
TRIBUTES TO AND IMPRESSIONS OF FRIEDRICH WAISMANN

WAISMANN’S BIG BOOK

BRIAN MCGUINNESS

As late as 1948, when he was making his report to the Literae Humaniores Faculty 
Board on the work he had done as University Lecturer since 1945, Friedrich  Wais-
mann listed three text books that he had ready for publication (one of them being 
the essays on causality printed in the present volume) and one book—as it might 
be “real book”—which he referred to as “Philosophy and Grammar”. That was his 
fi nal title for a work he had been preparing since 1929 and which was originally 
to be called “Logik Sprache Philosophie”. In 1948 that work will have consisted 
physically in a heavily corrected set of galley proofs, printed for Routledge and 
Kegan Paul (the publishers of  Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus). 
The print was set up in the unhappy year of 1939, the copy reaching the publisher 
on 25 July of that year. At that time (precisely in December 1938) he gave the 
work what he called the new title “Philosophy and Language”. A German type-
script of the whole had been sent to Holland and was meant to be published there 
under the title “Sprache und Philosophie”. The English version was set up in metal 
type, as the galleys show and one set of galleys seems to have been returned to 
the publisher for corrections to be made, but the project was abandoned at that 
point, presumably because the author thought better of it. To be sure the diffi culty 
of obtaining paper and the uncertainty of sales in wartime may also have played a 
role. The relevant correspondence has still to be found in the publisher’s records. 
Once the metal was broken up the work would of course have to be re-set anew if 
it was to appear.

The two versions did eventually reach publication after Waismann’s death, 
the English one as The Principles of Linguistic Philosophy edited by Rom  Harrré 
in 1965 (2nd edition by Gordon  Baker in 1997), the German typescript was re-
constructed from Waismann’s Nachlass and published under the old title Logik 
Sprache Philosophie by Gordon Baker and the present writer in 1976. That Ger-
man title can now be seen to be a mistake: Waismann in 1938 (and later) wished 
the reference to logic to be dropped. It was from the study of ordinary language, 
not formalized languages, that enlightenment was to be sought. Here he diverged 
from former colleagues such as Carnap, whom indeed he criticized fi ercely dur-
ing his Oxford teaching. The English title is also open to criticism. The book is 
not systematic enough to give principles, but, more important, it does not concern 
itself with one form of philosophy, namely linguistic philosophy. Its message is 
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precisely that a correct study of language will give us the clue to all philosophy, 
not just to one part or interpretation of it.

The descriptive note that Waismann sent to Routledge and Kegan Paul to ap-
pear in their catalogue, and no doubt in some form in the book itself was as fol-
lows: 

Philosophy and Language
By Friedrich Waismann

The subject of this book is the connection between philosophy and language. Starting from 
certain problems of classical philosophy we come to recognize that these puzzles arise out 
of a confusion as to the use of language, and disappear as soon as we get clear about the 
meaning of the words in which they are expressed. This, however, is a merely negative 
result. In the positive part of the book an attempt is mad to give a rough draft of the logical 
grammar of our ordinary language. This problem involves diffi culties which do not occur in 
formalized languages. The method adopted in this book is to illuminate the use of everyday 
language by the help of artifi cially constructed models which are clear-cut, transparent and 
free from the confusing mental mist which enshrouds out ordinary language. As a result of 
the construction of such models and their systematic variation our ordinary language is set 
off against a background of languages of different structures; and some light is thrown upon 
the circumstances which incline our grammar to follow certain paths.
 Among the subjects dealt with are: Problems of Communication. “Public” and “pri-
vate” languages. Is only structure communicable? Meaning and Verifi cation. Incorrigible 
knowledge. The problem of non-Aristotelian logic. An inquiry into the logical structure of 
problems and discoveries. The position of metaphysics. 
 The author was allowed to use unpublished ideas of Dr. L.  Wittgenstein and the whole 
of this book is deeply infl uenced by these ideas.

 Waismann later deleted in pencil two of the items, as if he meant to abandon the 
verifi cation principle and the attack on metaphysics as central points. This would 
be of a piece with his avowed reluctance, from 1946 on, to be identifi ed as a logi-
cal positivist. Probably nothing in the text we have was in fact changed.

