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The nature of logically simple objects
in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus

HE SUBJECT of this paper is the problem of the nature of logically

simple objects in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus. An extensive bibliography has
been produced on this controversial issue. Its significance consists in that it is
in the core of the metaphysics of the Tractatus. The problem of simple objects
is correlated with early Wittgenstein’s conception of metaphysics, but it is
also interesting by itself, as a kind of metaphysical exercise.

Simple objects, as the products of a complete logical analysis, constitute
the substance of the world' and simultaneously the ontological background
of all possible worlds.> All possible worlds are products of the various
correlations of these logically simple objects. Simple objects are depicted by
simple names. This pictorial relation is the foundation of the pictorial relation
between language and the world.

Early Wittgenstein’s atomism is quite different from ancient materialist
atomism. His atomism is logical, linguistic. There is a closer connection
between early Wittgenstein’s metaphysics and ‘Socrates’ dream’ in Plato’s
Theaetetus,® to which Wittgenstein himself is referring in his Philosophical
Investigations.* Socrates says that the world consists of minimal simple entities,
which cannot be described, but only be named. Only composite entities can

* 'This is a slightly modified version of a lecture given in the Sixth European Congress of
Analytic Philosophy, 21-26 August 2008, Krakow, Poland.

1 TLP, 2.021: The objects form the substance of the world. Therefore they cannot be
compound.

2 TLP,2.014: “Objects contain the possibility of all states of affairs.”

3 Plato, Theaetetus, 201d-202d.

4 PI, 46.
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be described. Similarly in the Tractatus, only composite entities, like facts,
can be described by composite propositions, whereas simple objects can only
be named by simple names. So it seems that there is a gap between naming
simples and describing composites. By analyzing simultaneously language
and the world, Wittgenstein makes a kind of ‘linguistic ontology; producing
simple names and objects. Language and the world are connected in the level
of simples.

Wittgenstein's immediate philosophical ancestors were Frege and
Russell. His objects can be compared to Frege’s objects, to which his proper
simple names refer. Nevertheless, Frege was not a logical atomist, aiming to a
complete logical analysis and consequently his objects were not really logical
simples like Wittgenstein’s.’> A closer similarity could be found between
Wittgenstein’s and Russell’s logical atomism.® For Russell, the only genuinely
referring entities are the demonstrative pronouns ‘this’ and ‘that’ These
demonstrative pronouns refer to Russell’s individuals, which are very close
to simple objects, as Wittgenstein himself acknowledges in his Philosophical
Investigations.” Such genuinely simple names cannot be described. On the
contrary, composite names of our language can be analytically described
by means of descriptions using these simple names. For both Russell and
Wittgenstein, the meaning of their simple names is their non-describable
reference. Despite this, Russell’s logical atomism is quite different in character
in that it is empirical and phenomenalistic in contrast to early Wittgenstein’s
purely logical atomism. Russell's atoms are our minimal sense data out of
which the objects of our empirical knowledge are composed. Wittgenstein’s
pure logical atomism endorses a kind of pure logical entities as a candidate
for the role of simple objects. In that sense Wittgenstein’s logical atomism is
more radical than Russell’s.

In contrast to ancient physical atomism or Russell's empiricist, pheno-
menalistic atomism, Wittgenstein’s atomism could be regarded as purely
logical or linguistic. The role of language is of great significance in early
Wittgenstein. He presents us a kind of downward analysis of the world
and language, which is its depicting medium. Departing from macroscopic
empirical entities of our everyday life, he is leading us to those minimal
entities, logical objects. The world is gradually being analyzed in facts, facts
are analyzed in atomic facts and the latter are analyzed in simple objects.
Correspondingly, language is being analyzed in propositions, propositions
are analyzed in elementary propositions and the latter are analyzed in simple
names.

5 Frege 1891: 21-41, 1892a: 42-55, 1892b: 56-78 in Geach & Black 1980.

6 Russell 1905: 479-93, 1992: 133-46, 1956: 178-281.
7 PIL, 46.
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As Wittgenstein says in the beginning of his Tractatus, the world is the
totality of facts, not of things or objects. This makes the nature of logically
simple objects essentially different from facts. In contrast to facts, objects are
colorless,® non empirical, metaphysical, strange entities. Objects compose the
substance of the world and the corresponding logically simple names refer to
them. The pictorial relation of language and the world is founded in this level
of simplicity.

