
Meaning and Use in Wit tgenste in ’s  Tractatus  

 

Among  th e  t a sk s  o f  a  ph i l oso ph i ca l  t he o r y  o f  mean ing  f o r  a  

l a ng uag e  i s  t he  e luc i da t i on  o f  t he  ve r y  c on ce p t  o f  mean ing ,  an d  

r e l a te d  c onc ep t s  up on  wh i ch  t ha t  t heo r y  o f  mea n ing  i s  f o un de d . 1 

T wo  o f  t he  mo s t  imp or ta n t  a ppr oa ch es  t o  t he se  p ro b lems  h a ve  

b ee n  a ss oc ia t ed  w i t h  F reg e  an d  W i t tge ns t e in .  F reg e ’s  

f und ame nta l  i d ea  i s  t ha t  a  t h eor y  o f  me an ing  an d  t h e  co nc ep t  o f  

me an ing  i t s e l f  a re  b as ed  on  t he  no t ion  o f  t r u th ,  s o  t h a t  th e  

me an ing  o f  an  i nd ic a t i ve  se n te nc e  i s  c ap t u re d  b y  i t s  t r u th -

c on d i t i on s ,  a nd  t he  me an ing  o f  sub -s en t en t i a l  e xp re ss io ns  i s  

c ap t u re d  b y  t he i r  sys temat i c  r o le  i n  de t e rm in i ng  t hes e  t r u t h -

c on d i t i on s .  W i t tg ens t e in ’ s  f un dam ent a l  i d ea  –  t h e  p r edomin an t  

a l t e rn a t i ve  t o  F r ege ’ s  –  i s  t ha t  t he  mea n ing  o f  an  e xp r ess ion  i s  

t o  be  ca p tu r ed  in  t e rms  o f  i t s  l i ng u i s t i c  us e .   

W i t tg en s te in ’ s  wr i t i ng s  a re  t r ad i t i o na l l y  d i v id ed  r oug h l y  in t o  

t wo  pe r io ds :  i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  pe r i od ,  wh os e  c en t r a l  e xp re ss io n  i s  

h i s  T rac ta t us  Log ico -Ph i l os op h icu s  (he nc e  T rac t a tus ) ,  he  s t i l l  

u ph e ld ,  acc o rd ing  to  t h i s  t r ad i t i o n ,  t h e  ma in  t e ne ts  o f  t he  

F reg ea n  a ppr oa ch .  I n  t he  l a te r  pe r io d ,  wh ose  ce n t ra l  e xp res s io n  

i s  h i s  Ph i lo so ph ic a l  I n ves t i ga t i ons  ( hen ce  I nv es t ig a t io ns ) ,  h e  

r e j ec t ed  t he  F reg ea n  p os i t i o n  a nd  r ep la ce d  i t  w i t h  h is  o wn ,  i n  

wh i c h  t h e  c onc ep t  o f  us e  b ec ame p r ed om in en t .   

I n  t he  d isc us s ion  be lo w I  sug g es t  t h a t  t h i s  t r a d i t i on a l  v iew 

i s  m is l ea d ing  –  t h e  c on ce p t  o f  use  i s  a t  t he  he ar t  o f  

W i t tg en s te in ’ s  t h eor y  o f  mean ing  a l r ead y  in  t he  T rac t a tu s .  I t  i s  

e ss en t ia l  i n  e xp la in i ng  t he  co nce p ts  o f  mea n ing  a nd  in  

d e te rm in ing  t he  m ea n ing s  o f  t he  e xp res s io ns  o f  l ang u ag e .  The  

a c tu a l  us e  o f  a  s ign  i s  wha t  m ak es  i t  i n t o  a  s ymb o l  a nd  

d e te rm ines  i t s  “mod e  o f  s ig n i f i ca t io n ” .  The  us e  o f  a  p r opo s i t i o n  

d e te rm ines  i t s  “ l og ic a l  s t r u c tu r e ” ,  wh ich  i s  comm on t o  i t  an d  t h e  

s t a te  o f  a f f a i r s  i t  p r ese n ts .  Th e  us e  an d  a pp l i c a t io n  o f  a  

p rop os i t i on  s ho ws  i t s  se nse ;  t he y  d o  i t  b y  d e te rm in i ng  t he  

p ro j e c t io n  ru le s ,  b y  d i n t  o f  wh i ch  a  p rop os i t i on  h as  i t s  sen se  an d  

i s  a  p ic t u re ,   



 A  ce n t ra l  c l a im  in  t h e  f o l l o w ing  i s  t ha t  t h es e  n o t ion s ,  

i n  t e rms  o f  wh i ch  t h e  n o t io n  o f  mean ing  i s  e xp l i ca te d  a re  

i n t r a - l i ng u is t i c ,  and  do  no t  ap pe a l  t o  e x te r na l ,  on t o l og i ca l  

c on ce p ts .  The y  a r e  ra t he r  g o ver ne d  an d  e xp r ess ed  b y  

“ log ic o -s yn ta c t i c  r u l e s ” .  I n  t h i s  r e sp ec t  t h e  o n to l og y  o f  t he  

T rac t a tu s  sh ou ld  be  se en  as  a  t r an sce nd en t a l  f r ame work  

f o r  t he  po ss ib i l i t y  o f  l a ng uag e .  I t  i s  no t  o per a t i ve  i n  t h e  

t h eor y  o f  mea n ing  o f  t he  bo ok .  Th is  t r e nd  i n  W i t tg ens t e in ’ s  

t h oug h t  i s  i n te ns i f i e d  in  l a te r  wr i t i ng s  o f  t he  t h i r t i es ,  

p a r t i c u la r l y  i n  Ph i lo so ph ic a l  G rammar ,  b u t  i t s  s ee ds  a re  

c l ea r l y  r oo t ed  i n  t he  T ra c ta t us .  

 I n  l i g h t  o f  t he  i n t ra - l i ng u is t i c  n a tu r e  o f  t he  p r i nc ip l es  

g o vern ing  t he  no t ion  o f  mean in tg  in  t he  T ra c ta t us  i t  s eems  t ha t  i t  

i s  a  m i s tak e  t o  r ega rd  i t s  c on ce p t io n  o f  mea n ing  as  

r ep r ese n ta t i on a l ,  o r  a s  F r eg ea n .  On  th e  o t he r  ha nd ,  t he  c en t r a l  

r o l e  o f  t he  no t io n  o f  use  i n  t he  t he or y  o f  mea n ing  o f  t he  

T rac t a tu s ,  u nde r l i ne d  h e re ,  i s  o ne  o f  th e  l i n es  o f  co n t in u i t y  i n  t h e  

p h i lo so ph y o f  W i t tge ns t e in .  

 

The  Conc ep t  o f  Use  i n  t h e  T rac t a tus  

I n  3 .3 26  W i t t g ens te i n  s a ys :  

 

Um d as  Symb o l  am Ze ic he n  zu  e rk en ne n ,  mu ss  ma n  
a u f  den  s in n vo l l en  Ge bra uc h  ac h te n .  
I n  o rd e r  t o  r ec og n ize  a  s ymb o l  b y  i t s  s ig n  we  m us t  
o bs er ve  h o w i t  i s  us ed  w i t h  a  s ens e .  

 

Re cog n i z i ng  t he  s ymb o l  i n  t h e  s ig n  i s  a t  t he  he ar t  o f  t he  

p h i lo so ph y o f  mean ing  in  t he  T rac t a tus :  t h i s  i s  wh a t  c ons t i t u t es  

u nd ers t an d ing .  And  t h e  a bo ve  p ro pos i t i o n  t e ac hes  us  o f  th e  

u tm os t  imp or ta nc e  o f  us e  h e re .  Th e  ab o ve  t r a ns la t i on ,  by  Pe ars  

a nd  McG u in ess ,  l ea ve s  u nc le a r  t h e  co ns eq ue n t  o f  t he  se n te nc e :  

Ho w i s  an y t h ing  “us ed  w i t h  a  s ens e”?  I s  a  s ens e  s ometh ing  

a t t ac he d  to  t he  use?  I f  so ,  ho w? An d  wh a t  d oes  “ w i t h  a  se ns e”  

r e l a te  t o  -  t h e  s ig n  o r  t he  us e?  Th is  vag ue ne ss  in  t he  t r ans la t io n  

s eem s  to  me  ass oc ia t ed  w i t h  a  w ide spr ead  m isco nc ep t io n  o n  a  

ma t t e r  c r uc ia l  t o  t he  un der s ta nd ing  o f  t h e  T rac t a tu s  –  t h e  

r e l a t io ns h ip  b e t wee n  me an ing  an d  use  -  t o  wh ic h  we  s ha l l  t u r n  



s hor t l y .  Bu t  l e t  i t  be  m en t i on ed  t ha t  t he  Pears - McG u in ess  

t r a ns la t ion ,  “ ho w i t  i s  use d  w i t h  a  se ns e” ,  i s  u nn ec ess ar i l y  

c umb ers ome,  a nd  in de ed  m is l ea d ing :  W i t tg en s te in  t a l k s  s im p l y  o f  

“ s i nn vo le n  Ge bra uch ”  –  me an ing f u l  use .  

