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Among the tasks of a philosophical theory of meaning for a
language is the elucidation of the ve ry co ncept of meaning, and related
concepts upon which that theory of meaning is founded.1 Two of the most
important approaches to these problems have been associated with Frege
and Wittgenstein. Frege’s fundamental idea is that a theory of meaning
and the concept of meaning itself are based on the notion of truth: A
primary role is assigned to judgments and sentences; the meaning of an
indicative sentence is captured by its truth-cond itions, and the meaning of
sub-sentential expressions are captured by their systematic role in
de termin ing these truth-cond itions. Wittgenstein ’s fundamental idea – the
predomina nt alternative to Fre ge’s – is that the meaning of an expression
is to be captured in terms of its linguistic use.
Wittgenstein’s writings are traditionally divided roughly into two
periods: in the earlier period, whose central expression is his Tractatus
Logico-Philosophicus (hence Tractatus), he still upheld, according to this
trad ition, the main tenets of the Fre gean approach. In the later period,
whose central expression is his Philosophical Investigations (hence
Inve stigatio ns), he rejected the Fre gean position and rep laced it with his
own, in which the concept of use became predominant.
In the disc ussio n below I suggest that this traditional view is
misleading – the concept of use is at the heart of Wittgenstein’s theory of
meaning already in the Tractatus. It is essential in explaining the
concepts of meaning an d in determining the meanin gs of the expressio ns
of lan gua ge. The actual use of a sign is what makes it into a symbol and
determines its “mode of signification”. The use of a proposition
de termines its lo gical structure and “p icto rial form”, which is common to
it and the state of affairs it presents. The use and application of a
proposition shows its sense; they do it by determining the projection
rules, by dint of which a proposition has its sense and is a picture,
A central claim in the following is that these notions, in terms of
which the notion of meaning is explicated, are intra-linguistic, and do not
appeal to external, ontological concepts. They are rather governed and
1

expressed b y “logico -syntactic rules”. In this respect the o ntology of the
Tractatus, and in particular its doctrine of objects (as the substance of the
world and as what simple names mean), should be seen as a transcendental
framework for the p ossibility of langua ge. It is not ope rative in the theo ry
of meaning of the book. This trend in Wittgenste in ’s thought is
intensified in later writings of the thirties, particularly in Philosophical
Grammar, but its seeds are clearly rooted in the Tractatus. The great
differences between the Tractatu s and Philo sophical Investiga tion
notwithstanding, the central role of the notion of use in the theory of
meaning of the Tractatus, underlined here, is one of the lines of
continuity in the philosophy of Wittgenstein.
In light of the intra-linguistic nature of the principles governing the
notion of meaning in the Tractatus it also seems to be a mistake to regard
its conception of meaning as representational, or as Fregean. It is, one
could say, “minimally re presen tational”, in the sense of havin g “the
world” and its states of affairs as intentional objects, but as objects which
are otherwise inaccessible for us. The intra-linuistic principles concerned
are rooted in use and reflect or express ways in which language is used.
This reading seems to be opposed to a widespread conception
according to which at the heart of the picture theory of the Tractatus lies
the “pictorial relationship (abildende Beziehung), which connects names
(the elements of the picture) to objects in the world. According to many
interpreters this connection (correlation) is a separate act, sometimes
conceive d as mental act, which is in dependent of the structure of the
proposition (pictorial structure) and the logico-grammatical rules
de termin ing it, and which together with them determines the meaning of
the sentence. On this conception a picture (including a proposition) is a
structure of signs sta nding in certain relations to each other, and we
assign meaning (or sense) to this picture by correlating its elements with
objects. By this the picture gains its sense and depicts a state of affairs.
This prevalent view seems to me mistake n, and it does not seem to
cohere with many things said in the book. If it were true it would produce
great tension in the ove rall theory of the book, whic h would risk its inner
coherence. For, among other things, this conception of the correlation
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seems intelligible only if objects are independently given and accessible
to us. But this seems to be opposed to a central motive in the book.
Wittgenstein re peatedly said that objects are not given to us in that wa y.2
In a letter to Ru ssell Wittgenstein says as a matte r of course that he
cannot give an example of an object. He also writes: “Man possesse s the
ability to construct languages capable of expressing every sense without
having any idea how each word has meaning or what its meaning is”
(4.002). It is difficult, therefore, to accept a reading according to which
the correlation in question is a separate action or relation requiring
independent knowledge of the relata.
According to the reading proposed here this correlation is indeed
not such a separate actio n, inde pende nt of the lo gico-syntactic rule s
go vernin g the names, but a featu re of the m. And t hese rules, on t heir turn
express the actual use of the sentences in stating true or false
propositions. For this reason it is use that stands at the basis of these
rules and of the theory of meaning of the book.

