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IN this book I consider only some parts of the Tractatus, though 
they are the parts which seem to me of greatest philosophical 
interest. I explain which they are in Chapter I.2. 

I am indebted to Mr. B. F. McGuinness and Mr. D. F. Pears 
for various sorts of help, but perhaps especially for the example of 
their own high standards in work of this kind; I should add that I 
do not know to what extent either accepts the interpretations I 
advance here. I am also indebted to Miss G. E. M. Anscombe, 
Professor A. J. Ayer, and Professor G. Ryle for many valuable 
comments on earlier drafts. 

Since there is a bibliography, I have kept footnote references as 
brief as possible. 

Christ Church 
Oxford 

J.P. G. 
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1. Some History 

I 

INTRODUCTION 

EARLY in 1912 "Wittgenstein went to Cambridge to study logic 
with Russell. One of the first problems to interest him was: what 
is the special nature of the propositions of logic? Obviously they 
differ from empirical propositions, but precisely how do they 
differ? At first, he had only a couple of suggestions. He ,vrote 
Russell: 1 

Logic is still in the melting pot but one thing gets more and more obvious 
to me: The propositions of Logic contain only apparent variables and 
whatever may turn out to be the proper explanation of apparent 
variables, its consequences must be that there are no logical constants. 

' [ cpx. ( cpx :) ipx)] :) ( ipx)', for example, is a logical proposition, 2 

and Wittgenstein thinks that at least these two things must 
be true of it. First, the x's must be bound, and, second, there 
can be no such thing as':)'. It is clear enough what the first remark 
means. The second, I think, is an early appearance of a point 
Wittgenstein was to make again and again and which in the end he 
considered one of his fundamental discoveries: logical constants 
do not stand for anything in the world. 3 ,vhen I say 'cpa :) if1a', 
there may be something in the world answering to the 'a', perhaps 
even something answering to the 'cp' and the 'if/, but there 
definitely is nothing answering to the ':)'. These were good first 
observations to have made, particularly the second one; and just 
how promising that was, Wittgenstein soon began to see. A few 
·weeks later he wrote Russell :4 

1 Letter 1: Cambridge, 22.6.12; I assign the letters numbers in the order of 
their appearance in App. III to Nbk.; where a date is conjectured, as sometimes 
is possible from the personal content of the letters, I append '(?)'. The point I 
shall make with these letters does not require the use of ones with conjectured 
dates; it could be made, though less neatly, with the remaining. I thank Witt­
genstein's literary executors for access to the full version of the letters. 

2 Cf. Nl\1 p. 107, lines 29-31 (hereafter in the form NM 107.29-31). 
3 Sec NL Sect. III, lines 40-52 (hereafter in the form NL III 40-52). 
4 Letter 3: Hochreit, Post Hohenberg, Nieder-Osterreich, early Aug. (?), 

1912. 
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What troubles me most at present, is not the apparent-variable-business, 
but rather the meaning of 'v ', ':J', &c. This latter problem is-I think­
still more fundamental and, if possible, still less recognized as a prob­
lem. 

The problem to concentrate on, he now thought, is the meaning of 
the logical constants. This is not an easy problem to settle in 
isolation. How can one tell, for example, what the ':::,' in 'cf,a :::> 

if;a' stands for, without knowing what the rest of the formula 
stands for? '<f,a :::> if,a' is, after all, molecular, and perhaps if one 
knew how the'</,', the 'if/, and the 'a' had meaning, and how the 
a:omic propositions, '</,a' and 'if;a', individually said what they 
did about the world, then it would be easier to tell what role ':::,' 
played in the molecular proposition. Something like this, at least, 
must h~~e crossed Wittgenstein's mind, for a week or so later he 
was wntmg to Russell :1 

1. ~elievc t~at our problems can be traced down to the atomic propo-
s1t1ons. ThIS you w1·11 ·r l • • l • h tl C 1 . see 1 you try to exp am precise y m w at way 1c 

opu a 10 such a proposition has meaning. 
I c~nn~t explain it and I think that as soon as an exact answer to this 

question 1s given the bl · bl • 11 b b h pro em of 'v' and of the apparent vana c w1 c 
, ;~~!t!s ~:rtu near / 0 their solution if not solved. I now think about 

man (Good old Socrates!). 
By copula Wittg • • ,1,. , H enstem means the whole cf,-part m •,,,a . e 
assumes, I think th . . . . 
• 1 • at 1t 1s easy to say how the 'a' has meanmg; 1t 

s1mp y stands £ . . . 
mean· ~ A or an 1nd1v1dual. But how does the ',p' have 

mg. few months later he wrote :2 

I have changed . 
qualities rel t" my views on 'atomic' complexes: I now think that , a ions (l"k 1 instance anal 1 e ove) &c. are all copulae I That means I for 
human' into •§se a subject-predicate proposition, say, 'Socrates is 
complex). Th ocrates' and 'something is human', (which I think is not 
there cannot ie r~:;on for this is a very fundamental one: I think that 
be symbolized b a e_rent types of things! In other words whatever can 
Wh h y simple proper name must belong to one type. 

at e means h 
goes, thou h ere should be clearer later on. As far as history 
was now wg 1i _a number of things are clear already. Wittgenstein 

e into atom· • • H h • • h Th of Types d 1c propos1t10ns. ere e 1s mto t e eory .~ ~ . 
1 Letter 5 . 1 next few letters show that types remamed 

• ate Aug. (?) 
, 1912, 2 Letter 7: IV Alleegasse, 16.1.13. 
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probably his chief-at any rate a big-problem for several months. 
In other words, Wittgenstein's problems about logical propositions 
had in these early days given way to problems about atomic 
propositions, and his interests had moved from strictly logical 
inquiries into the theory of meaning generally. 

And here, in the main, his interest rested. He came, understand­
ably, to regard the theory of meaning not simply as the way to 
answer his earlier, logical questions but as the more important 
subject altogether. Everything he wrote subsequently shows this. 
Consider, for instance, the Notes on Logic, which he wrote early 
in 1913. The first section explains the sense of propositions (the 
example is 'aRb'), and here vVittgenstein introduces the ab 
notation (which becomes the TF notation in the Tractatus). 
The second section is about atomic propositions: what are their 
components? How do these components differ? What symbolizes 
in an atomic proposition? It is not until the third section that 
molecular propositions are taken up, and then they are explained 
in terms of the ab notation introduced in the first section to 
explain the sense of atomic propositions; logical propositions do 
not, in any explicit way, get taken up at all. Or take, say, the 
Noteboohs 1914-1916. They mention logical propositions only 
rarely; instead the important subjects here are: in what sense must 
there be simples, either simple objects or simple (i.e. atomic) 
propositions? What must be common between fact and proposition 
in order for the second to describe the first? 

2. My Subject 

Now, my subject m this book is just the set of questions, 
centring on atomic propositions, which in these early days 
Wittgenstein came to regard as fundamental. (I leave it open for 
now whether he still thought this way in the Tractatus.) It is a set 
of questions, because one cannot discuss atomic propositions 
without also discussing atomic facts (in the Tractatus, 'Sachver­
halte'); nor names without discussing objects ('Gegenstande'); 
nor names without also discussing how they differ from functions; 
nor names and functions without discussing types (in the Tract­
atus, the Doctrine of Showing); nor either atomic propositions or 
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facts without discussing how they are related (in the Tractatus, 
the Picture Theory); nor anything atomic without discussing how 
and why we analyse the non-atomic. 

In discussing these subjects I begin with the pre-Tractatus 
writings (Chapters II-IV). I give them so much attention, 
because patience with historical matters, however tedious, is 
necessary with the Tractatus. Half the battle is sometimes won 
just by knowing that here in the Tractatus "Wittgenstein is arguing 
against this in Frege or that in Russell, or that such-and-such in 
the Tractatus is Wittgenstein's renovation of Russell's Theory of 
1:ypes 0~ his expansion of Frege's Grundgesetze theory of defini­
tion. With the Tractatus itself I follow closely the outline of 
Wittg:nstein's argument. The majority of the subjects I discuss 
come m the i's, 2's, and 3's, and in the six chapters I give to the 
:ractatus (Chapters V-X) I simply divide the i's, 2's, and fs 
mt~ what seem to me to be their six main parts, which then I take 
up m 0rder. There are several sections in the 4's and some in the , d~ , 
5 s an s I also consider but I bring them in in connexion with 
one of the p t f ' 

ar so the i's, 2's or 3's. In a final chapter (Chapter 
XI) I summa • h ' . . 

. nze t e two themes of this book: why the old inter-
pretation of th T. . . 
• e 1actatus is wrong and what the new interpreta-

tion should be. ' 
By the 'old' • · c· 1 , Interpretation I mean Russell's and the Vienna 

ire e s: that is th . . . h . . , I , e interpretation whic makes W1ttgenstem s e ementary prop . . . . . c , ositions into Russell's atomic propos1t10ns or 
arnap s proto 1 ' h" 
d , co sentences which takes propositions of the t 1s re now variet , . 1 . 

anal • . Y as elementary and which considers ana ys1s as ys1s into u • ' . 
• t . nits of experience. The important thing about this m erpretation • h . 
soph" 1 is t at it places the Tractatus in a certain philo-

1ca tradif . . . . I 
com h" ion, 1t presumes that W1ttgenstem shares t 1e 

mon p iloso h" . . . 
reall 1. bl P ical belief that only immediate experiences are 
to t[ re ia e, and that everything else we speak of is reliable only 

Pre e extenht that it is built up out of immediate experiences. It 
sumes t at 1 

the h . e ernentary propositions are important because 
Y are w at is . I · 

is irn especially immune from doubt, and that ana ys1s 
rnostporta~t because it is the way to reach what is, as knowledge, 

certain. 
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Parts of this old interpretation are easy to attack. To attack the 
'this red now' example all that one need do, as Anscombe shows, 1 

is cite 6.3751c: 'It is clear that the logical product of two element­
ary propositions can neither be a tautology nor a contradiction. 
The statement that a point in the visual field has two different 
colours at the same time is a contradiction.' Hence, 'this red now' 
is not elementary. This is a start. But all the rest of the interpreta­
tion has to go too. The trouble with 'this red now' is nothing 
minor; reformulation, a bit more analysis, will not make it do. It 
has been fished out of the wrong philosophical stream, and what 
must be shown, therefore, is that the whole presumption about the 
tradition the Tractatus belongs to is mistaken. 

This is one aim; the other is to provide a new interpretation. 
In the Tractatus Wittgenstein was not so much an epistemologist 
as a logician with a strong bent towards the sciences. The two 
predecessors most useful to keep in mind in reading the Tractatus 
are a mathematician and a physicist, Frege and Heinrich Hertz. 
Frege's influence was the more important. But it was influence 
on the content of the Tractatus, not its form. Frcge was not a 
systematic philosopher, in that sense of the word in which the 
Tractatus is a highly systematic work. The important influence on 
the form, I think, was Hertz's. In Tlze Princi.ples of Jlleclzanics 
Hertz gives the characteristics which any language for the descrip­
tion of the world (from the mechanical point of view) must 
possess. Wittgenstein models so much of the Tractatus on this 
work that there is point to thinking of the Tractatus as Tl1e 
Principles of All Natural Sciences. The Tractatus too aims at 
setting up principles for language, but they are the principles 
governing, not a particular kind of report, but any report about 
the world; and the reports in the Tractatus are about tlze world, 
not about experience, and not about sense-data. vVe made a 
mistake in not paying more attention to \Vittgenstein's biography; 
he came to philosophy from engineering via mathematics, a fact 
which has left more of a mark on the Tractatus than we have yet 
recognized. 

1 G. E. M. Anscombe: A11 Introduction to Wittgenstein's Tractatus, p. 27. 
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ATOMIC PROPOSITIONS 

1. Introductory 
THE way to understand elementary propositions in the Tractatus 
is first to master atomic propositions in the pre-Tractatus material, 
which is what I try to do in this chapter. I have picked three of 
their features which seem to me most important. Before beginning, 
though, I should make one thing clear: I pick passages from the 
pre-Tractatus material because I think they are helpful in under­
standing the Tractatus. They do not necessarily express Tractatus 
views. Some do; some do not; and for now I am not interested 
in drawing the distinction. 

2. Their Indefinable Parts 

One of Wittgenstein's concerns in Notes on Logic is with in­
definables. He wants both to establish that some symbols must be 
indefinable, and then to explain how symbols which are indefinable 
get their meaning. The first point he argues for as follows: 1 

We must be able to understand propositions we have never heard 
before. _But every proposition is a new symbol. Hence we must have 
general mdefinable symbols· these are unavoidable if propositions are 
not all indefinable. ' 

This is a very condensed step-by-step argument. The first step 
goes: we do as a matter of fact understand propositions we have 
never_ met before; all theories of symbolism must be able to 
explam this fact. The second step: every proposition is a new 
~ymbol. Not every proposition is 'new', of course, in the sense of 
never met before', because particular combinations of words can 

be_ met for second, third, &c., times. Wittgenstein must mean, I 
thmk, that every proposition is as good as new; we do not remem-
ber pr • • • 0P0s1trons as wholes· we know the meaning of the elements 
and the rules for their ass~mbly; and since it is only this know­
ledge that is used on any occasion in understanding a proposition, 

1 NL II 13-16 
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propositions are always in effect new symbols. It is not by ac­
quaintance that we know what a proposition means. The third 
step: hence, we must have general indefinable symbols. Here, 
clearly, some steps are missing. What are general indefinables? 
Are there also particular indefinables? General indefinables, both 
this argument and certain other passages suggest,1 are things like 
'cpx' or 'xRy'. This would seem to make names the particular 
indefinables. It is clear enough that "Wittgenstein regards names 
as indefinable, for he asserts it without argument. 2 No one, he 
appears to think, would claim that we understand names because 
we can give definitions of them. But what of functions? The 
argument seems to move like this. We understand propositions, 
not by being acquainted with what they are about, but by under­
standing their constituents. And how do we understand the con­
stituents? Through definitions? As far as names go, obviously not. 
Now comes the third step. And as far as functions go, some have 
to be indefinable, for otherwise, to use Wittgenstein's words, all 
propositions would be indefinable. This is so, because: 3 

Only the doctrine of general indefinables permits us to understand the 
nature of functions. Neglect of this doctrine leads us to an impenetrable 
thicket. 

Suppose the function were 'xis a triangle', and suppose we rejected 
the doctrine of general indefinables. Then we must say that we 
understand this function because we can define it. We define it as: 
'xis a plane figure bounded by three straight sides'. But then we 
understand 'x is a triangle' only if we understand 'xis in a plane', 
'x is a figure', '.,: is bounded', &c., all of which are still functions. 
So we have now to define all of these, and so on without end. 
This infinite regress, I take it, is the 'impenetrable thicket'. 
There must be indefinable functions; otherwise one lands in this 
familiar regress. Otherwise, too, all propositions would be in­
definable; that is to say, some propositions are understood because 
we can define them (i.e. define their constituents), and were there 
not some propositions which did not have to be defined (i.e. with 
constituents that needed no definition), then no proposition could 

1 Sec NL II 19-22, 23-29; sec also Letter 7: IV Allcegasse 16.1.13. 
2 See NL II 21. 3 NL II 16-18. 

BWLA 



8 ATOMIC PROPOSITIONS 

be understood. Propositions cannot go on forever depending upon 
other ones for their meaning. 

This is a fairly familiar argument. What is new in \Vittgenstcin's 
remarks comes when he explains how indefinables get their 
meaning. Again the case of names is taken as obvious, and that of 
functions contrasted with it. He asks us to consider :1 

... symbols of the form 'xRy', to which correspond primarily pairs of 
objects of which one has the name 'x', the other the name 'y'. 
The x's and y's stand in various relations to each other, and among 
other relations the relation R holds between some but not between 
others. I now determine the sense of 'xRy' by laying down the rule: 
when the facts behave in regard to ':v:Ry' so that the meaning of 'x' 
stands in the relation R to the meaning of 'y', then I say that these facts 
are 'of like sense' (gleichsimrig) with the proposition ':v:Ry'; otherwise 
'of opposite sense' (entgegengesetzt). I correlate the facts to the symbol 
'xRy' by thus dividing them into those of like sense and those of 
opposite sense. To this correlation corresponds the correlation of name 
and meaning. Both are psychological. 

Names, the particular indefinables, are correlated with their 
'meaning', where for 'meaning' we can, I think, read 'Bcdeutung'. 
Thus, for what clarity it adds, 'Wittgenstein's position here appears 
to be the same as it is in the Tractatus, viz. the meaning of a name 
is the object with which it is correlated. Now, general indefinables, 
like 'xRy', also get their meaning through being correlated with 
something in the world, but this correlation, it would seem, is 
more complicated. There are in the world various pairs of objects, 
which pairs separate naturally into those standing in a particular 
relation to one another and the remaining pairs which are not, and 
pairs standing in another particular relation and the remaining 
pairs which are not, and so forth. That is, I look at the facts, and I 
see where they naturally divide. Now, I give 'xRy' a sense by 
correlating it with a group of pairs which stand in a particular 
relation and also with the group of the remaining pairs which do 
not stand in this relation. I make the correlation by laying down 
the rule that the first group of pairs will be 'of like sense' with 
'xRy' and that the second will be 'of opposite sense'. Thus, names 
and functions are alike in that each is correlated with something in 

1 NL II 31-42. 
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the world, and that this correlation is what gives them their 
meaning. But a function is not just another sort of name. A name is 
correlated with a single object; naming, in effect, is labelling. A 
function, on the other hand, is correlated with a group of facts. 
But the function is not the label of the group of facts; it does not 
mean or refer to that group of facts. On the contrary, it is the part 
of the proposition that makes the assertion; it says that a certain 
pair of objects is of lil~e sense with a number of facts which, as a 
matter of psychology, I correlate with that function. 

3. Their Simple Parts 

But how is the subject of indefinability related to the main topic 
of this chapter, atomicity? They are related because \Vittgenstein 
maintains, first, that indefinables are simple symbols, and vice 
versa, and, second, that atomic propositions contain simple 
symbols alone. Now, to understand why he should maintain both 
these things, it is best to go back to a certain argument of Frege's. 

Frege was disturbed by a practice some mathematicians had of 
introducing a concept, say that of 'x equals y', for the positive 
integers, and then later of reintroducing it for the negative 
integers and zero, and then later, whenever the number system 
was again extended, of reintroducing it yet again for the class of 
numbers just admitted. Frege called this practice 'piecemeal 
definition', and he argues at length in the Gnmdgesetze that such 
procedure is improper. He says :1 

A definition of a concept ( of a possible predicate) must be complete; 
it must unambiguously determine, as regards any object, whether or 
not it falls under the concept (whether or not the predicate is truly 
assertible of it). Thus there must not be any object as regards which the 
definition leaves in doubt whether it falls under the concept .... We 
may express this metaphorically as follows: the concept must have a 
sharp boundary .... To a concept without sharp boundary there would 
correspond an area that had not a sharp boundary-line all round, but in 
places just vaguely faded away into the background. This would not 
really be an area at all; and likewise a concept that is not sharply defined 
is wrongly termed a concept. 

Fregc has, as far as I can find, three different arguments to support 
1 Frcgc: Gnmdgeset:::e der Aritlimetill, vol. ii, sect. 56 (G & B, p. I 59); cf. PI 

para. 71. 
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this conclusion. (i) Were a definition not complete, he says, then 
the concept defined could not be recognized as a concept by logic 
since precise laws would not hold for it. 1 One which will not hold, 
for example, is the law of excluded middle, which is, according to 
Frege, just another form of the requirement that concepts be 
completely defined. If the function 'xRy' were not completely 
defined, then there would be some pairs of x's and y's for which it 
had not yet been determined what their standing in the relation 
R to one another meant; thus, for some values of ',,' and 'y' the 
law '(xRy) V ~ (xRy)' would not necessarily be true. Then, (ii), 
ust to the extent that concepts are not completely defined, to that 

extent we will not have definitive propositions.2 Frege's example 
is the proposition 'there is only one square root of 9', when 'square 
root' has been defined for positive integers only. In this case the 
proposition is true, but only so long as we limit consideration to the 
positive integers. And because of that limitation the proposition is 
not definitive. In a short time it may be false, since in a short 
time we may wish to expand the number system beyond positive 
integers and so extend the use of the concept 'square root'• 
Therefore, unless we know that the concept we are dealing with 
has its range of applicability determined completely, once and for 
all, then no proposition involving that concept is definitive, either 
finally true or finally false. And this unstable state of affairs would 
not be confined to mathematics. Consider the proposition 'there 
is only one red thing in this room'. If it is undetermined for some 
sorts of things what it would be for them to be 'red', then the truth 
or falsity of this proposition can change as the range of the 
determinateness of the concept changes. Finally, (iii), if we give a 
concept two or more definitions and so introduce it on two or more 
separate occasions, then we are 'left in doubt' whether the defini­
tions contradict one another or not.3 If we have one definition of 
the concept, we have one boundary; that is, we have a single 
criterion for parcelling objects into the following three groups: 
(a) those falling under the concept, (b) those not falling under the 
concept, and, should this be an incompletely defined concept, (c) 

1 Grundgesetze der Arithmetik, p. 159; sec also p. 166. 
1 Ibid., pp. 164-5. 3 Ibid., pp. 160-3. 
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those for which it is undetermined whether they fall under the 
concept or not. Then, if we have another definition of the same 
concept, we have another boundary, another criterion for parcel­
ling objects into two groups (if this should be a complete defini­
tion) or three groups (if it is incomplete). The big question in such 
a case is: how are these boundaries related? Are they congruent 
or not? And Frege's answer is: we just do not know, 'we are left in 
doubt'. 1 

These considerations first make their appearance in vVittgen­
stein's writings in Notes on Logic, in a passage which, with changes, 
con1cs over to the Tractatus as 5.451 :2 

The indefinables of logic must be independent of each other. If an 
indefinable is introduced, it must be introduced in all combinations in 
which it can occur. \Ve cannot, therefore, introduce it first for one 
combination, then for another; e.g., if the form xRy has been intro­
duced, it must henceforth be understood in propositions of the form 
aRb just in the same way as in propositions such as (3xy).xRy and others. 
\Ve must not introduce it first for one class of cases, then for the other; 
for it would remain doubtful if its meaning was the same in both 
cases .... In short, for the introduction of indefinable symbols and 
combinations of symbols the same holds, mutatis mutandis, that Frege 
has said for the introduction of symbols by definitions. 

The difference to which the 'mutatis mutandis' refers is that, as the 
last sentence shows, whereas Frege demands completeness in 
definition of concepts Wittgenstein demands it in introduction of 
indefinables. Indefinables get their meaning, as we saw, by being 
introduced in a certain way into the symbolism, and, Wittgenstein 
adds here, they must be completely introduced. Now, though he 
may be in sympathy with all three of Frege's arguments, he uses 
only the third, which in his case runs like this. vVe know the 
meaning of, say, a function through its being correlated with a 
group of facts which are 'of like sense' with it. But were the 
function re-introduced and so correlated with another group of 
facts, we would be left in doubt as to the similarity of meaning until 
we could assure ourselves that the two groups of facts were 
themselves, so to speak, 'of like sense' with one another. Thus, an 
indefinable must be introduced on one occasion, and then for all 

1 Ibid., p. 163. 2 NL v 7-19; cf. Bl. Bk., pp. 19, 27. 
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of its possible combinations. And, thus, to know the sense of an 
indefinable means that one knows all its combinations: these 
cannot be separate items of knov,,ledge. The range of applicability 
of a symbol is not something one need discover about the symbol 
in addition to understanding its sense; they come together. In 
other words, this is much the same point as ,Vittgcnstcin makes in 
the Tractatus when he says :1 

If I know an object I also know all its possible occurrences in states of 
affairs. 

These are in themselves important conclusions, but it is their 
implications for simples and indefinables which for now I want to 
stress. Propositions, of course, arc always complex symbols.2 

But what about the components of propositions? They arc simple 
if they are indefinable; otherwise they arc complex. Thus, the 
test for the simplicity of a symbol is whether or not the symbol 
is indefinable. What shows this is the passage where Wittgenstein 
says:3 

A complex symbol must never be introduced as a single indefinable. 
Thus, for instance, no proposition is indefinable. For if one of the parts 
of the complex symbol occurs also in another connection, it must there 
be reintroduced. And would it then mean the same? 

A complex symbol, by definition, is a symbol which can be 
analysed into parts which themselves are symbols. The 'Rb' 
in 'aRb' would be such a symbol, because both the 'R' and the 'b' 
can appear separately as symbols. Wittgenstein argues that 'Rb' 
could not be introduced as a single indefinable. Since its parts 
can appear separately, they can be reintroduced as indefinables. 
But for all of the reasons just given, a symbol cannot be introduced 
twice. Thus, one result of Wittgenstein's adoption of Frege's 
completeness rule is that no complex symbols can be indefinable. 
This makes clear a feature of indefinables which Wittgenstein 
earlier left obscure. All indefinables are simple. And the converse, 
though Wittgenstein does not explicitly mention it, must also be 
true. If a simple symbol were definable, then it would also be 

12.0123a; see also 2.0121, 2.0122, 2.01231, &c. 
2 NL IV 6-9, V 1-5. 3 NL V 38-41. 
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analysable, per impossibile, into the symbols which define it. 
Simples and indefinables must be one and the same. 

4. Tlzeir Formal and Material Parts 

The first remark Wittgenstein makes about indefinables 1s 
that: 1 

Indefinables are of two sorts: names and forms. 

The names are, of course, the 'a' and 'b' in 'aRb' and the 'a' in 
'rpa'; 2 the forms are the 'xRy' in 'aRb' and 'rpx' in 'rpa'. 3 I want 
now to ask: why does \Vittgenstein divide the atomic proposition 
into just these components? Why, particularly, does he adopt the 
curious position that 'xRy' and 'rpx' are forms of propositions? 

These questions connect, in a way that it is best to explain now, 
with one of the most serious difficulties the Tractatus presents an 
interpreter. There seem to be two equally clear yet inconsistent 
trends in the Tractatus. A state of affairs ('Sachverhalt') is defined 
as a combination of objects, 4 which would seem to mean that 
every state of affairs is composed of at least two objects. There is a 
great deal of talk in the Tractatus to confirm this. For instance, the 
structure of the state of affairs is defined as the way the constituent 
objects are connected,5 and how can one have connexion unless 
there are at least two objects? \Vittgenstein's chain analogy puts 
this even more strongly. The objects in a state of affairs fit into 
one another like the links of a chain, 6 and there must be at least 
two links to a chain before one gets any fitting into one another. 
But this hardly needs labouring, since nearly everyone reads the 
Tractatus this way. There is, however, another series of deductions 
the Tractatus seems to permit. Nothing can correspond to a name 
but an object; an object is the meaning of a name. 7 There can be 
nothing corresponding to the object but a name, because objects 
can only be named. 8 This does leave open the possibility that some 
objects might not, perhaps cannot, have names, but it closes the 
possibility that such objects will ever have anything standing for 

1 NL II 8. 2 NL II 3:z-33, VI 15-16. 
3 Regarding 'xRy': NL II z8-:z9, 30-:n, 4:z-43; v ro-13. Regarding 'ef,x': 

NJ, VI 15-16, 38-40. 
•1 z.or. 0 :z.03:z. 6 z.03. 7 3.zo3. 8 3.z:zr. 
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them in propositions, since objects can only be named. Then we 
are told at 4.24: 

Names are the simple symbols: I indicate them by single letters (' x', 
'y', 'z'). 

I write elementary propositions as functions of names, so that they 
have the form 'fx', 'rp(x, y)', &c. 

Names are things like 'x', 'y', 'z', and propositions things like 
'fx' and 'rp(x, y)'. Thus 4.24 implies that a proposition like 'fx' 
has only one name in it, and thus it implies-obviously-that 
the state of affairs corresponding to it can have only one object in 
it. The trouble is with subject-predicate sentences. If the state of 
affairs corresponding to the elementary proposition 'cpa' must 
contain two objects then 'cpa' must contain two names, and so 
'rp' must in some sense be a name. Clearly enough; but just as 
clearly 'rp' is not a name. Right now I do nothing more than raise 
this problem, for it to be kept in mind in what follows. 

What are the components into which an atomic proposition 
can be analysed? Names and forms, Wittgenstein answers, and 
I think he means something like this. He distinguishes between 
the 'components' and the 'constituents' of propositions.1 Con­
stituents are names; components are names, qualities, or relations. 
My guess is that Wittgenstein uses the word 'constituent' to 
suggest the actual ingredients of propositions, and that he thinks 
of the word 'component' as the vaguer, more general word, mean­
ing it to include not only the ingredients but the way the in­
gredients are arranged. I think, in other words, that Wittgenstein 
means it literally when he says that '</>x' and 'xRy' arc forms. 
'</>x' and 'xRy' are not among the ingredients from which an 
atomic proposition is made; they are, on the contrary, part of the 
way the ingredients, the names, arc arranged. Now, this is cer­
tainly strange. Properties and relations are on the face of it as 
much ingredients as names are, and certainly most logicians 
do not include the cp- or the R-part of the propositions in what 
they mean by form. Russell, for instance, uses 'constituent' and 
'form' like this :2 

1 NL I 17-18. 
2 Russell: Our Knowledge of the External J,Vorld, p. 52; sec also pp. 60-61. 
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In every proposition and in every inference there is, besides the 
particular subject-matter concerned, a certain form, a way in which the 
constituents of the proposition or inference are put together. If I say 
'Socrates is mortal', 'Jones is angry', 'the sun is hot', there is something 
in common in these three cases, something indicated by the word 'is'. 
\Vhat is in common is the form of the proposition, not an actual con­
stituent .... Take (say) the series of propositions, 'Socrates drank the 
hemlock', 'Coleridge drank the hemlock', 'Coleridge drank opium', 
'Coleridge ate opium'. The form remains unchanged throughout this 
series, but all the constituents are altered. Thus form is not another 
constituent, but is the way the constituents are put together. 

This clearly enough shmvs the difference. Russell takes 'cpx' 
and 'xRy' as coust£tuents which, when they appear in a proposition, 
are given a form; Wittgenstein, as I have said, takes them not as 
ingredients which have a form, but as the form. 

This contrast between Wittgenstein and Russell is made the 
more striking by the fact that Russell seems to have intended this 
passage as an interpretation of Wittgenstein, in fact, perhaps of 
just that portion of Notes on Logic with which I have contrasted 
it. In the Preface to Our Knowledge of the External ·world, from 
which this passage comes, Russell acknowledges an indebtedness 
to Wittgenstein. Since these lectures were written before the 
spring of 1914, the largest debt must have been to Notes on Logic. 
Further, and more conclusively, Russell makes the same point 
again in his 1918 lectures, The Philosophy of Logical Atomism,1 

and in these lectures he almost certainly thinks he is interpreting 
or developing vVittgenstein's ideas.2 This is not at all an incon­
sequential disagreement. In taking 'cpx' and 'xRy' as constituents, 
Russell was also inclined to take them as a kind of name, and this 
tendency, I think, is the source of the main divergence between his 
and Wittgenstein's logical atomism. \Vittgenstein continued to 
distinguish sharply between names and functions; Russell con­
tinued to assimilate them. 

Wittgenstein reached his view largely as a result of deciding 
that symbols, particularly functions :3 

••• are not what they seem to be. In 'aRb' 'R' looks like a substantive 
but it is not one. What symbolizes in' aRb' is that R occurs between a and 

1 Russell: The Philosophy of Logical Atomism, see esp. p. I 96. 
2 Ibid., Preface, p. 177. 3 NL II 5:z-55. 
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b. Hence 'R' is not the indefinable in 'aRb'. Similarly in 'cpx' '4/ looks 
like a substantive but is not one ... 

A substantive's role in a sentence is to represent; 1 a substantive 
is, as it were, the deputy in a proposition for an object in the 
world. A function is quite different. For example, the 'R' in 
'aRb' differs from 'a' and 'b' in that it is not what symbolizes; 
what symbolizes is that it comes between the 'a' and the 'b'. 
That is, what symbolizes in 'aRb' are (i) the sign 'a', (ii) the sign 
'b', and (iii) thefact that 'R' comes between 'a' and 'b'. Proposi­
tions must themselves be facts, the facts that their constituents 
have a particular arrangement. 2 Thus, the function-part of a 
proposition is a fact, while a name is not. Also, it is by making 
a certain thing the case in a propositional sign that I say that a 
certain thing is the case in the world. 3 Thus, while names stand for 
objects, arrangements of names say something about them; names 
represent, functions assert. 

This begins to explain why Wittgenstein calls '<f,x' and 'xRy' 
forms. The trend of his thoughts comes out most clearly in state­
ments like this: 4 

Propositions, which are symbols having reference to facts, are them­
selves facts (that this inkpot is on this table may express that I sit in 
this chair). 

Language is not essential to propositions. All that is necessary 
is that there be objects in the proposition (inkpot and table) to 
stand for the objects in the fact (Wittgenstein and his chair), and 
that there be arrangement of the objects in the proposition (the 
one on top of the other) to express that the things in the fact are 
arranged in a certain way (the one sitting on the other). To objects 
correspond objects, to arrangements arrangements, and the 'R' 
in 'aRb' is part of the arrangement side of the proposition. It is, 
in the conventions of our symbolism, one of the devices we use in 
giving the proposition its arrangement. On different conventions 
it could be dispensed with. Suppose language were concerned 
simply with saying how material objects stood spatially to one 

1 In NL Wittgenstein uses two words: names 'denote' (n 27) or 'designate' 
(v 24). 

2 See NL II I I-13, v 49-54. 3 Sec NL v 52-54. 4 NL JI I I-J 3. 
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another. 'a Rb', we could say, means 'a is to the left of b'; 'a Sb' 
means 'a is on top of b'; and so on. But we could also adopt the 
convention that the spatial arrangement of the names in the 
propositional sign is to duplicate the arrangement of the objects 

' , 
in the fact. 'ab' would mean 'a is to the left of b'; ~ would mean 

'a is on top of b', and so on. A perfectly adequate symbolism, 
yet it has nothing corresponding to the 'R' and 'S'. This does not 
show that a symbolism which uses 'R' and 'S' is incorrect; but it 
docs show that 'R' and 'S' are unnecessary, that they are part of 
the component in a proposition that has to do with the arrange­
ment of the fact, and that an arrangement of names would do the 
job just as well. This, I think, is ·what Wittgenstein means by 
calling '<fix' and '.vRy' forms. They are forms, because they have 
to do with the arrangements, the forms of the facts; they pick out 
nothing material in the world. Consequently, they are not one of 
the ingredients of a proposition, but part of that structural side 
which make propositions into assertions. 

But can this be what he means? He never says as much, and the 
biggest difficulty is with subject-predicate propositions. How could 
the '<p' in 'fa' have to do with the arrangement of the object 
named by 'a'? How can one object be arranged? But this is getting 
back to the problem in the Tractatus I began with. Does the state 
of affairs correspondingJ to 'cpa' contain only one object? Is 'cp', 
after all, a name? Since there is little else in the pre-Tractatus 
material to help settle this difficulty, I shall have to leave it until 
I come to the Tractatus. 



III 

THE DOCTRINE OF SHOWING 

1. Introductory 
WITTGENSTEIN writes in the Tractatus :1 

Propositions can represent the whole of reality, but they cannot repre­
sent what they must have in common with reality in order to be able to 
represent it-logical form. 

Propositions cannot represent logical form: it is mirrored in them. • • • 
Propositions show the logical form of reality. 

What can be shown, cannot be said. 

These are the central theses in what has been called 'the Doctrine 
of Showing'. The Doctrine of Showing must be one of the moSt 

difficult parts of this difficult book· with few changes it reappears as 
the 'mysticism' at the close of th~ Tractatus, 2 and this is, if any­
thing, even more difficult. Yet it is not easy to ignore; ,ve hav_c 
Wittgenstein reminding us, more than once, that he c;onsiders it 
the main point of the Tractatus. While he was still in prison camp, 
he _managed to get a manuscript of the Tractatus to Russel_l, to 
whic~ Russell responded, not surprisingly, with a list of questions. 
In his . next letter to Russell, Wittgenstein at first begg~d off 
a~swenng any of the questions specifically and contented himself 
with the general reply:a 

Now ~•m afraid that you haven't really got hold of my main contention 
to whic~ the ~hole business of logical propositions is only corollary. 
The ~a~n po~nt is the theory of what can be expressed (gesagt)_ by 
propositions, i.e. by language (and which comes to the same thing, 
what can be thought) and what ca~not be expressed by propositions, 
bu~ only shown (gezeigt); which I believe is the cardinal problem of 
philosophy. 

! his last, rather startling remark was not a piece of epistolary 
mt~m~erance on Wittgenstein's part, because much the same 
claim is made in the Preface to the Tractatus. The whole sense of 
the book, he says there: 

1 4.12a; 4.121a, d; 4.1212. 
3 Letter 18: Cassino, 19.8.19. 

2 Sec esp. 6.522. 
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... 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 consign 
to silence. 

Fortunately, the considerations which led Wittgenstein to the 
Doctrine of Showing are to be found in the pre-Tractatus writings, 
and, as would be expected, its genesis reveals a geat deal about its 
meaning. The Doctrine of Showing, it turns out, is in part a 
development of Frege's Grundgesetze ideas on the definition of 
concepts, in part a reaction to Russell's Theory of Types, and in 
part the result of Wittgenstein's own thinking about the unique 
character of the propositions of logic. 

