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- Background of the TLP

- the Tractatus:
metaphysics of the TLP?
the «picture theory»
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TLP text resources

• A useful online edition of TLP:

https://people.umass.edu/klement/tlp/

A «tree-structure» edition:

http://tractatus.lib.uiowa.edu/
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What is Wittgenstein trying to do in the 
Tractatus? 

My whole task consists in explaining the nature of the 
proposition [Satz]. 
(NB p. 39, 22.1.1915) 

So a major question in the Tractatus is how to distinguish 
sentences with sense from sentences that are senseless or 
nonsensical (i.e. do not express thoughts):

Everything that can be thought at all can be thought clearly. 
Everything that can be said can be said clearly. (TLP 4.116)
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What is Wittgenstein trying to do in the 
Tractatus? 

The book deals with the problems of philosophy 
and shows, as I believe, that the method of 
formulating these problems rests on the 
misunderstanding of the logic of our 
language. Its whole meaning could be summed 
up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all 
can be said clearly; and whereof one cannot 
speak thereof one must be silent.

TLP, preface
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What is Wittgenstein trying to do in the 
Tractatus? 

The book will, therefore, draw a limit to 
thinking, or rather—not to thinking, but to the 
expression of thoughts; for, in order to draw a 
limit to thinking we should have to be able to 
think both sides of this limit (we should 
therefore have to be able to think what 
cannot be thought). 
(TLP, preface) 
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TLP, preface
If this work has a value it consists in two things. First that 
in it thoughts are expressed, and this value will be the 
greater the better the thoughts are expressed. The more 
the nail has been hit on the head.—Here I am conscious 
that I have fallen far short of the possible. Simply 
because my powers are insufficient to cope with the 
task.—May others come and do it better.

On the other hand the truth of the thoughts 
communicated here seems to me unassailable and 
definitive. I am, therefore, of the opinion that the 
problems have in essentials been finally solved. And 
if I am not mistaken in this, then the value of this work 
secondly consists in the fact that it shows how little has 
been done when these problems have been solved.
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With TLP, analytic philosophy took a 
«linguistic turn»
TLP gave analytic philosophy a linguistic orientation it had not had before, by

1. aiming at setting the limits of thought by thought "from within" by setting the 
limits of language (by determining the bounds between sense and 
nonsense)(preface, 5.6, 5.61) 

2. formulating the task of philosophy as the logical clarification of thought, which is 
to be achieved through the clarification of propositions (4.112) Thus, All 
philosophy is a ‘critique of language’ (4.0031)

3. demonstrating that there are things that cannot be said due to the intrinsic nature 
of language (6.53)

4. clarifying the nature of the propositional sign; elucidating the general 
propositional form by giving a description of the propositions of any sign-language 
whatsoever (4.5)

5. emphasizing that the logical investigation of phenomena is to be achieved by 
logical analysis of the linguistic descriptions of phenomena (the logical syntax of 
language must be isomorphic with the logical structure of reality)(RLF)

6. elucidating the nature of logical truth through an investigation of symbolism
(6.113)

After PMS Hacker: Wittgenstein's Place in 20th Century Analytic Philosophy
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TLP, preface

How far my efforts agree with those of other 
philosophers I will not decide. Indeed what I have 
here written makes no claim to novelty in points of 
detail; and therefore I give no sources, because it is 
indifferent to me whether what I have thought has 
already been thought before me by another.
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TLP, preface

I will only mention that to the great works of Frege 
and the writings of my friend Bertrand Russell I owe 
in large measure the stimulation of my thoughts.
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Background

• Engineering, problems of mathematics and its 
foundations, logic -> Frege and Russell

• Wittgenstein inherits from Frege and Russell the 
view that logical analysis is fundamental: the 
analysis of inference (in mathematics, but by 
extension in any language) presupposes an analysis 
of the structure of propositions.

• See Anscombe, ch. 2 and 7 for details of F’s and R’s 
influence
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Frege’s influence on Wittgenstein

• The idea of logical analysis and the need of a 
Begriffsschrift

• Frege’s three principles
• Sinn and Bedeutung
• Expressions as functions
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Frege's logicism

• Mathematics, as well as other forms of "pure 
thought", must be grounded in logic.

• Logic is strictly universal. It contains its own 
substantive truths, and is a canon for all correct 
inference. 

