
LECTURES ON RELIGIOUS BELIEF 

 

I 

 

An Austrian general said to someone: "I shall think of you after my death, if that 

should be possible." We can imagine one group who would find this ludicrous, 

another who wouldn't. 

 

  (During the war, Wittgenstein saw consecrated bread being carried in 

chromium steel. This struck him as ludicrous.) 

 

  Suppose that someone believed in the Last Judgement, and I don't, does this 

mean that I believe the opposite to him, just that there won't be such a thing? I 

would say: "not at all, or not always." 

 

  Suppose I say that the body will rot, and another says "No. Particles will rejoin 

in a thousand years, and there will be a Resurrection of you." 

 

  If some said: "Wittgenstein, do you believe in this?" l' d say: "No." "Do you 

contradict the man?" I'd say: "No." 

 

  If you say this, the contradiction already lies in this. 

 

  Would you say: "I believe the opposite", or "There is no reason to suppose such 

a thing"? I'd say neither. 

 

  Suppose someone were a believer and said: "I believe in a Last Judgement," and 

I said: "Well, I'm not so sure. Possibly." You would say that there is an enormous gulf 

between us. If he said "There is a German aeroplane overhead," and I said "Possibly 

I'm not so sure," you'd say we were fairly near. 

 

  It isn't a question of my being anywhere near him, but on an entirely different 

plane, which you could express by saying: "You mean something altogether 

different, Wittgenstein." 

 

  The difference might not show up at all in any explanation of the meaning. 

 



  Why is it that in this case I seem to be missing the entire point? 

 

  Suppose somebody made this guidance for this life: believing in the Last 

Judgment. Whenever he does anything, this is before his mind. In a way, how are we 

to know whether to say he believes this will happen or not? 

 

  Asking him is not enough. He will probably say he has proof. (53‐54) But he has 

what you might call an unshakeable belief. It will show, not by reasoning or by 

appeal to ordinary grounds for belief, but rather by regulating for in all his life. 

 

  This is a very much stronger fact‐‐foregoing pleasures, always appealing to this 

picture. This is one sense must be called the firmest of all beliefs, because the man 

risks things on account of it which he would not do on things which are by far better 

established for him. Although he distinguishes between things well‐established and 

not well‐established. 

 

  Lewy: Surely, he would say it is extremely well‐established. 

 

  First, he may use "well‐established" or not use it at all. He will treat this belief as 

extremely well‐established, and in another way as not well‐established at all. 

 

  If we have a belief, in certain cases we appeal again and again to certain 

grounds, and at the same time we risk pretty little‐‐if it came to risking our lives on 

the ground of this belief. 

 

  There are instances where you have a faith‐‐where you say "I believe" ‐‐and on 

the other hand this belief does not rest on the fact on which our ordinary everyday 

beliefs normally do rest. 

 

  How should we compare beliefs with each other? What would it mean to 

compare them? 

 

  You might say: "We compare the states of mind." 

 

  How do we compare states of mind? This obviously won't do for all occasions. 

First, what you say won't be taken as the measure for the firmness of a belief? But, 

for instance, what risks you would take? 



 

  The strength of a belief is not comparable with the intensity of a pain. 

 

  An entirely different way of comparing beliefs is seeing what sorts of grounds 

he will give. 

 

  A belief isn't like a momentary state of mind. "At 5 o'clock he had very bad 

toothache." 

 

  Suppose you had two people, and one of them, when he had to decide which 

course to take, thought of retribution, and the other did not. One person might, for 

instance, be inclined to take everything that happened to him as a reward or 

punishment, and another person doesn't think of this at all. 

 

  If he is ill, he may think: "What have I done to deserve this?" This is one way of 

thinking of retribution. Another way is, he (54‐55) thinks in a general way whenever 

he is ashamed of himself: "This will be punished." 

 

  Take two people, one of whom talks of his behaviour and of what happens to 

him in terms of retribution, the other one does not. These people think entirely 

differently. Yet, so far, you can't say they believe different things. 

 

  Suppose someone is ill and he says: "This is a punishment," and I say: "If I'm ill, I 

don't think of punishment at all." If you say: "Do you believe the opposite ?"‐‐you can 

call it believing the opposite, but it is entirely different from what we would 

normally call believing the opposite. 

 

  I think differently, in a different way. I say different things to myself. I have 

different pictures. 

 

  It is this way: if someone said: "Wittgenstein, you don't take illness as 

punishment, so what do you believe?"‐‐I'd say: "I don't have any thoughts of 

punishment." 

