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THE PHILOSOPHY OF LOGICAL
ATOMISM

The following [is the text] of a couise of eight lectures delivered in
[Gordon Square] London, in the first months of r9r8, [which] are very
largely concerned with explaining certain ideas which I learnt from my
friend and former pupil Ludwig Wittgenstein. I h4ve had no oppor-
tunity of knowing his views since August, rgr+, and I do not even
know whether he is alive or dead.* He has therefore no responsibility
for what is said in these lectures beyond that of having originally sup-
plied many of the theories contained in them.
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I .  FACTS AND PROPOSITIONS

THIs course of lectures which I am now beginning I have called
the Philosophy of Logical Atomism. Perhaps I had fuetter begin
by saying a word or two as to what I understand by that title.
The kind of philosophy that I wish to advocate, which I call
Logical Atomism, is one which has forced itself upon me in the
course of thinking about the philosophy of mathematics, although
I should find it hard to say exactly how far there is a definite
logical connexion between the two. The things I am going to say
in these lectures are mainly my own personal opinions and I do
not claim that they are more than that.

As I have attempted to prove in The Principles of Mathematics,
when we analyse mathematics we bring it all back to logic. It all
comes back to logic in the strictest and most formal sense. In the
present lectures, I shall try to set forth in a sort of outline, rather
briefly and rather unsatisfactorily, a kind of logical doctrine which
seems to me to result from the philosophy of mathematics-not
exactly logically, but as what emerges as one reflects: a certain kind
of logical doctrine, and on the basis of this a certain kind of meta-
physic. The logic which I shall advocate is atomistic, as opposed
to the monistic logic of the people who more or less follow Hegel.
When I say that my logic is atomistic, I mean that I share the com-
mon-sense belief that there are many separate things; I do not re-
gard the apparent multiplicity of the world as consisting merely
in phases and unreal divisions of a single indivisible Reality. It
results from that, that a considerable part of what one would have
to do to justify the sort of philosophy I wish to advocate would
consist in justifying the process of analysis. One is often told that
the process of analysis is falsification, that when you analyse any
given concrete whole you falsify it and that the results of analysis
are not true. I do not think that is a right view. I do not mean to say,
of course, and nobody would maintain, that when you have ana-
lysed you keep everything that you had before you analysed. If
you did, you would never attain anything in analysing. I do not
propose to meet the views that I disagree with by controversy, by
arguing against those views,-but rather by positively setting io-rtir
what I believe to be the truth about the matter, and endeavour-ing
all the way through to make the views that I advocate resuli
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inevitably from absolutely undeniable data. When I talk of 'undeni-
able data' that is not to be regarded as synonymous with 'true
data', because 'undeniable' is a psychological term and'true'is not.
When I say that something is 'undeniable', I mean that it is not
the sort of thing that anybody is goipg to deny; it does not follow
from that that it is true, though it does follow that we shall all
think it true-and that is as near to truth as we seem able to get.

When you are considering any sort of theory of knowledge' you

are more or less tied to a certain unavoidable subjectivity, because
you are not concerned simply with the questioh what is true of the

world, but 'What can I know of the world?' You always have to

start any kind of argument from something which aPpears to you

to be true; if it appears to you to be true, there is no more to be
done. You cannot go outside yourself and consider abstractly

rvhether the things that appear to you to be true are true; you may

do this in a particular case, where one of your beliefs is changed

in consequence of others among your beliefs.
The reason that I call my doctrine logical atomism is because the

atoms that I wish to arrive at as the sort of last residue in analysis

are logical atoms and not physical atoms. Some of them will be

what I call 'particulars'-such things as little patches of colour or

sounds, momentary things-and some of them will be predicates

or relations and so on. The point is that the atom I wish to arrive

at is the atom of logical analysis, not the atom of physical analysis.

It is a rather curious fact in philosophy that the data which are

undeniable to start with are always rather vague and ambiguous.

