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Introduction

There is a certain amount of doubt among modern philosophers as to what
a philosophical study of morals should be like. After Moore's Principia
Ethica and Wittgenstein's Tractatus with the resulting rejection of
metaphysics of any kinds ethics as it had been studied previously seemed
to be finished. The notion that through some kind of total or complete
explanation of the world, man's place in the scheme of things would be
revealed, and his duties, obligations, etc made clear, seemed to be no
longer tenable,

Wittgenstein for reasons which I will explain in detail, and
which were in the wmain the result of =z certain atomistic theory of
language, was forced to conclude towards the end of the Tractatus that
'in'the world everything is as it is, and everything happens as it does
happen; in it no value exists——end if it did exist, it would have no
value. If there is any velue that does have value, it must lie outside
the whole sphere of what happens and is the case. For all that happens
and is the case is accidentzl.! And that 'It is impossible for there to
be propositions of ethics. Propositions can express nothing that is
higher. I%t is clear that ethics cannot be put into words. EKthics is
transcendental.!

licore changed the perspective of moral philosophy by claiming
that the term 'good' was indefinsble; and he claimed that previous moral

philosophers had been mistaken in attempting to define good' in terms



of some other non-natural entity such as 'happiness' or ‘rationality'.
It was the linguistic aspect of Moore's philosophy which appealed to
later writers; and there came to be less metaphysics in ethical theory,
and more attention paid to the actual structure and workings of moral
language.

The central question of ethics changed from 'What is goodness?!
where an answer was expected in terms of some resl and permanent structure
of the world, to the question 'What is the activity of valuing?'. The
task becomes one of an analysis of the familiar human activity of
endowing things with value. The 'good' is no longer to be talked of
as something real or transcendent.

Problems of ethical theory were now to be regsrded not zs
problems of morals but as problems of moral language. IEthicel theory
is to consist of the logical analysis of ordinary moral languesge ie, an
investigation into the nature of the terms and modes of ressoning which
are actually employed in discuésing and settling moral issues in practice.
The task of the moral philosovher is to strive after a clarification of
certain key concepts.

Ethical guestions such as 'What is the meaning of life?! or
'What is the right way of living?! or "What mekes life worth living?!
ﬁéfe set aside ésfbeihg'too'épédﬁié%ive; tdo ﬁetaph&siéél in kind.

I will suggest towards the end of this thesis that not enough
attention has been paid to this type of question; and hope to show why
I am of the opinion that a meaningful, and worthwhile discussion can
be had on these matters. I will suggest that theéese questions are

'genuine' questions, and that one can, for example, distinguish between



appearance and reality in a men's life,

The plan of this thesis will be as follows. I will present
what Wittgenstein thought of as the characteristic features of ethicss
and this particular notion of ethics must be borne in mind throughout
the thesis. Consideration of his notion of ethics, leads one to raise
certain questions which have largely been ignored in recent ethical
inguiry.

Secondly by an examination of the Tractatus I hope to bring
out that the few remarks on ethics which it contains, are not just
a few propositions added on fo what is primarily a work of logiec,
language, inference etcsy but are the necessary result of the view
of language, and its relation to the world, which he held at that time.

At the time of the Tractatus he thought of language as being
primarily descriptive. Ethical propositions were not descriptive as
there was nothing for them to déscribe. Therefore they must be
meaningless.

In the second chapter I want to show how his views on ethics
changed and developed as he came to hold a different and less

rigourous view of language. I will do this through an examination

of the 'Lecture on Ethics'. I will also refer to the Philosophical

In&estigéfidﬁs as T think that his later remarks on ethics are very

similar to his discussion of language, logic, and matheéematics, as
given in that book. The notion of 'intelligibility' becomes important
Ythere are certain replies one can make and certain questions one can
ask and others which would mean nothing's This is implied in the

Tractatus but it is not worked out znd couldn't be with the view of



language which he held at thaf time,

But his view of 1anguége had’ changed, and he held that every
proposition belongs to a system of propositions and that there are
several of these systems. He no longer thought that one could give a
general account of propositions in terms of truth functions. The
formal rules or internal relafions of one system were not those of
another. And only certain remarks are intelligible in what one
might call the language game of ethical judgements.