Otto Neurath, to whom this notice or Anzeige was also sent, did not conceal 
his surprise at the respect and gratitude shown to Wittgenstein. Had not Waismann 
complained bitterly about the Eigendünkel—self-satisfi edness—and the hostility 
to science that had marred his stay in Cambridge? But the notice is enough to 
acquit Waismann from the charge of intended plagiarism, which some of Wittgen-
stein’s fi ercer friends brought against him. At the same time there was bound to be 
an awkwardness inherent in thanking for assistance once willingly given but now 
to all appearance begrudged. This unresolved problem may be what perpetually 
delayed publication.
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THE EXILE AND HIS FAMILY

 Max and Hedi  Lieberman of Orinda, California, kindly answered a letter of mine 
(BMcG) when this book was being planned. Max writes on behalf of them both. 
Hedi, as will appear was a niece of Waismann’s wife.

Since we received your letter in September of this year, a number of developments 
occurred which caused us to be side-tracked and defer our reply until now … My 
wife and I are most anxious to do what we can to facilitate your publication of any 
additional material about the life and work of Friedrich  Waismann (FW).
 In preparation for this reply, we recently attempted to re-read, after so many 
years, the personal letters which FW. over the years. had addressed to my wife. 
Because the letters were so heartrending, we stopped after reading part of the cor-
respondence, with the intention, however, of completing, as soon as possible, the 
remaining correspondence. In what we have reread so far, there does not appear 
to be too much biographical material which would be helpful to your inquiry. 
For example, in the correspondence that we have re-read—and, according to our 
recollection, this is also true of the remaining correspondence—FW makes no 
mention of his relationship to  LW. Nevertheless, we thought it might be useful if 
we responded to your questions as numbered by you.
 1. We know that FW was born in Vienna, but that his father came from 
Odessa. I do not know whether the term “nationality,” as you use it, means or 
includes citizenship. I presume that the Soviet Union did not extend Russian citi-
zenship to émigrés. I also question whether the Waismann family ever acquired 
Austrian citizenship. If my assumptions are correct, the Waismann family was 
“stateless” in post-war Austria, but that should not have prevented FW from com-
pleting his studies at the gymnasium and taking his Matura. My own conclusion 
is therefore that his lack of Austrian citizenship was not the reason for his leaving 
the gymnasium. It is, however, possible that, since tuition fees for foreign citizens 
(or non-citizens) were higher, the continued study at the gymnasium was too cost-
ly for the Waismann family. Also, as you pointed out, FW, inherently, resisted the 
“bureaucratic aspect” of the public education system and may well have preferred 
the “externist” route to the Matura. We do not know what sort of home tuition, if 
any, was available for him.
 2. Waismann’s university career. Again, we cannot throw any light on the 
questions you raised in this paragraph. Incidentally, I did not enter the University 
until the 1932 Fall semester and did not start attending the MS lectures, seminars 
and proseminars, until the summer semester of 1933.
 After MS’s assassination, Professor  Reininger accommodated a colleague of 
mine and me in accepting our respective dissertations and guiding us through the 
fi nal examinations. We always respected Professor Reininger who, though operat-
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ing in a very conventional frame, took on the students of MS after MS’s death. I 
was even more impressed when I learned from your letter how generous  Reininger 
was to FW).
 3.  Waismann’s position in the faculty You are, no doubt, aware that, during 
the 1935–6 period, Austria was under a so-called “authoritarian government” with 
 Schuschnigg, instead of  Dollfuss, being then in offi ce. That regime was hostile to 
the thinking which MS and FW represented. I believe that both this ideological 
hostility and bureaucratic fury at FW’s conduct in ignoring academic procedures 
accounted for the action of the Ministry of Education. The ideological hostility of 
the regime was also manifested, among other things, by the Government’s action 
in closing down the Ernst Mach Verein. If my assumption that FW lacked Austrian 
citizenship is correct, it would be surprising that the Government permitted FW’s 
employment—and a fi ctitious employment at that—as a University librarian.
 4. Waismann after  Schlick’s death. FW was married long before MS’s as-
sassination. You are, however, correct in your observation that, after MS’s assas-
sination, FW had a hard struggle in earning a living for his family. His wife had 
the benefi t of a small pension from a bank which was granted to her by way of 