 The  g e ner a l  p r ob lem w i t h  wh ic h  we  a re  f ac ed  pe r t a ins  t o  

t h e  re l a t io n  b e t ween  us e  a nd  sen se ,  o r  me an ing ,  i n  t he  

T rac t a tu s :  Can  t he re  be  a  u se  w i t h ou t  a  se ns e?  Ca n  th e re  be  a  

u se  o f  a  sen se less  s ig n ?  Can  t he r e  b e  a  m ea n ing f u l  e xp re ss ion ,  

wh i c h  h as  no  use ?  The  an s wer  t o  a l l  t h es e  q ue s t i on s  i s  –  n o !  The  

r eas on  f o r  t h i s  an swe r  emerg es  f r om a  f un dam ent a l  po s i t i o n  o f  

t h e  T rac t a tu s  on  ou r  g ener a l  p r ob lem:  i t  i s  t h a t  u se  c on s t i t u t es  

s en se  an d  mea n ing .  I t  i s  t h e i r  h ea r t  an d  s ou l .  Th r oug h  th e  u se  o f  

a  s ig n ,  t h e  s ig n  o b ta i ns  me an ing  an d  b ec omes  a  s ym bo l .  He nce ,  

a  s ig n  i n  a  pa r t i cu la r  us e  i s  ip so  f ac to  me an ing f u l  –  i t  i s  a  

s ymb o l .  I  sh a l l  e xpa nd  l a te r  on  t he  r ea so ns  f o r  t h i s  po s i t i o n  a nd  

i t s  s ig n i f i c an ce ,  as  we l l  a s  o n  som e tex t ua l  s up por t  f o r  i t .   

 Acc o rd ing l y ,  p ro pos i t i on  3 . 32 6  c an no t  b e  t ak e n  t o  s ug g es t  

t h e  p os s ib i l i t y  o f  a  u se  o f  a  mean ing les s  s ig n .  Suc h  a  use  we re  

p os s ib le  on l y  i f  use ,  wh i ch  i s  a  c r i t e r ia l  e xp res s io n  o f  con ce p ts ,  

c ou ld  b e  d esc r i be d  a nd  com pre he nd ed  i n  t e rms  wh i ch  do  no t  

p res up po se  t he  mea n ing  in he r en t  i n  i t ,  o r  t he  co nce p ts  an d  

me an ing s  o f  wh ic h  i t  i s  a  c r i t e r i a l  e xp re ss ion .  I  h a ve  e ls ewh e re 2 

l a be led  t h i s  c onc ep t io n  o f  us e  “ ra w u se ” .  Such  a  c onc ep t io n  i s  

t yp ica l  o f  r edu c t i v i s t  t he o r ies  o f  mean ing ,  wh ic h  W i t t g ens t e in  

o pp os ed  a lso  i n  h i s  la t e r  wr i t i ng s ,  es pe c ia l l y  i n  I n ves t ig a t io ns .  

 The  T ra c ta t us  c on ce p t io n  o f  use ,  i n  wh i ch  use  co ns t i t u t es  

me an ing  an d  i s  wha t  t u rn s  a  s ig n  i n to  a  s ymb o l ,  i s  n o t  t he  ‘ t h in ’  

c on ce p t i on  o f  ‘ r a w u se ’ ,  s ome t ok en  ac t i on  o r  b eh a v io r  de sc r i be d  

i n  m ea n ing -ne u t ra l  t e rm s .  I t  i s  r a t he r  a  ‘ t h i ck ’  con ce p t ion ,  

imb ue d  w i t h  mea n ing  a nd  co nc ep ts ,  by  wh i ch  t he  use  i s  

d es c r ib ed  a nd  comp reh en de d .  P ro pos i t i o n  3 . 32 6  p o in t s  ou t  t ha t  

b y  s uch  us e  t h e  s ign  be com es  a  m ea n ing f u l  s ymb o l ,  wh ich  i s  

r ecog n i zed  b y  ob ser v i ng  ho w th e  s ig n  i s  m ean ing f u l l y  u sed .  Th a t  

i s  t he  imp or t  o f  t he  p h ra se  “m ea n ing f u l  u se ”  ( s i nn vo len  

Ge bra uc h) .  W hen  on e  u se s  a  c e r ta i n  wo r d  as  a  mer e  p ho ne t i c  

o b je c t ,  e .g .  t o  p r ac t i c e  co r rec t  p ro nu nc ia t io n ,  t h i s  wo u ld  n o t  b e   

‘me an ing f u l  us e ’ ,  i n  wh i ch  t he  s ymb o l  i s  r ecog n i ze d  i n  t he  s ig n .  



I n  PR,  s ec t io n  1 4  W i t tg en s te in  i l l us t ra t es  t he  F reg e an  co n te x t -

p r i nc i p l e ,  wh ic h  i s  a do p te d  in  t he  T rac t a tu s  (3 . 3 ) ,  b y  say ing  t ha t  

“ onl y  i n  use  i s  a  rod  a  l e ver .  Onl y  the  a ppl i ca t i on  m ak es  i t  

in t o  a  l e ver . ”  Th is  i l l us t r a t io n  in d i ca t es  t he  imp or ta nc e  o f  u se  ( o r  

a pp l i ca t io n )  f o r  und ers t an d ing  a n  e xp r ess ion ’s  m ea n ing .  I n  t he  

t e rm s  o f  ou r  3 .32 6  i t  ma y be  pu t  t hu s :  t o  r ec og n i ze  t he  le ve r  b y  

t h e  ro d  we  mu s t  o bs er ve  i t s  me an ing fu l  us e  –  we  m us t  ob ser ve  

h o w i t  i s  ac t ua l l y  us ed  i n  ac t s  o f  meas ur ing ,  a nd  r e l a te d  

a pp l i ca t io ns .  Th ese  a re  no t  ‘ t h in ’  a c t s  o f  ‘ r a w u se ’ ,  wh ich  ca n  b e  

g ras pe d  in de pe nd en t l y  o f  t he  n o t io n  o f  meas ureme nt .  I t  i s  r a th e r  

a  ‘ t h i ck ’  use ,  m ad e  in  ac t s ,  wh i ch  a re  c on ce i ved  an d  d esc r i be d  in  

t e rm s  o f  meas ureme nt .  

 The  ‘ t h i ck ’  c on ce p t i o n  o f  us e  i s  a l s o  a t  t h e  b as e  o f  

W i t tg en s te in ’ s  res po ns e  t o  t wo  p ro b lems  r e la te d  t o  a  t h eo r y  o f  

me an ing  f ou nd ed  on  t he  co nc ep t  o f  use :  ( a )  t h e  p r ob lem o f  

i n d i v id ua t i on  –  wha t  s e t s  ap ar t  a  t ype  o f  us e  o f  an  e xp r ess ion ?  

W hat  g rou ps  d i f f e re n t  t ok e ns  o f  us e  o f  a  word  in t o  a  t ype  o f  use ?  

( b )  The  p r ob lem o f  n o rmat i v i t y  –  ho w,  a nd  i n  wha t  se ns e ,  c an  a  

u se  be  m is t ak en ? 3 

 The  p ro b lems  o f  i nd i v i d ua t io n  a nd  no rmat i v i t y  o f  use  

c on cer ne d  W i t t g ens t e in  t h ro ug ho u t  h i s  ca r ee r .  Ma in  s t age s  h e re  

c an  be  b ro ad l y  ou t l i n ed  t hu s :  i n  t h e  T ra c ta t us  W i t tg en s te in  

a t t empt ed  t o  a ns we r  t he se  p ro b lems  in  t e rms  o f  l og i co -

s yn t ac t i c a l  ca t eg or i e s ,  wh ic h  ‘ sh o w t hem se l ves ’  i n  t he  use  o f  a  

l a ng uag e .  I n  Ph i loso ph i ca l  I n ve s t i ga t io ns  t h i s  a ppr oa ch  s eem ed 

to  h im  m is tak en .  He  a ls o  re j e c t s  a t t empt s  t o  ans we r  t h e  p r ob lem 

i n  ps ych o log is t i c  t e rms ,  an d  i n  b eh a v io r i s t i c  t e rm s .  H is  po s i t i ve  

a cc ou n t  o f  mean ing  i n  Ph i los op h ic a l  I n ve s t i ga t i on s  i s  c a r r ie d  o u t  

b y  d esc r i b ing  va r i ou s  t ypes  o f  use  and  t he  co nc ep ts  i nhe ren t  i n  

t h em –  co nce p ts  wh os e  c r i t e r i a l  e xp re ss ion  a r e  t h e  t ypes  o f  use  

a nd  be ha v io r  c on ce rne d .  L a te r ,  W i t t ge ns t e in  emph as i zed  an o th e r  

t h r ea d  o f  h i s  t h oug h t  i n  I n ves t i ga t i ons :  t h e  t yp ica l  use  o f  a  wo rd  

g i ve s  i t  a  c ha r ac te r ,  a  ‘ f ac e ’ ,  a  ‘ s ou l ’ ,  wh i c h  rem a ins  i n tac t  f r om 

o ne  t ok en- us e  t o  t he  ne x t .  The  ab i l i t y  t o  g ra sp  t h i s  a sp ec t  o f  a  

wo r d ,  t o  ‘e xp er ie nce ’  i t s  mea n ing ,  i s  co nd i t i on a l  on  e xper i e n t ia l ,  

me n ta l  an d  e ven  ps ych o log ic a l  f ac t o rs .  Th es e  ma y se em to  g o  



b e yon d  th e  ac t ua l  u se  o f  t he  word ,  wh ere as ,  I  sug g es t ,  t h e y  a re  

a c tu a l l y  i n co r po r a te d  in t o  t h e  ‘ t h i ck ’  co nc ep t i on  o f  us e .  