Having in the first two chapters dealt almost exclusively
with an account of the Tractatus and the 'Lecture on thics'; T
feel that it is necessary for me to comﬁent in greater detail on
what has been said so far. His remarks on ethics are few and often
cryptic. One gets the impression that he left many things unsaid,
but his remarks do, I think, point the way to further inguiry.

The third chapter consists of remarks on ethics which, T
think, follow from what has been said so far. And I draw certain con-
clusions from these remerks which I think he might agree with. In
general the discussion is based on notions which had special importance
for Wittgenstein. The notions of intelligibility and meaning in
language are compared with the notions of intelligibility in life. I
try to apply to ethics certzin notions which Wittgenstein used in
general in his discussions on epistemology and logic, eg, the notion
of "and S0 ONe..'3 thatHunderstanding might be said to consist in "know-
ing how to éé ;;;”a; opposed to some kind of weird mental processi that
the giving of reasons must come to an endj that one shouldn't look for a

tfoundation' for logic (or for ethics for that matter). There are also



various remarks on 'rule-governed behaviour'; the notion of 'mistake!
in a man's life and the implications of this.

The fourth chapter consists of a more detailed discussion of
two points raised in the third chapter. I discuss the suggestion
that there are deep connections between what makes discourse possible,
and what wakes possible the kind of life that has meaning. And I then
suggest an explanation of why some rules in a society are singled out
as having the status of 'moral rules! and others are not. This will
lead to the position that there is no common agreement on what con—
stitutes human good or harm; and to the unpopular conclusion that
human good, far from being independent of the moral beliefs people
hold, is in fact determined by them.

What may appear to be a disproportionately large portion of
this paper must be devoted to matters whose bearing on the nature of
ethics is not immediately evident. That is to say, the first chapter
is devoted to a discussion of the Tractatus; but this is essential
as without some understanding of this work; one cannot appreciate how
. Wiftéenstein was able to arrive at the novel conclusioﬁ that 'there
. can be no ethical pyopqs;tiqns'.‘“A,discussion as to the nature of
' langﬁaée and;its relation to reality as Wittéenstein saw it at the
time of the Traétatus is an essential part of this fhesis and cannot
be skipped as a tiresome and time~wasting preliminary.

To the accusation that this thesis should be limited to
either an exegesis of Wittgenstein's views, or, a discussion of

ethical theory, I can only say that I don't think the mere tracing



of another person's point of view to be a very valuable undertaking
'ih philosophy. In support of the general strategy of this thesis I

quote from the preface to the Philosophical Investigations by

Wittgenstein, 'I should not like my writing to spare other people
the trouble of thinking. But, if possible, to stimulate someone to
thoughts of his own'. I am not using this quotation in defense of
any erroneous conclugions which might be arrived at in this thesis;
these must stand or fall on their own merit. But the attempt is,

I think, quite in order.

Wittgenstein had pointed out that there are many books written
on ethics in which there is no mention of specific moral nroblems,
Part of the point here is that a moral vocabulary cannot be understood
except against the background of a certain kind of social life. Wany
twentieth century philosophers write as if morality, and with it,
moral philosophy, exiétedvépaft froé;alllédcialfforms. This‘is mig-—
leading. A moral philosopher is neifher a scientist nor a preacher.
He is concerned with gaining some understanding of the nature of
morality as such. Thié pre—sﬁﬁposes some idea as to the nature of
ethical inquiry. T think that_faced with the‘problem of scepticism
we tend to fly to the other extreme and adopt some kind of wetaphysical
system. The sceptic presents us with a certain model - a certain way
of seeing ethics. He suggests that given any mﬁral situation - a
desériptioﬁ of the situation is compatible with any conclusion. The
logic of the sceptic seems‘unaSSailable, and he claims to have

eliminated the possibility of justifying ethical conclusions by



deductive or casual inference. If ethical conclusions cannot be
Jjustified in either of these two ways, it seewms that they cannot be
"Jjustified at all. It seems that one has to accept the fact that
they have no truth values, are not really propositions at all. They
come to be viewed as emotive expressions, and much energy and
recourse is used in the cereful examination of their preseriptive
and commendatory function.

