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INTRODUCTION

Sometime between September 1929 and December 1930, Wittgenstein
prepared a lecture on Ethics and delivered it in Cambridge to the society
known as "The Heretics." The version of this lecture discussed in the

present essay is the one published in The Philosophical Review, January

1965, which was compiled from shorthand notes made by Friedrich Waismann
during and after conversations with Wittgenstein and Moritz Schlick in 1929
1
and 1930.
In this lecture Wittgenstein makes several moves which are open to

criticism. First, he gives a stipulative definition of "Ethics," whereby only
judgments of what he calls "absolute value" are to be counted as ethical
judgments. Second, he says that such judgments do not and can not state
any "fact," but gives the term "fact" a very technical definition of his own.
Third, he stipulates that language can only be used to state "facts," as he
defines this term, from which it follows that "Ethics," as he defines it,

can not be expressed verbally. Ethical discourse, as Wittgenstein puts it,
is nonsensical.,

In this essay we will examine Wittgenstein's premises for concluding
that Ethics is not expressable in language. Our emphasis will be on his
theory of language, which, as we will try to demonstrate, paves the way
for his conclusion about Ethics. The theory of language in question is that

l“Wittgenstein's Lecture on Ethics," Philosophical Review (January
1965), p. 3. Henceforth "WLE",




2
developed in the Tractatus-Logico-Philosophicus, and will be criticized

in the light of the insights about the workings of the language that the

later Wittgenstein presented in his Philosophical Inves1;igations.3

The criticism of Wittgenstein's argument, that Ethical discourse
is nonsensical, will be concise and to the point. Not all of Wittgenstein's
premises will be studied to show how they are wrong, if they are. Nor will
any attempt be made in this essay to show that Ethics is an important enter-
prise grounded in a way of life, and that there is a language-game in which
ethical judgments play a role.

Finally, another argument will be formulated to arrive at the same
conclusion that Ethical discourse is nonsensical. This argument will be
based on some of the views about mysticism that Wittgenstein presents in
the Tractatus: that there is a connection between a man's having a feeling
of absolute value, or ethical feeling, and a man's having a mystical in-
sight; that the mystical insight can not be put into words; and that, thére—
fore, the ethical, like the mystical, can not be put into words.

The main criticism that will be presented against this argument will
be an attempt at showing that the mystical is not beyond the power of words

2Tractatus-Logico—Philosophicus, L. Wittgenstein, translation by
D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuinness. Henceforth Tractatus. Quotations

from this book will be acknowledged with a "#" sign and the number of the
passage quoted.

3Philosophical Investigations, L. Wittgenstein, translation by G.E.M.
Anscombe. Henceforth Investigations, or P, I. Quotations from this book will
be acknowledged with a " $ " sign and the number of the section quoted.




to describe. On the other hand, no attempt will be made to question or
probe the authenticity of that experience.

Thus the task of this essay will be to show that Wittgenstein's
arguments for the nonsensicality of Ethics are primarily based on his views

about the nature of language and his views about the nature of mysticism.



WITTGENSTEIN'S LECTURE ON ETHICS

A Definition of Ethics.

Wittgenstein begins his lecture on Ethics by saying that he will
adopt the explanation of that term which Professor Moore has given in his

book Principia Ethica: "Ethics is the general inquiry into what is good."

Then, right away, Wittgenstein says that he wants to use the term Ethics
in a slightly wider sense ". . . which includes what I believe to be the
most essential part of what is generally called Aesthetics. nd To make his
audience see as clearly as possible what he takes to be the subject matter
of Ethics, Wittgenstein presents a number of what he takes to be more or
less synonymous expressions, each of which could be substituted for the
above definition, hoping that, in looking through the row of synonyms, his
audience will be able to see the characteristic features they all have in
common and, thus, understand what he means by Ethics.

Now instead of saying "Ethics is the enquiry into
what is good" I could have said Ethics is the en-
quiry into what is valuable, or, into what is really
important, or I could have said Ethics is the en-
quiry into the meaning of life, or into what makes
life worth living, or into the right way of living.