2. Its Genesis in the Pre-Tractatus ·writings 

The Theory of Types, as was noticed early in the life of the 
theory, seemed to lead to two incompatible states of affairs. First, 
it required that the hierarchical order of types be strictly observed; 
a type of order n, according to the theory, should have as argu­
ments only types of order u - 1 and should be an argument for 
only types of order n+ 1. Now, several functions are, on this 
standard, ambiguous as to type: functions, namely, which can 
take arguments of several or all different orders. Such functions, 
because they do not behave as the Theory of Types requires, are 
improper; they can lead to contradiction and paradox; and what 
one tries to say with them, if there is any sense to it at all, must be 
expressed in a different way. (Wittgenstein, incidentally, has a good 
way of putting this; he says in the Noteboolls that they are all on 
the Index. )1 Then, secondly, the Theory of Types made words 
like 'thing', 'property', 'relation', 'fact', 'type', &c., important in 
logical vocabulary. So, the incompatibility is between, on the one 
hand, the theory's restriction on the behaviour of functions and, 
on the other, the vocabulary which the theory itself makes im­
portant. The items in the vocabulary do not themselves meet the 
requirement. 'Type', for example, can take an argument of any 
order; 'function' can take an argument of any order except the 
first; &c. Each is typically ambiguous. However, Wittgenstein 
did not think that this incompatibility called for revision in the 

1 Nbk. 8.10.14b. 
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Theory of Types. He thought, as we see in the Notes Dictated to 

Moore, that, much to the contrary, it shows a theory of types to be 
altogether impossible. 1 To say something like 'M is a thing' uses 
the typically ambiguous word 'thing'. To say that there arc types 
or that a function can have as an argument only a type of an 
immediately lower order makes use of the typically ambiguous 
words 'type', 'function', and 'argument'. And these statements are 
what would make up a theory of types. But this does not lcaYe 
logic in a difficult position, ·Wittgenstein says, because cyen were 
a theory of types possible, it is unnecessary :2 

Even if there were propositions of [the] form 'Mis a thing', they \Yotild 

be superfluous (tautologous) because what this tries to say is some­
thing which is already seen when you see 'M'. 

So, a theory of types is both impossible and superfluous. First, 
what it tries to say cannot be said; second, what it tries to say is 
already shown by the symbolism. In order to say about a certain 
symbol what the Theory of Types wants to say, one would first 
have to know what the symbol is, and in knowing this one would 
see the type.3 

How much, then, does one see in the symbolism? Or, in Tract­
atus terms, what shows? First, the nature of NI shows :4 

That M is a thing can't be said; it is nonsense: but something is shown 
by the symbol 'M'. 

Also, the form of propositions shows: 5 

• • • _th_at a proposition is a subject-predicate proposition can't be said: 
but It IS shown by the symbol. 

And, more generally:G 

Ev~ry real proposition shows something, besides what it says, about the 
:t1m~erse:for, if it has no sense, it can't be used; and if it has a sense, 
rt mirrors some logical property of the Universe. 

This last passage is less clear as it stands than the other two, so I 
will add a little about it. Just as only certain types of elements in 
the world can fit together to make a fact, so only certain types of 

1 Nl\f 108.33 et seq. 
4 NM 108.29-3 l. 

2 NM 109.7-10. 
5 Nl\,1 108.3 r-32. 

3 NNJ 109.17-21. 

6 N1H 107.26 -28. 
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symbols can combine to make propositions. In this sense, 
propositions show (mirror) the logical properties of the world. 
This, at any rate, is what I take to be the point here. And, in what 
appears to be elaboration of this point, Wittgenstein says that a 
language which did not mirror these properties, i.e. an illogical 
language, would be one in which 'you could put an event into a 
hole' .1 In other words, there are different types of elements in the 
world, and we see that there are different types because we see that 
the elements of the world have different possibilities of combina­
tion with the other elements to make facts. Language too, has 
types, and they are determined in an analogous way, because 
language mirrors the behaviour as regards combining, i.e. mirrors 
the logical properties, of the world. 

These remarks should suggest something about the still deeper 
foundations of ·Wittgenstein's Doctrine of Showing. The Theory 
of Types began as an attempt to solve problems presented by what 
Russell and Whitehead called 'illegitimate totalities', totalities in 
paradoxical propositions like 'All Cretans are liars', 'All generaliza­
tions are false', &c. Totalities are legitimate, Russell decided, only 
when all the members of the totality fall within the range of signi­
ficance of some one function. 2 This means that we can speak of 
all of the members of some group only if the group forms part or 
the whole of the range of significance of some propositional 
function, where 'the range of significance' is defined by Russell as 
'the collection of those arguments for ·which the function in 
question is significant, i.e. has a value.' 3 Then, 'types' come in via 
the notion of 'range of significance', in the following way: 4 

A type is defined as the range of significance of a propositional function, 
i.e., as the collection of arguments for which the said function has 
values .... Thus whatever contains an apparent variable must be of a 
different type from the possible values of that variable; we will say that 
it is of a higher type. 

This is where the Doctrine of Showing reveals the Grundgesetze 
part of its ancestry. Types coincide v;ith 'ranges of significance'. 

1 NM 107.6-9, 107.14-15. 
2 Russell: 'l\fothernatical I .ogic as Ilased on the Theory of Types', p. 7.J.. 
3 Ibid., p. 75. 4 Ibid., p. 75. 
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And 'range of significance' is the same thing as 'range of applic­
ability', a phrase I used to interpret Wittgenstein's version of 
Frege's demand for completeness in definition. Briefly, Wittgen­
stein's version was: to know the sense of a symbol is to know, 
from the time it is introduced, all its possible combinations, i.e. 
its range of applicability. And, to repeat, the range in which a 
symbol is applicable is the range in which it is significant; these 
are the same thing. Therefore, Wittgenstein might well not accept 
the idea of a theory of types. Since one already knows the range of 
applicability of a symbol just by understanding it, and since the 
same must hold for the range of significance of the symbol, then 
one already knows what type of symbol it is. So, the type of a 
symbol is not a piece of knowledge we must discover about it in 
addition to understanding its sense. Any talk about types, given 
Wittgenstein's account of the sense of symbols, must be super­
fluous. 

The third ancestor I said one finds in tracing the genealogy 
of the Doctrine of Showing is Wittgenstein's own reflection on the 
unique character of logical propositions. Logical propositions are 
not like ordinary ones in at least these respects. Ordinary propos­
tions (i) say something about the world, and (ii) must therefore be 
checked with something in the world to determine their truth or 
falsity. Logical propositions need not be checked against the world, 
so cannot be saying anything about the world, at least in the sense 
in which the ordinary ones do. So Wittgenstein begins with this 
distinction between logical and, as he calls them, real proposi­
tions,1 But then the question arises: what is it that gives logical 
propositions their informative value? And Wittgenstein's answer 
is: logic~! propositions show something about the world; simply 
by lookmg at the symbol one sees certain 'properties' of the 
wor1?·2 Which properties? To use Wittgenstein's example,3 

consider the real propositions 'cpa', 'cpa::) ¢,a', and '¢,a', which 
form the tautology '[</>a. (cpa::) ¢,a)] ::) (¢,a)'. A real proposition, 
as _we saw a short while ago in connexion with types, shows some­
thing about the fact corresponding to it. Each constituent real 
proposition in this tautology has a certain property; what the 

1 NM 107.1-5; see also 107.32, 10g_ 17_ 19. 2 NM 107.3-4. 3 NlVl 107.29. 
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tautology as a whole does, Wittgenstein says, is to show 'in a 
systematic way' what these properties of the propositions are. 1 

In this case it shows that, given the truth of 'cpa' and of 'cpa -::i ipa', 
the truth of 'ipa' must follow. Thus, in general, tautologies show 
one of the important sorts of relations holding between real 
propositions; tautologies show that certain symbols must be true 
if certain others are. 2 So, again we are led to a Doctrine of Show­
ing. There is more to language than saying that such and such is 
the case. Language shows; we understand things both about a 
symbolism and the Universe it mirrors just by looking at it. 

3. Its Position in tlie Tractatus 

For completeness's sake I must eventually describe the last 
stage of the genesis: how these ideas from the pre-Tractatus 
writings are modified in coming over into the Tractatus. Most of 
this I shall do when discussing the picture theory. I do want now, 
though, to explain where to look in the Tractatus for the Doctrine 
of Showing, because its most important appearances are by no 
means its most obvious. I shall do this by tracing the use of the 
words 'form' and 'formal' through the Tractatus, not in all their 
appearances but in those from which most of the rest seem to 
derive. As you will see, the words 'form' and 'formal' cover much 
the same ground in the Tractatus as we have so far covered in 
this genetic account of the Doctrine of Showing. The main dis­
cussion of the Doctrine of Showing appears in the 4.12's, and it 
is here too that we find the most extended use of the words 'form' 
and 'formal'. In a certain sense, Wittgenstein says, we can speak of 
the 'formal properties' of objects and of states of affairs, and in the 
same sense of 'formal relations' .3 There is, of course, close con­
nexion between the Doctrine of Showing and these so-called 
formal properties and relations; in fact, the Doctrine of Showing 
can be expressed in this way: what can be said in language is that 
this object has this real property or stands in this real relation to 
another object; what cannot be said is anything about the formal 
properties of objects or of states of affairs or about their formal 
relations; formal properties and relations show themselves. Then, 

l NM 107.16-18. 2 NM 108.23-24. a 4.122a. 

CWLA 
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there is the related phrase 'formal concept'; formal concepts arc 
those corresponding to formal properties.1 Since the formal 
properties of objects and states of affairs cannot be expressed in 
language, formal concepts cannot be used; they are pseudo­
concepts.2 The point I want to make about this use of 'form' and 
'formal' is that the examples Wittgenstein gives of formal con­
cepts (viz. 'object', 'thing', 'fact', 'function', &c.) 3 are identical 
with the most obvious examples of typically ambiguous concepts 
in the Theory of Types; formal concepts are clearly the ones on 
the Index. And all of this discussion in the Tractatus can profitably 
be read as Wittgenstein's own Theory of Types (only, he insists, 
it is not a theory). It is true, Wittgenstein's version goes, that in a 
sense there are formal properties and relations and concepts, and 
it is true that they are different from first level or real properties, 
relations, and concepts. But it is wrong to think, say in the case of 
formal concepts, that the difference is just that they are on a higher 
level in the same hierarchy of concepts. They are pseudo-concepts; 
they cannot be used in language, and what they try to say instead 
shows in the symbolism. 

Now, if we trace the words 'form' and 'formal' from their 
central use in the4.12's back to their earlier uses, we come upon the 
phrases 'logical form' ('logische Form')4 and 'pictorial form' ('Form 
der Abbildung'). 5 The latter is a form of one kind of fact, viz. 
a picture, and it is defined as the possibility of the picture's 
structure. Then, tracing the words back further, the next earlier 
use is in the phrase 'the form of a state of affairs' ('die Form des 
Sachverhaltes'). 6 Here the definition is: the form of a state of 
affairs is the possibility of its structure. The language in both these 
definitions brings us back to and seems to derive from, the 
earliest appearance of the word 'form' in the Tractatus, the 'form 
0 : ~n object'• 7 The form of an object is, by definition, the possi­
bility of its occurrence in states of affairs. In the terminology of the 
4.i2's, ~f we refer to the formal property of some object, we mean 
that 0 bJect's possibility of occurrence in states of affairs. And we 

1 4· 126a. 2 4.126b, c; 4.1272a. 3 4.1272 passim. 
4 2 •18. 5 2.15; see also 2.151, 2.17. 6 2.033. 
7 2.0141; see also 2.0233 , 2 ,025 1. 
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can see from the explanation of what it is to know an object, 1 that 
knowing the form of an object is not something different from 
simply knowing the object; these are not two items of knowledge, 
but one. 

This is a sketchy job, 2 but all I want to demonstrate with it is 
that in tracing the ,vords 'form' and 'formal' we are led from, at 
the start, considerations about knowing what an object is which 
are strongly reminiscent of ·Wittgenstein's yersion of Frege's 
demand for completeness in symbols, to, at the end, an alternative 
version of Russell's Theory of Types, and all of this within the 
framework of the Tractatus Doctrine of Showing. So, the route 
which led to the Doctrine of Showing is all of it still there in 
the Doctrine of Showing, worked out in detail and with some 
indication of its unity in the recurrence of the words 'form' and 
'formal'. And I might add that, as this brief sketch makes plain, 
the Doctrine of Showing is not confined simply to the distinction 
in the 4.12's between saying and showing. This is important 
because, when one sees how much it includes, one may be able 
to see better why Wittgenstein considered it the main point of the 
Tractatus. 

1 2.0123a. 
2 Some of the many appearances of 'form' and 'formal' not considered are: 

2.023 the unalterable form of the world (also 2.026), 2.025 substance is form and 
content, 2.173 Fon11 der Darstellu11g (also 2.174), 3.13e form of the sense of a 
proposition, 3.31d expressions arc marks of form and content, 4.1252a formal 
series (also 4.1273, 5.252, 5.2522, 5.501 ff.), 4.5 most general propositional form 
(also 4.53, 5.46 ff., 5.47 ff., 6, 6.01), 5.501 ff. formal law, 6 form of a truth 
function, 6.022 general form of a number (also 6.03), 6.32 law of causality is 
the form of a law. 



IV 

FROM ATOMIC TO MOLECULAR 
PROPOSITIONS 

I WANT to say something about the rest of the pre-Tractatus 
theories: not in detail, only enough to place atomic propositions 
in their context. 

What is an atomic proposition? It is a proposition all of whose 
components are indefinables and containing no logical constants. 
This is clear from Notes on Logic1 and is stated explicitly in 
Notes Dictated to Moore. 2 Now, at this time Wittgenstein believed 
that there were several kinds of atomic propositions: subject­
predicate, dyadic relational, triadic relational, &c. ;3 so, atomic 
propositions have the same form, at least, as propositions with 
which we are familiar. As one could guess from the theory of 
indefinables, it is only atomic propositions which have contact 
with the world; or, to use Wittgenstein's phrase, atomic proposi­
tions have all the 'material information' to be found in language. 4 

And in as much as the sense of a function of 'p' is a function of the 
sense of 'p'5 and molecular propositions are, by definition, 
functions of atomic propositions, it is atomic propositions that 
are the primary bearers of sense; molecular propositions have a 
sense in virtue of the atomic propositions they contain. 

Molecular propositions are, by definition, truth-functions of 
the atomic ones. Thus, what is essential to a molecular proposition 
is a true-false schema, a statement of the cases for which the 
proposition is true and the cases for which it is false. 6 Now, it is 
possible to produce all functions and so all molecular propositions 
by performing a single operation repeatedly on atomic proposi­
tions, as Sheffer demonstrated: 7 

If now we find an ab [i.e. true-false] function of such a kind that by 
repeated applications of it every ab-function can be generated, then we 

1 See Ch. n.1-2. 2 NM no.35-36. 
3 NL VI 12-17; see also VI 37-40. 4 NL 111 1-5, 7-9; cf. LF p. 163. 
6 NL I 164-5 and III 63. o NL m 5-7. 
7 NL III 104-8; see also 111 80-95. 
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can introduce the totality of ab-functions as the totality of those that are 
generated by the application of this function. Such a function is 
~PV ~q. 

These are, in very general terms, the f ea tu res of atomic and 
molecular propositions. Confronted with a molecular proposition 
one should, in theory, in something of a reversal of Sheffer's 
operation, be able to reduce it to its constituent propositions by 
analysis. Wittgenstein does not put it quite like this; what he says 
is:1 

Every statement about complexes can be resolved into the logical sum 
of a statement about the constituents and a statement about the proposi­
tion which describes the complex completely. 

Now, the operation described here obviously breaks up complexes 
into their constituents, and I assume that he means that this same 
operation will reduce all complexes to their ultimate constituents, 
that this single operation is the only one necessary to reduce to 
atomic constituents. If this is right, then analysis is an important 
subject for study. To understand it would be to understand in 
more concrete terms what the fully analysed (i.e. atomic) proposi­
tion is like, especially in its relation to ordinary language. But 
these are complicated matters, and I want to leave analysis and its 
ramifications until they come up again, in greater detail, in the 
Tractatus. 

There is, though, one final piece of information in the pre­
Tractatus writings I shall mention. In Notes Dictated to Moore 
Wittgenstein again takes up the question of what symbolizes in 
'a Rb'. He expresses some doubt about the explanation he had given 
previously.2 He had said previously that what symbolizes is that 
'R' comes between 'a' and 'b'. But he now remarks that the 
symbols 'a', 'R', and 'b' are not simple; the proposition 'aRb' 
is analysable. So how can we be confident that this explanation 
really explains much about language-that is, about propositions 
of the form 'aRb'? But, says Wittgenstein in response: 

... what seems certain is that when we have analysed it we shall in the 
end come to propositions of the same form in respect of the fact that 
they do consist in one thing being between two others. 

1 NL II 69-71; see also II 72-78. 2 NM uo.20-26. 
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This way of talking suggests that atomic propositions arc far 
removed from propositions of ordinary language. Then, later in 
the Notes Dictated to Moore, Wittgenstein speaks of 'the general 
form of a proposition'. Again, he voices some hesitation: 1 how 
is it possible to talk about the general form of all propositions 
when there is a whole class, viz. 'unanalysable propositions in 
which particular names and relations occur', with which we arc 
not even acquainted? He says in response: 

What justifies us in doing this is that though we don't know any un­
analysable propositions of this kind, yet we can understand what is 
meant by a proposition of the form (3 x, y, R). xRy (which is unanalys­
able), even though we know no proposition of the form xRy. 

This, of course, is not limited to atomic propositions of the form 
'xRy'; the implication is that we are not acquainted with any 
atomic propositions at all. So, at this time were Wittgenstein 
asked what atomic propositions were like, he would be willing to 
give at least this negative information: we can eliminate from 
consideration any proposition, no matter how simple, of ordinary 
language. 

1 NM110.27-33. 



V 

THE WORLD 

1. Introductory 

IT is obvious how, at least in general terms, to describe the subject 
of the Tractatus: the Tractatus is about the relation between 
language and the world. With the addition of one or two notes 
this description, general as it is, is a good guide to the early parts 
of the Tractatus. First, for 'world' we should understand 'any 
world'. ·when \Vittgenstein says in the 1 's that 'the world is all 
that is the case' or that 'the world divides into facts', this is not 
intended as a truth about the world as in fact it is. He does some­
times speak of 'the world' meaning 'the world as in fact it is' but 
only to say, in effect, that describing 'the world' in this sense is not 
his business. 1 ;similarly, for 'language' we must read 'any 
language'. Wittgenstein's interest is not in features which, as a 
matter of fact, some languages possess, but in features which, as a 
matter of logic, all languages must possess. 2 

Now, the first subject of the Tractatus, the subject of the 1's, 
is the world as a whole. This short, schematic account starts by 
saying that the world is all that is the case, the totality of facts 
('Tatsachen'), and it ends by saying that the world divides into 
unit-facts, facts which are the end points in the reduction of 
complex facts to their constituents. A unit-fact, it becomes clear, 
is the existence of a state of affairs ('Sachverhalt'). And the first 
section of the 2's, the 2.o's, examines these states of affairs in 
detail. Then, the second section of the 2's, the 2.1's, introduces 
language, language in the widest sense. We make pictures of facts; 
in the first instance what we picture are these unit-facts, i.e. these 
existent states of affairs. Then, the third and final section of the 
2's, the 2.2's, is about the relation between facts and pictures. 
First, picture and fact have logical form in common; second, the 
picture contains the possibility of the situation it pictures; 
third, the picture can either agree with the fact or not, and in this 
agreement or disagreement its truth or falsity consists. So, we 

1 5.551; sec also 2.0121c, 6.1233. 2 See 4.5b, 5.471, 5.4711. 



30 THE WORLD 

have in the i's and 2's a straightforward, though quite abstract, 
statement of what the world (any world) must be like, what 
language (any language) must be like, and what relations must 
hold between them. Wittgenstein is, of course, still occupied with 
these subjects after the i's and 2's, but his interests quickly 
become more special. Early in the 3' s he abandons language in the 
wide sense and takes it up in the more familiar sense of sentences 
('Satze') and words.1 So, the i's and 2's remain Wittgenstein's 
statement, at its most complete and freest from the distractions of 
special cases, of the relation between language and the world. 

This chapter is about the r's. And I leave argumentation 
for what I claim here till later chapters; for now I content myself 
with the sufficiently difficult task of trying to state clearly what the 
i's say. 

2. The World as the Totality of Facts 

The i's begin: the world is all that is the case, the totality of 
facts and not of things.2 Without giving any of these words tech­
~cal senses they later acquire in the Tractatus, I think one would 
mterpret this statement as follows. Facts are generically different 
~rom things; facts have things as constituents; but they are not 
Just the set of these things; they are these things plus configuration. 
Though this is obvious, we tend to forget it and to 'objectify' facts. 
T~ke this room, for example: it is not, as we tend to think, just 
~h~s desk, these chairs, this lamp, and so on. It is different in kind; 
it 1s these things with some arrangement, standing in some relation to 
one another. Similarly with the world; it is the totality, not of 
things, but of facts. Now, r think that certainly Wittgenstein 
means this much in 1 and I.I, but r think that he also intends us to 
take the words in their technical senses whether or not they have . , 
yet been mtroduced. It is not novel to suggest that the propositions 
of the Tractatus can be read in two ways: either in the order in 
which they appear on the page or in the order of their 'logical 
• , a T ' 
importance • hat is, instead of going from I to 1. 1 to 1. 11 and 

1 3.1, 3.14. 

: r, I. I; _cf. Russcl_I: Our Knowledge of tlze External World, pp. 60 et seq. 
For tlus expression, see Wittgenstein's note to r. 
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so on, it is one of the intentions of the numbering system that we 
also go from I to 2 to 3 and so on. Reading this second way, then, 
we go from 'the world is all that is the case' (I) to 'what is the case 
-a fact-is the existence of states of affairs' (2), and obviously the 
phrase 'what is the case' in I is to be understood in light of the 
explanation in 2. By parity of reasoning, as with the expression 
'what is the case' so with the word 'thing'. In I.I 'thing' already 
bears the technical sense it is later given. A 'thing' is the same as an 
'object', 1 and 'object', we know, has a very special meaning in the 
Tractatus. Indeed, in the early parts of the Tractatus the word 
'thing' is used with this special meaning as least as frequently as is 
the word 'object'. 2 

So, we may also interpret I and I.I in the following way. The 
world is not just things; we would not characterize the world by 
listing objects. We would not, I think, because, as we are told later, 
objects are unalterable: they are unalterable both in the sense that 
they remain the same through change3 and in the sense that they 
are present in any possible world.4 That is, no matter what changes 
we imagine something's going through, the objects involved are 
what have not changed; and no matter how we imagine the world 
as different from what it is, the objects will be common both to this 
and the imagined world. If being unalterable in this sense is a 
necessary condition of being an object, then of course it is of no 
help in characterizing a world to list the objects. Such lists would 
be identical for all possible worlds, so nothing characteristic could 
be given by them. 

What are objects like? Can one give examples? In the Notebooks 
Wittgenstein does seem to have a fairly concrete picture in mind 
when he speaks of objects. They are what is simple, what cannot 
be subdivided. 5 So, the material bodies we meet with in every day 
life, being capable of subdivision, are not objects. Wittgenstein 
then asks himself: 6 

Is spatial complexity also logical complexity? 

to which he answers: 
1 2.01. 2 See 2.on, 2.012, 2.0121a-b, 2.0122, 2.013, &c. 3 2.0271. 
4 2.022, 2.023. 5 Nbk. 25-4-15d, 13.5.15d, 23.5.15e, 14.6.15c, 17.6.15i, &c. 
6 Nbh. 7.5.15a; see also 17.6.15£. 
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It surely seems to be. 

And later he answers more emphatically :1 

The division of the body into material points, as we have it in physics, 
is nothing more than analysis into simple components. 

Material bodies are things like books,2 watches, 3 &c. They are not 
objects, because a watch, for instance, is made up of component 
parts, e.g. wheels. 4 Obviously the wheels cannot be objects either, 
because we can divide them into components parts. However, if we 
go on in this way, we eventually reach components which them­
selves do not have components. These simples, which are of 
interest to logic, are like material points, which are of interest to 
physics. 

If we now explore the picture suggested by the Notebooks, 
we can perhaps see in it grounds for the belief that objects are 
unalterable and that facts, not objects, constitute the world. 
Wittgenstein says that objects are both (i) unchanging and (ii) 
common to all possible worlds. (i) Material points are unchanging 
in just the way physicists have long said. Change is always change 
in the configuration of these points; the points themselves never 
change; they only group and re-group. And (ii) material points 
will be seen to be common to all possible worlds, once we observe 
that all we can do in imagination is invent new arrangements of 
these simple elements; again, all that can vary is the pattern, never 
the elements themselves. Then, Wittgenstein says that the world 
is the sum of facts, not of objects. If material points are objects, 
then it is true that one can characterize the world only by saying 
that objects have some configuration. The world consists of watch­
wheels, watches, books, &c. These are not objects but objects plus 
configuration. In other words, they are facts: the facts that such 
and such objects stand in such and such relations to one another. 

This brings us to the next part of the 1 's: the world is deter­
mined by facts and by their being all facts, because the sum of 
facts determines both what is the case and what is not the case. 5 

The world is composed of facts, and facts are configurations of 

1 Nbk. 20.6.15m; see also 2r.6.15f. 2 Nbk. 23.5.15f, 20.6.15 o et seq. 
3 Nbh. 16.6.15aetseq. 4Nbk. 18.6.15i. u 1.11, 1.12. 
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objects. Clearly facts can be of different degrees of complexity. 
This watch-wheel, being a configuration of certain objects, is a 
fact in its own right. Yet the watch itself is a still more complex 
fact and, in some sense, includes this other fact. Then, this watch, 
say, stands to the left of this book, which in turn is on top of this 
table. If we go on with this long enough, we will soon reach the 
level of complexity of this room. And there is nothing to prevent 
our going on until we reach the level of the world. Thus, we can 
generalize: objects by themselves determine nothing about a 
world; complexes do determine some features of the world; the 
larger the complex the more features will be determined; until 
finally, the arrangement of all objects having been specified, the 
world is fully determined. So, this is how the word 'determined' 
('bestimmt') in 'the world is determined by facts' is to be under­
stood. Then there is the added point: the ·world is so determined, 
because the sum of facts determines both what is the case and what 
is not the case. To determine one arrangement for a group of 
objects, I take Wittgenstein to be saying here, is also to determine 
that those objects do not have any other arrangement. 

The next part1 of the 1 's says: the world divides into facts, 
and any unit can either be the case or not the case and all the rest 
remain unaffected.2 It is easy to see one of Wittgenstein's reasons 
for holding this. The world is determined by all the facts, that is, 
by these objects configured in this way and forming this fact, which 
fact is part of a more complex fact, which in turn is part of a still 
more complex fact, and so on. If this is the very rough picture of 
the world Wittgenstein has so far given us, the converse will hold 
as well. The world can be divided into complex facts and simpler 
facts; just as this room, say, is built up out of facts, it can be 
divided into facts. Now, how far can this division go? We know 
that the opposite process is finished when all objects have some 
configuration, i.e. when a world is completely determined. When 
is division finished? 

This is the question I.21 goes on to answer, but what the 

1 I omit 1.13, which says 'The facts in logical space are the world'; I consider 
this metaphor later (Ch. vm.5). 

2 1.2, 1.21. 
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answer is takes more than the usual amount of explaining. 1.21 

presents a vexing linguistic difficulty .1 A natural translation for 
the word 'eines' in 1.21 would be something like 'any one', which 
would make the passage read: 

I.2 The world divides into facts. 
I.2I Any one can be the case or not the case and all the rest remain 

unaffected. 

This, of course, suggests that the 'any one' is any one of the facts 
mentioned immediately before in 1.2. But this cannot be right. 
'Eines', being neuter, is not referring to the feminine 'Tatsachen'; 
nor, if we then look in the opposite direction, can it be referring to 
the masculine 'Sachverhalte' in 2. Apparently it does not refer 
outside itself at all, and perhaps the meaning of 1.21 would best 
be conveyed by some such gloss as: 

Any one of the kind of thing that can be the case can be the case or not 
while the rest of them remain unaffected. 

There is a parallel to 'eines' in the 'alles' in 1, and the parallel 
gloss is probably appropriate there too: 

The world is all the things of the kind that can be the case that are the 
case. 

If so, then the 'eines' in 1.21 is one of the sort of thing of which 
all are mentioned in 1, viz. the sort of thing that can be the case. 
And what are they? They are, I believe, states of affairs; as, I 
think, either of the following arguments shows. First compare 
propositions I and 2. 1 says: the world is all that is the case; and 
2 says: what is the case, i.e. a fact, is the existence of states of 
affairs. 2 is intended, I think, as a statement about the general 
features of the world, in the following sense. It says that what is 
the case, from the general point of view, is the existence of states 
of affairs. Thus, when I says that the world is all that is the case, 
this is to say that the world is all existent states of affairs; and when 
I. I adds that the world is the totality of facts, this, again, is to 
say that the world is the totality of existent states of affairs. This is 

1 Cf. the Ogden with the Pears and Mc Guinness translation; this difficulty 
was brought to my attention by Pears and Mc Guinness in a class they gave in 
Oxford. 
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good, though not yet conclusive, evidence that 'all the things that 
are the case' is equivalent to 'the sum of existent states of affairs' 
and thus that 'a thing that is the case' is equivalent to 'an existent 
state of affairs'. And these equivalences strongly suggest that 
'existing' and 'being the case' are different ways of saying the same 
thing, and that in each case the subject of the verb is a 'state of 
affairs'. The fact that 'eines' in 1.21 cannot be referring to 'Sach­
verhalte' in 2 would not, I think, count against this interpretation; 
my gloss shows a way of reading 1.21 which leaves open the 
possibility that the sort of thing spoken of might be specified later. 
A second route to the same conclusion is this. The most apparent 
candidates for the position of the kind of thing that can be the 
case are facts and states of affairs. As for facts, it is hard to see 
what a fact's being or not being the case could mean. I do not see 
any special interpretation of 'Wittgenstein's 'facts' that would 
make it intelligible to say of them both that they are not the case 
and that they are still facts. In contrast to this, states of affairs, 
we know, can exist or not.1 Being only possible, we can say of them 
that they are or are not the case, or that they do or do not exist. 
So, of the two, states of affairs is the more likely candidate, and 
barring the appearance of another it would have to be accepted. 

From these considerations we can derive a final gloss of 1.21: 

Any one state of affairs can either be the case or not and all other states 
of affairs remain unaffected. 

We know by the numbering that this is a comment on 1.2's claim 
that the world divides into facts. For convenience I shall call the 
property which 1 .21 attributes to states of affairs their 'existential 
independence'. Suppose from two states of affairs, A and B, 
we construct the logical product A .B. Now, it certainly cannot be 
said of this product that it is existentially independent; it could 
not exist if either A or B did not exist. Therefore, when Wittgen­
stein says that states of affairs are existentially independent, what 
he means by states of affairs cannot be complex; they cannot, in 
other words, be capable of division into simpler states of affairs. 
This now shows us how existential independence (the subject of 

1 2.06-2.062. 
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1.21) is connected with division (the subject of 1.2): that states of 
affairs are existentially independent means that they arc simple. 
Since this remark comes right after we are told that the world 
divides into facts, this suggests that division has an end, that states 
of affairs are the simples. 

3. 'The World' and 'Reality' 

Almost no matter how one interprets these remarks about 'the 
world', a dilemma arises. Wittgenstein says implicitly in the 
Tractatus1 and explicitly in a letter to Russell2 that elementary 
propositions are always positive. He also says in this letter, 3 and 
in the Tractatus as well, 4 that a state of affairs is what corresponds 
to an elementary proposition when it is true. From this it follows 
that states of affairs are always positive. Now, states of affairs are 
the sort of things that are the case. Thus, since the world is all 
that is the case, 5 the world is all existent states of affairs. But the 
world is also the sum of facts. 6 Therefore, facts must be the same 
as existent states of affairs. Then, since states of affairs are positive, 
so must facts be. So, the world is the sum of facts (positive facts). 
However, when we turn to the last few propositions of the 2.o's, 
the impression they give is quite different. 2.06 introduces the 
word 'reality', and reality, we are told, is the existence and non­
existence of states of affairs. The existence of a state of affairs is a 
positive fact, and the non-existence a negative fact. Therefore 
reality includes both positive and negative facts. Now, this in 
itself creates no troubles. We could say that Wittgenstein uses two 
terms, 'the world' and 'reality'; the first he uses to refer to the 
sum of positive facts only and the second to refer to the sum of 
positive and negative facts; 'reality', in other words, is the more 
inclusive term. But trouble comes at 2.063, where Wittgenstein 
says that the sum-total of reality is the world. The equation, 
evidently, is complete. The word 'sum-total' ('gesamt') does not 
leave even a small possibility that reality might be wider than the 
world. Thus, the world, as the sum-total of reality, is the sum of 
facts (both positive and negative facts). 

1 See esp. 4.211. 
3 Ibid., para. 1. 

2 Letter 18: Cassino, 19.8.19, para. 6. 
4 fi 0 4.25. I. 1. 1. 
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\Ve can treat this contradiction as a slip. We can say that in 
equating reality with the world in the 2.o's, ·Wittgenstein forgot 
that he said things in the r's which restricted the world to positive 
facts. But his memory would have to be shorter than this; at 2.04 
he again says (this time yet more straightforwardly than in the r's) 
that the world is the sum of existent states of affairs, i.e. positive 
facts. Only one proposition separates this repetition of his original 
idea of the world and his definition of reality. His memory is 
unlikely to be that short; what is more probable, I think, is that he 
does wish to say at the same time: (i) the world is the sum of 
existent states of affairs, (ii) reality includes positive and negative 
facts, and (iii) reality=the world. Now, assuming that no slip is 
involved, if \Ve look back at the r's, we can perhaps see signs that 
much of this is already said there. r. r r says that the world is 
determined by facts, and 1.12 explains that this is so because the 
sum of facts determines both what is the case and what is not the 
case. Docs this not imply that the world therefore must be both 
what is the case and what is not the case, and thus that it includes 
both positive and negative facts? Of course, this would get rid of 
the conflict between the r's and 2.o's by placing it inside each, and 
these three claims of ·Wittgenstein's would have still to be recon­
ciled. I can see one way to reconcile them, but evidence is so 
scarce that whether or not it is ·Wittgenstein's way is difficult to 
tell. Negative facts are mentioned in the Tractatus, in all, only three 
times: besides 2.066, at 4.063a and again at 5.5r5ra. The only 
other information we get, and this not by name, is at 1.r2 and 2.05. 
And though these propositions are compatible with, may even be 
thought to suggest, the following solution, they do not do more 
than this. 

Positive and negative facts differ in kind. Consider positive 
facts. The world is the sum of them, i.e. the sum of existent states 
of affairs. Of course, when we collect all existent states of affairs, 
we have the world; nothing need be added. Thus, the totality of 
positive facts is the whole world, and a single positive fact is one 
part of the world. Now, this is not the case with negative facts. If 
we add the whole set of negative facts to a group of positive facts, 
this is not at all like adding even one more positive fact. Negative 
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facts are not part of the world, in the sense of 'part' I have used 
above. On the contrary, negative facts are such that once we have a 
set of positive facts we have a set of negative facts, as it were, 
automatically. In this sense we can speak of negative facts' being 
inseparable from positive facts. Thus, when Wittgenstein says 
that the world is the sum of positive facts, this may be taken to 
mean that the world is completely constituted by existent states of 
affairs. When he says that the world includes both positive and 
negative facts, this may be taken to refer to their inseparability; 
with a set of positive facts comes a set of negative facts. And since 
the world's being completely constituted by existent states of 
affairs and positive and negative facts' being inseparable do not 
rule one another out, Wittgenstein's three claims need not be 
incompatible. 



1. Introductory 
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THE 2's have three main parts: the 2.o's, which are about those 
units, states of affairs, the existence of which constitutes the world; 
the 2. 1 's, which are about the pictures we make of the world; and 
the 2.2's, which are about the relation between the world and the 
pictures. I start now on the first of these three parts, the 2.o's. 
They, in turn, break up into four parts. The 2.01 's present the 
first important characteristic of objects, namely, that an object is by 
essence a constituent of states of affairs. The 2.02's present their 
second important characteristic; objects are simple. The 2.03's 
add to objects the dimension of configuration; they describe how 
objects come together to form states of affairs. Finally, 2.04, 2.05, 
and the 2.06's add to objects and their configuration the dimension 
of existence; they discuss the existence and non-existence of 
states of affairs. In this section I take up the first two of these 
four parts, the two about objects. 

2. Objects Are Constituents of States of Affairs 

A state of affairs is a combination of objects. 1 And the thesis of 
the 2.01 's is: not only do objects occur in states of affairs, they 
cannot not occur in them. 2 An object's possibility of occurrence in 
states of affairs is not, in the neologism Wittgenstein employs at 
2.0121c, merely-possible ('nur-moglich'). 3 Its occurrence in any 
one might be accidental, but the possibility of its occurrence in 
one or another is essential to it. 4 In support of this thesis Wittgen­
stein offers two arguments; others may perhaps be distinguished, 
but these are the important ones. The first is an indirect proof. 

l 2.01. 2 2.01 I. 

3 Perhaps not Wittgenstein's coinage; sec the distinction between 'Nurmo­
glichkcit' and 'Auchmoglichkeit' in A. Meinong: Ober Miiglichkeit ,md Wa!zr­
scheinliclzkeit, esp. pp. 99-1oo. This earlier use was brought to my attention 
by Prof. G. Ryle. 

4 2.0122. 

DWLA 
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Suppose the appearance of objects in states of affairs were mcrely­
possible. Then an object could as well exist alone as in a state of 
affairs. But if an object which existed alone on its own account 
subsequently occurred in a state of affairs, it would look like an 
accident that the state of affairs could be made to fit. 1 The point 
is that it never does look accidental. vVe know there is no chance 
about it because we know that the object just is the kind of thing 
that constitutes such states of affairs. Then, second, we see what is 
essential to objects in what is essential in being acquainted ·with 
them. If I know an object, ,vittgenstein says, I thereby know all 
its possible occurrences in states of affairs. 2 Since this is essential 
to knowing the object, it must be essential to the object. Or, in the 
more traditional language into which Wittgenstein translates this 
point: 3 

If I am to know an object, though I need not know its external proper­
ties, I must know all its internal properties. 

And its internal properties are its possibilities of occurrence in 
states of affairs. 