Many interpretations have been developed in order to explain the nature
of the simple objects of the Tractatus in the last fifty years, but there is still no
consensus on this subject. The problem with most of these interpretations is
that, although they are based on texts from the Tractatus and other works of
Wittgenstein, they ascribe to his simple objects properties ascribable rather
to empirical, complex entities, like facts. They confuse the various kinds of
simplicity, like logical, epistemological and semantic. Although Wittgenstein
occasionally refers to all these kinds of simplicity, it should be made clear that
his objects in the Tractatus, as the substance of the world, are logically simple
entities. Wittgenstein makes a ‘shifting; alternating use of the term ‘object’

There are various questions concerning the nature of simple objects. One
of them is whether they are particulars or universals. According to the narrow
interpretation,” simple objects could only be particulars and consequently
proper names refer to them. According to the wide interpretation,' simple
objects could be not only particulars, but also universals (properties and
relations). In such a case, not only proper names, but also general names
refer to them.

My interpretation is that logically simple objects of the Tractatus must
be uniform ‘naked’ entities, in the sense that they have a common logical
form and that their only difference is that they are not the same. If we adopt
such a hypothesis, we should reject the wide interpretation, as for such an
interpretation simple objects are both particulars and universals (properties
and relations). Consequently, according to such an interpretation, objects
could not be uniform. There is also not adequate textual evidence in the
Tractatus supporting this interpretation, which confuses the various uses of
the term ‘object’ made throughout Wittgenstein’s texts. Wide interpretation
of simple objects is mainly based on some texts before and after the Tractatus.
The same could be said about the narrow interpretation of simples, according
to which objects are only particulars. This interpretation is also based on

8 TLP,2.0232: “Roughly speaking: objects are colorless.”

9 Copi 1958: 145-165, Anscombe 1959: 25-40, Carruthers 1989: 108-9, 147-68, 1990: 85—
106.

10 Hintikka 1986: 32-33.
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a misunderstanding of some texts of Wittgenstein and his ‘shifting’ use of
the term ‘object. Attributing characterizations like particulars or universals
to logically simple objects is not the right way to follow on this matter.
Such characterizations are rather attributable to the complex entities of our
everyday life and not to logical simples.

Various answers have also been given to the question whether simple
objects are physical, phenomenalistic or phenomenological entities."
According to the physicalistic interpretation, simple objects are physical
and as such they are the causes of our sense data. This interpretation is
quite close to the narrow interpretation and the ancient atomic theories.
According to the classical phenomenalistic interpretation, simple objects are
our sense data. The problem with such an interpretation is that it suits to
Russell’s atoms rather than to Wittgenstein’s simple objects. There is also the
phenomenological interpretation, according to which objects are universals
or sensible qualities.

The views that the objects of the Tractatus are physicalistic or pheno-
menalistic entities (sense data) confuse the various uses of the term ‘object’
and consequently they must be abandoned. Wittgenstein does not give us
any specific example of his objects. There is no direct evidence in the text of
the Tractatus supporting the phenomenological interpretation, which takes
the simple objects of the Tractatus as universals or sensible qualities and it is
essentially an improved version of the phenomenalistic interpretation. We
could only arrive in an indirect way at this view, which is also connected
with Wittgensteins idiosyncratic solipsism based on texts of his middle
philosophical period. Due to the doctrine of the independence of the
elementary propositions, simple objects could be neither sense data, nor
sensible qualities, as the propositions depicting them would mutually exclude
each other.

There is much contradictory evidence in the Tractatus and Wittgenstein’s
other texts for and against these interpretations. Such evidence is not adequate
to establish any of these interpretations conclusively. In the Tractatus,
Wittgenstein does not give us any description of his simple objects, he does
not tell us what these objects are and does not give any example of them.
He could not do otherwise as his objects are simple entities that could not
be described. If we want to stay close to the text of the Tractatus, we should
better adopt a kind of an empirically agnostic view concerning the nature of
Wittgenstein’s simple objects, in the sense that they could not be described
in the same way as the empirical entities of our everyday life. If we follow
such a view, simple objects should be considered as a kind of entities quite
11 Tejedor 2001: 285-303, Bradley 1992: 77-78, Cook 1994: 14-27.
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mysterious for us. According to this interpretation, their logical form could
be seen as their potentiality to be connected with other similar and uniform
simple objects without any restriction.