I believe if you look at all these phrases you will
get a rough ideaSas to what it is that Ethics is
concerned with,

The connection that Wittgenstein sees between what is valuable,
4
"WLE," p. 4.

“Ibid., p. 5.



Aesthetics, Ethics, and "the enquiry into the meaning of life" is not made
clear in his lecture. Thus, since his very first remarks, we are not sure
we understand what he wants to say. Unfortunately, this uncertainty will
remain with us throughout his lecture and this essay. We will try to make
some of his remarks clear, but many more will have to be left for others to
investigate.

The Trivial and the Ethical.

The expressions or synonyms he has just given, Wittgenstein says,
can be used in two very different senses: the trivial or relative sense, and
the ethical or absolute sense. To illustrate the trivial or relative sense,
Wittgenstein says that if, for instance, one says that this is a good chair,
he means that the chair serves or satisfies a certain predetermined purpose;
similarly, if one says that this is the right road, he means that it is the
right road relative to a certain goal. Used in this way these expressions
do not present any problem, Wittgenstein says; however, their use in the
ethical or absolute sense is different and, he would add, more problematic,
To illustrate this difference, Wittgenstein gives another example:

Suppose that I could play tennis and one of you
saw me playing and said "Well, you play pretty
badly" and suppose I answered "I know, I'm play-
ing badly but I don't want to play any better, " all
the other man could say would be "Ah then that's
all right." But suppose I had told one of you a
preposterous lie and he came up to me and said
"You're behaving like a beast" and then I were

to say "I know I behave badly, but then I don't

want to behave any better, " could he then say
"Ah, then that's all right"? Certainly not; he



would way "Well, you ought to want to behave
better." Here you have an absolute judgment
of value, whereas the fgrst instance was one
of a relative judgment.

The main difference between judgments of relative value and judg-
ments of absolute value, Wittgenstein says, is this: "Every judgment of
relative value is a mere statement of facts and can therefore be put in such
a form that it loses all the appearance of a judgment of value. i Judgments
of absolute value, on the other hand, are not statements of fact. Indeed,
“. . . no statement of fact can ever be, or imply a judgment of absolute
valuee."8 To ernphasize the importance of this difference, Wittgenstein
says that if all the facts of the world were to be recorded in a big book,
then this book would contain the whole description of the world including
all relative judgments of value and all true scientific propositions. How-
ever, "this book would contain nothing that we would call an ethical judg-

ment or anything that would logically imply such a judgment. w9

Words Can Only Express Facts.

Why does Wittgenstein say that judgments of absolute value or
ethical judgments could not possibly be found in any description of the

world? His answer is that ethical judgments purport to describe absolute

6Ibid., p. 5. This is Wittgenstein's way of restating the well
known difference between a hypothetical imperative and a categorical
imperative.

TIbid- ' ppo 5'“61

8Ibid. . p. 6.

Ibid. , p. 6.



facts that have supernatural meaning and sense, but these "supernatural

facts" cannot be described in the language, for the language can be used
only to describe natural facts. Wittgenstein stipulates that this is so in
the following passages:

Our words used as we use them in science, are

vessels capable only of containing and convey-

ing mealrbing and sense, natural meaning and

sense.

There are no propositions which, in any a siolute
sense, are sublime, important, or trivial.

Therefore, Wittgenstein concludes, no ethical fact could be contained in
a book in which all the facts of the world were to be recorded. It is im-
possible to write a book containing "ethical facts, " or to write a "science
of Ethics," because, as he maintains:

. « » nothing we could ever think or say should be

the thing. . . . Ethics, if it is anything, is super-

natural and our words will only express facts; as a

teacup will only hold a teacup ofzwater and (sic) if

it were to pour a gallon over it.