T h e C o n c e p t o f U s e i n t h e Tr a c t a t u s
In 3.326 Wittgenstein says:

Um das Symbol am Zeichen zu erkennen, muss man auf den
sinnvollen Gebrauch achten.
In order to recognize a symbol by its sign we must observe how it is
used with a sense.
Recognizing the symbol in the sign is at the heart of the philosophy of
mea ning in the Tractatus: this is what constitutes un derstanding. And the
above prop osition teaches us of the utmost importance of use he re. The
above translation, by Pears and McGuiness, leaves u nclear the consequent
of the sentence: How is anything “used with a sense”? Is a sense
something attache d to the use? If so, how? And what does “with a sense”
relate to - the sign o r the use? This vaguene ss in the translation seems to
me associated with a widespread misconception on a matter crucial to the
understanding of the Tractatus – the relationship between meaning and
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use - to which we shall turn shortly. But let it be mentioned that the
Pears-McGuiness translation, “how it is used with a sense”, is
unnecessa rily c umbe rsome, and indeed misleadin g: Wittgenstein talks
simply of “sinnvolen Gebrauch” – meaningful use.
The gene ral problem with which we are faced perta ins to the
relation betwee n use and se nse, or meaning, in the Tractatu s: Can there be
a use without a sense? Can there be a use of a senseless sign? Can there
be a meanin gfu l expre ssion, which has no use? The answe r to all these
questions is – no! The reason for this answer emerges from a fundamental
position of the Tractatus on our general problem: it is that use
constit utes se nse and me aning. It is their heart an d soul. Throu gh t he
use of a sign, the sign obtains mean ing and becomes a symbol. Hence, a
sign in a particular use is ipso facto meaningful – it is a symbol. I shall
expand later on the reasons for this position and its significance, as well
as on some textual support for it.
Use is not a “Raw” Behavioristic Notion
Accordingly, proposition 3.326 cannot be taken to suggest the
possibility of a use of a meaningless sign. Such a use were possible only
if use, which is a criterial expression of concepts, could be described and
comprehended in terms which do not presuppose the meaning inherent in
it, or the concepts and meanings of which it is a criterial expression. I
have elsewhere3 labeled this conception of use “raw use”. Such a
conception is typical of reductivist theorie s of meanin g, wh ich
Wittgenstein opposed also in his later writings, especially in
Investigatio ns. On such a raw behavioristic conception one could try, for
instance to explicate the notion of escaping or running away in terms of
running, direction, speed etc. On the rich concep tion, in contrast, the
behavior in terms of which one conceives of escaping is itself conceived
i n inte nti onalistic te rms such as reali zing danger, trying to avoid it, being
frightened etc. On this (rich) conception there is no pretence of providing
a reductive account, but of clarifying a criterial connection between the
notions and the type of use and behavior concerned.
The Tractatus conception of use, in which use constitutes meaning
and in whic h a symbol is reco gni ze d in i ts si gn, is no t the ‘t hi n’
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conception of ‘raw use ’, some token action or be ha vior described in
meaning-neutral terms. It is rather a ‘thick’ conception, imbued with
meaning and concepts, by which the use is described and comprehended.
Proposition 3.326 points out that by such use a meaningful symbol is
reco gnize d in its outer sign by obse rving h ow the sign is meanin gfully
used. That is the import of the phrase “meaningful use” (sinnvolen
Gebrauch ). When one uses a certain word as a mere phonetic o bject, e.g.
to practice correct pronunciation, this would not be ‘meaningful use’, in
which the symbol is recognized in the sign.
The ‘thick’ conception of use is also at the base of Wittgenstein’s
response to two problems related to a theory of meaning founded on the
concept of use: (a) the problem of individuation – what sets apart a type
of use of an expression? What binds different tokens of use of a word into
a type of use? (b ) The problem of normativity – how, and in what sense,
can a particu lar token of use be mistaken? 4
The problems of individuation and normativity of use concerned
Wittgenstein throughout his career. Main sta ge s here can be broadly
outlined thus: in the Tractatus Wittgenstein attempted to answe r these
problems in terms of lo gico-syntactical cate gories, which ‘show
themselves’ in the use of a language. In Philosophic al Investigations this
approach seeme d to him mista ken. He also rejects attempts to answer the
problem in psychologistic terms, and in behavioristic terms. His positive
account of meaning in Philosophical Investigations is carried out by
describing various types of use and the concepts inherent in them –
concepts whose criterial expression are the types of use and behavior
concerned. Later, Wittgenstein emphasized another thread of his thought
i n Investigations: the t ypica l use of a word gives it a character, a ‘face’,
a ‘soul’, which remains intact from one token-use to the next. The ability
to grasp this aspect of a word, to ‘experience’ its meaning, is conditional
on expe riential, mental and e ve n psychological factors. These may seem
to go be yond the actual use of the wo rd, wherea s, I suggest, the y are
actually incorporated into the ‘thick’ conception of use.5
The following discussion centers only on the first of these stages,
articulated in the Tractatus.
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U s e i n t h e Tr a c t a t u s i s n o t a n I n t er n a l , Pu r e l y S yn t a c t i c a l
Notion
The notion of use may be ambiguous as between internal or intrlinguistic notion of usage, and an external notion of using an expression
in actual situations in the world. We shall return to the distinction later
onm but let us ask wit h regards the Tractatus: Is use the li ngui stically