You can, for instance, sayt 'There are a number of people in this

room at this moment.' That is obviously in some sense undeniable.

But when you come to try and define what this room is, and what

it is for a person to be in a room, and how you are going to dis-

tinguish one person from another, and so forth, you find that what

you have said is most fearfully vague and that you really do not

know what you meant. That is a rather singular fact, that every-

thing you are really sure of, right off is something that you do not

know the meaning of, and the moment you get a precise statement

you will not be sure whether it is true or false, at least right off.

The process of sound philosophizing, to my mind, consists mainly

in passing from those obvious, vague' ambiguous things, that we

feel quite sure of, to something precise, clear, definite, which by
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reflection and analysis we find is involved in the vague thing that
we staft from, and is, so to speak, the real truth of which that vague
thing is a sort of shadow. I should like, if time were longer and if
I knew more than I do, to spend a whole lecture on the conception
of vagueness. I think vagueness is very much more important in
the theory of knowledge than you would judge it to be from the
writings of most people. Everything is vague to a degree you do not
realize till you have tried to make it precise, and everything precise
is so remote from everything that we normally think, that you can-
not for a moment suppose that is what we really mean when we say
what we think.

When you pass from the vague to the precise by the method of
analysis and reflection that I am speaking of, you always run a
certain risk of error. If I start with the statement that there are so
and so many people in this room, and then set to work to make that
statement precise, I shall run a great many risks and it will be
extremely likely that any precise statement I make will be some-
thing not true at all. So you cannot very easily or simply get from
these vague undeniable things to precise things which are going
to retain the undeniability of the starting-point. The precise pro-
positions that you arrive at may be hgically premisses to the sys-
tem that you build up upon the basis of them, but they are not
premisses for the theory of knowledge. It is important to realize
the difference between that from which your knowledge is, in fact,
derived, and that from which, if you already had complete know-
ledge, you would deduce it. Those are quite different things. The
sort of premiss that a logician will take for a science will not be the
sort of thing which is first known or easiest known: it will be a
proposition having great deductive power, great cogency and
exactitude, quite a different thing from the actual premiss that
your knowledge started from. When you are talking of the premiss
for theory of knowledge, you are not talking of anything objective,
but of something that will vary from man to man, because the
premisses of one nihn's theory of knowledge will not be the same
as those of another man's. There is a great tendency among a very
large school to suppose that when you are trying to philosophize
about what you know, you ought to carry back your premisses
further and further into the region of the inexact and vague, be-
yond the point where you yourself are, right back to the child or
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monkey, and that anything whatsoever that you seem to know-but
that the psychologist recognizes as being the product of previous
thought and analysis and reflection on your part-cannot really be
taken as a premiss in your own knowledge. That, I say, is a theory
which is very widely held and which is used against that kind of
analytic outlook which I wish to urge. ft seems to me that when
your object is, not simply to study the history or development of
mind, but to ascertain the nature of the world, you do not want to
go any further back than you are Uready yourself. You do not
want to go back to the vagueness of the child or monkey, because
you will find that quite sufficient difficulty is raised by your own
vagueness. But there one is confronted by one of those difficulties
that occur constantly in philosoph!, where you have two ultimate
prejudices conflicting and where argument ceases. There is the
type of mind which considers that what is called primitive experi-
ence must be a better guide to wisdom than the experience of re-
flective persons, and there is the type of mind which takes exactly
the opposite view. On that point I cannot see any argument what-
soever. It is quite clear that a highly educated person sees, hears,
feels, does everything in a very different way from a young child
or animal, and that this whole manner of experiencing the world
and of thinking about the world is very much more analytic than
that of a more primitive experience. The things we have got to
take as premisses in any kind of work of analysis are the things
which appear to ru undeniable-to us here and now, as we are-
and I think on the whole that the sort of method adopted by Des-
cartes is right: that you should set to work to doubt things and
retain only what you cannot doubt because of its clearness and
distinctness, not because you are sure not to be induced into
error, for there does not exist a method which will safeguard you
against the possibility of error. The wish for perfect security is one
of those snares we are always falling into, and is just as untenable
in the realm of knowledge as in everything else. Nevertheless,
granting all this, I think that Descartes's method is on the whole
a sound one for the starting-point.

