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Abstract

This paper puts forward an alternative interpretation of the argument for simple objects advanced in the 2.0s of the Tractatus. In my view, Wittgenstein derives the simplicity of objects directly from his account of possible states, complex objects and senseful propositions. The key to Wittgenstein’s argument is the idea that, if there were no simple objects, possible states would not be necessarily possible. If this were the case, however, there would be no senseful language, in Wittgenstein’s view. One of the subsidiary aims of this paper is to question the idea that Wittgenstein posits simples because, without them, language would be infinitely analysable. 

This paper focuses on the argument for simple objects advanced in the 2.0s of the Tractatus.
 In a nutshell, Wittgenstein argues in these entries that: senseful language would not be possible if propositions weren’t ultimately analysable into names designating simple objects; since senseful language is possible, there must be simples.
 According to the Tractatus, an object is simple if it isn’t made up of other, even simpler objects.


The argument of the 2.0s has sometimes been interpreted as turning on the issue of infinite analysability. According to this interpretation, Wittgenstein aims to show that: if there were no simples, propositions would be analysable ad infinitum; if propositions were infinitely analysable, senseful language would not be possible; since senseful language is possible, propositions must not be infinitely analysable; hence, there must be simple objects. I will call this argument the ‘Infinite Analysis Argument’ and the interpretation which ascribes this argument to the Tractatus the ‘Infinite Analysis Interpretation’. 


The aim of this paper is two-fold. Firstly, I will show that there is no evidence, in the Tractatus, to support the Infinite Analysis Interpretation. Secondly, I will develop and defend an alternative interpretation of the argument advanced in the 2.0s.  In my view, in this section of the Tractatus, Wittgenstein derives the simplicity of objects directly from his account of possible states, complex objects and senseful propositions. Wittgenstein does not need to appeal to the notion of infinite analysability in order to secure his point, and indeed he doesn’t do so. Instead, the key to Wittgenstein’s argument is the idea that, if there were no simple objects, possible states would not be necessarily possible: the possibility of states would depend on what contingently happened to obtain or exist.  Since propositions have possible states as their senses, this would mean, however, that whether a proposition had a sense would be a contingent matter. According to Wittgenstein, senseful language would, in that case, not be possible. Section I shows that the Infinite Analysis Interpretation most probably misrepresents Wittgenstein’s thinking. Section II, in turn, provides an overview of the Tractatus’s account of possible states, complex objects and senseful propositions. Finally, section III presents what is, in my view, the correct way to interpret the argument of the 2.0s and put forwards textual evidence for it. 


There are two key advantages to my account of Wittgenstein’s argument for simples. Firstly, it is strongly supported by the textual evidence of the 2.0s. Secondly, understanding Wittgenstein’s argument in this way helps to shed light on other important elements of the Tractarian system — elements which are connected to the demonstration of simples and which haven’t always been adequately explained in the literature. 

I

It is likely that it was not one but a series of considerations which led Wittgenstein to posit simple objects in the Tractatus.
 In this section, I propose to show, however, that concerns over infinite analysability were most probably not amongst such considerations.


The advocates of the Infinite Analysis Interpretation argue that TLP 2.02 — 2.0212 advances an argument along the following lines:

 1.
If there were no simples, all propositions would be about complexes. 

2.
If there were no simples, propositions about complexes would have a sense only if the complexes mentioned by them existed. 

3.
The sense of a proposition about complexes depends on the sense of other propositions which describe those complexes. 

4.
When a complex exists, the proposition which describes it is true.

5.
The above four premises, taken together, entail that, if there were no simples, the sense of any given proposition would depend on the truth of other propositions.

6.
This would render language infinitely analysable: the sense of any given proposition would depend on the truth of other propositions, whose sense, in turn, would depend on the truth of further propositions, and this process would continue ad infinitum. 