inte rnal n otion of usage or is it rather the exte rnal notion of using
statemen ts in actual situations in the wo rld? A venerable tradition argues
for the forme r, namely that use here is a syn tactic - linguistic notion.
Anscombe, for instance argues (in reference to 3.326-7) that “By
application he did not mean ‘role in life’, ‘use’, ‘practice of the use’ in
the sense of Philosophical Investigations: he meant logico-syntactic
application” (1971, p.91).
This view is shared by man y schola rs who, in othe r matters, are
critical of Anscombe and of each other (For instance, Hacker 1986,
McGuiness 1981, Diamond 1995). One could call it “the accepte d
interpretation”.6 I wish to challenge it and to argue that the notion of use
that is constitutive of meaning in the Tracta tu s is not the “pu rely
syntactical” one, but a “thicker” notion that includes the actual use of
sentences in making true and false statements in actual situations. This
indeed is not yet the rich notion of use of Investigations, but it is much
closer to it than the accepted interpretation assumes. Wittgenstein
admittedly talk s of meaning in terms of logico-syntactical rules, and in
this sense one could justifiably talk here of a linguistically internal
conception. But these are not purely syntactical rules, which relate only
to signs and their combinations. These rules rather reflect actual use of
sentences in stating facts and in expressing their senses - possible states
of affairs conceived in the lo gical space of relation of tru th and falsity.
This use ultimately stands at the basis of the rules and the meanings they
determine.
In PR, section 14 p. 59 Wittgenstein illustrates the Fregean contextprinciple, which is adopted in the Tractatus (3.3), by saying that “only in
use is a rod a lever. Only the application makes it into a lever.” This
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illustration of the context principle indicates the importance of use (or
application) for unde rstandin g an expression’s meaning. In the terms of
our 3.326 it may be put thus: to recognize the lever by the rod we must
observe its meaningful use – we must observe how it is actually used in
acts of lifting weightings and related acts. These are not ‘thin’ acts of
‘raw use’, which can be grasped independently of the notion of
measurement. It is rather a conceptually rich ‘thick’ use, made in acts,
which are conceived and described in te rms of effort, weigh, lifting, etc.
It seems rather clear therefore that if this explanation expresses
adequately the intention of the context principle in the Tractatus, the
notion of use concerned in 3.326 is rather close to that of the later
Investigations.
These remarks (to be elaborated and further substantiated in the
sequel) suffice, I belie ve, to cast doubt on a pre va lent conce ption of the
Tractarean theory of meaning and its relationship to Wittgenstein’s later
views. On the pre vale nt conce ption Wittge nste in presented in the
Tractatus a theory of meaning, which is basically re presentational,
according to which the meaning of an expression is a thing in the world,
of which the expression is a linguistic representation. A name,
accord ingly, re presen ts an o bject, and a pro positi on depict s and p resents a
state of affairs. Later, be ginning with the writin gs of the early thirties
and culminating in Investigations, Wittgenstein rejected this view, and
presented instead the conception that the meaning of an expression is
basically its use – the way it is used. There is, according to this prevalent
conception, a grea t gap be tween the two views, where the first deals in a
ve ry a bstract man ner with the re lationships between la nguage and the
word, while the latter, in setting the notion of use at its base, is more
mundane and humane. Instead of founding meaning on abstract relations
be tween langua ge and the wo rld, it construes it in terms of the use and
the linguistic behavior of concrete speakers in concrete situations.
There is, of course, much truth in this presentation, but it can be
misleading and needs qualifications and clarifications in both parts. In a
very general way I would put it thus: With regard to the Tractatus, as has
been remarked above, the ontological concepts and the ontological
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framework of the Tractatus is a sort of a ”transcendental condition” for
the possibility of language; they are not operative in the theory of
mea ning of the book. As will be emphasized below, a name o r a symbol is
not identified as such in terms of the object it means. The main reason for
that is that the ontological concepts of objects and states of affairs are
not given to us and are not identifiable independently of la ngua ge.
Moreover, in contrast to the pre vale nt conce ption, it should be noted that
the Tractatus emphasizes the role of use in constituting the meaning of an
expressio n and the “logic” of language. This is connected with the
intentionalistic nature of pictures and propositions, according to which a
picture is by its very nature a picture of so and so: “We picture facts to
ourselves” (2.1); and a picture is by its very nature a picture of so and so:
“ A picture, conceived in this wa y, also include s the picto rial relationship,
which makes it into a picture” (2.1513). All these show that it is not that
we have a picture as a “syntactic entity’ and then inte rpret it as depicting
a certain state of affairs, as the standard onception has it. Rather, the
depicting and the pictorial relationships constituting it are parts of the
picture – it is not a picture without them. With regard to the
Investigations, use is indeed a criterial manifestation of meaning, but
Wittgenstein objects to a reduction of meaning to a “thin” notion of “raw
use”. He argues instead for a “thick” notion of use, which is conceptually
loaded and imbued with meaning. I have elaborated on this and its
significance for unde rstanding rule -following in the Investiga tions
elsewhere (Bare-Elli 2004); our concerns here are with the Tractatus;
he nce, I shall n ot deve lop or back these claims he re.