• There is no thought outside of logic (no “illogical” 
thought), strictly speaking. Cf. TLP 5.473 
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The idea of logical analysis
The linguistic form of a sentence often disguises the logical form 
of the proposition it can be used to express (cf. TLP 3.323-3.325; 
4.002)

“The man saw the boy with the binoculars.” (syntactical 
ambiguity)

Every sentence expressing a thought (proposition) must have 
a determinate sense.  
The aim of the analysis is to reveal the logical grammar or 
syntax of a proposition. 

3.25 There is one and only one complete analysis of the
proposition.
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Frege’s ”Begriffsschrift”

• Hence we need a suitable symbolism that precisely reflects 
logical structure and eliminates vagueness and ambiguity. Cf. 
TLP 3.325 

• Frege calls his devised symbolism a Begriffsschrift, or 
concept script. 

• The aim is to construct a universal, logically ideal language 
for the analysis and advancement of science and human 
knowledge 

1428/08/2024 Simo Säätelä
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Frege’s Begriffsschrift

• A Begriffsschrift should
• show where one does not say anything (though one thinks 

one does)
• show what one actually says (what one actually says may be 

different from what one thinks that one says)
• provide a symbolism which permits to say what one wants 

to say clearly and precisely
• and thus helps avoid misunderstandings and renders in a precise 

way logical distinctions that are blurred in ordinary language

1528/08/2024 Simo Säätelä
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Frege’s Begriffsschrift

• A standard example of the usefulness of a 
Begriffsschrift regards the use of ”is” (TLP 3.323). 
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Logical form of «is»Logical syntax of
proposition

Linguistic expression
(sentence)

predicationD(a)”Alois is diligent”

Sign of equality, 
Identity

2*2=4”2 times 2 is four”

Existential
quantification

∃x (B(x) ∧ T(x))“There is a book 
on the table”
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Frege’s three principles (1884)

“In the enquiry that follows, I have kept to three 
fundamental principles: 

always to separate sharply the psychological 
from the logical, the subjective from the objective; 

never to ask for the meaning of a word in 
isolation, but only in the context of a proposition;

never to lose sight of the distinction between 
concept and object.”

(In Introduction to Grundlagen der Arithmetik)
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1. anti-psychologism

F works in a neo-Kantian tradition, but is strictly 
opposed to the attempts (very common at the end of 
the 19th ctry) to assimilate philosophical and 
psychological questions

Frege insists that we can understand thought, i.e. the 
process of concept formation without appeal to 
extraneous psychological considerations

– ‘the extrusion of thoughts from the mind’ (Dummett)
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Psychologism vs. Platonism

• Psychologism: Logical laws or truths describe how 
human beings think, and are determined by the 
nature of the human mind (Boole, Erdmann)

• Platonism: logical truths are objective and mind-
independent, and valid beyond space and time, and 
logic is a formal science investigating these 
universal truths (Frege)
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2. The context principle

“Nur im Zusammenhang eines Satzes bedeuten Wörter 
etwas.“

the basic unit of sense is the proposition/sentence, 
which is the smallest unit of language which can be used 
to say/think anything at all.

the meaningfulness of names and predicates is a matter 
of the place they occupy in the sentence

28/08/2024 Simo Säätelä 25

The context principle

•Sentences express propositions, thoughts or 
judgments. It is these that can be true or false, not just 
the bare signs.

•This is also a leading principle in the TLP, and lies
behind, eg., the central distinction between sign and
symbol.

3.3 Only the proposition has sense; only in the
context of a proposition has a name meaning.
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3. The distinction between object and
concept

•Different parts of the proposition play different roles

•Names (such as ‘John’, ‘the cat’, etc) refer to objects, 
and predicates (such as ‘is good’, ‘was asleep’, etc) to 
concepts. 

•Names refer to concrete individual objects, while 
concepts are abstract general entities that represent 
our ways of thinking and classifying objects

•Frege uses “name” broadly, It is meant to apply to any 
definite singular noun phrase — including both proper 
names (‘Cicero’, ‘Plato’, ‘Kitty’) and definite 
descriptions (‘the most famous Roman orator’, ‘the 
teacher of Aristotle’, “my favourite cat”). 27

• What about the following? 
• “The 46th president of the United States is from 

Pennsylvania.” 
• “The current president of the United States is from 

Pennsylvania.” 
• In one respect, they seem to say the same thing, in 

another respect, not. 

