I seem to have forgotten it.' 1 

But what is the justification for maintaining that at one 
moment one understood something and the next moment 
forgot it? Does it not consist in an appeal to that very flash 
of understanding, the existence of which Wittgenstein denies? 
He~e it is important to distinguish between cause and justifi­
cation. The cause of B's exclamation 'Now I understand' was 
that he thought of the formula a,. = n2 + n - 1, and that 
the application of it produced the right number, or that he 
spotted that the difference between the numbers A wrote 
down was 4, 6, 8 and IO respectively. Or perhaps there was 
no other cause than his immediate recognition 2 of the 

: !td. §§ 181-2 (p. 73c) and§ 323 (pp. 105-1060). 
f ~ h_e watches and says "Yes, I know that series" - and con-
mues it, Just as he would have done if A had written down the series 

1 3 5 7 g.' ibid. § 151 (p. 6oe). 
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series of numbers or his instant realization that he knew how 
to go on 1 when he had seen the first few numbers A wrote down. 

But no matter what images may have been in B's mind, 
and no matter what the cause, or better, the occasion of his 
exclamation 'Now I understand', it has nothing to do with its 
justification. That can only be based on B's ability to show 
he has understood by a certain performance: a performance 
already begun with what Wittgenstein calls 'the glad start'. 
It may still be justified even though the performance goes 
wrong, and in this case, the matter will be determined by 
finding out the cause of what has gone wrong or got stuck 
in the performance. If, for example, one can truly say that 
one has forgotten what one knew a little while ago, then it 
can be reasonably held that one did really understand even 
though one no longer understands. On the other hand if 
someone in B's position said he believed he could go on with 
the series, but in fact could not go on, then we must say that 
in this case, he believed he had understood but had not 
understood. 2 

6 
A special class of words refers to sensations - pain, itching, 
burning, pricking and so on - and such phenomena might 
be, and often have been, called 'inner' or 'private' events. 

1 'We can also imagine the case where nothing at all occurred in B's 
mind except that he suddenly said "Now I know how to go on" -
perhaps with a feeling of relief; and that he did in fact go on working 
out the series without using the formula. And in this case, too, we 
should say - in certain circumstances - that he did know how to go 
on.' ibid.§ 179 (p. 738). 

2 'Here there are cases in which I should say "When I said I know 
how to go on, I did know". One will say that if, for example, an un­
foreseen interruption occurs. What is unforeseen must not simply 
be that I got stuck.' ibid.§ 323 (p. rn5°). 
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Being so named they are set apart from external or public 
phenomena. Tables and chairs are external and publicly 
observable bodies: they exist in space and everyone can see 
and feel them. But a sensation is not in space as a table is in 
space, so it is called 'inner', and it is not experienced by 
anyone except myself, so it is called 'private'. These so­
called inner, private experiences are designated by particular 
words: and the words come to be regarded as names, names 
which in use give rise to assertions about or reports (or 
descriptions) of i:he sensations concerned. And a language 
which thus asserts, reports or describes these 'inner', 'private' 
sensations is called a private language. 

How do we learn this language? Now what Wittgenstein 
~ants to show is that such a private language does not exist, 
mdeed that it could not exist, that it is a logical impossibility. 
What he claims is that the language we use when we talk 
about our sensations is not a naming-language-game, not a 
language which names inner and private sensations. Witt­
genstein tries to prove the logical impossibility of such a 
l~nguage in this way. Suppose I experience a certain sensa­
tion and decide to name it. I call it 'E'. 1 Now I also decide 
t? write down 'E' in my diary every time I have the sensa­
tion 'E' 'E' • • d t • must m this case be regarded as a name an no 
as a description (as, for example, piercing, pricking, burning 
or oppressive). 2 The sensation can only be defined osten-

1 "b•d 
, 1 1. • § 258 (p. 92c). The 'E' comes from the German word for 
sensation' 'Em,hr. d ' 

2 p , 1{Jzn ung . 
wh. {rsonally I must add that I doubt whether sensations exist 
• ~c cannot in principle be characterized or described by means of 
Jus such expre • . . b . . . 
P . ss10ns as p1ercmg, urmng or oppressive, 1.e. ex-

ress1ons th t • d' . 
arf 1 'R a m 1cate the external causes of the sensation. In my 
shoic eth emarks on the Concept of Sensations' I have tried to 

w at nos • k . See Th J ensations are nown that cannot be so characterized. 
e ournal of Philosophy, vol. LVI, No. 3. 1959. 
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sively. I notice a sensation, I concentrate - more or less -
my attention on it and so, as it were, decide to name it 
'E'. To have named the sensation means among other things 
that the next time I become aware of the same sensation I 
shall call it 'E' and write that word in my diary. 

Now suppose that some time after I have named the sensa­
tion I experience it again and accordingly write down 'E'. 
Can this be justified? Noticing the sensation, I concentrate 
my attention on it, and identify it as 'E', I recognize it as the 
sensation I experienced before and named 'E'. Now this 
name 'E' is correctly applied only if I have identified the 
sensation correctly. And by writing down 'E' I assert that 
I have identified it correctly. But to speak of correctness is to 
imply the existence of a criterion of correctness. If there were 
no such criterion it would be absurd to speak of correctness. 
If, for example, I say that today is Tuesday, there must, in 
principle at any rate, be some test to establish whether today 
is Tuesday and not Monday or Thursday. If there is no way 
of testing it, the assertion makes no sense: the word 'Tuesday' 
could perform no function in the language. 

So what is the criterion of the sensation I have today and 
call 'E' being the same as the one I had the other day and 
also called 'E'? All I can say if I am asked is that it seems to me 
to be so, I think it is, or some such words. We are used to 
giving answers of this kind in innumerable situations: for 
innumerable situations arise in which such answers are 
justified. To questions such as 'ls the man who is here the 
same man who was here the other day?' 'Is the tune you are 
playing the same as the one you played yesterday?' 'Is he 
making the same speech as he made last year?' -To all 
such questions it may be right to answer 'I think so', 'It 
seems to me that it is so', and so forth. And in each of these 
cases there is - in principle at least - some way of finding out 
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whether what seems to be the case is the case. There are 
various ways of ascertaining whether it really was the same 
man, the same tune, or the same speech: but my impression 
that it is, is not itself a criterion. My having the belief or the 
impression that a thing is the case is not a method of test­
ing that it is the case. But it may act as a stimulus or incentive 
to verify something and it may give a hint as to how to do 
so and what to look for. To fancy that something is so is not 
to have ascertained anything, but perhaps it may serve to 
prompt one to ascertain something. 

Now when we turn to the question whether what seems 
to be the same is not a man or a tune or a speech but a 
sensation, then we are faced with a situation where there are 
no methods for ascertaining whether what seems to be the 
same is really the same. Why are there no such methods? 
It is not because they cannot be found, or because one's situa­
tion cuts one off from their use. The reason is of a logical kind. 
We could not conceive of a method of ascertaining whether 
one sensation was the same as another felt at an earlier 
time. For there is nothing for me to go by except that the 
sensation seems to me to be the same. This means there is no 
difference between the two statements 'It is the same sensa­
tion that I had before' and 'It is not the same sensation that 
I had before', or what comes to the same thing 'This is 
sensation E' and 'This is not sensation E'. There is no dif­
ference, for no criterion of truth can be applied to them. And 
a pr • • oposition so formulated that it makes no difference 
wheth "t • er 1 1s true or false is not a proposition at all. 

Thus the • 'E' • fc sign 1s no name. It was incorrectly taken or 
a name A n • h • · · fc 

h . • ame wit out a cntenon for its proper use, or 
w 1ch • h 

' in ot er words, no rules exist, is not a name. It is not 
part of any I . . . 
t k anguage-game; 1t has no funct10n; 1t has no 
as to perform. 
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Perhaps someone will suggest that memory must explain 
why the sensation appears to be the same sensation that I 
bad the other day. I remember the sensation I had then, and 
therefore I can say that the sensation I am having now is 
the same. After all, it is not absurd to have some confidence 
in what one thinks one remembers. We often demonstrate 
such confidence. I remember that the train leaves at 1 o a.m.,. 
and as I rely on my memory I don't look up the time-table. 
However, the decisive point in this case is that a criterion 
exists, as to whether my memory is sound or unsound. If the 
time-table indicates that the train leaves at 10 a.m., then my 
memory is correct; but if the time-table indicates another 
hour, my memory is incorrect. In the case of remembering a 
sensation, no such criterion exists. There is nothing to which 
I can appeal to validate or test my memory. Wittgenstein 
gives the example of someone who wants to translate a word 
from one language into another, but a language which is not 
spoken and in which no dictionary exists, apart from an 
imaginary dictionary. You imagine a dictionary and then 
look up the word in its pages. Then in what sense would it 
be possible to speak of a correct or incorrect translation? 
It would make sense only if the imaginary dictionary could 
itself be checked, but this ex hypothesi is out of the question. 1 

1 'Let us imagine a table (something like a dictionary) that 
exists only in our imagination. A dictionary can be used to justify 
the translation of a word X by a word Y. But are we also to call it 
justification if such a table is to be looked up only in the imagination? 
"\Yell yes, then it is a subjective justification" - But justification 
consists in appealing to something independent. "But surely I can 
appeal from one memory to another. For example, I don't know if 
I have remembered the time of departure of a train right and to 
check it I call to mind how the page of the time-table looked. Isn't 
it the same here?" No; for this process has got to produce a memory 
which is~actually correct. If the mental image of the time-table could 
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What Wittgenstein has shown ( or believes that he has 
shown) by this attack on private language is not that we are 
all talking nonsense when we speak of our sensations, but, on 
the contrary, that such talk, or such a language-game, must 
not be taken as a language containing names of sensations. 
If the sign 'E' is read as the name of a sensation, but a name 
which is neither a description nor any other characteriza­
tion of the sensation it names, then 'E' does not fulfil the 
conditions necessary for any sign to function as a name. What 
is named must be identifiable. If this cannot be done, the 
logical conditions for naming are not being satisfied. 

Nevertheless the fact remains that we can, and do, talk 
about our sensations; so the question remains, if we are not 
naming sensations, what are we doing? Well, let us imagine 
we are speaking of a sensation with which a certain type of 
behaviour is connected. This will, for example, be the case 
where a painful sensation is concerned. Is our mentioning 
the pain a naming or description of the behaviour? Clearly 
not. When I want a pain to end, it is not my behaviour that 
I want to end. I take an aspirin as a remedy against certain 
pain, not against certain behaviour. Then is the behaviour 
to be regarded as a symptom of the pain, as an external sign 
by means of which I identify the pain? It is plainly no such 
thing. When I say I have a pain, it is not an inductive con­
clusion. I do not infer it from my behaviour. I do not verify 
my claim that I have a pain by observing what I say and do. 
But why must an expression such as 'I have a pain' be an 

not itself be tested for correctness, how could it confirm the correctness 
of the first memory? (As if someone were to buy several copies of 
the morning paper to assure himself that what was said was true). 