F r e g e a n d W i t t g e n s t e i n o n Re f e r e n c e a n d M e a n i n g ( Be d e u t u n g )
In t he Tracta tus Wit tgen stein maintained wit h Fre ge t hat t he
meaning of a name is the object it denotes (3.203). But the nature of these
relata, names and objects, raises grave difficultie s: For Fre ge objects are
given to us, they are accessible to perception and cognition, and the
manner in which the y are given determines the sense of the names
de noting them. This is part of a more ge ne ral view according to which
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objects and concepts are the basic constituents of the world, given to us
in particular ways. Their interrelationship – the falling of objects under
concepts – is the fundamental ontological relation and the primary feature
to be reflected by langua ge. And la ngua ge can reflect it by ha ving objects
and concepts as the refe rences (Bede utu nge n) of names and pre dicates.
Crucial in this representational picture is that objects and concepts
(functions) a re given to us in some wa ys.
Wittgenstein explicitly opposes these views, which is the main point
of the opening ontological remarks of the Tractatus. He completely
dismisses the Fre gean d octrine of concepts and the ontological doc trine of
objects and concepts, with the half-myth olo gical Fre gean conception of
objects satisfying the intrinsically incomplete and unsatisfied concepts.
Instead of this he sets the ultimate product of the Fregean “falling under”
– states of affairs at the basis of his ontological picture, which is well
motivated for the existence of states of affairs is what makes statements
true or false. In states of affairs objects fit one another by their own
combinatorial capacities like “links in a chain”. This a gain seems to be in
direct oppo sition to the Fre gean story of the “complete” an d independent
objects, and their satisfying the essentially incomplete concepts. He
seems to lea ve obscure the nature of objects and the man ne r in which the y
a re give n. The nature of objects and the manner in which they are given
are not included among the actual data, but are taken to be a
tran scendental condition on the p ossibility of langua ge (4.2211).
Much was written in attempt to explain the nature of objects and
states of affairs i n t he Tractatus. I will not ventu re here to provide such
an explanation, but just remark that in view of the transcendental nature
of the ontolo gical framework (objects and states of affairs) many of these
attempts seem to go against the grain of Wittgen stein ’s position. In the
case of objects, for example, the transcendental nature of the exposition
i mpl ies that obj ects, which “make up the substance of the world” (2.021 ),
must be granted in order to ensure a realistic concept of truth (2.0211-2),
and to se rve as the points that give meaning to simple name s, and thereby
to our propositions. But exploring the ontic nature of objects is not a
meaningful philosophical enterprise. Below, we shall clarify and
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substantiate this claim with rega rd the relationship between sign and
symbol, and the conce pt of ‘mode of signification ’ of symbols.
In Fre ge, refere nce can be taken as an actual relation between
identifiable relata. But in the Tractatus it is a fairly obscure ‘formal
category’, which cannot be explicitly indicated, or described. The entire
explanatory burden is laid upon the other term – the name. What, then, is
a name, and how is it individuate d? The question will be take n again in
greater detail in the sequel, but the gist of the following discussion
purports to show that Wittgenstein does not answer this question in
semantic-ontological te rms (e. g. in terms of the relation to the object
denoted by the name), but in terms of use (logico-syntactic rules of use
i ncluded). This is not a claim against the obvio us fact that t he Tractatus
is steeped in ontological concepts – world, object, state of affairs. It is a
claim as to the status of these concepts: they form, to repeat, a
tran scendental frame work for the possibility of language, but d o not serve
as c rite ria by which to identify words and u ses, as they are not give n to
us independently of these. Wittge nstein expresses th is by sa yin g tha t in
logical syntax the mea ning of a sign should never play a role (3.3 3). This
idea is connected of course with the “ineffability of semantics”, that
m a n y s c h o l a r s a s c r i b e d t o t h e T r a c t a t u s 7. B u t t h i s t h e s i s m a y i m p l y a t o o
narrow and technical view. The point is not only that semantical relations
are ineffable (in language) but that they cannot be conceived at all and
a re not operative in the wo rkings of lan gua ge.
In the alternative picture I wish to draw, the correlation of a name
and an object is not a separate act which is detachable from the sentence
and its structure, and is not a ge nuine relatio n, but a feature o r aspect of
the logico-syntactic rules that determine the sense of the pictureproposition and of its being a picture that so and so – of conceiving it as
a p roj ection of a state of affairs.
This also seems to be in opposition to the accepted interpretation.
Many explanations of the picture theory present it as founded on two
kinds of relation: the one is the connection between simple names and
objects – the pictorial relationship of 2.1514); the other is the relation
between the pictorial structure and the structure of the state of affairs it
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de picts (see for insta nce, Kenny, 1973, ch. 4, especially pp. 64-5 ).
Anscombe also tal ks in thi s spirit of the co rrelation of names and objects
as “exte rnal” to the pict ure (1971, p.67 ). She adds there that
“Thu s the re are two distinct features be lo nging to a picture (in the
ordinary sense of ‘picture’): first, the relation between the elements of
the picture; and second the correlations of the elements in the picture
with things outside the picture” (ibid. 68).
And in relating to 3.11 she explains:
“The correlation is made by us: we mean the objects by the components of
the proposition… we do this by using the elements of the proposition to
stand for the objects whose possible configuration we are reproducing in
the arrange ment of the elements of the proposition.” (ibid. 69)
This is naturally understood as expressing the view that a
proposition (a nd a picture in ge ne ral (is founded on a system of relations
between its components (“elements), and we bestow meaning upon it by
fixing the meaning of its elements, i.e. correlating them with objects in
t he world. Onl y then i s the sentence mean ingful and we can use it to state
a p ropo sition. As noted abo ve (a nd will be expanded in the sequel) this
seems to me a mistaken interpretation: a sentence is constituted by its
being used to state propositions, and is ipso facto meaningful. Lacking
sense and being composed of elements which lack meaning, it is not a
sentence (or a picture) at all. A picture, as we said, is essentially and by
its ve ry natu re, a pictu re that so and so. One canno t talk of a picture,
which, after being what it is, we use it t o state or depic t a differe nt sta te
from the one it actually states or depicts. It therefore seems to me that
Anscombe’s two sta ge s theory, and her claim that the seco nd is “external”
to the picture, are wrong, or at least mislea ding.
The vie w I ascribed above to Anscombe is more explicitly stated by
Hacker. He claims that understanding a sentence requires knowing the
correspondence between the pictorial structure of the sentence and the
structure of the depicted state of affairs, as well as knowing the
correlation between the names in the sentence and objects in the state of
affairs, as if we were dealing here with two separate and independent
pieces of knowledge (Hacker, 1972, p. 51; see also 95). He also thinks
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that we are concerned here with real relations, requiring knowledge of
their relata, knowing them simultaneously (in one consciousness), and
knowing a criterion for their correspondence so that we can know that the
model (the sentence) indeed properly describes the state of affairs (52-3).
On his vie w Wittgenstein picture theory presume s a correspondence
theory of knowledge, and that this is one of the conspicuous properties of
the book. (56).
These bold statements are omitted from the second edition of the
book (1986), which underwent exte nsive re visions. And yet, much of their
spirit remained also there. Thus, for instance, he writes (in the 2nd ed.):
“ Logical syntax is a matte r of rules of language. Giving content to the
forms thus create d is no t. Definitions of definables is a normative matter,
the connection of indefinables to their meanings in reality is not” (1986,
73).
Hacker emphasizes Wittgenstein’s position in NB that the relation
be tween a name and an object is a matter fo r psychology, and he p resents
it in a way implying that this, accord ing to him, remained Wittgenste in ’s
position also in the Tractat us (ibi d. 74-5). In a sente nce lo oking a s an
intentional va riation on our 3.3 26 Hacke r writes tha t only in th ought is a
symbol recognized in a sign (7 4) and co ncludes:
“It is a mental act (albeit of a transcendental self, not the self that is
studied in psychology) that injects meaning or significance into signs,
whether in thought or in language” (75).8