The argument is simple, and how it connects with Wittgen­
stein's ideas on forms in Notes on Logic4 and with his Doctrine of 
Showing5 should be clear. But its very brevity produces questions, 
all of which it will be important eventually to answer. Is knowing 
the form of an object a sufficient or only a necessary condition for 
knowing the object? I think that it can only be necessary, because, 
as Wittgenstein tells us elsewhere, 6 there can be two or more 
objects with the same form, and consequently if in knowing the 
object I did not know more than the form, I would not know that 
two objects with the same form were not the same object. A second 
question is not so easily answered. 7 Wittgenstein says: if a thing 
can occur in a state of affairs, the possibility of the state of affairs 
must be written into the thing itself. 8 But does this mean: (i) 
if a thing can occur in a particular state of affairs, the possibility 
of that state of affairs must be written into it, or (ii) if a thing can 

1 2.012xa. 2 2.0123a, c. 3 2.01231. 4 Sec Ch. u.3-4. 
~ See Ch. m.2. 0 2.0233. 

' It was brought to my attention by lVlcGuinncss and Pears in their class. 
8 2.012. 
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occur in states of affairs, its possibility of occurring in, simply, 
states of affairs is written into it? Unfortunately, almost all the 
2.01 'scan be read either way, but there is other evidence to assure 
us that no matter what \Vittgenstein is saying at any one place in 
the 2.01's he does in the end hold the first, stronger position. At 
one point he considers the question: can we decide a priori 
whether there might not be a situation which had to be symbolized 
by a sign for a 27-termed relation?1 Among other things, he says 
of this: we could never decide such a thing a priori, because we 
would first have to know what kinds (forms) of objects there were, 
and this is an empirical matter. So, it is not impossible for there to 
be objects capable of entering 27-termed relations; nor is it 
impossible for there to be objects which can enter only 2-termed 
relations. That is, the Tractatus allows that there might be 
(though, as an a priori study, it is not concerned with whether there 
are) objects of different forms. If there were, then to know these 
objects I should have to know their different forms; and their 
possibilities of occurrence in particulm· states of affairs would be 
written into them. Now, a third question arises out of settling 
this second one. Granted that objects might be of different forms, 
in what will the difference consist? There might be objects which 
can appear in 2-termed contexts alone; perhaps there are objects 
which can appear in either 2- or 3-termed contexts; and so on. 
Does the form then consist merely in the complexity of the 
context ( or contexts) in which the object can appear? If it did, then 
we could indicate the form of an object merely by attaching a 
numerical subscript (or subscripts) to it. 2 If it is more than this, 
what more? At this point all I can do is raise the question; its 
answer largely depends on what in the end we decide objects are 
like. 

3. Analysis (1) 

The second characteristic of objects is that they are simple. This 
is the argument of the 2.02's, and it is the most important single 

1 5.5541. 
2 This, again, I owe to McGuinness' and Pears' class, in particular to a sugges­

tion by A. J. Kenny. 
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argument in the Tractatus. It reveals what analysis is, and by 
implication what the simples are like, and why there must be such 
simples, and that these simples constitute the substance of the 
world. And so much are these subjects at the centre of vVittgen­
stein's logical atomism that were the 2.02's understood well, most 
of the rest of the Tractatus would be clear. To the extent that 
they are not well understood, there are bound to be disagreements 
in interpretation of the Tractatus of the most elementary sort. One 
illustration of this is the disagreement over whether objects are 
particulars. There are those who say that objects must be par­
ticulars alone1 and then those who say that, besides particulars, 
properties and relations are objects too. 2 I am going to spend a 
great deal of time on the propositions of the 2.02's, most of it on 
the single proposition, 2.0201. I do so both because they are so 
important and because there is practically no agreement about 
their meaning. 

2.0201 says: 

Every statement about complexes can be resolved into a statement 
about their constituents and into the propositions that describe the 
complexes completely. 

A plausible way of reading this is to take its analysis as the analysis 
in Russell's Theory of Descriptions. So far as there is such a thing 
with the Tractatus, this is the usual interpretation. My general view 
on analysis is that the usual interpretation needs revision. So what 
I shall do is first state it, then argue that it fits the Tractatus poorly, 
then offer a new interpretation. 

Take as an example of a statement about a complex the state­
ment 'the book on the table is red'. On the usual interpretation 
this is to be analysed: 

( 3x) (Bx.Tx.(y) [(By.Ty):, (x=y)].Rx) 
Bx: 'xis a book' 
Tx: 'x is on the table' 
Rx: 'xis red' 

1 E.g. G. E. M. Anscombe: An Introduction to Wittgenstein's Tractat11s, 
Ch. 7, esp. pp. 109 et seq. 

2 E.g. E. Stenius: Wittgenstein's Tractatus: A Critical Exposition, Ch. 5, 
esp. p. 63. 
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According to 2.0201 what we do in analysis is to resolve the 
statement about a complex into: (i) a statement about the con­
stituents of the complex, and (ii) those propositions which describe 
the complex completely. Where do we find (i) and (ii) in the 
analysis above? Probably like this: 

ii: ( 3x) (Bx.Tx.(y) [(By.Ty)::, (x=y)] ... 
i: ... Rx) 

·what I have marked as (ii), that is, as the propositions which 
describe the complex completely, is fairly certain. In Notes on 
Logic, after describing analysis in nearly the terms he uses in the 
Tractatus, 1 Wittgenstein adds that the proposition which describes 
the complex completely is 'that proposition which is equivalent 
to saying the complex exists' ;2 and in my example this must be the 
part of the analysis which says that there is some x ,vhich is a 
book and is on the table. If this is right, then it leaves only 'Rx'. 
So, 'Rx' must be a 'statement about the constituents of the 
complex'. There is some difficulty in this. It is hard to see what 
sense can be attached to calling 'Rx' a statement about the con­
stituents of the complex. 'Rx' is about x (loosely speaking), and so 
evidently xis the constituent(s) of the complex. The only sense I 
can make of this is that we might say that x is a constituent in the 
sense that it is the real constituent of the complex. In other words, 
this would be to say that the real constituent of the complex the 
book on the table is the thing which is the book on the table. I am 
not sure how much sense this makes, but I do not see what else 
one could say. 

In outline, then, this is the usual interpretation. And it seems 
to me not to fit the Tractatus at all well. 

(I) The first thing, as we have seen, is that it does not comfort­
ably fit the language of 2.0201. 

(2) Then, supposedly the analysis that 2.0201 describes takes 
us all the way from complexes, no matter what the level of com­
plexity, to simples.3 Well, suppose we analyse the statement 'the 
book on the table is red' into: 

1 NL II 69-78. 2 NL II 77-78. 
3 See esp. 3.201, 3.25, 3.3442, 4.221. 
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( 3x) (Bx. Tx.Rx) 

(for brevity I leave out the restriction '(y) [(By. Ty) ::i (x = y)]'). 
This new statement still involves, among other things, the predi­
cate 'red', and we know that a statement making a colour attribu­
tion cannot be elementary.1 So, we must analyse the predicate 
'red'. But how do we do that? This kind of analysis docs not seem 
to be able to. It seems to consist, roughly speaking, in switching 
a description from subject to predicate place and in introducing a 
bound variable to serve as subject, and it seems not to involve any 
means of reducing the descriptions themselves. Another way of 
putting the same point is this. Since the analysis of 'the book on 
the table is red' is: 

( 3x) (Bx. Tx.Rx) 

and since this is not yet elementary, we must carry on with the 
analysis. But how are we to re-apply this same method of analysis 
to a proposition which is already in this form? Yet, obviously the 
analysis has to go further. 

(3) The early 3.2's tell us what a fully analysed proposition is 
like. We can make propositions such that the elements of the 
proposition correspond to the objects of the thought. 2 The objects 
of the thought, since a thought is a picture of a fact, 3 correspond 
to the objects in the fact which is being pictured. 4 From this it 
follows that facts can be pictured in such a way that to the objects 
of the fact correspond the elements of the propositional sign. Now, 
the elements of such a propositional sign, since they stand for 
objects, 5 are names. 6 And the configuration of the names in the 
?ropositional sign corresponds to the configuration of the objects 
m the fact. 7 Such a proposition is fully analysed. 8 Thus, a fully 
a_nalysed _proposition is one with only names in some configura­
tion. So if we are ever interested in the simplicity or complexity 
of some proposition, we should ask: are the only signs in it names? 
If so, it is fully analysed. As for the non-fully analysed proposition, 
at 3.24b Wittgenstein remarks that a complex can be given in a 
proposition only by its description. Thus, any proposition which 
makes mention of a complex must also contain a description. 

1 6.375rc. 2 3.2. 33. 42.13,2.13r. 
5 3.22. 6 3.202. 7 3.21. s 3.201; sec also 4.22, 4.221. 
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Now, suppose it takes n applications of analysis to reduce a 
given proposition to its fully analysed form. Then, after only 
n - 1 applications we are still left with a proposition requiring 
analysis, a proposition making mention of a complex, and thus a 
proposition containing a description. Say it is the proposition 
'JA', where 'A' is the description. Now, the final application of 
analysis-that is, on the usual interpretation-will be to translate 
the proposition 'JA' into the form: 

( :3:c) (Ax.f'I:) 

And this must be fully analysed; there is nothing more to analyse, 
because this was the n-th translation. So, the propositional sign 

( :lx) (Ax.fx) 

is fully analysed. But this does not meet any of the requirements. 
It is not just names in some configuration; it contains two 
functions. Furthermore, not only ought this not to contain non­
names, it ought also to contain some names. But where are they? 
'x' is not a name but a bound variable, a distinction which in the 
Tractatus seems clearly marked. 1 And even taking 'x' as a name, 
there are still difficulties. At 4.22 ·Wittgenstein says that an 
elementary proposition consists of names in some combination 
and that the analysis of propositions must eventually bring us to 
such elementary propositions. Then 4.23 says: 

It is only in the nexus of an elementary proposition that a name occurs 
in a proposition. 

This seems very much to imply that in analysis we shall meet 
names only upon reaching elementary propositions, that names 
appear only at the final stage of analysis. But on this interpretation 
of analysis an 'x' does not appear only then; it is introduced as 
soon as analysis begins. 

(4) Supposedly the proposition 'f A' is analysed: 

( :lx) (Ax.j-.::) 

But suppose 'A' were a description like 'triangle'. NO\v, this 
itself can be broken down into elements. But this would be a new 
kind of reduction. I mean on the usual interpretation of 2.0201 

1 See 3.3126, 3.3146, 3.315, 4.1272a, 4.1273a, 5.5266, 5.5:z61. 
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the analysis of propositions does not include reduction of this sort. 
Yet it seems necessary in order to reach elementary propositions. 
And, more important, Wittgenstein seems to say that what he 
means by analysis includes this kind of reduction. At 3.24d he 
says that there are symbols, which, since they cannot be names, are 
probably descriptions, which are definable. At 3.261b he implies 
that one must keep on defining until one reaches primitive signs, 
and 3.261a would then say that all defined signs signify via those 
primitive signs which define them. At 3 .26 Wittgenstein implies, 
by saying that names cannot be analysed further by definitions, 
that some signs can be and that the definition is a kind of analysis. 
One ought not to make too much out of these propositions alone. 
But it is striking that, if primitive signs are identical with names, 
then both analysis and definition are ways of reducing signs for 
complexes to names only. And in the 3.2's the remarks about 
analysis (3.24a-c, 3.25) and the remarks about definition (3.24d, 
3.26) are mixed together in a way which gives the impression that 
they are not separate subjects. And this impression gets strong 
support from the Notebooks. On one occasion Wittgenstein writes :1 

But suppose that we did not bother at all about the question of analysa­
bility? • • • Suppose then we were to say: The fact that a proposition is 
further analysable is shown in our further analysing it by means of 
definitions, and we work with it in every case exactly as if it were 
analysable. 

Here Wittgenstein talks about analysis of propositions and analysis 
by definition, meaning the same thing by them. Then he writes 
in a later entry:2 

But it is clear that components of our propositions can be analysed by 
means of a definition, and must be, if we want to approximate to the 
real st~ucture of the proposition. At any rate, then, there is a process of 
analysis. And can it not now be asked whether this process comes to 
an end? And if so: what will the end be? 

If it is true that every defined sign signifies via its definitions then 
presumably the chain of definitions must sometime have an end. 

1 Nbk. II.10.14b. 
2 1-!bk. 9.5.15c, d; italics Wittgenstein's; see also 13.5.15d. This view is most 

co~c1sely expressed at NM no.35_36: 'an unanalysable proposition =one in 
which only fundamental symbols =ones not capable of definition, occur'; 
italics Wittgenstein's. 



OBJECTS 47 

And here the process of analysis that "Wittgenstein talks about 
must be analysis in the chief sense, analysis as described in 
2.0201. What he asks is whether this process comes to an end, and 
he appears to think it a possible answer that it will end because the 
chain of definitions must eventually have an end. Now, how on the 
usual interpretation of analysis can analysis and definition be 
thought of as the same process? Transferring descriptions from a 
subject to a predicate place does not define anything. Yet Wittgen­
stein seems to think analysis does. 

These are the difficulties that I find with the usual interpretation. 
How should it be amended? 

4. Analysis (2) 

On the subject of analysis as understood in the Tractatus, I 
think we have a piece of exegesis by Wittgenstein himself. He 
writes in Philosophical Investigations :1 

When I say: 'My broom is in the corner',-is this really a statement 
about the broomstick and the brush? Well, it could at any rate be re­
placed by a statement giving the position of the stick and the position 
of the brush. And this statement is surely a further analysed form of the 
first one.-But why do I call it 'further analysed'?-,veil, if the broom 
is there, that surely means that the stick and brush must be there, and 
in a particular relation to one another; and this was as it were hidden 
in the sense of the first sentence, and is expressed in the analysed 
sentence. 

Wittgenstein's example is: 'the broom is in the corner'. This was 
supposed to be analysed: 

( 3x) (Bx.Cx) 
Bx: 'xis a broom' 
Cx: 'x is in the corner' 

But Wittgenstein analyses it into the following three propositions: 

(i) the stick is in the corner. 
(ii) the brush is in the corner. 

(iii) the stick is attached to the brush. 

Now, if this is the kind of analysis described in the Tractatus, 

1 Pl para. 60. 
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then analysis consists not in shifting the description 'broom' 
from subject to predicate position but, roughly speaking, in 
breaking it up into sub-descriptions, which remain in the subject 
position. Presumably, since 'brush' and 'stick', which arc now the 
subjects of our propositions, look as much like descriptions of 
complexes as 'broom' did, they too must undergo analysis. 
Presumably analysis will go on until we reach completely simple 
objects and names. Wittgenstein also says something in the 
Investigations about this repeated analysis: 1 

'A name signifies only what is an element of reality. ·what cannot be 
destroyed; what remains the same in all changcs.'-But what is that? 
-Why, it swam before our minds as we said the sentence! This was the 
very expression of a quite particular image: of a particular picture 
which we want to use. For certainly experience docs not show us these 
elements. \Ve see component parts of something composite (of a chair, 
for instance). We say that the back is part of the chair, but is in turn 
itself composed of several bits of wood; while a leg is a simple com­
ponent part. We also see a whole which changes (is destroyed) while its 
component parts remain unchanged. These are the materials from 
which we construct that picture of reality. 

The general idea behind analysis, Wittgenstein says, is this. vVe 
see that a certain thing can be analysed into component things. 
For example: 

broom 

br~tick 

brist~ack 

~ 
etc. etc. 

We also see that a thing can change while its components remain 
unaltered. We hypothesize that this must hold for every object 
there is: if it is subject to change, then it has parts into which it 
can be analysed which do not change. Eventually we reach 
components which cannot change. And, says Wittgenstein at the 
start of this passage, in this picture of the world these are the 

1 PI para. 59. 
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elements of reality and they can only be named. He says, in other 
words, that the analysis of the description 'broom' into 'brush' and 
'stick' ends when names are reached. 

One thing which straight away strengthens the idea that this is 
Tractatus analysis is that analysis is spoken of in these terms not 
only in the Investigations but in the Notebooks too. These In­
vestigations passages could easily be entries from the Notebooks. 
vVe see what analysis means in the Notebooks in the course of a 
debate Wittgenstein carries on with himself over naming :1 

\Vhat is my fundamental thought when I talk about simple objects? 
Do not 'complex objects' in the end satisfy just the demands which I 
apparently make on the simple ones? If I give this book a name ... 

Can I not give this book a name, in spite of its having parts? 
Do the parts matter, since what I want to name, though composed 
of them, is nevertheless still one single thing? From this we can see 
that a complex is something like a book. And simples are things 
like the basic elements of the book. And of basic elements ,vittgen­
stein says quite a lot :2 

As examples of the simple I always think of points of the visual field 
(just as parts of the visual field always come before my mind as typical 
composite objects). 

And this way of thinking leads him to generalize :3 

Is spatial complexity also logical complexity? It surely seems to be. 

But to digress for just a moment: one should not make too much 
out of the sense-datum tendency in Wittgenstein's language in 
these entries, because he says exactly the same thing (namely, 
points are the simples and constitute complexes) in material 
object language. He says, in an entry I quoted before:4 

The division of the body into material points, as we have it in physics, 
is nothing more than analysis into simple components. 

And Wittgenstein alternates so easily and apparently uncon­
sciously between sense-datum talk and material object talk that it 

1 Nbk. 14.6.15c. 2 Nbh. 6.5.i5d; sec also 24.5.156, c, 18.6.15c, 19.6.15a. 
3 Nbh. 7.5.15a; sec also 7.5.156 et seq., 17.6.15f. 
4 Nbh. 20.6. 1 sm; see also 21.6. 1 sf. 
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looks as if for him they amount to much the same thing. This is 
certainly the impression the Notebooks give, and, for what con­
firmation it lends, the Tractatus later says as much when it equates 
realism and idealism.1 I shall be coming back to this topic later on. 2 

Now, as for material objects Wittgenstein offers a variety of 
examples. Complex material objects are, in addition to books, 3 

things like watches, 4 steamships and pencil strokes, 5 sentences, 
letters, and knives. 6 And in all of these cases the things are complex 
because they can be broken up into smaller material objects, just as 
spatial areas can be divided into sub-areas. Now, this gives an 
indication of what analysis is like. Analysis is the process of trans­
lating a statement about a complex into statements about its 
components, 7 and this process will go on until there is the same 
numerical multiplicity in our propositions as there is in the world, 8 

and this will be until propositions make mention only of simples. 
This is exactly the analysis described in the Investigations. l 
said that the passages I quoted from the Investigations could well be 
entries in the Notebooks. Compare this Investigations passage: 9 

We see component parts of something composite (of a chair, for instance). 
We say that the back is part of the chair, but is in turn itself composed 
of several bits of wood ... 

with the Notebooks entry:10 

A proposition like 'this chair is brown' seems to say something enor­
mously complicated, for if we wanted to express this proposition in such 
~ way that nobody could raise objections to it on grounds of ambiguity, 
it would have to be infinitely long. 

Wittgenstein's reasons for saying this in the Notebooks are ex­
plained in what he says in the Investigations. 

What, finally, is the most convincing evidence that this is 
Tractatus analysis is the way it fits the Tractatus itself. 

( 1) It fits the language of 2.0201. 2.0201 says that in analysis we 
reduce a statement about a complex to (i) a statement about its 

1 See 5.6's, esp. 5.64; cf. Nbk. 15.10.16u. 2 See Ch. xr.3. 
3 Nbk. 23.5.15£, 14.6.15c. 4 Nbk. 15.6.15c, 16.6.15a, h, k. 
: Nbk. 25-4-15e. 6 Nbk. 19.5.15a-c. 7 See esp. Nbk. 17.6.15e-g. 
9 See esp. Nbk. 12.10.14a, 9.5.15c, e-g. 

PI para. 59. 1 0 Nbk. 19.9.14. 
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constituents, and (ii) those propositions which describe the 
complex completely, that is, as the Notes on Logic add, that propo­
sition which is equivalent to saying the complex exists. Now, the 
statement about the constituents of the complex is the compound 
statement: 'the stick and the brush are in the corner'. And the 
statement which completely describes the complex is the state­
ment: 'the stick is attached to the brush'. That is, the complex 
broom is completely described by knowing that it is a stick 
attached to a brush. And this statement is equivalent to saying that 
the complex exists, because we know the complex exists if we 
know that these constituents are related in such a way as to con­
stitute this complex entity. 

(2) Then there is the close connexion between analysis and 
definition. Now the connexion is obvious. ·when I say 'the broom 
is in the corner', this is analysed into statements about the brush 
and the stick. In other words what I mean by the expression 'the 
broom' is now explained, i.e. defined, in the analysed form; by 
'the broom' I mean 'the brush in a certain relation to the stick'. 

(3) This solves another problem. In the Tractatus it looks as if 
Wittgenstein says that there are two kinds of elements in proposi­
tional signs proper: primitive signs and signs defined via primitive 
signs.1 And it also looks as if primitive signs and names are the 
same thing; Wittgenstein does not say this, but for a number of 
reasons I think it is so. But, granting this, difficulties arise. Every 
element in a proposition will be either a name or defined by 
names. But this means that descriptive words like 'broom', 'brush' 
and 'stick' will be defined by names. But if names are of particu­
lars, how can they define general words? 'Broom', after all, can 
be used to describe many things, and how can I possibly give the 
meaning of this general word in terms which refer to particular 
objects? It would almost seem on the basis of this that names, 
other evidence to the contrary, cannot be restricted to particulars. 
Now, however, we should see a way out of this difficulty. I said 
earlier that analysis explains that what I mean by 'the broom' is 
'the brush in a certain relation to the stick'. What it explains, in 
other words, is what I mean on this occasion; I mean 'this brush 

1 Se(esp. 3.261b. 
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in a certain relation to this stick'. And analysis is definition in this 
sense; by moving from statements about complexes to statements 
about particulars, I eventually define what I now mean by the signs 
in the unanalysed sentence. 

(4) A consequence of this interpretation of analysis is that we. 
are committed to saying that all names are names of particulars. 
The expression 'the broom' becomes 'the brush in a certain 
relation to the stick', and analysis will go on in this way until 
eventually we speak only of particulars and their relations. vVhere 
are any general terms now? Evidently all get analysed away. But 
note that on the fully analysed level instead of speaking of 'the 
broom' what we now speak of are 'these particulars in this con­
figuration and these other particulars in that configuration, &c.' 
So, it looks as if configurations take over the role of general terms. 
As Wittgenstein tells us,1 the configuration of names in a proposi­
tion says that the objects in reality are configured in a certain ·way. 
And, thus, since particulars configured in such and such a way 
constitute a broom, names configured in such and such a way will 
say that these objects constitute a broom. The role of general 
words in propositions is, in other words, taken over in the element­
ary proposition by the configurations of its signs. This, I think, we 
are also committed to saying. And for a number of reasons I 
think this is exactly what we should have to say. I want here to 
make three linguistic points that help show this, then I shall go 
on to some non-linguistic ones. 

(i) An existent state of affairs is, by definition, a configuration of 
objects. And, as I just remarked, by configuring the names in an 
elementary proposition in a certain way, we say that the objects 
are configured in reality in such and such a way. This alone makes 
it difficult to take names as anything but names of particulars. If 
both '1>' and 'a' in the proposition 'cpa' were names, i.e. if subject­
predicate propositions were elementary, then there would be 
objects corresponding to both the 'cf,' and the 'a'. But what sense 
does it make to say that these 'objects' are configured in the fact? 
It is certainly stretching things to say, for example, that red and a 
particular have a configuration in the fact that the particular is 

1 2.15, 3.21. 
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red. (ii) Then the Tractatus seems to imply that by altering the 
configuration of the same objects we get new facts ;1 configuration, 
in other words, is accidental. But this could not be the case were 
rp as well as a an object. Even allowing that in the fact that rpa 
there is a configuration of rp and a, it is hard to see what it would 
mean to say that they could have various configurations, that any 
one configuration is accidental. The only sense that I can see in 
saying that rp and a are configured is to say the configuration is 
something on the order of <p's inhering in a, and this is not a 
configuration that could be changed. (iii) Then there is the 
matter of the naturalness of the language. In the Tractatus 
Wittgenstein speaks of elementary propositions as combinations of 
names, and of states of affairs as combinations of objects, with no 
special explanation of what he means by 'names' or 'objects'. 
But unless there was a radical change in the way he himself used 
these words, then by 'object' he must have meant particulars and 
so by 'names' names of particulars. For in .Notes on Logic names 
were things like 'a' in 'rpa' and 'a' and 'b' in 'aRb'; 'rpx' and 'xRy' 
were forms. 2 And in the Notebooks, in spite of the debate as to 
whether complexes are not in a way simple, in either case, simple 
or not, they are particulars, and their really simple components 
therefore will also be particulars. 

(5) It looks on quite separate, non-linguistic evidence as though 
Wittgenstein would not accept propositions of the form 'ef>a' 
as elementary. At 4.123 he says: 

A property is internal if it is unthinkable that its object should not 
possess it. 

(This shade of blue and that one stand, eo ipso, in the internal rela­
tion of lighter to darker. It is unthinkable that these two objects should 
not stand in this relation.) 

(Here the shifting use of the word 'object' corresponds to the shifting 
use of the words 'property' and 'relation'.) 

An internal property Wittgenstein defines as a property of 
structures.3 Structure, he makes clear in this discussion4 and it 
1s also clear from the way the word is used throughout the 

1 Sec esp. 2.0271, 2.031, 3. 143 1. 

3 4-1226. •l 4.122a. 
2 See esp. XL II 8. 
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Tractatus, 1 is something which facts have and which objects do not 
have. That is, objects in the strict sense. And this explains what 
the last paragraph in 4.123 must mean. If a shade of blue can 
have an internal property, then it also has a structure; and if 
it has a structure, then it cannot be an object in the strict 
sense. It is called an object because it and a darker blue 
are spoken of as standing in a relation to one another, and 
speaking loosely we can call terms of a relation objects. So, at least 
when the '</>' in '<pa' is a colour, 'ef/ cannot refer to an object and 
'</>a' cannot be elementary. Now, it looks as though Wittgenstein 
says: it cannot be elementary because anything blue has a structure 
to it which analysis would reveal. In other words, to say 'a is 
blue' is to say objects nz, n, o, ... are configured in such and such a 
way. The 'a' in 'a is blue' must therefore be complex. A blue 
object is an object whose elements have a certain structure. Now, 
this way of talking, along with Wittgenstein's earlier talk of 
physicists' points as examples of simples, makes his account of 
blue very close to that of physics: a blue object is blue because its 
surface is structured in a certain way, and it is blue rather than, 
say, red, becauseto be red itwould have to be structured differently. 
Once this idea occurs to us, if we then look back to the Notebooks, I 
think we find some corroboration: 2 

A point cannot be red and green at the same time: at first sight there 
seems no need for this to be a logical impossibility. But the very 
language of physics reduces it to a kinetic impossibility. We see that 
there is a difference of structure between red and green. 

And then physics arranges them in a series. And then we see how 
here the true structure of the objects is brought to light. 

And again:3 

That t~e colours are not properties is shown by the analysis of physics, 
by the mternal relations in which physics displays the colours. 

So much for colours. But colours are only one kind of property. 
·what of the rest? This last entry from the Notebooks has the short 
note attached ;4 

Apply this to sounds too. 

1 See esp. 2.032, 2.034, 2.15b, 5.13. 
3 Nbk. I 1.9.16b. 4 Nbk. 11.9.16c. 

2 Nbk. 16.8.16a, b. 
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Sounds, too, have internal structures. To say that 'a is loud' is to 
say, as the physics of sound propagation shows, that the elements 
which constitute the sound a are structured in a particular way. 
All right, then, colours and sounds. But this still leaves other 
properties. Consider another Notebooks entry :1 

Let us suppose we were to sec a circular patch: is the circular form its 
property? Certainly not. It seems to be a structural 'property'. And if I 
notice that a spot is round, am I not noticing an infinitely complicated 
structural property? 

So, circularity is not a property; it is a structural 'property'. 
An<l structural 'properties' are not properties in the strict sense 
because they can be analysed away. If I say 'this is circular', on 
analysis this becomes something like 'this object configured thusly 
with that, and that with that, .. .'. \Vhat we try to say by the 
property 'circular' is said by the configuration of the names in 
the elementary propositions, because this configuration says that the 
objects arc configured in a certain way, which is what circularity 
is. So, both colours and shapes, i.e. what we see, and sounds, i.e. 
what we hear, turn out to be analysable. How much more does this 
leave? These are, at any rate, good grounds for entertaining 
seriously the idea that Wittgenstein thinks all 'cp' 's in 'cpa' are 
to be analysed away. All facts, it seems, are quite literally objects 
in some configuration. 

(6) This enables us to explain 4.23. Names, 4.23 says, occur in 
propositions only in the nexus of an elementary proposition. 
This too is to be taken literally. When we analyse a statement 
about a complex, names appear when and only when we reach the 
last stage of the analysis. In analysing 'the broom is in the corner' 
we pass through several stages in which we talk of the brush and 
the stick and then, presumably, of sub-descriptions of these. The 
final stage comes when, leaving descriptions altogether, we mention 
only particulars. Thus, names appear only in the final stage. 

( 7) This means that a name will appear in a proposition only 
when all the rest of the signs in it are names too. This, in turn, 
would seem to mean that since the propositional sign '<foa' has 
the sign 'cp' in it, which is not a name, 'a' cannot be a name. I 

1 Nbh. 18.6.15j. 
EwLA 
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think there is evidence that \Vittgenstcin believes this. Consider 
3.221. 'Objects can only be named'; in other ·words, I cannot 
describe them; I cannot say of an object that it is a <p. 3.221 does 
not say just this, but I think we can surmise it. It docs say that I 
can only state how a thing is and not what it is. That I can only say 
how a thing is means, I think, that I can only say how an object 
stands in relation to other objects; I can only give its configuration 
with other objects. This is purely external information, and to say 
of an object, for example, that it is blue would have to be counted 
as internal information, information about the object itself and not 
merely about its configurations. It would be internal, because a 
statement like 'a is blue', if a is an object, could not be accidental. 
All change, Wittgenstein tells us,1 comes from alteration in the 
configurations of objects. But a, being simple, has no internal 
configuration to alter, so it could not possibly change from blue to 
some other colour. If an object, a simple, answers to a certain 
description, then it must always answer to it. The only way to 
avoid this conclusion is to say that <p and a themselves are what is 
configured. So, to the extent that saying that <p and a have a 
configuration makes one uncomfortable, one should be willing to 
accept that 'rpa' is not elementary. 

(8) This now enables us to explain a previously puzzling 
feature of Notes on Logic, viz. Wittgenstein's division of proposi­
tional elements into two kinds, names ('a', 'b', &c.) and forms 
('rpx', 'xRy', &c.). And this way of talking continues on into the 
Notebooks:2 

• • • we don't have any examples before our minds when we use Fx 
and all the other variable form-signs. 

·why forms? Now we can see that, once again, he means this litcr­
~lly. Propositional elements like '<fox' and 'xR.y' have to do with the 
form only of the fact they depict. And in analysis we do away with 
all signs which have to do with the form of the fact so that in the 
end the contents of our proposition correspond to the contents of 
the fact and the form ( configuration) of these propositional 
elements expresses what the form ( configuration) of the fact is. The 

l 2,027I, 2 Nbk. x9.6.x5c. 
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'<p' in 'cpx', having nothing to do with the content of the fact, 
cannot have an object corresponding to it and thus cannot be a 
name. Nor, consequently, can 'cpa' be elementary. 

(9) Then there is the important, though not entirely clear, 
testimony of 4.24, ·where "Wittgenstein explains his symbolism. 
Names arc indicated by single letters, such as 'x', 'y', 'z'; elemen­
tary propositions are written as functions of names, like 'fx', 
'cp(x, y)'. So, by explicit admission, the 'cp' in 'cpa' is not a name. 
But before I can claim the support of 4.24 I must tend to some of 
the problems which, as I pointed out in Chapter 11.4, it poses. If, 
as 4.24 says, 'cp' is not a name, and since, as we know, elementary 
propositions contain only names,1 then how can 'cpa' be elemen­
tary, which 4.24 also says? And if 'cp' is not a name, the proposition 
'cpa' contains only one name and its fact one objcct;2 so 4.24 
conflicts with 4.22, which defines an elementary proposition as a 
connexion of names (plural), and with 2.0272, which defines a 
state of affairs as a configuration of objects (plural). It is this 
impasse, I suppose, that has led many people to say that 'cp' must, 
after all, be a name. But besides the awkwardness of making 'cp' 
a name, there is Wittgenstein's unambiguous assertion that 'cpx' 
is not a name but a function of names. Nor is the impasse avoided 
any more successfully by allowing that 'cpa' contains only one 
name and its fact one object, but by claiming that it is the limiting 
case for combination of names and objects for there to be only one 
name or one object. This explanation simply fails to account for the 
fact that the 'cp' in 'cpa' plays an important part in characterizing 
the sense of the proposition. 'cp' says something and cannot 
be ignored. Also, all propositional elements are either primitive 
signs or defined by primitive signs. But 'cp' cannot be primitive, 
unless we want to claim that more than names arc primitive. Nor 
can it be defined, because this would mean that it could be 
resolved into the names \vhich defined it, in which case 'cpa' 
would not be elementary. vVhat we must say about 4.24, I think, 
is this. The present account of analysis shows that objects are 
always particulars, that names can only be names of particulars, 
and that subject-predicate propositions cannot be elementary. 

1 3.2 -3.202. 2 2.131, 3.203, 3.22. 
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All of this agrees fully with 4.24, except for \Vittgcnstein's saying 
that an elementary proposition can be written as a function of 
names, e.g. '</>x'. But I think there is a straightforward way of 
accommodating this statement too. Suppose, as the Tractatus 
says in several places, that an elementary proposition is a combina­
tion of names and that names are things like 'a', 'b', 'c', 'd', &c. 
Now, suppose the objects named by the four signs I have just 
given are of such a form that the minimum combination possible 
is of four elements; then we could write the elementary proposi­
tion: 

'a-b-c-d' 

where this configuration of the signs expresses something about the 
configuration of the four objects. Now, as Wittgenstein says both 
at 4-24 and elsewhere, 1 this proposition is a function of the ex­
pressions contained in it. To show what expressions are contained 
in it I change one or more of its elements into variables, leaving 
the rest constant. 2 Suppose I substitute a variable for 'a': 

'x-b-c-d' 

According to Wittgenstein, this is one of the expressions the 
proposition contains. I can, for convenience, use a compact sign 
to mark it, say '</>x'. So, when I substitute 'a' back again, I have 
~<pa'. Now, this proposition is a function of 'a', a function, that 
is, of whatever sign we substitute in the variable place. 'I 'his is 
what I take Wittgenstein to mean when he says that an elementary 
proposition can be written as a function of names. 

I should add that this view is also adopted by G. E. lVI. Ans­
combe, 3 though she adopts it because it is the best way of making 
sense of 4-24 and some closely related propositions (I agree in 
this), and not because she shares any of the views about analysis 
~ have been propounding. But there is also something important 
m what she says that I disagree with. She speaks of the '</>' in 
',I.. ' 
'!'a as a cover for names.4 I have just given a sense in which I 

think this is true; elementary propositions can be expressed in the 
form '<pa', where'</>' is a cover for names. But this is true only for 

1 3.318. 2 See 3.312, 3.313. 
3 G. E. M. Anscombe: op. cit., pp. 98-102. 4 Ibid., p. 99. 
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elementary propos1t10ns. This is an important proviso. lVIiss 
Anscombe goes on to treat functions generally in this way,1 

for example, the function 'red' in the proposition 'a is red'. 'Red', 
being a function, covers names; let us say, quite arbitrarily, 
three names: ' -b-c-d'. Thus, we can translate the proposition 
into the familiar form: 

'a-b-c-d' 

llut I think we cannot. And \,Vittgenstein's example of analysis 
from the Investigations, I have been arguing, shows this. ,vhenever 
I say 'a is a broom' the a must be complex, because what the 
proposition says is that a's elements are configured in a certain 
way. Thus, the analysis is not 'a is -b-c-d' but rather 'e-f-g-h', 
where these are names for the constituents of the complex named 
by 'a'. This is important because unless one makes this dis­
tinction, it would look as if the Tractatus view that elementary 
propositions are always relational does not amount to much. The 
only difference between a proposition of the form '<pa' and one of 
the form 'a-b-c' would be that '<p' covers names, and '<pa' 
could as well have been expressed in the form' a-b-c' ( or something 
like it). But in most cases, in the case of true, i.e. general, predicates 
and not of functions which are short-hand for names of particu­
lars, the analysis is quite different. The '<p' is, as· Wittgenstein 
said in the Notes, a form; it has to do with the configuration of the 
fact and not with any of its ultimate constituents. 

(10) I conclude the evidence pro this account of analysis with a 
number of small but interesting items, which I group together 
here. 

(i) During one of the periods in the Notebooks when he was 
tempted by the idea that complexes, too, were simple, Wittgen­
stein wrote :2 

·what seems to be given us a priori is the concept: This.-Identical 
with the concept of the object. 

In other words, when I speak of objects, what I mean is the kind of 
thing that I can indicate by gesturing and uttering 'this'. And the 
point, as it appears from the context, is that this condition seems to 

1 Ibid., pp. 109-1 I, 2 Nbk. 16.6.15d. 
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hold as much for complexes as for simples. Then the very next 
entry is:1 

Relations and properties, &c. are objects too. 

From the context this seems definitely to be saying: since the 
concept object and the concept this are the same, and since we have 
the feeling of this with complexes, then even relations and 
properties can be counted as objects. And this is good evidence 
that otherwise Wittgenstein would not count them as objects and 
that in the strict sense they certainly are not objects. 

(ii) Propositions put out feelers, so to speak, running from the 
elements of the picture, the names, to the elements of what is 
pictured, the objects. This is how the picture touches rcality. 3 

~he metaphor suggests that objects must be particulars. \Vhen I 
picture a fact, I picture a particular fact, a particular part of 
reality. And it would seem that any connexions I draw from the 
picture to the fact would have to be to particulars. This claim is 
supported by ·Wittgenstein's one illustration of the metaphor, 
which comes in the Noteboolu:3 

Do I really draw a feeler in when I say ( 3x). cpx instead of <fa? 

He~~ the feeler runs to a particular. 
(m) There is the obviously important remark at 2.025 I : 4 

Space, time, and colour (being coloured) are forms of objects. 