'Looking up a table in the imagination is no more looking up a 
table than the image of the result of an imaginary experiment is the 
resultofan experiment.' Philosophicallnvestigations, § 265 (pp. 93e-94e). 
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assertion about a sensation? To discover the meaning of a 
statement is not to discover what it may describe or refer to, 
but to discover its use. And a good method for finding out 
boW a certain expression is used in certain situations and for 
certain purposes is to investigate how one would set about 
teaching someone its use, or how we actually learn it our­
selves. It is, however, by no means easy to find out how we 
actually learn to use words like 'pain', or, what is the same 
thing, how we come to understand what the words mean. 

Consider the following suggestion: I learn what the word 
'pain' means by having a pain myself. Certain behaviour is 
connected with the pain. When I have a pain and exhibit 
this behaviour, I am told that what I feel and what causes 
the behaviour is pain. But this cannot be a true explanation 
of how I learn the meaning of the word. For ifl learn it from 
rny behaviour, then the expression 'I have a pain' becomes a 
conclusion. ' "Ow!" I exclaim, and pull a face, so I must have 
a pain? And this is absurd. If I do not learn it from my be­
haviour, then perhaps I learn it in this way: the first time 
that I learn that the sensation I am feeling is called 'pain', 
I concentrate my attention on it and so come to think I have 
learned the meaning of pain. But this is the same as saying 
that I know what the word 'pain' means as a result of 
comparing subsequent sensations with this sensation; and 
this leads to the same difficulty as before: we do not know 
what counts as having identified a sensation correctly, so it is 
meaningless to speak of the correct or incorrect use of the 
word. 

To regard the utterance 'I have a pain' as an assertion 
about a sensation leads us into difficulties. And, according 
to Wittgenstein, the way out of these difficulties is to admit 
that it is a misunderstanding to treat the utterance as an 
assertion; and then to go on to see that using this expression 
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is not the language-game we supposed, but another, very 
different language-game. What kind oflanguage-game is it in 
reality? Wittgenstein answers in these terms: when a child 
in a given situation has a pain and shows pain-behaviour, 
it learns through the comments and questions of adults to 
call it a pain. 'It stings!', 'It hurts!', 'Does it hurt?', 'Do you 
have a pain?' and so forth. This reveals - and here we have 
the crucial point for Wittgenstein - that the utterance 'I 
have a pain' is not used as an assertion about a pain-sensation, 
nor an assertion or description of pain-behaviour, but as 
part, even though a part acquired by habit, of the pain­
behaviour in itself. 1 On this analysis of 'I have a pain' the 
difficulties we have discussed can be avoided. At the same 
time light has been thrown on other logical peculiarities of 
this utterance. 

Whenever an assertion is made, that assertion may be 
false, not only in the sense that one wishes to deceive people 
but also in the sense that one may be mistaken. The most 
simple assertions can sometimes be false. Assertions such as 
'I see there is a table in the room' are perhaps most often 
true, but they can be false. Not even such an assertion as 'I 
see a red spot' is necessarily true. It is quite possible that 

1 'How do words refer to sensations? There doesn't seem to be a_ny 
problem here; don't we talk about sensations every day, and give 
them names? But how is the connection between the name and the 
t~ng named set up? The question is the same as, How does a human 
bemg learn the meaning of the names of sensations? - of the word 
".,,r d 

i:iam ,or example? Here is one possibility - words are connecte 
with th • • • • d d . e primitive, the natural expressions of the sensat10ns, an use 
m their place. A child has hurt himself and he cries; and the adults 
talk to him and teach him exclamations· and later sentences. They 
te~ch the child new pain-behaviour. ' 

So you • • ? 
0 are saymg that the word "pain" really means crying. 
d n the contrary the verbal expression of pain replaces crying and 

oes not describe it.' ibid.§ 244 (p. 8ge). 
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owing to some special circumstances, I misjudge the colour. 
'fhere is no logical absurdity in remarks such as, 'I was sure 
I saw that the spot was red, but now I see that the colour 
isn't red but bronze, so I was obviously mistaken.' On the 
other hand it would be a logical absurdity to say, 'I was sure 
I had a severe dull pain, but now I believe that the sensation 
,vas a sharp itching, so I was obviously mistaken.' 

This leads us to another logical peculiarity. Any assertion 
is either known or supposed to be true. Hence one must be 
able to answer questions as to how one knows its truth. If 
I say, 'There is a red spot on the wall,' I can be asked how 
I know it; and if I say, 'I see a red spot on the wall,' I can 
be asked if I am sure if I am seeing it correctly and I can be 
asked to look at it more closely. But if I say I am in great 
pain it would be a logical absurdity to ask how I knew it, or 
believe it, or to ask me whether I am sure; and I could not, 
except as a joke, be asked to pay more attention to the sensa­
tion to make sure that it is not perhaps an itch. Now it 
seems to be a logical condition of knowing or believing an 
assertion to be true that questions of this kind can be asked. 
If such questions cannot be put, then we cannot be said when 
to know or believe that which has been said is true: in other 
words, that the utterance is an assertion. This would there­
fore seem to show that 'I am in great pain' is not an assertion, 
not anything that I can be said to know to be true. 1 

These logical oddities can be clarified if they are seen in the 
light of Wittgenstein's argument that the utterance 'I am 

1 'In what sense are my sensations private? - Well, only I can know 
whether I am really in pain; another person can only surmise it. -
In one way this is wrong, and in another nonsense. If we are using 
the word "to know" as it is normally used (and how else are we to 
use it?), then other people very often know when I am in pain. -
Yes, but all the same not with the certainty with which I know it 
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in pain' is not an assertion but part of pain-behaviour. It 
neither describes the pain nor describes the pain-behaviour; 
it replaces a part of the pain-behaviour (the cry). This 
shows why it does not make sense to say I was mistaken when 
I believed I had a pain, but had only an itch. It would be 
equally absurd, and absurd for the same reason, as saying that 
it was a mistake for me to cry 'Ow!', or wince, instead of 
scratching myself. For the same reason, again, I cannot 
answer questions about how I know I am in pain, and cannot 
be urged to pay more attention to confirm that I am not mis­
taken; I cannot be asked how I know I am right to cry 
'Ow!', or be urged to investigate more closely and see if I 
was right to wince rather than scratch. 

7 
In the Philosoplzical Investigations Wittgenstein touches on 
many different philosophical problems. One leads on to 
another, or is examined in the light of another, and, just as 
often, examined in the light of a third problem. These in 
turn are examined in the light of further problems. Thus one 
is taken by a complicated series of criss-cross journeys through 
an ever wider field of thought, an adventure which yields 
what Wittgenstein calls a collection of landscape-sketches, 
sketches that in the end combine to provide an overall 

myself! It can't be said ofme at all (except perhaps as a joke) that 
I know I am in pain. What is it supposed to mean - except perhaps 
that I am in pain. 

'Other people cannot be said to learn of my sensations only from 
my behaviour, - for / cannot be said to learn of them. I have them. 

'The truth is: it makes sense to say about other people that they 
doubt whether I am in pain; but not to say it about myself.' ibid. 

246 (p. 8ge). 
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panorama of the whole terrain. He compares his own book 
to an album. 1 

We have now looked at the main points Wittgenstein 
Jllakes in the Philosophical Investigations. His conception of 
Janguage as so many language-games (rather than a picture 
of facts); his theory that language can serve many different 
purposes - describing, commanding, asking, appointing etc., 
as well as naming - and that the meaning of a word is 
governed by the language-game in which it figures; his argu­
:rnent that philosophical problems are rooted in misunder­
standings of the type of language-game in which a particular 
word occurs: all this, as we have seen, leads to his claim that 
the proper business of philosophy is to remove these mis­
understandings by elucidating the correct language-game 
in which such words are used. 

We have also noted that these central ideas ofWittgenstein 

1 'The thoughts which I publish in what follows are the precipitate 
of philosophical investigations which have occupied me for the past 
sixteen years .... I have written down all these thoughts as remarks, 
short paragraphs, of which there is sometimes a fairly long chain 
about the same subject, while I sometimes make a sudden change, 
jumping from one topic to another .... And this was of course con­
nected with the very nature of the investigation. For this compels us 
to travel over a very wide field of thought criss-cross in every direc­
tion. - The philosophical remarks in this book are, as it were, a 
number of sketches of landscapes which were made in the course of 
these long and involved journeyings. 

'The same, or almost the same points are always being approached 
afresh from different directions, and new sketches made. Very many 
of these were badly drawn or uncharacteristic, marked by all the 
defects of a weak draughtsman. And when they were rejected a 
number of tolerable ones were left, which now had to be arranged and 
sometimes cut down, so that if you looked at them you could get a 
picture of the landscape. - Thus this book is really only an album.' 
ibid. p. 1xe. 

G 
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are relevant to two far-reaching problems, or, more pre­
cisely, to two sets of far-reaching problems, for each is 
related to many others. Problems which stem from the ex­
pression 'Now I understand' arise, according to Wittgenstein, 
from a mistaken belief that this expression describes or 
reports something, and so mistaking the language-game to 
which (according to Wittgenstein) the expression really 
belongs. This misunderstanding arises from a theory of 
meaning according to which the meaning of a sentence is 
what it refers to. The expression 'I have a pain' yields similar 
problems if it is taken (as it was taken by theorists before 
'o/ittgenstein) as an assertion naming a sensation and not 
(as Wittgenstein argues) as a form of acquired pain-be­
haviour. 

It is a very common fallacy that sentences which are not 
assertions, reports or descriptions are assertions, reports or 
descriptions. 1 And this mistake goes together with the 
equally common fallacy of taking the meaning of a sentence 
to be what it refers to rather than the way it is used. Although 
such errors still prevail one has only to glance at the philo­
sophy which is going on nowadays to see that it has been 
decisively, though not of course exclusively, influenced by 
Wittgenstein's teaching. To put it rather crudely, one might 
say that two schools have dominated the academic philo­
sophers of the past twenty years: first Logical Positivism, 
secondly the kind of analytic philosophy originating in 
England, mainly at Cambridge and Oxford. Curiously 
enough, both these movements were inspired by Wittgenstein, 
the one by the earlier Wittgenstein of the Tractatus, the other 

1 A fallacy common enough to warrant a name. John Austin 
~alle~ it 'the descriptive fallacy' that is 'so common a philosophy'. 
~e his paper 'Other Minds' in Logic and Language (Second Series), 

e • A. G. N. Flew, p. 146. 
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by the later Wittgenstein of the Philosophical Investigations. 
,A.nd just as the Wittgenstein of the Tractatus was conquered 
by the Wittgenstein of the Philosophical Investigations, so one 
could say that Logical Positivism is being, if not conquered, 
at any rate outdistanced, and forced into retreat, by the 
teaching of the later Wittgenstein which has been developed 
at Cambridge and Oxford. 

