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It is rather commonplace to speak of a turning-point in
Wittgenstein’s philosophy from 1929 onwards, and to de-
scribe such a switch by focusing on the withdrawal of the
early “picture-theory” of language. The aim of this paper is
to reevaluate such a description, and to show how the
concept of picture Wittgenstein had in mind in the Trac-
tatus logico-philosophicus (TLP) still pervades his later
notion of representation. More precisely, | will claim that
the Tractarian understanding of pictures as projections is
still implicit in Wittgenstein’s later notion of “synoptic views”
intended as the goal of philosophical clarification. Accord-
ing to the later Wittgenstein, philosophy aims in fact at
providing “perspicuous presentations” [libersichtliche Dar-
stellungen] that are supposed to map the connections and
jointures of language and its grammar. On that respect, his
later approach to philosophy rests upon a theory of repre-
sentation whose very core is that same paradigm of pic-
tures as projections that was already crucial in the Trac-
tatus. When it comes to the conception of pictoriality, the
difference between the “early” and the “later” Wittgenstein
(if any) is therefore only the following: whereas the early
Wittgenstein had been using the paradigm of map-making
in order to account for propositional language, the later
Wittgenstein switches to a higher level, and now uses this
projective paradigm in a description of the task of philoso-
phical elucidation.

1. Renouncing the picture-theory?

The Tractatus logico-philosophicus is known to have intro-
duced a “picture-theory” of language, whose main claim is
that “[t]he proposition is a picture of reality./ The proposi-
tion is a model of reality as we think it is” (Wittgenstein
1922, 4.01). In other words, the proposition shows the
state of affairs it is meant to describe while speaking about
it. Now, the notion of “picture” that is at stake in this early
picture-theory of proposition is obviously not the picture in
a basic or “mimetic” sense of the word. As a matter of fact,
one should take seriously the reference to picture as a
“model” in the passage mentioned above, and read it as a
highly probable echo to the description of mechanical
models provided by Ludwig Boltzmann in his celebrated
entry for the Encyclopedia Britannica (Boltzmann 1974).
Such a reference obviously implies that propositional pic-
tures as seen by the early Wittgenstein do not seek to
reproduce the external aspect of their objects, but rather
focus on a restitution of their internal structure. Conse-
quently, the crucial condition for the success of proposi-
tional representation is the existence of a relation of “coor-
dination” [Zuordnung] between the elements of the propo-
sition and those of the state of affairs it depicts (Wittgen-
stein 1922, 2.1514):

The representing relation consists of the co-ordinations
[Zuordnungen] of the elements of the picture and the
things.

Now, it is a well-known fact that such a notion of coordina-
tion has its roots in the characterization of “dynamical
models” introduced by the physicist Heinrich Hertz in his
Principles of Mechanics (Hertz 1895, esp. §418 ff.). Hence
Wittgenstein’s insistence, in some later descriptions of his
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early picture-theory, on the mathematical or mechanical
dimension of his former notion of picture (Wittgenstein
1967a, p. 185):

This concept of picture is something | have inherited
from two sides: on the one hand, from the drawn picture
[ausgezeichneten Bild]; and on the other hand, from the
picture of the mathematician, which is a general con-
cept. For the mathematician still speaks of representa-
tions, where the painter would no longer use this ex-
pression.

In the TLP, the mathematical dimension of this early notion
of picture is explicitly stated when Wittgenstein refers to
the concept of projection, and regards it as the very condi-
tion of propositional representation (Wittgenstein 1922,
3.11):

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

This “mathematics-based” picture-theory is actually quite
convenient, since it provides the early Wittgenstein with a
unitary account of any proposition whatsoever. Yet, its
main failure also lies in this very “over-compre-
hensiveness”. As Wittgenstein stresses after 1929, such
an unwarranted generalization of the picture-theory pre-
vents in fact the philosopher from gaining awareness of the
multiple figures of language (Wittgenstein 1967b, §444):

The tendency to generalise the case seems to have a
strict justification in logic: here one seems completely
justified in inferring: “If one proposition is a picture, then
any propoposition must be a picture, for they must all be
of the same nature”. For we are under the illusion that
what is sublime, what is essential, about our investiga-
tion consists in its grasping one comprehensive es-
sence.