I propose, therefore, always to begin any argument that I have
to make by appealing to data which will be quite ludicrously obvi-
ous. Any philosophical skill that is required will consist in the
selection of those which are capable of yielding a good deal of
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reflection and analysis, and in the reflection and analysis them-
selves.

What I have said so far is by way of introduction.
The first truism to which I wish to draw your attention-and I

hope you will agree with me that these things that I call truisms
are so obvious that it is almost laughable to mention them-is that
the world containsfacts, which are what they are whatever we may
choose to think about them, and that there are also beliefs, which
have referenie to facts, and by reference to facts are either true
or false. I will try first of all to give you a preliminary explanation
of what I mean by a 'fact'. When I speak of a fact-I do not pro-
pose to attempt an exact definition, but an explanation, so that
you will know what I am talking about-I mean the kind of thing
that makes a proposition true or false. If I say 'It is raining', what
I say is true in a certain condition of weather and is false in other
conditions of weather. The condition of weather that makes my
statement true (or false as the case may be), is what I should call a
'fact'. If I say 'Socrates is dead', my statement will be true owing
to a certain physiological occurrence which happened in Athens
long ago. If I say, 'Gravitation varies inversely as the square of the
distance', my statement is rendered true by astronomical fact. If
I say, 'Two and two are four', it is arithmetical fact that makes my
statement true. On the other hand, if I say'Socrates is alive', or
'Gravitation varies directly as the distance', or'Two and two are
five', the very same facts which made my previous statements true
show that these new statements are false.

I want you to rcalize that when I speak of. af.act I do not mean a
particular existing thing, such as Socrates or the rain or the sun.
Socrates himself does not render any statement true or false. You
might be inclined to suppose that all by himself he would give truth
to the statement 'Socrates existed', but as a matter of fact that is a
mistake. It is due to a confusion which I shall try to explain in the
sixth lecture of this course, when I come to deal with the notion
of existence. Socrates* himself, or any particular thing just by it-
self, does not make any proposition true or false. 'Socrates is dead'
and 'Socrates is alive' are both of them statements about Socrates.
One is true and the other false. What I call a fact is the sort of

' I am here for the moment treating Socrates as a 'particular'. But we shall
cee shortly that this view requires modification,
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thing that is expressed by a whole sentence, not by a single name
like 'socrates'. When a single word does come to exPress a fact,
like'fire' or'wolf', it is always due to an unexpressed context, and
the full expression of a f.act will always involve a sentence, We
express a fact, for example, when we say that a certain thing has a
certain property, or that it has a certain relation to another thing;
but the thing which has the property or the relation is not what I
call a 'fact'.

It is important to observe that facts belong to the objective world.
They are not created by our thoughts or beliefs excePt in special
cases. That is one of the sort of things which I should set up as an
obvious truism, but, of course, one is aware, the moment one has
read any philosophy at all, how very much there is to be said before
such a statement as that can become the kind of position that you
want. The first thing I want to emphasize is that the outer world-
the world, so to speak, which knowledge is aiming at knowing-is
not completely described by a lot of 'particulars', but that you
must also take account of these things that I call facts, which are
the sort of things that you exPress by a sentence, and that these,
just as much as particular chairs and tables, are Part of the real
world. Except in psychology, most of our statements are not in-
tended merely to express our condition of mind, though that is
often all that they succeed in doing. They are intended to express
facts, which (except when they are psychological facts) will be
about the outer world. There are such facts involved, equally when
we speak truly and when we speak falsely. When we speak falsely
it is an objective fact that makes what we say false, and it is an
objective fact which makes what we say true when we speak truly.