K n o wi n g Ob j e c t s
In t he Tracta tus Wit tgen stein ha rdly touc hes o n the que stion of the
cognitive relations to objects and the conditions of their knowledge. The
one exception is “If I know an object I also know all its possible
occurrences in states of affairs” (2.0123). “Know” is of course “kennen”
in the German, not “wissen”. In 4.021 we read: “A proposition is a picture
of reality: for if I understand a proposition, I know the situation that it
represents”. The “if” here expresses, I think, not only sufficient but also
a necessary condition, which means that the only way of knowing a
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situation is understanding the sentence that describes it. Therefore, the
only way of knowing an object is by understanding all sentences that
contain its name, or in which he is in some way denoted. And even if this
is not the only way, it is the customary and important one.
Russell argued that understanding a sentence is conditioned by
being acquainted with all its constituents. This is the famous “principle of
acquaintance”, which expresses Russell’s classical empiricism. This
principle forms an epistemic constraint on logic or on the logical form of
sentences. For, it in fact tells us that we ha ve to present t he logical form
of a sentence in such a way that all its constituents will be known by
acquaintance. This constraint is also one of the principal factors that
brought Russell to propose his celebrated theory of descriptions (cf. BarElli 1980).
Wittgenstein’s position, as sketched above, is just the contrary of
Russell’s. According to it, knowing an object is not a pre-condition for
understanding a sentence, but just the opposite: understanding all these
sentences just is knowing the objects: that is what such knowledge means.
Therefore, Wittgenstein tries, as noted above, to cha racterize the basic
concepts of his theory of meaning in non-ontological terms; in particular
he avoids appeal to the category of objects as an operative move in his
theo ry of meaning.