This is a difficult remark but one can make some plausible guesses 
about_ it. _The form of ;n object, we know, is its possibilities of 
combination with other objects. Now, assuming my interpretation 
of _4· 123_ to be right, anything which is coloured is composed of 
Objects lil certain configurations. Perhaps it would make sense, 
th~refore, to say that these objects have a certain form which other 
o_bJects do not. The same explanation appears to work for space and 
time. From my account of analysis it follows that there are objects 
\Vh~c~ in combination constitute the three-dimensional spatial 
entities which populate the world. And it would seem that the 
same considerations which led Wittgenstein to analyse statements 
about complexes, where the complexes are spatial, into simples, 

: ~-bh. r6.6.15e. 2 2 _1515 . 3 ]l.7bk. 15.10.14g. 
Sec also 2.171b; also 2.0121d, 2.013xa. 
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would make him do it for temporal complexes as well. ·when I 
speak of, say, the past hour, as in a statement like 'he has been 
speaking for the past hour', does this not mean that he has been 
speaking for the past minute and the minute before and so on? 
So there are objects of time as well, which in combination con­
stitute the temporal complexes of which we speak. And they would 
have a different form, it would seem, from spatial objects. At first 
sight the idea of temporal objects probably strikes one as odd, but 
there is something in the Noteboohs which warrants giving the idea 
serious consideration. After several weeks in which \Vittgenstein 
had been thinking about the analysis of material bodies down to 
simples there comes an entry which goes, in toto: 1 

Spatial and temporal complexes. 

This apparently is \Vittgenstein reminding himself: there are, 
after all, other kinds of complexes than material bodies; there are 
temporal complexes, and on analysis they will reduce to simple 
components and thus to objects of a different kind from spatial 
simples. Now, if these guesses are right, or near right, then spatial, 
temporal, and colour objects are three examples of objects. And 
though we by no means have reason to think that these are all 
possible examples, still, as far as they go, they support my thesis. 
Objects arc particulars, and analysis is analysis of statements about 
complexes composed of these kinds of objects into statements 
about these objects alone and their configuration. 

5. An Alternati-ve Theory of Descriptions 

All the same-it might be objected at about this point-there 
is also strong evidence favouring the Russellian view, and though 
you may be able to give evidence against it and evidence for another 
view, it is quite possible that the Tractatus does not speak clearly 
enough for this issue to be settled. I think that the evidence an 
objector would have foremost in mind is 3.24, which goes in part: 

\Vhen a propositional element signifies a complex, this can be seen 
from an indeterminateness in the propositions in which it occurs. In 
such cases we !mow that the proposition leaves something undeter­
mined. (In fact the generality-sign co11tai11s a proto-picture.) 

1 Nhh. 22.5.15c; italics \,Vittgcnstcin's. 
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A proto-picture is what we get by changing any of the constants 
in a proposition to a variable: for example, from 'cpa' we can get 
the proto-picture 'cpx'. 1 Then, how the notation for generality 
contains a proto-picture is plain; a general, i.e. quantified, proposi­
tion is nothing but a proto-picture ,vith the variable bound: for 
example, '(:lx) <f,x'. What ought to occur to us right away is 
Russell's Theory of Descriptions. Propositions about complexes 
contain proto-pictures; in fact, they are disguised general state­
ments. 'The book on the table is red' is to be translated: 

( :lx) (Bx. Tx.Rx) 

And is this not good reason to think that Wittgenstein's analysis is 
modelled on Russell's? Statements about complexes, ,ve could say, 
contain generality in the form of proto-pictures, and analysis is the 
translation by which this (real) form becomes manifest. I do not 
think this is enough, though, to change our minds. First, it still 
does not answer any of the arguments I set out against the Rus­
sellian interpretation. Second, I think we must be careful, no 
matter how natural the move looks, about taking even these refer­
ences to generality and proto-pictures in the Russellian way. From 
the Notebooks it would seem that ,vittgenstein had his own related 
but none the less different way of taking them, in short, his own 
related yet different theory of descriptions. Complexes can be given 
in propositions only by descriptions; this is said in both the 
Notebooks and the Tractatus.2 Describing stands in contrast to 
naming; I cannot name a complex; it can only be described. How 
does a description present a complex in the proposition? To 
this, as we see from the Notebooks, Wittgenstein had a well 
thought out answer:3 

• • • if I am talking about, e.g., this watch, ancl mean something complex 
~y tha! and no:hing depends upon the complexity, then a generaliza­
tion will make its appearance in the proposition and the fundamental 
forms of the generalization will be completely determinate so far as 
they are given at all. 

When I talk about a complex and thus give it a description, a 
generalization makes its appearance. A description, we can surmise, 

1 3,315. a NM. 18.6.15c. 
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is of the form 'the cf>', because the description could always as well 
be predicated of the thing ( e.g. '(3x) cpx') as used as a description. 
And we know that the 'cp' in '<pa' or in '(3x) rpx' is a form; that is, 
it tells us about the structure of the fact it pictures and not the 
content. This is why descriptions are generalizations; they are 
empty of content. And this is why in this entry ,vittgenstein 
speaks of 'the fundamental forms of the generalization'. That this 
is what he means becomes clear in other entries. He says :1 

... the proposition describes the complex by means of its logical 
properties. 

Describing a complex is giving the form of the objects ,vhich 
constitute it. So, when we say 'the broom is in the corner', this 
is to say 'the objects (unspecified) structured broomly are in the 
corner'. The advantage of descriptions comes, of course, from 
their making language simpler. Instead of having to refer in­
dividually to all the objects involved in a complex we simply refer 
to their form. It is, Wittgenstein remarks: 2 

... through generality that ordinary propositions get their stamp of 
simplicity. 

And then, he says as well :3 

Even if the sentences which we ordinarily use all contain generaliza­
tions, still there must surely occur in them the proto-pictures of the 
component parts of their special cases. 

The sentences which we ordinarily use, sentences which employ 
descriptions, have occurring in them the proto-pictures of the 
component parts of the complexes they describe. The proto­
picturcs occur in the descriptions in these propositions in much 
the same way that, as Wittgenstein tells us, 4 proto-pictures occur 
in elementary propositions. The elementary proposition: 

'a-b-c' 

contains a proto-picture in that it can be looked at as the filling­
out of this: 

'x-y-z' 
or, if we prefer, this: 

'( )-( )-( )' 
1 Nbh. 20.10.14g. 2 Nbh. 26-4-15a. s Nbh. 7.5.15c. 4 Nbh. 12.11.14e. 
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A proto-picture is a form not yet given content, and since this is 
what a description is, a description is a proto-picture. Now, this 
brings us to 'indeterminateness of sense'. Every picture is a 
complete picture, as both the Tractatus and Noteboolu say,1 
only the Notebooks say it with some of the details :2 

If generalizations occur [in a proposition], then the forms of the 
particular cases must be manifest-and it is clear that this demand is 
justified, otherwise the proposition cannot be a picture at all, of any­
thing. 

For if possibilities are left open in the proposition, just this must be 
determined: what is left open. The generalizations of the form-e.g.­
must be determined. ·what I do not know I do not know, but the 
proposition must show me WHAT I know. 

Generalizations come into consideration here because this is the 
obvious way in which a proposition can be less than completely 
informative; we leave out some of the content and speak instead 
of forms. Here ·Wittgenstein is saying that even though we do this 
and so in a way make our picture of the world incomplete, the 
picture is still a complete picture. It does not tell us everything, 
but, first, what it tells us it tells us in determinate terms and, 
second, it shows us what it leaves open, what is still indeterminate. 
But notice that the other side of the determinateness is an in­
determinateness; in general, any proposition involYing forms 
without full specification of the contents, e.g. involving descrip­
tions, will be indeterminate in sense. Or, as we could put it (this 
is 3.24c again): 

vV~en a pro~ositional element signifies a complex, this can be seen from 
an mdetermmateness in the propositions in which it occurs. In such 
cases we !mow that the proposition leaves something undetermined. 

This interpretation of determinateness and indeterminateness of 
sense is borne out and elaborated by this entry in the Notebool?s: 3 

• • • even when we want to express a completely determinate sense there is 
the possibility of failure. So it seems that we have, so to speak, no 
guarantee that our proposition is really a picture of reality. 

1 5.156d; Nbh. 16.6. 1 5m, sec also j, I. 
2 Nbh. 17.6.15n, o. 3 Nbh. 20.6.15 1-n, u. 
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The division of the body into material points, as we have it in physics, 
is nothing more than analysis into simple compo11e11ts. 

But could it be possible that the sentences in ordinary use have, as 
it were, only an incomplete sense (quite apart from their truth or 
falsehood), and that the propositions in physics, as it were, approach 
the stage where a proposition really has a complete sense? 

... arc the propositions of physics and the propositions of ordinary 
life at bottom equally sharp, and does the difference consist only in the 
more consistent application of signs in the language of science? 

\1/ittgenstein's answer was that propositions can have a perfectly 
determinate sense; the possibility of names is the possibility of 
determinateness of sense.1 And this has brought us to analysis. 
We make our sense perfectly determinate by filling in the content­
less forms, by translating our propositions into a version where we, 
like physicists, speak only of simples. And this reduction suggests 
the Investigations kind of analysis, a process by which the sense 
of a proposition is made more and more definite, until finally it is 
completely determinate and the analysis finished. I think that 3.24 
can be accommodated to my interpretation of analysis; it might 
even be counted in its favour. 

6. Objects Are Simple 

I return now to the thesis of the 2.02's, of which the discussion 
of analysis is just one stage: objects are simple. 'Wittgenstein's 
proof is as follows. Objects form the substance of the world, 
therefore they cannot be compound, i.e. they must be simple. 2 

And the world must have substance because: (i) if the world 
had no substance, then whether a proposition had sense would 
depend upon whether another proposition were true, 3 and (ii) 
if ,vhethcr a proposition had sense depended upon another 
proposition's being true, then we could not sketch out a picture 
of the world, true or false. 4 The argument moves from the obvious 
falsity of the consequent in (ii): of course, we can make pictures of 
the world. The argument is in form a two-staged modus tollens; 
(i))p:Jq, (ii) q:Jr, but ~r, thus ~q,thus ~p.Anditsconclusion, 
~ P, is: the world docs have substance, i.e. objects which are 
simple. 

1 3.23. 2 2.021. a 2.0211. 4 2.0212. 
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Because of the way the argument moves, I shall start with (ii). 
Without simple objects we should have no names, and without 
names language would be limited, in effect, to descriptions. Now, a 
proposition containing descriptions has an indeterminateness in 
its sense. That is, such a proposition can say various things about 
the world. vVe could try to remedy this by using more specific 
descriptions. Instead of talking about 'the broom' we could say 
'the brush attached to the stick'. But we can never get rid of 
the indeterminateness entirely as long as we use descriptions at all. 
Thus, either eventually we reach names, and so can say with full 
determinateness what we claim about the world, or there is no 
end to the descriptions, in which case there will always be in­
determinateness of sense. And while there is indeterminateness 
of sense, we shall never be able to picture a particular state of 
affairs, that is, to say that it exists; instead, we shall be limited to 
giving the form of several states of affairs, that is, to specifying a 
class of states of affairs. In the absence of simple objects and 
names, generality is never to be avoided and what precisely we 
mean never to be expressed. 

This, I think, is the context within which this proof is to be 
understood. Without substance we could only make proto-pictures, 
never true pictures. This shows why for one proposition to have 
sense another proposition must be true. It shows us fairly clearly, 
first of all, what Wittgenstein means by the sense of a proposition. 
He means the particular picture the proposition presents on a 
single occasion of its use. When I utter a sentence, quantified 
ones aside, I claim to be picturing a particular piece of the world. 
On a different occasion I may with the same descriptions picture 
a different piece of the world, and in this case the sense will be 
different. For example, when I say 'the watch is on the table', 
meaning my watch and my table, and another persons says 
'the watch is on the table', meaning his watch and his table, then 
what we picture is different. And since analysis reduces our 
propositions to names only, and since analysis is the method of 
making our sense more and more determinate, then both the 
analysis and the sense of our two propositions must be different. 
Now, taking sense in this way, Wittgenstein's argument is to be 
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understood as follows. The expression 'the broom' in 'the broom 
is in the corner' needs further specification. I can specify what 
I mean by 'the broom' by using more specific descriptions. This is 
what I do in analysis; my propositions become: '(i) the brush is 
attached to the stick, (ii) the stick is in the corner, and (iii) the 
brush is in the corner'. The first proposition in the analysis speci­
fies what I mean by 'the broom'. In order for me to be talking 
about anything at all, this proposition must be true. In other 
words, in general, the proposition that must be true in order for 
another to have sense is the proposition which, by specifying the 
application of the description, gives it a sense. But now we get into 
a regress, because the same indeterminateness holds for the des­
criptions I used in the proposition which gives the sense of the 
first description. What do I refer to in the world when I here speak 
of 'the brush' and 'the stick'? Unless we eventually reach names, the 
regress is infinite. The sense of a proposition will never be specified. 

What I have just said is close to, yet not quite the same as saying 
that for the proposition to have sense what must be true is the 
existential proposition '(3x) (xis a broom)'. I have put it in this 
more complicated way, because I think what Wittgenstein says 
cannot be quite so simple. The existential proposition is not 
enough to get the argument going. It seems clear that vVittgen­
stein's argument involves an infinite regress. If in order for 'p' 
to have sense 'q' had to be true, then for 'q' to have sense 'r' 
would have to be true, and so on. And this is why we should never 
be able to form a picture of the world. But does the proposition 
'(:lx) ( x is a broom)' also require that another proposition be 
true? So far as I can tell, no further existential propositions at 
least are needed, because this proposition contains only one 
description and it has already been said that something answers to 
it. I remark about this, because there is the temptation to state or to 
abbreviate Wittgenstein's argument like this. But if we do, we 
should remember that strictly speaking this cannot be right and 
that Wittgenstein had in mind something closer to this more 
complicated account. 

The rest of the 2.02's work out the consequences of this proof of 
substance. 2.027 sums them up; objects, the unalterable, and the 
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subsistent are one and the same. Objects arc the same as the 
unalterable, because what alteration there is comes as alteration 
in configuration.1 This includes both variation between this and 
any imagined world and change which comes with the passage of 
time. It is hard to appreciate from the start just how extreme these 
two claims are, but the further one penetrates in the Tractatus 
the more one will be impressed by it. As to the first, there is an 
interesting commentary in the Blue Booh. \Vittgcnstcin talks at 
one point about the old problem of how \Ye can think what is 
false, in particular about the feeling that when we think what is 
false the object of our thought must, paradoxically, be a non­
existent fact. And on this he comments :2 

We are here misled by the substantives 'object of thought' and 'fact', 
and by the different meanings of the word 'exist'. 

Talking of the fact as a 'complex of objects' springs from this con­
fusion (cf. Tractatus Logico-philosophicus). Supposing we asked: 'How 
can one imagine what does not exist?' The answer seems to be: 'If we 
do, we imagine non-existent combinations of existing clements'. A 
centaur doesn't exist, but a man's head and torso and arms and a horse's 
legs do exist. 'But can't we imagine an object utterly different from any 
one which exists?'-\Ve should be inclined to answer: 'No; the ele­
ments, individuals, must exist ... '. 

The context this supplies to the remarks on imagining is helpful. 
There must exist certain things in order for there to be meaning, 
because I must say of at least some symbols simply that tlzis means 
that. But we avoid the paradoxes of judging falsely ,vhen we realize 
that none of the symbols in this class is a proposition. Propositions, 
even elementary ones, are complexes of names, and, likewise, 
states of affairs are always complexes of objects. It is the objects 
which must exist for there to be meaning. So objects are the 
actual, and states of affairs the possible. One of the consequences 
~f ~aking states of affairs 'complexes of objects' is that it imposes a 
limit on imaginable worlds. If there are simples at the base of all 
facts, and we merely name them, and these names are, either in 
themselves or through the signs defined by them, the content of all 
our propositions, then any world that we can imagine will be 
imagined in terms of these names and so populated by these 

1 2.0271. 2 nt. n,~. p. 3 1. 
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objects. \Vittgenstein's position here is as extreme as it sounds: 
all that we can do in imagination is rearrange already existing 
elements. But I think we can make vVittgenstein admit one 
reservation. There is nothing to prevent us from imagining an 
impoverished world, a world which has different objects from this 
one by having fewer. vVe could, for example, imagine a non-spatial 
world. So far as I can see, there is no reason why \Vittgenstein 
would not accept this. His requirement is merely that, whatever 
the content of our imagination, the only ,vay for it to differ from 
things as they are is in the configuration the objects take on. 

I have said that objects arc fixed also in the sense of enduring 
through time. \Vittgenstein never says this in so many words; yet 
he does seem to believe it. It would be hard for him not to, 
because enduring in imagination and enduring through time are 
not easily separated. Certainly one way I can imagine the world as 
different is by imagining changes of the kind that come with time. 
If not all, certainly most of the changes that come with time arc 
imaginable, and thus in these changes the objects will remain 
constant. Then, also, part of what 'Wittgenstein says in the 
Investigations about analysis is that :1 

'A name signifies only what is an element of reality. \Vhat cannot be de­
stroyed; what remains the same in all changes.' ... \Ve say that the back 
is part of the chair, but is in turn itself composed of several bits of 
,vood; while a leg is a simple component part. \Ve also sec a whole which 
changes (is destroyed) while its component parts remain unchanged. 
These arc the materials from which we construct that picture of reality. 

And if I am right about analysis, then this should be close to the 
Tractatus picture of reality. (The Excalibur example2 in the 
Investigations will, if I am right, be relevant here too. It makes the 
same point: there must be simples which cannot be destroyed, 
because there must be names to which the fate of the name 'Ex­
calibur' cannot occur). Then there is the language of 2.0271: 

Objects are what is unalterable and subsistent; their configuration is 
what is changing and unstable. 

Neither 2.0271 nor any of the surrounding propositions puts any 

1 PI para. 59. 2 PI para. 39; sec also paras. 41, 50, 55; see also Ch. x1.4. 
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qualifications on the sense of 'change', which makes the wh~le 
proposition sound as if it says that objects do not change with 
time, this being the sense of change which would first come to 

mind. 
For these reasons I think Wittgenstein does believe objects 

endure temporally too. Whether he has given himself good grounds 
for this is a different matter. I think probably not. The proof that 
there is substance and his hypothesis that all propositional clements 
are either names or defined by names are sufficient only for the 
imagination half of his thesis. Objects endure in imagination 
because at any given time there are only certain elements out of 
which the pictures of our imaginings can be constructed. But this 
does not mean that with time both the objects and thus the names 
could not be different. So this, at any rate, is not enough for the 
time half of the thesis, and I can see nothing now to make up the 
deficiency. But if there is not quite a proof for the time thesis, 
there are considerations which make it look plausible and which 
may well explain why Wittgenstein was led to adopt it. One of the 
consequences of what Wittgenstein says about substance is: 1 

Substance is what subsists independently of what is the case. 

What more can change in time be than change in what is the case? 
If nothing more, then objects endure through time. So, accept this 
identity and the time thesis follows. And I think that in the 
Tractatus Wittgenstein must have accepted both it and its con­
sequence. 

7. Aristotelian and Tractatus Substance 

I can sum up the 2.02's with Wittgenstein's own striking 
phrase: 2 

In a manner of speaking, objects are colourless. 

Or in more detail: 3 

The s_ubstance of the world can only determine a form, and not any 
matenal properties. For it is only by means of propositions that material 
properties are represented-only by the configuration of objects that 
they are produced. 

1 2.024. 2 2.0232. 3 2.0231. 
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lVIaterial properties ('materielle Eigenschaften') arc contrasted 
with internal properties; that is, they are the same as the 'externe 
Eigenschaftcn' Wittgenstein goes on to speak of in 2.0233. And 
"Wittgenstein says that objects by themselves determine no material, 
no real properties; real properties are first constituted by objects 
entering into configurations. Thus, whenever we attribute some real 
property '<p' to an entity, this is to say that there are objects 
configured in a certain way, because it is only with the appearance 
of objects in configuration that such properties appear. 

This makes clear, I think, how misleading one of the inter­
pretive commonplaces about the Tractatus is: that \Vittgenstein's 
substance is the same as Aristotle's first substance.1 This identity 
has been used many a time as ground for the judgement that the 
Tractatus leads to a metaphysical morass. Perhaps Aristotelian 
first substance is a metaphysical morass, and perhaps the Tractatus 
does lead to one; but if so, these facts are independent. An 
Aristotelian first substance, true enough, has no real properties, 
but it is that which can have real properties affirmed of it. It has 
neither shape, nor colour, &c., because it is that to which we 
attribute shape, colour, &c. But Wittgensteinian substance has 
neither shape nor colour, simply because these, and all other real 
properties, have to do with the configurations of objects. It is only 
complexes of objects that can have real properties, because to 
attribute a real property to an entity is to say that this entity has 
a certain configuration, and this, of course, is not the sort of thing 
that can be said of one object. 

In sum, objects are colourless. Or to put this literally: where 
real properties arc concerned, objects are propertyless-property­
less not in the sense that they are what bear the properties, but in 
the sense that they are what make the properties. 

1 Sec, e.g., J. 0. Urmson: Philosophical Analysis, pp. 57 ff.; J. R. Searle: 
'Proper Names', p. 169. 

FwLA 



VII 

STATES OF AFFAIRS 

r. Introductory 
IN the second two of the four parts of the 2.o's Wittgenstein takes 
up states of affairs; in the 2.03' s he considers how they are formed 
by the combination of objects, and in 2.04, 2.05, and the 2.06's 
he considers their existence and non-existence. For now I want to 
discuss only two matters concerning states of affairs: the distinc­
tion Wittgenstein draws between their Jann and structure, and 
his puzzling claim that the existence or non-existence of one of 
them does not affect the existence or non-existence of any other. 

2. Their Form and Structure 

One of the much cited aphorisms of the Tractatus is that a 
proposition is a fact. 1 What this means is that a proposition is not 
just a set, a jumble, of names; 2 the names must have a configura­
tion; 3 and the fact which is a proposition is that these names stand 
in this configuration. In the 2.03's Wittgenstein makes an analog­
ous point. In a state of affairs objects are related in a determinate 
way. 4 A state of affairs is not just a jumble of objects; they have a 
combination; vary the particular combination and you vary the 
state of affairs. 

What is most important in the 2.03's is that this definite 
combination of objects has, Wittgenstein says, both structure an<l 
form. And it is hard to see what he wants this distinction to mark. 
All he says in definition of the two terms is this: 5 

Th~ d:tcrminate way in which objects are connected in a state of 
affairs 1s the structure of the state of affairs. 

Its form is the possibility of its structure. 

Now, this makes it seem as if structure is simply configuration, 
and as if, therefore, states of affairs with different objects can have 
their structure ( configuration) in common. This is what in the 

1 2.r.p, 3.146. 
,J 2,03 I. 

2 3.141-2. 
;, 2.032-3. 

3 3.14316; sec also 4.031 r. 
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end I want to say, hut the two persons who, to my knowledge, 
have paid most attention to the matter have decided that this 
cannot be so. F. P. Ramsey, in his review of the Tractatus, 
admits that this is how things look, but thinks that, none the less, 
certain remarks Wittgenstein makes later in the Tractatus mean 
that structure involves objects as well as configurations, and that, 
consequently, 'two different facts never have the same structure' .1 

And B. F. McGuinness thinks that the later remarks which show 
this are 4. r 2 r 1, 5. 13, 5.2, and 5.22.2 The argument goes: vVittgen­
stein says that we can recognize from their structures when one 
proposition follows from another (5.13), or, generally, when one 
proposition stands in any logical relation to another (5.2, 5.22). 
Take contradiction, which is one of the logical relations we recog­
nize from structure (4.1211). To recognize that two propositions 
are contradictory we must know that they are, say, 'aRb' and 
'~ a Rb'; it does not do to know that they are '( )R( )' and 
'~ ( )R( )', because were this enough 'p' could be the contra­
dictory of ' ~ q'. The structure of propositions, therefore, must 
involve names, and the structure of states of affairs objects. And 
this means that a structure is equivalent to a state of affairs and 
vice versa; there is no difference between asserting the existence 
of a structure and asserting the existence of a state of affairs. 
As for form, saying that form is the possibility of structure will 
mean this. The structure aRb, i.e. the state of affairs aRb, is of all 
of the following forms (arranged in ascending order of generality): 
'xRy', 'cp(x, y)', 'this is how things stand'. Any one of these forms is 
the possibility of this structure in that this structure is a possible 
way of filling out these forms. 

I am disposed, as I have said, to take structure much more in 
accord with our first impressions of 2.032. I do not see ·why these 
later remarks of Wittgenstein's should change our mind. Certainly 
we need more information than '( )R( )' and '~ ( )R( )' to know 
that two propositions are contradictory. But we do not need to 
know what names fill these brackets. All ,ve must know is, given 

1 F. P. Ramsey: The Fo1111datio11s of 1Wathe111atics, pp. 271-2. 
2 B. F. l\1cGuinncss: 'Pictures anti Form in \Vittgenstcin's Tractatus', 

pp. 214-16, see esp. n. 13. 
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any set of names, how they ,vould be distributed in the brackets. 
What we must know, in other words, is given by the propositional 
variables 'xRy' and '~ xRy'. So, for all that ,vittgenstein says in 
these later passages, structure need not involve names. If anything, 
I should think it more likely that these passages indicate that 
structure does not involve names, that in these passages Wittgen­
stein is making the usual point that inference, contradiction, &c., 
do not depend on the material content of the propositions. Now, 
as regards form, I think this interpretation meets quite separate 
difficulties in connexion with the picture theory. A picture and the 
fact it pictures must have a certain form in common, and it is 
in virtue of this shared form that the first can be a picture of the 
second.1 The form they must have in common is pictorial form 
('Form der Abbildung'), also called logical form ('logische Form').2 

Now, as interpreted above, we determine the form of the structure 
aRb by successively removing its constant elements. Suppose the 
state of affairs consists of the two objects, a and b, an inch away 
from one another, like this: 

a:----- b 

Supposedly, we can represent one of its forms in this way: 

<----[] 

Now, one way we could picture this state of affairs ex1stmg 
would be to place two elements an inch away from one another. 
That is, we can use a picture which itself is a fact of the form 
represented above. But, of course, the picture need not share this 
particular form; pictures can be less identical with the facts than 
this and still be their pictures. So, the form represented above (if 
indeed it is a form) is not pictorial form, not logical form. Consider, 
then, the next more general form ; we get this by no longer holding 
the relation 'one inch from one another' constant; what results 
is a form which we can express as 'two objects in some relation to 
one another', or, more briefly, as '<p(x, y)'. But if this is pictorial 
form, logical form ( and it is certainly general enough; we need not 
go further), then the picture theory begins to look rather weak. 

2 2.17, 2.18. 
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Wittgenstein's claim that picture and fact must have pictorial form 
in common would be nothing more than the claim, which he also 
makes in another place, 1 that picture and fact must have the 
same numerical multiplicity. All facts, anyway, are objects in some 
determinate relation to one another, so all that we need demand 
of one fact for it to picture another is that it contain the same 
number of objects. I think, however, that the picture theory has 
more point to it than this, and that the demand for identity in 
logical form is not just a demand for the same numerical multi­
plicity. I shall try to prove this in the next chapter, where I go 
into the picture theory in detail. 

I say that structure is the configuration of the objects in the 
state of affairs. And as configuration is sharable, so structure is 
sharable. To illustrate, suppose we have six spatial objects, q. to f, 
all with the same form, i.e. capable of entering the same (spatial) 
configurations. Then the two states of affairs 

have, on my account, the same structure. Consider the first of the 
two more closely. We would say that what makes its configuration 
possible is that each of its elements is of such a form that it can 
combine with the other elements. So, what makes this particular 
structure ( configuration) possible also makes other configurations 
of these same elements possible. In other words, the states of 
affairs 

have the same form. And what makes the configurations in these 
two states of affairs possible also makes configurations of the rest 
of the elements possible. That is, the states of affairs 

d--c 

\/ 
I 

a--d 

J/ 
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all have the same form. The form is, by definition, the possibility 
of the structure, and the possibility of the structure comes from 
the objects' all being of such a form that they can combine in this 
way. So, to put it roughly, the form of a state of affairs is the 
amalgam of the forms of the objects constituting it. I shall try to 
state this more clearly in the next chapter when I come to the 
picture theory, but I think that even now it should be clear, if 
what I say is right, why Wittgenstein wants to distinguish structure 
and form. In the fact which is a picture we can distinguish two 
classes of features: those which arc necessary to the fact for it to 
picture what it pictures, and those which arc conventional and 
might have been different. Recall the fact I mentioned before: 

a'-------b 

and suppose we want to picture this. To object a we give the 
name 'a' and to b the name 'f3'; and we let the configuration: 

' , a 
f3 

say that the objects are configured as in the fact above. Now we 
could have chosen a different configuration (structure); a picture 
must have a structure, but the structure it has is a matter of con­
vention. So, the form-structure distinction marks the distinction 
(though this needs qualification) between the necessary and the 
conventional in a proposition and therefore between what in a 
proposition is philosophically important and what unimportant. 
The final justification of these claims, too, I must lea\"C for the 
next chapter. 

3. Their Mutual Independence 

At 2.061-2 Wittgenstein makes his well-known claim :1 

States of affairs are independent of one another. 
From the existence or non-existence of one state of affairs it 1s 

impossible to infer the existence or non-existence of another. 

And what he says here for states of affairs he claims as ,,..ell, mutatis 
mutandis, for elementary propositions; it is a mark of an elementary 
proposition that no other can contradict it. 2 'Contradict' ('in 

1 See also 1.21, 4.z7b. 
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\Vidcrspruch stchcn') should not, 2.062 suggests, be taken strictly; 
what Wittgenstein means is that no elementary proposition has a 
contrary. Now, states of affairs are configurations of objects, and as 
examples I have been taking spatial objects in spatial configura­
tions. But now it seems that such examples are not states of affairs 
after all. Spatial configurations exclude one another; a and h's 
being one inch apart, for example, means that they are not two, 
three, or four inches apart. Likewise, a proposition saying that a 
and b are an inch apart has as contraries the propositions which say 
they are two, three, or four. This is why I said earlier that the 
mutual independence of states of affairs and of elementary propo­
sitions is a puzzling affair. If things like this do not qualify, what 
will? On the face of it, the answer is either not/zing, in which case 
vVittgenstein has simply failed to see how extreme the con­
sequences of his claim were going to be, or very little, in which case 
it is hard to see how an entire language can be built out of such 
scanty resources-far scantier, certainly, than any other analyst 
of the period allowed himself. 

The puzzle is solved, I think, in ·wittgenstein's 1929 article, 
'Some Remarks on Logical Form', which, like the Investigations, 
follows the rule that Wittgenstein's views are clearer in the recant­
ing than the asserting: 1 

The mutual exclusion of unanalyzable statements of degree contradicts 
an opinion which was published by me several years ago and which 
necessitated that atomic propositions could not exclude one another. 
I here deliberately say 'exclude' and not 'contradict', for there is a 
difference between these two notions ... 

And vVittgenstein's acknowledging the difference makes it certain 
that his position is as extreme as I have just made out. But it 
would be best to preface his 1929 account with a quick review of 
and some speculations based upon a few of the conclusions from 
the last chapter. I argued there: 

( 1) That objects are particulars, and that the objects of space, 
for instance, are simple material things. 

(2) That objects are unalterable in the sense that, just as in 
physics alteration is change in arrangement of simple particles, 

l LF p. 168. 
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so in general alteration is change in the structure of objects. 
(3) That property words disappear on analysis. Nmv, it is at 

6.3751 that Wittgenstein gives his one example of the mutual 
exclusion of two situations, viz. the incompatibility of colours. 
The assertions that a point is red and that it is green cannot be true 
together; hence they are not elementary. This impossibility is 
logical; it is due, Wittgenstein explains to 'the logical structure of 
colour'. Now, in the previous chapter I also suggested what 'the 
logical structure of colour' might mean. In a sense, colours arc given 
structure in optics. That is, classical optics reduces them to three 
primary colours, and any colour can be represented in a three 
dimensional co-ordinate system where each axis stands for one of 
the primary colours. In fact, if we adopted such a method of 
representation, then we could assign numerical values to all the 
shades on the basis of which they could be ranked in a variety of 
ways.1 And atomic physics carries the reduction of colours even 
further than this, in that now each colour can be represented in 
terms of the position of particles in the surfaces of things. In this 
method of representation, too, colours form a system. In fact, on 
either representation, classical optics or atomic physics, the 
structure of two colours in virtue of which they stand internally 
related would be revealed.2 Now, I think Wittgenstein may well 
have had this sort of consideration in mind when he made his 
remark about the incompatibility of colours, since he goes on in 
6.3751 to consider: 

• • • how this contradiction appears in physics: more or less as follows 
-a particle cannot have two velocities at the same time• that is to say, 
it cannot be in two places at the same time; that is t~ say, particles 
that are in different places at the same time cannot be identical. 

My reading of 6.3751, which may at first seem too indebted to the 
sciences and not enough to logic, is reinforced, I think, by a late 
Notebooks entry, part of which I quoted in the previous chapter 
and all of which should be examined now :3 

A point cannot be red and green at the same time: at first sight there 
seems no need for this to be a logical impossibility. But the very 

1 Cf. F. P. Ramsey: The Foundations of Mathematics, p. 213. 
2 See 4.123b. a Nbk. 16.8.16. 
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language of physics reduces it to a kinetic impossibility. ,vc sec that 
there is a difference of structure between red and green. 

And then physics arranges them in a series. And then we see how 
here the true structure of the objects is brought to light. 

The fact that a particle cannot be in two places at the same time does 
look more like a logical impossibility. 

If we ask why, for example, then straight away comes the thought: 
,veil, we should call particles that were in t,Yo places different, and this 
in its turn all seems to follow from the structure of space and of particles. 

(4) That a fact describable by use of a property-word is not on the 
simplest level of organization, for properties come into existence 
only with the configuration of objects. This view fits well with the 
construction I just put on 6.3751, because it suggests a familiar 
scientific process. I mean the process whereby a chemist analyses 
an ordinary language term (say, 'water') into elements (Hand 0 
in proportionate weights of I : 8), and a physicist analyses these 
elements (say, the H atom) into still more basic elements (a proton 
and a single electron). Now, this process of analysis in the natural 
sciences reminds one of Tractatus analysis in at least this one 
respect; in it too properties disappear. Water is cold or warm, red 
or green; atomic particles, almost by definition, are neither. I say 
'almost by definition', because the elements of physics are bodies 
postulated, in part, in order to account for the temperatures and 
colours of macroscopic bodies. 

(5) That Wittgenstein's thesis is a universal one: all properties 
disappear on analysis. Perhaps Wittgenstein intends his remarks 
on the incompatibility of colours to apply equally widely. That is, 
it may be part of his argument that for any property there is at 
least one other to which it stands in internal relation, which pair of 
properties logically exclude one another. Consider how this would 
work in the case of sounds. If we analyse in physical terms a state­
ment to the effect that a sound is loud, it would reduce to state­
ments about the motion of particles, to statements in wave 
mechanics. So would the statement that the sound is soft. What is 
important at present is that such analysis reveals the structure of 
the properties in virtue of which we speak of them as internally 
related, and that the elements figuring in the final analysis have 
themselves no degree of loudness. This is important, because if in 
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the final analysis no expression could stand in internal relation to 
another, then would it not seem that in the final analysis no 
proposition could exclude another? 

But these are simply speculations, which the Tractatus says 
enough to prompt but does not, I believe, say enough to confirm or 
deny. I want now to turn to the 'Logical Form' article. 

It begins with the familiar distinction between real and apparent 
form. In ordinary language we put into the same form (say the 
subject-predicate form) propositions whose real forms arc quite 
different from one another. \Ve know that they arc different, 
because we analyse propositions, and analysis displays their real 
form:1 

If, now, we try to get at an actual analysis, we find logical forms 
which have very little similarity with the norms of ordinary language. 
vVe meet with the forms of space and time with the whole manifold 
of spacial and temporal objects, as colours, sounds, &c., &c., ,vith their 
gradations, continuous transitions, and combinations in various propor­
tions, all of which we cannot seize by our ordinary means of expression. 

Notice that in analysis we meet the forms of space and time with the 
whole manifold of spatial and temporal objects. So far as one can tell 
from the context, this remark is intended as a description of 
analysis in general. That is, analysis of propositions of whatever 
kind ends with statements about spatial and temporal (and perhaps 
other sorts of) objects. The expression 'the manifold of spacial and 
temporal objects', with its probably deliberate Kantian overtones, 
suggests that these spatial and temporal objects (among others 
perhaps) are, massed and structured what constitute the world. , 
Then, notice that we meet the manifold as colours, sounds, &c., &c. 
The manifold of objects appears to us in the form of colours, 
sounds, and so on; or, the other way around, colours, sounds, and 
the other things that we perceive are compositions of spatial and 
temporal objects. I single out these two remarks because they give 
some corroboration to a number of the claims I made in the last 
chapter: among others, that there are such things as temporal 
objects. Then, finally,-and this is the remark that I shall con­
centrate on now-notice that in analysis we meet with colours 

1 LF p. 165. 



STATES OF AFFAIRS 81 

sounds, and so on, wit!, their gradations, conti11uous transitions, and 
co111binatio11s in 'Various proportions. Lengths, for example, can be 
one, two, three inches, &c.; that is, they can be arranged in grada­
tions. Colours, as we sec from a spectrum, arc a continuous transi­
tion. And so forth. The full importance of this remark comes out 
in the illustration \Vittgenstein gi,·cs of an actual analysis. 1 

Suppose we want to describe a coloured patch in our visual field. 
vVcrc we to superimpose a co-ordinate system of arbitrary scale 
upon our field of vision, we could describe the shape and position of 
the coloured patch by giving the co-ordinates of its boundaries. 
\Vittgcnstcin's example is of a red patch P, as follows: 

Ill 

2 ·I 6 8 10 

We can represent P by the expression '(6-9, 3-8)', and we can 
assert something of P, e.g. that it is red, ·with the symbol '(6-9, 
3-S)R'. This is a possible way of symbolizing the fact that that P 
is red, but, as we know, not everything about it is necessary for 
symbolizing the fact. One would think that the numbers are not 
necessary. But the point vVittgenstein is making in this article 
is that sometimes numbers are necessary, even in fully analysed 
propositions. This opinion, he adds, is in contrast to what he 
believed earlier, presumably in the Tractatus. In the Tractatus 
he believed that any proposition which contained numbers ,vas not 
fully analysed and that upon analysis the numbers would dis­
appear. But numbers have to appear, he now thinks, in proposi­
tions describing P. l\Tore generally, they have to appear in 
propositions in which there occur properties which admit of 
gradation: that is, any property that has to do with 'gradations, 

I LF pp. 165-6. 
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continuous transitions, and combinations in various proportions'. 
This includes, besides the length of an interval, properties like the 
pitch of a tone, the brightness or redness of a shade of colour, 
&c.1 The situation is, in short, that in the Tractatus ·Wittgenstein 
thought that propositions involving properties which admitted 
of gradation were analysable into propositions which did not 
involve them, and that he now thinks that such propositions are 
not further analysable. 