But the situation is rarely as clear as it first looks.
The position of straightfofward rroblems of logic, tidy little
dichotomies is to be viewed with suspicion. (Think of Austin's
freatﬁent of The Argument from Illusion in 'Sense and Sensibilia'.)
The model of ethical reasoning which the sceptic presents is mis-
leading. The problem is seen as one of getting logically from,
say, a description of an event to a judgement on the event. But
this model blinds us, forces us to see ethics in a certain way.
An& iﬁ a;wai whiéﬁ I think is.se;iously.misleading, though not
entirely unproductive. Ve muét/shake off our habit of viewing
ethics through spectacles provided for us by the sceptic. A
character in'oneiofsJohn Galsworthy's novels remerks that he no .
longer views people as beiﬁg good or bad but rafher as comié or
pathetic. This remark maj seem bizarre to an ethical absolutist.
Bizarre foo, is thé remérk bygthe scgptic that discussion in
ethics is discussion coﬁcerniﬁg matters df taste. ‘Bﬁt these
remarké do change our perspective. And it is in doing this that
they are valuable. -

The point of studying:ethics:is not to find some system



which will enable us to 'look ub' the answers to our moral problems,
neither will we find some method which ensbles us to categorise those
around us unegquivocably as 'good! or 'had!.

There are no answers to be found in ethics just as there are
no answers to be found in novels and plays.

To try and assign truth values to Yeats'! poems would be to
misunderstand what Yeats is trying to do. Poets, novelists, tell
us something about life, increase our understanding of life. A
study of ethics should have a similar effect. One can-gain consgid=-
erable insight into the nature of morality by reading literature,

I have used Wittgenstein to give some form to this thesis
becauée his Tractatus seems to lead to the typicel sceptic's
position as regards justifying our ethical judgements. And because
the method he uses in 'The Philosophical Investigations' seems to
be the one most likely to give us some insight into the nature of
morality. - |

Don't ask whether the painting is 'good' or 'bad'. Try and
see it for what it is. (Wittgenétein's expression - 'give it a:face'J
Think of what is called 'giving advice! in this connecﬁion. Sometimes
this is simply impossible. In Graham Green's novel, 'The End of the
Affair',.Sarah,lwhd is'a Cathblid, is having.an affair. All the
priest can do is remind her that she is é Catholic. She is fully
aware of all the facts. In this situation there is nothing which
could count as 'the giving of advi&e'. :Sometimes though one can
'make a sifuation clearer to a person?!, get them to see things in a

different light, change their perspective. And this may help them.



What you can't do is consult a chart or loock at the stars and tell
them what they ought to do. Moral problems are not scientific

problems and neither are they exercises in logic.



Chapter 1

In:Principia Ethica Moore-explains the term ethics as‘béing the general
inguiry iﬁto what.is gooa.' Wittgenstein uses the term in a wider sense.
He gives a number of more or less synonymous expressions, and suggests
that the characteristic features which these exXpressions have in common
are the characteristic features of ethics.

Ethics he suggests, is the inguiry into what is valuable, or
into what is really important, or, the inguiry into the meaning of life,
or, into what makes life worth living, ér into the right way of living.

The Tractatus speaks of 'problems of life', and Wittgenstein
thought that it was strange that one could find books on ethics in
which there was no mention of a genuine ethical or moral problem.

What then led him to the conclusion in the Tractatus thate
-6.42 'The sense of the world wust lie outside the world. In the world
everything is as it is, and eve:ything happens as it does hapﬁen: in
it no %aluévexisté-—and if it did‘exist it would have no value.' And
at 6,42 'And so it is imposéible for there to be propositions of ethics.
Propositions can express nothing that is higher.' And finally at 6.421
'Tt is clear that ethics cannot be put into words.!