 

  There are, for instance, these entirely different ways of thinking first of all‐‐

which needn't be expressed by one person saying one thing, another person another 

thing. 



 

  What we call believing in a Judgement Day or not believing in a Judgement Day‐‐

The expression of belief may play an absolutely minor role. 

 

  If you ask me whether or not I believe in a Judgement Day, in the sense in which 

religious people have belief in it, I wouldn't say: "No. I don't believe there will be 

such a thing." It would seem to me utterly crazy to say this. 

 

  And then I give an explanation: "I don't believe in ... ", but then the religious 

person never believes what I describe. 

 

  I can't say. I can't contradict that person. 

 

  In one sense, I understand all he says‐‐the English words "God", "separate", etc. 

I understand. I could say: "I don't believe in this," and this would be true, meaning I 

haven't got these thoughts or anything that hangs together with them. But not that I 

could contradict the thing. 

 

  You might say: "Well, if you can't contradict him, that means you don't 

understand him. If you did understand him, then you might." That again is Greek to 

me. My normal technique of language leaves me. I don't know whether to say they 

understand one another or not. (55‐56) 

 

  These controversies look quite different from any normal controversies. 

Reasons look entirely different from normal reasons. 

 

  They are, in a way, quite inconclusive. 

 

  The point is that if there were evidence, this would in fact destroy the whole 

business. 

 

  Anything that I normally call evidence wouldn't in the slightest influence me. 

 

  Suppose, for instance, we knew people who foresaw the future; make forecasts 

for years and years ahead; and they described some sort of a Judgement Day. 

Queerly enough, even if there were such a thing, and even if it were more convincing 



than I have described but, belief in this happening wouldn't be at all a religious 

belief. 

 

  Suppose that I would have to forego all pleasures because of such a forecast. If I 

do so and so, someone will put me in fires in a thousand years, etc. I wouldn't budge. 

The best scientific evidence is just nothing. 

 

  A religious belief might in fact fly in the face of such a forecast, and say "No. 

There it will break down." 

 

  As it were, the belief as formulated on the evidence can only be the last result‐‐

in which a number of ways of thinking and acting crystallize and come together. 

 

  A man would fight for his life not to be dragged into the fire. No induction. 

Terror. That is, as it were, part of the substance of the belief. 

 

  That is partly why you don't get in religious controversies, the form of 

controversy where one person is sure of the thing, and the other says: 'Well, 

possibly.' 

 

  You might be surprised that there hasn't been opposed to those who believe in 

Resurrection those who say "Well, possibly." 

 

  Here believing obviously plays much more this role: suppose we said that a 

certain picture might play the role of constantly admonishing me, or I always think 

of it. Here, an enormous difference would be between those people for whom the 

picture is constantly in the foreground, and the others who just didn't use it at all. 

 

  Those who said: "Well, possibly it may happen and possibly not" would be on an 

entirely different plane. (56‐57) 

 

  This is partly why one would be reluctant to say: "These people rigorously hold 

the opinion (or view) that there is a Last Judgement". "Opinion" sounds queer. 

 

  It is for this reason that different words are used: 'dogma', 'faith'. 

 

  We don't talk about hypothesis, or about high probability. Nor about knowing. 



 

  In a religious discourse we use such expressions as: "I believe that so and so will 

happen," and use them differently to the way in which we use them in science. 

 

  Although, there is a great temptation to think we do. Because we do talk of 

evidence, and do talk of evidence by experience. 

 

  We could even talk of historic events. 

 

  It has been said that Christianity rests on an historic basis. It has been said a 

thousand times by intelligent people that indubitability is not enough in this case. 

Even if there is as much evidence as for Napoleon. Because the indubitability 

wouldn't be enough to make me change my whole life. 

 

  It doesn't rest on an historic basis in the sense that the ordinary belief in 

historic facts could serve as a foundation. 

 

  Here we have a belief in historic facts different from a belief in ordinary historic 

facts. Even, they are not treated as historical, empirical, propositions. 

 

  Those people who had faith didn't apply the doubt which would ordinarily 

apply to any historical propositions. Especially propositions of a time long past, etc. 

 

  What is the criterion of reliability, dependability? Suppose you give a general 

description as to when you say a proposition has a reasonable weight of probability. 

When you call it reasonable, is this only to say that for it you have such and such 

evidence, and for others you haven't? 

