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“Hegel seems to me to be always wanting to say that things which look dif-
ferent are really the same. Whereas my interest is in showing that things 
which look the same are really different.” 

Wittgenstein 
 

It is tempting to think that at the outset of analytic philosophy Russell and Moore re-
volted against the neo-Hegelian movement by arguing in favor of pluralism, realism, 
common sense, and by defending the reality of external relations. A relation is internal 
to some of its terms for if the relation were taken away from it, then the term would no 
longer be the same thing. We can further define that a relation is internal (per se) if it is 
internal to all its terms, otherwise it is external. We could therefore say that an internal 
relation is essential to its relata. 

An extreme position has been proposed by the neo-Hegelians (e.g., by Bradley, 
Royce or Joachim). This is that all relations are internal. This position is called the doc-
trine of internal relations and results in idealism and monism. Although Russell and 
Moore rejected this line of argument, some recent investigations indicate that it may be 
sound (see Schaffer, forthcoming). 

The terms or relata in question were mostly particulars; the problem becomes 
more complicated if one takes universals into account (cf. Rorty 2006: 335-6) as Witt-
genstein did. Wittgenstein himself was not immediately involved in this debate, even 
though there is an echo of it in his Tractatus. The notion of an internal relation is, how-
ever, central to this book. According to Wittgenstein there is the “internal relation of 
depicting that holds between language and the world” (4.014). Furthermore, he declares 
he has “the answer to the vexed question ‘whether all relations are internal or external’” 
(4.1251). There are, however, two or three approaches to interpreting the Tractatus and 
the differences among them can be shown, inter alia, with respect to the notion of inter-
nal relation (cf. McGinn 2009:1). In the first interpretation, which is called “metaphysi-
cal” and advocated notably by P. Hacker (2001), the internal relation is a substantial 
relation of isomorphism between language and the world. Only such a sign that is stand-
ing in this internal relation to a possible object expresses a sense. The relation is internal 
to the sign, for if it didn’t have it, it wouldn’t be any sign at all. In the second main ap-
proach (entitled “anti-metaphysical”; see, e.g., McGinn 2009), the internal relation of 
depicting holds within the language. A way of symbolizing stands in this internal rela-
tion to a symbol or, in other words, a way of symbolizing is grounded in the nature of a 
symbol (cf. 5.473: “Logic must look after itself. If a sign is possible, then it is also ca-
pable of signifying.”) The third (so called “resolute”) interpretation says that the con-
cept of the internal relation of depicting is inherently incoherent and has only a transi-
tional role. It is the ladder that must be thrown away (see Diamond 2002: 70). An 
internal relation is strictly speaking no relation at all, and hence Wittgenstein regards 
only external relations as proper (4.122). 

We can see that Wittgenstein had significantly employed the concept of an inter-
nal relation, and at least in the first and second interpretation he admitted the reality of 



 
 

 

internal relations without advocating the doctrine of internal relations. In his late phi-
losophy of psychology there is, however, a remark which may give the impression that 
Wittgenstein came back to the doctrine of internal relations. This remark reads: 

One might even feel like this: “Everything is part and parcel of everything else” 
(internal and external relations). Displace a piece and it is no longer what it was. 
Only in this surrounding is this table this table. Everything is part of everything. [I 
believe Hegel meant something like this.] Here we have the inseparable atmos-
phere. (Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology I, § 339) 

This remark belongs to a larger sequence about the concept of an atmosphere, in which 
Wittgenstein intended to capture the mental or psychological dimension of our lan-
guage. An atmosphere of a word is “a ‘corona’ of lightly indicated uses” (PI II, iv). 
What also could Hegel mean here (this parenthesis occurs only in an earlier manu-
script)? In the very first section of the Phenomenology of the Spirit, Hegel argues that “a 
this Here […] is not this Here, but a Before and Behind, an Above and Below, a Right 
and Left” (p. 64). The “Here and Now” or the “Thinghood” is constituted by relations to 
its surrounding and thus “it is only the sense-certainty as a whole which stands firm 
within itself” (p. 62). 

I will argue, that according to the metaphysical interpretation above, the late Witt-
genstein can be seen as an adherent of the doctrine of internal relations and as a monist 
(more precisely as a world-first monist in the terminology developed in Schaffer 2010). 
On this reading, every single thing is internally related to every other thing in the uni-
verse. 

In the anti-metaphysical approach, not the universe, but language is to be regarded 
as a unity. The “corona”, so to speak, can cover the whole of language. What is then the 
internal relation in question? The late Wittgenstein mentioned an internal relation in the 
connection with the phenomenon of seeing-as of an aspect, in order to blur the differ-
ence between thinking and seeing: “what I perceive in the dawning of an aspect is […] 
an internal relation between it and other objects” (PI II, xi). When a thing A is seen as 
some other thing B, then there is an internal relation between A and B perceived and 
thought of. All two things would be, thus, internally related as long as one is seen as and 
thought of another, i.e., they can be named phenomena of the same subject or—in 
Hegel’s terms—of the same consciousness. 

I shall conclude by maintaining that the metaphysical approach brings Wittgen-
stein nearer to Bradley et al., whereas the anti-metaphysical nearer to Hegel. 
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