2828/08/2024 Simo Säätelä
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• Frege says that the two sentences have the same 
reference, but have two different senses. 

• They express different thoughts, even though they 
both pick out the same individual object. 

2928/08/2024 Simo Säätelä

Frege on ”Sinn” (sense) and ”Bedeutung” 
(reference)

• The Bedeutung of a name is the object that the expression 
refers to.

• The Sinn of a name is the "mode of presentation" of the 
referent, or the cognitive content associated with the 
expression in virtue of which the reference is picked out.

3128/08/2024 Simo Säätelä
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The “semantic triangle”

LANGUAGE
expression

THOUGHT
Sinn
(sense, meaning)

REALITY
Bedeutung 
(reference)

28/08/2024 Simo Säätelä 33

Sense and reference of sentences

• The sense of a sentence is a thought 
(proposition) : Nonsensical sentences do not 
express thoughts

• The reference of a sentence is its truth value 
(a sentence which is true refers to the True)

• To understand a sentence is to have grasped 
its truth-conditions

– i.e. you must understand how the world must 
be in order for the sentence to be true.

3528/08/2024 Simo Säätelä

33

35



28.08.2024

15

Propositions as functions

3.318 I conceive the proposition—like Frege 
and Russell—as a function of the 
expressions contained in it. 
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Frege: Propositions as functions

• x + 1 = v
• x stands for an argument (e.g. 2 or 5)
• v stands for a value (e.g. 3 or 6)

• the capital of x is y
• x stands for an argument (e.g. Norway)
• y stands for an argument (e.g. Oslo)

• The value of a sentence (understood as a function)  is its truth 
value 

• The value of  The capital of Norway is Oslo  is the True (das Wahre)
• The value of The capital of Norway is Helsinki is the False (das Falsche)

28/08/2024 Simo Säätelä 37

36

37



28.08.2024

16

Bertrand Russell (1872-1970)

Differences from Frege:

a. More psychologistic
b. More empiricist
c. Less univeralist in logic
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Russell’s Theory of Descriptions (1905)

A solution to Frege's problems with names and descriptions

“The present king of Norway is bald.” True
“The present king of France is bald.”

– False or meaningless?

“The present king of France” looks like it functions as a name
in the sentence, but it is really a disguised existential claim.
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Result of analysis:

∃x(Fx & ∀y(Fy → x=y) & Bx)
Fx:  x is a king of France
Bx: x is bald

•So now we see that the original sentence is false, with no 
resort to anything tricky.
•The analysed prop SHOWS us what must be the case if the 
prop is to be true.
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•We also see that the logical form of the proposition is more 
complex than we might have expected from the “surface” 
form of the sentence

4.0031 All philosophy is "Critique of language" […]. 
Russell's merit is to have shown that the apparent 
logical form of the proposition need not be its real 
form.
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Presuppositions about logical analysis shared 
by Frege and Russell (and by W)

• The aim of the analysis is to reveal the logical 
grammar or syntax of a proposition. 

• Every sentence expressing a thought (proposition) 
must have a determinate sense.  

• Therefore, it must be possible to give a clear, 
completely explicit and unambiguous expression to 
the propositional contents judged true or false 
(otherwise we are dealing with nonsense)
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Presuppositions about logical analysis 
shared by Frege and Russell (but not by W)

• logic is an essential framework of all thought, a 
system of maximally general truths (universalist 
conception of logic).

• Witt: Logical “propositions” are not statements of 
any kind of objects, but reflect the “rules of 
symbolism” (TLP 6.12ff.) and therefore cannot be 
false. But this also means that they are senseless 
(sinnlos) – they do not tell us anything about the 
world. 
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Witt’s view of logic in TLP
• Logical (necessary) propositions reflect the 

conditions of possibility of representation (cf. Kant). 
They do not say or describe anything (they are 
tautologies).

• However, these conditions of possibility are not 
intrinsic to the structure of human cognition (pace 
Kant), but are approached “from within” the 
representation of thought, i.e. from within 
language. 

• Logic investigates the nature and limits of thought 
by drawing the limits to the “linguistic expression of 
thought”. 