compensation for severance when she retired from the bank several years earlier. 
There was also  Dr. Steinhart, the wife of a wealthy businessman, who arranged for 
FW to conduct a private seminar for a fee which was raised by set fees payable by 
those attending the seminar. The fi rst seminar—which my colleague and I attended 
for a while—was devoted to a discussion of LW’s Tractatus. I do not recall how 
long these seminars continued.
 5. Waismann and  Wittgenstein My wife, who was Mrs. Waismann’s niece, 
recalls that FW’s life virtually revolved around his meetings with LW. Whenever 
LW visited Vienna, FW, she recalls, was lost to his family during LW’s stay in 
Vienna. being fully absorbed in his meetings with LW. While in Vienna, neither I 
nor my wife was aware of the break between FW and LW, but there is no question 
in our minds that the break must have been a devastating blow to FW. It was only 
after she arrived at the Waismann household in February of 1939 that my wife 
learned of the break in the relationship between FW and LW.
 My wife and I, not yet married, emigrated independently, and on different 
dates, to England and, thereafter, to the United States. As you may know, FW and 
his wife had arranged for my wife to obtain a temporary entry visa to England on 
the ground that she would stay there only a short time to await the issuance of her 
immigration visa to the U. S. This temporary visa enabled my wife to emigrate to 
England in February 1939 and join the FW household where she assisted her aunt 
in taking care of the  Braithwaite child and her own child (incidentally, I was able 
to emigrate to England a month earlier on the same type of temporary visa).
 On the several occasions when I saw my wife in London—as indicated above, 
we were not then married—she mentioned some of the conversations that took 
place in the FW household. Based upon my impressions from these reported con-
versations, Professor Braithwaite’s observation that FW was not taking a realistic 
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view of things may have been quite correct. Granted that, in those years, life for a 
refugee in England was very diffi cult, especially in view of the tight restrictions on 
employment and the lack of employment opportunities, I was nevertheless struck 
by the fact that, after having experienced the deterioration of the political and in-
tellectual environment in Austria under the authoritarian Government, FW did not 
appreciate the British scene, including its intellectual freedom and vibrancy or the 
British political system, including the debates in Parliament.
 Unfortunately, we cannot provide any factual input on what lay behind the 
break between  FW and LW. We believe that  LW was rather petty in his sensitivity 
on the point as to whether FW had given LW adequate recognition of his author-
ship of certain ideas. We also believe that your hypothesis, according to which LW 
opposed FW’s plan to act in opposition to LW, must be correct. My wife recalls, 
however, that even after her arrival in Cambridge, FW actively worked with two 
graduate students on the English translation of his book. One of these students 
was well versed in translating German publications into English while the other 
was very knowledgeable in the fi eld of logic and philosophy. My wife also recalls 
that the three men had considerable diffi culty in attempting to translate the book, 
especially in areas where FW used an example from German literature in illustrat-
ing a point and it became necessary to match the point illustrated by the use of a 
comparable example in English. In any event, the break between the two men is, 
in itself, a tragedy which, in the long run, probably hurt LW as well—although not 
to the extent of the devastating blow suffered by FW 
 The atmosphere between the FW household and the Braithwaite household 
was rather uncomfortable. Mrs. Waismann also resented Mrs. Braithwaite’s non-
chalant attitude toward her child to which she devoted scant or, at best, the most 
superfi cial attention.
 6. Waismann in Oxford As regards the Oxford years, FW, in his 1943 letters 
to my wife, described, in stark terms, the tragedy which ended in his wife’s death 
in 1943 and the pain he endured during the years preceding. In the meantime, we 
have re-read the remaining correspondence including the 1945 and 1947 letters. 
In a letter, which FW wrote in April, 1945, he reported, with some satisfaction, 
his achievements in attracting and developing a following of devoted students, in 
charting a new course of studies, described as “multi-layered language structures” 
—a fi eld both interesting to him and recognized as very important by others—
and attaining, at last, a position of respect and prestige in university circles. This 
favourable situation was marred, however, by FW’s feeling that the University 
treated him rather shabbily in setting his salary at a much lower level than that 