Wittgenstein has another, simpler example to explain his 
change of mind. 2 Take b as the unit of brightness, and let 'E(b)' 
say that an entity E possesses this unit amount of brightness, 
let 'E(2b)' say that it possesses twice the unit amount of brightness, 
and so on. What he thought in the Tractatus, "Wittgenstein says, 
was that a statement like 'E(2b)' could be analysed into the logical 
product 'E(b). E(b)'. He has changed his mind, he says, because 
the analysis, no matter how amended, is not equivalent to the 
original proposition. The logical product 'E(b). E(b)' says, not 
'E(2b)', but simply 'E(b)', just as the logical product 'the sun is 
shining and the sun is shining' does not say more for the repeti­
tion. Wittgenstein, it appears, tried to find ways to remedy this 
difficulty, one of which he mentions. We could try to distinguish 
between the units of brightness; that is, we could analyse 
'E(2b)' into 'E(b'). E(b")'. However, if we assume different units of 
brightness, then when an entity has only one unit the question 
could arise as to whether it is b' orb", which Wittgenstein rejects 
as absurd. Thus, he appears to be claiming: no patching of this 
analysis works; there is no other analysis; so, it has to be admitted 
that 'E(2b)' is unanalysable. 

How does this failure bear on logical independence? It is a 
characteristic of properties which admit of gradation: 3 

• • • that _one degree of them excludes any other. One shade of colour 
cannot simultaneously have two different degrees of brightness or 
re~ness, a _tone not two different strengths, &c. And the important 
pomt here IS that these remarks do not express an experience but are in 
some sense tautologies. 

Properties admitting of gradation logically exclude one another. 

I LF p, 167. 2 LF pp. 167-8. 3 LF p. 167. 
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So when in the Tractatus \Vittgenstein held that propos1t10ns 
involving such properties were analysable into propositions which 
did not, this was tantamount to holding that really elementary 
propositions could not exclude one another. 'E(b)' says that E 
has a unit amount of brightness, where it is left open whether it 
might not have more than this. And thus the only proposition that 
'E(b)' excludes is the proposition which denies that E has any 
brightness at all, i.e. '~E(b)'. Such propositions, therefore, only 
exclude their negations, and, as we know, the negation of an 
elementary proposition is not itself elementary. Thus, when 
Wittgenstein changes his mind about 'E(2b)' 's being analysable, 
he has also to change his mind about the independence of elemen­
tary propositions, as he confesses :1 

I maintain that the statement which attributes a degree to a quality 
cannot further be analysed .... The mutual exclusion of unanalyzable 
statements of degree contradicts an opinion which was published by me 
several years ago and which necessitated that atomic propositions could 
not exclude one another. 

This gives the outline any proper account of logical independence 
will follow. But it leaves out some important details. For instance, 
it is not yet really clear what was so attractive about the idea to 
make Wittgenstein miss seeing its elementary flaw. Nor is it clear 
why the analysability of numbers was a matter of such importance. 
To start with the second question, it looks from the 'Logical 
Form' article as though a possible, perhaps even the preferred, 
method of representing most facts is with co-ordinate systems. 
Such a method of representation is the preferred one, apparently, 
for facts of colour, and procedure in certain sciences shows that it is 
at least a possible one for other kinds of facts. That is, many 
obvious cases of properties admitting of degree-temperatures, 
velocities, location, weights, and so forth-are representable this 
way. Perhaps, then, analysability of numbers is an important 
matter because in co-ordinate systems numbers appear essentially. 
And if Wittgenstein thinks that all properties of degree are 
representable this way, possibly even that they are most per­
spicuously represented this way, then the question as to whether 

l LF p. 168. 
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elementary propositions exclude one another could he Yicwcd 
simply as the question as to whether co-ordinate numbers can 
appear in fully analysed propositions. But I shall leaye the matter 
here for the moment, because vVittgenstein's use of co-ordinate 
systems requires a discussion of its own, which will have to be 
postponed till later.1 

Why was ·Wittgenstein so convinced of the analysability of 
numbers that he should have slipped up as he did? ' ... it would be 
surprising', he says in the 'Logical Form' article, 'if the actual 
phenomena had nothing more to teach us about their [i.e. simple 
propositions'] structure' ;2 'where ordinary language disguises 
logical structure', analysis reveals it. 3 Now, this is not much 
different from what he held in the Tractatus. He says in the 
Tractatus that if two propositions stand in any logical relation 
whatever, they do so in virtue of their structure.4 Hence, that 
they are logically related will show when, upon analysis, their 
structure is revealed. 5 It follows from this that when two proposi­
tions are contraries, and where there is nothing about their 
structure to suggest such a relation, they cannot be fully analysed. 
For example, if two properties, <p and 1/1, are mutually exclusive, 
this certainly does not show itself in the propositions 'rpa' and 
'if;a'; so such propositions must be analysable. Take, for example, 
the propositions 'this is red' and 'this is green', said of the same 
object at the same time. Their analysis would involve, I have been 
suggesting, statements like those in physics, statements upon the 
position and velocity of particles. However, the analysis will not 
end_ here. The example of a physics-like statement I was using 
earlier, to put it in a slightly new form, was 'a/3(3)', which says that 
a and b are at three units distance from one another. This is the con­
trary of 'af3(2)'. So, even these propositions contain structures which 
further analysis will reveal. The analysis Wittgenstein had in 
mind in the Tractatus, he admits in the 'Logical Form' article, was 
to write 'a/3( 3)' as : 

and 'af3(2)' as: 
'a/3.a/3.a/3' 

'a/3.a/3' 
1 See below and Ch. vur.s. 2 LF pp. 163-4. 
4 4· 1211 , 5- I 3, 5.2 et seq.; sec this chapter, Sect. 2. 

3 LFp. 163. 
r, 5.21. 
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And here mutual exclusion lies revealed in the propositional signs 
as clearly as (because rather like) the mutual exclusion of an 
object's extending from the beginning of a ruler placed aside it to 
the two-inch mark and its simultaneously extending to the three­
inch mark. Thus, it appears that there were certain a priori 
considerations which led ·Wittgenstein to believe that an analysis of 
such propositions must be possible, no matter what practical 
difficulties might attach to its accomplishment. And these consider­
ations are: (i) logical relations between propositions lie in their 
structure, and (ii) with analysis, structure is laid bare-in the 
strong sense just illustrated. That is, his fundamental thought 
seems to have been that propositions like 'af3(3)' and 'af3(2)' must 
be capable of analysis because, as their contrariety alone shows, there 
is more structure there to be revealed. Thus, elementary proposi­
tions will not have structures permitting logical relations; they 
can only contribute to the formation of those which have. Thus: 
(iii) if the truth of one proposition excludes the truth of another, 
they cannot be elementary, and vice versa. Apparently Wittgen­
stein was enough impressed by (i) and (ii) to accept (iii), in spite of 
difficulties in seeing how this analysis would actually work. It is a 
reassuring quality of an a priori demand that it can be met. I 
asked a short while ago how Wittgenstein could have made the 
mistake he did, and the most likely answer seems to me to be that 
he was convinced enough of these a priori considerations about 
analysis to be unconcerned with details of its execution. 

Settling this question, as usual, raises others. I shall mention 
two. First, what is the significance of co-ordinate systems as a 
method of representing facts? I have already said that they seem to 
possess privileged status. One indication of this is Wittgenstein's 
describing the superimposition of a mesh on our visual field as 'the 
direction in which ... the analysis of visual phenomena is to be 
looked for', and presumably he means visual phenomena in 
general. There is another, striking indication in the parallel to the 
'Logical Form' example one finds at Tractatus 6.341.1 Wittgen­
stein argues there that certain scientific laws are not themselves 
empirical, but rather arc a priori intuitions of possible forms for 

1 Sec also 6.342; cf. Nbh. 6.12.14, 23.12.14. 
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those propositions in the sciences which are empirical. 1 And he 
gives an example of an a priori intuition of this sort and explains 
how it reduces the description of the world to a unified form. 
Consider a white surface covered with irregular black spots. Now, 
however these black spots are shaped or distributed I can des­
cribe them by superimposing a sufficiently fine square network and 
by saying of every square whether it is white or black. In this way, 
whatever the surface may be like, I reduce its description to a 
unified form. The illustration I have reproduced from the 'Logical 
Form' article would almost do as an illustration for 6.341. 

This question leads on to a second. Wittgenstein's example of a 
colour statement, '( 6-9, 3-B)R', is not fully analysed. Perhaps 
further analysis would follow the lines of this example from the 
Tractatus. Rather than speaking of the whole area (6-9, 3-8), we 
should speak of each part our co-ordinate system defines. We 
should say what each is like, and the logical product of these state­
ments would be equivalent to the original statement. This is not 
yet a full analysis, but it would look as if, no matter how far it went, 
the simplest individual we would talk about would be determined 
by the system we use, by the network we superimpose. Does this 
mean that what counts as an object is something we determine? 
Is the criterion of simplicity anthropocentric, so to speak? In a 
way it is so in mechanics; we speak of electrons, protons, neutrons, 
and so forth; they are the elements in the mesh we use at present. 
But there is no claim in physics that these particles arc in a material 
sense simple, nor that the present mesh will not in future be 
replaced. Perhaps, too, Wittgenstein's proof of simples only 
proves there to be simples in this sense. 2 Yet before succumbing 
to this view of simplicity altogether, we should recall the burden 
of the 2.02's: that objects form the substance of the world, that 
they exist independently of what is the case, that they are unalter­
able. Does this not suggest that objects are simple in a material 
sense? At any rate, here is a central and as yet unresolved problem. 

1 See esp. 6.34. 2 See also Nbk. 7.5.15b, u.5.15b, 25.5.15a. 
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PICTURES 

I. Tlze Picture Theory of llieaning 

FoR \Vittgenstein, speaking of pictures is not just another way of 
speaking of propositional signs. The two are on different levels of 
generality: 'picture' the genus, and 'propositional sign' a species. 
Gramophone records and musical scores are pictures too ; 1 

phonetic spelling is a picture of spoken language. 2 Even things 
outside the range of the senses can be pictures; thoughts are 
pictures. 3 In fact, they are a good example of just how general a 
concept 'picture' is. Suppose we have a fact p. There will be an 
element in its propositional sign 'p' for each element in p and the 
arrangement of elements in 'p' will say that the elements in p 
are arranged as they are. Now, consider a person, A, thinking the 
fact p. Since a thought, too, is a picture, it must be that A's 
thought consists of elements (as many as 'p' had) and that these 
elements have an arrangement (as those in 'p' did) which will say 
that the elements in p are arranged as they are. This not only 
follows from Wittgenstein's saying that thoughts are pictures; he 
says it explicitly later in the Tractatus: 4 

... 'A believes that p', 'A has the thought p', and 'A says p' are of the 
form ' "p" says p': and this does not involve a correlation of a fact with 
an object, but rather the correlation of facts by means of the correlation 
of their objects. 

Both 'A has the thought p' and ' "p" says p' assert, in effect, 
that there is a fact which has n elements (n being the number of 
elements in p) configured in a certain way, which configuration says 
that the n elements in p are arranged as they are. So, they both 
assert the existence of a relation between two facts: a picturing and 
a pictured fact; this is why they are of the same form. All that is 
special in the case of thinking is that here the picturing fact is a 
psychical fact composed of psychical elements. Now, exactly how 
different is a psychical fact from a propositional sign? This comes 

l 4.0I I, 4.014. 3 3; cf. 3.r, 3.5, 4· 4 5.542. 
GwLA 
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out more clearly in a passage from the .LVotes Dictated to .Llf oore :1 

The relation of 'I believe p' to 'p' can be compared to the relation of 
' "p" says p' top: it is just as impossible that I should be simple as that 
'p' should be. 

I cannot be simple because my having this thought means that 
in me, in the psychical part of me (Wittgenstein's word in the 
Tractatus is 'Seele'), you can find a fact with the complexity 
requisite for picturing p. The argument, in effect, is: cogito, ergo 
non simplex sum: I am not simple, because I think, and thoughts are 
pictures, and pictures are facts, and these picturing facts must 
share the complexity of the facts they picture; thus, I consist, 
among other things, of a number of psychical elements arranged 
to make up picturing psychical facts. Can we know what these 
psychical elements are like? Are they different from words? 
Russell once asked Wittgenstein this in a letter. ' . . . But a 
Gedanke', Russell wrote, 'is a Tatsaclze: what are its constituents 
and components, and what is their relation to those of the pictured 
Tatsaclze?' To which Wittgenstein replied :2 

I don't know what the constituents of a thought arc but I know that 
it must have such constituents which correspond to the words of 
Language. Again the kind of relation of the constituents of the thought 
and of the pictured fact is irrelevant. It would be a matter of psychology 
to find out. 

But, at any rate, does a thought consist of words? asked Russell: 3 

No! But of psychical constituents that have the same sort of relation to 
reality as words. What those constituents are I don't know. 

So when we consider pictures, we must think of them on a level of 
generality which takes in thoughts and these unknown psychical 
elements. What \Vittgenstein has to say about the less general 
matter of propositional signs and words he saves for the 3. r's, 
and I shall leave till the next chapter but one. 

The heart of the picture theory is pictorial form ('Form der 
Abbildung'). Pictures are just as much facts as the facts they 
picture, because pictures consists of elements combined in a 

1 NM II8.n-13. 
2 Letter 18: Cassino, 19.8.19, para. 2. 3 Ibid., para. 4. 
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definite way. 1 Thus, we can apply to pictures a distinction 
introduced earlier for facts generally: that between structure and 
form. The definite way in which its elements are combined is a 
picture's structure, and the possibility of its structure is its form. 2 

To the form of, specifically, picturing facts ,vittgenstein giYes the 
name 'pictorial form'. Now, in order for one fact to be a picture of 
another, Wittgenstein tells us, it must have something identical 
with the fact it pictures, 3 namely, pictorial form. •1 Now, why must 
there be this identity? Indeed, why must there be any identity at 
all? 

It is at 2. 17 that ·Wittgenstein makes this claim, and following it 
at 2.171, he adds: 

A picture can depict any reality whose form it has. 
A spatial picture can depict anything spatial, a coloured one any­

thing coloured, &c. 

This remark has been taken to mean that the demand for identity 
in pictorial form results in a spatial fact's being depictable only 
by a spatial picture, a coloured fact's ouly by a coloured picture, 
&c. I think this cannot be right for at least three reasons. So far 
as I know, there is no argument in the Tractatus designed to show 
that ordinary language, deficient as it may be in some respects, 
does not picture the world. In fact, there is strong evidence to 
the contrary where Wittgenstein says that though at first sight a 
proposition, say as it stands on the printed page, does not seem to 
be a picture, it none the less is one.5 And since ordinary proposi­
tions are not coloured, yet manage to depict coloured facts, it 
cannot be the case that only coloured pictures can depict coloured 
facts, spatial pictures spatial facts, &c. Then, secondly, even 
making no assumptions about the Tractatus attitude towards 
ordinary language, there is a parallel argument. Even in Wittgen­
stein's logically impeccable language we can, evidently, express 
our thoughts in propositions, that is: in words combined in a 
definite way, 6 or more specifically: in names the configuration of 
which says that the objects corresponding to the names are con­
figured in a certain way. 7 So, again we have a picture which is 

l 2.14, 2.141; cf. 3.14. 
'' 4-011; sec also 4.002c, d, c. 

~ 2.156. 3 2.16, 2.161. •1 2.17; cf. 2.18. 
G 3.1 et seq., esp. 3.14a. 7 3.2 et seq., esp. 3.21 • 
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spatial (the configuration of written signs)1 which c;in depict 
anything that can be depicted: temporal, coloured, &c. Finally, 
thoughts are pictures, as we have just seen. Thoughts can be of 
(i.e. can depict) facts, be they spatial or temporal or coloured, &c. 
Yet we cannot say that a thought is a spatial fact, temporal fact, 
or coloured fact; in fact, as we saw in his reply to Russell, \Vittgen­
stein does not know of what sorts of elements a thought consists 
and does not think he needs to know. 

I mention these arguments because, if they are sound, then an 
ambiguity arises in the definition of pictorial form at 2. I 56. 
Pictorial form, the definition says, is the possibility of the structure 
of the picture. Now, suppose my picturing fact is spatial while my 
pictured fact is temporal. My picturing fact, say, consists of two 
discs, standing for two events. I introduce a scale and a direction 
so that disc a's being so far in this direction from disc f3 says that 
event a occurred so long before event b, a's being so far in that 
direction says that a occurred so much later, a and /3's being sidc­
by-side says that the two events were simultaneous. Now, if the 
discs a and f3 are considered simply as physical objects in their 
own right, then there are a number of possible combinations we 
have not yet considered: a can be on top of {3, a and /3 can be 
leaning against one another, &c. There are a number of combina­
tions possible for a and f3 other than those which make sense when 
a and f3 arc considered strictly as the representatives of a and b. 
So, the definition at 2. 15b may mean either: (i) pictorial form is the 
possibility of the structure of the picture simply as a fact in its 
own right, or (ii) it is the possibility of the structure of the picture 
not simply as a fact but as a picture. I mean by this second inter­
pretation that when a and f3 become the representatives of a and b, 
they must also behave as regards combining as a and b behave. 
And thus it would make no sense to put disc a on top of disc (3, 
or to have discs a and /3 leaning against one another, &c. That is, 
the possible combinations of representatives of objects arc 
restricted to the possible combinations of the objects they 
represent. This second, restrictive, interpretation is, I think, the 
proper one, because there is a second definition of pictorial form 
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at 2. r 5 r and its effect is to impose just this restriction. It goes: 

Pictorial form is the possibility that things are related to one another in 
the same way as the clements of the picture. 

So, when we speak of a picture's pictorial form we mean not 
only the possibility of its structure but also the possibility that the 
things in the fact are related in the same way as the elements of the 
picture. Or, rather, these two possibilities must amount to the same 
thing. This, however, could only be true if the picture's elements 
had the same possibility of combination as the fact's things; 
in other words, the restriction I have described would have to 
hold. 

This restriction applies to the form of a picture. Yet I have 
said that this restriction means as well that the form of an element 
in a picture is restricted; an element must take on the same form 
as the object which it represents. The restriction on picture and 
on its elements, clearly, must amount to the same thing; one 
cannot limit the form of a fact, i.e. the possibility of the combina­
tion of its constituents (Def.), unless one limits the form of 
its constituents, i.e. the possibility of their combination in facts 
(Def.). Now, why must there be this restriction on either form? 
There is a possible answer to this in the pre-Tractatus writings. 
One finds in the Notes on Logic, as I pointed out in Chapter 11.3, 

the view that to give a symbol sense involves, at least in part, 
determining all the possible combinations the symbol will have. 
In terms of the case I have just been considering, what the Notes 
say is: to give one of these discs sense involves determining all of 
its possible combinations, i.e. determining its form. Now, either 
the form referred to is simply the form the disc has by being the 
object it is, or this form attaches to the disc in a different way. 
But we have already seen that the possibilities of combination for 
the disc need not be the same as the possibilities of combination of 
the object which it represents. Thus, we can have an object 
which functions as a representative entering combinations which 
make no sense when we regard that object as the representative. 
So, an object in its role as representative makes sense only when its 
possibilities of combination are restricted to those of the object it 
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represents. Other than this it has no sense; one can say that it 
ceases to represent. From this suggestion in the Notes on Logic 
two important conclusions can be made to follow ( and, I think, 
Wittgenstein makes follow), the first not very strictly and the 
second more strictly. First, a necessary condition for an clement in 
a picture to have sense is that it take on the form of the object it 
represents. (I say necessary condition, because not only must we 
know through an element what form of object it represents but we 
must also know \vhat particular object it is.) Then, second, the 
picturing fact must have the form of the fact it pictures, because 
the elements which make up the picture must take on the form of the 
objects that they represent. Thus, the necessity for identity in form 
between picture and fact is a necessity that gets in on this simpler 
level. 

This second conclusion depends upon the first, \vhich in turn 
depends upon the suggestion I have taken from the Notes on Logic. 
What evidence is there that in the Tractatus \Vittgenstcin accepts 
this suggestion? There is the weak evidence that, after all, it 
comes from his own earlier writings. Then, in the Tractatus 
itself there is this stronger evidence. Wittgenstein speaks of the 
pictorial relationship ('die abbildende Bezichung'), which, 
presumably, is the relation in which the picture stands to the 
fact. 1 It is said that the pictorial relationship is what makes one 
fact the picture of another fact.2 Now, we know what this is: it is 
the pictorial form of the picture, i.e. it is that the picturing fact takes 
on the form of the fact it pictures. Then, Wittgenstein adds that the 
pictorial relationship consists of ('bestcht aus') the co-ordinations 
of the clements of the picture and the things. 3 If it is the 
c_o-ord_inatio~ of elements and things of which the pictorial rela­
t1onsh1p consists, then this co-ordination can only be, so far as I can 
see, a co-ordination in which the clements adopt the form of the 
objects. In no other way can such a co-ordination result in 
pictorial form. If this is so, then in the Tractatus Wittgenstein does 
indicate that the basis of pictorial form is the identity of form 
between clement and object. Then, third, in support of this 
reading of the Tractatus there are entries in the Noteboohs. The 

1 2.1513. 2 2.1513. 3 2.1514. 
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logical connexion between names in a proposition, \Vittgenstein 
writes: 1 

... must, of course, be one that is possible as between the things that 
the names are representatives of, and this will always be the case if the 
names really are representatives of the things. 

We know, from the definition at 2.151, that the possibility that the 
names are combined in the proposition as are the things in the 
fact is pictorial form. ·what we are told here is that pictorial form is 
present when the names 'really are representatives of the things'. 
I take it that names really represent their things when they have 
more than just a one-to-one correlation with them, when, in other 
words, they also behave as regards combining as the things behave. 
This is a guess, but one borne out, I think, by other entries in the 
Noteboohs, particularly this one: 2 

'a' can go proxy for a and 'b' can go proxy for b when 'a' stands in the 
relation 'R' to 'b' : this is what that POTENTIAL internal relation that we 
arc looking for consists in. 

In general, names can represent things only so long as the names 
stand to one another in relationships ( e.g. the relationship in the 
propositional sign 'aRb') which are analogues to relationships that 
are possible for the things. Then, since the potential internal 
relation that ·Wittgenstein means here is the relation that holds 
between two facts when one pictures the other, 3 we once more 
reach the conclusion that picture and fact have pictorial form in 
common when their constituents have their forms in common. 

To summarize these recent arguments: vVittgenstein demands 
that there be something identical between picture and fact, namely, 
pictorial form. \Vhat I have tried to prove is that the expanded 
version of this demand is: (i) an element in a picture, in order to 
be given sense, must, roughly speaking, be positioned in the 
symbolism in the same way as the object is positioned in reality 
(ii) because of this, a picture must consist of elements possessing 
the same forms as the elements of the pictured fact, (iii) therefore, 
it must have the same possibility of structure, i.e. the same pictorial 

1 1Vbh.4.11.14c. 2 Nbh. 3.4.15c; sec also 5.11.14d. 
3 Sec e.g. Nb/{. 26.10.14a, 29.10.14c, 1.11.14 o, 25.4.15a, 26.4.15c. 
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form. Now, one trouble with my position, it may well be thought, 
is that it does not permit a difference in pictorial form between 
'aRb' and 'bRa'. In fact, it does not even permit difference in 
pictorial form between 'aRb' and 'aSb'. This is not a consequence I 
wish to avoid, because it accords exactly with the way I defined 
'form' in the previous chapter. The interpretation that I argued 
against there was that the form of a fact is what results from re­
placing constant elements in the fact with variable ones; I shall call 
this the 'variable-interpretation'. One of the things that counts 
against the variable-interpretation, I claimed, is that it conflicts 
with what Wittgenstein says about pictorial form. On the variable­
interpretation, the fact aRb would be said to have the following 
forms: xRy, rp(x, y), &c. I said that pictorial form could not be 
xRy, because a picturing fact does not have to be identical with 
the fact it pictures in all, configuration included, but its con­
stituents; and that it could not be rp(x, y) either, because this 
would mean that picture and fact had only to have the same numer­
ical multiplicity, and there is little doubt that Wittgenstein 
demands more than this. Pictorial form is somewhere between 
these two. So, the variable-interpretation needs alteration, 
and I think that the only alteration open to us leads straight to my 
interpretation. It would happen like this: we know a picture docs 
not have to have the same constituents as its fact, nor even the 
same configuration; thus, to get its pictorial form we must let 
each of these vary, getting first xRy and then rp(x, y). Yet this 
now gives the picture too much freedom. But each of these steps is 
necessary, so we cannot simply reverse them. Clearly, what we 
need is a way to modify them. The only way to do this is to say 
that, though the elements may vary, their forms must stay constant 
(which is exactly my position). It is the only way, because the 
only position between keeping the particular elements and 
particular configuration constant and letting them vary completely 
is keeping their forms constant. But it makes no sense to say the 
form of the configuration is kept constant; 'form of the configura­
tion' has no meaning in the Tractatus. Thus, we have just one 
alternative; the forms of the elements must remain constant. 

As for my having to say that 'aRb' and 'bRa' have the same 
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pictorial form, there arc separate grounds in the Tractatus for 
thinking they could not possibly have different ones. Let me drop 
the 'R' and use 'ab' and 'ba' as my examples, where the con­
figuration of the names now says what 'R' said. Suppose 'ab' says 
'a is higher than b'. Then, on the same convention, 'ha' says 'h 
is higher than a'. But it could, of course, have been the other way 
around: 'ba' could, if we wished this to be the convention, say 
'a is higher than b'. Now, since pictorial form is what must be in 
common between two facts for the one to picture the other, both 
the facts 'ab' and 'ha' must have pictorial form in common with 
the fact that a is higher than b. Thus, since they have their 
pictorial form in common with the same fact, they have the same 
pictorial form. 

2. The Various Forms of Pictures 

So much for pictorial form. This still leaves the question: how, 
if at all, does pictorial form ('Form der Abbildung') differ from 
representational form ('Form der Darstellung')? And how do they 
differ from logical form ('logische Form'), that is, the form of 
reality ('Form der vVirklichkeit')? How, for example, are we to 
make sense of the following passage, in which all the various 
forms of pictures appear?1 

A picture represents its subject from a position outside it. (Its stand­
point is its representational form.) That is why a picture represents its 
subject correctly or incorrectly. 

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. 

A picture whose pictorial form is logical form is called a logical 
picture. 

Every picture is at the same time a logical one. (On the other hand, 
not every picture is, for example, a spatial one.) 

Logical pictures can depict the world. 

Representational form, I believe, is sharply to be distinguished 
from pictorial form. A picture represents its object from outside 
it, Wittgenstein tells us, and its representational form is its stand­
point. To depict something we must adopt a standpoint, and 

1 2.173, 2.18, 2.181, 2.182, 2.19. 
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pictures of the same situation may differ because in making them 
we adopt different standpoints. The standpoint, in other words, is 
arbitrary. This is why a picture's representational form must be 
different from its pictorial form; the latter is never arbitrary. This 
also explains why it is through its representational form that a 
picture is true or false. By co-ordinating the elements of a picture 
with objects in a fact we give the elements reference and make 
possible combinations of them possible bearers of sense. But it is 
not until we choose a standpoint-that is, determine that this 
structure of the elements will be used to say that the objects are 
structured in that way-that the picture can be true or false. Put 
roughly, a picture's pictorial form has to do with its having 
sense, and its representational form with its being true or false. 
I base these claims not only on the definition of representational 
form, which is quite short, but on other remarks as well. As we 
know, Wittgenstein speaks in the 2.1's of a pictorial relationship 
('die abbildende Beziehung'). We discover later, at 4.4626, 
that there is also a representing relationship ('die darstellende 
Beziehung'). Wittgenstein explains that a proposition's represent­
ing relations are its conditions of agreement with the world. Well, 
certainly the co-ordinations of elements and objects, of which the 
pictorial relation consists, are not that. To get a picture's condi­
tions of agreement we must take the additional step of setting up a 
relation between a configuration of the elements and the con­
figuration of the objects. Then, further remarks along the same 
lines are to be found in the Notebooks. At the time of the Note­
books Wittgenstein did not have the name 'pictorial form', though 
he obviously had the concept.1 So the two forms are not contrasted 
by name. Wittgenstein does, though, use the term 'representa­
tion'. He speaks of 'principles of representation' 2 ('Prinzipe der 
Darstellung') and of a 'way of representing'3 ('Darstellungsweise') 
and, what is clearly the same thing, of a 'method of representing'.4 

('Darstellungsmethode') and even of the 'representing relation­
ship'5 ('darstellende Beziehung' or 'darstellende Relation'); 

1 See e.g. NM. 20. 10.14b; for use of 'logical form' sec e.g. 25-4- 15a. 
2 Nbh. 1.11.1411. 
3 Nbll. 30. 10. 14c, f, i; 31. 10.14b-c; 3. 11 .14 o; cf. Pl paras. 50, 104. 
4 Nb!?. 30.10.14c. 6 Nbh. 1.11.14a; 2.11.14a; 3.11.14b, f. 
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and he also says that pictures 'represent'1 ('darstellen') their 
facts. What he says with this terminology I will put as much 
as possible in his own words. ·when he mentions logical form 
(which, I shall soon argue, is equivalent to pictorial form), he 
says: 2 

The logical form of the proposition must already be given by the forms 
of its component parts. (And these have to do only with the sense of the 
propositions, not with their truth or falsehood). 

If pictorial form does not have to do with truth or falsity, what, 
according to the Notebool?s, does? 3 

The picture has whatever relation to reality it does have. And the point 
is how it is supposed to represent ['darstellen']. The same picture will 
agree or fail to agree with reality according to how it is supposed to 
represent [' darstellcn']. 

Thus, truth and falsity come into consideration when the method 
of representing has been determined. Before then, the same 
picture, say 'ab', can depict a number of states of affairs-even 
when 'a' and 'b' are thought of as signs already having meaning. 
\Vhat more we have to do is determine what one state of affairs this 
one configuration of the signs, 'ab', shall picture. When this is 
done, when its method of representing has been determined, then 
we can consider whether the picture is true or false. v\Tittgenstein 
makes this same point again and again; let me give just one more 
version of it. Though the truth or falsity of a picture is something 
which has to appear, as it were, subsequent to the picture, still 
one must:'1 

... know in advance lzow it will appear. 

And this is to say that one must know what 'Darstellungsweise' 
has been used, because :5 

The way of representing [' Darstellungsweise'] determines how the 
reality has to be compared with the picture. 

Once we understand the difference between pictorial and 
representational forms we can see, I think, the point of logical 

1 Nbh. 30.10.14b; 1.11.14h, n; 3.11.14j, p; 5.11.14d, e. 
2 Nbk. r.11.14f; sec also g. 3 Nbk. 1.11.14h. 

•1 NM. 1.11.14 l-m. 0 Nbk. 31.10.14e. 
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form, i.e. the form of reality. The language of 2.17 and 2.18 
makes it clear that pictorial form and logical form are the same; 
they are that which must be common to a fact and its picture, 
which, as we know, is the form of the fact. This, I think, is why 
Wittgenstein calls it the form of reality. It is the form of that 
part of reality corresponding to the picture. Wittgenstein also 
calls it 'logical' form, perhaps, to distinguish it from structure; a 
picture does not have to have the same configuration as the fact it 
pictures (configuration, one might say, is one of the matters of 
fact about the fact), but only its form, as defined at 2.033 (which is 
a logical feature of the fact). Now, since pictorial form is the same 
as logical form, pictures, Wittgenstein says, are logical pictures. 
That is, we may choose as the representational form for our 
picture a fact which already has the form of the fact we arc 
picturing: say a spatial fact for a spatial fact. On the other hand, we 
can choose, say, a temporal fact to picture this same spatial fact, 
in something of a reversal of the example I used earlier ,vith the 
discs. But in this case, as we know, the temporal fact must adopt 
the form of the spatial fact being pictured. So, either way, natur­
ally or by adoption, the picturing fact will have the form of the 
pictured fact, that is, logical form. So, either way, the picture can 
be called a logical picture. However, not every picture is, say, 
spatial. Being spatial is for a picture only its representational form, 
and the choice of a representational form is arbitrary. Even if the 
f~ct to be pictured is spatial, a temporal fact will do as well for _its 
picture as another spatial fact. This is why Wittgenstein ends with 
the comment: logical pictures can depict the world. W c need not 
have the representational form the same as the form of the fact; 
logical pictures do perfectly well. 

3. Interim Summary 

As precisely as possible, then, what is the point of the picture 
theory? If we look closely at the start of the 2.1's we sec that 
Wittgenstein sets out one by one the characteristics of models and 
pictures which, he thinks, propositional signs, thoughts, &c. have 
too. (i) To each object in the fact there corresponds an element in 
the picture, and vice versa; that is, there is a one-to-one relation 
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between constituents in facts and their pictures. 1 (ii) A picture 
consists in the fact that its elements are arranged in a definite 
way; thoughts, propositional signs, &c., as much as models, are 
facts in their own right. 2 (iii) The arrangement of the elements in 
the picture says that the elements in the fact are arranged in such­
and-such a way; it is the arrangement in the picture that corres­
ponds to the arrangement in the fact. 3 (iv) The elements in the 
picture can only combine with one another in ways possible for the 
objects.4 Regarding this last point, the picture theory is supposed 
to have been suggested to \Vittgenstein by a courtroom model of 
an automobile accident :5 

In the proposition a world is as it were put together experimentally. 
(As when in the law-court in Paris a motor-car accident is repre­
sented by means of dolls, &c.) 

A doll and a little automobile can be put in a number of relations 
to one another, but all of them will also be possible for the real 
things. Even this characteristic a propositional sign has. Because 
even though, when we write or speak of an automobile accident, 
the elements we are using are not little automobiles and dolls, 
pictorial form guarantees that they will behave as if they were. It 
is this last feature in particular, I believe, which leads Wittgenstein 
to conclude that a propositional sign is little short of a tableau 
vivant. 6 

4. Hertz and the Picture Theory 

The picture theory comes almost in its entirety from Hertz. 
Wittgenstein was first, perhaps, to apply a picture theory of mean­
ing to the whole of language, but not first to apply it to a part. 

Wittgenstein begins his picture theory with the assertion: 'Wir 
machen uns Bilder der Tatsachen.'i Hertz on the first page of the 
Introduction to The Principles of JV/eclzanics says: 'Wir machen uns 
innere Scheinbilder oder Symbole der ausseren Gegenstande'; 
(here Hertz speaks of 'Scheinbilder', but the ·word he more 

1 2.13, 2.131. 2 2.14, 2.141. 3 2.15. 4 2.151. 
5 Nbh. 29.9. r 46; sec Malcolm: L11dm'g Wittgenstein: A Jvlemoir, pp. 68-69; 

cf. 3.1431, NL II 12-13. 

G 4.03 I I. 7 2, l 
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normally uses is 'Bilder'). \i\Tittgenstein says that the-re- must be 
something common between picture and fact; 1 or, as Hertz puts it, 
'there must be a certain conformity between nature and our 
thought'. 2 There must be conformity because, according to 
Wittgenstein, our names must behave as regards combining as 
the objects in nature behave, 3 or, according to Hertz, because 'the 
form which we give f pictures] is such that the necessary con­
sequents of the pictures ['Bilder'] in thought arc always the 
pictures ['Bilder'] of the necessary consequents in nature of the 
things pictured'. 4 What are the things that, according to \i\Titt­
genstein and Hertz, pictures must share with their facts?" Among 
others, Wittgenstein says, a picture must have the same numerical 
multiplicity as its fact ;6 and Hertz says that a system that is the 
model of another must satisfy the condition 'that the number of 
co-ordinates of the first system is equal to the number of the 
second' .7 In fact, the logical isomorphism between picture and 
fact must be such that, as Wittgenstein says, the gramophone 
record, the musical idea, the score, the sound-waves stand to one 
another in the same pictorial relation which holds between 
language and the world ;8 or, as Hertz says, 'If one system is a 
model of a second, then, conversely, the second is also a model of 
the first' and 'If two systems are models of a third system, then 
each of these systems is also a model of the other.' 9 Even the 
thoughts in our heads are pictures; so they too must stand in this 
internal relation ;10 'the relation of a dynamical model', Hertz says, 
'to the system of which it is regarded as the model, is precisely the 
same as the relation of the images which our mind forms of things 
to the things themselves'.11 For example, the relation between A's 
thought that p and p itself is comparable to the relation between 
', h P , t e proposition, and p ;12 or in Hertz's version 'the agreement 

1 2 -1 6, 2.161. 2 Hertz: The Principles of J\lfrrhnnirs, p. 1. 

~ 2~151, ~-17. ,1 Op. cit., p. 1. 
0 I•or Wittgenstein's full answer sec 2. 1 's passim; for I Iertz's sec op. cit., 

pp. 1-3 passim. 
G Sec 4.04b. 

7 0~. cit., para. 418; sec also p. 2 (picture must be 'correct') and p. 10 (cx­
planat10n of correctness). 

: 14-01 4, 4.0141. 0 Op. cit., para. 41<). 1" 3, 3.02; cf. Xbh. 12.9.16. 
Op. cit., para. 428. 12 5.542. 
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between mind and nature may therefore be likened to the agree­
ment between two systems which are models of one another ... ' .1 

Now the simplest thing with which we need deal in pictures or 
models are what Y.littgenstein calls 'objects' and Hertz 'material 
particles' or 'material points'. Objects, we know, are eternal2-

in Philosoplzical Investigations Wittgenstein says they are 'what 
cannot be destroyed' ;3 and material particles, Hertz tells us, are 
'invariable and indestructible'. 4 A system (a body), according to 
Hertz, is an aggregate of these material points, 5 which may 
explain even the language of ,vittgenstein's remark in the Note­
bool~s that analysis into simple components can be thought of as 
the division of a body into material points.6 The world is, if not 
entirely then partly, an aggregate of material points. The models, 
the pictures, we make of the world are built in a similar way out of 
the symbols which represent these material points. 