7.
If propositions were infinitely analysable in this way, senseful language would not be possible. 

8.
Conclusion: if there were no simples, senseful language would not be possible.

It is clear that this argument turns essentially on the issue of infinite analysability. Note indeed that the dependence of sense upon truth (premise 5) is here regarded as problematic because it leads to infinite analysability (premise 6). And it is this infinite analysability which is presented as posing a direct threat to senseful language (premise 7). In other words, in this view, if there were no simples, senseful language would not be possible because language would be analysable ad infinitum.


There are two main problems with this account of Wittgenstein’s argument. Firstly, this account fails to show why Wittgenstein should regard infinite analysability, per se, as posing a threat to senseful language. Secondly, there is simply no textual evidence to show that concerns over infinite analysability were amongst Wittgenstein’s reasons for positing simples in the Tractatus. In particular, there is no evidence to show that Wittgenstein regarded the dependence of sense upon truth as problematic in that it led to infinite analysability. Let us consider these two points in turn.


Are there any reasons to suppose that, in Wittgenstein’s view, infinite analysability would render senseful language impossible? Infinite analysability would certainly pose such a threat if Wittgenstein held that, for propositions to be senseful, we — ordinary people — must know their complete analyses. For, if propositions were infinitely analysable, we would never be able to know the complete analysis of any proposition. And, given the above assumption, this would mean that there could be no senseful propositions. Such an argument is advanced by Black, as part of his defence of the Infinite Analysis Interpretation.
 The view that, for propositions to be senseful, we — ordinary people — must know their complete analyses is also implicit in Hacker’s account of the connection between language and the world.
 For Hacker argues that propositions acquire their sense on account of the fact that we — ordinary people — effect ostensive connections between simple names and simple objects.  Since simple names and simple objects are to be found only at the ultimate level of analysis, effecting such connections must involve us knowing the complete analyses of propositions. 


The question thus becomes: does Wittgenstein endorse the view that, for propositions to be senseful, we — ordinary people — must know their complete analyses? It seems clear that he doesn’t. For consider the following entries from the Tractatus:

My difficulty surely consists in this: In all the propositions that occur to me there occur names, which, however, must disappear on further analysis. I know that such a further analysis is possible, but I am unable to carry it out completely  . . .  In brief it looks as if in this way I knew a form without being acquainted with any single example of it. (NB 16.6.15)

Man possesses the ability to construct languages capable of expressing every sense, without having any idea how each word has meaning or what its meaning is — just as people speak without knowing how the individual sounds are produced. (TLP 4.002) [My italics]

Elementary propositions consist of names. Since, however, we are unable to give the number of names with different meanings, we are also unable to give the composition of elementary propositions. (TLP 5.55)

By his own admission, Wittgenstein never carried out the complete analysis of any proposition. It is also clear that he didn’t believe anyone else to have succeeded in carrying out such an analysis. Nevertheless, Wittgenstein is clearly of the view that there are senseful propositions. If this is true, however, it becomes extremely unclear why he should regard infinite analysability, per se, as posing a threat to senseful language.


This leads us to the second main problem facing the Infinite Analysis Interpretation. For there is, indeed, no textual evidence to suggest that the Tractatus regards infinite analysability as posing a threat to sense. According to the Infinite Analysis Interpretation,  TLP 2.02 — 2.0212 advances an argument such as the one presented above (1 — 8). In this view, the dependence of sense upon truth (premise 5) is problematic in that it results in infinite analysability (premises 6 and 7).  Consider, however, what Wittgenstein says in TLP 2.02 — 2.0212:

Objects are simple. (TLP 2.02)

Every statement about complexes can be resolved into a statement about their constituents an into the propositions that describe the complexes completely. (TLP 2.0201)

Objects make up the substance of the world. That is why they cannot be composite. (TLP 2.021)

If the world had no substance, then whether a proposition had sense would depend on whether another proposition was true. (TLP 2.0211)

In that case we could not sketch any picture of the world (true or false). (TLP 2.0212)

Wittgenstein is clearly arguing here that, if the sense of any given proposition depended on the truth of another, senseful language would not be possible (TLP 2.0211; TLP 2.0212). However, there is nothing in these entries to suggest that the dependence of sense upon truth is problematic because it leads to infinite analysability.  Wittgenstein may well have had a different reason — one entirely divorced from concerns over infinite analysability — for regarding such dependence as problematic. In section III, we will see that the dependence of sense upon truth is problematic in itself — independently of whether it results in infinite analysability.