To understand this it will be necessary to exaﬁine the
Tractatus. I will try and bring out the uhderlying logic, or, reasons
for his main dbctrines, and will pay special attention to the picture

theory. This should bring out why he was forced into the novel con-—
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clusions on ethics which he arrived at in that booke.

It is clear enough from an examination of the seven.main
propositions that the principle theme of the Tractztus is the
connection between language, or thought, and reality. And the main
thesis about this is that sentences are pictures of facts. Through
considerations of language and weaning he developed a metaphysical
system. His inquiry waes never in any way empirical. If we think
about the essence of langusge and neglect its superficial features
we will see that the foundations of language and reality had to be
as he described.

The world, WVittgenstein, said, was the totality of facts.

A fact was a kind of complex entity existing in the world, a group

of things arranged or combined in a certain way. Nost facts are
highly complex and composed of less complex facts. Ultimetely, and
this is a central point of Wittgenstein's system we get down to facts
which cannot be reduced. These, he calls, ztomic facts and the link
between language and reality consists in the relation of these stomic
facts and, what he calls, elementary propositions.

" He arrived at the existence of these atomic facts through
certg;nnoqnsiderations about language. In order that a proposition
could have sense, the world hed to have substance. And the substance
of the world was made up of objects. Each atomic fact was like a
.chain in which these objects ‘hang in one another'. The simplest
elementary propositions aré pictures of atomic facts. A1l other
propeositions were truth functions of elementary ones. Languagé is
the mirror in which the logical network of reality is *shown' or

reflected.
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This is to state his theory rather baldly. What I shall do
now isshow how he arrived at the theory of atomic facts and how he
Justified their existence. I will do this through an examination
of his notion of proposition. |

His argument rests on two assumptions. Namely, that the
correct analysis of a proposition gives it real meaning, and that
the meaning of any term is whatever it denotes. Russell had pointed
out the menner in which meny propositions cloak their real form.
Many propositions which looked like subject-predicate propositions
on analysis turned out to be existential propositions. Wittgenstein
in the Tractatus is showing that the forms of statements in ordinery
language are not a sufficient guide to the relation of such state~
ments to reality.

The real puzzle with which he is dealing in the Tractatus
" is that of how words signify at 21l. These questions can arise
after consideration of expressions such as 'the golden mountain?
or 'the present king of France'. How can we understand certain
propositions when they contain expressions which refer to nothing
at all?

Both Wittgenstein and Russell thought that the correct
analysis of a proposition expressed what a proposition really meante.

On fhis v&ew of anaiysis, the terms of a proposition can
be said to signify something indirectly, via the terms of the
gimpler propositions into ﬁhich it is analyzed. Thus the meaning
‘of:the tgfﬁs of“thé'aﬁalyzed proposition may be said to depend on

the meaning of the terms of the simpler propositions. But if the
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terms of the simpler propositions of the analysis are themselves
definable in other, still more basic terms, then their meaning
will be dependent on the meaning of‘those other terms. And this
process will continue as long as the terms st each level of the
analysis are still definable. But if the meaning of a term is

what it denotes as Wittgenstein thought, then the series cannot

go on for ever. At some point there had to be immediate connection
between sign and thing signified. There had to be a completed
route from words to something outside words which they denote,

and which is ultimately their meaning.

He says in the Notebooks: 'Compbnents of our proposition
can be analyzed by means of a definition, and must be, if we
want to approximate to the real structure of the proposition.

At any rate, then, there is a process of analysis. If it is
true that every defined sign signifies via its definitions then
presumably the chain of definitions must some time have an end',

The end, in the Tfactatus was the point at which one ﬁad
elementary propositions, consisting entirely of nemes——of terms
that could not be defined. It is af this point that one has the
immediate connection, hé thoﬁght necessary between sign and thing
signified. This connection consisted of the relation of simple
nawmes standing over against,simple cbjects.‘

| Wittgenstein Was pointing out that unless one had this
immediate relation of 'signification' then you couldn't decide
whether any proposition hed sense. As he puts it in proposition

2.0211 'If the world had no substance than whether a proposition



had sense would depend on whether another proposition was true!.