Now, we may distinguish, says vVittgenstein, between a pictorial 
form ('Form der Abbildung'), which must be common to a fact 
and its picture, and a representational form ('Form der Darstel­
lung'), which, being a matter of convention, may vary between 
pictures of the same fact. In outline, this distinction too is in 
Hertz. In another work, Electric rVaves, he examines the way a 
single phenomenon lends itself to explanation in apparently 
different theories. He says of this: 7 

But scientific accuracy requires of us that we should in no wise confuse 
the simple and homely, as it is presented to us by nature, with the gay 
garment which we use to clothe it. Of our own free will we can make no 
change whatever in the form of the one but the cut and colour of the 
other we can choose as we please. ' 

In particular, he is concerned with the existence of three different 
'representations' ('Darstellungen') of Maxwell's theory, and with 
discovering the 'fundamental conceptions' behind them: 8 

• • • the representation ['Darstellung'] of the theory in Maxwell's own 
work, its representation as a limiting case of Helmholtz's theory, and its 
representation in the present dissertations-however different in form 

1 Op. cit., para. 428. ~ z.027, z.0271. 3 PI para. 59. 
•1 Op. cit., para. 3. '' Op. cit., paras. 9-1 r. 6 l\'bk. zo.6. I 5m. 
7 Hertz: Electric IVaves, p. z8. 8 Op. cit., p. zr. 
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['Formen'J-have substantially the same inner significance. This 
common significance of the different modes of representation ['ver­
schiedenen Formen'] ... , and not Maxwell's peculiar conceptions or 
methods, would I designate as 'Maxwell's theory' ... i\1axwell's theory 
is Maxwell's system of equations. Every theory which leads to the same 
system of equations, and therefore comprises the same possible pheno­
mena, I would consider as being a form or special case of i\1axwell's 
theory ... 

Now, as Wittgenstein points out, this practice of symbolizing 
the same thing in different ways and different things in the same 
way is a source of much confusion.1 Or, as Hertz rcmarks: 2 

The very fact that different modes of representation contain what is 
substantially the same thing, renders the proper understanding of any 
one of them all the more difficult. Ideas and conceptions which arc akin 
and yet different may be symbolised in the same way in the different 
modes of representation. 

The theme Hertz is developing in these last remarks is by now 
familiar. It is found in the section of the Tractatus devoted to 
scientific language. It recurs in writings of several men, who 
acknowledge themselves in this regard to be .. Wittgenstein's 
followers: Ramsey, Schlick, slightly later Watson, and most 
recently Toulmin.3 I think enough has been cited in Hertz to show 
a parallel with the Tractatus picture theory. I want now to turn to 
the subject of scientific language. For in this way you will see 
how central a place Hertz's version of the picture theory-that is, 
roughly, a picture theory confined to scientific discourse-occupied 
in Wittgenstein's thinking. And you will also find, I think, that in 
this version the picture theory is at its most persuasive and Witt­
genstein's intentions are at their clearest. 

5 • The Language of the Sciences 

The 6.3's are Wittgenstein's examination of the logical status of 
scientific propositions. One of his chief points is that many general 
statements in science need not be treated as truth-functions of 

~ 3.32-3.324. 2 Op. cit., p. 21. . . 
, F. P. Ramsey: !he Foundations of 1viatlzematics, M. Schlick: 'Causahty_m 

Contemporary Physics', W. H. Watson: 011 U11dersta11di11g Physics, S. Toulmm: 
The Philosophy of Science. 
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elementary propositions. They are not empirical, so not strictly 
propositions; they are, rather, recommendations of a method for 
representing a certain class of phenomena uniformly and concisely. 
It is here that the illustration of a white surface with irregular 
black spots makes its appearance: we may describe the spots by 
superimposing a sufficiently fine square network and reporting of 
each square whether it is white or black. 1 The only empirical 
statements we can make in a system like this will be either reports 
made by using the language the system provides or, perhaps, 
reports to the effect that the particular fineness involved in the 
language is or is not effective in describing this particular surface. 
Now, Wittgenstein's point is that many scientific laws are like 
the mesh in this illustration. Their function is not to make reports, 
not even very general ones, but to supply representational tech­
niques by which reports can be made. Thus, when this kind of law 
is superseded, it is not, for it cannot be, falsified. What happens is 
that a better method of representation is found. Perhaps it is 
illustration, possibly it is even verification, of this thesis that in 
general we do not say of Einstein's work that it proved Newton's 
wrong; in fact, it is only under certain circumstances that Ein­
stein's language is definitely to be preferred. On this view, what 
Einstein did was to discover a new representational form, to 
present a finer grid. 

This ubiquitous grid example seems also to lie at the bottom of 
Wittgenstein's metaphor about logical space. The essence of the 
metaphor is, I think, comparison of a sentence with a point in a 
co-ordinate system, and so names with single co-ordinate num­
bers. 2 In a given co-ordinate system putting two numbers to­
gether defines a point; in a given language putting two names 
together makes a statement. In this way, languages are a kind of 
logical co-ordinate system. And as there are different co-ordinate 
systems as a result of choosing different points of origin, different 
scales, and so forth, there are different representational forms in 
language.3 Now, from these roots all the rest of the metaphor 
grows. If two names are of forms permitting combination, their 
combination is logically all right; it would be as impossible for a 

l 6,341, 

HwLA 

2 See Nbk. 29.10.14c-f. 3 See Nbk. 30.10.14c-d. 
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conjunction of names to contradict logic as for a pair of co-ordin­
ates to contradict geometry. 1 A conjunction will always determine 
a 'logical place' ('logischer Ort').2 Furthermore, as in geometry to 
specify one set of co-ordinates involves the whole apparatus of 
grid, point of origin, and so on, so the determination of one logical 
place brings along with it a whole symbolism with all its rules and 
operations-or, as vVittgenstein puts it, the logical scaffolding will 
already be given by it.3 There is a logical place corresponding to 
every state of affairs. And facts, i.e. existent states of affairs, 
when put together, constitute the world,'1 just as all points in a 
plane which arc occupied, when put together, constitute a geo­
metrical figure, the sort which in 6.341 stands for the world which 
is to be described. 

What is to be made of this recurrent picture? I mentioned a body 
of Tractatus-influenced writings on the nature of scientific 
language, and I think the answer is to be found in an argument 
which runs through them. In stating this argument now I am 
going to make these authors look far more like one another than in 
fact they do, because it is only a certain point of agreement 
between them that need concern us. 

A scientific theory, the argument runs, can be described 'simply 
as a language for discussing the facts the theory is said to explain' 
(Ramsey).5 Hence, 'when we assert a causal law we are asserting 
a variable hypothetical which is not strictly a proposition at all, 
but a formula from which we derive propositions' (Ramsey). u 

'A law of nature', to repeat, 'does not have the logical character 
of a "proposition" but represents "a direction for the formulation 
of propositions"' (Schlick).7 This is so because adopting a law is 
choosing a way of talking about facts. The laws of mechanics, 
~or example, 'are the laws of our method of representing mechan­
ical phenomena, and ... since we actually choose a method of 

! 3-0 32 ; see also 3.4 (cf. Nbk. 1. r 1. r4t), 3.411 (cf. Nbli. 7. 11. 14.). 
(; 3·:J- (cf. Nbk. 1.11.14s); see also 3.41 (cf. Nbh. 7.11.14-19.11.14), 4.o64i 
c 3 NM. 3-~1.14r-_:·, 6.11.14b, 9.11.14e-f, 24.11.14e). , 

See 3-4~ (cf. Nbk. 23.11.14, 15.12.14b, 16.12.14); sec also 4.023c (cf. l\bh. 
20.10.14h), 6.1 24 . 

·: Sec r._13; sec also 2.013, 2.11, 2.202. 
-~Op.cit., p. 212. i; Op. cit., p. 251. 
'Op. Cit., P, 190; sec also pp. 285-6; cf. Toulmin: op. cit., pp. 69 70, 86-87. 
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representation when \\'e describe the world, it cannot be that the 
laws of our method say anything about the world' (Watson). 1 Now, 
different methods of representing the same phenomenon cannot 
themselves be totally unalike. Since they must have something in 
common with what they represent, they will have something in 
common with one another. 'Two methods of representing the 
same phenomena must agree in some way .... vVhat is common to 
the two pictures by the different methods of representing is like 
what is common to two photographs of the same scene printed 
from half-tone blocks with differing screen mesh' (\Vatson). 2 

\Vhat then makes us choose between two methods of representa­
tion, if not truth and falsity? At the time these authors were writing 
the important case, I suspect, was the one I just alluded to: Ein­
stein's theories supplanting Newton's. First of all, what Einstein's 
work did was to account 'for some limits, which had hitherto been 
unexplained, to the accuracy with which Newton's mechanics 
can be used to calculate the motions of the planets; but it super­
seded Newton's mechanics only for the most refined theoretical 
purposes, and could only whimsically be said to prove the older 
laws of motion untrue' (Toulmin). 3 So, 'it is not a matter of 
Newton's laws being wrong and Einstein's being right. In many 
cases our experiments do not yield pictures of grain fine enough to 
represent what the relativist asserts should be the case. For such 
pictures Newton's la,vs are quite exact. ... The fact is that in 
physics we choose the particular method of representation ade­
quate to the purpose in mind' (vVatson). 4 To generalize, then, a 
physical theory 'is not true or false but is good or bad, useful or 
useless' (Schlick),5 and 'the word "correct" as applied to a physical 
theory has to be understood as "correct relative to a certain degree 
of fineness of the obserntions" ' (\Vatson).6 Also, we generally 
think of 'a method which gives correctly the possibility of repre­
senting nature with greater detail than another ... as the better 
method-and it is so when it is a question of showing detail. 
YVe think of the second method as an approximation to the first. 
We tend, therefore, to arrange methods in a series according to the 

1 Op. cit., p. 52. 
•1 Op. cit., p. 44. 

2 Op. cit., p. 43. 
,; Op. cit., p. 285. 

3 Op. cit., p. 70. 

G Op. cit., p. 63. 
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degree of fineness of the pictures of phenomena that can be made 
by means of them, and of course from this point of view the last 
member of the series is the best' (Watson). 1 

An example will make all this clearer. Toulmin gives the most 
detailed: how 'the geometrical method of representation in optics' 
is superseded by the wave-theory of light, a 'technique of repre­
sentation' of greater 'refinement' ;2 he likens the first to a crude 
road map, the second to a detailed physical map, providing in the 
process the fullest exposition in my acquaintance of Wittgenstein's 
analogy of theories and maps. 3 But the example I shall consider is 
a more concise one of vVatson's.4 He is interested in methods for 
describing the motion of particles. He considers the motion of a 
spot projected on to a screen from a cinema film. Suppose the 
film moves at twenty frames per second, the frames separated, of 
course, by brief intervals of darkness. The motion of the dot looks 
continuous. Hence, it is reasonable for us to superimpose a simple 
co-ordinate system and to represent the path by x = f( t), y = g( t), 
where f and g are continuous functions. But then suppose certain 
evidence, made possible, say, by new techniques of observation, 
suggests that there are times when there is no spot at all on the 
screen, and others when the spot is stationary. That is, the motion 
now seems to us to be discontinuous. We want to represent this 
discontinuity; yet suppose it is convenient for us to preserve the 
continuous representation, that is, the unbroken line on the graph 
marking the spot's path. We can do this by altering the form of 
f ( t) and g~ t) so as to allow the spot to be motionless for the short 
mte~als it is visible, and then by postulating continuous motion 
dunng the dark intervals. As Watson concludes, 'these two 
methods-continuous and discontinuous-are equally allowable 
methods of representing the motion, but one is likely to regard the 
latter as the more appropriate and less artificial method'. 5 This 
example is not entirely factitious; it has bearings, which Watson 
later _considers, on the motion of atomic particles. And his point 
here is that two different laws can be formulated for motion of this 

~ ?P· cit., p. so. 2 Op. cit., passim, but esp. Ch. 4. 
4 See al_so Watson: op. cit., esp. pp. 105 et seq., but also pp. 52, 61-62, 89-90. 

Op. cit., pp. 85-86. 5 Op. cit., p. 86. 
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sort, one with the continuous and the other with the discontinuous 
functions; and that neither of these laws should be thought of as 
making a claim about the vwrld; and, finally, that the grounds 
for their evaluation are not truth and falsity but such considera­
tions as artificiality, crudity, and notational convenience. 

This should make Wittgenstein's notion of representational 
form clearer. However, I introduced these Tractatus-influenced 
writings with the promise that they would explain the recurrent 
grids in Wittgenstein's work, and it is this other side of Watson's 
example I must now explore. A co-ordinate system is, doubtlessly, 
an important piece of symbolism in the sciences. Here it is used to 
record a body's motion. It can also record, say, the ratio of mass to 
volume. On one-dimensional scales temperatures can be plotted. 
Watson calls these one-, two-, &c., dimensional scales 'spaces of 
representation' .1 There is a space corresponding to each property, 
so that it is possible to speak of a motion space, temperature space, 
colour space, and so on.2 Suppose we \Vant to represent an object 
that changes colour. We would need two spaces: one for colour and 
one for time. If we wished, further, to represent its shape, we 
would need yet another space of at least two dimensions. 3 In this 
fashion an object may be represented, Watson says, as a set of the 
spaces of each of its properties. But it would be better to use 
Watson's own words at this point, for they will interest a Tractatus 
reader: 4 

To say that a thing has a certain property means that the thing occupies 
a place in the corresponding space. vVe cannot think of the thing apart 
from this possibility. A thing has geometrical form and has a place in the 
space of each property, so when we speak of the substance of which 
the thing is made we have in mind that the appropriate places in the 
property spaces are occupied while the geometrical form is left variable. 
vVe can therefore represent a substance by the proper point in the 
multi-dimensional space which is the product of the property spaces. 

I think we are entitled to conclude now, that Wittgenstein too 
must have held that many, perhaps all, properties were repre­
sentable in n-dimensional scales, and that this sort of repre­
sentation must have been very much at the front of his mind when 

1 Op. cit., p. 100. 
4 Op. cit., p. 101. 

2 Op. cit., pp. 100-1. s Op. cit., p. 103. 
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he contrived the picture theory. I think that, considering how 
Wittgenstein thought of analysis, we might even go further and 
conclude that a stage in all reduction involves statements akin to 
those in the physical sciences, and that such statements are best 
expressed in n-dimensional scales. That is, not only are properties 
expressible in such scales, they are most perspicuously expressed 
that way. Most perspicuously, because in, say, certain propositions 
in physics the numerical multiplicity of the elements in the 
propositions begins to mirror the multiplicity of the facts, and 
their real, in contrast to their grammatical, form starts to appear. 
And the best expression for these propositions, it has been found, 
is in numerical scales. This stronger hypothesis would explain a 
lot. It would explain straightforwardly the Tractatus reference to a 
colour space, tone space, and so on.1 It would account for both the 
naturalness and prevalence of the logical space metaphor. 2 And, 
a~! mentioned in the last chapter, it would show why the analysa­
bihty of numbers is so central an issue in the 'Logical Form' 
a~ticle. In fact, I believe the stronger conclusion is probably the 
r~ght one, both because of its explanatory value and because of the 
circu_mstantial evidence these writings, especially vVatson's, 
provide. 

6. Final Summary 

I do not take it as my job to evaluate either this important thesis 
about the character of scientific laws or the version of the picture 
theory it t • h" d • f con ams. I admitted already that t is truncate vers10n o 
the picture theory seems to me to show it at its best. All I ·wish to 
add t th· • d 0 is is a recommendation: namely, that anyone who oes 
take on th • b · I • . e JO of evaluating the picture theory should give t 11s 
vers1 f • f . • on° it ar more attention than 1t has yet received. 

I. have two points in summary. First, I think the last two 
s~ctions show something important about the development of the 
pi~tur: theory. The theory formulated with specific reference to 
~cientific language is the version of the theory Wittgenstein found 
m ~ertz and the version which years after the Tractatus he was 
passmg on to pupils and colleagues. It is reasonable, therefore, to 

1 2 .0131b. 2 Sec esp. 1.13, 2.013, 2.1 x, 2.202. 
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call it the core version of the picture theory. Between these two 
periods, in the Tractatus itself, \Vittgenstein expanded the core 
version into a theory of meaning generally. Accordingly, we might 
look at the Tractatus picture theory-and I think this is the 
correct ,vay to look at it-as being the recommendation that 
scientific language be the model for all language. ·Wittgenstein 
does say that the totality of true significant propositions is the 
complete natural science.1 On this reading, he would also say that 
certain fairly obvious features of scientific discourse-for example, 
that one has a choice of representational techniques, that one 
builds models of the world, that these models contain one item for 
each one in what is being modelled-show what is essential in 
language generally. That is, these are features of ordinary dis­
course; if not of the sentences we normally use, then of the 
elementary sentences underlying them. 

I imply with this last remark that, though some picture theories 
may not require a logical atomism, vVittgenstein's does. This is 
the second subject I want to consider. Precisely how are vVitt­
genstein's picture theory and his atomism related? And what, if 
anything, does the picture theory reveal about the atomism? 
The last section might well be taken as demonstration that they 
are quite independent of one another, since many wheels of a 
picture theory were turning there without the help of any atom­
istic machinery. It would be a complicated job to state, in general, 
exactly what claims a picture theory would have to make, or just 
how wide in scope it would have to be, before it necessarily 
involved logical atomism. I suspect that, if we did this, and if we 
paid attention to the differences between the authors I have been 
lumping together, we would find commitment to atomistic 
doctrines of quite different degrees: with Hertz a great deal, with 
the rest little or none. However, the general problem aside, the 
case of the Tractatus can, I believe, be settled with less difficulty. 
Vv e need consider only one of ·Wittgenstein's grounds for saying 
that propositions are pictures. He claims that there is an element 
in a proposition for each element in the corresponding fact. A 
proposition of the form 'rpa'-say, 'this is red'-quite clearly does 

1 4. I I. 
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not have one element for each one in the fact. This is not the case 
until elementary propositions are reached. But 'cpa' is a picture, 
because it can be analysed into a form where it will correspond to 
its fact element for element, and where its arrangement will model 
the arrangement of the fact. Thus, when vVittgenstein says that 
though a proposition set out on the printed page may not look like 
a picture none the less it is one, 1 he means, in effect, that the 
proposition can be reduced to elementary propositions which are 
pictures. I do not mean that only elementary propositions are 
pictures, because this is obviously not what Wittgenstein says; 2 

all significant propositions are pictures. But elementary proposi­
tions are the primary pictures, in the sense that it is by virtue of the 
elementary propositions which compose them that complex 
propositions are pictures. 3 

Thus, it is because the Tractatus is a theory of logical atomism 
that it has the picture theory of meaning it does have. It would be 
unsurprising, therefore, for the picture theory to show something 
about the atomism. One thing worth noticing is that in the one type 
of example we have of the picture theory at work, it has nothing 
to do with sense-data. It could not, one might feel, be further 
away: it has to do with the description of the world, as we have it in 
science. And it seems likely that the models Wittgenstein talks 
about in the Tractatus are akin to the models Hertz talks about in 
The Principles of Mechanics· each asserts that what we do in 

' languag~ generally (Wittgenstein) or in the language of mechanics 
(Hertz) is to make models of reality. Wittgenstein's models, then, 
can be understood in the ordinary sense of the word; propositions 
reconstruct states of affairs in much the way that an accident is 
reconstructed in a courtroom or in the way a physicist constructs 
a dyna?1ical system on paper. 4 That is, in each case what we are 
modellmg are states of affairs, the existence of which, by definition, 
constitutes reality. Of course, if read this way, the picture theory 
reinforces the views I have been offering of Wittgenstein's 

1 4.0II. 

2 See 2. II (note pl~ral 'Sachverhalte'), 2 _203 ('Sachlage', n?t 'Sachvcrh~l_t', is 
used), 3 (note plural Tatsachcn'), 4 _011 (which says that ordinary propos1t10ns, 
presumably not elementary, are pictures) &c. 

:i Cf. NM. 31.ro.r4f. 4 See 4.0~6. 
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atomism. And so, in the end, I shall argue it does. For the moment 
I will leave the argument on this hypothetical note. One can still 
find grounds for doubt. To mention one, ·wittgenstein clearly 
intends his description of language to be extraordinarily general. 
So perhaps he himself would read the Tractatus in a realist way, 
but perhaps at the same time he would be willing to have it read ina 
sense-datum way. I think not. But I have not yet shown it, and 
that argument must wait till later. 



IX 

THOUGHTS 

I. Wittgenstein's Theory of Judgement 

No one any longer feels that a philosophical position is incomplete 
without its 'theory of judgement'. The heyday for this idea was from 
the 188o's to the 192o's, from Bradley's Principles of Logic to 
Wittgenstein's Tractatus. I should certainly say the idea survives 
in the Tractatus. The 3.o's, I should say, are \Vittgenstein's own 
theory of judgement, and there are a number of propositions later 
in the Tractatus that can only be understood in connexion with 
someone's, usually Russell's or Frege's, theory of judgement. 1 

At first, in the 188o's and 189o's, there were two lines of develop­
ment: one beginning with Bradley and his crusade to lead England 
out of the 'psychological attitude' in which it had 'lived too long', 2 

developed by Bosanquet, 3 and purged of its still lingering psycho­
logism by iVIoore; 4 the other coming from Frege, rather as a 
philosophical by-product of his researches into the foundations of 
mathematics. 5 These two lines met at Russell,6 and, as I shall try 
to show, from him ran on together to Wittgenstein. 

In Principia 1\IJ.atlzematica Russell gaYe this concise statement of 
his theory of judgement:7 

Let 1:s consider a complex object composed of two parts a and b 
standing to each other in the relation R. The complex object 'a-in-thc­
relation-R-to-b' may be capable of being perceived; when perceived 
it is perceived as one object. Attention may show that it is complex; 
we then judge that a and b stand in the relation R . ... This judgement of 

! 4-064, 4.442, 5-4733, 5.541-5.5423; sec also 3-5, 4, 4.063, 4.43 r. 
- F. I-I. Bradley: The Principles of Logic, Vol. I, Bk. I passim, for items quoted 

sec p. 2; Appearance and Reality, Chs. xv, XXIV. 
3 B. Bos~nquet: Knowledge and RealiiJ', Chs. I-Iv; Logic, Vol. I, Bk. r passim; 

Tlze Essentials of Logic, Lects. n, IV-VIII. 
4 G. E. i\1oore: 'The Nature of Judgement'. 
5 G. Fregc: Begrzfjscrzft, Sect. 2 (G & B, pp. 1-2); 'Function and Concept' 

(G & B, p. 34); Grnndgesetze, Vol. I, Sect. 5 (G & B, p. 156). 
,; Sec B. Russell: The Principles of J11athe111atics, on i\Ioorc's influence sec 

pp. xviii, 24, 44811, on Frcge's influence sec Sect. 477. 
7 B. Russell: Pri11ripia lVlathcmatica, 2nd c<l., Vol. I, p. 43. 



THOUGHTS IIJ 

perception, considered as an actual occurrence, 1s a relation of four 
terms, namely a and band R and the percipient. 

"Wittgenstein disagreed with this, though not because he objected 
in principle to accounts of judgement; on the contrary, he thought 
he had a more accurate one. Since thoughts as much as proposi­
tions have to be pictures, the relation involved in a judgement is 
not one between a person and the constituents of the fact, as 
Russell ,vould have, but rather a relation between a psychical 
fact and the fact that is being judged. "Wittgenstein puts the argu­
ment in the formal mode. On Russell's theory the proposition 'A 
judges that p' would be relational, with A and the constituents 
of p as the relata, and "Wittgenstein's objection is that this involves 
a misunderstanding of the content of the proposition. In saying 
'A judges that p' one does not claim that A, as a person, stands in 
some relation to a fact. ·what one claims is that in A's head there 
is a psychical fact with certain properties, the properties which 
any fact which pictures p must have. 

In fact, far from being opposed to theories of judgement, 
Wittgenstein was concerned to fill in their lacunae. He once wrote 
Russell:1 

I can now express my objection to your theory of judgement exactly: 
I believe it is obvious that, from the proposition 'A judges that (say) 
a is in a relation R to b', if correctly analysed, the proposition 'aRb 
V ~ aRb' must follow directly without the use of any other premiss. This 
condition is not fulfilled by your theory. 

The proviso that 'aRb or not aRb' must follow without further 
premisses is another way of saying that one cannot judge nonsense. 
If A can judge that aRb, then aRb must be a possible state of 
affairs, i.e. either 'aRb' or '~ a Rb' is true. Theories of judgement, 
if they are to be complete, must both recognize and explain the 
fact that not any combination of words can be a judgement. One 
does not judge, to use Wittgenstein's example in Notes on Logic, 
that 'this table penholders the book',2 and one does not judge this 
not because it is never true but because such a collocation of 
words would never be admitted as a judgement. This is a good 

1 Letter 8: June, 1913. 2 1VL r IIS-20; cf. 5.5422. 
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cnt1cism, as Russell, to judge from \1/ittgenstein's next letter to 
him, must have quite adequately acknowledged: 1 

I am very sorry to hear [Wittgenstein wrote] that my objection to your 
theory of judgement paralyses you. I think it can only be removed by a 
correct theory of propositions. 

This was a remedy that he called for again in the Notes ou Logic:2 

The epistemological questions concerning the nature of judgement and 
belief cannot be solved without a correct apprehension of the form of 
the proposition. 

In the Tractatus we can see \Vittgenstein following his own advice. 
He gives us first 'a correct theory of propositions', namely the 
picture theory of the 2.1's. True to his claim this theory of 
propositions fills the lacuna in the theory of judgement. Pictures 
are made up of constituents which have the same form as the 
objects for which they stand; therefore, a combination of these 
constituents is possible when and only when the corresponding 
combination is possible for the objects. Then, having filled the 
~acuna, he goes on in the 3.o's to draw the conclusion that it is 
impossible to judge nonsense-the conclusion that he had re­
proached Russell for not being able to draw. He puts this in a 
number of different ways: what is judgeable is also possible; 3 

a judgement already guarantees the possibility of the state of 
affairs which is judged; 4 and we cannot judge anything illogical, 
because this would require that we judge illogically. 5 The last 
re':1ad: looks paradoxical, but I take it to mean that to judge some­
th1ng illogical would require that we act in a way that it is not in 
our power to act, that we combine elements which, because of their 
forms, cannot be combined. An illogical judgement is an im­
possible entity, because it would be the result of an impossible 
activity. 

These examples should be enough to show that the Tractatus 
belongs to the age of theories of judgement. Now, Wittgenstein's 
own theory comes in the 3.o's. Only Wittgenstein never uses the 

1 Letter 9: Hochreit, Post Hohenberg, Nieder-Osterrcich, 22.7.13. 
2 NL l 155-7. a 3.02. 4 3.02. o 3.03's. 
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word 'judgement' ('U rteil'); his word 1s 'thought' ('Gedanke') 
which he introduces at 3: 

A logical picture of facts is a thought. 

This is all the definition of 'thought' there is, and it is hardly 
enough to forestall difficulties. For example, 3 seems to give us the 
identity: logical picture= thought. 5.542, as I haye said, suggests 
the identity: thought= psychical fact. But both these equations 
cannot be right, as the following argument shows. Since 2. 182 

says that every picture is a logical one, a picturing spatial fact is a 
logical picture. On these two equations it must, then, be both a 
thought and a psychical fact. But a spatial fact cannot be a psychical 
fact. They are two different kinds of facts and cannot, at least 
without some sort of qualification, be said to be the same. I want to 
explain ,vhat Wittgenstein means by 'thought' by showing how 
this particular confusion is to be straightened out. I shall take up 
the three terms in the equations in order: first 'logical picture', 
then 'thought', then 'psychical fact'. 

Ia. LOGICAL PICTURES 

'Logical picture' is liable to be misunderstood. It is tempting, 
for reasons I need not go into, to treat the concepts of 'logical 
picture' ('logische Bild') and 'logical proto-picture' ('logische 
Urbild') as the same. But it is also a mistake. Because a logical 
proto-picture is not an ordinary picture of facts but a picture 
variable; that is, it is what results from replacing the constants in a 
picture with variables.1 And to call something a logical picture is 
to say no more than that it is a picture which has, either by nature 
or by adoption, the form of the fact it pictures. Wittgenstein's 
insisting that, say, a spatial picture is at the same time a logical 
picture2 means only that this picture, in addition to its form as a 
(spatial) fact, also has the form of the (possibly non-spatial) fact it 
pictures. When we say that something is a spatial picture, this 
means that it is a picturing fact of the spatial form. In exactly 
the same way, when we say that something is a logical picture, 
this means that it is a picturing fact with the form of the fact it 

1 3.315. 22.182. 
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pictures, with logical form. But note: a logical picture is a picture 
in the ordinary sense, a particular complex of picturing clements. 

What is the criterion of identity of a logical picture? It will be 
extremely useful later to be clear on this. To start, what are the 
identity criteria of facts and sense? A fact is a configuration of 
objects. It is clear that when the objects arc different, the facts 
must be different; and from \i\Tittgenstein's insistence on a fact's 
being a definite combination of objects, 1 it is also clear that when 
the objects are the same but the configuration different, the facts 
are different. Now, sense is at the other end of the scale. The 
sense of a picture is, by definition, 2 what the picture represents. 
In general, then, if A and B are pictures of the same fact, then no 
matter how different they are in their own right as facts, they have 
the same sense. 'Sense', it seems, is Wittgenstein's word for what is 
common to all pictures of the same subject. Now, what of logical 
pictures? As we know, a picture is a fact. But docs this mean that a 
picture has the same criterion of identity as a fact? I think not. 
Take first the case of propositional signs. A propositional sign is a 
fact too, 3 but does it therefore have the same criterion of identity 
as a fact? A propositional sign is composed of simpler signs, and on 
these Wittgenstein is helpful. The simplest sign of all, viz. a name, 
stands for an object, Wittgenstein says; and he adds :4 

'A' is the same sign as 'A'. 

the best explanation of which is the ampler version in Notes on 
Logic:" 

It is to be remembered that names arc not things but classes: 'A' is the 
same letter as 'A'. 

The identity criterion of a sign is not the same as that of an 
object, though a sign is an object. Is it, then, that since a sign is 
not only an object but an object that stands for something, signs 
are the same sign when they stand for the same object? This, we see 
later in the Tractatus, is not what Wittgenstein had in mind. By a 
sign he means a class, but the class, as we see in his distinction 
between signs and symbols, is defined by physical similarity 

1 2.031, 2.14, 3.14, 3.14r, 3.r43r, 3.1432. 
2 2.221. 3 3.146. 4 3.203 5 NL V 29-30. 
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alone. Two different symbols can have the same sign ( e.g. the 
sign 'A' can be used to refer to both a andb), but the sign is merely 
what is perceptible, and this is a matter of convention; we might, 
to avoid confusion, choose two different signs (e.g. use sign 'A.' 
for a and sign 'B' for b).1 Thus, physical similarity is the only 
condition for similarity of sign. 'A' and 'B' are always different 
signs, even if they stand for the same object; 'A' and 'A' are the 
same sign, even if they stand for different objects. From this I 
think one can generalize to signs of any sort and say that they too 
are the same when they are physically the same. 'aRb' is the same 
propositional sign as 'aRb' whether or not it has the same sense. 
Now, to bring the discussion back to pictures requires an addi­
tional step, because 'picture' is not just the genus of which 
'propositional sign' is one species. Because, according to the way 
vVittgenstein uses the word, a picture always has a sense; a picture 
is a fact2 when that fact is being used to express something.3 Thus, 
a picture is more than just a sign, but it is at any rate a sign; and it 
is more than just a sense, but it does at any rate have a sense. If the 
parallel between propositions and pictures counts for anything, a 
picture is a sense as expressed by a particular sign. Its criterion of 
identity, then, must be the product of the identity criteria of both 
the sign which is the picture and the picture's sense. Then, 
finally, since a logical picture is a picture, its identity criterion 
must be the same: we have the same logical picture when we have 
physically similar signs saying the same thing. 

rb. THOUGHTS 

I am trying ultimately to explain 3, so I shall not make use of it 
here. Consider instead 3. 5 : 

A propositional sign, applied and thought out, is a thought. 

This cannot be taken as a definition of thought, because since the 
domain of thought is coextensive with the domain of pictures, the 
two terms in 3.5, 'thought' and 'propositional sign', are on differ­
ent levels of generality. 3.5 is restricted to the domain of proposi­
tions, though not the less informative for that. It says that when 

:J 2.I.p. 3 2.12, 2.202, 2.21, 2.22, 2.221. 
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we have a propositional sign applied, i.e. actually used, then we 
have a thought. That is, limiting attention to propositions, a 
thought is a propositional sign in use. 

What happens when a propositional sign is used? ·well, ob­
viously part of what is involved is that there are names correlated 
with particular objects and there is a rule that such-and-such an 
arrangement of the names will say that the objects are arranged in 
such-and-such a way. This much the picture theory tells us. But 
there is another important step, and it is this step, I think, that 
Wittgenstein goes on in the 3.o's, in his theory of judgement, to 
take. There must be names with meaning and configurations with 
sense, but before one has a proposition there must also be a 
particular person on a given occasion putting certain of these 
names into one of the configurations, thereby making a judgement. 
The picture theory deals only with the preconditions for the use of 
any propositional sign, and what we are interested in now are the 
conditions for a single propositional sign's actually being used. 
So now we must turn to the judging mind; wc must bring in 
thinking and thought. This is what 3.5 does. It says that when a 
propositional sign is applied to some situation, when a person 
actually assembles its elements to make an assertion, we have a 
thought out propositional sign. That is, in regard to propositions, 
thinking means the same as using a propositional sign. So, 
thinking must be the act of putting the elements together in a way 
that expresses something. Thus, a thought must be the elements as 
p_ut together, i.e. not just a propositional sign but a propositional 
sign when it is the outcome of this act. 

Explaining thought this way has some curious consequences, 
but that this is, none the less, what Wittgenstein is claiming seems 
to me confirmed by 3. 1 1 b : 

The method of projection is to think out the sense of the proposition. 

The way in which we project the fact into the proposition is the 
~ame as the thinking we do in framing the proposition. That is, 
111 the case of propositions at least, the thinking is the projecting. 
This would also seem to confirm that a thought is the outcome of 
this act. If this is what thinking is, then a thought must be what 
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projecting results in, i.e. a projection. But it is a projection not 
simply in the sense of a propositional sign, because projecting 
results not in a propositional sign but in a propositional sign 
with a sense. A thought, then, is a propositional-sign-plus-its­
sense. Now, one curious consequence of this definition is that 
there can be no such thing as an unexpressed thought. A number 
of times Wittgenstein refers to the 'expression' of thoughts.1 

This way of speaking might be taken to suggest the ordinary view 
that thoughts are independent of the various ways of expressing 
them, that a thought can exist on its own and one can choose the 
way one wishes to express it: in written words, in spoken words, 
in non-verbal pictures, &c. But if the expressions of thoughts are 
these various kinds of pictures ( and I take this to be proper elucida­
tion of 'expressed') then, according to 3.nb, there can only be 
expressed thoughts. Thinking a sense is a method of projection; 
so it is impossible to think a sense except in or through some 
method of projection. If we are to think at all, we must put together 
elements in accordance with some method of projection or other. 
Thinking is not separable from this activity, and a thought is not 
separate from the results of this activity. But can the connexion 
between thinking and projecting be quite so close? Recall 3.5: 
an applied propositional sign is a thought. So, in this context at 
any rate, a thought is not something separate from and subse­
quently expressed in a propositional sign; it is a propositional 
sign. It is just the sign under certain conditions, namely when it is 
the outcome of a piece of projection, i.e. when it has sense. A 
second consequence of this definition is the identity criterion of a 
thought it gives us. A thought is a propositional-sign-plus-sense. 
So, its identity criterion is a double one: it includes the criteria of 
identity of both a sign and a sense. Thus, should I say to one 
person 'aRb' and later to another 'aRb', or even should a third 
person say 'aRb', (where these all have the same sense), these are 
the same thought. Should I say 'aRb' on one occasion and on 
another 'cSd' (which means the same as 'aRb'), these are different 
thoughts. Should I say 'aRb' on one occasion and on another 
'aRb' (where this second now has a different sense), these too are 

1 See 3.1, 3.12, 3.2, 6.21; see also p. 3. 

IWLA 
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different thoughts. This may be why in 3. 11 b "Wittgenstein says 
that thinking is the method of projection. If a thought is what think­
ing results in, then thoughts will differ when the method of 
projection differs; and difference in method of projection always 
accompanies (because it is the cause of) difference in the physical 
appearance of the propositional sign. So, thoughts are the same 
when they are the same kind of projection of the same fact. 

Now, one last step remains with thoughts: to generalize from 
propositions to pictures, which, so far as I can see, is easily enough 
done. Projecting is something that occurs with all pictures, not 
just propositional signs. Thus, if in the case of propositional 
signs thinking is projecting, then it must be for pictures in general 
that thinking is projecting. Thus, too, if a thought is the proposi­
tional-sign-plus-sense in the one case, it must in general be a 
picturing-fact-plus-sense. 

re. PSYCHICAL FACTS 

I think psychical facts become clear once we settle the relation 
between logical pictures and thoughts. 3 says that a thought is a 
picture, any kind of fact so long as it satisfies the conditions of 
being a picture; (this is what I take the force of 'logical picture' to 
be). Since it is impossible for a picture not to have a sense, 3 in the 
end amounts to another formulation of the conclusion I reached 
above about thought: a thought is a picturing-fact-plus-sense. 
The equation thoughts= logical pictures is right, after all; and not 
by accident are the criteria of identity of thoughts and of logical 
pictures the same. 