There is nothing in these entries to suggest that Wittgenstein regards infinite analysability to be incompatible with senseful language. Furthermore, other sections of the Tractatus suggest that, in fact, in Wittgenstein’s view, infinite analysability does not per se pose a threat to sensefulness. Consider, for instance, TLP 4.2211.

Even if the world is infinitely complex, so that every fact consists of infinitely many states of affairs and every state of affairs is composed of infinitely many objects, there would still have to be objects and states of affairs. (TLP 4.2211)

If every fact consisted of infinitely many states of affairs and every state of affairs was made up of infinitely many objects, language would be infinitely analysable. And yet, there is nothing in this entry to suggest that, in this scenario, senseful language would not be possible. 


It is therefore highly unclear that Wittgenstein is, in the 2.0s, advancing an Infinite Analysis Argument for simples. We thus need an alternative account of the argument for simples advanced in this section of the Tractatus.

II

In my view, it is possible to establish — on the basis of the evidence from the Tractatus — that, in the 2.0s, Wittgenstein derives the simplicity of objects directly (i.e. without appealing to the issue of infinite analysis) from his account of possible states, complex objects and senseful propositions. In order to show this, it is important to revisit Wittgenstein’s remarks concerning possible states, complex objects and senseful propositions. This will be the task of the present section. In section III, I will put forward an alternative interpretation of the argument for simples advanced in the 2.0s and will present the textual evidence for it. 

According to Wittgenstein, simple objects concatenate to produce states of affairs (TLP 2.01 and TLP 2.0272). States of affairs are made up exclusively of simple objects (TLP 2.03). States of affairs are the most elementary possible arrangements of simples there can be. More complex possible arrangements result from combining states of affairs (TLP 2.04 and TLP 2.06). For the sake of clarity, I will use the expression ‘states of affairs’ to refer to elementary possible concatenations of simples, and the expression ‘(possible) situations (of the world)’ to refer to possible combinations of more than one state of affairs.
 The expression ‘(possible) states (of the world)’ will cover both states of affairs and possible situations of the world. 


States of affairs — and indeed, all states of the world — are possible combinations of objects (TLP 2.012; TLP 2.0121; TLP 2.0122; TLP 2.014). In Wittgenstein’s view, to say that a state is possible is to say that it satisfies two key criteria: firstly, the state must either determinately obtain or determinately fail to obtain (TLP 1.21; TLP 2.05); secondly, the state must both be capable of obtaining and be capable of failing to obtain. The latter criterion entails that, in Wittgenstein’s view, a possible state can neither necessarily obtain nor necessarily fail to obtain (TLP 5.634; cf. TLP 2.225 ). Those possible states of the world which do obtain are called ‘facts’ (TLP 2).


States of affairs differ from more complex possible situations of the world in that the former must be logically independent from each other, whereas the latter need not be (TLP 2.061 and TLP 6.3751). To say that states of affairs are logically independent from one another is to say that the obtaining or non-obtaining of a given state of affairs does not entail the obtaining or non-obtaining of another state of affairs (TLP 2.061). 


In turn, Wittgenstein makes three key claims about complex objects. Firstly, he argues that complexes can fail to exist (TLP 3.24, TLP 2.021 and TLP 2.027). Secondly, he argues that a complex object exists only if its constituents exist and are related in such a way as to compose the complex (cf. TLP 2.0201). Finally, Wittgenstein states that propositions about complexes can be analysed into further propositions describing those complexes (TLP 2.0201).
 If a complex exists, the proposition describing that complex will be true.