There are a great many different kinds of facts, and we shall be
concerned in later lectures with a certain amount of classification
of facts. I will just point out a few kinds of facts to begin with, so
that you may not imagine that facts are all very much alike. There
are particular facts, such as 'This is white'; then there are general

facts, such as 'All men are mortal'. Of course, the distinction be-
tween particular and general facts is one of the most important.
There again it would be a very great mistake to supPose that you
could describe the world completely by means of particular facts
alone. Suppose that you had succeeded in chronicling every single
particular fact throughout the universe' and that there did not
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exist a single particular fact of any sort anywhere that you had
not chronicled, you still would not have got a complete descrip-
tion of the universe unless you also added: 'These that I have
chronicled are all the particular facts there are'. So you cannot
hope to describe the world cornpletely without having general facts
as well as particular facts. Another distinction, which is perhaps
a little more difficult to make, is between positive facts and nega-
tive facts, such as 'Socrates was alive'-a positive fact-and
'Socrates is not alive'-you might say a negative fact.* But the
distinction is difficult to make precise. Then there are facts con-
cerning particular things or particular qualities or relations, and,
apart from them, the completely general facts of the sort that you
have in logic, where there is no mention of any constituent what-
ever of the actual world, no mention of any particular thing or
particular quality or particular relation, indeed strictly you may
say no mention of anything. That is one of the characteristics of
logical propositions, that they mention nothing. Such a proposi-
tion is: 'If one class is part of another, a term which is a member
of the one is also a member of the other'. All those words that come

facts about the properties of single things; and facts about the
relations between two things, three things, and so on; and any
number of different classifications of some of the fhcts in the worrd,
which are important for different purposes.

It is obvious that there is not a dualism oftrue and false facts;
there are only just facts. It would be a mistake, of course, to sry
that all facts-are true. That would be a mistake because true ani
false are correlatives, and you would only say of a thing that it was
true if it was the so$.of thing that might be false. A fact cannot be
either true or false. That brings us on to the qriestion of statements
or propositions or judgments, all those things that do have the
duality of truth and falsehood. For the purposes of logic, though
not, I think, for the purposes of theory of knowledge, ii is natu;l
to concentrate upon the proposition as the thing which is going

t Negative facts are further discussed in a later lccture.
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to be our typical vehicle on the fluality of truth and falsehood. A
proposition, one may say, is a sentence in the indicative, a sentence
asserting something, not questioning or commanding or wishing.
It may also be a sentence of that sort preceded by the word 'that'.
For example, 'That Socrates is alive', 'That two and two are four',
'That two and two are five', anything of that sort will be a propo-
sition.

A proposition is just a symbol. It is a complex symbol in the
sense that it has parts lirhich are also symbols: a symbol may be
defined as complex when it has parts that are symbols. In a sen-
tence containing several words, the several words are each sym-
bols, and the sentence composing them is therefore a complex
symbol in that sense. There is a good deal of importance to philo-
sophy in the theory of symbolism, a good deal more than at one
time I thought. I think the importance is almost entirely negative,
i.e., the importance lies in the fact that unless you are fairly self-
conscious about symbols, unless you are fairly aware of the relation
of the symbol to what it symbolizes, you will find yourself attribut-
ing to the thing properties which only belong to the symbol. That,
of course, is especially likely in very abstract studies such as
philosophical logic, because the subject-matter that you are sup-
posed to be thinking of is so exceedingly difficult and elusive that
any person who has ever tried to think about it knows you do not
think about it except perhaps once in six months for half a minute.
The rest of the time you think about the symbols, because they
are tangible, but the thing you are supposed to be thinking about
is fearfully difficult and one does not often manage to think about
it. The really good philosopher is the one who does once in six
months think about it for a minute. Bad philosophers never do.