The argument that Wittgenstein has just presented to establish that

Ethics cannot be expressed in the language is not laid out for all of us to
see, The premises on which he bases his conclusion are not clearly pre-

sented, but are only briefly referred to. Furthermore, Wittgenstein seems

to have two different arguments in mind, but fails to present them separately.

lolbid‘] p’ 7‘



The first argument is primarily based on his view of the nature of language.
The second argument is based on his view of the nature of mysticism. Con-
sidering that the latter argument shares some of the premises of the first
one, we shall omit its presentation and discussion until the last section

of this essay.

Wittgenstein's First Argument.

Wittgenstein's first argument, primarily based on his view of the
nature of language, can be presented in this schematic form:
(1} "Ethics" denotes judgments .of absolute value;

(2) No judgment of absolute value, or ethical judg-
ment, can be or imply any statement of fact;

(3) Language can only be used to state facts,
where the term "fact" is given a very tech-
nical definition; therefore,

(4) No "ethical fact" or "science of Ethics" can
be expressed verbally--Wittgenstein's "Ethics"
is beyond the power of words to describe.

It can readily be noticed that the premises on which Wittgenstein
bases his argument are open to criticism: premise (1) is a very limited
definition of Ethics; while premises (2) and (3) put a questionable limit on
what can be said in the language. That Wittgenstein's definition of Ethics
is a very peculiar and limited one can best be shown simply by following
his reasoning in a more specific example he gives to explain what he has
in mind when he says that ethical judgments are about absolute value. His

second and third premises, however, in which he gives a questionable view

of language, are more difficult to lay out and to refute. Our major effort



at criticizing Wittgenstein's first argument will be presented against his
view of language. His view of what Ethics is concerned with could just
as forcefully be criticized. However, Wittgenstein himself warns us
since the very beginning of his lecture that he will use the term "Ethics”
in a very special sense. Thus we can limit our efforts to noticing that his
definition of Ethics is indeed a very special one.

Ethics and Absolute Value

Wittgenstein says that when he wants to make clear to himself what
he has in mind or what he is trying to express when he feels tempted to use

expressions such as "absolute good," "absolute value," etc., he recalls
cases in which he would certainly use these expressions. Thus when he
wants to fix his mind on what he means by absolute or ethical value, it

always happens that the idea of one particular experience presents itself

to him which therefore is, in a sense, his experience par excellence and

this is the reason why, in presenting his lecture, he uses this experience
as his first and foremost example. Continuing, Wittgenstein says:

I will describe this experience in order, if possible,
to make you recall the same or similar experiences,
so that we may have a common ground for our inves-
tigation. I believe the best way of describing it is
of the world. And I am then inclined to use such
phrases as "how extraordinary that anything should
exist" or “how extraordinary that the world should
exist."” I will mention another experience straight
away which I also know and which others of you
might be acquainted with: it is, what one might
call, the experience of feeling absolutely safe.
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I mean the state of mind in which one is inclined to
say "1 am safe, nothing can injure me whatever
happens."

It must be noticed that in this passage Wittgenstein has made an
important shift from talking of "Ethics" in the sense of ethical judgments
to Ethics1 in the sense of a special kind of experience which one feels
tempted to describe as being of "absolute value,” or as wondering at the
existence of the world, and feeling absolutely safe. Wittgenstein does

not justify this shift from "Ethics" to Ethics Perhaps he meant to say

1
that "Ethics," in the sense of ethical discourse, uses the absolute sense
of value judgments to describe experiences of absolute value, or Ethics1 .

If this is so, then "Ethics" or ethical discourse is limited--by definition--
to the description of a special kind of experience, thereby ruling out all
discourse involving questions of right and wrong, moral duty and obligation,

etc., which are part of the concept of Ethics as it is normally understood.

The Rules of Syntax.

Wittgenstein never says in his lecture that he has some special
views of his own about what makes sense to say in language. However,
many of the remarks he makes in this lecture are rather obscure until they
are seen in the context of the theory of language he expounded in his pre-
vious work, the Tractatus, Let us follow Wittgenstein as he continues his
lecture, and let us see how he slowly becomes inveclved in some of the

consequences of holding the Tractatus view of language.