Si g n , S ymb o l , a n d M o d e o f S i g n i f i c a t i o n ( B e z e i c h n u n g s we i s e )
What, then, is a name, and how is it individuate d? In the tech nical jargon
of the Tracta tus one may answer that a name is a symbol with its mode of
signification, both of which are determined by the logical-syntactical
rules of the language. Wittgenstein distinguished between sign and
symbol: a sign is “w hat can be perceive d of a sy mbol (3.32)”, and a
symbol is “any part of a proposition that characterizes its sense
(3.31 ).” Se veral things sho uld be noted here. First, the order and way of
introduc ing these notion s are important: Wittge nstein does not begin with
the perceptible uninterpreted sign and then explains that it is turned into
a symbol by “inte rpreting” it – giving it meanin g. He ra the r be gins with
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the meaningful symbol, which characterizes the sense of a proposition.
This, in line with the context principle, is the primary notion; a sign is
defined in terms of it. It wou ld be a grave mistake, tho ugh not an
uncommon one, to construe the sign/symbol distinction in terms of
syntactical uninterpreted system, and semantic interpretation of that
system.9 The two main reason s for this are that what is gene rally
understood by semantic interpretation is a myth’ according to the
Tractatus, and doesn’t ;lay any role in the book; and what is usually
called sybntactic rules, are, on the other hand, constitutive to the meaning
of a symbol – to the way its sign is used.
Secondly, no te that, by this definition, a symbol is a linguistic
expressio n, a part of a proposition. And yet, 3.31 continues to stress that
it is essential to the proposition’s sense. But how can a linguistic
expression, a part of a proposition, be essential to sense? Is not the sense
a distinct entity, which exists and is grasped without essentially
de pending upon any specific expression? - Appa re ntly no t. Apparently,
the Tractarian notion of sense closely associates the sense of a
proposition with its linguistic expression, so that the parts of the
proposition, as well as the proposition itself, are essential for grasping
the sense. Wittgenstein does not say he re (pe rhaps, a gain, consc io usly
countering the Fregean position) that an expression has a sense, but that
it is essential to the sense. This may seem to pull sense down to the
mundane le vel of lin guistic expressio n, but it is just as well ele va ting
these expressions to be essential to sense, and not just a casual means for
its expression.
The sign, the material manifestation of the symbol, is insufficient
for the identification of the symbol, because the same sign may serve to
express different symbols. A plausible response here might be that a sign
serves different symbols, according to the different objects they
symbolize. Significantly, Wittgenstein avoids this response : Ide ntification
of symbols is indeed all-imp ortan t in his theo ry, but he belie ved that the
attempt to define the concept of symbol and its various catego ries in
ontological te rms is n onsensical. Instead, he turn s to aspects of the use of
a word (in the co ntext of a sentence). These aspects ha ve to do, as we
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shall see, with logico-syntactical concepts (themselve s aspects of use of
the lan gua ge), and othe r concepts of use. The same sign can serve
different symbols, says Wittgenstein, when their mode of signification
(Bezeichnungsweise) is different (3.322). But the mode of signification is
not elucidated in terms of the signified objects (nor in terms of other
ontological concepts), and a sign can signify differe nt objects in the same
mode (as implied by 3.322). Mode of signification (and the “characteristic
of a symbol”, constitute d by it) is, rather, a logic o-syntactic catego ry:
“What signifies in a symbol is what is common to all the symbols
that the rules of logical syntax allow us to substitute for it.” (3.344)
This proposition is typical of Wittgenstein’s a voidance of characterizing
the notions of signification and naming – the foundation of his theory of
meaning – in ontological terms. Instead, he speaks of a substitution-class
defi ned by the rules of logical syntax. This ge nera l idea is exem pl ified
with respect to the logical con nective s in 5.514: The rules forming
negation, disjunction, etc. are equivalent to these symbols, and “in them
their sense is mirrore d”. The mode of signification is, of course, what
Wittgenstein calls a ‘formal concept’ (4.126), inexpressible as a function,
but ‘showing itself’ in the use of what it is a mode of, i.e. a name. Hence
Wittgenstein says that “the rules of logical syntax must go without
saying (sich von selbst verstehen) once we know how each individual
sign signifies” (3.334)
What if the same sign signifies different objects in the same mode of
signification (e. g. when differe nt people share the same proper name)? Is
it then the same symbol? It might seem natural to think so, but, quite
typically a gain, Wittgenstein doe s not b ring up this po ssibility (which
allude s to the identity of an object as being give n to u s). Instead, appeal
to equivalence classe s and substitution is manifested in Wittge nstein’s
explanation of the sentential va riable, and the stipulatio n of its values:
“To stipulate values for a propositional variable is to give the
propositions whose common characteristic the variable is. […] And
the only thing essential to the stipulation is that it is merely a
descri ptio n of sy mbols, and states nothi ng about w hat is
signified.” (3.317)
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According to this, a symbol is simply a sign used in a particular mode of
signification, whose meaning is given by an equivale nce class of
expressions, which can substitute for it by the rules of logical syntax.
Wittgenstein does not yet tell us what these rules are and what are the
bounds of the substitution: what is the invariant to be preserved – truth
value? Grammatical correctness? In any case, the essential point for our
concerns is that the ide ntity of a symbol is n ot define d ontologically by
the object it signifies, but rather in terms of the logico-syntactical rules
of use.
In the proposition by which we opened our discussion (3.326), the
phrase “meaningful use” (sinnvollen Gebrauch) functions only to la y
emphasis o n what is already incl ude d i n the notion of ‘use ’, and not t o
disen gage it from some “meanin gle ss use ”, which is ab su rd. In 3.328 he
explains “Ockham’s razor” by claiming that “if a sign is useless, it is
meaningless.” He repeats this claim in 5.473 and 5.47321. All this
unmistakably shows that meaning is constituted by use – only in use is the
symbol recognized in the sign, and without it, there is no mea ning.
In 5.4733 Wittgenstein says that if a sentence has no sense, this can
only be because “we have failed to give a meaning to some of its
constituents. (Even if we think we have done so.)” How do we give
mea ning, and how do we fail to give mea nin g, e ve n when we think we do?
- In actually putting words and sentences to use or failing to do so. We
may think we ha ve given a wo rd meaning or a sentence sense, while in
fact we ha ve filed to put them into real use – this is the ultimate objective
criterion.
Alte rna tive ly, one might think that we give meaning by ru les of
interpretation, which associate a certain meaning (e.g. a certain object)
and a certain word. Indeed, many have thus understood the ‘pictorial
relationship’ (abbildende Beziehung) and rules of projection in the
Tractatus. But if this were correct, Wittgenstein’s claim tha t we can fail
to give mea ning, eve n if we think we have, would have made no sense.
Neither would his claim that there are no meaningful useless sentences. It
is precisely the ‘Platonist’ view Wittgenstein attacks, by which meanings
are ‘there’, signs are ‘here’, and they are coupled to create symbols, and
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to make langua ge representatio nal. But this is a “mytho logical” pictu re
attacked already in the Tractatus. Tractarian rules of projection are not
assignme nt functions of model-theory. Rathe r, the y are dete rmined only
by the use being made of the sentences.
It is clear, on this presentation, that in claiming that meaning is
grounded in use “the later” Wittgenstein does not break from the position
of the Tracta tus, but rather that alread y in the Tractatus Wittgenstein
holds that meaning is deeply rooted in use. The use is expressed in the
‘logic’, or logical syntax, which Wittgenstein con side rs all-important. But
in the Tractatus, the logical syntax is not severed from the use and
meaning of the sentences of a language, as some logical-positivists and a
ve ne rable tradition of inte rpre ters belie ved. On the contra ry, it expresses
them, and is determined by them. All this implies that use establishes the
meaning and mode of signification of an expression, and functions in
de termin ing the language ’s rules of logical syntax. That is the reason why
use cannot go a gainst these rules, and cannot be without se nse.