 The  f o l l o w ing  d is cus s io n  ce n te r s  o n l y  o n  t h e  f i r s t  o f  t he se  

s t ag es ,  a r t i cu l a te d  i n  t he  T ra c ta t us .  

The se  r emark s  s u f f i c e ,  I  b e l i e ve ,  t o  c as t  do ub t  on  a  

p re va le n t  co nc ep t io n  o f  t he  T ra c ta r ean  t he or y  o f  mean ing  an d  i t s  

r e l a t io ns h ip  t o  W i t tg en s te i n ’ s  la t e r  v iews .  On  t he  p re va len t  

c on ce p t i on  W i t t g ens t e in  p res en t ed  i n  t h e  T rac t a tu s  a  t h eo r y  o f  

me an ing ,  wh i ch  i s  b as i ca l l y  r ep r ese n ta t i on a l ,  ac co r d ing  t o  wh i ch  

t h e  me an ing  o f  an  e xp r ess ion  i s  a  t h ing  in  t he  wor l d ,  o f  wh i c h  t h e  

e xp r ess ion  i s  a  l i ng u is t i c  r ep r es en t a t io n .  A  n ame,  a cco r d ing l y ,  

r ep r ese n ts  an  ob jec t ,  an d  a  p ro pos i t i o n  d ep i c t s  a nd  p res en t s  a  

s t a te  o f  a f f a i r s .  L a te r ,  beg in n ing  w i t h  t h e  wr i t i ng s  o f  t he  ea r l y  

t h i r t i es  a nd  cu lm ina t i ng  i n  I nv es t i ga t io ns ,  W i t t g ens te i n  re j ec t ed  

t h i s  v ie w,  a nd  p re se n te d  in s te ad  t h e  co nc ep t i on  t ha t  t h e  me an ing  

o f  an  e xp re ss io n  i s  b as ic a l l y  i t s  use  –  t h e  wa y i t  i s  us ed .  Ther e  

i s ,  acc o rd ing  t o  t h i s  p re va le n t  c on ce p t io n ,  a  g re a t  g ap  be t we e n  

th e  t wo  v i e ws ,  wher e  t he  f i r s t  d ea ls  i n  a  ve r y  a bs t ra c t  man ner  

w i t h  t h e  re l a t io nsh ip s  b e t wee n  la ng uag e  a nd  t he  wo rd ,  wh i l e  t h e  

l a t t e r ,  i n  s e t t i ng  t he  no t i on  o f  use  a t  i t s  ba se ,  i s  m ore  mu nd an e  

a nd  hum an e .  I ns t ea d  o f  f ou nd ing  mean ing  on  ab s t rac t  r e l a t i on s  

b e t we en  la ng uag e  a nd  t he  wo r l d ,  i t  con s t ru es  i t  i n  t e rms  o f  t he  

u se  an d  t h e  l i ng u is t i c  be ha v io r  o f  co nc r e te  sp eak ers  i n  co nc r e te  

s i t ua t io ns .  

Ther e  i s ,  o f  cou rs e ,  mu ch  t r u th  in  t h i s  p r es en t a t io n ,  bu t  i t  

c an  be  m is l ea d ing  a nd  ne ed s  q ua l i f i ca t i on s  a nd  c l a r i f i ca t io ns  in  

b o th  pa r t s .  I n  a  ve ry  g e ner a l  wa y I  wou ld  p u t  i t  t hu s :  W i th  r eg ard  

t o  t he  T ra c ta t us ,  t he  on t o log ica l  co ncep t s  a nd  t he  on t o l og i c a l  

f r ame work  o f  t he  T r ac ta t us  i s  a  s o r t  o f  a  ” t r an sc en de n ta l  

c on d i t i on ”  f o r  t h e  po ss ib i l i t y  o f  l a ng uag e ;  t h e y  a re  no t  ope ra t i ve  

i n  t he  t he or y  o f  mea n ing  o f  t he  bo ok .  As  w i l l  be  emp has ize d  

b e lo w,  a  nam e o r  a  s ymbo l  i s  no t  i de n t i f i e d  as  su ch  in  t e rms  o f  

t h e  o b je c t  i t  m ea ns .  The  m a in  r eas on  f o r  t ha t  i s  t ha t  t he  

o n to l og ic a l  c onc ep ts  o f  ob jec t s ,  s t a t es  o f  a f f a i r s ,  e t c .  a re  n o t  

g i ve n  t o  us  a nd  a re  n o t  i d en t i f i a b le  i nd ep en de n t l y  o f  l ang uag e .  

Mo r eo ver ,  i n  co n t ra s t  t o  t he  p re va le n t  c on ce p t i on ,  i t  s hou ld  b e  

n o te d  t h a t  t h e  T rac ta t us  emp has i zes  t h e  ro l e  o f  us e  i n  



c on s t i t u t ing  t h e  mea n ing  o f  an  e xp r ess ion  an d  t h e  “ l og i c ”  o f  

l a ng uag e .  W i th  reg a rd  t o  t he  I nv es t iga t i on s ,  us e  i s  i n dee d  a  

c r i t e r ia l  ma n i f es ta t i o n  o f  mea n ing ,  bu t  W i t tg en s te in  ob j ec t s  t o  a  

r edu c t io n  o f  mean ing  t o  a  “ t h i n ”  n o t i on  o f  “ r a w use” .  He  a rg ues  

i n s te ad  f o r  a  “ t h i ck ”  n o t io n  o f  use ,  wh ic h  i s  i t s e l f  co nc ep tu a l l y  

l o ad ed  an d  imbu ed  w i t h  me an ing .  

 

F reg e  a nd  W i t t g ens t e in  on  Re f e re nc e  a nd  Me a n ing  (Bede u tu ng )  

I n  t he  T ra c ta t us  W i t t g en s te i n  ma in t a ine d  w i t h  F r eg e  t h a t  t h e  

me an ing  o f  a  name i s  t he  ob je c t  i t  den o te s .  Bu t  t h e  n a tu r e  o f  

t h es e  re l a ta ,  n ames  an d  o b jec t s ,  r a i se s  g ra ve  d i f f i c u l t i es :  Fo r  

F reg e  o b je c t s  a r e  g i ve n  t o  us ,  t h e y  a r e  ac ces s ib l e  t o  p e rc ep t i on  

a nd  cog n i t i o n ,  a nd  t h e  ma nn er  in  wh ich  t he y  a r e  g i ven  

d e te rm ines  t he  se ns e  o f  t he  name s  d en o t ing  t h em.  Bu t  

W i t tg en s te in  e xp l i c i t l y  opp os es  t hes e  v i e ws ,  a nd  s eem s  to  l ea ve  

o bs cur e  t h e  n a tu re  o f  ob j ec t s  an d  t h e  ma nn er  in  wh i ch  t h e y  a re  

g i ve n .  The  na tu re  o f  ob j ec t s ,  an d  t h e  ma nn er  in  wh i ch  t h e y  a re  

g i ve n  a r e  n o t  i nc l ud ed  amo ng  the  ac tu a l  d a ta ,  bu t  a re  t ak en  t o  b e  

a  t r an sc en de n ta l  co nd i t i on  on  t he  p oss ib i l i t y  o f  l a ng uag e .  