paid to native Englishmen. In addition, he complained that it was very diffi cult 
for him to form deeper contacts with the people among whom he moved. He at-
tributed the lack of more intimate personal relationships to the English scene and 
the character of the English people. In a letter written in June, 1945, he is, again, 
complaining bitterly about the diffi culty of forming meaningful human relation-
ships in England, a diffi culty which was experienced with the same intensity by 
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his son  Tommy, who had no friends among his fellow pupils. As a result of this, 
both he and his son were condemned to lead isolated lives; indeed  FW questioned 
whether he and his son could ever be “happy” and have meaningful relations with 
other people in England. Another source of constant irritation was the climate and 
the “air” in Oxford, both of which, he claimed, were poor and made it diffi cult for 
his son and him—who was especially sensitive to climatic infl uences—to lead 
healthy lives in Oxford. Finally, he deplored the extremely bleak economic condi-
tions prevailing in England at the end of the war when food rations were extremely 
short, with virtually no provision for certain essential foods which were necessary 
for children growing up, such as Tommy; when everything was run down in the 
country and the future looked equally bleak. In short, this was not, in his opinion, 
a country or an environment suitable for raising children. Based upon all of these 
negative factors affecting life in Oxford and in England, generally, FW seriously 
considered leaving England altogether and seeking a position at a University in 
the United States. As a basis for decision, he listed all the pros and cons of a move 
to the United States: The principal factor in favour of staying in Oxford was that 
his teaching obligation there was very low (just one two-hour seminar per week); 
in addition, he was rather independent and the whole arrangement in Oxford gave 
him plenty of free time for thinking—which is exactly what he needed to carry 
on his work and which he, therefore, considered to be a vital factor; by contrast, 
the teaching load at American Universities was considerably higher—closer to 
ten hours per week—and he was afraid that professors and lecturers in the United 
States might not be accorded the same type of independence and freedom that he 
was privileged to enjoy in Oxford. Perhaps the negative factors which appeared to 
have weighed most against a continued stay in Oxford were the bleak economic 
situation in England and the lack of meaningful interaction with other people. 
Clearly, it was an agonizing decision which he faced, but psychologically and 
emotionally he seemed to be inclined to leave England. After rereading his 1945 
letters and his bitter experience during the war years, I can better understand why 
he turned “against England” and never saw or appreciated the positive side of the 
country and its people. It was easier for me to see and appreciate the positive side 
as I never intended to stay there permanently and, therefore, was never exposed to 
the hardships and frustrations of fi nding employment which refugees encountered 
in attempting to fi nd employment or otherwise adjust to British society.
 In view of the bitterness expressed in his 1945 letters, it is somewhat sur-
prising that he was able to inspire and develop a following of devoted students 
and friends during the Oxford years. We were touched by this and we were also 
touched, as you were, by his magnanimity in relinquishing his post to the Chinese 
American logician. 
 7. Waismann and America We had no knowledge of FW’s visits to the U.S. 
as he never contacted us at any time during his visits. The reason may well have 
been that we, unfortunately, did not correspond with him after 1947. In fact, the 
1947 letters were the last ones we received from him. Bear in mind please, that FW 
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never wrote to us about the death of his son. We found out about  Tommy’s death 
through a friend of my wife’s who lived in Leeds and sent us newspaper clippings 
which reported about the severe confl ict between FW and his son and about his 
suicide.
 Most likely FW visited the United States—if he did so—in order to explore 
the possibility of fi nding an academic position and settling there. FW had asked 
us to give him our opinion as to what the scene was like in American Universities 
and what his prospects might be if he attempted to pursue a teaching career in the 
United States. He also asked us to contact a married couple in Berkeley, both of 
whom came from Vienna and held teaching positions in the psychology depart-
ment of the University of California at Berkeley. I had been discharged from the 
Army in 1946 and was in law school in 1947. Unfortunately, we did not have any 
experience or contacts which would have enabled us to give FW a meaningful 
opinion.