I n t r a - l i n g u i s t i c an d Ex t r a - l i n g u i s ti c Us e : Us e a n d R u l e s o f
Projection
I ha ve spoken of the “intra -lin guistic” character of the Tractatus
conception of meaning. In this I intend mainly to dissociate this
conception from the “representational”, ontological conception in which it
is often understood. But the term may be misleading and needs
qualification. A source of confusion in understanding the connection
between use and meaning is, as remarked above, that use can be taken,
eithe r as intra-lin guistic (usage), or as extra -linguistic (use ), i.e. an
actual activity in the wo rld. Commen tators have considered the ambiguity,
or obscurity, of this distinction in Wittgenstein to be characte ristic of his
writings in the 30’s, in which the notion of use is sometimes explicated in
connection with a use in a game, such as che ss, and at other times in
connection with a use of a too l. The forme r notio n of use is naturally
taken to be intra-linguistic, defined by a set of rules; the latter notion is
t a k e n a s a n a c t u a l a c t i v i t y i n t h e w o r l d 10.
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From what has been said in the preceding section s it appea rs,
though, that at least with re ga rd to the theory of meaning of the
Tractatus, the seemingly intra-linguistic notion, and the set of logicosyntactical rules which define it, are basically an expression of the extralinguistic notion of use, the actual u se of the langua ge.
Proposition 3.327 ma y serve to bring out the difficulty:
“A sign does not determine a logical form unless it is taken together
wit h i ts logico- syntac tical employ ment ( Verwendung)” (3.327).
What is a logic o-syn tactical employment, or use? It might seem as if this
is an obvious intra-linguistic term, unrelated to actual use. It might seem
to be defined by the rules of logical syntax, which determine the
linguistic compositions in which the sign may be put in relation to others.
Proposition 3.3, of which the above is a comment, and which states the
Fre gean context princ iple, ma y also be unde rstood in this light. It also
seems to accord with 3.263, whic h states that elucidations (Erläute run gen)
explain the meaning of primitive signs.
But this seems wrong. For, what are these linguistic compositions in
which the sign may be incorporated, and what determines and constrains
them? One ma y argue that this is the function of the logico -syntactical
rules of the language, much like the rules of chess serve to determine the
possible compositions of pieces on the board. But even if this is indeed an
adequate account of the game of chess, it is certainly not an adeq uate
account of language. Logical syntax is not an independent high authority
imposed on our applications of language ‘from above’. Neithe r is it a set
of rules arbitrarily set by convention. Rather, the logical syntax of a
language is a regulated expression of the actual use of its sentences. This
is the gist of Wittgenstein’s remarks tha t “log ic take s care of itself”, and
that, in a sense, one cannot be mistaken in logic. One cannot be mistaken
in logic because logic – the logico-syntactic rules – constitutes meanin g.
To talk of mista kes in lo gic would make sense only if meanings are
independent of these logical rules, so that the rules do not accord with the
meanings; but this is impossible when the meanings are seen as
constituted by the rules. And since, as we ha ve seen, the ru les express the
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use of the expressions in the actual use of language, it is use that
constitutes meaning. Thus, what can be superficially seen as a mistake in
use is either a change of subject-matter, or senseless wordin g.
Furthermore, Wittgenstein famously distinguished between what is
said and what only “shows itself”. To see how this pertains to the matter
of use, note that “a proposition shows its sense (4.022)”,”what can be
show n cannot be sai d” (4.1212 ), and t hat “wha t signs fail to ex pre ss,
their application (Anwendung) shows (3.262).” A sentence is the sign of
a proposition, so these statements entail that the sense of a sentence is
what its application shows. The application of a sentence shows
something additional to what is said by the sentence itself. And this, I
propose are the rules expressin g the logico-syntactical emplo yment of the
sign (3.327). Thus, the rules are rooted in the application and use.
How is this brought about? How can an application of a sentence
show its sense?
I ha ve expanded on this central issue elsewhere and shall n ot repeat
it here, but I suggest the answer to be essentially this: the use of a
proposition, its actual application for describing a state of affairs,
determines the rules of projection (as well as the point of projection,
from which are spread the lines of projection according to the rules) from
the state of affairs to the proposition presenting it. Thus, it establishes
t he pictor ial relationship – “the correlations of the picture ’s ele me nt s
with things (2.1514)” – which is included in the picture, and which
makes it the picture it is, as well as a picture at all, as Wittgenstein
e m p h a s i z e s i n 2 . 1 5 1 3 . 11 I t t h u s a l s o d e t e r m i n e s t h e s t r u c t u r e o f t h e
proposition (2.15). It is seen, then, that the elements of a sentencepicture, the components which make something a picture of something,
and hence a picture at all, are rooted in the application, or use, of the
sentence-picture: the use determines the rules of projection; the sense of
the sentence; the pictorial relationship between its components and those
of the state of affairs it depicts; the structure of the sentence and the
m a n n e r i n w h i c h i t p r e s e n t s t h e s t r u c t u r e o f t h a t s t a t e o f a f f a i r s . 12
This interpretation of the role use has in determining the projection,
and hence the sense, in the Tractatus, finds some corroboration in
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pa ra gra ph 51 of Wittgenstein’s Investigations. Here Wittgenstein refers to
the lan gua ge-ga me desc ribed in §4 8, which closely resembles the
Tractaria n vie w. The la nguage has four word s, which are orga nized in
sequences of nine places to describe compositions of colored squares.
Wittgenstein asks “what does this correspondence consist in? […] what
does i t mean to say tha t in the praxis of la nguage certain ele me nts
correspo nd to signs?” It is plain that in a langua ge game suc h as this, the
use, the praxis, is all-important. It is the praxis, which sets the
correspondence between the signs and the features of the world which
constitute their meaning – what is termed in the Tractatus the “pictorial
relationship”, or rules of projection.
Conclusion
The conception of use in the Tractatus, often neglected by
commentators, is therefo re of great conse quence. In the Tracta tus, as in
Wittgenstein’s later writings, use is at the core of the theory of meaning.
It is sufficient to guara ntee sense, and with out it a sentence is de void of
sense, and its parts lack meanings. It constitutes the mode of
signification, which makes a name, indeed any symbol, what it is. The
major differe nce between the Tracta tu s and Wittgenstein’s late r view is
therefore not that the former was a representational, ontologically-based
theo ry, replaced later b y a use -ba sed conception. In b oth meaning is
constituted by use. The difference is rather that in the former
Wittgenstein belie ved that the main features of the use of an expression
can be captured and systematized in a set of “logico-syntactical rules” – a
be lief criticized and aba ndoned in his late r writings.
One implication of the Tractarean conception is the incorporation of
the subject into the account: a use is someone’s use, a use of a word by a
certain subject. This subject is the point of projection from a state of
affairs to a sentence, the projection being set by the subject’s use of the
s e n t e n c e . 13
Still, central aspects of these notions of use and subjectivity remain
obsc ure. Use is prese nted in the Tractatus in the solipsistic framework of
a single subject. It is a general, abstract and simple notion, and does not,
perhaps cannot convey the diversity of uses of words and sentences.
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Moreover, the Tractarian notion of use seems to lack a normative
dimension: the question of the correctness of an application of a certain
phrase is never raised. These issues are uppermost in Wittgenstein’s
thought from the 30’s onward, and serve as the focal point to his later
criticism of his own positions in the Tractatus. Still, these differences
and de velop ments, significant as the y are, ought no t to distract us from
the features common to Wittge nstein’s entire oeu vre. Our conce rn in this
discussion – the role of use in establishing meaning – is among the most
important.
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Notes
1