13Ib:’Ld. ., p. 8.
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Having given a description of two experiences that, as he says,
are the best examples for explaining what he means by "absolute value, "
Wittgenstein adds, "Now let me consider these experiences. . . . And
there the first thing I have to say is, that the verbal expression which we
give to these experiences is nonsense! If I say 'I wonder ét the existence
of the world' I am misusing language. ul

The claim that the expression "I wonder at the existence of the
world" is nonsensical due to its misusing the language, it must be noticed,
is the same kind of claim that Wittgenstein ma]rces when he says that it is
impossible to write a book containing "ethical facts," or when he says that
"Ethics, if it is anything, is supernatural and our words will only express

11

facts; . . . ." This is the claim that for a proposition to make sense it
must follow both the grammatical and the logical syntaxes of the language.
That is, a proposition makes sense if it is expressed in accordance with
the syntactical rules of grammar and if it is formed in accordance to the
syntactical rules of logic--if its logical form represents correctly the
possible "fact" it purports to describe.15 In the case of the proposition
"I wonder at the existence of the world" Wittgenstein argues that it vic-
lates both syntaxes and is, therefore, nonsensical on those two accounts.

n

The Locution "I wonder at. . .".

First, Wittgenstein argues for the nonsensicality of the expression

14Ibid. s P 8o

5 ,
See next section,
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"I wonder at the existence of the world" by saying that it violates the
proper use of the locution "I wonder at., . .", thus violating the gramma-
tical syntax of the language. Wittgenstein begins by affirming that it
makes perfectly good sense to say that I wonder at something being the
case if I can imagine it not to be the case. For example, it makes sense
to say that I wonder at the size of a dog which is bigger than any I have
ever seen before, because I could conceive of a dog of a normal size at
which I would not wonder. Similarly, it makes sense that one may wonder
at the existence of a house when, having imagined it had been demolished,
one sees it again. Now, unlike these two examples, it does not make
sense to say "I wonder at the existence of the world" because it is not
possible to imagine the world not existing: what would it be like to ima-
gine nothing? If, on the other hand, this expression were used to mean
that I wonder at the world around me being as it is rather than in some
other way, then there would not be any problem. Even the statement "I
wonder at the sky being blue" would make sense if it were to be inter-
preted as stating that I wonder at the sky being blue rather than, say,
clouded. However, if I say "I wonder at the sky being whatever it is,"
then I am misusing the language, for I am not allowing for any possible
alternative situations for the locution "I wonder at. . ." to describe.
Wittgenstein claims, in other words, that the expression "I wonder at the
existence of the world" violates the grammatical rule according to which

the locution "I wonder at. . ." is meaningfully used only when the dots
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following "at" can be replaced by some possible situations that could be
alternatives of the one being described, If nothing can possibly be offered
as an alternative to the situation being described, then the locution is being
misused, and nothing meaningful is being said.

A Grammatical Mistake.

The above argument can be criticized on the grounds that Wittgenstein
is giving an erroneous account of the proper use of the locution "I wonder
at. . .". Itis simply not the case that such a locution is meaningfully
used only when some possible alternatives can be offered to the situation
being described. Wittgenstein, it must be remembered, was not a native
speaker of the English language, thus a grammatical mistake on his part
should not be thought of as being impossible or too surprising.

The grammatical mistake that Wittgenstein seems to make is that

11

of confusing some of the characteristics of the locution "I wonder about. . .
with those of "I wonder at. . .". If I say that I wonder about something
being the case, it means that I am not certain about some aspects of it.