 Mu c h  wa s  wr i t t en  on  t h i s  i s su e  i n  a t t empt  t o  e xp la i n  t h e  

n a tu r e  o f  ob j ec t s  an d  s t a te s  o f  a f f a i r s  in  t he  T ra c ta tu s .  I  w i l l  no t  

ve n t u re  he r e  t o  p rov i d e  s uc h  a n  e xp lan a t io n ,  b u t  t o  s a y  t h a t  i n  

v i e w o f  t he  t r a nsc en de n ta l  na t u re  o f  th e  o n to l og ic a l  f r ame wo rk  

( ob je c t s  a nd  s ta t es  o f  a f f a i r s ) ,  man y  o f  t hes e  a t t empts  seem t o  

g o  ag a ins t  t h e  g ra in  o f  W i t tg en s te in ’ s  p os i t i o n .  I n  t he  cas e  o f  

o b je c t s ,  f o r  e xamp le ,  t he  t r an sce nd en ta l  na t u re  o f  t he  e xp os i t i on  

imp l ie s  t h a t  o b jec t s ,  wh i ch  “m ak e  up  t h e  s ub s ta nce  o f  t he  wo r ld ”  

( 2 .02 1) ,  mu s t  b e  g ra n te d  in  o rd e r  t o  en sur e  a  r ea l i s t i c  con ce p t  o f  

t r u t h ,  a nd  t o  s e r ve  a s  t h e  p o in t s  o f  app l i ca t io n  o f  s im p le  

p red i ca t es  in  t he  u l t ima t e  a na l ys i s  o f  th e  la ng uag e .  Bu t  exp lo r i ng  

t h e  o n t i c  na tu r e  o f  o b je c t s  i s  no t  a  mea n ing f u l  ph i lo so ph ic a l  

e n te r p r i s e .  Be lo w,  we  s ha l l  c l a r i f y  and  su bs t an t ia t e  t h i s  c l a im  

w i t h  r eg rad  t h e  re la t i on sh ip  be t we e n  s ig n  an d  s ym bo l ,  an d  t h e  

c on ce p t  o f  ‘mo de  o f  s ig n i f i c a t i on ’  o f  sym bo ls .  

 I n  F reg e ,  r e f e ren ce  c an  be  t ak en  a s  an  ac t ua l  r e l a t io n  

b e t we en  id en t i f i ab le  r e la t a .  Bu t  i n  t he  T rac t a tu s  i t  i s  a  f a i r l y  

o bs cur e  ‘ f o rma l  ca teg or y ’ ,  wh ic h  ca nno t  be  e xp l i c i t l y  i n d ic a te d ,  



o r  de sc r i bed .  Th e  e n t i r e  e xp lan a to r y  b u rd en  i s  l a id  up on  th e  

o t he r  t e rm  –  t he  name.  W ha t ,  t he n ,  i s  a  nam e,  a nd  ho w i s  i t  

i n d i v id ua t ed ?  The  g i s t  o f  t he  f o l l o w ing  d isc us s ion  pu r po r t s  t o  

s ho w th a t  W i t tg en s te i n  d oe s  n o t  an s we r  t h i s  q u es t io n  in  

s ema nt i c -o n to l og ica l  t e rms  (e .g .  i n  t e rms  o f  t he  re la t i on  t o  t he  

o b je c t  d en o ted  b y  t h e  n ame) ,  bu t  i n  t e rms  o f  use  ( log ico -

s yn t ac t i c  r u l es  o f  us e  inc l ud ed) .  Th is  i s  no t  a  c la im  ag a ins t  t he  

o b v ious  f ac t  t ha t  t he  T ra c ta t us  i s  s teep ed  i n  o n to l og ic a l  c on ce p ts  

–  wo r ld ,  o b je c t ,  s t a te  o f  a f f a i r s .  I t  i s  a  c l a im  as  t o  t h e  s ta tu s  o f  

t h es e  c onc ep t s :  t he y  f o rm ,  t o  re pea t e ,  a  t r an sc en den t a l  

f r ame work  f o r  t h e  p os s ib i l i t y  o f  l ang uag e ,  bu t  do  no t  se rve  a s  

c r i t e r ia  b y  wh ic h  t o  id en t i f y  wo rds  an d  u se s ,  as  t he y  a r e  n o t  

g i ve n  t o  us  in de pen de n t l y  o f  t he se .  W i t t g en s te in  e xp re sse s  t h i s  

b y  s a y ing  t h a t  i n  log i ca l  s yn t a x  t h e  mea n ing  o f  a  s ig n  s hou ld  

n e ver  p l a y  a  r o le  (3 . 33 ) .  Th i s  i de a  i s  c on ne c te d  o f  cou r se  w i t h  

t h e  “ in e f f ab i l i t y  o f  s ema nt i cs ” ,  t ha t  ma n y sch o la r s  as c r ibe d  t o  t he  

T rac t a tu s 4.  Bu t  t h i s  t h es is  m a y imp l y  a  t o o  n a r ro w an d  t ech n ic a l  

v i e w.  Th e  p o in t  i s  n o t  o n l y  t ha t  s emant i ca l  r e l a t io ns  a r e  in e f f ab le  

( in  l ang u ag e)  b u t  t h a t  t h e y  can no t  be  c on ce i ved  a t  a l l  a nd  a re  

n o t  o per a t i ve  i n  t he  wo rk ing s  o f  l ang u ag e .  

 

S ig n ,  Sym bo l ,  an d  Mo d e  o f  S ig n i f i c a t io n  ( Be ze ic hn ung s we i se )  

W ha t ,  t hen ,  i s  a  n ame,  an d  h o w i s  i t  i n d i v i du a ted ?  I n  t he  

t e ch n ica l  j a rg on  o f  t h e  T rac t a tu s  on e  ma y  a ns wer  t ha t  a  n ame i s  

a  s ymb o l  w i t h  i t s  mo de  o f  s ig n i f i c a t i on ,  b o th  o f  wh ic h  a r e  

d e te rm ine d  b y  t he  log ic a l - s yn ta c t i ca l  r u l es  o f  t he  l ang u age .  

W i t tg en s te in  d is t ing u is he d  b e t wee n  s ig n  a nd  s ymb o l :  a  s ig n  i s  

“w hat  c an  be  per ce i ve d  o f  a  s ym bol  ( 3 .32 ) ” ,  an d  a  s ymb o l  i s  

“ any pa r t  o f  a  pr opos i t i on  t ha t  chara cte r i ze s  i t s  se nse  ( 3 .3 1 ) . ”  

No t e  t h a t ,  b y  t h i s  de f i n i t i on ,  a  s ym bo l  i s  a  l i ng u is t i c  e xp re ss ion ,  

a  pa r t  o f  a  p ro po s i t i o n .  And  ye t ,  3 .3 1  c on t i nu es  t o  s t re ss  t h a t  i t  

i s  ess en t i a l  t o  t h e  p rop os i t i on ’s  sen se .  Bu t  ho w ca n  a  l i ng u is t i c  

e xp r ess ion ,  a  p a r t  o f  a  p r op os i t i o n ,  be  es se n t i a l  t o  sen se ?  I s  no t  

t h e  s en se  a  d is t in c t  e n t i t y ,  wh ic h  e x i s t s  an d  i s  g ras pe d  w i t h ou t  

e ss en t ia l l y  de pe nd ing  u po n  a n y  s pe c i f i c  e xp res s io n?  -  App are n t l y  

n o t .  Ap par en t l y ,  t he  T ra c ta r i an  no t io n  o f  se ns e  c lo se l y  

a ss oc ia t es  t he  s ens e  o f  a  p r op os i t i o n  w i t h  i t s  l i ng u i s t i c  



e xpr ess ion ,  so  t ha t  t h e  p a r t s  o f  t he  p ro po s i t i on ,  as  we l l  a s  t h e  

p rop os i t i on  i t s e l f ,  a re  e ss en t ia l  f o r  g ra sp ing  t he  s en se .  

W i t tg en s te in  do es  n o t  s a y  he r e  (p e rha ps  co nsc ious l y  cou n te r i ng  

t h e  F r eg ea n  p os i t i on )  t ha t  an  e xp res s io n  h as  a  s ens e ,  b u t  t h a t  i t  

i s  ess en t i a l  t o  t h e  s en se .  Th is  m a y s eem t o  p u l l  se ns e  do wn  to  

t h e  mu nd an e  le ve l  o f  l i ng u i s t i c  e xp r ess ion ,  bu t  i t  i s  j u s t  a s  we l l  

e l e va t ing  t he se  e xp res s io ns  t o  be  ess en t i a l  t o  s en se ,  an d  n o t  

j u s t  a  c as ua l  me ans  f o r  i t s  e xp r ess ion .   

 The  s ig n ,  t h e  mate r ia l  m an i f es ta t i on  o f  t he  s ym bo l ,  i s  

i n su f f i c i en t  f o r  t h e  i d en t i f i c a t io n  o f  t he  s ymb o l ,  b ec aus e  t h e  

s ame s ig n  m a y s e rve  t o  e xp res s  d i f f e r en t  s ym bo l s .  A  p lau s ib l e  

r esp on se  he r e  m ig h t  be  t ha t  a  s ig n  se r ve s  d i f f e ren t  s ymb o ls ,  

a cc o rd ing  t o  t he  d i f f e ren t  ob j ec t s  t hey  s ymb o l i ze .  S ig n i f i c an t l y ,  

W i t tg en s te in  a vo ids  t h i s  re sp on se :  I de n t i f i ca t i on  o f  symb o ls  i s  

i n de ed  a l l - im por t an t  i n  h i s  t h eor y ,  b u t  h e  b e l ie ved  t ha t  t he  

a t t empt  t o  d e f ine  t h e  c on ce p t  o f  s ymbo l  an d  i t s  va r io us  

c a teg or i es  in  on t o log ic a l  t e rms  i s  no ns en s ica l .  I ns te ad ,  h e  t u r ns  

t o  as pe c t s  o f  t he  us e  o f  a  word  ( i n  t he  co n te x t  o f  a  se n te nc e) .  

