Philosophy of Language: Wittgenstein
Prof. Boedeker
Tractatus terminology

Linguistic terms are printed in boldface; metaphysical terms are printed in boldface italics.

Fact: what is the case.  More precisely: what makes propositions true or false.
Positive fact: what is the case when an elementary proposition, or a conjunction (logical product) of elementary propositions, is true; a set of existent states of affairs.

Negative fact: what is the case when a negation of an elementary proposition, or a conjunction (logical product) of negations of elementary propositions, is true; the non-existence of non-existent states of affairs.  (For example, it is a negative fact that the earth does not have two moons.)
Form: The form of a set of possible states of affairs is the range of possible combinations of existence and non-existence of those states of affairs.  In particular, the form of n states of affairs is the set of 2n possible situations involving just those n possible states of affairs.  For example, the form of the states of affairs Fa and Gb is just that either
both Fa and Gb are the case, or

Fa is the case but Gb is not the case, or

Fa is not the case, but Gb is the case, or

Neither Fa nor Gb is the case.

The form of an object is the range of possible situations in which that object can occur.
Form: The form of a set of elementary propositions is the range of possible propositions that can be formed using just those elementary propositions.  In particular, the form of n elementary propositions is the set of 22ⁿ propositions that can be formed using just them.  For example, the form of elementary propositions p and q is the set of 16 propositions that can be formed using them (as Wittgenstein illustrates at 5.101).
The form of a name is the set of propositions in which that name can meaningfully occur.
Meaning (Bedeutung): the contribution of a symbol to the sense of the propositions in which it occurs.

Name: a sign that, when it occurs within a proposition, serves just to refer to an object.  A name has no sense, but only reference.  In this way, a name is a logically simple sign.  Unlike such definite descriptions as “the present king of France”, a name contains no hidden logical complexity.

Object: the referent of a name.  An object is a simple thing, i.e., one with no complexity, and thus no parts.  Objects have two kinds of properties or relations:

External (=material) properties, external (=material) relations: an object’s contingent, or accidental, properties or relations in which it stands to other objects.  For example, that this point in my visual field is red is an external property of this point.  And that spatial object a is to the left of b is an external relation in which objects a and b stand to each other.

Internal (=formal) properties, internal (=formal) relations: the range of possibilities [for occurring in states of affairs] necessarily belonging to an object.  That this point in my visual field has some color is an internal property of this point.  That light blue is lighter than dark blue is an internal relation of these two colors.
Proposition: something true or false; something with a sense; (the expression of) a thought; something that says something; something that says “This is how things stand”; a truth-function of elementary propositions. 
Elementary proposition: a concatenation of names that shows how things would stand with the objects referred to if the proposition were true, and that says that things do so stand with these objects.  
Propositional sign: the physical, perceptible aspect of a proposition (for example, ink marks, sounds, chalk marks, hand signals), before being “projected”, or “thought”, as depicting a possible situation.

Reality: what corresponds to a conjunction (logical product) of all true elementary propositions and the negations of all false elementary propositions.  The totality of all existent states of affairs and the non-existence of all non-existent states of affairs.

Sense: what would be the case if a proposition were true: the proposition’s truth- or falsity-conditions.

Situation: what is the case if a proposition is true.

State of affairs: what is the case if an elementary proposition is true; an object having a property, or a combination of objects standing in a determinate relation (=configuration). 
Substance: objects.

Symbol (=expression): a sign taken as contributing to the sense of a proposition.

World: what corresponds to a conjunction (logical product) of all true elementary propositions.  The totality of all existent states of affairs.
Frege, Russell, and Wittgenstein on singular terms

A singular term is an expression that, when it occurs in a proposition, purports to make that proposition about some particular thing.  For example, “Bill Clinton”, “the President of the United States in 2000”, and “the King of France in 2000” are singular terms.

A. Frege on singular terms:

1. Frege implicitly assumes that all singular terms are names, and that they all have the same logical role.  Thus he regards “the morning star”, “the evening star”, and “Venus” as names.

2. Frege argues that names have a sense.  He begins with the following assumption:

If “x” and “y” can be understood without knowing whether they have the same reference – and thus without knowing whether the proposition “x = y” is true – then “x” and “y” have a sense.  (Recall that a sense is a way of describing, or presenting the object to which the sign purports to refer.)

Frege argues that because “the morning star” and “the evening star” can be understood without knowing whether they have the same reference, “the morning star” and “the evening star” must have a sense.

Using the assumption that “the morning star”, “the evening star”, and all other singular terms are names, Frege then concludes that all names have a sense.

3. For Frege, if a singular term (what he calls a name) does not have a referent, then the propositions in which that singular term occurs are nonsensical.  Thus, strictly speaking, “Santa Claus has a red coat” is nonsense, since (sorry to break it to you!) there is no Santa Claus.

B. Russell and Wittgenstein on singular terms:

1. For Russell, some singular terms are (genuine) names, i.e., expressions whose meaning in a proposition is just to refer to an object.  Russell, however, denies Frege’s claim that all singular terms are names.  Rather, some singular terms are definite descriptions.  Examples of definite descriptions are “the morning star” and “the evening star”.  A proposition containing a definite description makes a complicated statement: that there is at least one thing satisfying a particular description, and that there is at most one thing satisfying a particular description.  For example, “The King of France in 2000 is bald” includes the definite description “the King of France in 2000”.  The proposition is thus shorthand for “There is at least one thing, x, that is a King of France in 2000, there is at most one thing that is a King of France in 2000, and x is bald”.  

2. For Wittgenstein, genuine names (i.e., singular terms that are not definite descriptions) do not have a sense.  This is because the meaning of a genuine name in the context of a proposition is just to refer to an object.  The name itself does not describe the object to which it refers; only propositions describe objects.

Nor do definite descriptions by themselves have a sense.  Instead, as we have seen, only propositions have a sense.  Definite descriptions are incomplete expressions, i.e., those that cannot be defined by giving another sign equivalent in meaning.  (An example of a standard definition of a name would be “Samuel Clemens = Mark Twain”.)  Instead, definite descriptions can only be given a contextual definition.  That is, we can show how to give a logical analysis of whole propositions in which they occur.

For Wittgenstein, Frege’s assumption that definite descriptions are names is a result of not applying his own “context principle” to this case.  Russell’s contextual definition of definite descriptions shows the meaning that they have in the context of a proposition.

3. Russell and Wittgenstein agree with Frege that if something appears to be a genuine name does not have a referent, then the propositions in which that apparent name occurs are nonsensical.  Nevertheless, they hold (here against Frege) that if there is no object corresponding to a definite description, then the propositions in which that definite description occurs are not nonsensical, but false (3.24).

Exercise: Try to explain Russell’s theory of definite descriptions in your own words.  How, exactly, does he translate the statement “The present King of France is bald” into logical terms?  Is this sentence true, false, or nonsensical on Russell’s theory?  Why?
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