If I say that I wonder about the size of a certain dog, for example, I

might mean to say that I wonder whether the dog is one or two feet long,
etc. While if I say that I wonder about something being the case, and I

do not mean to say that I am not certain about some aspects of it, then,

to use the language properl_y, I should say that I wonder at something being

the case. In the example of the dog, this means that if I am not wonder-

ing about its size, in the sense that I am not certain whether it is one or
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two feet long, but am rather wondering at its size, in the sense that I am
surprised by it, then, to use the language properly, I should say that I
wonder at the size of this dog rather than I wonder about the size of this
dog. Thus, in the case of the locution "I wonder about. . .", it seems
possible to come up with a general rule of syntax whereby it is claimed
that I can meaningfully say that I wonder about something being the case
only if I can imagine it not being the case, or as being different than the
way it is being described. On the other hand, when I say that I wonder at
the size of a certain dog, I am simply saying that I am surprised by its size,
regardless of whether it may be one or two feet long, etc., and do not need
to imagine any other possible alternatives.

Wittgenstein's claim, that it makes sense to say that I wonder at
the size of a dog which is bigger than any I have ever seen before because
I could conceive of a dog of a normal size at which I would not wonder,
can be shown to be erroneous simply by noticing that it makes perfectly
good sense for someone who has never seen a dog before to be amazed by
the size of a dog when he finally sees one and say that he wonders at the
size of that dog. This is to say that the locution "I wonder at. . ." func-
tions in the language in such a way that it does not require imaginable al-
ternatives filling the dots following "at" in order for the locution to make
sense.

Wittgenstein, so it seems, makes the mistake of thinking that the

above mentioned syntactical rule that was said could apply to the locution
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"I wonder about. . ." applies also to the locution "I wonder at. . .".

Thus he sees the expression "I wonder at the size of this dog" on the

model of "I wonder about the size of this dog," and says that the expres-
sion "I wonder at the size of this dog" is meaningful because I could
concelive of a dog of another size. Because of this he sees the expression
"I wonder at the existence of the world" on the model of "I wonder about

the size of this dog," and says that the expression "I wonder at the
existence of the world" is not meaningful because I cannot conceive the
existence of nothing. Wittgenstein seems to think that the locution "I

wonder at. . ." is only a special case of the locution "I wonder about. . .
and that both operate in the language in the model of "I wonder about. . .".
He therefore arrives at the mistaken conclusion that one can say he won-

ders at something being the case only if he can imagine it not being the case.

Seeing the World as a Miracle.

Having established that Wittgenstein's analysis of the locution "I
wonder at. . ." is most likely based on a mistaken interpretation of a rule
of grammatical syntax, one wonders about the relevance of that analysis
for his thesis that Ethics is beyond the power of words to express. A
logical solution to this puzzle seems to be that Wittgenstein is offering a
supporting argument for his thesis. That is, if he argues as he does that
Ethics is beyond language to describe, and if he argues as he does that
the expression "I wonder at the existence of the world" is an attempt at

describing a feeling of absolute value--which by virtue of his definition is
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the subject matter of Ethics--then, to avoid a blatant contradiction in his
thesis, he must prove that the expression "I wonder at the existence of
the world" fails to be descriptive or to make any sense. He attempted

n

to prove this by arguing that the locution "I wonder at. . ." is being mis-
used due to its violating a rule of grammatical syntax, which we established
not to be the case. Now he attempts the same by arguing that the expres-
sion "I wonder at the existence of the world" violates the rules of logical
syntax.

Continuing his analysis of the expression "I wonder at the existence
of the world," Wittgenstein says that perhaps this expression is a description
of ". . . the experience of seeing the world as a miracle."16 But a iniracle,
he adds, could not be described by lanquage, for language, like the sci-
entific way of looking at a miracle, robs the miracle of its miraculous qual-
ity or makes its description non-miraculous. Wittgenstein's own example
might be useful here:

Take the case that one of you suddenly grew a
lion's head and began to roar. Certainly that
would be as extraordinary [and miraculous] a
thing as I can imagine. Now whenever we
should have recovered from our surprise, what
I would suggest would be to fetch a doctor and
have the case scientifically investigated and if
it were not for hurting him I would have him
vivisected. And where would the miracle have

got to? TFor it is clear that when we look at it in
this way everything miraculous has disappeared. . . .