The se  as pec t s  h a ve  t o  d o ,  a s  we  s ha l l  s ee ,  w i t h  log ic o -

s yn t ac t i c a l  co nc ep ts  ( t hems e l ves  a sp ec t s  o f  use  o f  t he  

l a ng uag e) ,  an d  o t he r  co nc ep ts  o f  use .  The  sam e s ig n  c an  se r ve  

d i f f e re n t  s ym bo ls ,  s a ys  W i t t g ens t e i n ,  wh e n  t he i r  mo de  o f  

s ig n i f i c a t io n  (Be ze ic hn ung s we i se )  i s  d i f f e ren t  ( 3 .3 22) .  Bu t  t h e  

mo de  o f  s ig n i f i ca t io n  i s  no t  e l uc i da t ed  i n  t e rms  o f  t he  s ig n i f i e d  

o b je c t s  (n o r  in  t e rms  o f  o the r  on to l og i c a l  co nc ep ts ) ,  an d  a  s ig n  

c an  s ig n i f y  d i f f e ren t  o b je c t s  in  t he  s ame m od e  (as  im p l ie d  b y  

3 . 32 2) .  Mo de  o f  s ign i f i ca t io n  (a nd  t he  “ c ha r ac t e r i s t i c  o f  a  

s ymb o l ” ,  co ns t i t u t ed  b y  i t )  i s ,  r a th e r ,  a  l og i co -s yn t ac t i c  c a teg or y :   

 

W ha t  s ig n i f i e s  i n  a  s ymb o l  i s  wha t  i s  comm on t o  a l l  t h e  
s ymb o l s  t h a t  t h e  ru l e s  o f  l og ic a l  s yn tax  a l lo w u s  t o  
s ub s t i t u te  f o r  i t .  ( 3 .3 44)  

 

Th is  p ro pos i t i on  i s  t yp ica l  o f  W i t tg ens te i n ’ s  a vo ida nce  o f  

c ha r ac t e r i z ing  t h e  n o t io ns  o f  s ig n i f i ca t io n  a nd  nam ing  –  t h e  

f oun da t i on  o f  h i s  t h eor y  o f  mea n ing  –  in  on t o log i ca l  t e rms .  

I n s te ad ,  he  s pe ak s  o f  a  s ub s t i t u t io n -c l a ss  d e f in ed  b y  t h e  ru l es  o f  

l og ic a l  s yn ta x .  Th is  g e ner a l  i de a  i s  exe mp l i f i e d  w i t h  re sp ec t  t o  



t h e  log ica l  co nn ec t i ve s  in  5 .5 14 :  Th e  r u l es  f o rm ing  neg a t i o n ,  

d i s j u nc t io n ,  e t c .  a re  eq u i va len t  t o  t h es e  s ym bo l s ,  an d  “ i n  t hem 

t he i r  se ns e  is  mi r r ore d ” .  The  m od e  o f  s ig n i f i ca t io n  i s ,  o f  co u rs e ,  

wh a t  W i t t g ens t e in  c a l l s  a  ‘ f o rma l  c onc ep t ’  ( 4 .1 26) ,  i n e xp res s ib le  

a s  a  f un c t i on ,  bu t  ‘ s ho wing  i t se l f ’  i n  th e  u se  o f  wha t  i t  i s  a  m od e  

o f ,  i . e .  a  name.  Hen ce  W i t t g ens te i n  sa ys  t ha t  “ t he  r u le s  o f  

log ic a l  s yn t ax  m us t  go  w i thout  s a ying  (s i ch  von s e lbs t  

ve r s te he n)  onc e  we  know  how  ea ch ind i v i dua l  s i gn  s ign i f i es ”  

( 3 .33 4)   

W ha t  i f  t he  sam e s ig n  s ig n i f i e s  d i f f e ren t  ob j ec t s  i n  t h e  same 

mo de  o f  s ig n i f i ca t io n  (e .g .  wh en  d i f f e r en t  p eo p le  sh are  t h e  s ame 

p rop er  n ame) ?  I s  i t  t h en  t he  same s ymb o l?  I t  m ig h t  s eem n a tu r a l  

t o  t h ink  so ,  bu t ,  q u i t e  t yp ic a l l y  ag a in ,  W i t tg en s te in  do es  n o t  b r i ng  

u p  t h i s  p oss ib i l i t y .  I n s te ad ,  ap pe a l  t o  eq u i va lenc e  c la ss es  an d  

s ub s t i t u t io n  i s  ma n i f e s te d  i n  W i t tg en s te i n ’ s  e xp lan a t i on  o f  t he  

s en t en t i a l  va r i ab le ,  a nd  t he  s t i pu la t io n  o f  i t s  va l ue s :  

 

To  s t i pu la t e  va lu es  f o r  a  p r ep os i t i o na l  va r ia b le  i s  t o  
g i ve  t he  p ro pos i t i on s  who se  commo n c har ac t e r i s t i c  t h e  
va r ia b le  i s .  […]  And  t he  on l y  t h ing  e ss en t i a l  t o  t h e  
s t i pu la t i on  i s  t ha t  i t  i s  mer e l y  a  d esc r ip t i on  o f  sym bo ls ,  
a nd  s ta t es  n o th i ng  a bo u t  wh a t  i s  s ig n i f i e d .  ( 3 . 31 7)  

 

Acc ord ing  t o  t h i s ,  a  s ymb o l  i s  s im p l y  a  s ig n  us ed  i n  a  pa r t i c u la r  

mo de  o f  s ig n i f i ca t io n ,  wh ose  m ea n ing  i s  g i ve n  b y  a n  eq u i va le nce  

c l ass  o f  e xp r ess ions ,  wh i ch  c an  su bs t i t u t e  f o r  i t  b y  t h e  ru l e s  o f  

l og ic a l  s yn ta x .  W i t tg en s te i n  d oes  no t  ye t  t e l l  u s  wha t  t hes e  ru l es  

a re  a nd  wh a t  a re  t h e  b ou nd s  o f  t he  su bs t i t u t i on :  wh a t  i s  t h e  

i n va r i an t  t o  be  p res e r ved  –  t r u t h  va lue ?  g rammat ic a l  

c o r re c tn ess ?  I n  any  cas e ,  t h e  e sse n t ia l  po in t  f o r  ou r  c onc ern s  i s  

t h a t  t h e  id en t i t y  o f  a  s ymb o l  i s  n o t  d e f i n ed  on t o log i ca l l y  b y  t h e  

o b je c t  i t  s ig n i f i es ,  b u t  r a t he r  i n  t e rms  o f  t he  l og ic o -s yn t ac t i ca l  

r u l es  o f  use .  

 I n  t he  p ro po s i t i on  b y  wh ic h  we  o pe ned  ou r  d i sc us s ion  

( 3 .32 6) ,  t h e  p h ra se  “me an ing f u l  us e ”  ( s i nn vo l le n  Gebr au ch )  

f unc t i ons  on l y  t o  lay  emp has i s  o n  wha t  i s  a l r ea d y  i nc lu ded  i n  t h e  

n o t io n  o f  ‘ use ’ ,  an d  n o t  t o  d i se ng ag e  i t  f r om some “m ea n ing le ss  

u se  ” ,  wh i ch  i s  ab su rd .  I n  3 .3 28  he  e xp la in s  “Ock ham ’s  ra zo r ”  b y  



c la im ing  t ha t  “ i f  a  s i gn  i s  use l es s ,  i t  i s  m ea ning le ss . ”  He  

r epe a ts  t h i s  c l a im  in  5 .4 73  an d  5 . 47 321 .  A l l  t h i s  unm is t aka b l y  

s ho ws  t ha t  m ea n ing  i s  co ns t i t u te d  b y  u se  –  o n l y  in  us e  i s  t he  

s ymb o l  r ec og n i ze d  i n  t he  s ig n ,  an d  w i t h ou t  i t ,  t he r e  i s  n o  

me an ing .   

 I n  5 .4 73 3  W i t tg ens te i n  s a ys  t ha t  i f  a  se n te nc e  h as  n o  

s en se ,  t h i s  c an  o n ly  be  be ca use  “w e ha ve  fa i l ed  t o  g i ve  a  

me ani ng  t o  s ome o f  i t s  c onst i tuents .  ( Eve n i f  w e  th ink  w e  

ha ve  done  s o . ) ”  Ho w do  we  g i ve  m ean ing ,  an d  h o w do  we  f a i l  t o  

g i ve  me an ing ,  e ven  wh en  we  t h ink  we  d o?  -  I n  a c tu a l l y  pu t t i ng  

wo r ds  a nd  se n te nce s  t o  us e .   