 

  For instance, we don't trust the account given of an event by a drunk man. 

 

  Father O'Hara [1] is one of those people who make it a question of science. [1 

Contribution to a Symposium on Science and Religion (Lond: Gerald Howe, 1931, pp. 

107‐116).] 

 

  Here we have people who treat this evidence in a different way. They base 

things on evidence which taken in one way would (57‐58) seem exceedingly flimsy. 



They base enormous things on this evidence. Am I to say they are unreasonable? I 

wouldn't call them unreasonable. 

 

  I would say, they are certainly not reasonable, that's obvious. 

 

  'Unreasonable' implies, with everyone, rebuke. 

 

  I want to say: they don't treat this as a matter of reasonability. Anyone who 

reads the Epistles will find it said: not only that it is not reasonable, but that it is 

folly. 

 

  Not only is it not reasonable, but it doesn't pretend to be. 

 

  What seems to me ludicrous about O'Hara is his making it appear to be 

reasonable. 

 

  Why shouldn't one form of life culminate in an utterance of belief in a Last 

Judgement? But I couldn't either say "Yes" or "No" to the statement that there will be 

such a thing. Nor "Perhaps," nor "I'm not sure." 

 

  It is a statement which may not allow of any such answer. 

 

  If Mr. Lewy is religious and says he believes in a Judgement Day, I won't even 

know whether to say I understand him or not. I've read the same things as he's read. 

In a most important sense, I know what he means. 

 

  If an atheist says: "There won't be a Judgment Day, and another person says 

there will," do they mean the same ?‐‐Not clear what criterion of meaning the same 

is. They might describe the same things. You might say, this already shows that they 

mean the same. 

 

  We come to an island and we find beliefs there, and certain beliefs we are 

inclined to call religious. What I'm driving at is, that religious beliefs will not ... They 

have sentences, and there are also religious statements. 

 

  These statements would not just differ in respect to what they are about. 

Entirely different connections would make them into religious beliefs, and there can 



easily be imagined transitions where we wouldn't know for our life whether to call 

them religious beliefs or scientific beliefs. 

 

  You may say they reason wrongly. 

 

  In certain cases you would say they reason wrongly, meaning they contradict 

us. In other cases you would say they don't reason at all, or "It is an entirely different 

kind of reasoning." The (58‐59)  first, you would say in the case in which they reason 

in a similar way to us, and make something corresponding to our blunders. 

 

  Whether a thing is a blunder or not‐‐it is a blunder in a particular system. Just as 

something is a blunder in a particular game and not in another. 

 

  You could also say that where we are reasonable, they are not reasonable‐‐

meaning they don't use reason here. 

 

  If they do something very like one of our blunders, I would say, I don't know. It 

depends on further surroundings of it. 

 

  It is difficult to see, in cases in which it has all the appearances of trying to be 

reasonable. 

 

  I would definitely call O'Hara unreasonable. I would say, if this is religious 

belief, then it's all superstition. 

 

  But I would ridicule it, not by saying it is based on insufficient evidence. I would 

say: here is a man who is cheating himself. You can say: this man is ridiculous 

because he believes, and bases it on weak reasons. 

 

II 

 

  The word 'God' is amongst the earliest learnt‐‐pictures and catechisms, etc. But 

not the same consequences as with pictures of aunts. I wasn't shown [that which the 

picture pictured]. 

 

  The word is used like a word representing a person. God sees, rewards, etc. 

 



  "Being shown all these things, did you understand what this word meant?" I'd 

say: "Yes and no. I did learn what it didn't mean. I made myself understand. I could 

answer questions, understand questions when they were put in different ways‐‐and 

in that sense could be said to understand." 

 

  If the question arises as to the existence of a god or God, it plays an entirely 

different role to that of the existence of any person or object lever heard of. One said, 

had to say, that one believed in the existence, and if one did not believe, this was 

regarded as something bad. Normally if I did not believe in the existence of 

something no one would think there was anything wrong in this. 

 

  Also, there is this extraordinary use of the word 'believe'. One talks of believing 

and at the same time one doesn't use 'believe' as one does ordinarily. You might say 

(in the normal (59‐60) use): "You only believe‐‐oh well .... " Here it is used entirely 

differently; on the other hand it is not used as we generally use the word 'know'. 