On the side of language, the Tractatus argues that all propositions must, in order to be senseful, represent possible states of the world (TLP 4.021 and TLP 4.022). Propositions are true when the possible state they represent obtains (i.e. is a fact) and false when it doesn’t obtain (TLP  2.21 and TLP 4.021). Indeed, according to the Tractatus, all propositions must, in order to be senseful, be bivalent and bipolar: propositions must be bivalent in that they must have a determinate truth-value (TLP 4.466); and they must be bipolar in that they must both be capable of being true and be capable of being false (TLP 4.466).
 Propositions must be bivalent in that, if they weren’t, they would be unable to mirror the fact (in a non-Tractarian sense) that the possible states they represent either determinately obtain or determinately fail to obtain; similarly, propositions must be bipolar in that, if they weren’t, they would be unable to mirror the fact (again, in a non-Tractarian sense) that possible states must both be capable of obtaining and be capable of failing to obtain. In a nutshell: if propositions weren’t bivalent and bipolar, then, given Wittgenstein’s notion of the possible, they would be unable genuinely to represent possible states of the world and would fail to have sense. One upshot of this is that, according to Wittgenstein, tautological and contradictory statements are not senseful propositions (TLP 4.466).


Elementary propositions represent states of affairs (TLP 4.21). These propositions consist exclusively of names (TLP 4.22) which are simple in the sense of not being analysable into other, even simpler names (TLP 3.325). The simple names making up a given elementary proposition designate the simple objects making up the state of affairs represented by that elementary proposition (TLP 4.22 together with TLP 4.24 and TLP 3.22). In turn, non-elementary propositions are produced by applying logical operations to elementary propositions (TLP 5.3) and represent more complex possible situations of the world (TLP 4.031). Non-elementary  propositions do not feature simple names designating simple objects, but pseudo-names for complexes. These pseudo-names are analysable into further propositions and, ultimately, into elementary propositions consisting exclusively of simple names (TLP 2.0201; TLP 3.2; TLP 3.201; TLP 3.202; TLP 3.203). 


Elementary propositions also differ from non-elementary ones in that the former must be logically independent from each other, whereas the latter need not be (TLP 4.211, TLP 6.3751 and TLP 5.124 — 5.1241). Elementary propositions must be logically independent from each other in that the truth-value of one of them cannot determine the truth-value of another (TLP 4.211, TLP 2.0211). As a result, applying logical operations to two elementary propositions can never yield a tautology or a contradiction (TLP 6.3751). 


Finally, according to Wittgenstein, propositions are pictures of the world (TLP 4.01; TLP 3). As part of what has become known as his Picture Theory, Wittgenstein argues that, for a proposition to have a sense, there must be a one-to-one correlation between its ultimate constituents and the ultimate constituents of the state it represents (TLP 2.151 — 2.1514; TLP 4.03 — 4.04). This entails that a proposition will fail to have a sense if its ultimate constituents — i.e. the simple names that ultimately make it up — fail to have a meaning. It is therefore clear that, according to Wittgenstein, whether a proposition has a sense depends on whether its ultimate constituents — i.e. the simple names — have a meaning.  The aim of section III is to show why, according to Wittgenstein, the meanings of simple names must be simple objects. As we will see, this question is intimately connected to that of why, for Wittgenstein, propositions must necessarily have a sense if they are to be at all senseful.

III

This section puts forward an alternative interpretation of the argument for simple objects presented by Wittgenstein in the 2.0s.
 I will begin by outlining the overall arch of Wittgenstein’s argument. Then, I will examine the stages of his argument in more detail and will put forward textual evidence for my interpretation of them. 


The argument advanced by Wittgenstein in the 2.0s comes in five key stages:

1.
States of affairs must be necessarily possible: they must be possible in all possible worlds, independently of what happens contingently to obtain or exist.

2.
Objects, the constituents of states of affairs, must therefore be necessary in the sense of being the ultimate constituents of all possible worlds.