In the past fifteen or twenty years important things have 
happened in philosophy. Where darkness ruled before, it now 
seems that one can not only hope for light but also sense its 
approach, and even, here and there, catch a glimpse of it. 
It is worth noting that these gains have often been produced 
through the close and detailed investigations of a single ex­
pression or group of related expressions, and that the decisive 
point - that at which we come to see things in a new light 
and in a new way- has nearly always been a demonstration 
of the way the expressions concerned have been misunder­
stood, or, in Wittgenstein's terms, been supposed to belong 
to the wrong language-game. All this is due to Wittgenstein's 
teaching; and in the chapter which follows, I shall give 
some examples of the work which has been done by a few 
of the English philosophers who have been influenced by him. 



CHAPTER V 

Contemporary Philosophical 
Investigations 

I 

One of the most influential philosophy books that have 
appeared since the war is The Concept of Mind by Gilbert 
Ryle, Waynflete Professor of Metaphysics at Oxford. 1 It was 
published in 1949, four years before the Philosophical Investi­
gations, and it is not Wittgensteinian in style or outlook, 
although there is no conflict on essential points; but it is 
typically Wittgensteinian in that it treats philosophical pro­
blems as the consequence of a misunderstanding of the logic 
of concepts. 

Where Wittgenstein speaks of 'language-games', Ryle 
speaks of'categories'. What Ryle has in mind is this: Suppose 
I cut the stalk of an apple on a tree, then the following state­
ments can be made: - (1) An apple is hanging on a tree; (2) 
The apple is subject to the law of gravity; (3) I cut its stalk; 
(4) The apple falls to the ground because of the law of 
gravity; (5) The apple falls to the ground because its stalk is 
cut. 

Take sentence (3) first. This can be read as a report of 
what I am doing, a statement of something that happens. 
Su~h a sentence, thus used to report an occurrence, is a cate­
gorical statement. It implies the logical possibility of asking 

M~ dGilb~rt Ryle (b. 1900), editor of Mind; author of The Concept of 
zn ' Dilemmas, etc. 

go 
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certain questions; not that the answers are necessarily known, 
but that they could be known. Sentence (3) implies, among 
other things, that one can ask where I cut the stalk, when it 
happened and how long it took. 

Next, let us look at sentence (2). That an apple is subject 
to the law of gravity cannot meaningfully be said to occur at 
a definite moment or to have taken a long or short time. An 
apple is subject to the law of gravity whether it is on a tree, 
or in a bowl, or falling to the ground. Its being subject to this 
law is no more a happening than the fact that this paper is in­
flammable. Paper is inflammable whether it is lying on the 
desk or burning in the grate. Hence to say that the apple is 
subject to the law of gravity is not to report any occurrence. 
So it makes no sense to ask when it occurred. Thus (2) is not 
a categorical, but a hypothetical statement. What (2) asserts is 
that if for some reason an apple is not held up it will fall in 
accordance with the law of gravity. Hence (2) has a function 
altogether different from (3); (2) can be considered a rule of 
inference by means of which one can say what will happen 
(that the apple will fall) if certain other things happen (so 
that the apple ceases to be held up); and one can explain 
what happens by showing that it happens in accordance with 
this rule. (2) and(3) are logically different statements: they 
belong to different logical categories. To treat (2) as if it be­
longed to the same logical category as (3) would commit one 
to answering senseless questions, it is to make a category­
mistake which leads to absurdities. 

If (2) and (3) belong to different categories, so do (4) and 
(5). In (4) it is stated that the apple falls because of gravity 
and in (5) that it falls because its stalk has been cut. These 
two uses of 'because of' belong to two different categories; 
and to suppose that they belong to the same one is again to 
make a category mistake. In (5) the fall of the apple is 
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explained in terms of a cause; in (4) in terms of a law. To be a 
cause something must happen, occur, take place. The cause 
of a billiard ball's rolling is that another ball has struck it. 
The lightning was the cause of the house's catching fire, and 
the cutting of the stalk was the cause of the apple's falling. 
But the law of gravity is not an event, it does not happen: so 
it makes no sense to call it a cause. To explain the apple's 
falling by referring to the law of gravity is to explain it in 
terms of a rule. Thus the relationship between (4) and (5) is 
this: (5) explains in terms of the cause, the cutting of the 
stalk. But, in this case, the cutting of the stalk can only be the 
cause of the apple's falling if (4) is correct. To say that some­
thing is a cause is to say that, inter alia, there is a rule of in­
ference (a law) in the light of which one is justified in making 
an inference from certain occurrences to certain other oc­
currences, and the event in question is one of that class to 
which this rule of inference can be applied. Without such 
rules of inference or laws the word 'cause' would have no 

' ' meaning. 
Thus, while (2) is a hypothetical statement, and (3) and 

(5) are categorical statements, (4) is neither, or, more pre­
cisely, both. It is categorical in that it reports that the apple 
falls and hypothetical in that it explains this event by means 
of a rule of inference. The rule of inference and the report are, 
so to speak, built into the same statement. Ryle calls such 
statements 'semi-hypothetical' or 'mongrel-categorical.' 1. 

Ryle's subject in The Concept of Mind is one of the classical 
P~oblems of philosophy. Even though it did not origi~ate 
With Descartes - for it is a much older problem - one might 
say that Descartes first gave it a modern formulation. And 
alth?ugh the Cartesian theory leads to insurmountable diffi­
culties, it has nevertheless captured our minds: it has given 

1 The Concept of Mind, p. 141. 
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us our idea of how things must be. 1 Broadly speaking the 
Cartesian theory is this: man is made up of two entities, a 
body and a mind; these two entities interact, so that some 
events in the one may be caused by events in the other. Thus 
according to circumstances we act from anger, prudence, in­
dulgence, envy, vanity, sorrow, and so forth. Or we are 
angry, prudent, indulgent, envious, vain, sorrowful, and the 
rest. To explain actions by means of mental concepts - 'He 
did it because he was angry', 'He did it out of shrewdness', 
'His conduct was dictated by envy', etc. - to speak like this, 
according to the Cartesian theory, is to have given a casual 
explanation. The causes invoked are mental processes. I have 
the feeling called envy and this feeling is the cause of my 
conduct. Or my intelligence works out what would be the 
most profitable thing for me to do, and these mental pro­
cesses are the causes of my subsequent behaviour. Thus a 
man whose actions are explained by means of mental con­
cepts is a being in who.m two things take place: the physical 
action and the mental process. And while the physical 
actions can be discovered by other people, mental processes 
can be observed only by the person who experiences them. 
Physical actions are public and occur in space, mental pro­
cesses are private and do not occur in space. Mental events 
are events of peculiar, even a mystical kind, and how they 
can bring about physical events is a problem that has con­
tinued to worry philosophers since Descartes. It is puzzling to 
speak of mental events as internal, and puzzling to call the 
physical actions external. To call something internal is to 
say it is inside something, and what is external is outside 

1 Compare Wittgenstein's remark 'A simile that has been absorbed 
into the forms of our language produces a false appearance, and this 
disquiets us. "But this isn't how it is!" we say. "Yet this is how it has 
to be." ' Philosophical Investigations, § I 12 (p. 47e). 



94 Wittgenstein and Modern Philosophy 
~<>-=et.bing. But what is this 'something'? The external, in this 
context is still external whether it is inside my own body or 
outsid/ Hence, in this context, 'internal' cannot mean inside 
anything: the word cannot have its ordinary meaning,_ an~, 
indeed, it is difficult, nay impossible to say what ~earung it 
has at all. And so long as no meaning can be ascribed to the 
word 'internal', none can be ascribed to the word 'external' 
either. 

It is equally puzzling how one person can make any infer­
ence about the state, or even the existence, of another person's 
mind. For ex hypothesi one can observe only what goes on in 
one's own mind. The belief that states of mind or mental 
events are experienced by others is an inference based on ana­
logy from one's own inner experience. But if this inference is 
to be better than a mere guess it must have empirical sup­
port; there must have been cases when this inference was 
~onfir~ed. Now, according to the Cartesian theory, this is 
impossible. It has never been and never will be possible to 
verify an inference from analogy; such inferences are there­
fore no better than guesses. 1 

Such are the difficulties which arise within the conceptual 
scheme or framework f c · A d · · h" o artesian theory. n 1t 1s t 1s con-
cept~al framework which Ryle attacks. Ryle claims that it is 
a logical error to expl • • · c · 

• , ain people's act10ns 1n artesian terms. 
It 1s a category mi"st k , T . · · th k" d • a e. hat 1s to say 1t 1s not e m of mistake that ca b ' F h 

• n e corrected by psychology. or t e Cartesian conceptu 1 • "bl r 
• a apparatus does not make 1t poss1 e 1or us to predict what 1 . • 

h 1 resu ts a particular psychological experi-ment s ou d or sh ld . 
• h ' ou not produce So experiments can neit er confirm n ' · 

h • or refute it. But the conceptual scheme s apes our interpret • • 
ation of what is shown by the experi-ments, and conditi h 

ons our explanations of them. If t e 
1 Ryle op • 

• • cit. pp. 14 f. and pp. 52 f. 
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conceptual framework is incorrect, the understanding becomes 
misunderstanding and the explanations sham explanations. 

In brief, according to Ryle, the Cartesian category-mis­
take is to confuse cause and law, or to classify as categorical 
statements what are in fact hypothetical or semi-hypotheti­
cal statements, or to classify as assertions sentences that 
actually function as inference rules. 