 

  If I even vaguely remember what I was taught about God, I might say: 

"Whatever believing in God may be, it can't be believing in something we can test, or 

find means of testing." You might say: "This is nonsense, because people say they 

believe on evidence or say they believe on religious experiences." I would say: "The 

mere fact that someone says they believe on evidence doesn't tell me enough for me 

to be able to say now whether I can say of a sentence 'God exists' that your evidence 

is unsatisfactory or insufficient." 

 

  Suppose I know someone, Smith. I've heard that he has been killed in a battle in 

this war. One day you come to me and say: "Smith is in Cambridge." I inquire, and 

find you stood at Guildhall and saw at the other end a man and said: "That was 

Smith." I'd say: "Listen. This isn't sufficient evidence." If we had a fair amount of 

evidence he was killed I would try to make you say that you're being credulous. 

Suppose he was never heard of again. Needless to say, it is quite impossible to make 

inquiries: "Who at 12.05 passed Market Place into Rose Crescent?" Suppose you say: 

"He was there". I would be extremely puzzled. 

 

  Suppose there is a feast on Mid‐Summer Common. A lot of people stand in a 

ring. Suppose this is done every year and then everyone says he has seen one of his 

dead relatives on the other side of the ring. In this case, we could ask everyone in the 

ring. "Who did you hold by the hand?" Nevertheless, we'd all say that on that day we 



see our dead relatives. You could in this case say: "I had an extraordinary 

experience. I bad the experience I can express by saying: 'I saw my dead cousin'." 

Would we say 

you are saying this on insufficient evidence? Under certain circumstances I would 

say this, under other circumstances I wouldn't. Where what is said sounds a bit 

absurd I would say: "Yes, in this case insufficient evidence." If altogether absurd, 

then I wouldn't. 

 

  Suppose I went to somewhere like Lourdes in France. Suppose I went with a 

very credulous person. There we see blood coming out of something. He says: 

"There you are, Wittgenstein, how can you doubt?" I'd say: "Can it only be explained 

one way? (60‐61) Can't it be this or that?" l' d try to convince him that he'd seen 

nothing of any consequence. I wonder whether I would do that under all 

circumstances. I certainly know that I would under normal circumstances. 

 

  "Oughtn't one after all to consider this?" I'd say: "Come on. Come on." I would 

treat the phenomenon in this case just as I would treat an experiment in a laboratory 

which I thought badly executed. 

 

  "The balance moves when I will it to move." I point out it is not covered up, a 

draught can move it, etc. 

 

  I could imagine that someone showed an extremely passionate belief in such a 

phenomenon, and I couldn't approach his belief at all by saying: "This could just as 

well have been brought about by so and so" because he could think this blasphemy 

on my side. Or he might say: "It is possible that these priests cheat, but nevertheless 

in a different sense a miraculous phenomenon takes place there." 

 

  I have a statue which bleeds on such and such a day in the year. I have red ink, 

etc. "You are a cheat, but nevertheless the Deity uses you. Red ink in a sense, but not 

red ink in a sense." 

 

  Cf. Flowers at seance with label. People said: "Yes, flowers are materialized with 

label." What kind of circumstances must there be to make this kind of story not 

ridiculous? 

 



  I have a moderate education, as all of you have, and therefore know what is 

meant by insufficient evidence for a forecast. Suppose someone dreamt of the Last 

Judgement, and said he now knew what it would be like. Suppose someone said: 

"This is poor evidence." I would say: "If you want to compare it with the evidence for 

it's raining to‐morrow it is no evidence at all." He may make it sound as if by 

stretching the point you may call it evidence. But it may be more than ridiculous as 

evidence. But now, would I be prepared to say: "You are basing your belief on 

extremely slender evidence, to put it mildly." Why should I regard this dream as 

evidence‐‐measuring its validity as though I were measuring the validity of the 

evidence for meteorological events? 

 

  If you compare it with anything in Science which we call evidence, you can't 

credit that anyone could soberly argue: "Well, I had this dream ... therefore ... Last 

Judgement". You (61‐62) might say: "For a blunder, that's too big." If you suddenly 

wrote numbers down on the blackboard, and then said: "Now, I'm going to add," and 

then said: "2 and 21 is 13," etc. I'd say: "This is no blunder." 

 

  There are cases where I'd say he's mad, or he's making fun. Then there might be 

cases where I look for an entirely different interpretation altogether. In order to see 

what the explanation is I should have to see the sum, to see in what way it is done, 

what he makes follow from it, what are the different circumstances under which he 

does it, etc. 