His conviction that;the complete analysis of a proposition
would_result in elementary propositions consisting entirely of
names, has thus led him to é view of réality as consisting of
atomic facts which are concatenations of primary elements.which
he calls objects.

There must, he is saying, be objects if there are to be
propositions——if there is going to be anything in the shape of a
language. As he says at proposition 3.203 'A name means an object.
The object is its meaning! If there were no objects, the elementary
propositions would consist of terms that had no meaning and would
thus be meaningless. But as the meaning of 2ll propositions depends
ultimately on that of the elementary propositions, no propositions
would have any meaning. Therefore_Wittgenstein'céncludes that any
languzge, if it is to be meaningful; must be founded on names, on
indefinable terms that directly denote objects.

One can already gather that there is no room for ethical
propositions in his scheme of things. Our words to be meaningful
must refe:lto facts; and there i;;consgqpently no room for value
statements.l ' The expressions we use in ethics mst be meaningless
' foi thereiis;nothinévfor them to refer to. Language is primarily
descriptive and there is nothing for ethical expressions to describe.
The world is the totality of. facts, of the counterparts in reality
of true propositions. And nothing but picturable situations can
be stated in propositionsf There‘is therefore much that is

inexpressible, and this includes ethics.
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Wittgenstein having stated that a proposition, at least an
elementary one, consisted entirely of names had a problem to face.
Because how can a list of names tell us anything? How can a mere
list of names state a fact? And he also thought it a puzzling
feature of language that we can understand a proposition even
though we have never heard it before (this is not the case with a
word). We can understand the sense of a proposition without any
previous acquaintance with it. To account for these matters
Wittgenstein thought that one must see a proposition as being a
picture of the situation it describes.

Understanding the sense of a proposition is knowing what
situation it describes. Just by looking at a proposition I can
tell what situation it descriﬁés; _Thérefofe he thought that the
proposition must be some kind of representation, or picture, of '
the situation. | o | |
4.021 A proposition is a picture of realitys for if I understand
‘ ﬁ.prqposition, I know the situation that it represents. And I.
uhderétépd:thé'proppsition ﬁithput having had its_éensé e#plaiﬁed
to me. EREEREE | | |
4,022 A proposition shows its senée. A proposiﬁion shows how
things sf%nd if it is tfue.

4.03 A pfoposition communicates ; situation to us and so it mst
be essentially éonnectéd with'the‘situation. And the connexion
is precisely that it is its logical picture. When Wittgenstein
says that propositions are pictures of reality, one thing which

he is trying to bring out is the way in which logic is fundamental
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in connexion with them. Logical form is common to both reality
and propositions.

In order for A to be a logical picture of B three conditions
are necessarys
(a) there must be a one to one correspondence between the components
of A and B.
(b) to every feature of the structure or form of A there must
correspond a feature of the structure or form of B.
(¢) there must be rules of projection connecting the components of
A and of B.
Probably this'third condition is the most important to bear in mind
when talking about picturing. Wittgenstein points this out at
propos1t10n 4.0101 'It is the fact that there is a general rule by
which we can derive them one from; another Wthh consututes the |

immer similarity of the score and the misic and the gramophone

record——for all that these seem about as diverse as things could be.'

And he had just referred to this inner similarity at 4.014 'A gramo-
phone record, the musicel idea, the written notes, and the sound
waves, all stand to one another in the same internal relation of
deplctlng that holds between language and the world.» Tney‘a:e all
constructed according to a common logical pattern.

Though Wittgenstein does say that 'reality is compared with
propositions', this is when he is going on to distinguish between
true and false propositions. And it is important not to confuse
picturing reality with saying what is true i.e., not to confuse

what we do when we want 46 decide whether a proposition is true or
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false, and what we do when we want to decide whether it has sense.
He brings this out when he says at proposition 4.06 'A proposition can
be true or false only in virtue of being a picture of reality.!

One can understand a propositions it is not just a Jjunmble of
words. It is an arrangement of words which says something. What
we start with is just this recognition that it does say something.