Consider the sentence: 'His action was prompted by van­
ity.' This is a sentence that can in certain circumstances be 
used correctly. But this is not to say it cannot be misunder­
stood. Indeed, one may suggest that being formulated as it is, 
it is apt to be misunderstood. The use of the word 'prompted' 
suggests a causal relation, the feeling of vanity being a mental 
event causing the physical action, in the same way that cutting 
the stalk of the apple causes the apple to fall. The statement 
is thus treated as one containing two categorical statements, 
one reporting a mental event, the so-called feeling of vanity, 
and the other reporting the actions caused by this feeling. 
This is a mistake. In truth, the statement is semi-hypothetical 
in the same way as the statement 'The apple falls because of 
the law of gravity' is semi-hypothetical. To say that his action 
is prompted by vanity is to explain it by referring to a trait 
of character, namely vanity. To say a man is vain is to make 
a hypothetical statement, just as it is when one says that an 
apple is subject to the law of gravity. Ifl say a man is vain I 
do not say he is experiencing a particular feeling called vanity 
more or less frequently or at intervals or all the time. 1 I do 

1 'To put it quite dogmatically, the vain man never feels vain. 
Certainly, when thwarted, he feels acute dudgeon, and when un­
expectedly successful, he feels buoyant. But there is no special thrill 
or pang which we call a "feeling of vanity". Indeed, if there were such 
a recognizable specific feeling, and the vain man was constantly 
experiencing it, he would be the first instead of the last person to 
recognize how vain he was/ ibid. p. 87. 
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not say anything about what he is believing, thinking or feel­
ing, or has believed, thought or felt, or will believe, think or 
feel. All I am saying is that if there are occasions for it, he can 
be expected to believe, think or feel as a vain person does. 1 I 
do not say anything about his ever having behaved in a 
vain manner, but only that he is inclined to behave in such a 
manner. Doubtless this would be a hazardous thing to say 
unless there was good evidence of his having behaved in a 
vain way, but this has to do with the validity of the statement, 
and not with the logical function. I ts logical function is that 
of an inference-rule by means of which we can with some pro­
bability predict his behaviour and reactions or explain his 
past words and thoughts. ('One might have expected him to 
act like that, for he is a vain man.') 'He is vain' is a hypo­
thetical statement as are all other statements describing cer­
tain traits of character, dispositions, tendencies, motives and 
n~eds. To ascribe such things to people is not to furnish them 
~it~ so many possible causes of possible actions, but rather to 
mdi?ate the kind of situation (for instance, an opportunity f?r 
a vain man to advertise his merits) that will occasion certam 
co~duct (his advertising his merits). So the statement 'His 
action was prompted by vanity' is semi-hypothetical - cate-

1 'Wh 'l • • • 
b' 1 e it is true that to describe a man as vain is to say that he JS 

51:1 ~ect to a certain tendency it is not true that the particular exer-
cises of th· ' 'II t · JS tendency consist in his registering particular thri s or 
wmges. On th • • xpect him • e contrary, on hearing that a man 1s vam wee 

a lot, inb the first instance, to behave in certain ways, namely to talk 
a out hi • t crit' · mself, to cleave to the society of the eminent, to reJec 

ic1sms to k h • ti versat' ' see t e footlights and to disengage himself rom con-
in rosions about the merits of others We expect him also to indulge 

Past c.e~lte day-dreams about his o;n successes, to avoid recalling 
1a1 ures d b • 

is to tend ' an _to plan for his own advancement. To e vai~ 
ibid. p. 85 ~~ act 10 these and innumerable other kindred ways. 
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gorical in so far as it mentions an action, but hypothetical in 
so far as it is one to which the inference-rule concerning 
vanity can be applied, or classified as an action to be under­
stood as a manifestation of vanity. Only a vain person will 
respond to that kind of situation in such a way. 1 

Vanity, therefore, is not an internal phenomenon as the 
Cartesian theory holds; and neither is it an external pheno­
menon. Understood as an inference-rule, it is no more in­
ternal or external than the law of gravity. Moreover, every 
individual obtains knowledge about his own vanity or lack of 
vanity in the same way that other people obtain such know­
ledge, namely, by observation of behaviour. I, and others,. 
have the same access to witness my behaviour and record it. 
Others have the same ability as I have myself to discern 
,v·hether I am vain or not. I have no privileged access. 

What Ryle says about the statement 'His action was 
prompted by vanity' would be applicable to all statements 
which seek to explain conduct by reference to a mental con­
cept. Statements like 'He did it because he was angry' or 
'He did it out of cunning' are both semi-hypothetical. They 
report actions, but explain those actions by means of mental 
concepts. These are actions that can be performed only by 

1 ' •.. to explain an act as done from a certain motive is not 
analogous to saying that the glass broke because a stone hit it, but to 
the quite different kind of statement that the glass broke, when the 
stone hit it, because the glass was brittle.' ibid. pp. 86 f. 

Again. 'The statement "he boasted from vanity" ought, on one 
view, to be construed as saying that "he boasted and the cause of 
his boasting was the occurrence in him of a particular feeling or 
impulse of vanity". On the other view, it is to be construed as saying 
"he boasted on meeting the stranger and his doing so satisfies the 
law-like proposition that whenever he finds a chance of securing the 
admiration and envy of others, he does whatever he thinks will 
produce this admiration and envy.' ibid. p. 89. 
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not say anything about what he is believing, thinking or feel­
ing, or has believed, thought or felt, or will believe, think or 
feel. All I am saying is that if there are occasions for it, he can 
be expected to believe, think or feel as a vain person does. 1 I 
do not say anything about his ever having behaved in a 
vain manner, but only that he is inclined to behave in such a 
manner. Doubtless this would be a hazardous thing to say 
unless there was good evidence of his having behaved in a 
vain way, but this has to do with the validity of the statement, 
and not with the logical function. I ts logical function is that 
of an inference-rule by means of which we can with some pro­
bability predict his behaviour and reactions or explain his 
past words and thoughts. ('One might have expected him to 
act like that, for he is a vain man.') 'He is vain' is a hypo­
thetical statement as are all other statements describing cer­
tain traits of character, dispositions, tendencies, motives and 
needs. To ascribe such things to people is not to furnish them 
~ith so many possible causes of possible actions, but rather to 
Indicate the kind of situation (for instance, an opportunity for 
a vain man to advertise his merits) that will occasion certain 
co~duct (his advertising his merits). So the statement 'His 
action was prompted by vanity' is semi-hypothetical - cate-

1 'While it is true that to describe a man as vain is to say that he is 
s1;1bject to a certain tendency, it is not true that the particular exer­
cis~s of this tendency consist in his registering particular thrills or 
~~ing:s. On the contrary, on hearing that a man is vain we expect 

im, in the first instance, to behave in certain ways, namely to talk 
a ~~t :tbout himself, to cleave to the society of the eminent, to reject 
cntici~ms, to seek the footlights and to disengage himself from con­
:ersations about the merits of others. We expect him also to indulge 
In roseate day-dreams about his own successes to avoid recalling 
past £ ·1 ' • . ai ures, and to plan for his own advancement. To be vam 
~bs .dto tend to act in these and innumerable other kindred ways.' 
l I • p. 85 f. 
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stood as a manifestation of vanity. Only a vain person will 
respond to that kind of situation in such a way. 1 

Vanity, therefore, is not an internal phenomenon as the 
Cartesian theory holds; and neither is it an external pheno-
1nenon. Understood as an inference-rule, it is no more in­
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individual obtains knowledge about his own vanity or lack of 
vanity in the same way that other people obtain such know­
ledge, namely, by observation of behaviour. I, and others, 
have the same access to witness my behaviour and record it. 
Others have the same ability as I have myself to discern 
whether I am vain or not. I have no privileged access. 

What Ryle says about the statement 'His action was 
prompted by vanity' would be applicable to all statements 
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cept. Statements like 'He did it because he was angry' or 
'He did it out of cunning' are both semi-hypothetical. They 
report actions, but explain those actions by means of mental 
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1 ' •.. to explain an act as done from a certain motive is not 
analogous to saying that the glass broke because a stone hit it, but to 
the quite different kind of statement that the glass broke, when the 
stone hit it, because the glass was brittle.' ibid. pp. 86 f. 

Again. 'The statement "he boasted from vanity" ought, on one 
view, to be construed as saying that "he boasted and the cause of 
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conscious beings. If such statements are regarded as causal 
explanations, so that the word 'because' is read like the word 
'because' in the statement 'The apple fell because I cut its 
stalk', then there has been a category mistake. But if these 
statements are read instead as explanations or terms of a law 
- like 'The apple fell because of the law of gravity' - the cate­
gory mistake has been avoided, and the problems which 
emerge from such category mistakes have disappeared. Ryle 
is thinking here of such problems as our knowledge of other 
minds, the justification of our belief that other minds exist, 
and the traditional problems of interaction between mental 
and physical events. 

Now, there seems to be a fundamental difference between 
such a statement as 'He is angry' and the statement 'He is 
conscious'. The first is semi-hypothetical, explaining be­
haviour by an inference-rule invoking the concept of anger. 
But could we say the same about the second stateme?t? 
Surely nobody could be said to be conscious without bemg 
conscious of something. It would be nonsense to say that ,?7°u 
~re conscious, but that you are not conscious of anythmg; 
J~st as it would be nonsense to say that you ate but that you 
did not eat anything. To be conscious entails such concepts as 
concentration, attention heeding noticing, investigating and 
so o o ' ' • k" n. ne cannot speak of consciousness without mvo mg 
so~e such concepts; and likewise if we invoke such concepts 
wel imply that someone is conscious. 

b f I do something attentively and carefully, I shall prob-
a ly be • h • · 'd t' ng t m saymg I did it well because I pa1 atten ion 
or e:x:erc· d , 1 'b ise care. But if one takes this 'because as a causa 

ecause' h • tak we ave, according to Ryle, made a category °:is-

de, we have made the mistake of thinking that the attention 
an care • h • 1 d 

fi is t e cause of what we have done attentive Y an 
care ully b • eing done in the way it is. The so-called cause, the 
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attention and care, is considered to be a process or act. And 
jn this view, to do something attentively and carefully is both 
to perform the act of heeding (exercising attention and care), 
the cause, and to perform the act which is heeded, the effect; 
the attention and care being an internal private mental phe­
nomenon and the deed itself an external, physical public 
phenomenon. Now this category-mistake will be avoided, ac­
cording to Ryle, if we realize that we are not dealing with a 
case of cause and effect, but one of explanation by reference 
to a law. To say that an action was done with care is to say 
something about the way in which it is done. 1 The criterion 
of whether one has read attentively or carefully is that one is 
able to give an account of what one has read. It is not absurd, 
but, indeed, quite reasonable to claim that one concentrated 
hard on one's reading but did not understand it. It would, 
however, be nonsense to say that one concentrated hard but 
could answer no questions at all about the reading, neither 

1 'When a person hums as he walks, he is doing two things at 
once, either of which he might interrupt without interrupting the 
other. But when we speak of a person minding what he is saying, or 
what he is whistling, we are not saying that he is doing two things at 
once. He could not stop his reading while continuing his attention to 
it, or hand over the controls of his car, while continuing to exercise 
care; though he could, of course, continue to read but cease to 
attend, or continue to drive but cease to take care. Since the use 
of such pairs of action verbs as "read" and "attend" or "drive" and 
"take care" may suggest that there must be two synchronous and 
perhaps coupled processes going on whenever both verbs are pro­
perly used, it may be helpful to remember that it is quite idiomatic 
to replace the heed verb with a heed adverb. We commonly speak 
of reading attentively, driving carefully and conning studiously, and 
this usage has the merit of suggesting that what is being described is 
one operation with a special character and not two operations 
executed in different "places" with a peculiar cable between them.' 
ibid. P· 1 38. 
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the things mentioned nor the words used nor even the lan­
guage employed. 1 Thus the criterion of whether one has 
performed something attentively or carefully is not the ex­
perience of certain internal, private mental phenomena, but 
rather how one acts, behaves and reacts - how one responds, 
for example, to appropriate questions. 