16”W1.E", p. 11,
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The truth is that the scientific way of looking at

[emphasis added]

This passage suggests that the "scientific way of looking at a fact"
is simply to look for a natural explanation. However, it is possible that
Wittgenstein had also in mind the theory of language that he had expounded
in the Tractatus. In the light of that theory of language, it is possible to
suggest that by "the scientific way of looking at a fact" Wittgenstein means
the analysis of a fact into its atomic components. If this is done for a
"miraculous"” fact, no component would be four'1d to stand for the "miraculous
element” in the "miraculous" fact. Thus whenever we analyze a "miraculous"”
fact we find that its miraculous quality escapes any possible description
and that all we are left with is a non-miraculous fact. In other words, just
as a miracle ceases to be seen as such when we investigate it like any other
fact, so our experience of seeing the world as a miracle, or wondering at
the existence of the world, ceases to be seen as a miraculous experience
or a source of wonder when we use language to describe it., This is so
because language, when it follows what Wittgenstein calls "the scientific
method of looking at a fact," can only say that which is analyzable into its

18 )
atomic components. Therefore, the miraculous cannot be captured or

17 1bid. , pp. 10-11.

8Wittgenstein‘s reasons for assuming this is so will be easier to
understand in the light of the remarks about language he makes in the
Tractatus. See next section.
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expressed by language. ". . . we cannot express what we want to express
and . . . all we say about the absolute miraculous remains nonsense."
From this follows Wittgenstein's conclusion that the expression "I wonder
at the existence of the world" is nonsensical in that it fails to say what
the experience of seeing the world as a miracle is like.

We Cannot Say What We Cannot Say.

The argument that Wittgenstein presents to prove that the expres-
sion "I wonder at the existence of the world" is nonsensical seems to run
very smoothly to its obvious conclusion. However, it has a major flaw:
it contains the same questionable premise of the argument in support of
which it is being presented. As we have seen, Wittgenstein's conclusion,
that Ethics is beyond language to describe, was based on the premise that
one could do only one thing in language and this was to describe natural
"facts," and on the premise that "Ethics" consisted of absolute or super-
natural "facts". In his new argument about the nonsensicality of the ex-
pression "I wonder at the existence of the world," Wittgenstein makes the
same moves. He says that this expression purports to describe a super-
natural "fact", but it must fail to do so, for language can only describe
natural facts. The expression fails to be descriptive of the experience
which it is supposed to express in language, because no expression in
the language can state a supernatural "fact". The experience must be

nonsensical because it pretends to state an ethical fact. It could, perhaps,

1
9"WLE" . p. 11 .
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state a non-ethical fact, but that was, supposedly, already ruled out by
Wittgenstein's analysis of "I wonder at. . .".

It seems obvious that Wittgenstein has not presented a convincing
argument for the nonsensicality of the expression "I wonder at the existence
of the world." Yet, he is not willing to recognize that that expression stands
in blatant contradiction with his thesis that Ethics, or judgments of absolute
value, is beyond words. Whenever he finds some possible evidence for the
absurdity of his premises, he declares these evidences to be "nonsensical,"”
An example of this attitude is found in the following passage. Foreseeing a
possible criticism of his view on what counts as a fact, Wittgenstein says
that someone might argue this way:

. . . if certain experiences constantly tempt us
to attribute a quality to them which we call ab-
solute or ethical value and importance, this
simply shows that by these words we don't mean
nonsense, that after all what we mean by saying
that the experience has absolute value is just a
fact like other facts and that all it comes to is
that we have not yet succeeded in finding the
correct logical analysis of what we mean by our
ethical and religious expressions.

Naturally, Wittgenstein objects to such a proposition, although
the detailed reasoning underlying his objection is simply not elaborated in

this lecture. He says that if such an argument is presented to him, then

he suddenly realizes:

20Ibid. . p. 11,