We do not start by recognizing any correlation between it =znd anything
else. And this mekes it rather like recognizing a picture.

We may say that we understand a picture when we do not know
the scene from which it is taken. I may be comparing a drawing of
University Hall with the building itself., But in an important sense
I would see what the picture is, and even what it is of, even if 1
had never been to Hamilton.

When one says in Wittgenstein's sense that my sentences
picture reality, this does not mean simply that they are a true
description of what is happening. Rather it is because they do
picture reality that they can describe anything at all. It is
because of their logical form, because they are propositions, because
they say something,.

You understand something that is said. It is possible to say
something——i.e., there are expressions which picture reality. And a
picturing of reality is possible because there is a general rule—a
rule by which we distinguish between sense and nonsense.

Part of the point here is that there must be logic if there

are empirical propositions——propositions which we can understand

without knowing whether they are true or false. This is what
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Wittgenstein means at proposition 6.124 'The propositions of logic
describe the scaffolding of the world, or rather they renresent it.
They have no subject matter. They presuppose that names have ﬁeaning
and elementary propositions sense; and that is their connexion with
the world.' Logic, as Wittgenstein says, pervades the world.

One cannot talk as if the truth or falsity of empirical
statements, or the possibility of empirical statements at all, were
something logic has nothing to do with. As though the relation of
logic to the world were something external as it were. |

There can be no 'proving' that empirical propositions depend
on logic. To understand the relation of logic znd empirical propositions
is tp become clear about what can be said and What‘can only be shown.
We recognize the relation of logic to empirical propositions when we
see them as picturing.

Wittgenstein stresses that the sense of a nroposition must be
independent of the facts at proposition 4.061 'It must not be overlooked
that a proposition has a sense that is independent of the facts; other-
wise one can easily suppose that true or false are relations of equal
status between signs and what they signify.!

If I say"the pen is on the desk' this may be true or false.
If it is false, it says just what it would if it were true. Otherwise
I would never know what was true or false. When Wittgenstein says at
4.061 '"The propositions p and -p have opposite senses but it is one
and the same reality that corresponds to them', he means that one must
have sense if the other does. This is one reason why he says that

tautologies and contradictions are not victures of reality 'they do not
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represent any possible situation. For the former =2dmit all possible
situations and the latter none.' He is insisting on the point that
the sense is independent of the facts. What gives sense to p is also
what gives sense to -p. But.what makes p true is not what makes -p
true. »

When he says that a bréﬁositién éhows its seﬁse this is
becausé I can ﬁnderstand a sentence that I have never heard before.

I could not understand a word I had never met before.

You could ssy that no one can explain to me what 'saying
something' is. 'Saying' and *having sense' are the same. It is
in saying something that a proposition pictures reality. This is
why he says that tautologiés, and contradictions lack sense, they
show that they say nothing.

I said vreviously that there must be a one to one correlation
between the components of a picture and those of the thing pictured.
This must also hold of a proposition and the situation it describes.
Now, it is only elementary propositions that consist entirely of
names each directly denoting an object. Wittgenstein explains this
as followss
4.0311 One name stands for one thing, another for another thing
and they are combined with one another. In this way the whole gréup——
like a tableau vivant—-presents a state of éffairs}

4.0312 The possibility of propositions is based on the principle that
objects have signs as their representatives.
4.04 In a proposition there must be exactly aé:many disfinguishable

: barts-asfiﬁ the situation it'représents.j The two must possess the



20

gsame logical multiplicity..t

4.041 This matﬁematical mul%iplicity, of course, caﬁnot itself be

the subject of depiction. One cannot get away from it when depicting.
One might object that it is impossible for a series of names

to state a fact—picture a state of affairs. But this would be to

ignore the importance of the relations between the objects.

2.14 What constitutes a picture is that its elewments are related to

one another in a determinate way.

2.15 The fact that the elements of a picture are related to one

another in a determinate way represents that things are related to

one another in the same way.

If we call this connexion of its elements the structure of the

picture, and the possibility of this structure the pictorial form

of the picture then one can understand the following propositions.