Thus to say that one has done something carefully or at­
tentively is to give voice to a semi-hypothetical statement: a 
statement that licenses inferences about the way the act was 
done: it is to say nothing about causes. 2 These statements pre­
dicating consciousness are also semi-hypothetical. 

The statement 'Man has both a body and a mind' is one 
which, in Wittgenstein's phrase, 'bewitches our intelligence'. 
We take it as an assertion about the existence of two entities, 
one internal and one external, mysteriously connected so that 
there is causal interaction between them. Among the illustra-

1 'lfwe want to find out whether someone has been noticing what 
he has been reading, we are generally content to decide the question 
by cross-questioning him not long afterwards. If he cannot tell us 
anything about the gist or the wording of the chapter, if he finds 
no :ault with other passages which contradict the original chapter, 
or if ~e expresses surprise on being informed of something already 
mentioned in it then unless he has suffered concussion in the in-
te • • ' ' • ~' or IS now excited or sleepy, we are satisfied that he did not 
notice what he read. To notice what one reads entails being prepared 
to sat" f • k" ds is Y some such subsequent tests. In a similar way, certam m 
of accidents or near-accidents would satisfy us that the driver had 
not ?een taking care. To take care entails being prepared for 
ce:~m sorts of emergencies.' ibid. p. 139. 

What distinguishes sensible from silly operations is not their 
~irentage, but their procedure, and this holds no less for intellectual 
t 1~? for ~ractical performances .... When I do something in­
e igently, 1.e. thinking what I am doing, I am doing one thing and 

not tw M . 
. 0 • Y performance has a special procedure or manner, not 

special antecedents.' ibid. p. 32. 
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tions Ryle uses is this one: We can say of a cricket team that 
it has a team-spirit. If the Cartesian category mistake were 
made in this connection, one would fancy that the team spirit 
was an independently existing entity which caused the actions 
of the players, instead of thinking of it as something mani­
fested in the whole conduct and behaviour of the team.1 

What has just been said about consciousness is equally 
relevant to the concept of the unconscious. To explain a 
person's actions by means of the unconscious is not to give a 
causal explanation. The unconscious cannot be described by 
categorical but only by hypothetical statements. To under­
stand the unconscious is to understand what kind of situations 
will prompt certain kinds of behaviour, and therefore to 
understand why in a particular case a person acts as he does. 
An obvious reason for calling it the unconscious is that one is 
not conscious of it. I know a lot about my needs, wishes and 
dispositions, but I do not know all about them: and for the 
discovery of some of them psychiatric expertness may be 
needed: this is the field of the unconscious. Even so, a need or 
wish that is unconscious is no more a cause of action than is a 
conscious need or wish. It is a part of my disposition or 

1 'A foreigner watching his first game of cricket learns what are 
the functions of the bowlers, the batsmen, the fielders, the umpires 
and the scorers. He then says, "But there is no-one left on the field 
to contribute the famous element of team-spirit. I see who does the 
bowling, the batting and the wicket-keeping, but I do not see whose 
role it is to exercise esprit de corps." Once more, it would have to be 
explained that he was looking for the wrong type of thing. Team­
spirit is not another cricketing operation supplementary to all of the 
other special tasks. It is, roughly, the keenness with which each of the 
special tasks is performed, and performing a task keenly is not the 
same thing as bowling or catching, but nor is it a third thing such 
that we can say that the bowler first bowls and then exhibits team­
spirit or that a fielder at a given moment is either catching or dis­
playing esprit de corps.' ibid. p. 17. 
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character. And whereas my physical appearance can be des­
cribed by means of categorical statements, a description of 
my disposition or character would be not another set of 
categorical statements, but of hypothetical statements. 

How are psychosomatic relations to be understood? There 
is a temptation, if not a tendency, to regard them as causal 
relations. Certain organic disorders are due to psychological 
conflicts which the psychiatrist attempts to unveil. But here 
again it is important to discriminate between the categories. 
Confusion between causes and laws, between the categorical 
and the hypothetical, leads to absurdities. Neither complexes 
nor emotional conflicts are the causes of any organic disorder· 
To say someone suffers from a complex or emotional con­
flict is partly to predict which situations will prompt certai? 
~rganic conditions, and partly to explain the organic cond1-

~1ons by showing that they are the very states to be ex~ect:d 
10 a person with such complexes in the kind of situation in 
which the person in question actually is. 

A man in a certain emotional state will act in a certain way. 
Bis ~rganism will likewise be in a particular condition. J u~t 
as his behaviour is a manifestation (but not an effect) of his 
emotional state, the condition of his organism is a sign ~but 
not an effect) of his emotional state. A person's behavw~r 
and the condition of his organism are logically different. His 
~ehaviour is a display or manifestation of a particular emo­
tional state, whereas the organic condition is a sign ofit. The 
fact_ that I run away is a manifestation of my fear, whereas the 
rapid beating of my heart is only a sign of it. It would be 
absurd fc fi l • . or me to say that I always run away rom a armmg 
situations, but I am never afraid· but it would not be absurd 
tom • • ' ainta1n that whenever I am afraid I run away, but that 
:~mehow my heart doesn't beat any faster. Yet both the fact 

at I am running away and the fact that my heart is beating 
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faster have, in a relevant context, a common cause: the alar­
J'lling situation. The rapid beating of the heart does not make 
J'lle afraid nor make me run: the heart beats fast and I run 
because I am afraid. Although I can explain my behaviour 
and certain organic conditions by fear, it is a category mis­
take to classify that fear as a cause. It can no more be a cause, 
or an effect, than the law of gravity can be a cause or an effect. 

The Concept of Mind is a substantial book, which analyses 
Jllany problems in considerable detail. Naturally, it is impos­
sible to do justice to it in a short sketch. It is a work that must 
be studied at first hand. I have attempted to do no more here 
than indicate the logical framework of its argument, and to 
outline the 'category mistake' on which Ryle believes that 
the Cartesian theory rests. 

2 

Ryle's attitude in The Concept of Mind to the Cartesian theory 
is frankly polemical - polemical in the sense that he attacks it 
as the fruit of a misunderstanding of the logic of language. 
Peter Strawson's1 paper 'On Referring'2 is no less polemical: 
he too is attacking what he believes to be a mistaken con­
ception of meaning. Strawson's paper is Wittgensteinian in 
the sense that it argues that the meaning of a sentence is not 
what it refers to but the rules for its correct use. His polemic 
is directed chiefly against Russell. In his celebrated and his­
toric paper 'On Denoting' 3 Russell says: 

By the law of the excluded middle, either 'A is B' and 'A is 

1 Peter Strawson (b. 1919), Fellow of University College, Oxford. 
Author of Introduction to Logical Theory, Individuals, etc. . 

2 Mind, 1950. Reprinted in (and here quoted from) Essays in 

Conceptual Ana(ysis, ed. by Antony Flew, 1956. 
3 Mind, 1905. Reprinted in (and here quoted from) Russell's 

Logic and Language, ed by Robert C. Marsh, 1956. 
H 
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not B' must be true. Hence either 'The present king of 
France is bald' or 'The present king of France is not bald' 
must be true. Yet if we enumerated the men who are bald 
and then the men who are not bald we should not find the 

' present king of France in either list. Hegelians, who love a 
synthesis, will probably conclude that he wears a wig. 1 

Russell's own analysis of the sentence 'The present king of 
France is bald' is that the sentence has meaning but is false •. 
Now on what grounds is it false? Clearly not on the grounds 
that the present king of France is not bald. It is false simply 
because no present king of France exists. In other words, 
what is false in the sentence is 'The present king of France 
exists' or, in more Russellian terms 'One and only one person 
exists such that this person is at p;esent king of France.' This 
e~stential proposition is part of what is stated by the proposi­
tion 'The present king of France is bald'. Thus the latter can 
be false for two different reasons: either because no present 
king of France exists or because the present king of France is 
~?t bald. If, instead, we take the proposition 'The p~esent 

ing of France is not bald' then according to Russell, it can 
b ' ' e both true and false. It is false because it states that a 
present (non-bald) king of France exists. It is false because it 
states something that is not the case. But it is true if it states 
that th • 'Th ere 1s no present king of France. If the sentence e 
present king of France is not bald' is false (intended as an 
assertion of the existence of a present king of France) then the 
~f:x:pression has what Russell calls a 'primary occurrence'· But 
1 the sent • • • • f th . ence 1s true (1.e. mtended as an assertion o e non-
existenc f • h , e O a present king of France) then the expression as 
a second ary occurrence' 2 

It £ • allows that in Russell's view, 'The present king of 

l . op. cit. pp. 52 f. 2 ibid. pp. 52 f. 
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France is bald' is significant but false. To be significant, a 
statement must have a truth-value, be either true or false. 
Therefore, according to Russell, every assertion must be true 
or false or meaningless. 'The present king of France is bald' 
is a meaningful sentence (though false) in that it is existential. 
The existential assertion is part of what is maintained. And 
the existential statement is not a statement with a logical sub­
ject about which something can be predicated, but a sentence 
without a logical subject. 

The existential assertion is part of the sentence 'The present 
king of France is bald', for if it was not, then the sentence 
would be meaningless, and therefore not false. It would be 
Jlleaningless because it would function as a logical subject, i.e. 
as a name or expression denoting a person: and for a name or 
denoting express.ion to be meaningful, something must exist 
for it to name or denote. 1 

What Strawson rejects is Russell's claim that every sentence 
JllUSt be true or false or meaningless. He rejects at the same 
time Russell's claim that a sentence can only be significant if 
what is named, or denoted by the logical subject, exists. 
Strawson's case is built on a distinction between a sentence 
(or an expression) and the use of a sentence in a statement. 
Strawson gives as an example the sentence, 'The king of 
France is wise.' The sentence is meaningful, but is it true or 
false? In itself it is neither one nor the other. The sentence it­
self has no truth-value; but the use of it has a truth-value: 
and that truth-value depends on the situation. Suppose a 
person uttered the sentence (i.e. used it to make an assertion) 
during the reign of Louis XIV and another used it during the 
reign of Louis XV. In the first case, it might be held to be a 
true assertion, in the second, it might be held to be a false 
assertion. 

1 See Strawson, op. cit. pp. 24 f. 
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Hence it is a misunderstanding to ask whether the sentence 
itselfis true or false. It is only when a sentence is used to make 
an assertion 1 that one can ask whether it is true or false. On 
the other hand, while a sentence as such can be neither true 
nor false, it can be either meaningful or meaningless. As a 
sentence 'The king of France is wise' is neither true nor false, 
but meaningful. A sentence is meaningful if there are rules for 
its use as an assertion. 2 

It is also necessary to distinguish between an expression 
and the use of an expression. The expression 'The king of 
France' in the sentence 'The king of France is wise' is not 0 1:1-e 
that names or refers to somebody. It is only when it is used m 
an assertion that the expression names or refers to somebody. 
And that use determines to whom it refers. If the sentence 
'1:he king of France' is used during the reign of Louis X_IV, it 
will refer to Louis XIV and if it is used during the reign of 
Louis XV, it will refer :o Louis XV. 