 

  I mean, if a man said to me after a dream that he believed in the Last Judgement, 

I'd try to find what sort of impression it gave him. One attitude: "It will be in about 

2,000 years. It will be bad for so and so and so, etc." Or it may be one of terror. In the 

case where there is hope, terror, etc., would I say there is insufficient evidence if he 

says: "I believe ... "? I can't treat these words as I normally treat 'I believe so and so'. 

It would be entirely beside the point, and also if he said his friend so and so and his 

grandfather had had the dream and believed, it would be entirely beside the point. 

 

  I would not say: "If a man said he dreamt it would happen to‐morrow," would 

he take his coat?, etc. 

 

  Case where Lewy has visions of his dead friend. Cases where you don't try to 

locate him. And case where you try to locate him in a business‐like way. Another 

case where I'd say: "We can pre‐suppose we have a broad basis on which we agree." 



 

  In general, if you say: "He is dead" and I say: "He is not dead" no‐one would say: 

"Do they mean the same thing by 'dead'?" In the case where a man has visions I 

wouldn't offhand say: "He means something different." 

 

  Cf. A person having persecution mania. 

 

  What is the criterion for meaning something different? Not only what he takes 

as evidence for it, but also how he reacts, that he is in terror, etc. 

 

  How am I to find out whether this proposition is to be regarded as an empirical 

proposition‐‐'You'll see your dead friend again?' Would I say: "He is a bit 

superstitious?" Not a bit. 

 

  He might have been apologetic. (The man who stated it (62‐63) categorically 

was more intelligent than the man who was apologetic about it). 

 

  'Seeing a dead friend,' again means nothing much to me at all. I don't think in 

these terms. I don't say to myself: "I shall see so and so again" ever. 

 

  He always says it, but he doesn't make any search. He puts on a queer smile. 

"His story had that dreamlike quality." My answer would be in this case "Yes," and a 

particular explanation. 

 

  Take "God created man'. Pictures of Michelangelo showing the creation of the 

world. In general, there is nothing which explains the meanings of words as well as a 

picture, and I take it that Michelangelo was as good as anyone can be and did his 

best, and here is the picture of the Deity creating Adam. 

 

  If we ever saw this, we certainly wouldn't think this the Deity. The picture has 

to be used in an entirely different way if we are to call the man in that queer blanket 

'God', and so on. You could imagine that religion was taught by means of these 

pictures. "Of course, we can only express ourselves by means of picture." This is 

rather queer ... I could show Moore the pictures of a tropical plant. There is a 

technique of comparison between picture and plant. If I showed him the picture of 

Michelangelo and said: "Of course, I can't show you the real thing, only the picture" 

.... The absurdity is, I've never taught him the technique of using this picture. 



 

  It is quite clear that the role of pictures of Biblical subjects and role of the 

picture of God creating Adam are totally different ones. You might ask this question : 

"Did Michelangelo think that Noah in the ark looked like this, and that God creating 

Adam looked like this?" He wouldn't have said that God or Adam looked as they look 

in this picture. 

 

  It might seem as though, if we asked such a question as: "Does Lewy really mean 

what so and so means when he says so and so is alive?" ‐‐it might seem as though 

there were two sharply divided cases, one in which he would say he didn't mean it 

literally. I want to say this is not so. There will be cases where we will differ, and 

where it won't be a question at all of more or less knowledge, so that we can come 

together. Sometimes it will be a question of experience, so you can say: "Wait 

another 10 years." And I would say: "I would disencourage this kind of (63‐64) 

reasoning" and Moore would say: "I wouldn't disencourage it." That is, one would do 

something. We would take sides, and that goes so far that there would really be 

great differences between us, which might come out in Mr. Lewy saying: 

"Wittgenstein is trying to undermine reason", and this wouldn't be false. This is 

actually where such questions rise. (64‐65)  

 

III 

 

  Today I saw a poster saying: "'Dead' Undergraduate speaks." 

 

  The inverted commas mean: "He isn't really dead." "He isn't what people call 

dead. They call it 'dead' not quite correctly." 

 

  We don't speak of "door" in quotes. 

 

  It suddenly struck me: "If someone said 'He isn't really dead, although by the 

ordinary criteria he is dead'‐‐couldn't I say "He is not only dead by the ordinary 

criteria; he is what we all call 'dead'." 

 

  If you now call him 'alive', you're using language in a queer way, because you're 

almost deliberately preparing misunderstandings. Why don't you use some other 

word, and let "dead" have the meaning it already has? 