. That is why the theory of symbolism has a certain importance,
because otherwise you are so certain to mistake the properties of
the symbolism for the properties of the thing. It has other interest-
ing sides to it too. There are different kinds of symbols, different
kinds of relation between syn'rbol and what is symbolized, and
very important fallacies arise from not realizing this. The sort of
contradictions about which I shall be speaking in connexion with
types in a later lecture all arise from mistakes in symbolism, from
putting one soft of symbol in the place where another sort of
symbol ought to be. Some of the notions that have been thought
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absolutely fundamental in philosophy have arisen, I believe, entirely
through mistakes as to symbolism-e.g., the notion of existence, or,
if you like, reality. Those two words stand for a great deal that
has been discussed in philosophy. There has been thi theory about
every proposition being really a description of reality as a whole
and so on, and altogether these notions of reality and existence
have played a very prominent part in philosophy. Nov., my own
belief is that as they have occurred in philosophy, they have been
entirely the outcome of a muddle about symbolism, and that when
y-o] haye cleared up that muddle, you find thar practically every-
thing that has been said about existence is sheei and simple mis-
take, and that is all you can say about it. I shall go into ihat in a
later lecture, but it is an example of the way in *hich symbolism
is important.

Perhaps I ought to say a word or two about what I am under-
standing by symbolism, because I think some people think you
only mean mathematical symbols when you talk;bout symbolism.
f-am using it in a sense to include all language of every sort and
kind, so that every word is a symbol, and every sentence, and so
forth. When I speak of a symbol I simply mean something that
'means' something else, and as to what I mean by ,meaningil 

"rnnot prepared to tell you. I will in the course of time enumerate a
strictly infinite number of different things that ,meaning' may mean
but I shall not consider that I have exhausted the discussion bv
doing that. I think that the notion of meaning is always 

-or" 
o,

less psychological, and that it is not possible to get a pure logical
theory of meaning, nor therefore of symbolism. I think thatlt is
of the very essence of the explanation of what you mean by a sym-
bol to take account of such things as knowing, of cognitive rlhtions,
arrd probably also of association. At any rate I am pretty clear that
the theory of symbolism and the use of symbolism is not a thing
that can be explained in pure logic without taking account of thi
various"cognitive relations that you may have to things.

As to what one-means by'meaning', I will give Jfew illustra-
tions. For instance, the word 'socrates', you will say, means a
certain man; the word 'mortal' means a certain qualiiy; and the
sentence'socrates is mortal' means a certain fact. But these three
sorts of meaning are entirely distinct, and you will get into the
most hopeless contradictions if you think the word ,meaning' has
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the same meaning in each qf these three cases. It is very important
not to suppose that there is just one thing which is meant by'mean-
ing', and that therefore there is just one sort of relation of the sym-
bol to what is symbolized. A name would be a proper symbol to
use for a personl a sentence (or a proposition) is the proper sym-
bol for a fact.

A belief or a statement has duality of truth and falsehood, which
the fact does not have. A belief or a statement always involves a
proposition. You say that a man believes that so and so is the case.
A man believes that Socrates is dead. What he believes is a pro-
position on the face of it, and for formal purPoses it is convenient
to take the proposition as the essential thing having the duality
of truth and falsehood. It is very important to realize such things,
for instance, as that propositions are not names for facts. It is quite
obvious as soon as it is pointed out to you, but as a matter of fact
I never had realized it until it was pointed out to me by a former
pupil of mine, Wittgenstein. It is perfectly evident as soon as you
think of it, that a proposition is not a name for a f.act, from the
mere circumstance that there are two propositions corresponding
to each fact. Suppose it is a fact that Socrates is dead. You have
two propositions: 'socrates is dead' and 'Socrates is not dead'.
And those two propositions corresponding to the same fact, there
is one fact in the world which makes one true and one false. That
is not accidental, and illustrates how the relation of proposition to
fact is a totally different one from the relation of name to the thing
named. For each fact there are two propositions, one true and one
false, and there is nothing in the nature of the symbol to show us
which is the true one and which is the false one. If there were,
you could ascertain the truth about the world by examining pro-
positions without looking around you.