3.
If there were no simple objects, states of affairs (as well as more complex possible situations) would not be necessarily possible. The reason for this is that complexes can always fail to exist: they cannot therefore guarantee the possibility of states of affairs in all possible worlds, regardless of what happens to exist. This can be put differently by saying that, if there were no simples, whether a given proposition had a sense would depend on whether other propositions were true.

4.
Given that propositions have possible states as their senses, 3 entails that, if there were no simples, whether a proposition had a sense would be a contingent matter. But, then, senseful language would not be possible.  

5.
Conclusion: senseful language would not be possible if there were no simple objects. Since senseful language is possible, there must be simple objects.

The first step in Wittgenstein’s argument consists in showing that states of affairs must be possible in all possible worlds. It is worth noting that, by a ‘possible world’, Wittgenstein means a world that can possibly be represented in language and thought (TLP 3.001, TLP 3.02, TLP 3.03, TLP 3.032, and TLP 5.61). In turn, given what was said in section II, to say that states of affairs must be possible in all possible worlds is to say that, in all worlds that can possibly be represented in language and thought, states of affairs must: i. either determinately obtain or determinately fail to obtain; and ii. both be capable of obtaining and be capable of failing to obtain. 


In Wittgenstein’s view, the possibility of states of affairs must be guaranteed in all possible worlds — states must be necessarily possible. This means, in particular, that the possibility of a given state of affairs cannot depend on the obtaining of certain facts. Since facts can always happen not to obtain in a given possible world, if the possibility of a state depended on the obtaining of a fact, its possibility would not be guaranteed in all possible worlds. States are not ‘merely’ or ‘contingently’ possible, according to Wittgenstein — their possibility must be guaranteed in all possible worlds regardless of what happens to obtain as a matter of fact. 


That states of affairs are necessarily possible is entailed by the way in which Wittgenstein defines what it is for a state of affairs to be possible at all. According to the Tractatus, for a state of affairs to be possible, it must both be capable of obtaining and be capable of failing to obtain. But this entails that, if a state of affairs is possible, it is also necessarily possible. For, if a state of affairs isn’t capable of obtaining, it will fail to obtain in all possible worlds. Conversely, if it isn’t capable of failing to obtain, it will obtain in all possible worlds. Hence, a state of affairs which isn’t both capable of obtaining and capable of failing to obtain, will either obtain in all possible worlds or fail to obtain in all possible worlds. In contrast, a state of affairs which is both capable of obtaining and capable of failing to obtain, will neither obtain in all possible worlds nor fail to obtain in all possible worlds. Such a state of affairs will be possible in all possible worlds. Hence, according to Wittgenstein, if a state of affairs is possible at all, then it automatically is necessarily possible. Furthermore, since complex possible situations result from combining states of affairs, possible situations too must be necessarily possible. All possible states (states of affairs and possible situations) must be necessarily possible, according to Wittgenstein.


The second step in Wittgenstein’s argument is to show that, for states of affairs to be necessarily possible, their constituents (i.e. the objects) must be necessary in the sense of being the ultimate constituents of all possible worlds. States of affairs are combinations of objects (TLP 2.01) and these combinations are possible in all possible worlds. But, for this to be possible, the objects that make up these states of affairs must be the ultimate constituents of all possible worlds. If objects were not the ultimate constituents of all possible worlds, they would be unable to produce, by combining with each other, states of affairs which were possible in all possible worlds. Tractarian objects are therefore, in this sense, necessary: they belong to all possible worlds in that they are the ultimate constituents of all possible worlds.