A l t e rn a t i ve l y ,  o ne  m ig h t  t h ink  t h a t  we  g i ve  me an ing  b y  ru l es  

o f  i n te r p re t a t io n ,  wh i ch  ass oc ia t e  a  ce r ta i n  me an ing  (e .g .  a  

c e r ta i n  o b jec t )  an d  a  ce r t a in  wor d .  I nd ee d ,  ma n y ha ve  t h us  

u nd ers t oo d  t h e  ‘ p i c to r i a l  r e l a t i on sh ip ’  ( abb i l de nd e  Be z ie hu ng )  

a nd  r u le s  o f  p ro j e c t io n  in  t he  T rac t a tus .  Bu t  i f  t h i s  wer e  c o r re c t ,  

W i t tg en s te in ’ s  c la im  th a t  we  c an  f a i l  t o  g i ve  mea n ing ,  e ve n  i f  we  

t h i nk  we  ha ve ,  wo u ld  ha ve  ma de  no  se ns e .  Ne i t h e r  wou ld  h is  

c l a im  tha t  t he r e  a re  no  m ea n ing f u l  u se les s  se n te nc es .  I t  i s  

p rec i se l y  t he  ‘P la ton i s t ’  v ie w W i t tg ens te i n  a t t ack s ,  b y  wh i c h  

me an ing s  a re  ‘ t he re ’ ,  s ig ns  a r e  ‘h e re ’ ,  a nd  t he y  a r e  co up le d  t o  

c r ea t e  s ym bo ls ,  and  t o  mak e  la ng uag e  r ep r es en t a t io na l .  Bu t  t h i s  

i s  a  “m yth o log ica l ”  p i c tu r e  a t t ack ed  a l r ead y  in  t he  T rac t a tu s .  

T rac t a r ia n  ru l es  o f  p ro j e c t io n  a re  no t  a ss ig nme nt  f unc t ion s  o f  

mo de l - t he or y .  Ra t he r ,  t he y  a r e  d e te rm in ed  on l y  b y  t he  use  be ing  

ma de  o f  t he  se n te nc es .  

 I t  i s  c l ea r ,  on  t h i s  p res en t a t io n ,  t ha t  i n  c la im ing  t h a t  

me an ing  i s  g ro un de d  in  us e  “ t h e  l a te r ”  W i t tg en s te in  do es  n o t  

b reak  f r om the  pos i t i o n  o f  t he  T rac t a tus ,  bu t  r a th e r  t h a t  a l r e ad y  

i n  t he  T ra c ta t us  W i t t g en s te i n  ho lds  t ha t  m ea n ing  i s  d ee p l y  r oo t ed  

i n  us e .  The  use  i s  e xp r ess ed  i n  t h e  ‘ l og ic ’ ,  o r  l og i ca l  s yn t a x ,  

wh i c h  W i t tg ens t e in  c on s ide r s  a l l -  impo r tan t .  Bu t  i n  t h e  T r ac ta t us ,  

t h e  log ica l  s yn t a x  i s  no t  se ve re d  f r om th e  u se  an d  mea n ing  o f  t he  

s en t en ces  o f  a  l ang uag e ,  as  some l og i ca l - pos i t i v i s t s  a nd  a  

ve n era b le  t r ad i t i o n  o f  i n te r p re t e rs  be l ie ve d .  On  th e  c on t ra r y ,  i t  

e xp r ess es  t hem,  an d  i s  de t e rm ine d  by  t hem.  A l l  t h i s  imp l i e s  t ha t  

u se  es t ab l i s hes  t he  me an ing  an d  mod e  o f  s ig n i f i ca t io n  o f  a n  



e xpr ess ion ,  an d  f un c t io ns  in  de t e rm in i ng  t h e  la ng uag e ’s  r u l es  o f  

l og ic a l  s yn ta x .  Th a t  i s  t he  r eas on  wh y  u se  ca nn o t  g o  ag a in s t  

t h es e  ru l es ,  a nd  can no t  be  w i t h ou t  sen se .  

 

I n t r a - l i ng u is t i c  an d  Ex t ra - l i ng u is t i c  Use :  Us e  a nd  Ru les  o f  

P ro j ec t io n  

I  h a ve  s pok en  o f  t he  “ i n t ra - l i ng u i s t i c ”  c ha r ac t e r  o f  t he  

T rac t a tu s  co nc ep t io n  o f  mea n ing .  I n  t h i s  I  i n t e nd  m a in l y  t o  

d i ss oc ia t e  t h i s  co nc ep t i on  f r om the  “ re p re se n ta t i on a l ” ,  

o n to l og ic a l  c onc ep t i o n  in  wh i ch  i t  i s  o f t e n  u nd ers t oo d .  Bu t  t h e  

t e rm  m a y b e  m is lea d ing  a nd  ne eds  q u a l i f i ca t i on .  A  s ourc e  o f  

c on f us io n  in  un ders t an d ing  t h e  co nn ec t i on  be t we en  us e  a nd  

me an ing  i s  t ha t  use  ca n  b e  t ak en ,  e i t h e r  a s  in t r a - l i ng u is t i c  

( usag e) ,  o r  a s  e x t ra - l i ng u is t i c  ( use ) ,  i . e .  an  ac t ua l  a c t i v i t y  i n  t h e  

wo r l d .  The  c i t a t i ons  f r om W i t t g ens t e in  a bo ve  a re  i nco nc lu s i ve .  

Comme nta t o rs  ha ve  co ns id e re d  t h e  amb ig u i t y ,  o r  o bsc ur i t y ,  o f  

t h i s  d i s t i nc t io n  in  W i t tg en s te in  t o  b e  c har ac t e r i s t i c  o f  h i s  wr i t i ng s  

i n  t he  30 ’s ,  i n  wh ich  t he  no t i on  o f  use  i s  s omet im es  e xp l i c a te d  in  

c on ne c t i on  w i t h  a  us e  in  a  g ame,  s uch  a s  c hes s ,  a nd  a t  o th e r  

t ime s  i n  c on nec t i on  w i t h  a  us e  o f  a  t o o l .  The  f o rmer  no t ion  o f  use  

i s  na t u ra l l y  t ak en  t o  be  i n t ra - l i ng u i s t i c ,  de f i ne d  b y  a  s e t  o f  r u le s ;  

t h e  la t t e r  n o t ion  i s  t ak e n  a s  a n  ac t ua l  a c t i v i t y  i n  t he  wo r ld 5.  

 F rom wh a t  ha s  b een  sa id  i n  t h e  p r ec ed ing  sec t i on s  i t  

a pp ear s  , t h oug h ,  t h a t  a t  l ea s t  w i t h  r eg ard  t o  t h e  t h eor y  o f  

me an ing  o f  t he  T rac t a tu s ,  t he  s eem ing l y  in t r a - l i ng u is t i c  n o t io n ,  

a nd  t he  se t  o f  l og i co -s yn tac t i ca l  r u l es  wh i c h  d e f in e  i t ,  a re  

b as i ca l l y  an  e xp r ess ion  o f  t he  e x t r a - l i ng u i s t i c  n o t io n  o f  us e ,  t h e  

a c tu a l  us e  o f  t he  l ang u ag e .  

P ro pos i t i on  3 .3 27  ma y  se r ve  t o  b r i ng  o u t  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y :  

 

A  s ig n  d oe s  n o t  de te rm ine  a  log i ca l  f o rm  u n le ss  i t  i s  
t ak e n  t og e t he r  w i t h  i t s  l og ic o -s yn ta c t i c a l  emp lo ym ent  
( Ver we nd ung )  (3 . 32 7) .  

 

W ha t  i s  a  l og i co -s yn t ac t i c a l  em p lo ym ent ,  o r  u se ?  I t  m ig h t  s eem 

a s  i f  t h i s  i s  an  ob v io us  i n t ra - l i ng u i s t i c  t e rm ,  un r e la t ed  t o  a c tu a l  

u se .  I t  m ig h t  s eem to  be  de f i ne d  b y  t he  r u le s  o f  l og ic a l  syn ta x ,  

wh i c h  d e te rm ine  t he  l i ng u is t i c  c omp os i t i o ns  in  wh i ch  t he  s ig n  



ma y b e  p u t  i n  re l a t i o n  t o  o th e rs .  P ro po s i t i o n  3 .3 ,  o f  wh ich  t he  

a bo ve  i s  a  c omment ,  a nd  wh i ch  s ta te s  t h e  F r eg ea n  c on t ex t  

p r i nc i p l e ,  ma y  a ls o  b e  u nd ers t oo d  i n  t h i s  l i g h t .  I t  a l so  seem s  to  

a cc o rd  w i t h  3 .2 63 ,  wh i c h  s t a tes  t ha t  e l u c id a t i on s  (Er l äu te rung e n)  

e xp la in  t h e  me an ing  o f  p r im i t i ve  s ig ns .  