2.151 Pictorial form is the possibility that things are related to

one another in the same way as the elements of the picture,

2.1511 fThat is how a picture‘is attaéhed to reslitys it reaches

right out to it.

2.1512 It is laid against reality like a measure.

What Wittgenstein is stressing is that there is a definite relation-

ship among the component names. They 2re arranged in a certain way

which is sigﬁificant; (just as the patches of paint in a picture are

related in a way which is significant). It is the fact that the words

of the propositional sign are related iﬁ the way they are that

rerresents the situation described.

Every proposition is a perfectly definite representational



picture of a certain perfectly determinate situation. Not s spatial
pricturebut a logical one. |

This is necessary because of his central doctrine that all
propositions are truth-functions of elementary propositions. An
elementary proposition, since it consists entirely of names of
definite objects, must describe a unique state of affairs. Any
proposition, then, being a truth-function of elementary propositions,
mist describe a determinate situation.

I have mentioned some of the most important theories held in
the Tractatus——the picture theory-—the notion of simples. And I
would now like to show how Wittgenstein came to realize thaf these
major doctrines were false. |

He had held that the world divides into facts (not things),
and into a uniyuely determined set of atomic facts. He also held
that any proposition had one and only one final form_pf analysis—
into elementary propositions——which in turn consisted of names wﬁich
stood over against simple objects.: The kihd of relation in which
names stand to the object they name is seen as simple or uniform.

So we arrive at a situation where we have a metaphysical bedrock of
hard fact. The assumption is that the ultimate constituents of any-
thing are fixed in the very nature of the thing.

For any.thing x there isyonly one correct answer to the
question 'what'éfe the ultimété:coﬁstifﬁehts of x?' (3.25 A pro-
position has one and only one complete snalysis.) But this is not so.
And Wjittgenstein came to realize that the siﬁple components of a thing

are not given'in reality. One account or =nalysis may be better for
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some purposes, or more appropriste. He points this out in section 47

of the Philosophical Investigations where he says: 'If I tell someone

without further explanation: 'What I see before me is composite'!, he
will have the right to ask"What do you mean by composite?', for there
are all sorts of things that fhat can mean'. |

The question 'Is what you see composite?® makes good sense if
it is already established what kind of complexity is meant i.e., which
particular use of the word is in question.

'To the philosophical guestion 'Is the visual image of this
tree composite, and what are its component parts?' the correct answer
iss 'That depends on what you understand by composite' (And that is
of.course not an answer but a rejection of the question)'.

With this realization Wittgenstein removed the plausibility
Qf his earlier position—that there was a final and cowmplete analysis
of anything, be it propositions, states of affairs, or general
propositions for that matter.

Another argumenf to. be foﬁhd_in the - Tractatus for the
existence of indefinable signs, concerns the determinateness of sense
of propositions. He states in the Tractatus at 3.23 'The requirement
that simple signs be possible is the requirement that sense be
determinate.! And at 3.251 'What a proposition expresses it
expresses in a determinate manner which can be set out clearly.t

Evérythihg in the world is éé it:is. And.thé sense of a
proposition is the situation it describes. Now as nothing in the
world is indefinite or vague, then the sense of a proposition must

upon analysis be seen to be perfectly definite. Therefore it was
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natural for Wittgenstein to think that all propositions were
analyzable into elementary propositions as only these were free
from all ambiguity. He describes his thought on this matter in

gection 91 of the Philosophical Investigations: 'It may come to

look as if there were a final analysis of our forms of language,
and so a single completely resolved form of every expression. And
in section 99 he says: 'The sentence must have a definite sense.
An indefinite sense——that would not really be a sense at all. An
indefinite boundary is not really a boundary at all. But is this
true?'.

In the Tractatus his account of language was not any sort
~of empirical description. He was giving an account of the essence
-of language, of the concealed foundations. The account was not in
any way 'seen' to be true. He simply maintained that the foundations
of language must be as he described them. Later when he looked
closely at the workings of language; made an attempt to 'command a
clear view of the functioning of words', he realized that his
position had been both misleading and false.