Let us consider the textual evidence for my interpretation of the first two steps of Wittgenstein’s argument. That Wittgenstein holds states of affairs to be necessarily possible and objects to be necessary emerges in the 2.0s, at the very heart of his demonstration of simples. In the context of talking about the possible occurrence of objects in states of affairs, TLP 2.012 and TLP 2.0121 assert respectively that ‘in logic nothing is accidental’ and that ‘nothing in the province of logic can be merely possible’. It would seem to follow immediately from this that a state of affairs (i.e. a possible combination of objects) is necessarily — and not ‘merely’ or contingently — possible. This idea is further corroborated by the following entries:

A state of affairs (a state of things) is a combination of objects (things). (TLP 2.02)

It is essential to things that they should be possible constituents of states of affairs. (TLP 2.011)

Objects make up the substance of the world. (TLP 2.021)

It is obvious that an imagined world, however different it may be from the real one, must have something — a form — in common with it. (TLP 2.022)

Objects are just what constitute this unalterable form. (TLP 2.023)

Substance is what subsists independently of what is the case. (TLP 2.024)

There must be objects if the world is to have an unalterable form. (TLP 2.026)

Objects, the unalterable, and the subsistent are one and the same thing. (TLP 2.027)

Objects are what is unalterable and subsistent; their configuration is what is changing and unstable. (TLP 2.0271)

The configuration of objects produces states of affairs. (TLP 2.0272)

TLP 2.022 asserts that there must be ‘something’ — a ‘form’ — which is common to all possible worlds, whether these worlds are imagined or real (where ‘real world’ means the world of obtaining facts). This ‘form’, which is shared by all possible worlds, is made up of objects (TLP 2.023). But ‘it is essential to things [i.e. to objects — cf. TLP 2.02] that they should be possible constituents of states of affairs’ (TLP 2.011). Indeed, ‘the configuration of objects produces states of affairs’ (TLP 2.0272). This indicates that Wittgenstein holds states of affairs (the product of the combination of objects) to be possible in all possible worlds: states of affairs are or constitute the unalterable form shared by all possible worlds, whether these worlds are imagined or real. 

Form is the possibility of structure. (TLP 2.033)

The structure of a fact consists of the structures of states of affairs. (TLP 2.034)

The totality of existing states of affairs is the world. (TLP 2.04)

The totality of existing states of affairs also determines which states of affairs do not exist. (TLP 2.05)

Since states of affairs are possible in all possible worlds, their constituents — the objects — must be necessary: objects must be the ultimate constituents of all possible worlds for, if they weren’t, they would be unable to produce, by combining with each other, necessarily possible states of affairs. That objects are necessary in this sense is further reinforced by TLP 2.027 and TLP 2.024: TLP 2.027 tells us that objects and ‘the subsistent’ (i.e. substance) are one and the same thing; in turn, TLP 2.024 tells us ‘substance is what subsists independently of what is the case’. This suggests that objects are independent of what is the case: they subsist independently of any matters of fact, which allows them to be necessary in the sense of being the constituents of all possible worlds — regardless of the obtaining of any facts.


We can now turn to the third step in Wittgenstein’s argument for simple objects. Having established that states of affairs (and thus all possible states of the world) are possible in all possible worlds and that objects are the ultimate constituents of all possible worlds, the Tractatus’ demonstration of simples examines what would happen if there were no simple objects. The key thought behind the third step of this argument is that, if there were no simples, states of affairs (and indeed all possible states of the world) would not be necessarily possible. Wittgenstein puts forward this view in the following entries:

Objects are simple. (TLP 2.02)

Objects make up the substance of the world. That is why they cannot be composite. (TLP 2.021)

If the world had no substance, then whether a proposition had sense would depend on whether another proposition was true. (TLP 2.0211)

According to Wittgenstein’s numbering system, TLP 2.0211 is a comment on TLP 2.021.
 The term ‘substance’ therefore aims to capture the notion of what is simple. Objects make up the substance of the world, and it is because of this, according to Wittgenstein, that they cannot be composite: if they were composite, they would not make up the substance of the world, and the world would have no substance. TLP 2.0211 must therefore be understood as saying that, if there were no simple objects (i.e. ‘if the world had no substance’), then ‘whether a proposition had sense would depend on whether another proposition was true’.
 Since for propositions to have sense is for them to represent possible states of the world, the claim that ‘whether a proposition had sense would depend on whether another proposition was true’ (TLP 2.0211) is equivalent to the claim that whether a putative state was a possible state would depend on what happened to obtain or exist. But this is tantamount to saying that whether a putative state was a possible state would be a contingent matter: the possibility of such a state would depend on what is the case. In other words, Wittgenstein is arguing here that, if there were no simple objects, states of the world would not be necessarily possible, but merely contingently possible. If there were no simples, states of the world would not be possible in all possible worlds because their possibility would depend on what happens to be the case. 