Sentences are not about things or persons: but the s~e 
sentence can be used to state something about different th~ngs 
and persons. An expression neither names nor refers to thmgs 
and persons, but one and the same expression can be used to 
n~me or refer to different things or persons. But in spite of all 
~ . ~ ' an e:x:pression can still have a meaning. It has meanmg I 
there are rules for using it to refer to, or state anything at al]. 3 

b• i_dA sentence can, of course be used for various other purposes es1 es Illak" ' · d 
• h h' mg assertions. But Strawson, in this paper, IS concerne wit t Is use only 
a 'T • 

fi • o gi~e the meaning of a sentence is to give general directions 
or Its use In rn k" · lk bout 

any • a mg true or false assertions. It Is not to ta a 
Particular • Th ning of a occasion of the use of the sentence ... • e mea 
sentence ca b • · · · d on a Part· l nnot e identified with the assertion 1t 1s use , icu ar occa . 

a 'To • sion, to make.' ibid. p. 30. 
give the rn • • (' h · h"ch I am using th . eaning of an expression m t e sense m w 1 
e Word) Is to give general directions for its use to refer to or 
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1;hus meaning and truth belong to two distinct logical cate­
gories: meaning is a function of sentences and expressions, 
wher~as truth or falsity and referring and mentioning are 
functions of the use of sentences and expressions. 1 Meaning 
belongs to sentences and expressions: truth-values and refer­
ring belong to the use of sentences and expressions. 

The sentence 'The king of France is wise' is thus not a sen­
tence about somebody or something, for sentences are not 
statements. It is only when a sentence is used that it becomes 
a statement about the king of France. According to Strawson, 
Russell is guilty of the mistake of thinking (I) that 'The king 
of France is wise' is a false sentence; and (2) that 'The king of 
France is wise' is an existential sentence. Strawson holds 
that the expression 'The king of France' is not an expression 
that names any person. Rather it is a referring expression, 
i.e. an expression which specifies a set of predicates that 
either can or cannot be predicated about somebody or 
something. 

Russell's belief (I) that 'The king of France is wise' is a 
false sentence is mistaken because sentences are not true or 

rnention particular objects or persons .... The meaning of an ex­
pression cannot be identified with the object it is used, on a particular 
occasion, to refer to.' ibid. p. 30. 

1 'Meaning (in at least one important sense) is a function of the 
sentence or expression; mentioning and referring and truth or falsity 
are functions of the use of the sentence or expression .... For to 
talk about the meaning of an expression or sentence is not to talk 
about its use on a particular occasion, but about the rules, habits, 
conventions, governing its correct use, on all occasions, to refer or 
to assert. So the question of whether a sentence or expression is 
significant or not has nothing whatever to do with the question whether 
the sentence, uttered on a particular occasion, is, on that occasion, being 
used to make true-or-false assertion or not, or of whether the ex­
pression is, on that occasion, being used to refer to, or mention, 
anything at all.' ibid. pp. 30 f. 
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false but only meaningful or meaningless. Russell's belief (2) 
that 'The king of France is wise' is an existential statement is 
mistaken because it is based on the erroneous assumption that 
the sentence is false, from which Russell goes on to argue that 
since the falsity cannot rest on the ground that the king of 
France is not wise then it must rest on the ground that the 

)--<-~« (';.,f lf',.,-...:.="'-"'- ~<=>:\) not exist. Moreover, as Russell believes 
be bas shown that an existential statement hns no logical sub-
ject, it foHows; th"'t. t.ic-..e o,.pn:ssi.on 'The king of France' cannot 
be a logical subject, i.e. it cannot be an expression that names, 
denotes or refers to somebody. According to Strawson's view 
that only the use of the sentence (and not the sentence itself) 
can be true or false, then 'The king of France is wise' can only 
be false if the king of France is not wise, and not false ( and 
this is a crucial point in Strawson's analysis) on the grounds 
that the king of France does not exist. 

This point may be elaborated a little. Suppose that on 
August 1, 1964, somebody maintained (used the sentence): 
'France is a monarchy.' This would be a false assertion. A 
sufficient answer would be, 'No, it is not.' The assertion 
'France is not a monarchy' would be an assertion contradic­
ting the first. To maintain both would be plainly illogical. 
Now suppose someone on the same date said, 'The king of 
France is wise.' This is not a false assertion. It would be mis­
leading to answer, 'No, he is not.' To ask whether it is true or 
false is not an adequate question; if a person were really 
serious in saying such a thing, it would be difficult to know 
how to answer. 1 The statement 'The king of France is wise' 
is one which implies that there is a king of France, implies, in 

1 'You might, if he were obviously serious (had a dazed, astray­
in-the-centuries look), say something like "I'm afraid you must be 
under a misapprehension. France is not a monarchy. There is no 
king of France." ' ibid. p. 34. 
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the sense that if there is no king of France it is not a genuine 
use of the sentence 'The king of France is wise', but is what 
Strawson terms a secondary use. 1 

The assertion 'The king of France is wise' implies (in this 
sense of 'implies') that there is a king of France. But this does 
not imply (as Russell assumed) that the assertion 'the king of 
France exists' is part of the assertion 'The king of France is 
wise', so that a denial of this existential sentence would be a 
contradiction of the sentence 'The king of France is wise'. To 
reply to someone who says the king of France is wise that 
there is no king of France, is not, according to Strawson, to 
contradict him. The reply is a matter of showing that the 
question of its truth or falsity does not arise. 2 

A 'secondary' use of a meaningful sentence does not result 
in a meaningless statement, it is simply the use of a meaning­
ful sentence which results in a true or false statement.' 3 Thus 

1 In his original article in Mind Strawson called it a 'spurious' or 
'pseudo-use'. In the reprint, he mentions in a footnote (p. 35) that 
he now prefers to speak of 'secondary use'. 

2 'To say "The king of France is wise" is, in some sense of imply, 
to imply that there is a king of France. But this is a very special and 
odd sense of "imply". "Implies" in this sense is certainly not equiva­
lent to "entails" (or "logically implies"). And this comes from the 
fact that when, in response to his statement, we say (as we should) 
"There is no king of France", we should certainly not say we are 
contradicting the statement that the king of France is wise. We are 
certainly not saying that it is false. We are, rather, giving a reason 
for saying that the question of whether it is true or false simply does 
not arise.' ibid. p. 34. 

3 'The sentence "The king of France is wise" is certainly signifi­
cant; but this does not mean that any particular use of it is true or 
false ... So when we utter the sentence without in fact mentioning 
anybody by the use of the phrase "The king of France", the sentence 
does not cease to be significant: we simply fail to mention anybody 
by this particular use of that perfectly significant phrase. It is, if you 
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Strawson's criticism of Russell is directed against Russell's 
failure to distinguish between a sentence and its use, and his 
belief that the meaning of an expression is what it refers to. 
Strawson does not examine, or criticize, Russell's analysis of 
the existential statement 'The king of France exists'. Straw­
son does however establish that Russell has confused the sen­
tence and the use of the sentence. The sentence 'The king of 
France exists' is significant, but neither true nor false, and it 
refers to no one. Its meaning is not what it refers to, but the 
rules governing its use. Moreover, the sentence is not, except 
In a merely grammatical way, a subject-predicate sentence. 
It does not predicate anything about somebody. But if the 
sentence is used, it is correct, as Russell maintains, but it has 
no logical subject.1 

It is worth mentioning here that before Strawson's paper 
'On Referring' was published there appeared in Anafysis 
(i95o) a paper by Peter Geach entitled 'Russell's Theory of 
Description' which touched on the same problems. Without 
employing Strawson's distinction between a sentence and its 
use, and without attacking Russell's belief that meaning is 
?enoting, Geach criticizes Russell's analysis of the sentence 
The king of France is bald.' Geach argues that to maintain, 

as Russell does, that this sentence is false is to be guilty of 
:ha_t Geach calls 'the fallacy of many questions'. What Geach 

_as In mind is this: suppose somebody is asked ifhe is happier 
since his wife's death. In order for a man to be able to answer 

like a s . 
P ' . Punous use of the sentence, and a spurious use of the ex-

ress1on. th h . 
use, "b•' oug we may (or may not) mistakenly think it a genume 

l. l 1d. pp. 34 f. 
It Would • "d 1 • • • h" k f • • in hi require cons1 erab e 1magmat10n tot m o a s1tuat10n 

du; ch anybody would say 'The king of France exists'. Perhaps 
Fre mt the French Revolution, but before January 2 r, 1 793, a 

nc royalist might proclaim 'The king of France exists!' 
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this question with a yes or no, two other questions must al­
ready have been answered affirmatively, namely, whether he 
has been married and whether his wife is dead. 1 If the answers 
to these questions are negative, the answer to the original 
question is neither yes nor no, because that question cannot 
be asked at all. And if such a question is seriously put to a 
man unmarried or with a living wife, then the man who is 
asked it does not say yes or no, he gives only reasons why it 
cannot be asked. 2 

To ask whether the present king of France is bald involves, 
among others, the question whether somebody is at present 
on the throne of France. If this latter question is not answered 
affirmatively, then the question about baldness cannot be 
asked. Hence an affirmative to the question is not a false 
answer, it is what Geach calls 'out of place'. 3 

Geach accepts Russell's analysis of existential sentences, 4 

but argues that his analysis of such sentences as 'The king of 
France is bald' is wrong; for such sentences are not themselves 
existential, and can only be stated if other existential sen­
tences are true. Thus Geach and Strawson agreed in some 
part of their criticism of Russell. 

1 Analysis, 1950, P· 33· 
2 'When a question does not arise, the only proper way of answer-

ing it is to say so, and explain the reason: the "plain" affirmative or 
negative answer, though grammatically and logically possible, is out 
of place. This does not go against the laws of contradiction and ex­
cluded middle; what these laws tell us is that if the question arose, 
"Yes" and "No" would be exclusive alternatives.' ibid. p. 33. 

3 Geach adds: 'This view agrees, I think, with common sense; a 
plain man if pressed for an answer, would be very likely to reply 
"Don't be silly; there isn't a king of France.'' ' ibid. p. 34. 