There are two different relations, as you see, that a proposition
may have to a fact: the one the relation that you may call being
true to the fact, and the other being false to the fact. Both are
equally essentially logical relations which may subsist between the
two, whereas in the case of a name, there is only one relation that
it can have to what it names. A name can just name a particular,
or, if it does not, it is not a name at all, it is a noise. It cannot be a
name without having just that one particular relation of naming
a certain thing, whereas a proposition does not cease to be a
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proposition if it is false. It has these two ways, of being true and
being false, which together correspond to the property of being a
name. Just as a word may be a name or be not a name but just a
meaningless noise, so a phrase rvhich is apparently a proposition
may be either true or false, or rnay be meaningless, but the true and
false belong together as against the meaningless. That shows, of
course, that the formal logical characteristics of propositions are
quite different from those of names, and that the relations they have
to facts are quite different, and therefore propositions are not names
for facts. You must not run away with the idea that you can
name facts in any other way; you cannot. You cannot name them
at all. You cannot properly name a fact. The only thing you can do
is to assert it, or deny it, or desire it, or will it, or wish it, or ques-
tion it, but all those are things involving the whole proposition.
You can never put the sort of thing that makes a proposition to
be true or false in the position of a logical subject. You can only
have it there as something to be asserted or denied or something
of that sort, but not something to be named.

Discussion

Question: Do you take your starting-point 'That there are many
things' as a postulate which is to be carried along all through, or
has to be proved afterward?

Mr. Russell: No, neither the one nor the other. I do not take
it as a postulate that 'There are many things'. I should take it
that, in so far as it can be proved, the proof is empirical, and ttrat
the disproofs that have been offered are a priori. The empirical
person would naturally say, there are many things. The monistic
philosopher attempts to show that there are not. I should propose
to refute his a priori arguments. I do not consider there is any
logical necessity for there to be many things, nor for there not to
be many things.

Question: I mea& in making a start, whether you start with the
empirical or the a priori philosophy, do you make your statement
just at the beginning and come back to prove it, or do you never
come back to the proof of it?

Mr. Russell: No, you never come back. It is like the acorn to the
oak. You never get back to the acorn in the oak. I should like
a statement which would be rough and vague and have that sort
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of obviousness that belongs to things of which you never know
what they mean, but I should never get back to that statement.
I should say, here is a thing. We seem somehow convinced that
there is truth buried in this thing somewhere. We will look at it
inside and out until we have extracted something and can say,
now that is true. It will not really be the same as the thing we
started from because it will be so much more analytic and precise.

Question: Does it not look as though you could name a fact by a
date?

Mr. Russell: You can apparently name facts, but I do not think
you can really: you always find that if you set out the whole thing
fully, it was not so. Suppose you say 'The death of Socrates'. You
might say, thit is a name for the fact that Socrates died. But it
obviously is not. You can see that the moment you take account of
truth and falsehood. Supposing he had not died, the phrase would
still be just as significant although there could not be then any-
thing you could name. But supposing he had never lived, the sound
'socrates'would not be a name at all. You can see it in another way.
You can say 'The death of Socrates is a fiction'. Suppose you had
read in the paper that the Kaiser had been assassinated, and it
turned out to be not true. You could then say, 'The death of the
Kaiser is a fiction'. It is clear that there is no such thing in the
world as a fiction, and yet that statement is a perfectly sound state-
ment. From this it follows that 'The death of the Kaiser' is not a
name.

I I .  PARTICULARS, PREDICATES, AND RELATIONS

I propose to begin to-day the analysis of facts and propositions.
for in a way the chief thesis that I have to maintain is the legitimacy
of analysis, because if one goes into what I call Logical Atomism
that means that one does believe the world can be analysed into a
number of separate things with relations and so forth, and that the
sort of arguments that many philosophers use against analysis are
not justifiable.

In a philosophy of logical atomism one might suPpose that the
first thing to do would be to discover the kinds of atoms out of
which logical structures are composed. But I do not think that is
quire the first thing; it is one of the early things, but not quite the