The question, then, is why, if objects are not simple, possible states of the world (including, of course, states of affairs) would not be — as they must be — possible in all possible worlds. The answer is as follows. If objects are not simple, the constituents of states of affairs would be complex. But a state of affairs must be possible in all possible worlds. This would be the case if the complex constituents of that state of affairs existed in all possible worlds. But a complex exists only if its constituents exist and are related in such a way as to compose the complex. And there is no necessity that its constituents will be so related in every possible world. Furthermore, if there are no simples, there is no necessity that these constituents will exist in all possible worlds, for they are themselves complex. Hence, for any given complex, there will be a possible world in which it does not exist, neither do its (complex) constituents, neither do their (complex) constituents, and so on. But if none of the constituents of the complex, at any level, exist in that world, it would seem that there is nothing that guarantees the possibility of the complex in that world. And this is to say that there is no guarantee of its possibility no matter what is the case. Hence, if there were no simples, the possibility of states of affairs would not be guaranteed in all possible worlds. States of affairs would not be possible in all possible worlds, they would be merely contingently possible: whether or not a state of affairs was possible would depend on whether a certain set of complex objects existed. 


The fourth and final step in Wittgenstein’s argument for simple objects is to show that, if possible states were not necessarily possible (in other words, if the sense of propositions depended on the truth of other propositions), there could be no senseful language.

If the world had no substance, then whether a proposition had sense would depend on whether another proposition was true. (TLP 2.0211)

In that case we could not sketch any picture of the world (true or false). (TLP 2.0212)

If states were not necessarily possible, then whether a proposition was senseful (i.e. represented a possible state of the world) would depend on what happened contingently to obtain or exist. But then this would mean that the sense of propositions would not be guaranteed independently of what were the case. Propositions could therefore happen — contingently — to lose their sense. In Wittgenstein’s view, this would mean, however, that there could be no genuinely senseful language.


In summary: if there were no simples, there could be no senseful (i.e. bivalent and bipolar) propositions. The reason for this is that, if there were no simples, the possibility of states of the world and thus the sense of propositions would not be guaranteed in all possible worlds independently of any contingent matters of fact. 

IV

This paper advances an alternative interpretation of the argument for simple objects presented by Wittgenstein in the 2.0s of the Tractatus. My account helps to elucidate the intricacies of Wittgenstein’s argument and is securely based on the textual evidence available. In addition, my account helps to shed further light on three other major aspects of the Wittgenstein’s thinking, which are intimately connected to his argument for simples.


Firstly, my discussion of the 2.0s helps to give a conclusive answer to the question of what Wittgenstein means when he says that objects are ‘unalterable’ and ‘subsistent’ (TLP 2.027). Hintikka and Hintikka claim that Wittgenstein does not mean by this that simples are necessary in the sense of being the constituents of all possible worlds.
 According to them, Tractarian objects are ‘unalterable’ and ‘subsistent’ only in the sense that they do not change from one state of affairs to another. Section III has shown, however, that this interpretation of the inalterability and subsistence constraints must be mistaken. Simple objects are ‘unalterable’ and ‘subsistent’ in the sense that they are necessary: they are the ultimate constituents of all possible worlds. If they weren’t, they would be unable to produce, by combining with each other, necessarily possible states of affairs, and senseful language would not be possible.