4 'Russell's analysis of ordinary existential assertions containing 
definite descriptions, like "The king of France" is quite adequate.' 

ibid. p. 34. 
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3 
We have already spoken of Wittgenstein's belief that philo­
sophers commonly misunderstand the logic of language or 
the logical characteristic of particular language-games. We 
have also mentioned what Austin calls the 'descriptive fal­
acy', the error of taking as descriptive sentences that have 
those functions which is not descriptive, and so giving rise to 
philosophical problems. In a celebrated essay entitled 'The 
Ascription of Responsibility and Rights', Professor H. L. A. 
Hart applies the same technique to problems which occur in 
the fields of morals and j urisprudence. 1 

Hart examines certain legal concepts, that is to say, those 
used in law courts and employed in legal arguments. All 
these, Hart says, have a certain logical characteristic in com­
mon, they are what he terms 'defeasible'. 2 He explains what 
he means in this way: when someone is accused of something, 
concepts like 'murder', 'fraud', 'breach of contract' are in­
voked. Now, according to Hart, to validate an accusation is 
to be able to reject, refute any attempt to defeat the accusa­
tion. In other words, th~ proof is not positive but negative. 
This procedure does not begin with a definition of the parti­
cular concepts followed by an investigation of different ac­
tions to see if they come within the terms of these definitions. 
Such a procedure would be positive. In fact, the meaning of 
the various legal concepts 1s not determined by definition, for 
no particular set of conditions both sufficient and necessary 
exists. The procedure followed in determining the validity of 

1 In the Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society (1947-g). Reprinted in, 
and here quoted from, Logic and Language, First Series, ed. by A. G. N. 
Fie~. Hart (b. 1907) is Professor of Jurisprudence at Oxford, and 
leading authority on the philosophy of law. He is the author of The 
Concept of Law, Law, Liberty and Morality, etc. 

2 Hart, op. cit. p. 148. 
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an accusation is - paradoxically - one of showing the impos­
sibility of establishing the invalidity of accusation. An ac­
cusation stands until it has been defeated. 

There are two ways in which an accusation can be chal­
lenged. Suppose that John Smith has been accused of mur­
dering his wife by putting arsenic in her coffee. The accusa­
tion is valid unless (I) it can be established that he did not 
put arsenic in his wife's coffee, or (2) it can be shown that 
although he did put arsenic in her coffee, special circumstances 
prevail so that it cannot be considered a case of murder. Per­
haps it can be shown that John Smith thought it was sugar, 
or some medicine ordered by her doctor. Defeating the accu­
sation consists either in a denial of the facts on which the case 
is based or in the establishment of special circumstances that 
lead to the accusation being dropped. 1 

The concepts concerned can thus be neither defined nor 
be adequately characterized, for a definition of the concept 
would have to include every single circumstance that would 
invalidate it, which would be impossible. 2 Now the belief has 
prevailed (says Hart) that it is possible to give a complete 
definition of such concepts, or, in other words, to state the 

1 'For the accusations or claims upon which law courts adjudicate 
can usually be challenged or opposed in two ways. First, by a denial 
of the facts on which they are based (technically called a traverse or 
joinder of issue) and secondly by something quite different, namely, 
a plea that although all the circumstances on which a claim could 
succeed are present, yet in the particular case, the claim or accusa­
tion should not succeed because other circumstances are present 
which bring the case under some recognized head of exception, the 
effect of which is either to defeat the claim or accusation altogether, 
or to "reduce" it so that only a weaker claim can be sustained. Thus 
a plea of "provocation" in murder cases, if successful, "reduces" 
what would otherwise be murder to manslaughter.' ibid. pp. 147 f. 

2 'The concept is irreducibly defeasible in character and to ignore 
this is to misrepresent it.' ibid. p. 150. 
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sufficient and necessary conditions for the uses of the concept. 
It has been assumed for example that such a definition could 
be provided for the concepts used in demanding that an 
action be done with foresight of its consequences and be done 
voluntarily. The inclusion of these demands encourages the 
belief that we are dealing with positive factors, namely the 
psychological state of foresight and voluntariness, and the 
belief that the validity of an accusation has been established 
if, at the time of the deed, the presence of such psychological 
states in the accused person can be proved. Now such think­
ing, according to Hart, is mistaken. Such concepts as 'fore­
sight' and 'voluntariness' are defeasible. There are no such 
sufficient and necessary conditions that, if satisfied, would 
provide proof of foresight and voluntariness. In each parti­
cular case foresight and voluntariness is established by prov­
ing that the concept of 'ignorance' and 'coercion' cannot be 
applied. To say that an action is voluntary is not to ascribe 
a particular property (the property of voluntariness) to it; 
rather it is to deny that certain other properties can be 
applied - properties such as physical compulsion, coercion 
by threats, accident, mistakes of fact, and so forth. In other 
Words, by calling a concept defeasible one says that the 
concept has no positive characteristics and that it can be used 
on_Iy by virtue of the fact that no negative characteristics 
exist.1 

Whether a defeasible concept is applicable in a particular 
case is a matter for argument; but the conclusion of such an 
argument is not a conclusion in the sense that is known in 
deductive or inductive logic. The conclusion is a Judgement, 
~ased on the weighing of the arguments and cases presented. 

f, for instance, the judgement or decision concerns the exist-

' \ Hart notes (ibid. p. 153) that Aristotle treats the concept of 
vo untary' as a defeasible concept (Nicomachean Ethics, Book III). 
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ence or non-existence of a contract, and thus as to whether 
the accused party has committed a breach of contract, the 
adjudicating court must decide whether the arguments of the 
defence have been forceful enough to establish that no con­
tract exists. If they do not succeed, the decision will be that a 
contract does exist. The sentence 'A contract exists' is not used 
as a conclusion reached analytically or empirically. Nor is it 
a description or a report. It is a decision or judgement, and, 
as such, more or less wise, sound or bad, perhaps even 
right or wrong, but neither true nor false. 1 

Consider the sentences: (1) 'This is mine' and (2) 'This is 
yours'. These can be used descriptively. If I point to a coat 
in a cloakroom and say 'This is mine', I am using the sen­
tence descriptively. But the sentence has other uses which are 
non-descriptive. If! am in a situation where I have a right to 
choose something, I can choose by pointing at a thing and 
saying 'This is mine'. Or I can give something to somebody 
with the words 'This is yours'. In such cases the use of the 
sentence is not descriptive but performatory. 

The term 'performatory' as a means of classifying utter­
ances was introduced by the late Professor John Austin. As 
examples of performatory utterances Austin suggested 'I 
swear' and 'I promise'. A person who swears, who utters the 
words 'I swear' in the appropriate situation, does not, with 
these words, describe or report something he has done: 
uttering the words is itself the better part of the action, or 

1 • •.. since the judge is literally deciding that on the facts before 
him a contract does or does not exist, and to do this is neither to 
describe the facts nor to make inductive or deductive inferences from 
the statement of facts, what he does may be either a right or a wrong 
decision, or a good or bad judgement, and can be either affirmed or 
reversed and (when he has no jurisdiction to decide the question) 
may be quashed or discharged. What cannot be said of it is that it is 
either true or false, logically necessary or absurd.' ibid. p. 155. 
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ritual, of swearing. Only in a very complicated situation 
could the sentence be used descriptively - for example if a 
person taking an oath was asked what he was doing, he 
might answer 'I am swearing'. But the general and normal 
use of the sentence is the performatory use. 1 

Besides their descriptive and performatory use, sentences 
such as 'This is mine' and 'This is yours' may also be employ­
ed in connection with a def easible concept. If I recognize a 
person's rights or ascribe a right to him, I may do so because 
I believe that this or that is rightly his. I see a watch fall 
from a man's pocket, and pick it up and hand it to him with 
the words 'This is yours'. A few moments later I see the man 
being arrested and accused of stealing the watch. Now the 
sentence 'This is yours' was not used as a description, al­
though the sentence 'This watch fell from your pocket' would 
have been a descriptive statement, and would still rem_ai? 
true, despite his being arrested for theft. The sentence 'This is 
yours' is no longer valid. I am not willing to confirm it. It 
has been defeated. That is to say, the sentence includes a 
defeasible concept. What it does is not to describe, but to as­
cribe. And ascriptive statements are defeasible. 2 

Next, let us consider sentences of another kind. Compare 
'It was Peter who threw the stone' with 'Peter is throwing the 
stone'. The second will generally be used descriptively, but 
the first is not normally used descriptively. Sentences like 
'Peter did it' 'You did it' 'I did it' are used to accuse, to 

' ' ascribe responsibility and to confess; and all these utterances 
1 F ' h" or Austin's own account of 'performatory utterances see is 

paper 'Other Minds' reprinted in Logic and Language, Second Series, 
pp. 143 ff. Strawson also used the term 'performatory', and suggests 
that certain uses of the expression 'It is true' are of this kind. See 
his essay 'Truth' in Analysis IX, reprinted in Philosophy and Ana[ysis, 
ed. by M. Macdonald, pp. 272 ff. 

2 This word 'ascriptive' is Hart's: he opposes it to 'descriptive'. 
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differ from describing or reporting. Again compare (A), 'He 
beat her', with (B), 'His right arm moved with great force 
and finally struck her left cheek.' The latter is (generally) des­
criptive; the former is (generally) non-descriptive. To say 'He 
beat her' is not to report the movements of his arm, but rather 
to indict and ascribe responsibility. The sentence 'He beat 
her' is not a conclusion from an empirical premises. Sentence 
(A) and sentence (B) belong to two different categories. If 
sentence (A) were a logical conclusion from sentence (B), it 
could not be the case that the descriptive sentence (B) was 
true and the sentence (A) - 'He beat her' - false. In reality, 
however, this could well be the case. It is conceivable that his 
arm moved as described but that he did not heat her: the 
movement may have been accidental or convulsive. In other 
words, the sentence 'He beat her' is defeasible. If it stands as 
it is, this shows that it has proved impossible to argue con­
vincingly that the action was done inadvertently or by mis­
take. If it cannot be defeated, that is, it holds good. And 
whether it can be defeated or not is something to be judged 
or decided; not settled by deduction or induction. 

The conclusion that legal concepts of this kind are defeas­
ible undermines the widely held philosophical theory that the 
meaning of a proposition lies in its truth-condition. For a 
sentence involving a defeasible concept is valid if and only if 
none of the numerous and heterogeneous statements that 
could refute it are true. 1 

1 'Consideration of the defeasible character of legal concepts ... 
shows how wrong it would be to succumb to the temptation, offered 
by modern theories of meaning, to identify the meaning of a legal 
concept, say "Contract", with the statement of the conditions in 
which contracts are held to exist; since owing to the defeasible 
character of the concept, such a statement, though it would express 
the necessary and sometimes sufficient conditions for the application 
of 'contract', could not express conditions which were always 
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This is indeed a fatal argument against the theory of truth 
as verification (just as Strawson's is a fatal argument). For to 
maintain that sentences such as 'It was Peter who did it' or 
'He beat her' are meaningless would be absurd, yet such 
would seem to be entailed by the verification theory in the 
light of Hart's analysis. 