• These limits are set by logical syntax.28/08/2024 Simo Säätelä 46

Back to the Tractatus: What is Wittgenstein trying 
to do? 

My whole task consists in explaining the nature of the 
proposition [Satz]. 
(NB p. 39, 22.1.1915) 

Does he succeed?

… the truth of the thoughts communicated here 
seems to me unassailable and definitive. I am, 
therefore, of the opinion that the problems have in 
essentials been finally solved. 
(TLP, Preface)

4828/08/2024 Simo Säätelä
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Die Hauptsätze des TLP

1. Die Welt ist alles, was der Fall ist.
2. Was der Fall ist, die Tatsache, ist das Bestehen von 

Sachverhalten.
3. Das logische Bild der Tatsachen ist der Gedanke.
4. Der Gedanke ist der sinnvolle Satz.
5. Der Satz ist die Wahrheitsfunktion der Elementarsätze. (Der 

Elementarsatz ist eine Wahrheitsfunktion seiner selbst.)
6. Die allgemeine Form der Wahrheitsfunktion ist: [ ─p , ξ̄ , N(ξ̄ )].

Dies ist die  allgemeine Form des Satzes.
7. Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, darüber muss man 

schweigen.
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The main propositions of the TLP 
(Ogden-Ramsey trans.)

1. The world is everything that is the case.

2. What is the case, the fact, is the existence of atomic facts.

3. The logical picture of the facts is the thought.

4. The thought is the significant proposition.

5. Propositions are truth-functions of elementary propositions. (An
elementary proposition is a truth-function of itself.)

6. The general form of a truth-function is: : [ ─p , ξ̄ , N(ξ̄ )]. This is
the general form of a proposition.

7. Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.

5028/08/2024 Simo Säätelä
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•1 and 2: the «metaphysics» of the TLP
•3 and 4: The picture theory (isomorphism 
between language and reality)

•5: the thesis of truth-functionality
•6: an algorithm for generating propositions 
by giving the general form of a truth-function

•7. Saying and showing. What can be shown 
cannot be said. (4.1212)

5128/08/2024 Simo Säätelä

Not all are convinced…

after all, Mr. Wittgenstein manages to say a good deal 
about what cannot be said, thus suggesting to the 
sceptical reader that possibly there may be some 
loophole through a hierarchy of languages, or by 
some other exit. The whole subject of ethics, for 
example, is placed by Mr. Wittgenstein in the 
mystical, inexpressible region. Nevertheless he is 
capable of conveying his ethical opinions.

• Russell, Introduction to the TLP
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The «metaphysics» of the TLP

1.Die Welt ist alles, was der Fall ist.
The world is everything that is the case.

2. Was der Fall ist, die Tatsache, ist das Bestehen von
Sachverhalten.

What is the case, the fact, is the existence of atomic facts/
states of affairs.

“Logical atomism”: the world consists of ultimate "facts"
(or "atoms") that cannot be broken down any further, and
the logical structure of propositions must mirror the
structure of reality.

5328/08/2024 Simo Säätelä

The «picture theory»

3. The logical picture of the facts is the thought.
4. The thought is the significant proposition.

There is a structural likeness (isomorphism) between
language/logic and the world: language represents the world
through logical pictures, which is shown by our ability to think
and talk about it.

5428/08/2024 Simo Säätelä

53

54



28.08.2024

23

Objects (“the substance of the world”)

2.01 Der Sachverhalt ist eine Verbindung der Gegenstände. 
(Sachen, Dingen.) 

An atomic fact / A state of affairs is a combination of objects
(entities, things).

• What are objects? The fixed, the existent and the object are one. 
(2.027)

• There are no examples of simple objects in the TLP.
• W is not interested in this issue; for him it is enough to have 

shown that if language is to be possible objects must exist (2.026). 
Language is (obviously) possible: therefore, there are objects. 

5528/08/2024 Simo Säätelä

Names

• Names are the primitive, unanalysable signs in language
• Names “go proxy for”, “mean”, or “signify” an object. The object is 

the meaning (Bedeutung) of the name. (TLP 2.131)
• W is not really interested in how the correlation between name and 

object is set up.
• To understand a name means to grasp its logical form.
• Names refer to objects, but only propositions (combinations of 

names) can picture the world, i.e. say something true or false. Names 
do not have any meaning in isolation but only in the context of the 
proposition. 