That's why Wittgenstein was eventually to renounce his
early picture-theory, in favor of a conception of language
focusing on the multiplicity of language-games. Neverthe-
less, this renouncement does not imply that Wittgenstein
should have repudiated every aspect of his early picture-
theory. Quite the contrary: although he is no longer com-
mitted to the claim that any proposition is a projection of
reality, the later Wittgenstein keeps adhering to the
mathematical paradigm of pictures as projections. As | will
try to show right now, the point is that he no longer relies
on this paradigm in order to explain how propositions work,
but rather uses it in his description of the kind of represen-
tations philosophy is expected to produce.

2. Synoptic views as translations of a logical
multiplicity

According to the later Wittgenstein, the right way to avoid
the dogmatism involved in the early-picture theory is to be
aware of the multiple figures language is likely to assume.
But this approach also implies the necessity of an orienta-
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tion among such a multiplicity: and this is precisely what
“synoptic presentations” are to accomplish. This point is
made, for instance, in a dictation to Moritz Schlick (Witt-
genstein 2003, pp. 124-125):

Philosophical description gets its importance from the
fact that it affords us an overview [Ubersichf] which
guards us against adopting a different system only be-
cause we do not see the right one. We yearn for a per-
spicuous representation, i.e., for a system, we do not
see the right one, we are seduced into adopting a false
system by the language or by some circumstance or
other, and philosophy saves us by offering us the cor-
rect perspicuous representation.

Wittgenstein’s interest for synoptic views is of course a
major theme in his later philosophy, a theme whose motto
may be found in the Philosophical Investigations, §122:

A main source of our failure to understand is that we do
not command a clear view of the use of our words. —
Our grammar is lacking in this sort of perspicuity. A per-
spicuous representation produces just that understand-
ing which consists in ‘seeing connexions’. Hence the
importance of finding and inventing intermediate cases.

But what exactly is a “synoptic” or “perspicuous” view?
Obviously, it is a way of presenting things by outlining their
structure and relations. A synoptic view aims at showing
directly to the eye the connections and correlations that
pervade a given system. In other words, the synoptic views
Wittgenstein focuses on in his later philosophy seem to be
doing the same job as the propositional pictures of his
earlier philosophy, namely the job of translating a logical
multiplicity into another.

This reading is supported by a fascinating passage
from Wittgenstein’s Remarks on Logical Form. In this pas-
sage, philosophy is described as a kind of therapeutics
whose main device is the elaboration of an elucidating
symbolism. This symbolism seeks to devise a “clear pic-
ture” of language, the picture in question being a transla-
tion of its logical multiplicity (Wittgenstein 1929, p. 16):

The idea is to express in an appropriate symbolism what
in ordinary language leads to endless misunderstand-
ings. That is to say, where ordinary language disguises
logical structure, where it allows the formation of
pseudo-propositions, where it uses one term in an infin-
ity of different meanings, we must replace it by a sym-
bolism which gives a clear picture of the logical struc-
ture, excludes pseudo-propositions, and uses its terms
unambiguously. Now we can only substitute a clear
symbolism for the unprecise one by inspecting the phe-
nomena which we want to describe, thus trying to under-
stand their logical multiplicity.

This reference to the logical multiplicity of linguistic
phenomena is not to be explained by mere chronological
arguments to the effect that the Remarks on Logical Form
are a text of transition between Wittgenstein’s early and
later philosophy. As | will now insist, the reference to phi-
losophical representations as projective pictures goes far
beyond 1929, and keeps underlying Wittgenstein’s notion
of synoptic views until the Philosophical Investigations.

