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Wittgenstein’s Images in Focus

Michael Biggs

Twenty-five years ago Routledge reissued Prototractatus (Wittgenstein 1996): a facsimile
and transcription with introductory essays of Wittgenstein’s draft for his Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus. Apart from containing a new essay by B.F. McGuinness, one of the editors
and translators, the reissue included images which had been revised by the present author. The
revisions were the result of a comprehensive investigation into the use of images by Wittgen-
stein which initially focused on how they should be represented in his posthumously pub-
lished works, and subsequently informed the graphical editing of the Bergen Nachlass Edition
(Wittgenstein 2015). With the approval of Wittgenstein’s Trustees, the outcomes of the re-
search were communicated to Routledge and Blackwell, the English language publishers, and
to Suhrkamp, the German language publisher. The reissue of Prototractatus confirmed the
view of the editors at the time that Wittgenstein’s images warranted greater felicity in editions
of Wittgenstein’s texts both in terms of literal accuracy as well as interpretation.

This improved focus was reinforced in 1997 when Blackwell reissued Philosophical Inves-
tigations, also containing revisions to the graphics. The revisions are noted in the front matter
but subsequent issues that continued to implement the graphical revisions omit this editorial
note. Comparing earlier editions to subsequent ones reveals that in 1998 Blackwell also made
silent changes to the graphics in Zettel, Blue and Brown Books, Remarks on the Philosophy of
Psychology (Vol.1 & 2), Philosophical Remarks, Notebooks 191914-1916, Last Writings on
the Philosophy of Psychology (Vol.1) and Culture and Value in line with the research findings.

These changes draw attention to the fact that Wittgenstein made extensive use of visual
imagery in his philosophical texts, and also the question why he did so and their relationship
to his philosophical method in general. Many commentators on Wittgenstein have noted the
so-called ‘picture theory of meaning’ in the early works (e.g. Pears 1977) and also the con-
cepts of ‘seeing-as’ (e.g. Wilkerson 1973) and ‘seeing the meaning of a word’ (e.g. Genova
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1995), all of which reinforce the idea that Wittgenstein’s concept of meaning was either based
in, or could be best communicated by reference to, visual examples. On the other hand, recent
scholarship has focused on the specific question of the role of the images in Wittgenstein’s
method, both of doing philosophy and of communicating it (e.g. Heinrich et al. 2011). Thus,
in terms of form and content, one might differentiate between an interest in editing and felici-
tous representation, and the interpretation of the significance of those images. Amongst those
recent scholars, Nyíri has concentrated on the latter with great insight (e.g. 2005), while I
have concentrated on the former (e.g. Biggs 1996; 1998).

The purpose of ‘academia letters’ is for authors to identify a hypothesis and for this to be
disseminated in order to promote discussion. My hypothesis is as follows: there are [at least]
three distinct visual methods in play in Wittgenstein’s works: 1) explicit visual methods, such
as the picture theory or ‘seeing-as’; 2) implicit visual methods, such as ambiguous figures,
or analogies based on machines; and 3) embedded visual methods1, such as picture-proofs or
visual paradigms; and that the implicit and embedded methods have not received comparable
attention in the critical literature as have the explicit methods.

Explicit visual methods are often indicated by the use of visualisation words and by state-
ments such as ‘draw the projection lines…’. This method uses direct analogy to map a method
from visualization onto the decoding of the thought-language-world relationship2. These
methods were the first to receive attention owing to critics identifying a ‘picture theory of
meaning’ in the Tractatus, published in 1922, (e.g. de Laguna 1924)3 and as a result have
also received the most detailed critical attention, such as how one should interpret the key
term ‘Bild’ (Moreno 2011) and clarifying that the key relationship of isomorphism is better
described as homomorphism (Carapezza 2010). Explicit diagrammatic decoding has received
less attention, but is exemplified in Bazzocchi’s (2013) analysis of Tractatus 5.6331 in which
the relationship of the eye to its visual field is examined through its visual representation.

Implicit visual methods are also indicated by the use of visualization words, but where the
comparison is indirect. These methods received attention after the publication of Philosophi-
cal Investigations in 1953 and serve as a kind of therapy for when we are misled by our system
of representation, (e.g. Fleming 1957). The methods often take the form of metaphor or of
visual illusion and ambiguity (Nyiri 2014). The methods require a creative or cultural leap in
order to connect the base with the target and often adopt theoretical frameworks from linguis-
tics (M. Hester 1966). The difference between implicit and explicit approaches to ‘picturing’

1I am indebted to Kristof Nyíri for the term ‘embedded’ as used by Blich (in: Nyíri 2014 79).
2I am indebted to Arthur Gibson for drawing my attention to Wittgenstein’s discussion of intentional and

unintentional aspects of derivation by projection (in: Gibson 2020 69).
3First published as Logische-Philosophische Abhandlung in 1921 but coming to wider attention in the book

publication with Russell’s introduction in 1922.
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may also be reflected in the differing approaches between Baker and Hacker to the so-called
Therapeutic and Elucidatory Readings of Wittgenstein (Hutchinson and Read 2008).

Embedded visual methods include the practice of making drawings and diagrams and
using them as the basis for a type of calculation or alternative description. These images are
integrated into the text string, characteristically taking the place of a word or phrase, i.e. there
is no punctuation separating them from the surrounding text and transcribing the text without
the image leaves an incomplete sentence. These methods were largely overlooked until the
late 1980s when scholars began to make greater use of the Nachlass and a handful started to
inquire into the function of Wittgenstein’s use of images, (e.g. Roser 1996). It seems to me
[currently] that these methods frequently involve visual proofs (Remarks on the Foundations of
Mathematics-I §50), the legitimacy of certain practices (Philosophical Grammar-II §27), and
paradigms of meaning (Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics-I §§67 & 105). As such,
they do not so much elucidate grammatical rules as [possibly] constitute hinge propositions
(cf. Harré 2009).

All three methods have as their target the way we use language, how we come to know the
meaning of a word, and how it is the task of philosophy to show us how to escape from our
entrapment by language. In other words, my focus is not on references to the visual world,
art and aesthetics, despite this sometimes being a topic for Wittgenstein (e.g. Culture and
Value), but on images as tools with which to do philosophy: ‘sometimes we understand a
thing by translating into words – sometimes we understand a thing by drawing a picture’ (The
Pink Book, in: Gibson and O’Mahony 2020, 124). Now that attention has been focussed
on the images, and the published works contain more felicitous representations of what is
contained in Wittgenstein’s manuscripts, the point for discussion is what are the benefits and
consequences? I would especially welcome discussion of what I have called his ‘embedded
visual methods’.
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