5728/08/2024 Simo Säätelä
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Isomorphism between language and reality 
(proposition and state of affairs)

3.202 The simple signs employed in propositions are
called names.

3.203 The name means the object. The object is its meaning.
[…].

3.21 To the configuration of the simple signs in the
propositional sign corresponds the configuration of the objects
in the state of affairs.

3.22 In the proposition the name represents the object.

5828/08/2024 Simo Säätelä

What kind of metaphysics is implied by TLP?
• Realist interpretation: the objects are part of reality itself, its

simplest parts. The isomorphism betwen language and reality
means that language reflects this reality.

• Idealist interpretation: what counts as the simplest constituent
parts of reality is dependent of our system of thought or language. 
The isomorphism means that our way of representing reality
makes it appear as if reality was stuctured in a certain way. 

• Deflationist (quietist) interpretation: in the end, talk of objects is 
nonsensical. The isomorphism of language and reality cannot and 
need not be explained by any metaphysical theory but shows 
itself in our ways of representing (thinking about) the world. 

• See Child: 55-60

6028/08/2024 Simo Säätelä
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The idea behind the picture theory

• The proposition represents a possible state of affairs. It is a model or 
a picture of a particular state of affairs.  

• To be able to represent, the logical form of the picture must be the 
same as the logical form of the state of affairs it represents.

• But how does the picture connect with reality? Witt only gives a very 
vague answer to this question

2.1514

The pictorial relationship consists of the correlations of
the picture’s elements with things.

2.1515

These correlations are, as it were, the feelers of the
picture’s elements, with which the picture touches reality.

6128/08/2024 Simo Säätelä

4.01
The proposition is a picture of reality.
The proposition is a model of the reality as we think it is.

4.011
At the first glance the proposition—say as it stands printed on
paper—does not seem to be a picture of the reality of which
it treats. But nor does the musical score appear at first sight to
be a picture of a musical piece; nor does our phonetic spelling
(letters) seem to be a picture of our spoken language.
And yet these symbolisms prove to be pictures—even in the
ordinary sense of the word—of what they represent.
4.014
The gramophone record, the musical thought, the score, the
waves of sound, all stand to one another in that pictorial
internal relation, which holds between language and the world.
To all of them the logical structure is common.

6228/08/2024 Simo Säätelä
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• The correlation between language and reality is set up by a “method 
of projection”. 

3.11
We use the sensibly perceptible sign (sound or written sign,
etc.) of the proposition as a projection of the possible state of
affairs.
The method of projection is the thinking of the sense of the
proposition.

• But again, Witt is not really interested in how this “projection” 
actually works, as it does not really concern the logical issues of 
representation and meaning. 

6328/08/2024 Simo Säätelä

The idea behind the “picture theory”

• 3.1431

The essential nature of the propositional sign becomes very clear when
we imagine it made up of spatial objects (such as tables, chairs, books)
instead of written signs.

The mutual spatial position of these things then expresses the sense of
the proposition.

6428/08/2024 Simo Säätelä
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The picture theory - in short (i)

(1) For language to make sense it is necessary that it 
represents / pictures the world. 

• There is something in common between language and reality. What this is, 
and how this something-being-in-common works, is in the Tractatus
understood along the concept of picture. 

(2) The home of sense is the sentence, not the single word; 
names (simple signs) refer to objects, but it is the sentence
which pictures the world .

• Cf. Frege:  the context principle

• Isomorphism: Only a structure can picture another structure.

(3) A consequence from (1)-(2) is that we can read off the
structure of reality from the structure of language.

2.12 The picture is a model of reality. 

• Logical analysis shows the structure of reality.28/08/2024 Simo Säätelä
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The picture theory - in short (ii)

(4) Logical operators (”all”, ”not”, ”and”, ”if…then”, …) do not refer
and logical propositions do not represent/picture.

(5) There are things which in some way matter (though they do 
not belong to the ”world” or "reality") but which language cannot
(fully?) represent/picture. 

(a) The relation of picturing itself
(b) Matters of ethics, aesthetics, religion … in short: ”the mystical” (TLP 
6.522)

• The «mystical» shows itself but cannot be represented in true/false 
propositions because language can only represent facts, and value lies 
«outside the world» (6.41)

28/08/2024 Simo Säätelä
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