3. Synopticity as a mapping

To support my claim that the notion of representation in-
volved in Wittgenstein’s later concern for synoptic views is
similar to the notion of representation already involved in
the Tractatus, | would like to stress how, in both cases,
propositional pictures are described as mathematical pro-

jections of a given state of affairs. | have already pre-
sented the mathematical implications of the notion of pic-
ture in the TLP: my point is now that that the synoptic
views of the later Wittgenstein also rest on the same
mathematical paradigm. For instance, Wittgenstein’s insis-
tence on the diagrammatic nature of synopticity is explicit
in the Philosophical Remarks, when he elaborates on the
so-called “color octahedron” (Wittgenstein 1964, §221).
For the color octahedron is literally a diagram that clarifies
the grammar of colors by means of a mapping of chromatic
relations (Wittgenstein 1964, §1):

The space of colors is, e.g., incidentally described by
means of the octahedron, on the vertex of which are the
pure colors; and such a representation is a grammatical
one, not a psychological one. [...] The octahedron-
representation is a synoptic representation of grammati-
cal rules.

On that respect, synoptic presentations that consist of
such diagrams are quite comparable to the mathematical
mappings of the TLP. No wonder, then, that this under-
standing of synoptic views as diagrammatic presentations
should be associated to a recurrent reference to cartogra-
phy. See, for instance, the Cambridge Lectures (Wittgen-
stein 2001, p. 43):

One difficulty with philosophy is that we lack a synoptic
view. We encounter the kind of difficulty we should have
with the geography of a country for which we had no
map, or else a map of isolated bits. The country we are
talking about is language, and the geography its gram-
mar. We can walk about the country quite well, but when
forced to make a map, we go wrong.

The claim that the synoptic task of philosophy amounts to
a kind of map-making of language is also explicit in the Big
Typescript, where philosophy is openly compared to geog-
raphy (Wittgenstein 2005, §90):

Teaching philosophy involves the same immense diffi-
culty as instruction in geography would have if a pupil
brought with him a mass a false and falsely simplified
ideas about the courses and connections of rivers and
mountains.

This metaphor is of course connected to the celebrated
paradigm of orientation that underlies Wittgenstein’s de-
scription of philosophy, for instance in Wittgenstein 1953,
§23 (“a philosophical problem has the form: ‘I don’t know
my way about™), or again in a remark from a manuscript
where Wittgenstein asserts that “[his] duty is to teach you
the geography of a labyrinth, so that you may completely
find your way about it” (Wittgenstein 2000, 162b): 6v). A
similar analogy between philosophy and sign-positing is
again mentioned in a 1931 remark (Wittgenstein 1994,
p. 18), to the effect that:

Language sets everyone the same traps; it is an im-
mense network of easily accessible wrong turnings. And
so we watch one man after another walking down the
same paths and we know in advance where he will
branch off, where walk straight on without noticing the
side turning, etc. etc. What | have to do then is erect
signposts at all junctions where there are wrong turnings
so as to help people pass the danger points.

Now, granted that map-making is a form of projective de-
piction, one may propose a new reading of Wittgenstein’s
evolution with respect to the notion of picture. Although the
later Wittgenstein has ceased to regard the proposition as
a projection of a given multiplicity into another, he does
reintroduce the projective paradigm at a higher level:
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namely, when he insists on the necessity of synoptic pres-
entations, the latter being intended as structural projec-
tions of a system of rules. Consequently, it is correct to
assume that Wittgenstein never lost his interest for a con-
ception of pictures as projections. The notion of picture
Wittgenstein has in mind after 1929 when he asserts that
philosophy should produce synoptic depictions of lan-
guage is identical to the notion of picture that was underly-
ing his early pictorial theory of language; the only point is
that this concept now switches from the level of proposi-
tional pictures to the level of philosophical representations.
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