 



  Suppose someone said: "It didn't always have this meaning. He's not dead 

according to the old meaning" or "He's not dead according to the old idea".  

 

  What is it, to have different ideas of death? Suppose you say: "I have the idea of 

myself being a chair after death" or "I have the idea of myself being a chair in half‐

an‐hou!"‐‐you all know under what circumstances we say of something that it has 

become a chair. 

 

  C.f. (1) "This shadow will cease to exist." 

 

  (2) "This chair will cease to exist." You say that you know what this chair 

ceasing to exist is like. But you have to think. You may find that there isn't a use for 

this sentence. You think of the use. 

 

  I imagine myself on the death‐bed. I imagine you all looking at the air above me. 

You say "You have an idea". 

 

  Are you clear when you' d say you had ceased to exist? 

 

  You have six different ideas [of 'ceasing to exist'] at different times. 

 

  If you say: "I can imagine myself being a disembodied spirit. Wittgenstein, can 

you imagine yourself as a disembodied spirit?"‐‐I'd say: "I'm sorry. I [so far] connect 

nothing with these words." 

 

  I connect all sorts of complicated things with these words. I think of what 

people have said of sufferings after death, etc. 

 

  "I have two different ideas, one of ceasing to exist after death, the other of being 

a disembodied spirit." (65‐66) 

 

  What's it like to have two different ideas? What is the criterion for one man 

having one idea, another man having another idea? 

 

  You gave me two phrases, "ceasing to exist", "being a disembodied spirit". 

"When I say this, I think of myself having a certain set of experiences." What is it like 

to think of this? 



 

 

  If you think of your brother in America, how do you know that what you think 

is, that the thought inside you is, of your brother being in America ? Is this an 

experiential business? 

 

  Cf. How do you know that what you want is an apple? [Russell]. 

 

  How do you know that you believe that your brother is in America? 

 

  A pear might be what satisfied you. But you wouldn't say: "What I wanted was 

an apple." 

 

  Suppose we say that the thought is some sort of process in his mind, or his 

saying something, etc.‐‐then I could say: "All right, you call this a thought of your 

brother in America, well, what is the connection between this and your brother in 

America ?" 

 

  Lewy: You might say that this is a question of convention. 

 

  Why is it that you don't doubt that it is a thought of your brother in America? 

One process [the thought] seems to be a shadow or a picture of something else. 

 

  How do I know that a picture is a picture of Lewy ?‐Normally by its likeness to 

Lewy, or, under certain circumstances, a picture of Lewy may not be like him, but 

like Smith. If I give up the business of being like [as a criterion], I get into an awful 

mess, because anything may be his portrait, given a certain method of projection. 

 

  If you said that the thought was in some way a picture of his brother in 

America‐‐Yes, but by what method of projection is it a picture of this? How queer it 

is that there should be no doubt what its a picture of. 

 

  If you're asked: "How do you know it is a thought of such and such? " the 

thought that immediately comes to your mind is one of a shadow, a picture. You 

don't think of a causal relation. The kind of relation you think of is best expressed by 

"picture" , "shadow," etc. (66‐67) 

 



  The word "picture" is even quite all right‐‐in many cases it is even in the most 

ordinary sense, a picture. You might translate my very words into a picture. 

 

  But the point is this, suppose you drew this, how do I know it is my brother in 

America ? Who says it is him‐‐unless it is here ordinary similarity? 

 

  What is the connection between these words, or anything substitutable for 

them, with my brother in America? 

 

  The first idea [you have] is that you are looking at your own thought, and are 

absolutely sure that it is a thought that so and so. You are looking at some mental 

phenomenon, and you say to yourself "obviously this is a thought of my brother 

being in America". It seems to be a super‐picture. It seems, with thought, that there 

is no doubt whatever. With a picture, it still depends on the method of projection, 

whereas here it seems that you get rid of the projecting relation, and are absolutely 

certain that this is thought of that. 

 

  Smythies's muddle is based on the idea of a super‐picture. 

 

  We once talked about how the idea of certain superlatives came about in Logic. 

The idea of a super‐necessity, etc. 

 

  "How do I know that this is the thought of my brother in America?" ‐‐that what 

is the thought? 

 

  Suppose my thought consists of my saying "My brother is in America"‐‐how do I 

know that I say my brother is in America? How is the connection made?‐‐We 

imagine at first a connection like strings. 

 

  Lewy: The connection is a convention. The word designates. 