A WAISMANN MEMOIR

J. R. LUCAS

I owe a great debt to  Waismann. He was a philosopher. In the sterile atmosphere 
of Linguistic Analysis in mid-century Oxford he exhaled an air of philosophical 
interest, sensitive to but not confi ned to the niceties of linguistic usage, and taking 
account of real philosophical issues. I started going to his lectures as an under-
graduate, and was able to have one or two tutorials with him in his house down 
the Abingdon Road. As a graduate I went also to his seminars, usually given on 
Tuesdays (if I remember right) from 5 to 7 in Room 303 in the New Bodleian. He 
would read from a closely worked manuscript, obviously written for the occasion, 
bringing out points with great subtlety but also with literary sensitivity. He once 
told me that he had originally intended to read classics at the university, but the 
fi rst lecture on Horace was all about textual cruces and not, as he had expected, 
about Horace’s poetry at all; and so he switched to mathematics. For me that was 
a great bonus. He was able to communicate the insights from mathematical logic 
that underlay the Logical Positivism of the Vienna Circle. In one tutorial he said 
that the Axiom of Reducibility could not do as an axiom because … and started to 
sketch out a proof he had devised. To my shame I never tried to master it. I think 
it gave an interpretation that was clearly not analytic. But even to not understand 
was an extraordinary breath of fresh air in an Oxford philosophical world that 
was resolutely non-numerate. Many of Waismann’s lectures expounded bits of 
mathematical logic of great value to me, and not otherwise accessible—a lot of 
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set theory,  Cantor’s transfi nite arithmetic, relations—all of which were very rel-
evant to philosophical issues, and often provided a fi rm basis on which to assess 
ordinary linguistic usage. But  Waismann did not confi ne himself to logic. Again 
and again he would convey a sense of there being more to it than what he had so 
far said. The would-have-been student of Latin poetry was enlarging our vision. 
Waismann gave the impression of being a lonely man. After a tutorial he told me 
how he and his wife used to drift, I think on a raft of logs, down the Danube from 
Vienna in the summer, with a sense of that being a life long lost. The Oxford envi-
ronment did not suit him. I once had him to dinner at Merton, but High Table food 
and Common Room port were no joy for a diabetic. Far better to be in Vienna and 
go each morning to a coffee shop, read the newspapers, and discuss philosophy 
with friends. Not that all philosophers were friends. He never discussed relations 
with other members of the Vienna Circle with me, but in seminars any mention 
of  Carnap would trigger a diatribe against him—chiefl y for being like a dogmatic 
Lutheran preacher, laying down a rigid law with no feeling for any fi ner points. I 
ought to have tried harder to befriend him. When I read in the papers that his son 
had committed suicide, I hesitated to write and express sympathy, as showing un-
due familiarity from an undergraduate to a don. But my father said it would be all 
right to write, and I did. Waismann showed me a picture of his son, but I never got 
close to him, although I was a would-be philosopher, and he, as one contemporary 
remarked, had more philosophy in his little fi nger than the whole of the rest of 
Oxford. And, in spite of his reserve, he was not only a philosopher, but an infec-
tious one. We caught it.

OXFORD MEMORIES OF FRIEDRICH WAISMANN

FRANK CIOFFI

My acquaintance with Friedrich Waismann came about through his being my tu-
tor for two terms and through his membership of the Voltaire society of which he 
became an honorary fellow (and to which he read his paper on the rival roles of 
vision and proof in philosophy). I also had some informal discussions with him on 
solipsism and on religion. 

For my tutorials I presented myself to his home in Abingdon road where a boy 
in his early teens opened the door to me. This was his son who was later to die 
by his own hand thus producing another of the many tragedies with which Wais-
mann’s life was peppered.

On one occasion my assignment was to read some chapters of  Infeld and 
 Einstein’s The Evolution of Physics and comment. Due to the manifold distrac-
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tions of undergraduate life I had not gotten round to it and came with no essay 
and completely unprepared. What to do? Our fallen nature took this opportunity 
to manifest itself. I explained that having little mathematical background I could 
not construe the equations in the text and so had made no headway.  Waismann 
gave me a look of disappointment and told me that he was aware of my lack of 
mathematics and so had assigned me a text in continuous prose without a single 
equation. I did not have the option of pretending that I had consulted the wrong 
text (‘Oh was that the book you meant?’) since he had lent me his own copy.