4 
The use of such sentences as 'It is yellow', 'It is square', or 'It 
is an inch long' is descriptive. Their function is unambiguous, 
and cannot cause misunderstanding. But just as often - per­
haps more often - we use sentences of a totally different type, 
sentences where the predicates are not empirical, like yellow 
and square, but evaluative - words like 'good', 'bad', 'first­
rate', 'mediocre' and so on. Many philosophers have tended 
to classify these words as descriptive - to put them into the 
one class of sentences they have been willing to regard as 
meaningful. However, as we have seen, a classification of sen­
tences as either significant or meaningless is not an exhaustive 
classification. Many, perhaps most sentences fall into neither 
class. Now this has particular relevance to evaluative, or 
grading sentences. They are not meaningless, nor is their 
function descriptive. 

In a paper entitled 'On Grading', 1 the Oxford philosopher 
]. 0. Urmson 2 studies the use of sentences that function as 

sufficient. But, of course, any such theory of the meaning of legal con­
cepts would fail for far more fundamental reasons: for it could not 
convey the composite character of these concepts nor allow for the 
distinctive features due to the fact that the elements in the compound 
are of distinct logical types.' ibid. pp. 154 ff. 

1 Mind, 1950. Reprinted in, and here quoted from, Logic and 
Language, Second Series. 

2 (b. 1915) Fellow of Corpus Christi College. Sometime Professor 
of Philosophy at St Andrew's. Author of Philosophical Ana(ysis, etc. 
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evaluations. He works from the simple and homely example 
of grading apples. Now let us imagine that there are only two 
'Grading labels' for apples, good and bad. Whether an apple 
is to be graded good or bad depends on various empirical 
properties of the apple concerned. To be good it must be of a 
certain size and ripeness, free from blemishes, not mis-shapen, 
and so forth. Descriptions of the apple framed in such lan­
guage are the criteria for the use of the sentence, 'This apple 
is good.' 

Apples, of course, are not the only things that are graded. 
Qualities of a different nature are demanded if a book, a car, 
or a summer holiday is to be called good. The criteria for 
judging one thing good are A,B, and C;for another,D,E, and 
F; for a third, G, H, and I - and so on. Now this seems to open 
two possibilities. Either it can be held that what the word 
'good' means is the criteria for its use and hence that word 
'good' has countless meanings; or it can be held that the 
word 'good' has only one meaning and hence that its mean­
ing is not identical with the criteria for a thing being called 
good. 

If we confine ourselves to a single case, say the one where 
the criteria for being graded good are A, B, and C, we find that 
if one identifies the meaning of the word 'good' with the cri­
teria for its use, the meaning of the word 'good' is identical 
with A, B, and C. In other words, the sentence 'This is good' 
becomes an empirical statement which means the same as 
'This is A, B, and C'. The word 'good' becomes a short-hand 
way of saying, 'This is A, B, and C.' 1 Urmson holds this view, 
known in ethics as Naturalism, to be mistaken. One of his 
arguments against it is this: Suppose that the grading of ap­
ples is done by putting the good apples (those with qualities 
A, B, and C) into one box and putting the bad apples, those 

1 Unnson, op. cit. p. 169 and pp. 175 ff. 
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lacking the qualities A, B, and C, into another. Next, imagine 
that someone who has never tasted an apple and doesn't 
know that an apple can be liked or disliked, is employed to 
help putting the apples with the qualities A, B, and C in the 
box marked 'coon' and the other apples in the box marked 
'BAD'. He has no other knowledge of what he is doing than 
the knowledge that certain empirical characteristics deter­
mine whether an apple is put in one box or another. Can he 
be said to grade? Of course not, for in a certain sense he has 
no idea what he is doing. He may, for instance, believe that 
it is a game or perhaps a non-grading classification or some­
thing similar. 1 But if the word 'good' meant no more than the 
conjunction of the empirical properties A, B, and C, then he 
would be grading just as much as one who knew what he was 
doing and why. 2 

Another of Urmson's arguments is this: If the sentence 
'This is good' means the same as the sentence 'This is A, B, 
and C' then, as we have seen, the word 'good' will have 
countless meanings. For it is only in one particular case that 
the criteria for 'good' are A, B, and C; in another case, they 
will be D, E, and F, and so on. And as we grade countless 
different things, so are there countless different criteria for 

1 'Without further information, our intelligent apprentice, 
although he would have learned to grade the apples, or sleepers, in 
the sense in which a parrot can learn to speak English, might realize 
no more than the parrot that he was grading. He might not guess 
but that he was playing some rather tedious game, or tidying up, 
just as if he were sorting out white and black draughts pieces, 
or assisting in some scientific classification; he need not speculate 
on what he is doing at all. As we might say that the parrot was not 
really speaking English, knowing just what we meant to convey by 
this, so we might say that the apprentice, unlike you, was not really 
grading.' ibid. pp. 160 ff. 

2 ibid. p. I 78. 
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the use of the word 'good'. Urmson believes, however, that 
the word 'good' has only one meaning, and he thinks this for 
the following reason. I understand the statement 'This is a 
good horse' whether I know anything about horses or not. I 
don't need to know what the criteria are to understand the 
statement. I cannot justify it, but I can understand it. But if 
the meaning of the statement were its truth-conditions, then 
I should not be able to understand it, as I do. I understand it 
because I know that the word 'good' is used as a grading label 
and this understanding is quite independent of any under­
standing of the reasons why a particular thing is graded 
'good'. 1 

However Urmson does not pass from the belief that 'good' 
is not the same as the empirical properties 2 A,B,and C to the 
conclusion (favoured by ethical intuitionists) that 'good' is an 
independent, non-naturalistic quality. For to think this 
would again be to misunderstand the function that the word 
'good' performs. The word 'good' is not the name of a natur­
alistic or a non-naturalistic quality for the simple reason that 
it is not a name at all. 

To use the sentence 'This is good' is to grade. And to grade 
is neither to name nor to describe nor to do anything other 
than simply grading. 3 Grading is an activity of placing a 
thing in a class which ranks above or below other classes. To 
say that one class is above another is to say that because of 

1 ibid. 
z Unnson's arguments directed against ethical naturalism demon-

strate that the so-called 'naturalistic fallacy' really is a fallacy. 
3 'At some step we must say firmly (why not now?) that to describe 

is to describe, to grade is to grade, and to express one's feelings is to 
express one's feelings, and that none of these is reducible to either of 
the others; nor can any of them be reduced to, be defined in terms of, 
anything else. We can merely bring out similarities and differences 
by examples and comparisons.' ibid. p. 71. 
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certain criteria (presupposed if not mentioned) it is more 
commendable. 

Urmson compares the distinction between grading and the 
grading-criteria to the distinction between having a legal 
right and the legal qualifications for having a right. Nobody 
would say that 'I am legally of age' is the same as 'I am 2 I 

years old or more'. Again, take the case of an official dealing 
with applications for grants. The Ministry lays down certain 
conditions which must be satisfied if the official is to approve 
of the application. Now the official may sometimes write 
'Approved' on the application form. This word 'approved' is 
not identical with 'The application fulfils all the conditions 
for approval.' That it is not identical may be seen from the 
fact that it would be a contradiction to write after 'Approved 
- But not approved', while it would not be a contradiction to 
write, 'The application fulfils all the conditions for approval 
- But not approved.' Admittedly this latter would be a sur­
prising endorsement and would require some explanation: 
but it would not be a self-contradictory endorsement. 

Now the sentence 'This is good' may in some respects, but 
not all, be compared with sentences like 'I approve', 1 or 'I 
recommend'. Generally these sentences are used only when 
certain criteria are satisfied. The criteria are neither named 
nor described, but presupposed. These criteria are what 
~ould justify the approval or the recommendation. To say 
I approve' or 'I recommend' is not to describe something I 

am doing. It is to do something, namely, to approve or re­
commend. This applies equally to saying 'This is good'. To 
u~ter the words is to grade and commend; and this utterance 
will be justified if certain criteria - different criteria in dif­
ferent cases - are satisfied; but again the actual criteria are 
presupposed not stated. In every case the use of the 

1 ibid. pp. I 73 ff. 
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se~te~ce 'This is good' is to be substantiated or justified by 
cntena. 

To grade is not to express something subjective, Urmson 
maintains, but, on the contrary, to express something ob­
jective. Of course I may sometimes say of a thing 'This is 
good' and mean no more than that I like it, but ifl know that 
it is an assertion not well substantiated, I am unlikely to make 
it in front of an expert. 1 Generally accepted criteria for the 
grading of different things do exist. There are wine experts, 
art experts, and many other kinds of expert each mastering 
his respective criteria. Their grading does not merely repre­
sent their own taste, but is a use of criteria, the knowledge of 
which is their speciality. Thus it is no logical absurdity to say 
that a thing is good but that personally one does not like it. 2 

V\'hen sentences like 'This is good' are used generally estab­
lished criteria are necessary pre-suppositions, but no such 
pre-suppositions are required when one is merely giving voice 
to personal likes and dislikes. The sentence 'I like it' belongs 
to a different logical category from 'This is good'. The former 
is subjective, the latter objective. To the first one may add, 

1 'Grading statements being, as I maintain, objectively decidable, 
they are for many reasons, more important and impressive than 
mere indications of personal likes and dislikes. We therefore tend to 
use them when all we are entitled to do is to express our likes and 
dislikes. Thus, I might easily say "That's a good horse", being 
ignorant of the criteria for a good horse and therefore really only 
entitled to say that I like the look of it. We really know this, as 
becomes clear when we reflect that only a very conceited person 
would chance his arm by saying "That's a good horse" unless he 
knew or believed that his companion was as ignorant of horses as he 
was. We might say it to a city clerk- but not to a Newmarket 
trainer.' ibid. p. 178. 

2 'Thus even if one happens to hate all cheese, one will still be 
able sensibly to distinguish good from bad cheese; mutatis mutandis 
the same applies to lap-dogs or anything else.' ibid. p. 180. 
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without contradiction, 'but it is not good'; but to add these 
words to the second is to utter a clear contradiction. 

The logical structure of the sentence 'This is good' is quite 
distinct from any question about the validity or relevance of 
any criterion that may be invoked in support of it. It re­
mains a sentence presupposing generally established criteria 
whether those criteria are, for example, utilitarian or intu­
itionist. Besides, it is hardly possible to give a general answer 
to a general question about why we have the criteria we do 
have. A concrete question can be given a concrete answer, 
however trivial or commonplace. The question why a knife 
must be sharp to be good is just as trivial as the question why 
a doctor must have both knowledge and experience to be a 
good doctor. On the other hand, the question why a work of 
art with such and such qualities is good is by no means 
trivial. However, to enter on such problems would take us 
~ey_ond the subject of Urmson's paper and also beyond the 
limits of this essay. 
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