I use 'meaning' here in a rather loose and general way, neutral,
in p articular, as to the sense/r ef erence di stinction. The t erm has
oft en been u sed f or tran sl ating Frege's and Witt genstein's
t echni cal use of 'Bedeutung'. For Fr ege's notion I shall use
'reference'; for Wittgenstein's, I shall stick to the standard
translation, and speak of objects as the meanings of names.

2

See for instance, NB from 23.05.15. This is connected to the
nature of basic or “atomic sentences” in the Tractatus. Many
peopl e thou ght th ese w er e a sort of ‘observational sent ences”.
For a critique of this see Anscombe, ch. 1 (and many following
her); see al so Vien na Cir cl e, 43 .

3

Bar-Elli, 2003

4

I h ave exp an ded on this in Bar-Elli 2003 .

5

I have elaborated on this in Bar-Elli (2006).

6

A different approach, much closer to that of the text, is that of
Conant. With regar ds to 3.332 for instance he r emar ks: “We must ask
ourselves on what occasion we could utter this sentence and what, in
the context of use, we would then mean b y it” ( 2001, p.28) . I note
24 there he adds “This reading upsets the standard way of
contrasting early and late Wittgenstein”. The same is repeated, in
much the same words in Conant 2000, p. 194 and note 86. This
position is presented in an extended f orm in Conant 1998, in which
Wittgenstein’ s conception of meaning and use in the Tractatus and
the Investigations is pr esented in continuity; in fact the continuity
is even extended to Frege’s views, to the extent of blurring
important differences.

7

See, e.g. Hintikka and Hintikk a, 1986, ch.1

8

On expressions of oth er author s in the same spir it, see Conant 2001
p. 25 n. 18. Conant rejects this position and claims that it has no
real substance in the Tractatus.

9

Ther e i s t hu s a great diff er ence bet ween Wi tt gen st ein 's
conception in the Tractatus, and that of Carnap’s in his Logical
Syntax of language, whose title undoubtedly is taken from the
Tract atu s.
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10

See, for instance, Kenny, 1975, pp.167-8

11

Cf. Bar-Elli, 1995

12

I find some similarity between the basic claims about the
intri n sic i nt ention alit y of the pi cture theory ar gu ed for in BarElli 1995 (as well as t heir t extu al evi dence) and th ose in
Ostrow 2002 (see in particular pp. 35, 37, 41). I suppose that
Osrow didn’t kn ow of t hat pap er , whi ch w as publish ed in
Hebrew.

13

25

Cf. Bar-Elli 1998