It is characteristic of the perverse asymmetry of reminiscence that though I 
have no recollection of which particular varieties of whoopee lured me away from 
my task and my obligation to him. I still wince at my recollection of his reproach 
and exposure of my deviousness.

In any case I was able to overcome this inauspicious beginning and found my 
discussions with Waismann the most profi table of my undergraduate years.

Two other occasions occur to me. In one essay I used the expression ‘structure 
of a fact’. Waismann rose from his chair and began making stabbing movements 
with one hand. ‘I am Brutus stabbing Cesar. What is the structure of this fact? Are 
the angles at which my blade entered his body part of it?’ I never used the expres-
sion again.

He once challenged me to provide a defi nition of ‘game’. He demolished all 
my attempts in ways, which have become familiar to us. But I am glad to have had 
it from the horse’s mouth as it were.

Waismann’s connection with the Voltaire Society came about in a roundabout 
way. Harold  Solomon who was president of the society and a great admirer of 
Waismann related sadly one day that he had been to a matinée at the Scala—a 
Bob Hope fi lm—and was dismayed to see Dr. Waismann fi ling out after the fi lm. I 
understood his feelings. There was something incongruous in a mind of such dis-
tinction fi nding distraction in the antics of Bob  Hope. We felt he must be starved 
of genial social contacts.

It then occurred to us that were he to attend Voltaire Society meetings this 
might provide the distraction he sought at the cinema. And so we created the post 
of honorary fellow and offered him it. The Voltaire society had been recently 
founded but already had a membership, which we felt drew on the brightest, and 
the best. Among our members were Anthony  Kenny, John  Searle, Nigel  Lawson, 
Robin  Farquharson, Charles  Taylor, John  Gross, Patrick  Seale, Jim  Griffi n and 
 Father Colombo.

The reasoning, which led us to feel that the opportunity for intellectual ex-
changes with our members would wean Waismann from Bob Hope fi lms, can’t 
have been very strict. Nevertheless his appointment was a success. He came regu-
larly and seemed to enjoy himself though he did not intervene often in the discus-
sion.

One occasion which comes to mind is that in which we were addressed by 
Hans  Eysenck on the topic of political leadership. Eysenck argued that politicians 
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should have academic backgrounds in the social sciences and required to demon-
strate their selective profi ciencies in science, economics, sociology, political sci-
ence and other fi elds of knowledge relevant to intelligent legislation. I thought this 
idea a prime specimen of scientism and am sure that  Waismann thought so to. But 
when during the interval I introduced them their exchange was disappointingly 
cordial. It was left to the junior members of the society to point out the drawbacks 
in  Eysenck’s proposal.

One memorable informal discussion I had with him was at a dinner given in 
celebration of Bertrand  Russell’s birthday at Bertorelli’s in June 1954. (Russell 
was the patron of the society) The topic addressed by the speakers was religious 
faith.  Father Colombo, who translated Wittgenstein’s Tractatus into Italian and 
who held the position of advocatus Dei in the society had responded to some 
remarks of  Ayer. 

Father Colombo referred to  Voltaire’s reply to  Pascal’s question apropos of his 
famous wager. Given that we are mistaken in crediting our post mortem survival 
since we will not discover our error what do we lose by believing?

Voltaire’s reply was that we lose the truth. Father Colombo said that he agreed 
with Voltaire. I saw Waismann nodding vigorous agreement. At some point I ap-
proached Waismann and quoted some verse on the topic which took Pascal’s view 
rather than Voltaire’s:

 ‘This immortality the horse I’ll put my dough on please,
Some think his chest is weak of course
And some don’t like his knees
But there’s pots to gain
As you’re aware
If he wins according to plan
And there is nought to lose
For we shan’t be there
If he proves an also ran.’

Waismann smiled his disagreement and went on to make some observations about 
the evolution of religious beliefs. He thought this development was characterised 
by what he called ‘etherealisation’. Sacred events initially conceived as determi-
nate and picturable become less determinate, less locatable in space and time. I 
was left unsure what his own view was. Whether he felt that this was a face-saving 
device or an inevitable and natural progression.