But now we can see why the equation thoughts= psychical 
facts was a mistake. Since a thought ('Gedanke') is a picturing­
f~ct-p~us-sense, and since a psychical fact is only one kind of 
picturing fact, it is only one kind of thought. One could put it 
like this. There are in the Tractatus both thoughts- I, which 
are expressed in pictures of all kinds (propositions, diagrams, &c.) 
-this is the primary sense of thought-and thoughts-2, psychical 
facts. Thoughts-r are always expressed in a picture of some kind, 
even if that picture be of the private kind like thoughts-2. 
Thoughts-1 are the 'Gedanken' of the Tractatus. Thoughts-2 
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are never even named in the Tractatus, and I hope I do not confuse 
things by calling them thoughts. (Perhaps I might repeat: in the 
Tractatus, whenever the word 'thought' ('Gedanke') appears it 
means thought-I). Thoughts-2, though, certainly do enter 
Wittgenstein's ideas, 1 and my aim in contrasting thoughts-I 
with thoughts-2 has been to show just how wide a concept 
'Gedanke' is in the Tractatus. 

Wittgenstein's theory of judgement says that judging is putting 
objects which stand for other objects into patterns which form 
pictures. This is not exactly a lot to say about judgement. But 
Wittgenstein would answer that there are reasons why, no matter 
what the temptations, one should not say more. He particularly 
thinks one should not say more about the nature of the elements 
that appear in pictures ( apart from their having the one character­
istic that they can stand for objects). In this regard he is the 
spiritual heir of Moore to some extent, but of Bradley even more. 
It was one of Bradley's great insights that philosophers might 
not have to answer half the questions they customarily asked 
themselves about images, impressions, &c., or rather that half the 
questions they asked were just not philosophical. Moore agreed 
with Bradley on this but thought that Bradley had not yet gone 
far enough, and Wittgenstein, in his turn, thought that even Moore 
had not seen how far one had to go. The descent of this idea from 
Bradley to Wittgenstein is an interesting story, and worth a brief 
recounting for the light it throws on the question of how Witt­
genstein thought epistemology connected with his subject. 

Bradley thought that we should distinguish ideas considered as 
'phenomena' from 'the way in which logic uses ideas' ;2 ideas as 
phenomena may be worth studying in some field or other, but 
logic has its own way of using ideas and these alone need be 
studied by logic. By '.idea', Bradley tells us, he means 'a psychical 
fact', 3 and how logic uses a psychical fact he explains in this way• 
I have, say, the idea of horse, and, considered as a psychical fact, 

1 In addition to the 5.54's (the analysis of statements of the sort 'A thinks that 
P'), see Letter 18: Cassino, 19.8.19, paras. 2, 4. 

2 F. H. Bradley: The Principles of Logic, Ch. 1, Sect. 3. 3 Loe. cit. 
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it exists in my mind, along with sensations, emotions, and feelings, 
'unique, the same with no other, nor yet with itself, but alone in 
the world of its fleeting moment' .1 The content of my idea of horse 
can be given in a list of attributes; the horse I am imagining is, 
let us say, white, slender, standing, head bent to ground, &c. 
Now, when I make a judgement that a certain thing is a horse, I 
obviously do not mean that it has all the attributes that my image 
has. In order to avoid this absurdity, we must, Bradley thinks, 
separate an idea as psychical fact from an idea as symbol; and the 
idea as symbol is only a part of the idea as fact. ·what we do to 
make it a symbol is to 'cut off' that part of the content of our 
image which is not sufficiently universal: we cut off the particular 
colour, the particular posture, &c., of the horse in our image, and 
what is left is 'fixed by the mind, and considered apart from the 
existence of the sign'; it is the 'meaning'. 2 ' •.• this fragmentary part 
of the psychical event is all that in logic we know of or care for'. 3 

But is a psychical event, fragmentary or otherwise, what we care 
for in logic? Moore, in his 1899 article, thought not. 4 Though 
Bradley separates the meaning, i.e. the symbol, from the idea, he 
still has not made the break sharp enough. Meaning, though no 
longer an idea, becomes instead an abstraction from an idea.5 

:his half-way position, Moore argues, lands Bradley in a familiar 
infinite regress. On Bradley's account, we make a judgement by 
~ombining meanings, and we get our meanings for a particular 
~udgement by using ideas with the essential cut off from the 
inessential and fixed by the mind. But to be able to do this cutting 
off means that we can already pick out an idea of a horse. So, 
before we make one judgement, we make a prior judgement about 
the character of our idea. But in order to make a judgement as to 
the character of this primary idea we must already have cut off the 
~sse~tial content from a secondary idea of horse, and so on. ad 
infinitum. 6 From this Moore concludes that meanings (or, as he 
prefer~ to call them, concepts) are completely distinct from ideas; 
there is no process of derivation of concepts from ideas which we, 

1 Op. cit., Ch. r Sect 6 
a Op. cit., Ch. y' Sect. 6. 
6 0 ' •• p. cit., p. 1 77. 

2 Op. cit., Ch. r, Sect. 4. 
4 G. E. Moore: 'The Nature of Judgement'. 
o Op. cit., p. 178. 
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as judging agents, must perform. Concepts are a genus per se, 
irreducible to anything else; they are 'possible objects of thought', 
'incapable of change', which 'may come into a relation with a 
thinker', though 'it is indifferent to their nature whether anybody 
thinks them or not' .1 

This is now not far from Wittgenstein, though Wittgenstein 
goes further. He certainly agrees with Moore's argument; this 
is the point of his repeated warnings to philosophers that:2 

Psychology is no more closely related to philosophy than any other 
natural science .... 

Does not my study of sign-language correspond to the study of 
thought-processes, which philosophers used to consider so essential to 
the philosophy of logic? Only in most cases they got entangled in 
unessential psychological investigations, and with my method too there 
is an analogous risk. 

But Wittgenstein does not say anything about a thinking mind's 
coming into relation with concepts, nor about any of the other 
things Moore claims for concepts. He does not use the word 
'concept', nor any comparable word. He speaks of the 'elements' 
of pictures, of 'names', of 'simple signs'. The study of thought­
processes is to be entirely replaced by the study of sign-language, 
and, strictly speaking, even Moore's kind of concept-talk goes 
beyond this. The study of thought-processes can be replaced by 
the single assertion that a thought is a picture. This is adequate 
even when the thought is private; this case is no different from any 
other; there is a fact (here a psychical one-but even this need not 
be said; in fact, the phrase is mine, not Wittgenstein's) which 
functions as and has all the necessary features of a picture. This 
may seem little to say, but to say more would lead us in one of two 
directions. If we are interested in these psychical facts, as many 
philosophers have been, then we can only say more by, for 
example, relating these facts to parts of our psychical life, and this, 
though a perfectly legitimate study, is an empirical one. Or if 
we are more interested in other kinds of picturing facts, such as 
propositional signs, we can only lapse into descriptions not of what 

1 Op. cit., pp. 178-9. 
2 4.112ra, c; cf. Nbk. 10.11.14b; see also Letter 18: Cassino 19.8.19, 

paras. 2, 4. 
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must be the case in any language but of what is the case in a 
particular language. We can only say more, that is, by leaving 
philosophy. 

I shall come back to this extreme purism of Wittgenstein 
later; more has to be said about it. It was what caused Wittgen­
stein never to bother looking for examples of objects or of elemen­
tary propositions-except in the privacy of the Notebooks, and 
then hardly in a serious way; it made him scorn asking whether 
naming could possibly have the priority that his a priori arguments 
assigned to it, or whether analysis could possibly proceed as his 
a priori arguments required. And when he finally asked himself 
these questions, he decided that the answers upset the foundations 
of all theories of logical atomism. 

2. Wittgenstein's Criticisms of Frege 

Wittgenstein's remarks about thoughts are only appreciated 
after one sees how much he extracts from them later in the 
Tractatus. The most interesting extraction is his criticism of 
Frege's assertion sign, i.e. judgement stroke ('Urteilstrich').1 

I have remarked before that Wittgenstein never speaks of judge­
ment but only of thought. Frege, however, uses both words: 2 

• ·: we need a special sign to assert that something or other is true. For 
this purpose I write the sign 'I-' before the name of the tr.uth-value, 
s~ t~at. in 'l-22 = 4' it is asserted that the square of 2 is 4. I make a 
distinction between judgement and thought, and understand by judgement 
the acknowledgement of the truth of a thought. 

~ow, ~ittgenstein's use of 'thought' is quite different. In fact, 
smce Wittgenstein must have been well acquainted with Frege's 
use, 3 perhaps he would be willing to have his theory of judgement 
summed . up like this: Wittgenstein holds that, pace Frege, a 
Gedanke ts an Urteil, that no distinction should be made, and that 
the second term is otiose. 

Frege introduces the assertion sign in order to account for 

.1 .S_ee 4.442; see also 3.143, 4 .063, 4 .064, 4.0641, 4.431, 5.02c; for other 
cnticis;:is of Frege but not specifically of his theory of judgement see 3.325b, 
4•~272 , 4• 1273a, 5.132d, 5.4, 5.42b, 5.4733a, 5.521b, 6.1271, 6.232. 

Frege: Grundgesetze der Arithmetik, Vol. I, Sect. 5, (G & D, p. 156). 
3 See NL 1 103-6, where Wittgenstein accepts Frege's argument. 
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suppositions. He argues that the only way to account for them is to 
draw a distinction between the content of a proposition and what 
we do with it: assert it, suppose it, &c.1 A thought, then, is this 
unasserted content, 'a mere complex of ideas', something which 
produces in us only the idea of a state of affairs. Thus, judgements, 
as we have them in normal declarative sentences, are composed 
of two parts: the content and something which asserts either that 
the content is true or that it is false. (Perhaps the attribution to 
Frege of the extreme view that 'is true' or 'is false' is the real verb 
in any judgement, which Wittgenstein makes at 4.063c, does not 
do full justice to the subtlety of his position. But I shall leave· this 
aside, since it is really only the Frege who appears in the Tractatus 
who need concern us.) Now, there is just enough truism in this 
doctrine (whether or not it is in all respects Frege's) to make it 
seem both attractive and reasonable; so, we must notice at exactly 
which point Wittgenstein directs his criticism. He begins with the 
idea that a declarative sentence has two parts: a content and the 
assertion of it. Certainly such a sentence makes an assertion; as 
Wittgenstein says, every proposition both shows how things stand 
and says that they do so stand.2 But they certainly do not assert 
what Frege says they assert. No proposition can possibly assert of 
itself that it is true.3 The propositon 'a is to the left of b' asserts 
something, but something about a and b and their spatial relation; 
it does not make an assertion about the truth or falsity of anything, 
let alone whether it is true or false that a is to the left of b. To 
make this assertion, one would need a second proposition. This is 
a good point. And Wittgenstein may be right that, when Fi-ege 
splits propositions into content and assertion sign, he puts himself 
in a position where he has to say that the assertion in a proposition 
is something or other, however it should be expressed, about the 
content of the proposition. But the assertion is, clearly, nothing 
about the content; the assertion is already contained in the content, 
and this is why an assertion sign, Wittgenstein says, is logically 
altogether meaningless and is no more a part of a proposition than 
would be, say, the number we assigned it. So, we can distinguish 

1 Frege: 'Function and Concept', (G & B, p. 34). 
3 4.44:z; see also 4.064, 4.0641. 
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in Wittgenstein's attack on Frege two elements: the negative 
contention that Frege's theory lands him in an untenable position 
concerning what a proposition asserts, and the positive contention 
that the assertion in a proposition is already contained in the 
content. The positive contention is an elaboration of Wittgenstein's 
own theory of judgement. What does the asserting in the pro­
position 'a is to the left of b' is that we have put the names 'a' 
and 'b' in a configuration which expresses something. Arrange­
ments of elements are the way we do in fact and the only way we 
can express something about arrangements of objects. This is 
why at one place Wittgenstein accuses Frege of thinking of a 
proposition (to be more accurate he should have said Gedanke) 
as a complex kind of name.1 For both Frege and Wittgenstein a 
Gedanke singles out a particular state of affairs. But a Gedanke 
for Frege indicates a state of affairs, refers to it but says nothing 
about it. And it is because Frege thinks of Gedanken as complex 
names that he is led to introduce the assertion sign. In contrast, 
Wittgenstein thinks that giving names a significant configuration 
produces something generically different from a name, a fact. 
So, what I am calling Wittgenstein's positive contention comes 
down really to two points: (i) the only way to single out a state 
of affairs is with a fact (if Frege wants to maintain that his 
Gedanken single out states of affairs, then he must allow that they 
are facts), and (ii) it is that a proposition is a fact that makes it 
an assertion (there is no ground for Frege's distinction between a 
Gedanke and an assertion). Fail to see that a thought is a fact, 
Wittgenstein thinks, and you are led to the introduction of both 
a useless piece of logical equipment, the assertion sign, and an 
unnecessary concept, the judgement. 

1 See 3.143c; see also 5.02c. 
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1. Wittgenstein's Theory of Symbolism 

UNTIL now I have followed the general practice of translating 
'Satz' as 'proposition'. This has been the usual translation in 
large part because it has also been the usual interpretation. Begin­
ning with Ramsey in his review of the Tractatus, 1 interpreters 
have assumed that when Wittgenstein uses 'Satz' he means what 
philosophers have traditionally meant by 'proposition'. I want to put 
this in question now, so for a while I shall use 'Satz' untranslated. 

Satze are one kind of thought. They are thoughts the expressions 
of which we perceive through the senses, 2 where the elements are 
words, 3 either spoken or written. 4 Satze are the class of thoughts 
that interests Wittgenstein most, and to explain them he introduces 
this elaboration of the picture metaphor. Siitze are pictures, but 
they are, more precisely, pictures which we produce by projecting 
facts into other facts through mechanisms which can, though 
they need not, distort the original considerably.5 What Wittgen­
stein had in mind in speaking of projections ('Projektionen') 
comes out in his other writings, where he was always more willing 
to use examples.6 He had in mind, evidently, geometrical pro­
jections, because he asks us in his 'Logical Form' article to 
imagine:7 

• .. two parallel planes, I and II. On plane I figures are drawn, say, 
ellipses and rectangles of different sizes and shapes, and it is our task to 
produce images of these figures on plane II. Then we can imagine two 
ways, amongst others, of doing this. We can, first, lay down a law of 
projection-say that of orthogonal projection or any other-and then 
proceed to project all figures from I into II, according to this law. Or, 
secondly, we could proceed thus: We lay down the rule that every ellipse 

1 F. P. Ramsey: Critical Notice of the Tractatus, repr. The Fotmdations of 
Mathematics, see esp. p. 274. 

2 3.1, 3.11a. 3 3.14, 3.141. 4 3.11, 3.321. 6 3.11 et seq. 
6 See Nbk. 15.11.14a; LF pp. 164, 166; Bl. Bk. p. 37 (also p. 33: 'process of 

projection'); Moore: '\Vittgenstein's Lectures in 1930-33' in Philosophical 
Papers, pp. 263 et seq.; cf. 4.0141 

7 LFp. 164. 
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on plane I is to appear as a circle in plane II, and every rectangle as a 
square in II. Such a way of representation may be convenient for us if 
for some reason we prefer to draw only circles and squares on plane II. 
Of course, from these images the exact shapes of the original figures on 
plane I cannot be immediately inferred. vVe can only gather from them 
that the original was an ellipse or a rectangle. In order to get in a single 
instance at the determinate shape of the original we would have to know 
the individual method by which, e.g., a particular ellipse is projected 
into the circle before me. The case of ordinary language is quite 
analogous. If the facts of reality are the ellipses and rectangles on plane I, 
the subject-predicate and relational forms correspond to the circles and 
squares in plane II. These forms are the norms of our particular 
language into which we project in ever so many different ways ever so 
many different logical forms. 

Perhaps the easiest way to think of this is in terms of a particular 
class of geometrical projections, maps. A Satz is a map of a certain 
territory, and we get different maps of the same teritory by varying 
the projection. In fact, maps can deviate so grossly from the 
territory they map that we may sometimes wonder whether they 
are maps at all, 1 but we see that they are when we understand the 
method of projection. 

Now, Wittgenstein uses this elaboration of the picture metaphor 
t~ draw the following distinction. In the 2's he spoke simply of 
pictures. But when in the 3's he takes up Satze, he has a three­
f?ld distinction: he speaks at various times of the 'Satzzeichen' 
(m both the Ogden and the Pears and McGuinness translations: 
'propositional sign'), the 'Satz' (both in Ogden and in Pears and 
;':cG:uinness: 'proposition'), and the 'sinnvoller Satz' (in Ogden: 
s~gruficant proposition', in Pears and McGuinness: 'proposition 

with a sense'). I want to explain a simpler distinction first and 
~eturn to this one later. I have already explained what 'sign' means; 
its correlate notion, 'symbol', is introduced like this: a sign is what 
can be perceived of a symbol.2 From this, we get the impression 
that a symbol is more than but none the less includes a sign,3 

and this impression is confirmed, I think, by later propositions in 
the Tractatus. For example, Wittgenstein speaks of what is 

1 Cf._4.on. 2 3.32; cf. 3.1. 
3 This point and the references in the following note were brought to my 

attention by McGuinness and Pears in their class. 



SENTENCES 129 

essential in different symbols that can serve the same purpose.1 

Presumably, in this context serving the same purpose means 
having the same sense. So, since different symbols have the same 
sense, symbols must differ by having different signs. The sign 
must, therefore, be an essential part of the symbol, and symbols 
will be signs-plus-sense. So, we come again on this familiar 
formula, only here in the sign-symbol distinction we have finally 
met the genus whose species we were meeting in the distinctions 
in the last chapter. Picturing facts are signs; both pictures (pictur­
ing-facts-plus-sense) and thoughts (which are also picturing­
facts-plus-sense) are symbols. 

Now to apply this distinction to the three-fold one of Satzzei­
chen, Satz, and sinnvoller Satz. Satzzeiclum are, obviously, signs; 
and sinnvolle Satze must be Satzzeichen-plus-sense and so must be 
symbols. Where does this leave Satze? That they are more than 
signs their definition says, 2 but that they are not symbols is made 
clear by 3.13c, which says that a Satz does not actually contain its 
sense, but only the possibility of expressing it. A Satz, then, is 
somewhere between sign and symbol. It is, to return to its defin­
ition, the Satzzeichen plus its projective relation to the world. 
How much of the whole projection this includes can be explained 
as follows. A whole projection may be diagrammed like this: 

a b C d 
I 

\ I 
\ I 

I / 
/ 

/ 

'7/ ,..._ 
_,, _,, I \ '-, 

/ I \ '-.. 
/ I \ ' 

,,,,,, I \ ' 

D C B A 

A projection includes objects, e.g. a, b, c, and d, configured in a 
certain way to form a fact (level 1) ; it includes a method of pro­
jection, i.e. a translation device-here the device is one of reversal 
of order (level 2); it includes names, e.g. A, B, C, D, which in 
configuration form a Satzzeichen (level 3). Now how much of this 

1 3.341b, 3.34n, 3.344. 2 3.12. 
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a Satz includes is explained in the long proposition at 3 .13. A 
Satzzeichen is level 3 simply. A Satz, however, is everything in 
this diagram except what is projected,1 i.e. everything but level 1. 

Actually, though, if a Satz excludes level 1, then certain 
subtractions must be made from level 3. If we do not know that 
the objects are a, b, c, and d, then we cannot have the real names 
A, B, C, D on level 3. All we can have are variables, or more 
accurately names without bearers, dummy names. A Satz, then, 
may be diagrammed: 

Ol /3 }' 0 

2 

t:,. [' [J 11 

But since on level 3 a Satz does include the form of the dummy 
names, and since it does include level 2, i.e. the method of pro­
jection, in a sense it does include level 1, i.e. what is projected. 
It does not include what is projected itself, but it does include the 
form of what is projected, i.e. its possibility.2 This now explains 
why, on this account of Satz, a Satz does not include a sense. To 
have a sense one must have names and not just dummy names; one 
must know what objects are arranged in this way. So, again, a 
Satz includes not any particular sense but only the possibility of 
ex • pressing a number of different senses.3 Or, another way of 
putt!ng this, the Satz will contain only the form of its sense and 
not its content.4 

A Satz, therefore, is far from what Ramsey thought. It is not 
that which is common to different expressions of the same sense. 
A_ Satz itself does not even have a sense; it can, indeed, express 
different senses. A Satz is only a Satzzeichen plus the skeleton of 
~he relations which this sign can have to a class of facts. That is, it 
is a combination of words along with their syntactical application. 

1 3.13a. 2 b 3 3.13c. 4 3.13e. 3.13 • 
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For example, 'John loves l\1ary'-as it stands here on this page, 
apart from the context of a particular occasion of its use-is a 
Satz. We do not know what objects the names 'John' and 'Mary' 
are correlated with, and so we do not know its sense; still we do 
know that 'John' and 'Mary' are names and that they can be 
correlated with only one kind of thing. This brings us to sinnvoller 
Satz. The sinnvoller Satz is a Satz on a particular occasion of its 
use, a Satz when its names are used referringly. This is why at 4 
Wittgenstein defines sinnvoller Satz as a thought; we have just 
been told at 3.5 that a thought is a Satzzeichen when it is in use. 

The best way to think of 'Satz' is as 'sentence'. But perhaps if 
'proposition' will not do for 'Satz', it might do for 'sinnvoller 
Satz'. This is closer, yet still not on the mark. Suppose one person 
says 'the cat is on the mat' and another says 'Die Katze ist auf der 
Matte'. As we are taught from the start of our philosophical 
careers, these are the same proposition, but, as we have seen, they 
are clearly not the same sinnvoller Satz. The best way to think 
of 'sinvoller Satz' is as 'significant sentence' or-a fuller version­
as 'sentence plus its sense'. If one wants a comparison from outside 
the Tractatus for these terms of ·Wittgenstein's, it would be best to 
forget 'proposition' altogether and to look to more recent philo­
sophical discussion. Strawson, in 'On Referring', distinguishes a 
sentence from the use of a sentence,1 and this is precisely, I should 
say, Wittgenstein's distinction between a sentence and a significant 
sentence. Also Wittgenstein makes with his distinction some of the 
same points Strawson makes with his. Strawson says that it is not 
sentences that are true or false but sentences used on particular 
occasions, sentences when their referring expressions successfully 
refer. Wittgenstein's point can be put in almost the same words: 
it is not sentences which are true or false but sentences when they 
are used, sentences when their names are co-ordinated with 
objects. There is an interesting divergence between Strawson and 
Wittgenstein over the word 'sense'. Strawson stresses that ques­
tions about sense have to do with sentences, and questions about 
truth and falsity with the use of sentences. The way Wittgenstein 
uses 'sense' is very different from this. For Wittgenstein the sense 

1 P. F. Strawson: 'On Referring', see esp. pp. 27-29. 
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of a sentence is the particular claim the sentence makes about the 
world. So Wittgenstein would make a point which is different from 
Strawson's, though possibly compatible with it; he would stress 
that both questions about truth and falsity and questions about 
sense concern only the use of sentences. This, it may be repeated, 
is why Wittgenstein says at 3.13c that a sentence does not have a 
sense but has only the possibility of expressing one. 

One last comment on terminology. Wittgenstein does not always, 
particularly after the 3' s, bother to mark the distinction between a 
Satz and a sinnvoller Satz; he simply uses 'Satz' and trusts to 
context to show when it should be read 'sinnvoller Satz' .1 Though 
'Satz' lends itself to this treatment as no one English word will, I 
shall do likewise with 'sentence'. This practice is less confusing, 
I find, than any alternative I have been able to think of. 

So far I have been dealing with the general features of Wittgen­
stein's theory of symbolism: that a sentence is a projection, and 
that only the use of a sentence is true or false, or has sense. I want 
next to consider what Wittgenstein says in answer to the question: 
how do the elements of sentences have meaning? Take names, for 
instance. Part of what is involved in understanding a name is 
knowing its form, just as knowing an object requires knowing its 
possibilities of occurrence in states of affairs. But does this not 
involve us in a paradox? For (i) the meanings of names can be 
explained in elucidations, (ii) elucidations are sentences containing 
the names, i.e. contexts in which the names can appear, and (iii) 
elucidations can only be understood when the meanings of these 
signs are already known. 2 Hence, we understand names through 
elucidations, and elucidations only if we understand names. Witt­
genstein mentions but does not try to resolve the paradox, and one 
can perhaps see why. The paradox must be only apparent, since 
we do in fact learn the meanings of names. But how the paradox is 
e:aded, how in fact we do learn names, is, Wittgenstein may con­
sider, an empirical matter. But he has brought the paradox up; if 
not to resolve it, then why? I think what interests him about it is 
made the subject of the 3.3 1 's. Knowledge of the forms of sentence 
elements, no matter how achieved, is a necessary part of under-

1 As it obviously should, e.g., at 4 .01 , 4 .ou, 4.021-4.024, &c. 
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standing their meaning. Sentences, as Wittgenstein says at 3.3, 
are the basic carriers of sense, and not only names but any part of a 
sentence that helps characterize its sense has meaning only in the 
context of a sentence.1 The first claim, about sentences, is true by 
the definition of sense. 2 The second, I think, is the same as the 
claim he makes at one point in the pre-Tractatus writings. In 
Chapter 11.3 I cited Frege's argument that concepts must be 
completely defined and Wittgenstein's parallel argumentthatsigns, 
either names or forms, have to be completely introduced in a 
symbolism. This is what the argument of the 3.31's comes down 
to; the conclusion is to be found in either 3.3u or 3.314: 

An expression presupposes the forms of all sentences in which it can 
occur .... An expression has meaning only in a sentence. 

Wittgenstein's pre-Tractatus thesis about the complete introduc­
tion of indefinables applied to both names and forms. I think the 
term 'expression' ('Ausdruck'), which runs through the 3.31's, 
also covers both names and functions; there are several considera­
tions pro and con, but conclusive, I think, is Wittgenstein's 
equation of 'expression' and 'symbol' at 3.3m. Expressions must 
include functions, because symbols do. 3 If I am right, then we 
get an expression by, for example, dropping out the 'a' in 'aRb'; 
I shall write this expression as '( )Rb'. Now, Wittgenstein uses 
the word 'variable' in two senses in the 3.31's. The'()' in'( )Rb' 
is a variable; 4 in fact, the way we see what expressions a sentence 
contains is by substituting variables in this sense for its constant 
elements. Then, Wittgenstein also calls the whole symbol '( )Rb' 
a variable; it is a sentence variable ;5 that is, it can take on different 
values all of which will be sentences. In the pre-Tractatus writings 
his point was, to put it in this Tractatus vocabulary, that any 
sentence variable, i.e. any expression, could be understood only 
when we have understood all of its possible occurrences in a 
symbolism-its form. And here the only difference in the point 
Wittgenstein is making is, I think, that he puts it still more 
generally. It is true not just of a variable in the second sense, i.e. 

1 See 3.3, 3.31; cf. Frege: Gru11dlage11, p. x, Sects. 60, 62, 106; also PI para. 
49; I owe the references to Frege and PI to M. Dummett: 'Nominalism'. 

2 See 2.221. 3 See 3.323. 4 See 3.312b, 3.314a-b, 3.315. 5 See 3.313. 
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an expression, but of a Yariablc in either sense that it has meaning 
only in the context of a sentence-only when we recognize its form. 
It is essential even to variables in the first sense that they can be 
conceived of as sentence variables. 1 A variable has a form, which 
specifies the position in the sentence it can occupy; even the 
variable name carries along with it the specification of the sen­
tences it will fit. 2 

Though it is a familiar point I want to follow out what Wittgen­
stein says about variables a little further, because it is soon to figure 
in his criticism of ordinary language and his recommendation of 
ideal notations. Suppose we take the sentence '<pa' and change one 
of its constituents to a variable, getting the proto-picture 'cp( )'. 
But suppose we go on to replace the remaining constant with a 
variable; we then get the logical proto-picture '[ ]( )'. 3 I have been 
using brackets for my variables. But variables appear in definite 
positions in sentences and so have definite forms; a variable's 
form, one might say, is not variable. To indicate this I have used 
different kinds of brackets: I have used '( )' for signs like the 'a' 
in '</>a', '[ ]' for signs like 'cp' in '</>a'; and to complete my variable 
language I shall use' { }' for signs like 'R' in 'aRb'. Such a language 
shows that a variable is a sign which specifies the form of what can 
be substituted for it; in this sense a variable is a form. This is why 
Wittg~nstein equates the stipulation of values with a variable ;4 

the st1pulation of its values is the specification of what form they 
can have, and the variable in itself specifies the form. Thus, no 
matter how abstract a variable is there is no indeterminateness in 
the range of its values.5 This help's elucidate the claim that not only 
names and functions but also variables can be understood only in 
the context of a sentence. But Wittgenstein has another point to 
make. We stipulate the values of a variable without reference to the 
~eaning of any symbol.6 Take the two cases of an ordinary proto­r1ctur,e and a logical proto-picture, '( )Rb' and '( ) { } ( )' · In 
( )Rb the range of its values is determined by stipulating that we 

can substitute in the variable place only signs of the ( )-form. 
In the more abstract'( ) { } ( )' the range is determined by stipulat-

1 See 3.314a. 
4 3.316b. 

2 See 3.314b. 
5 3.316a. 

3 See 3.315. 
6 3.317c, d. 
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ing that we can substitute in the appropriate places only signs 
of the ( )- or { }-form. Note that in neither case need we bring in 
meanings in order to make the stipulation clear. This last is not an 
especially surprising remark, and we must now see why Wittgen­
stein chooses to stress it so much. 

2. Ideal versus Ordinary Language 

The Tractatus, without doubt, contains criticisms of ordinary 
language. There is this one, for example: A sign differs from a 
symbol in such a way that sameness of sign is no guarantee of 
sameness of symbol. The same sign can be used in different 
symbols.1 Not only can this occur, it does. It occurs frequently in 
ordinary language, and many, perhaps most, philosophical 
problems are not problems at all but only confusions generated by 
such confusing features of ordinary language.2 

It must have been criticisms like this that led Russell on the first 
page of his Introduction to the Tractatus to say: 

In order to understand Mr Wittgenstein's book, it is necessary to 
realize what is the problem with which he is concerned. In the part of his 
theory which deals with Symbolism he is concerned with the conditions 
which would have to be fulfilled by a logically perfect language. 

Wittgenstein's picture theory, Russell evidently would maintain, 
is not a theory of language in general; it is, rather, a description of 
the features of the logically perfect language. This reading of the 
Tractatus still has its adherents. 3 Yet, it is a lot to conclude from 
Wittgenstein's few criticisms of ordinary language. I think that it 
does not follow at all, and that once his criticisms are understood, 
it is clear he had something very different in mind. 

With the aid of Wittgenstein's distinction between sign and 
symbol, one can catalogue at least some of the sorts of confusions 
ordinary language fosters. (i) Ordinary language can use the same 
sign in different symbols. It can do this in two ways. (ia) It can use 
the same sign to stand for objects of the same form, or, still more 
confusing, (ib) it can use the same sign to fill different types of roles 
in the symbolism. Also, (ii) it can use different signs in such a similar 

l 3.3:z1. 2 3.3:z4, 4.00:zb-d, 4.003. 
3 See I. l\lI. Copi: 'Objects, Properties, and Relations in the Tractatus', 

pp. 1 45-7. 

KwLA 
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way in the symbolism that one is led to believe that they arc the same 
type of symbol. Examples of (ia) would be simple ones like using 
'John' to refer to more than one person, and vVittgcnstein docs not 
bother to pursue this kind of example in the Tractatus. Examples of 
(ii) are the sort discussed by Ryle in 'Systematically Misleading 
Expressions'. We use 'John' and 'the present King of France', i.e. 
different signs, in such a similar way in our sentences that it looks 
as if they are of the same form. \Ve use them both as grammatical 
subjects, and this tempts us into believing that they arc both names 
and have meaning only by standing for something, when actually, 
to use my brackets language, one is a ( )-word and the other is of 
the form [] ( ), i.e. it speaks of the () which is [ ]. Or, again, we 
use 'exists' and 'is red', different signs, in such a grammatically 
similar way that we think they are both [ ]-words, whereas, on the 
contrary, the former indicates that the sentence in which it occurs 
is not of the [ ] ( )-form at all, but of the existentially quantified 
form.1 Why Wittgenstein does not explore these examples in the 
Tractatus is less easy to see. For all of his examples arc of (ib ), 
cases where we use the same sign with different forms. For instance 
(and this is Wittgenstein's example), we use the same sign 'is' as 
copula, sign of identity, and verb of existence. Far from being the 
same 'idea' or 'concept' in these three cases they arc in fact three 
totally different symbols: 'is' as copula is one part of [ ]-words, 
as sign of equality it is a { }-word, and as expression of existence 
it indicates the form of a sentence, '3 .. .'. Or of the sentence (again 
Wittgenstein's example) 'Green is green', where the first word is a 
proper name and the last an adjective, it is not enough to say that it 
uses the same word with different meanings. One is a ( )-word and 
the other a []-word.Philosophers continually fasten on to similarity 
in sign as if it were indicative of some similarity of importance, 
a presumption, as these examples show, with little to justify it.2 

How can we avoid these errors?3 Well, obviously, by impressing 
on-people the ( )-ness or [ J-ness or { }-ness of words. Wittgenstein 
has in mind a specific way of doing this; we can avoid these errors, 
• 1 See 5.52's. 2 3.324 . 

. 3 My_ ideas in this paragraph were greatly helped by McGuinness' and Pears' 
d1scuss10n in their class· I do not know whether either agrees with my con-
clusions. ' 
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he says, by reforming our symbolism in such a way that the signs 
themselves will keep us aware of forms. 1 l\1y brackets language is 
such a symbolism; in it difference of form in symbols is embodied 
in difference of shape in signs. Suppose we required that the words 
of ordinary language always be used with their brackets. Then, 
instead of 'is' and 'is' and 'is', we should have '(is ... )' and '{is}' 
and '3 ... '. That we are dealing with symbols with different roles 
in language is now apparent. Hence, we will no longer apply the 
same sign in different symbols: the copula '(is ... )' and the sign of 
identity ' {is}' now have different appearances and so are different 
signs; l\1r. Green's name and his properties are different signs 
because they are words of different styles. Also we can no longer 
apply different signs in the same way, because we have an infallible 
guide to difference in role in a symbolism in the difference in 
appearance of the signs. 2 Wittgenstein says that Frege's or 
Russell's logical symbolism meets his requirements, evidently, 
because, in each, lower-case roman letters are used for what I call 
( )-words, upper-case for { }-words, and Greek letters for [ ]­
words; also sentences which are quantified in form are of a different 
shape altogether from sentences of a non-quantified form: e.g. 
'(3x)ef,x' in contrast to 'ef,a'. 3 No doubt, though, neither my 
brackets language nor Frege's and Russell's logical symbolism 
has carried this use of different style signs for different form sym­
bols far enough to exclude all errors. But with sufficient reforms of 
this nature signs become such that mistakes are almost impossible. 
As Wittgenstein says:4 

Now, too, we understand our feeling that once we have a sign-language 
in which everything is all right, we already have a correct logical point 
of view. 

The idea of a logical syntax was not Wittgenstein's innovation. 
Russell's Theory of Types had already suggested that the gram­
matical form of a sentence may not be its real form, 5 and in this 
the notion of logical synta.-x is latent. That is to say, the Theory of 
Types does suggest that grammatical syntax permits combinations 
of words which, considered logically, are impermissible, and that 

1 3.325a. 2 3.325a. 3 3.325b. 
'1 4.1213 ; cf. 6. 122. 6 See 4.003 1 ; cf. 4.002d, LF p. 162. 
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what we need is a logical syntax, which will tell us which types 
can go with which. But two features of \Vittgcnstcin's logical 
syntax should especially be noticed; one, no doubt, is also a 
feature of Russell's, the other definitely is not. The first is that 
logical syntax is the syntax of any language; it is not meant as the 
specification of the conditions which must be satisfied by an ideal 
language. We derive the rules of logical syntax, \Vittgenstein says, 
from observing how signs signify,1 from considering their use 
when they have sense.2 The signs of ordinary language signify in a 
certain way and have significant uses; so they obey a logical syn­
tax. The only difference in this respect between an ideal and 
ordinary language is that with the latter it is hard to see the logical 
syntax, with the former it is hard not to sec it. The second feature 
is one I have already touched on, namely, that in setting up logical 
syntax the meaning of signs does not (and, \Vittgenstein adds here, 
ought never to) play a role. a This definitely cannot be said for the 
Theory of Types, 4 with what consequences we saw in Chapter 
III. Russell defines his types by reference to what they mean. 
Such-and-such a sign is first-order because it stands for a thing, 
such-and-such is second-order because it stands for the property 
of a thing, &c. Mention of the meaning of signs ought not to be 
~ade because any such mention must violate the Theory of Types 
;self; words like 'thing', 'property', &c., are typically ambiguous. 

urthermore, no such mention need be made. In ordinary language 
that signs · 1 · 1· · · . . are names, properties, &c., shows 1n t 1eir app 1cat10n, 
In an ideal language it shows in the shape of the signs themselves. 

Then how would Wittgenstein handle a Theory of Types? 
The 3 3 , h' 

. • 3 s are 1s demonstration. Taking my brackets language 
as an ideal language, we see that it can be set up by, first, explaining 
that ( )-words are words of the form of 'a', 'b', &c., and so on for 
the_other bracketed words; and, second, by drawing up the rules of 
logical sy t Th . 

. n ax. ere are only three rules ( quantified sentences 
aside for the moment), and they can be stated like this. (i) A 
[ ]-word must be followed by one and only one ( )-word; (ii) 
a { }-word must be both preceded and followed by one and only 
one ( )-word; (iii) a ( )-word must be used in conjunction with 

1 3 .334. 2 3.326; cf. Nbh. 23.10.14£; see also 3.327. 3 3.33. 4 3,33 1 • 
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either a [ ]-word or a { }-word. From this we can determine all 
permissible sentence forms: i.e. '[] ( )' and '( ) { } ( )', and all 
impermissible ones: i.e.'() ( )', ' {} [ ]', '[] {} []', .... Now the 
whole point of the Theory of Types, according to Wittgenstein, 
is that no proposition can say anything about itself. 1 This is already 
said in my brackets language. \Vhen we use a function of, say, the 
[ ]-form, then the form of its argument is specified. We know that 
[ ]-words must be followed by ( )-words. 2 So, of course, it cannot 
be followed by itself, that is, by a [ ] ( )-sign. If this is not clear in 
ordinary language, it is amply clear in this brackets language: 
anything of the form '[] [] ( )' is nonsense. 3 So, Russell's paradox 
vanishes. 'All Cretans are liars' is paradoxical only by including 
itself as argument, and all we need do is to show someone the rules 
of logical syntax to prevent him from making this move. 4 Thus, 
in six sentences (3.332-3.333) ·Wittgenstein claims to have re­
produced the whole of the Theory of Types. I think a better case 
can be made for this than might at first seem. The Theory of Types 
consists, roughly, of a restriction and a theoretical account of 
why the restriction is necessary, that is, of the Vicious Circle 
Principle and the arguments for and description of the hierarchy 
of types. 3.333 tries to do everything the Vicious Circle Principle 
does. Then at the back of Wittgenstein's claims about logical 
syntax, as I have indicated, is the Doctrine of Showing, and if we 
allow this in as part of his argument, then we have his version of 
the hierarchy of types too. 