 Bu t  t h i s  s eems  wrong .  Fo r ,  wh a t  a re  t h es e  l i ng u is t i c  

c omp os i t i o ns  in  wh i c h  t h e  s ig n  ma y be  i nc o rp o ra t ed ,  and  wh a t  

d e te rm ines  an d  c on s t ra i ns  t h em? O ne  m a y a rg ue  t ha t  t h i s  i s  t h e  

f unc t i on  o f  t he  l og ic o -s yn ta c t i ca l  r u les  o f  t he  lang u ag e ,  mu ch  l i k e  

t h e  ru l es  o f  ches s  s e r ve  t o  de t e rm ine  t h e  p os s ib le  comp os i t i ons  

o f  p ie ces  on  t he  boa rd .  Bu t  e ve n  i f  t h i s  i s  i nd ee d  a n  a deq ua t e  

a cc ou n t  o f  t he  g ame o f  che ss ,  i t  i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  a n  a deq ua t e  

a cc ou n t  o f  l a ng uag e .  Log ic a l  s yn ta x  i s  no t  an  i nde pe nd en t  h ig h  

a u th o r i t y  imp os ed  o n  o u r  a pp l i c a t io ns  o f  l ang u ag e  ‘ f r om a bo ve ’ .  

Ne i t he r  i s  i t  a  se t  o f  r u l es  a rb i t r a r i l y  se t  b y  co n ve n t io n .  Ra t he r ,  

t h e  log ica l  s yn t a x  o f  a  la ng uag e  i s  a  r eg u la te d  e xp r ess io n  o f  t he  

a c tu a l  us e  o f  i t s  sen t en ce s .  Th i s  i s  t he  g is t  o f  W i t t g ens te i n ’ s  

r emark s  t ha t  “ l og i c  ta ke s  c ar e  o f  i t se l f ” ,  a nd  t ha t ,  i n  a  se ns e ,  

o ne  ca nn o t  b e  m is tak e n  in  log ic .  On e  c an no t  be  m is t ak en  in  l og ic  

b ec au se  log ic  –  t he  l og i co -s yn t ac t i c  r u l es  –  co ns t i t u tes  me an ing .  

To  t a l k  o f  m is t ak es  in  l og ic  m ea ns  t h a t  me an ing s  a re  

i n de pe nd en t  o f  t hes e  log ica l  r u les ,  so  t h a t  t h e  ru l es  d o  no t  

a cc o rd  w i t h  t he  mea n ing s ;  bu t  t h i s  i s  imp os s ib le  wh en  t he  

me an ing s  a re  se en  a s  c ons t i t u te d  b y  t h e  ru l es .  An d  s in ce  t h e  

r u l es  e xp res s  t h e  us e  o f  t he  e xp r es s ion s  in  la ng uag e ,  i t  i s  us e  

t h a t  c on s t i t u te s  mea n ing .  Thu s ,  wha t  c an  be  su per f i c i a l l y  se en  as  

a  m is tak e  in  use  i s  e i t he r  a  c ha ng e  o f  s ub j ec t -ma t t e r ,  o r  

s en se le ss  wor d ing .  

 Fu r th e rmor e ,  W i t tge ns t e in  f amou s l y  d is t i ng u ish ed  be t we en  

wh a t  i s  s a i d  a nd  wh a t  o n l y  “ s ho ws  i t se l f ” .  To  se e  h o w t h i s  

p e r ta i ns  t o  t he  m at te r  o f  use ,  no t e  t ha t  “a  pr opos i t i on  show s i ts  

s ense  ( 4 .0 22) ” ,  and  t ha t  “w hat  s igns  f a i l  to  e xpre ss ,  the i r  

a pp l i ca t i on  ( Anw endung)  show s ( 3 .26 2) . ”  A  se n te nc e  i s  t h e  

s ig n  o f  a  p ro pos i t i on ,  so  t he se  s t a teme n ts  en t a i l  t ha t  t he  s en se  

o f  a  s en t enc e  i s  wha t  i t s  a pp l i c a t i on  sh o ws .  The  ap p l i ca t io n  o f  a  

s en t en ce  s ho ws  somet h ing  a dd i t i o na l  t o  wh a t  i s  sa id  b y  t h e  

s en t en ce  i t s e l f .  I n  t h i s  a dd i t i o n  l i es  t he  p re em in enc e  o f  



p rop os i t i on  o ve r  sen t en ce ,  o f  sym bo l  o ve r  s ig n ,  i . e .  i t s  se ns e  o r  

me an ing .  

 Ho w i s  t h i s  b r oug h t  a bo u t?  Ho w ca n  an  ap p l i ca t i on  o f  a  

s en t en ce  s ho w i t s  s en se ?  

 I  h a ve  e xp and ed  on  t h i s  c en t r a l  i ss ue  e l se wh ere  an d  s ha l l  

n o t  r e pe a t  i t  h e re ,  b u t  I  s ug g es t  t he  an s wer  t o  be  es se n t i a l l y  

t h i s :  t h e  us e  o f  a  p r opo s i t i o n ,  i t s  ac t ua l  ap p l i ca t i on  f o r  

d es c r ib ing  a  s ta t e  o f  a f f a i r s ,  de t e rm ine s  t h e  ru l es  o f  p ro j e c t io n  

( as  we l l  a s  t he  po in t  o f  p ro j e c t i on ,  f r om wh ic h  a r e  sp read  t he  

l i n es  o f  p ro j ec t io n  a cc o rd ing  t o  t he  r u l e s )  f r om the  s t a te  o f  

a f f a i r s  t o  t he  p ro pos i t i on  p res en t i ng  i t .  Thu s ,  i t  es t ab l i s he s  t h e  

p i c to r i a l  r e la t i ons h ip  –  “ the  c or r e la t i ons  o f  t he  p ic t ur e ’s  

e l eme nts  w i th  th ings  ( 2 .1 51 4) ”  –  wh i c h  i s  i n c l ud ed  i n  t h e  

p i c tu r e ,  a nd  wh ic h  mak e s  i t  t he  p ic tu re  i t  i s ,  as  we l l  as  a  p i c tu r e  

a t  a l l ,  as  W i t t g ens te i n  s a ys  i n  2 . 15 14 . 6 I t  t h us  a l so  de t e rm in es  

t h e  s t r uc t u re  o f  t he  p r op os i t i o n  (2 . 15 ) .  I t  i s  s ee n ,  t h en ,  t ha t  t he  

e l eme n ts  o f  a  s en te nc e-p i c tu re ,  t he  com po ne n ts  wh ic h  mak e  

s omet h ing  a  p i c tu re  o f  somet h ing ,  and  he nc e  a  p ic tu r e  a t  a l l ,  a re  

r oo te d  in  t he  ap p l i c a t io n ,  o r  use ,  o f  th e  s en t en ce- p i c tu re :  t he  us e  

d e te rm ines  t he  r u les  o f  p ro j ec t i on ;  t he  s en se  o f  t he  se n ten ce ;  t he  

p i c to r i a l  r e la t i ons h ip  be t we e n  i t s  c ompo ne n ts  an d  t h ose  o f  t he  

s t a te  o f  a f f a i r s  i t  de p ic t s ;  t he  s t ru c tu re  o f  t he  s en t enc e  an d  t h e  

ma nn er  in  wh i ch  i t  p res en t s  t h e  s t ru c tu re  o f  t ha t  s ta t e  o f  a f f a i r s . 7 

 Th is  i n te rp re ta t i on  o f  t he  r o le  use  ha s  in  de t e rm in ing  t h e  

p ro j e c t io n ,  an d  h enc e  t h e  s ens e ,  i n  t he  T ra c ta t us ,  f i n ds  s ome 

c o r ro bor a t io n  in  p a r ag raph  51  o f  W i t tge ns t e in ’ s  I nv es t ig a t io ns .  

Her e  W i t tg ens t e in  re f e rs  t o  t h e  l ang u ag e-g ame de sc r ib ed  in  §4 8 ,  

wh i c h  c l ose l y  res emb les  t h e  T rac t a r ian  v i e w.  The  l ang u ag e  h as  

f ou r  wor ds ,  wh ic h  a re  o rg a n i zed  in  seq ue nc es  o f  n in e  p la ce s  t o  

d es c r ib e  com pos i t i o ns  o f  co l o re d  sq ua res .  W i t t g ens te i n  a sk s  

“w hat  doe s  th i s  cor re sponde nc e  c ons is t  i n?  [ …]  w hat  doe s  i t  

me an t o  s a y t ha t  in  t he  pr ax i s  o f  l a ngua ge  ce r ta i n  e leme nt s  

c or r es pond t o  s i gns? ”  I t  i s  p la i n  t h a t  i n  a  la ng uag e  g ame su ch  

a s  t h i s  t he  us e ,  t h e  p r a x i s ,  i s  a l l - imp or ta n t .  I t  i s  t h e  p r a x i s ,  

wh i c h  s e t s  t h e  c o r re sp on de nc e  b e t wee n  th e  s ig ns  an d  t he  

f ea tu r es  o f  t he  wor l d  wh i ch  con s t i t u t e  t h e i r  me an ing  –  wh a t  i s  



t e rm ed  i n  t h e  T rac ta t us  t he  “ p ic to r i a l  r e l a t io nsh ip ” ,  o r  r u le s  o f  

p ro j e c t io n .  