What most struck and gratifi ed me about that occasion was how much Wais-
mann seemed to be incongruously enjoying himself in the midst of moderately 
raucous undergraduates. Harold  Solomon’s intuition proved correct. Waismann 
had been lonely and his reclusiveness was not unbreachable and would respond to 
friendly overtures.
 The most absorbing and infl uential exchange that I had with Waismann oc-



Tributes and Impressions 27

curred in my last undergraduate year. He was no longer formally my tutor but I 
would drop him a note from time to time soliciting his view of questions which 
were troubling me. He would respond by inviting me to tea at the Eastgate. This 
was particularly welcome since my G I Bill fi nancing had expired and tea may 
have been my only meal that day. (My compulsory fasting was short-lived as Alan 
Bullock learned of my predicament and arranged a college sinecure for me.)
 My talks with  Waismann incited, at an interval of several decades, my paper 
‘Congenital transcendentalism and the loneliness which is the truth about things’ 
and the sections on solipsism in my ‘ Wittgenstein and the riddle of life’.
 The issue I asked Waismann to address was what we were to make of those 
utterances, which claim a special place for the speaker or fi nd the place he occu-
pies problematic and mysterious. One of the examples I produced was that made 
famous by  Sartre, which he found in a novel that says of its heroine: ‘It suddenly 
fl ashed into her mind that she was she’ on which Sartre comments, ‘She feels 
sure that she is someone different from the others but each of the others has the 
same feeling of being different from everyone else’.  Wittgenstein’s Tractatus pro-
nouncement ‘What solipsism means is true but it cannot be said.’ falls in the same 
class.
 Cyril  Connolly writes ‘in a fl ash it came to me that my name and myself were 
something apart, something that none of the other boys were or could be, Cyril 
Vernon Connolly, a kind of divine ‘I Am that I Am.’ This could be just playful-
ness. It reminded Waismann of something said by Jean-Paul  Richter. What Wais-
mann  had in mind may have been this: ‘I can never forget … the birth of my 
self-consciousness; … ‘I am I’ fl ashed like lightning from the skies.’ From Truths 
from My Own Life by Jean Paul Richter. Often the egological utterances fall short 
of an explicit claim as to the absolute singularity of the self but merely insist on 
its mysteriousness and problematicallity. Wittgenstein’s friend ‘Con’  Drury writes: 
the more psychology we read the more we feel that this essential ‘I’ eludes us. We 
cannot put into words the mystery which we feel in the notion of the self.’’
 What concerned me in particular was the sense of revelation, which accom-
panies this genre of experience, where it is nevertheless impossible to say what 
it is that has been revealed. E.g. ‘She was she’. It is not as if Sally Beauchamp I 
discovered what Sally Beauchamp II had been up to. It is a matter purely of aspect 
change. But what is remarkable is the sense of epiphany, which accompanies it. 
What problem do utterances like this raise and how should they be dealt with
Were they due to misunderstanding of the role of the fi rst person in communica-
tion?
 It seemed to me that there were three views we could take of these epiphanies. 
1– That they were manifestations of what Peter Hacker called ‘a thoroughgoing 

muddle’ and that only attention to the proper function of the indexicality of 
the fi rst person singular, which is a degenerate referring expression, could 
extricate us from that muddle.

2– That their appearance of momentousness, of seeming to be saying something, 
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was not illusory but that they set us the task of fathoming their ontological 
signifi cance. Consider Powell’s revelation “I was me”. Why should we not 
treat it as a metaphysical apercu and say that Powell had become aware of 
himself as a transcendental ego “constituting in the sphere of his ownness … 
everything that was objective for him, …”

3– That though they appeared to be saying something with ontological import, we 
are to treat this appearance as illusory. Nevertheless however illusory their 
penultimacy is acknowledged to be, the sense of being on the brink of an 
ultimate revelation—perhaps only to be revealed post mortem—will recur 
throughout our lives.