The main point of this paper is that the only essential property that
Wittgenstein ascribes to his logically simple objects in the Tractatus, taken as
the products of a complete logical analysis and as the substance of all possible
worlds is their capacity to participate in all possible states of affairs connected
with other similar logically simple objects.'? If they all have common internal
essential properties, then we could only distinguish them through their
external properties, which are their actual occurrences in the various states
of affairs, even if such a distinction does not depict their inner substance.’
Logically simple objects must be entities completely different from those
we have ever met in our empirical everyday world. Those entities are the
common form and substance of all possible worlds. Simple objects do not
have any material properties essential to them as such properties characterize
complex entities. Logically simple objects have only internal formal properties
consisting in their capacity to be connected with other similarly simple
objects.”* In this way, simple objects somehow contain the possibility of all
possible states of affairs."” As it is essential and necessary for a visual spot
to have some color (any color), similarly it is essential and necessary for a
simple object to have the capacity to be connected with other similar simple
objects. Wittgenstein in the Tractatus does not give us any other information
concerning what is essential for his simple objects.

The nature of simple objects of the Tractatus is indeterminate and
mysterious for us. Logically simple objects should be uniform in the sense that
they all have some common logical form and their capacity to be combined
with each other should not be restricted in the same way as the macroscopic
unanalyzed objects of our everyday life could only have limited connections
to each other. Even the most different entities of all possible worlds could
be reduced to the logically simple objects in this way. Given such a view,
logically simple objects could appear in all possible states of affairs and even
be indistinguishable in respect to theirlogical form and only be distinguished
by the fact that they are different numerically and participate in different

12 TLP,2.01231: “In order to know an object, I must know not its external but all its internal
qualities” 2.0124: “If all objects are given, then thereby are all possible atomic facts also
given”” 2.0141: “Objects contain the possibility of all states of affairs.”

13 TLP, 2.0231: “The substance of the world can only determine a form and not any
material properties. For these are first presented by the propositions - first formed by the
configurations of the objects”

14 TLP, 2.0141, 2.033: “The form is the possibility of the structure’, 2.121.

15 TLP, 2.014.
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states of affairs.!® As a visual point could have any color, in the same way,
a logically simple object should have the capacity to appear in any possible
state of affairs.

Such a view is based on the requirement of the logical independence of
elementary propositions. If there were restrictions in the capacity of logically
simple objects to participate in all possible states of affairs, then the logical
independence of elementary propositions would not be possible, as they
would exclude and contradict each other, in the same way as in the level
of complex propositions. This is a good reason why we should rather not
ascribe any positive property as essential to logically simple objects, except
their capacity to combine with each other. Positive properties are restrictions
to the range of the possible combinations of objects.

Another problem is whether Wittgenstein’s objects could be viewed
in a realistic way, that is, whether they should be considered as having an
existence independent of us and our language.'” According to a ‘nominalistic’
interpretation, objects could notbe considered independently of our language.
Such an interpretation gives a completely different meaning in the existence
of objects to that of the existence of the objects of our everyday empirical
life, taking them as postulates of a theory of meaning. Nevertheless, even
if we suppose that simple objects depend on our language as references of
logically simple names, we should not forget that Wittgenstein was, at least
programmatically, a realist concerning the existence of logically simple
objects.’* He demanded the existence of his objects, as he saw it as the only
way to secure the meaning of our language,” that is, its propositions must
have the possibility to be true or false in a logically necessary way. He thought

16 TLP, 2.0233: “Two objects of the same logical form, are - apart from their external
properties — only differentiated from one another in that they are different.,” 2.02331:
“Either a thing has properties which no other has, and then one can distinguish it straight
away from the others by a description and refer to it. Or, on the other hand, there are
several things which have the totality of their properties in common, and then it is quite
impossible to point to any one of them. For if a thing is not distinguished by anything, I
cannot distinguish it - for otherwise it would be distinguished”, 4.023: “As the description
of an object describes it by its external properties so propositions describe reality by its
internal properties.; 5.524: “If the objects are given, therewith are all objects also given.
If the elementary propositions are given, then therewith all elementary propositions are
also given.”

17 Ishiguro 1969: 20-50, Pears 1987: 99-114.

18 TLP, 2.022: “It is clear however different from a real one an imagined world may be,
it must have something - a form - in common with the real world’; 2.023: “This fixed
form consists of the objects”, 2.024: “Substance is what exists independently of what is
the case”

19 TLP, 3.23: “The postulate of the possibility of the simple signs is the postulate of the
determinateness of the sense.”
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that the necessary existence of logically simple objects in the world and the
necessary existence of simple names in language constitute the crucial points
in which language and the world are connected with each other. In other
words, the existence of both logically simple names and objects is a necessary
condition of the picture theory of meaning of language.