 The  co nc ep t io n  o f  u se  i n  t h e  T rac ta t us ,  o f t en  n eg le c te d  b y  

c omme nta to r s ,  i s  t h e re f o re  o f  g rea t  co ns eq ue nc e .  I n  t h e  

T rac t a tu s ,  as  i n  W i t t g en s te i n ’ s  la t e r  wr i t i ng s ,  u se  i s  a t  t he  co r e  

o f  t he  t he or y  o f  mea n ing .  I t  i s  s u f f i c ien t  t o  g uar an t ee  sen se ,  an d  

w i t h ou t  i t  n e i t h e r  a  s en t en ce  no r  i t s  pa r t s  c an  be  me an ing f u l .  I t  

c on s t i t u te s  t h e  mod e  o f  s ig n i f i ca t io n ,  wh i c h  mak es  a  n ame,  

i n de ed  an y  s ym bo l ,  wh a t  i t  i s .  The  ma jo r  d i f f e ren ce  be t wee n  th e  

T rac t a tu s  a nd  W i t tg en s te i n ’ s  la t e r  v iew i s  t h e re f o re  no t  t h a t  t h e  

f o rmer  was  a  re p res en t a t io na l ,  o n to l og i ca l l y - ba se d  t he ory ,  

r ep la ce d  la te r  b y  a  u se - ba se d  co nc ep t io n :  i n  bo t h  mea n ing  i s  

c on s t i t u te d  b y  us e .  The  d i f f e ren ce  i s  r a t he r  t ha t  i n  t h e  f o rmer  

W i t tg en s te in  be l i e ve d  t h a t  t h e  ma in  f ea t u re s  o f  t he  use  o f  an  

e xp r ess ion  ca n  b e  e xp r ess ed  an d  s ys tem at i ze d  in  a  s e t  o f  

“ l og ic o -s yn ta c t i ca l ’  r u l es  –  a  be l ie f  c r i t i c i zed  an d  a bo nd an ed  i n  

h i s  la te r  wr i t i ng s .   

On e  imp l i c a t i on  o f  t h e  T rac t a re an  conc ep t i on  i s  t he  

i n co r po r a t io n  o f  t he  su b jec t  i n to  t he  ac co un t :  a  us e  i s  s ome on e ’s  

u se ,  a  u se  o f  a  word  b y  a  c e r ta in  su b je c t .  Th is  s ub j ec t  i s  t h e  

p o in t  o f  p ro j ec t i on  f r om a  s t a te  o f  a f f a i r s  t o  a  s en t en ce ,  t h e  

p ro j e c t io n  be ing  se t  b y  t h e  su b je c t ’ s  us e  o f  t he  s en t en ce . 8 

 S t i l l ,  cen t r a l  a sp ec t s  o f  t hese  no t i on s  o f  us e  a nd  

s ub j ec t i v i t y  r ema in  o bs cur e .  Use  i s  p re se n te d  in  t h e  T rac ta t us  i n  

t h e  s o l i ps i s t i c  f r ame wo rk  o f  a  s i ng le  su b je c t .  I t  i s  a  g e ner a l ,  

a bs t r ac t  an d  s imp le  no t i on ,  an d  d oes  n o t ,  p e rh ap s  ca nn o t  c on ve y  

t h e  d i ve rs i t y  o f  uses  o f  word s  a nd  sen te nc es .  Mor eo ver ,  t h e  

T rac t a r ia n  n o t i on  o f  use  se ems  to  la ck  a  no rm at i ve  d ime ns ion :  

t h e  q ue s t io n  o f  t he  c o r re c tn ess  o f  an  a pp l i ca t io n  o f  a  c e r ta i n  

p h ra se  i s  ne ver  r a i s ed .  Th es e  i ss ues  a re  u pp ermo s t  i n  

W i t tg en s te in ’ s  t h oug h t  f r om the  30 ’s  on wa rd ,  an d  se r ve  as  t he  

f oca l  po in t  t o  h i s  l a te r  c r i t i c i sm  o f  h i s  o wn  p os i t i o ns  in  t he  

T rac t a tu s .  S t i l l ,  t h es e  d i f f e re nce s  a nd  d e ve lo pment s ,  s ig n i f i c an t  

a s  t h e y  a re ,  o ug h t  n o t  t o  d i s t r ac t  u s  f rom t he  f ea t u res  commo n to  

W i t tg en s te in ’ s  e n t i r e  oe u vr e .  Our  c onc ern  i n  t h i s  d i sc uss ion  –  t h e  

r o l e  o f  us e  i n  e s tab l i sh ing  me an ing  –  i s  among  th e  mo s t  

imp or ta n t .  



B ib l iog ra ph y  

W i t tg en s te in ’ s  W r i t i ng s :  

Trac t a tu s  L og ic o -Ph i l os op h i cu s ,  (Pears  &Mcg u in ne ss  t r an s . )  

Ro u t ledg e ,  19 61  

Ph i lo so ph ic a l  G rammar ,  ( A .  Ke nn y t r an s l . )  Un i ve rs i t y  o f  

Ca l i f o rn ia ,  19 74 .  

Ph i lo so ph ic a l  Rema rks ,  ( Harg re a ves  &  W h i te  t r an s l . )  Bas i l  

B l ack we l l ,  1 975 .  

Ph i lo so ph ic a l  I nv es t ig a t io n ,  (Ansc ombe t r an s l . )  Bas i l  B l ack we l l ,  

1 95 8 .  

 

O th e r  W r i t e r s :  

XXX 1 99 5 :  “ L og i c  a nd  I n te n t io na l i t y  i n  W i t tg en s te i n ’ s  

T rac t a tu s ”  ( i n  He bre w) ,  I yyu n ,  p p .  3 99- 418 .  

- - - - - - - - - -      19 98 :  ”Me a n ing less ne ss ,  t h e  Se l f  and  t he  W i l l  i n  

W i t tg en s te in ’ s  T rac ta t us ”  ( i n  Hebr e w) ,  I yyu n ,  

p p .  3 55- 37 6 .  

- - - - - - - - -       20 03 :  “W i t tg en s te in  on  O b je c t i v i t y  and  Ru les ”  ( i n  

He bre w) ,  I yyun  52 ,  p p .  3 69- 39 8 .  

H i n t i kk a  J .  &  H in t ik k a  M. :   I n v es t i g a t i ng  Wi t t g en s t e i n ,  Ox f o rd ,  

1 9 86 .  

K e n n y A . :  Wi t t g en s t e i n ,  P en gu in  Boo ks ,  19 75 .  

Ost r o w M. B . :  W it tge ns t e in ’s  T ra c ta t us ,  Camb r i dg e  

Un i ve rs i t y  P r ess ,  20 02  

 



 

                                                 

N o te s  

 

1
  I  u s e  'me a n i n g '  h e r e  i n  a  r a t h e r  l o o s e  a n d  g e n r a l  w a y ,  n e u t r a l ,  

i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  a s  t o  t h e  s e n s e / r e f e r e n c e  d i s t i n c t i o n .  T h e  t e r m  h a s  

o f t e n  b e e n  u s e d  f o r  t r a n s l a t i n g  F r e ge ' s  a n d  W i t t ge n s t e i n ' s  

t e c h n i c a l  u s e  o f  'B e d e u t u n g ' .  F o r  F r e ge ' s  n o t i o n  I  s h a l l  u s e  

' r e f e r e n c e ' ;  f o r  W i t t g e n s t e i n ' s ,  I  s h a l l  s t i c k  t o  t h e  s t a n d r d  

t r a n s l a t i o n ,  a n d  s p e a k  o f  o b j e c t s  a s  t h e  me a n i n g s  o f  n a me s .  

2
  X X X ,  2 0 0 3  

3
  I  h a v e  e x p a n d e d  o n  t h i s  i n  X X X  2 0 0 3 .  

4
  S e e ,  e . g .  H i n t i k ka  a n d  H i n t i k k a ,  1 9 8 6 ,  c h . 1  

5
  S e e ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  K e n n y ,  1 9 7 5 ,  p p . 1 6 7 -8  

6
  C f .  X X X ,  1 9 9 5  

7
  I  f i n d  s o me  s i mi l a r i t y  b e t w e e n  t h e  b a s i c  c l a i ms  a b o u t  t h e  

i n t r i n s i c  i n t e n t i o n a l i t y  o f  t h e  p i c t u r e  t h e o r y  a r g u e d  f o r  i n  

X X X 1 9 9 5  ( a s  w e l l  a s  t h e i r  t e x t u a l  e v i d e n c e )  a n d  t h o s e  i n  

O s t r o w  2 0 0 2  ( s e e  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  p p .  3 5 ,  3 7 ,  4 1 ) .  I  s u p p o s e  t h a t  

O s r o w  d i d n ’ t  kn o w  o f  t h a t  p a p e r ,  w h i c h  w a s  p u b l i s h e d  i n  

H e b r e w .  

8
  C f .  X X X  1 9 9 8  