Isn’t this the way it is with utterances like  Wittgenstein’s ‘Mine is the one and only 
world’? We acknowledge the cogency of the demonstration of the illegitimacy of a 
purely inner and subject-referring use for  ‘I ‘ but the intermittent sense that there 
is something anomalous and eventually to be revealed about personal existence, 
persists.
 I wondered what  Waismann would say of those utterances, which treat self-
hood as a mystery or a revelation or a matter of ineffable singularity rather than as 
a logico-linguistic puzzle?
 In his very fi rst remark Waismann showed that he had recognized my problem 
perfectly. He said that in his own case such selfhood epiphanies took the form ‘I 
HAVE BEEN CHOSEN’. This must be understood as empty of content. It is not 
like claiming to have won the lottery. It is rather like Wittgenstein’s ‘I am safe 
whatever happens’ which he gave as an example of nonsense and ‘a misuse of 
language’.   How could misunderstanding the role of the distinctive role of the fi rst 
person pronoun produce phenomena like these?
 John  Updike’s response to the ‘unthinkable truth’ that each if us feels them-
selves to be the center of the universe —one among many and yet the hub around 
which everything revolves—was to ‘scream or call on God,’ As a diagnosis of this 
state, ‘You can stop screaming Updike. The fi rst person pronoun is a degenerate 
referring expression’ seems inadequate.
  Ryle thought he could explain the non-parallelism between the notion of  ‘I’ 
and that of  ‘you’ without ‘construing the elusive residuum as any kind of ultimate 
mystery’ (The Concept of Mind, p. 196). Such an account bypasses the sense of 
revelation, which accompanies the illusion that one has glimpsed a referent for ‘I’.  
It leaves no scope for what Wittgenstein called the ‘deep mysteriousness of the 
‘I’’. Is this a fault?
 Isn’t the most philosophically astute response that one can make to utterances 
such as ‘When anything is seen it is always I who see it’? (Blue Book, p. 61) Or ‘I 
have been chosen’. (Waismann), ‘I know what you mean’.
 How close are the views expressed in my dealings with egological epiphanies 
to the views I imputed to Waismann many years ago? I am not sure. Though I am 
certain that he would have derided the view that expressions of absolute singular-
ity and the like arose through semantic confusions I am not sure whether he would 
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have gone so far as to see them as primal phenomena which it was a mistake to 
treat as explainable.
 I have not been able fi nd in his published work pronouncements that would 
permit me to settle the question so that I have nothing to go on but an impression 
of accord which is half a century old and may have been no more than his desire 
to be amenable.

GRAVESIDE ADDRESS BY GILBERT RYLE

Gilbert  Ryle was one of Waismann’s chief supporters at Oxford. In the Grabrede 
here printed, which is very characteristic of its author as well as true to its subject,  
he speaks of Waismann’s love of truth, a rarer trait than one might think. This was 
what Waismann missed in some of his colleagues, which made him inwardly criti-
cal of them. Perhaps it also lay behind the severity with which he would speak of 
other thinkers whose views diverged from what he now thought was correct: the 
very names of  Wittgenstein and  Carnap, for example, were not pronounced with-
out obvious disapproval. The positive side of this is that all his pupils learnt that 
philosophy was not a game. (There is much relativism nowadays that he would 
have deplored.) 

We are here to say “goodbye” to Friedrich  Waismann. He was our colleague and 
friend. But above all we learned from him. We think through him and he thinks 
through us. He was exiled from his own homeland; he lost his wife; he lost his son. 
He was buoyed up by no personal hopes; he was drawn on by no personal ambi-
tions. But he kept his courage and he continued to search.
 He cut himself loose from the comfortable half-truths in which our minds love 
to repose. He cut himself loose from those harsher half-truths to which our minds 
swing in the impatience of mere revolt. For Waismann a half -truth, whether con-
servative or revolutionary, was a distorting mirror. Vision begins when distortions 
repel and no longer attract the eye.
 I quote his own words: —“A philosophy is there to be lived out. What goes 
into the word dies: what goes into the work lives.” Friedrich Waismann is dead; 
his work is alive.

The quotation from Waismann’s own work is from the close of “How I See Philoso-
phy” printed in the volume with the same title (Macmillan 1968).
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