 

  You must explain "designates" by examples. We have learnt a rule, a practice, 

etc. 

 

  Is thinking of something like painting or shooting at something? 

 



  It seems like a projection connection, which seems to make it indubitable, 

although there is not a projection relation at all. 

 

  If I said "My brother is in America"‐I could imagine there being rays projecting 

from my words to my brother in America. But what if my brother isn't in America ?‐‐

then the rays don't hit anything. 

 

  [If you say that the words refer to my brother by expressing the proposition 

that my brother is in America‐‐the proposition (67‐68) being a middle link between 

the words and what they refer to]‐‐What has the proposition, the mediate link, got to 

do with America? 

 

  The most important point is this‐‐if you talk of painting, etc. your idea is that the 

connection exists now, so that it seem as though as long as I do this thinking, this 

connection exists. 

 

  Whereas, if we said it is a connection of convention, there would be no point in 

saying it exists while we think. There is a connection by convention‐‐What do we  

mean?‐‐This connection refers to events happening at various times. Most of all, it 

refers to a technique. 

 

  ["Is thinking something going on at a particular time, or is it spread over the 

words?" "It comes in a flash." "Always ?‐‐it sometimes does come in a flash, although 

this may be all sorts of different things.] 

 

  If it does refer to a technique, then it can't be enough, in certain cases, to explain 

what you mean in a few words; because there is something which might be thought 

to be in conflict with the idea going on from 7 to 7.5, namely the practice of using it 

[the phrase.] 

 

  When we talked of: "So and so is an automaton" , the strong hold of that view 

was [due to the ideal that you could say: "Well, I know what I mean" ... , as though 

you were looking at something happening while you said the thing, entirely 

independent of what came before and after, the application [of the phrase]. It looked 

as though you could talk of understanding a word, without any reference to the 

technique of its usage. It looked as though Smythies said he could understand the 

sentence, and that we then had nothing to say. 



 

 

  What was it like to have different ideas of death?‐‐What I meant was‐‐Is having 

an idea of death something like having a certain picture, so that you can say "I have 

an idea of death from 5 to 5.1 etc."? "In whatever way anyone will use this word, I 

have now a certain idea" ‐if you call this "having an idea", then it is not what is 

commonly called "having an idea", because what is commonly called "having an 

idea", has a reference to the technique of the word, etc. 

 

  We are all here using the word "death", which is a public (68‐69) instrument, 

which has a whole technique [of usage]. Then someone says he has an idea of death. 

Something queer; because you might say "You are using the word 'death', which is 

an instrument functioning in a certain way." 

 

  If you treat this [your idea] as something private, with what right are you calling 

it an idea of death ?‐‐I say this, because we, also, have a right to say what is an idea of 

death. 

 

  He might say "I have my own private idea of death"‐‐why call this an 'idea of 

death' unless it is something you connect with death. Although this [your 'idea'] 

might not interest us at all. [In this case,] it does not belong on the game played with 

'death', which we all know and understand. 

 

  If what he calls his "idea of death" is to become relevant, it must become part of 

our game. 

 

  'My idea of death is the separation of the soul from the body'‐‐if we know what 

to do with these words. He can also say: "I connect with the word 'death' a certain 

picture‐‐a woman lying in her bed"‐‐that may or may not be of some interest. 

 

  If he connects  [arbitrary drawing of lines] 

 

with death, and this was his idea, this might be interesting psychologically. 

 

  "The separation of soul from body" [only had a public interest.] This may act 

like black curtains or it may not act like black curtains. I'd have to find out what the 

consequences [of your saying it] are. I am not, at least, at present at all clear. [You 



say this]‐‐"So what?"‐‐I know these words, I have certain pictures. All sorts of things 

go along with these words. 

 

  If he says this, I won't know yet what consequences he will draw. I don't know 

what he opposes this to. 

 

  Lewy: "You oppose it to being extinguished." 

 

  If you say to me‐‐"Do you cease to exist?"‐I should be bewildered, and would not 

know what exactly this is to mean. (69‐70) "If you don't cease to exist, you will suffer 

after death", there I begin to attach ideas, perhaps ethical ideas of responsibility. The 

point is, that although these are well‐known words, and although I can go from one 

sentence to another sentence, or to pictures [I don't know what consequences you 

draw from this statement]. 

 

  Suppose someone said: "What do you believe, Wittgenstein? Are you a sceptic? 