Now to go back to where I began. Russell in his Introduction 
only stated a conclusion; I want to look briefly at the kind of 
argument that has been used to reach it. Copi, 5 in an article I have 
already cited, is concerned with certain criticisms of the Tractatus 
made by Daitz, 6 the general tenor of which is that Wittgenstein's 
picture theory does not fit ordinary sentences. This prompts Copi 
to ask whether the Tractatus ever intended to account for ordinary 
sentences. He weighs the passages pro; and con, 8 admits arguments 

1 3.332; cf. NL vr 1-3, 20--21. 2 3.333a. a 3.333b, c. 
4 3.333d. 5 Copi: op. cit., p. 145. 
<; E. Daitz: 'The Picture Theory of i\·lcanin~•, sec esp. p. 59. 
7 5.5563. 8 3.143, 3.323-5, 4.002, 5.53, 5.531, 5.533-4, 6.122. 
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of weight can be made on either side, but finally decides that the 
weightier is the argument con :1 

The tendency to reject ordinary language seems to me to predominate. 
Wittgenstein was concerned with the construction of 'an adequate 
notation' .... 

I understand Wittgenstein to be primarily concerned with specifica­
tions for an artificial symbolic language .... 

I think Copi is certainly right in saying to Daitz: you cannot 
criticize \,Vittgenstein by showing that what he says does not hold 
of ordinary language; you cannot take an example from ordinary 
language (like Daitz's 'Sophia hates Amos') and show that what he 
says about elementary sentences does not hold or yields contradic­
tions; you cannot, that is, effectively criticize Wittgenstein's 
statements about elementary sentences until you have determined 
what an elementary sentence is like. And an elementary sentence is 
a queerer thing than Daitz seems to realize. But it is certainly 
wrong to justify this criticism as Copi does. What should be said to 
Daitz is that Wittgenstein's elementary sentences are not to be 
found in ordinary language, so her procedure is wrong. But 
elementary sentences are not an artificial and logically perfect 
language either. An ideal language is ideal, for Wittgenstein, 
because it makes clear features which are obscure in ordinary 
language, but the features that are being made clear, one should 
note, are the features of ordinary language. The features, the 
essentials, are precisely what is common to both. Thus, an ideal 
la~guage is ideal simply in the sense that in it ideally only a fool 
will make a mistake, whereas in ordinary language even a philo­
sopher might make one. Furthermore, elementary sentences are 
what ordinary sentences can be analysed into; elementary sen­
tences build up into the sentences of ordinary language. Therefore, 
the dispute is generally quite misconceived. \,Vhen Wittgenstein 
talks about elementary sentences, he is neither describing ordinary 
language nor giving the specifications of the logically perfect 
language. He is giving the specifications of elementary sentences, 
sentences underlying languages in general and so underlying 
ordinary language. 

1 Copi: op. cit., pp. 146, 147 



I. Recapitulation 

XI 

CONCLUSION 

IN my first chapter I said that I was going to attack one inter­
pretation of the Tractatus and to replace it with another. The inter­
pretation I would attack stemmed, I claimed, from our tendency 
in philosophy to assume that any programme of reduction must be 
some kind of epistemological reduction, a reduction to units of 
experience. The truth in Wittgenstein's case, I suggested, is quite 
different. Analysis in the Tractatus is little like the analysis Russell 
talks about in Our Knowledge of the External World, and element­
ary sentences are quite different from, say, Carnap's protocol 
sentences. I said too that in the Tractatus Wittgenstein is inter~ 
ested in the features which any report about the world, any 
statement in the natural sciences, had to have, and that he meant 
by 'reports about the world' something more akin to what a 
scientist would mean than to what an epistemologist would 
mean. Now, in this final chapter, I shall try to piece together 
what I think the evidence for these contentions is. 

2. How Much can be Known About Elementary Sentences? 

I can imagine that off and on in the course of the earlier chapters 
this quite serious doubt about my arguments may have arisen. 
Perhaps I say too much about elementary sentences. In arguing, 
for instance, that they are always relational, or that they seem not to, 
concern sense-data, I may have missed an important fact about the 
Tractatus. Perhaps these are things Wittgenstein himself does no~ 
know and, moreover, thinks that, as a logician, he need not know. 
Norman Malcolm tells of the time he asked Wittgenstein: 1 

... whether, when he wrote the Tractatus, he had ever decided upon 
anything as an example of a 'simple object'. His reply was that at that 
time his thought had been that he was a logician; and that it was not his 
business, as a logician, to try to decide whether this thing or that was a 
simple thing or a complex thing, that being a purely empirical matter! 

1 N. l\1alcolm: Ludwig T-Vittgenstei11: A Memoir, p. 86. 
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And Moore mentions that Wittgenstein made the same admission 
for elementary sentences.1 But one should not think that all the 
evidence points in this one direction. Most of the examples I 
used in Chapter VI ( e.g. the analysis of the watch into its simple 
components) come from the Notebooks. And in the Tractatus 
Wittgenstein says that space, time, and colour are forms of 
objects, so he knows at least some of the kinds of complexes there 
are, e.g. spatial complexes; so he can and does say that there are, 
e.g., spatial objects. Without doubt, there are some features of 
objects and of elementary sentences about which agnosticism is 
very much in order, but not about all. And agnosticism gives no 
comforts unless one knows its limits. 

So to return to the question: how much can be known about 
elementary sentences? Wittgenstein spends a whole section, the 
5.55's, answering the question. Between 5 and 5.5 Wittgenstein 
tries to show that every sentence is the result of the successive 
application of the operation (-----T) (t, .... ) to elementary sen­
tences; he gives, in other words, the general form of sentences. But 
once he has given it, he has to face some obvious difficulties. For 
instance, can one on this thesis account for generality ( a question 
he answers in the 5.52's) or identity (5.53's) or sentences like 'A 
has the thought p' (5.54's)? And, lastly, if one can give the general 
form of sentences, can one also give the general form of elementary 
sentences (5.55's)? Wittgenstein's answer is that one cannot. That 
is, one cannot a priori, for the simple reason that elementary 
sentences consist of names that names can be of different forms, 

' th~t the form of an elementary sentence is determined by the form 
of its names, that one cannot know the form of a name unless one is 
acq~ainted with the object, and that acquaintance with objects is, 
obviously, a posteriori.2 So logicians should have nothing to say 
abou! the forms of elementary sentences, and certainly can give 
nothmg so specific as examples of them. This is why once more 
Russell comes in for criticism.a At the time of the Tractatus Russell 
was announcing again and again that one of logic's tasks was to 

1 G. E. Moore: 'Wittgenstein's Lectures in 1930-33', repr. Philosophical 
Papers, P· 296. For further evidence sec 1Vbl,. 23.5.15i; Letter 18: Cassino, 
19.8.19, para. 4; LF pp. 163-4 171. 

2 5.55. 3 5.553a. ' 
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provide an 'inventory' or 'enumeration' of the kinds of atomic 
propositions there were. To this Wittgenstein quite rightly replies 
that if Russell thinks that logic can give inventories of atomic 
propositions, logic for Russell is not a strictly a priori study. The 
inventories Russell gave were hierarchies of atomic propositions: 
dyadic relations, triadic relations, tetradic relations, &c. 1 Witt­
genstein's point is: how can Russell know this? Obviously only by 
experience. Take the rather extreme case of a 27-termed relation. 2 

How could Russell decide a priori whether he might ever en­
counter a situation which had to be symbolized by a 27-termed 
relation? Of course, he could not; he could only decide such a 
thing after he had encountered all objects and seen what kinds of 
contexts they required. It may be that no relation can be less than 
4-termed, or, quite the contrary, more than 4-termed.3 If logic is 
kept properly non-empirical, an 'enumeration' of specific forms of 
elementary sentences can only be made arbitrarily. 4 Or, as \Vitt­
genstein says, there is no privileged number. 5 The forms of 
sentences cannot be numbered; 6 it is impossible to claim that 
basically there is only one kind of elementary sentence, say, 
subject-predicate (it is this, I believe, which at 4.128b Wittgen­
stein calls 'philosophical monism'), or that basically there are only 
two, say, subject-predicate and dyadic relational ('philosophical 
dualism'). The use of such numbers in logic demands a justifica­
tion, and since the justification is extra-logical, this is to say that 
there are no numbers in logic. 7 

All this is on the negative side: what logic cannot include. The 
positive side is that logic does include at least general information 

1 See Russell: Our Knowledge of tlze External TVodd, esp. pp. 66-67, but 
also pp. 60-63; 'On Scientific Method in Philosophy', esp. p. roS; The Plzilo­
soplzy of Logical Atomism, esp. pp. 198-9. For possible indication that Russell 
accepted this criticism see Principia Jvlathematica Introduction to Second 
Edition, p. xv. ' 

2 5.5541. 
3 Sec G. E. Moore: op. cit., p. 296; cf. LFpp. 163-4, Nbk. 27-4-16. 
4 5.554. 5 5.553b. 6 4.128a. 
7 5.453_; I have mentioned only Russell's hierarchy of dyadic, triadic, tetradic 

• • • relatwns, but VVittgcnstcin may also have had in mind the hierarchy from 
Russell's Theory of Types of first order, second order, third order .. clement­
:1ry ~cntcnccs (sec e.g. LF p. 163). It makes no difference; the argument applies 
1n either case. 
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about elementary sentences,1 and that it does not include the sorts 
of specific information I have just mentioned does not hamper 
logic. For logic is primarily interested in the system whereby we 
build symbols out of other, more basic symbols. 2 The basic 
symbols themselves, apart from a few general features, are a 
matter of indifference. The only hierarchy we can foresee in a 
logical theory is the one we ourselves construct, 3 that is to say, 
this hierarchy of symbols built from more basic ones in accord­
ance with the rules of the system. A proper logical hierarchy, 
Wittgenstein says, is and must be independent of rcality.'1 

Wittgenstein has another, perhaps clearer, way of making both 
positive and negative points. Logic, he says, deals not with the 
experience that something is so, but with the 'experience' that 
something is, that there do exist things (i.e. complexes and, as we 
can deduce, objects). 5 This is not an experience in the true sense, 
beca~se an experience is always of particular complexes in some 
relation or other. Thus, logic precedes the How (how complexes 
and objects are arranged) but not the \Vhat (that there are com­
plexes and so must be objects). Logic cannot precede this second 
sort of knowledge, because it is what gives form to its symbols. For 
example we know that 'x', 'y', &c., refer to objects, that 'p', 'q', &c., 
are combinations of these names, and that with the operation 'N(fl' 
we can build from these names every possible assertion about the 
complexes which can be built from the objects. 6 If we did not 
kn~w at least this much, Wittgenstein asks, how could we apply 
logicn If th • · · h t • e signs logic manipulates have no charactenst1cs w a -
shoever, or only ones arbitrarily selected, then what makes us sure 
t at the syst 1. w· . . · , em app ies to the world? 1ttgenstem 1magmes some-
~n~ s embarrassing us with the question: 'if there would be a 
~gic even if there were no world, how then could there be a logic 

giv~n that there is a world?' But in fact we are in no doubt that 
logic applies, because the symbols we have introduced into logic 
ha:e been introduced either to describe complexes or to stand for 
obJects. 

1 5 - 5 -a " 
-:, :, • - 5.555b. 3 5.556; cf. Nhll. 15-4-16a, 26-4-16a-c, 21.11.16a. 

4 5 - 561h • I 
• -:, ; Wit 1 5.555-5.5561 compare Nbk. 15-4-16-27-4-16. 
" 5.552a. 6 See 4.24, 5.5a. 7 5.5521. 
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This is Wittgenstein's position on how much can be known 
about elementary sentences. It is not nearly as clear a position as its 
conciseness might suggest. The special 'experience' in logic is 
supposed to tell us that there are complexes. But does not know­
ing that there are complexes require experience in an ordinary 
sense? It would seem that only after some experience or other, i.e. 
a posteriori, could we possibly know this. Perhaps some of this 
Wittgenstein is willing to admit. In fact, it may be the point of his 
using the word 'experience' at all. But perhaps he thinks that 
there are reasons ·why this special 'experience' is not a posteriori, 
namely, that experiences in the a posteriori sense are of how things 
are in this world and that 'experience' is of what must be the case 
in any world. Perhaps the contrast here is between the contingent 
and the necessary. If so, the real unclarity of his position begins 
to appear. ·why then cannot logic include knowledge of the forms 
of objects? Objects are eternal, so knowledge of their forms quali­
fies as knowledge of what will be the case in any world. In fact 
why, since their bearers are eternal, cannot logic include proper 
names? These may seem absurd questions, but all of Wittgen­
stein's arguments apply in their case as well. If a and b are objects, 
then the 'experience' that a and b exist is not an experience of how 
things stand; what we experience, in the ordinary sense of the 
word, are a and b in some relation or other. Obviously W"ittgen­
stein does not intend this knowledge to be a priori, and I mention 
it to show that his criteria for what is a priori are not as clear as 
they could be. Again, I said that Wittgenstein seemed to think 
that it was possible to know a priori at least very general forms of 
objects and sentences, and he also seems to be extremely vague as 
to how general these forms must be. In the 6.3's he discusses the 
language of the natural sciences, and part of his argument, you will 
recall, is that many statements in science are not empirical, but are 
rather a priori intuitions of possible forms for empirical statements. 
The law of causality, for instance, is not an empirical law but a 
form which laws which are empirical may follow. So it is not only 
the much discussed general form of the sentence that we can know 
a priori; we can also know some of the more specific forms, some of 
the forms which sentences that describe the world may have. But 
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does Wittgenstein ever tell us how specific we can get and still 
remain in the domain of forms knowable a priori? 

I do not mean that Wittgenstein's position is not at all clear. The 
forms which, according to the 6.3 's, we can intuit a priori are 
obviously fairly general ones; and the forms which, according to 
the 5.55's, we definitely cannot know a priori arc the most specific 
ones: for example, whether there arc dyadic, triadic, &c., relations. 
So, it is clear that Wittgenstein's position is something like this. 
Never in the Tractatus does he give or intentionally suggest an ex­
ample of an elementary sentence or of an object, and the Tractatus is 
neutral on all questions which would require knowledge of an ex­
ample for their solution; furthermore, he does at places give certain 
~ery general forms of objects and of elementary sentences. However, 
it seems to me quite unclear where the line between specific and 
?eneral is to be drawn. Agnosticism about elementary sentences 
1~• for this reason, not an entirely comfortable position. In this 
~ituation the wisest procedure (as it probably is in any case) 
is to take each part of the Tractatus on its own merits and to get 
as much information out of it as, within reason, one can. 

It is_surprising how much this procedure turns up, even from a 
place hke the 5.55's. For example, 5.5563 goes: 

!n fact, all the sentences of our everyday language, just as they stand, are t perfect logical order .-That utterly simple thing, which we have to 
or~ulate here, is not an image of the truth, but the truth itself in its 

entirety. 

th (Our problems are not abstract, but perhaps the most concrete that 
ere are.) 

This_ is one of the passages Wittgenstein discusses in Philo­
sophical Investigations, where he provides this helpful gloss: 1 

Thought· . d 
• f is surrounded by a halo.-Its essence, logic, presents an or er, 
10 act the p • • d • I "b ·1 • • h. h a rzorz or er of the world: that 1s, t 1c order of possz t ittes, 
: ic must be common to both world and thought. But this order, 
~h seems, must be utterly simple. It is prior to all experience, must run 
llrough all experience; no empirical cloudiness or uncertainty can be 

a owed to affect it.-It must rather be of the purest crystal. But this 
~r\stal does not appear as an abstraction; but as something concrete, 
1(;: eed, as the most concrete as it were the hardest thing there is. 

ractatus Logico-Philosophicus' 5.5563). 
1 PI para. 97. 
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·what logic does is to present the parallel a priori orders of the 
world and of thought. In the case of thought, it is the order of 
significant sentences, in the case of the world, of states of affairs; 
in either case it is, as Wittgenstein says, the order of possibilities. 
5.5563 is a comment on what Wittgenstein says about hierarchies. 
The only hierarchies in logic are the ones it constructs: given 'p' 
and 'q' as elementary sentences (whatever their content may be), 
logic can construct a hierarchy by generating all possibilities 
from them. And the point of 5.5563 is that this sort of hierarchy 
is not abstract. It is the hardest thing there is, because it is the 
bones, the skeleton, of both the world and of thought. 

Just before he makes this remark, Wittgenstein observes that all 
sentences in ordinary language are so far as logic goes, perfectly 
in order. There is the same juxtaposition of thoughts in the 
Investigations: from the passage just quoted he goes on to say :1 

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 unexceptionable 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. 

Ordinary sentences, then, are all right because they too are built 
up from elementary sentences. They have a hierarchical structure 
of their own; therefore they are all right. But why does this follow? 
Throughout these passages in the Investigations Wittgenstein 
seems to use 'vague sentence' as an equivalent for 'sentence in 
ordinary language'. Ordinary sentences are vague, because they 
leave things open.2 And this is why Wittgenstein thinks there 
might be uneasiness about ordinary sentences in the first place: 
can a sentence with an incomplete sense really be a significant 
sentence? I have touched on this topic before in discussing 
'indeterminateness of sense'.3 Vagueness in sentences comes from 
generality. Consider a sentence like 'the watch is on the table' on a 
particular occasion of its use. Here, as with most ordinary sen­
tences, we use descriptions, and descriptions may fit many things. 

1 PI para. 98; to understand 5.5562-5.5571 one should compare PI paras. 
96-109 entire. 

2 PI para. 99. 3 See Ch. vr.5-6. 
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We specify only that we mean objects structured so as to con­
stitute, say, a watch, a table, &c.; but we leave unspecified the 
particular objects we mean. \Vittgenstcin's conclusion is that 
though ordinary sentences are indefinite (i.e. general) in sense, this 
does not make them logically suspect. vVc build them up out of 
elementary sentences; in the process we do drop out names and 
retain only forms, and thus in the process we do drop out part of 
the sense of the elementary sentences. But ordinary sentences are 
built up in accordance with the perfectly determinate order of 
logic; thus the part of the sense that docs remain is perfectly 
definite. 

This now explains 5.5562: 

If we know on purely logical grounds that there must be elementary 
sentences, then everyone who understands sentences in their unanalysed 
form must know it. 

Our ground for knowing that there must be elementary sentences 
is the necessity for definiteness of sense. There have to be names 
because otherwise we could not picture the world. But these are 
grounds which everyone must be aware of. This is not to say that 
everyone is aware of the existence of elementary sentences, but 
that everyone knows all that has to be known in order to prove it. 
When anyone hears a sentence like 'the watch is on the table', he 
knows that it does not specify all that it might. He also knows that 
it can be completely specific only by indicating each particular thing 
we mean. He knows also that this sentence has several other sen­
tances logically subordinate to it; if it is true that 'the watch is on 
the table', then it is true that 'the wheel is on the table', 'the spring 
is on the table', &c., and that 'the legs are attached to the table top', 
&c. Indefiniteness of sense is plain to everyone, and this is all 
that logic uses to prove the existence of elementary sentences. 

With 5.5562 explained, 5.557 is clear. Logic contains the 
skeletons of all sentences. But it is only when we bring this 
knowledge to bear on the world, when, in an analysis, we actually 
uncover the skeletons of the sentences, that we find what things 
fulfil the criteria of simple objects, and what elementary sentences 
there are.1 So, logic cannot provide examples of elementary 

1 5.557a. 
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sentences, because obYiously what one can only discover by 
applying logic one cannot anticipate in logic.1 

Thus, we can see from the 5.55's, first, that Wittgenstein fails 
to produce examples, not because analysis is something totally 
outside his acquaintance, but because actual analyses lie outside 
the bounds of logic. This leaves open the possibility that, though 
Wittgenstein may never have concerned himself much with actual 
analyses, he may still have had a fairly good idea of their possible 
results. The 5.55's also show that "Wittgenstein Imm-vs that there 
are elementary sentences not because he has examples of them but 
because he has a proof. 2 Determinateness of sense requires them. 
And this proof shows something too. Analysis is reduction from 
reference to complex objects to reference to simple objects, but the 
reference is always to objects. Analysis is movement from speaking 
about that part of the world we can only describe, to that part of 
the world we can simply name, but in either case we are speaking 
of the world. 

These last few remarks bring to light the two most important 
features of Wittgenstein's logical atomism. First, the only ground 
Wittgenstein gives for his concern with analysis is that a sentence's 
sense is complete only when expressed in terms of elementary 
sentences. His preoccupation, that is, is with completeness and 
incompleteness in the description of the world; it is not with 
impressions and ideas. This leads on to the second feature. 
Wittgenstein's sentences, whether elementary or not, are descrip­
tions of the world. They are not reports of sense-data, and the long 
philosophical tradition whose concern is with sense-data is not his 
tradition. These two features can be summed up: analysis 1s 
reduction to what is basic, not in experience, but in reference. 

3. Elementary Sentences and Sense-Data 

I tentatively reached this conclusion, you may recall, when dis­
cussing the picture theory. I argued then that at least some of the 
pictures and models Wittgenstein had in mind must have been of 
the kind Hertz uses in The Principles of Mechanics. Hertz's models, 

1 5.557b; see also 5.5571. 2 Cf. Nbk. 23.5.15i. 
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of course, have nothing to do with sense-data; their function is to 
report on the world, in the way we ordinarily think of the natural 
sciences as doing. Then, since vVittgcnstcin identifies the totality 
of true statements with the complete natural science, all state­
ments, it very much seems, are this type of report about the world. 
'fhe only thing that held me back earlier was the thought that, 
though this might be Wittgenstein's own way of reading the 
Tractatus, he may have intended his account to be general enough 
to permit of other, e.g. sense-datum, readings as well. But that 
the Tractatus has nothing to do with sense-data, I want now to 
maintain, is almost certain. Two short arguments, I believe, settle 
the matter. First, Wittgenstein is perfectly explicit that objects, as 
he means the term, are what constitute facts, 1 and that facts, as he 
means the term, arc what constitute the world. 2 And there is no 
possibility that 'the world' can be read as 'the world of my ex­
perience'; he means, he says, reality. 3 Second, objects arc eternal,4 

and this would hardly be the case with the parts of a sense-datum. 
In short, the 'this red now' variety of sentence is not elementary, 

an~ it fails not from any minor defect but because it comes from 
e_ntir~ly the wrong philosophical tradition. Wittgenstein's tradi-
tion 1s • · h' · · t 

, 111 a way, not even a philosophical one; is aim is to s ate 
the logical features of reports about the world, and he seems to 
regard the models which Hertz Watson Toulmin, and others 
discuss not as one among many ki~ds of pic~ure of the world, but as 
th~ a~chetype of pictures generally. This brings me back to what I 
said i~ the first chapter about Hertz. Hertz saw only the outlines 
of_ a picture theory, and it took the talent we normally associate 
wit? :"ittgenstein to turn it into what we find in the Tractatus. 
This is why I said then that Wittgenstein's debt to Hertz was not 
on a p • h 

ar Wit his debt to Frege-or to Russell, for that matter. 
But I also ·d h . f I sai t at Frege's mfluence was on the content o t 1e 
Tractatus and th H . . fl · £ at ertz was the important m uence on its orm. 
We a~sociate less a settled doctrine with Frege than an interest in 
certam que t· • f h s ions, and what doctrme he had was not o t e 
breadth ~o be compared with the system Wittgenstein built. 
Russell did have doctrines of this breadth, but it has been one of 

1 2.01, 2.0272. 
2 I.I, I.II, 2.04. 3 2.063. 4 2.027, 2.0271. 
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my main contentions that it is a great mistake to assimilate 'Witt­
genstein's atomistic system with Russell's. Of the three, Hertz 
seems to provide the best comparison. Hertz, like Wittgenstein, 
was interested in systematically setting out the principles to which 
reports about the world, in the straightforward sense of this 
phrase, must conform. He also seems to have thought, as did 
,vittgenstein, that ultimately all assertions reduce to assertions 
about simple, 'indestructible' objects. On this last point, however, 
\Vittgenstein's reasons were quite different from Hertz's; Wittgen­
stein's reasons, which I now want to look at more closely and more 
critically, were purely logical: we must be able to reduce to 
objects, he thought, for otherwise there would be no determinate­
ness of sense. 

4. TYittgenstein's Logical Atomism 

The point \Vittgenstein makes with his distinction between 
'Satz' and 'sinnvoller Satz' is that the same sentence can be used 
on different occasions to make different claims about the world.1 

It is only with the use of a sentence that its expressions come to 
refer to things in the world, and it is only with successful reference 
that sentences come to have sense. I have said that Wittgenstein's 
proof that there are simples rests on the claim that there must be 
determinateness of sense. 2 Suppose I say to someone 'the watch is 
on the table'. Now I mean something perfectly definite, and 
something different from what another person using the same 
sentence but referring to a different watch and table would mean; 
and I know what I mean and normally my hearer knows what I 
mean. This is what Wittgenstein calls the 'sense' of the sentence.3 

Yet my sentence uses only descriptions. It is a proto-picture, in 
that it can be used to make claims different from mine. Thus we 
have, on the one hand, my particular sense, my picture of the 
world and, on the other, a mere proto-picture, something indefinite 
as to sense. It is here that Wittgenstein's argument begins. So 
long as there are descriptions in my sentence, I have only a proto­
picture, i.e. something which can express many senses. It is only 
when I do away with descriptions altogether, therefore, that I shall 

1 See Ch. x.1. 2 See Ch. v1.6. 3 See Chs. v1.5, x.1. 

LWLA 
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have a picture, i.e. something which expresses my particular 
sense. This shows the force of the word 'picture' in at least certain 
contexts in the Tractatus; in these contexts vVittgenstein means by 
'picture' something as detailed as a mirror image. This is how to 
read his claim that without substance it would be impossible to 
form a picture of the world.1 Without things in the world which 
can be named, there can be no pictures in this strong sense. Yet, 
to complete the modus tollens, it is obvious that I do express my 
sense; my hearer usually understands me. It is a fact about the 
world that pictures in the strong sense pass back and forth between 
people. Therefore, there arc simples, and names refer to the 
simples, and through the reference of these names we can depict 
particular facts. The point I made earlier may be clearer if I 
repeat it now: Wittgenstein is struggling in the Tractatus with 
problems of reference, not problems of knowledge. 

Some of the questionable steps in this proof probably begin 
now to show themselves, but before I go into them, I want to 
have one last, brief look at objects. I have been suggesting that 
things like material points are objects.2 I take it these are the 
spatial objects Wittgenstein talks about. 3 That is, were someone to 
press me for the picture behind my assertion 'the watch is on the 
table' (though, of course, no one ever does), in the analysis of the 
spatial dimensions of the assertion I should finally have to talk 
about material points. For example, in the analysis of my reference 
to the table I should have to talk about all the material points 
which compose it. This would seem to make analysis extraordin­
arily long, but evidently this is what Wittgenstein's analysis is 
like. It was like this in the Noteboohs at any rate :4 

A proposition like 'this chair is brown' seems to say something enor­
mously complicated, for if \Ve wanted to express this proposition in such 
~ way that nobody could raise objections to it on grounds of ambiguity, 
it would have to be infinitely long. 

Then, I have a number of times suggested that there are temporal 
objects.5 Wittgenstein refers to them too often for the idea to be 

1 2.0212. 2 See Ch. v1.4; sec also Chs. v11.3, x1.2. 
3 See 2.0121d, 2.013m, 2.0251. 4 Nbk. 19.9.14; my italics. 
5 Sec Ch. vr.4; see also Ch. v11.3. 
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ignored.1 Indeed it seems to me that Wittgenstein would have to 
have them. The verb in 'the watch is on the table' is tensed, and 
the grounds for having to analyse the spatial dimension of my 
assertion would equally seem to be grounds for having to analyse its 
temporal dimension. I should have ultimately to say that I was 
making the claim about the watch's being on the table for these 
particular moments. In fact, it would seem that there would be, 
for Wittgenstein, many kinds of objects-namely, the simple 
parts of all the kinds of things to which we refer in our sentences. 
Should we refer to sounds, for example, the analysis of our state­
ments would have to reduce to talk about the simple parts of the 
sounds. 2 I do not say that the Tractatus goes so far as to claim that 
there are different kinds of objects because this would be an 
empirical claim. But I think it does, by implication, say that for as 
many different kinds of complexes as there are, there will be equally 
many kinds of objects. 

Another question I raised sometime earlier3 was whether 
objects were simple in a logical or an ontological sense-whether 
they are defined by the finest mesh we, as language users, impose 
on the world, or whether they are already there in the world 
independently of us. The difficulty here is not lack of evidence, 
but the evidence's being so evenly divided. For example, vvhat 
makes the logical view attractive is that it is all the proof of 
simplicity, on the face of it, justifies; and also that, if objects were 
ontologically simple, it seems doubtful whether they would 
any longer play the role the Tractatus has assigned then. For how 
is one going to name a sub-microscopic entity which could not 
possibly be an object of acquaintance? But, then, what makes the 
ontological view attractive are \Vittgenstein's remarks about 
objects' forming the substance of the world, being unalterable, 
remaining the same through all change. How could some macro­
scopic object of acquaintance be that? In fact, so equally attractive, 
or unattractive, do each of these views look one is tempted, I 
think, to try combining them. The proof of simplicity, one might 
say, granting a point to the logical view, does only show there to be 

1 See Nbk. 22.5.15c, 2.01:ud, 2.0251, LF p. 165. 
2 See Nbk. 1r.9.16c, 2.01316. 3 See Ch. VIr.3. 
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simples in the sense of things we can refer to without indeter-
minateness of sense, but perhaps, granting now a point to the 
ontological view, it is only materially simple things that permit of 
such reference. In this event, \Vittgenstein would rightly consider 
a proof of the necessity of the former a proof of the necessity of the 
latter. Now, of the three alternatives I prefer the last. I think it has 
these two considerable recommendations. First, it is some recom­
mendation that it brings a greater measure of coherence to the 
Tractatus than either of the other alternatives. Then, second, 
there is independent evidence, evidence on the crucial matter as 
to whether Wittgenstein thought only material simples yielded 
determinateness of sense, in the attack on logical atomism at the 
start of the Investigations. The atomism ~Tittgenstein attacks there 
holds the following. (i) Real names have meaning only by referring 
to objects.1 (It is exactly this, I think, that the Tractatus proof of 
simplicity is supposed to show.) The sword Excalibur, to take 
Wittgenstein's example,2 is the sort of thing that can be both 
named and described; we know what the name 'Excalibur' refers 
to only through some description, only by being told it is the 
name of the (whole) sword. So it functions somewhat analogously 
to the expression 'that sword', and sentences containing it will be 
indeterminate in sense. Hence, there must be things of a sort which 
can only be named, because only in that way will sense be deter­
minate. Now, what is interesting is that Wittgenstein passes from 
this characteristic of the primary elements to two further character­
istics. (ii) The elements cannot be said either to exist or not to 
exist, for existing or not existing consists in the holding or not 
holding of connexions between elements.3 (iii) Elements are 
timeless, indestructible; because everything we call destruction 
lies in the separation of elements.4 But notice that the elements, as 
vyittgenstein speaks of them in (ii) and (iii), are ontologically 
simple. The properties he attributes to them there hold, it would 
seem, only for material simples. How, then, has he managed this 
move from elements which can only be named to materially simple 
elements? He never tells us, but perhaps he would justify it like 

l PI paras. 46, 49. 
3 PI paras. 50, 58; cf. 79. 

2 PI paras. 39, 44. 
4 PI paras. 50, 58, 59. 
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this. Suppose C were materially complex. Then C could be 
described, because we could say that it is certain simpler items 
in a certain configuration. Thus, C could be both described 
and named. And since real names refer to objects which can 
only be named, they have to refer to material simples. But being 
materially simple is not quite the same as being indestructible. 
This feature is added because, on this view, it must be possible 
to describe the state of affairs in which everything destructible is 
destroyed, and this would only be possible if the things which 
are the meanings of the real names were themselves immune from 
destruction. 1 

So, the atomism described in the Investigations does involve 
passing from logical matters to a factual conclusion. And I believe 
that in this respect the atomism V{ittgenstein describes is his own. 
Of course, arguing to the atomism of the Investigations has its 
pitfalls, if only because what Wittgenstein was doing there was not 
so much presenting any one person's position as sketching a whole 
philosophical tradition, from Plato and Augustine to Russell and 
himself. But my calculations in this case are roughly these. It is 
quite plain that the material simplicity and indestructibility of 
these clements are not modelled on Russell's 'individuals'.2 

And considering how much time Wittgenstein devotes to this side 
of the elements I doubt that he is interested simply in something 
out of the history of philosophy. Finally, when one recalls how 
much the Investigations remarks on indestructibility echo Tractatus 
claims about objects' never altering, surviving all change, and so 
forth, one is inclined, I think, to accept that they do represent 
Wittgenstein's own views. I have said that one would bring a 
greater measure of coherence to Tractatus doctrines, if one read it 
this way. Though the accommodation, I must now admit, is not 
complete. It is still not clear how one would name material 
simples. On my interpretation naming would have to be totally 
divorced from acquaintance, and Wittgenstein's names would be 
even further from ordinary ones than Russell's logically proper 
names. But lest this make one consider retreating and withdrawing 

1 Pl para. 55. 
2 See Russell: The Philosophy of Logical Atomism, esp. pp. 200-3. 
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ontological status from objects, one should remember that this just 
means a return to a logical interpretation of simplicity with its 
own, perhaps even greater difficulties. The least unsatisfactory 
move I can find is to invoke a familiar formula. Perhaps how nam­
ing is actually accomplished is another of those a posteriori 
matters logicians need not concern themselves with; elementary 
particles must be, so evidently they can be, named. 

This invocation, supposing it is \Vittgenstein's, may not settle 
many doubts. But I believe that considerably more important 
defects in his proof of simplicity have begun to emerge; so I want 
to return to the proof. 

Now, the proof itself contains much that is undeniable. When I 
say 'the watch is on the table', I mean a particular watch on a 
certain table at a point in time, and ·Wittgenstein is right to say 
that I can and do communicate this fully definite sense. I give my 
hearer a picture of the world. He is also quite right to think that 
how I manage to communicate such particular information with 
my general sentence very much needs accounting for. But does the 
fact that I communicate so much about the world with my sentence 
mean that my sentence says this much about the world-in the 
sense of say which Wittgenstein claims, namely, that my sentence 
can be analysed into sentences which, in aggregate, state all that 
wa_s communicated by the original sentence? This seems to be 
Wittgenstein's fundamental, unexamined, and indefensible 
assumption. What language expresses (in the sense of communi­
cates) language must be able to express (in the sense of make 
unambiguous through words). Or, to put this another way, since 
we communicate fully definite senses, ambiguity of reference is 
banishable. This is clearly so; my hearer's understanding what I 
meant by 'the watch is on the table' in itself demonstrates that 
reference to particulars can succeed. But does the fact that ambi­
guity of reference is banishable mean that it is banishable in 
~angu~ge, that there must be sentences (viz. elementary sentences) 
m which we speak of things so simple (viz. objects) that we can use 
words which as good as point to them (viz. names)? Stating it like 
this, the non sequitur is obvious, and if my interpretation is right, 
then it is the principal non sequitur of the Tractatus. 
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It was an easy step to take. For understandable reasons Witt­
genstein decided to call the picture I communicate to my hearer 
the sense of my sentence. That he called it the sense, that it was the 
sense of a sentence, that it was what language communicated, led 
him, I think, to make the following two moves .. He decided, and 
this perhaps legitimately, that if language could not name simples 
it would be unable to express this picture, and then he concluded, 
and this quite illegitimately, that therefore language must have 
such names. The idea that anything outside language might have a 
part in specifying sense appears not to have been examined. One 
might have remarked to Wittgenstein that usually when I say 'the 
watch is on the table' my hearer understands me because the 
context makes clear the table I mean and, let us suppose, my 
hearer then looks and sees the watch I mean. But Wittgenstein 
would say that I can, if I wish, express my sentence in such a way 
that all dependence on context is eliminated. In fact, he would go 
further. He would say that I can express the sentence in such a 
way that it is impossible for a hearer, except for lack of acquaint­
ance with the objects I name, to interpret my sentence in any but 
the way I intend. Ambiguity will not only be banished; it will be 
impossible. 

Putting his argument like this shows, I think, how in general 
terms one ought to respond to it. lvlostly as a consequence of the 
claims that logical atomism has made, we have now begun to attend 
to the complexity of naming, to the role of context in making the 
reference of words clear, and to the difficulty of specifying un­
ambiguous rules for the use of words. Whether naming can be 
entirely separate from describing has successfully been put in 
doubt, and we all know that once the priority of naming goes one 
of the foundations of logical atomism goes. But it is equally 
dubious, and this I I think is still more to the point with the 
Tractatus, that one could explain the sense of any assertion com­
pletely. One would, of course, be able to elaborate on it. But then 
the names and descriptions which together one would use for the 
elaboration would themselves have to be explained. And could this 
ever be done fully in language? If one accepts that frequently 
there is an intimate connexion between explaining the meaning of 
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a word and giving certain of the rules we follow in using it, then 
this question could be put as follows. Is it possible to specify these 
rules to the point where misinterpretation is impossible? Most 
likely not. Wittgenstein argues that without simples it would be 
impossible to picture the world. To this the proper response would 
seem to be: we do not, nor can we, nor-evidently-need we 
picture the world in this sense. 
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