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On Subject in Wittgenstein’s Philosophy (2)

Tomoaki Thara
Abstract

This article is the second part of a series of research on the theme of subject in Wittgenstein’s
early philosophy. The period is defined as his middle-period, which roughly lies between
Tractatus and Philosophical Investigations. In this article the author deals with the first phase of
his middle-period philosophy, which started in January 1929 and ended in April 1930. He must
have accepted the criticisms to the Tractatus ontology from Sraffa, Ramsey and Schlick, and
couldn’t but abandon the mutual independence of elementary propositions, which is the key
concept of Tractatus. Then, he put a new focus upon immediate experience and language by
introducing a novel notion of grammatical form and space instead of logical form and space. It
seemed to him that the problems raised with the help of his friends would be solved in the new
ontological framework, but he found out another problem right away. This article discusses why

and how he changed his theory.
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Of great importance in the origination of Wittgenstein’s new ideas was the criticism to which his
earlier views were subjected by two of his friends. One was Ramsey, whose premature death in 1930

was a heavy loss to contemporary thought. The other was Piero Sraffa, an Italian economist who had



come to Cambridge shortly before Wittgenstein returned there. It was above all Sraffa’s acute and
forceful criticism that compelled Wittgenstein to abandon his earlier views and set out upon new
roads. He said that his discussions with Sraffa made him feel like a tree from which all branches had

been cut.1
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Wittgenstein and P. Sraffa, a lecturer in economics at Cambridge, argued together a great deal over
the ideas of the Tractatus. One day (they were reading, I think, on a train) when Wittgenstein was
insisting that a proposition and that which it describes must have the same ‘logical form’, the same
‘logical multiplicity’, Sraffa made a gesture, familiar to Neapolitans as meaning something like
disgust or contempt, of brushing the underneath of his chin with an outward sweep of the finger-tips
of one hand. And he asked: ‘What is the logical form of that?’ Sraffa’s example produced in
Wittgenstein the feeling that there was an absurdity in insistence that a proposition and what it
describes must have the same ‘form’. This broke the hold on him of the conception that a proposition

must literally be a ‘picture’ of the reality it describes.!?
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(...) it might happen that some of the combinations of truth and falsity of his (%3 7E: Wittgenstein’s)
atomic propositions were really self-contradictory. This has actually been supposed to be the case
with “blue” and “red,” and Leibniz and Wittgenstein have regarded “this is both blue and red” as
being really self-contradictory, the contradiction being concealed by defective analysis. Whatever may
be thought of this hypothesis, it seems to me that formal logic is not concerned with it, but
presupposes that all the truth-possibilities of atomic sentences are really possible, or at least treats
them as being so. No one could say that the inference from “this is red” to “this is not blue” was

formally guaranteed like the syllogism.19
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The second objection that will be made is more serious; it will be said that this view of general
propositions makes what things there are in the world not, as it really is, a contingent fact, but
something presupposed by logic or at best a proposition of logic. Thus it will be urged that even if I
could have a list of everything in the world “a,” “b,” ... “” “for all x, fx” would still not be equivalent
to “fa, fb... fz,” but rather to “fa, fb... fz and a, b... z are everything.” To this Mr. Wittgenstein
would reply that “a, b... z are everything” is nonsense, and could not be written at all in his improved
symbolism for identity. A proper discussion of this answer would involve the whole of his philosophy,

and is, therefore, out of the question here; all that I propose to do is to retort with a tu quoque!28
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