Do you know whether you will survive death?" I would really, this is a fact, say "I 

can't say. I don't know", because I haven't any clear idea what I'm saying when I'm 

saying "I don't cease to exist," etc. 

 

 

  Spiritualists make one kind of connection. 

 

  A Spiritualist says "Apparition" etc. Although he gives me a picture I don't like, I 

do get a dear idea. I know that much, that some people connect this phrase with a 

particular kind of verification. I know that some people don't‐‐religious people e.g.‐‐

they don't refer to a verification, but have entirely different ideas. 

 

  A great writer said that, when he was a boy, his father set him a task, and he 

suddenly felt that nothing, not even death, could take away the responsibility [in 

doing this task]; this was his duty to do, and that even death couldn't stop it being 

his duty. He said that this was, in a way, a proof of the immortality of the soul‐‐

because if this lives on [the responsibility won't die.] The idea is given by what we 

call the proof. Well, if this is the idea, [all right]. 

 

  If a Spiritualist wishes to give me an idea of what he means or doesn't mean by 

'survival', he can say all sorts of things‐‐ 



 

  [If I ask what idea he has, I may be given what the Spiritualists say or I may be 

given what the man I quoted said, etc., etc.] 

 

  I would at least [in the case of the Spiritualist] have an idea of what this 

sentence is connected up with, and get more and more of an idea as I see what he 

does with it. 

 

  As it is, I hardly connect anything with it at all. 

 

  Suppose someone, before going to China, when he might never see me again, 

said to me: "We might see one another after death" ‐would I necessarily say that I 

don't understand (70‐71) him? I might say [want to say] simply, "Yes. I understand 

him entirely." 

 

  Lewy "In this case, you might only mean that he expressed a certain attitude." 

 

  I would say "No, it isn't the same as saying 'I'm very fond of you'"‐‐and it may 

not be the same as saying anything else. It says what it says. Why should you be able 

to substitute anything else? 

 

  Suppose I say: "The man used a picture." 

 

  "Perhaps now he sees he was wrong." What sort of remark is this? 

 

  "God's eye sees everything"‐‐I want to say of this that it uses a picture. 

 

  I don't want to belittle him [the person who says it.] 

 

  Suppose I said to him "You've been using a picture", and he said "No, this is not 

all"‐‐mightn't he have misunderstood me? What do I want to do [by saying this]? 

What would be the real sign of disagreement ? What might be the real criterion of 

his disagreeing with me? 

 

  Lewy: "If he said: 'I've been making preparations [for death]." 

 



  Yes, this might be a disagreement‐‐if he himself were to use the word in a way 

in which I did not expect, or were to draw conclusions I did not expect him to draw. I 

wanted only to draw attention to a particular technique of usage. We should 

disagree, if he was using a technique I didn't expect. 

 

  We associate a particular use with a picture. 

 

  Smythies: 'This isn't all he does‐‐associate a use with a picture.' 

 

  Wittgenstein: Rubbish. I meant: what conclusions are you going to draw? etc. 

Are eyebrows going to be talked of, in connection with the Eye of God? 

 

  "He could just as well have said so and so"‐‐this [remark] is foreshadowed by 

the word "attitude". He couldn't just as well have said something else. 

 

  If I say he used a picture, I don' t want to say anything he himself wouldn't say. I 

want to say that he draws these conclusions. 

 

  Isn't it as important as anything else, what picture he does use ? 

 

  Of certain pictures we say that they might just as well be replaced by another‐‐

e.g. we could, under certain circumstances, have one projection of an ellipse drawn 

instead of another. (71‐72) 

 

  [He may say]: "I would have been prepared to use another picture, it would 

have had the same effect .... " 

 

  The whole weight may be in the picture. 

 

  We can say in chess that the exact shape of the chess‐men plays no role. 

Suppose that the main pleasure was, to see people ride; then, playing it in writing 

wouldn't be playing the same game. Someone might say: "All he's done is change the 

shape of the head" ‐what more could he do? 

 

  When I say he's using a picture I'm merely making a grammatical remark: 

[What I say] can only be verified by the consequences he does or does not draw. 

 



  If Smythies disagrees, I don't take notice of this disagreement. 

 

  All I wished to characterize was the conventions he wished to draw. If I wished 

to say anything more I was merely being philosophically arrogant. 

 

  Normally, if you say "He is an automaton" you draw consequences, if you stab 

him, [he'll feel pain]. On the other hand, you may not wish to draw any such 

consequences, and this is all there is to it‐‐except further muddles. 

 