Secondly, my discussion of the Infinite Analysis Interpretation throws serious doubts over Hacker’s account of the connection between language and the world in the Tractatus. For Hacker’s account implicitly relies on the view that propositions cannot acquire sense unless we know their complete analyses. By Wittgenstein’s own admission, however, neither he nor us have ever carried out the complete analysis of any proposition. And yet, Wittgenstein clearly believes that there are senseful propositions. Hacker’s account of the connection between language and the world therefore needs to be reconsidered. 


Finally, by attending to the details of Wittgenstein’s account of senseful propositions, my discussion of the argument for simple objects helps to shed light on an issue which has been inadequately explained in the literature: 
 the issue of why, exactly, Wittgenstein claims that elementary propositions (and, of course, states of affairs) must be logically independent from one another. As noted above, Wittgenstein  argues that all propositions result from applying logical operations to elementary ones. He also argues that all propositions must be bivalent and bipolar if they are to be senseful: if propositions were not both bivalent and bipolar, they would be unable genuinely to represent possible states of the world, and would thus fail to have a sense. With this in mind, it is possible to explain why Wittgenstein contends that the truth-value of an elementary proposition must not determine the truth-value of another elementary proposition. The reason for this is that, if the truth-value of one elementary proposition could determine the truth-value of another, then the logical product and the negation of these elementary propositions would produce either a tautology or a contradiction. Consider the example of the propositions ‘p is red all over at time t’ and ‘p is green all over at time t’, which are not elementary propositions since they are not logically independent of each other (cf. TLP 6.3751): if ‘p is red all over at time t’ is true then ‘p is green all over at time t’ must be false, and so ‘p is red all over at time t and p is green all over at time t’ is contradictory. In other words, if elementary propositions logically depended on each other, the non-elementary propositions produced by applying logical operations to them would be neither bivalent nor bipolar. These resulting propositions could not therefore be said to represent necessarily possible states of the world, and could not be regarded as genuinely senseful. Hence, if non-elementary propositions are to result from applying logical operations to elementary ones, it has to be the case that elementary propositions are logically independent of each other.
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� I will, throughout this paper, use the expressions ‘simple objects’ and ‘simples’ interchangeably.


� This interpretation of the simplicity constraint is generally accepted as being correct. For further details, see Hintikka and Hintikka, Investigating Wittgenstein, pp. 39 — 41.
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� Hacker, Insight and Illusion, pp. 73 — 80.


� All references to the Notebooks 1914 — 1916 (abbreviated to NB) are taken from Ludwig Wittgenstein, Notebooks 1914 — 1916, ed. G. Von Wright and G. Anscombe, transl. G. Anscombe (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1961).
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� This only gives us part of the analysis of a proposition about complexes, the other part of it being  ‘a statement about their constituents’ (TLP 2.0201). It isn’t, however, necessary to go into this issue for the purposes of this paper.


� The ‘proposition that describes the complex completely’ (TLP 2.0201) is the proposition which is equivalent to saying that the complex exists — see NB, Appendix I, ‘Notes on Logic’, p. 93.


� See also Hacker, Insight and Illusion, ch. III, esp. pp. 56 — 73.


� Similar interpretations have been put forward by Malcolm and Glock — see Malcolm, Nothing is Hidden,  pp. 45 — 46 and Glock, A Wittgenstein Dictionary, p. 271. However, their accounts of Wittgenstein’s argument differ from mine in several respects and go into less details. They are also less systematically tied to the textual evidence available. Glock discusses several interesting possible objections to this argument for simple objects, some of which are drawn from Wittgenstein’s later works — see Glock, A Wittgenstein Dictionary, pp. 271 & 273 — 274.
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� See Wittgenstein’s footnote to TLP 1.


� For this interpretation of TLP 2.0211, see Pears, The False Prison vol. I pp. 70 — 72 and Kenny, Wittgenstein pp. 77 — 80, amongst others.


� See Hintikka and Hintikka, Investigating Wittgenstein, pp. 48 — 49, 55 — 56.


� See, for instance, Carruthers, The Metaphysics of the Tractatus, ch. 13 and Griffin, Wittgenstein’s Logical Atomism, pp. 84 — 86.
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