In this paper, I maintained the view that simple objects are non empirical,
metaphysical entities, which necessarily exist and they cannot be described by
propositions. So we should better adopt a kind of an agnostic view according to
which logically simple objects are mysterious non empirical entities, without
any positive or material properties. All possible states of affairs are composed
of them and they can occur in all possible states of affairs combined with
all other logically simple objects without any restriction. Objects cannot be
material entities having certain positive properties in the real empirical world.
They must be purely logical entities. Not only our real empirical world, but
all possible worlds are made of these objects. Such distant from our everyday
empirical life entities seem to be quite strange, almost absurd. As Wittgenstein
ascribes such a character to his objects, this makes our attempts to find out
their nature hard. Such an attempt would unavoidably have a paradoxical
character, as a complete logical analysis would be practically unattainable.
Nevertheless such attempts can be irresistibly attractive.

Emmanuel Perakis
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University of Crete
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EMMANOYHA ITEPAKHX

H @ion Tov Aoyikd anA@v avTikeluévov
oto Tractatus Tov Wittgenstein

Tepidnyn

TO Tractatus tov Wittgenstein, n YAwooa kat 0 KOOHOG ouvéovTal

010 eminmedo TwV AOYIKA amA®V OVOUATWY KAl TWV AVTICTOLXWV ATEL-
Koviouevwv avtikelpévwyv. To mpdPAnua eivat, ot dev pmopodue va
EXOVUE EUTELPIO TWV AVTIKEILEVOV KAl Yl aAUTOV TO AOYyo éxovv mpotadei
SagpopeTikég eppnveieg ovtwg wote va e€nynbel n @von aAVTWV TWV
ovrotitwy. Ta Aoyikd anAd avtikeigeva dev gival OTWG OL OVTOTNTEG IOV
OUVAVTOVUE OTOV EUTIELPIKO KOOHO. AV £XOVV OVOLACTIKEG VALKEG IOIOTNTEG.
Movn tovg ovolaotikr WdTNTA €ival i duvatdTnTd TOvg Va cLVOEovTal
pe dAAa Aoywd amhd avtikeipeva. Timote dAAo de Ba pumopovoe va eivat
OVOLAOTIKO yla avTd, obuwva pe To keipevo tov Tractatus. EQooov ol
OTOLYELWSEL TIPOTATELG TIPETEL VAL EiVaL AOYLKA ave§APTNTEG KAL OL AVTIOTOLYES
KATAOTACELG TTpayUatwy Oev Tpémel va aAAnloamokAgiovtal, £T0L kal Ta
Aoyikd amAd avtikeipeva Oa pémel va pmopodv va epgavifovtat og OAeG TIg
Suvatég kataoTaoelg mpaypdtwy. Oa mpémel va eival opoeldn pe tnv évvola
ot éxouv v idla Aoykr popen. H duvatdtnra ovvdeong tovg pe ta ala
amhd avtikeipeva dev mpémel va meplopietat, avrifeta and ot ovpPaivel
0TA LOKPOOKOTIKA AVTIKELpEVA TnG KaOnueptviig pag epmelpikng (wng mov
gxovv meploplopévn ykapa obvdeong pe ta dAAa mpaypata. Ta Aoyukd amAd
avtikeipeva umopovv va StakplBodv peta&d Tovg povo pe tnv évvola ott Sev
TaTI{OVTaL KOl CUUHETEXOVV OF SLAPOPETIKEG KATAOTACELG TIpayHATWY. Oa
ftav kaAbtepa va pnv arodidovpe ota avtikeipeva kamola OeTikr epmelpikr
1016tnTa, kabwg pa tétota o tnTa Ba meplopile Tig Suvatég eppavioels Tovg
o¢ duvaTtég KATAOTAOELG TTPAYHATWY Kal Th SuvatdTnTd Tovg va cuvdéovtal
peta&d tovg. Etot Oa mpémet va kataln§ovpe otnyv dmoyn, OTL Ta avTiKeipeva
elval KATIOLEG EUTIELPIKA AYVWOTEG YUHVEG OVTOTITEG.