In section 88 of the Investigations he says: 'If I tell someone

'Stand roughiy there! may not this explanation work perfectly well?

And cannot every‘other oﬁe fail as well?' In other words it just

ié not true that every proposition has an absolutely definiﬁe sense.
Many of the things we say are inexact and indefinife, and could not

be otherwise. So Wittgenstein had to drop this notion of a supposed
standard of absolute definiteness. And airmg with it go many of the

fundamental tenets of the Tractatus.



I will give one final example of the kind of mistake he was
making in the Tractatus. He had held that a proposition could be
analyzed into simpler propositions and that this process of analysis
mekes the meaning of the propositions clearer. Now though analysis
may in certain cases help, it certainly isn't the most important
way of telling us what a giveh form of words means.

Section 63 of the Investigations: 'To say, that a sentence in (v)

is an 'analyzed' form of one in (a) readily seduces us into thinking
that the former is the more fundamental forms that it alone shows
what was meant by the other znd so on.' Wittgenstein shows how

misleading this is in section 60 of the Investigations: 'When I

says 'My broom is in the corner', —is this really a statement
about the broomstick and the brush? Well, it could at any rate

be replaced by a statement giving the position of the stick and
the position of the brush. And this statement is surely a further
analyzed form of the first one. —But why do I call it 'further
analyzed'? --Well, if the broom is there, that surely means that
the stick and brush must be there, and in a particular relation

t0 one another; and this was as it were hidden in the sense of the
first sentence, and is expressed in the analyzed sentence. Then
does someone who says that the broom is in the corner really

mean: the broomstick is there, and so is the brush, and the
broomstick is fixed in the brush? —If we were to ask anyone if
he meant this he would probably say that he had not thought
specially of the broomstick or specially of the brush at all. And

that would be the right answer, for he meant to spezk neither of
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the stick nor of the brush in particular.
I hope to have shown to a certain extent how Wittgenstein

shows in the Philosophical Investigations that language is not, even

in some hidden way as he had represented it in the Tractatus. There ‘

is no one pattern to be revealed, no single account to be offered,
no small set of definite rules. On the contrary, the forms and uses
of languages are infinitely various., A langusge is like a whole
family of games, and the rules for, the purposes of, the ways of
playing these games are themselves endlessly diverse.

I hope that I have also given some idea of his wiew of
language as given in the Tractatus. At that time he saw language
as being primarily descriptive, the uses of language were not
diverse. Language described facts. Bthical propositions weren't
descriptions as there was nothing for them to describe, therefore
they were meaningless. And so he was forced by the misleading
picture which he had of 1anguage and its relation to the world to
conclude that 'All propositions are of eyual value'.

This must be so because propositions describe facts and
all facts are on the same level. 6.41 'In the world everything
is as it is, and everything happéns as it does happen: in it no
value exists.!

Thére can be no value in the world because how things are
in the world,is.purely'cbntihgent. ;fopositions can only relate
to the world and therefore any attempt to utter value propositions
mst necessarily be meaningless. This is why Wittgenstein says

that we strive against the limits of language. Propositions
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can express nothing that is higher. We may strive, we may do violence
to language but we are doomed to failure because that which we wish to
express concerns value, and our words can only express facts.

The correct method in philosophy would be to say nothing
but propositions of natural science. By propositions of natural
science Wittgenstein means propositions about the world. Any person
who wanted to say something ethical or metaphysical must be shown
that he has failed to give a meaning to certain signs in his
propositionse.

Some of the positivists thought that with the Tractatus,
the distinction between good and evil went out of the window, but
this was a sad misunderstanding of the books Carnap for example
is reputed to have said in comment on proposition seven of the
Traqtatus (What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence)
'Yes we must be silent but not about anything';

Wittgenstein never denies the reality of the distinction
between good and evil. Rather what he holds is that it is because
of what judgements of good and evil do mean that it is pointless
to look for their meaning in any events or facts that might be found
by science, or in the world.2 To understand the Tractatus is to
understand why Wittgenstein found it necessary to conclude that
there could be no ethical propositionsi but it is not to be
shocked or horrified by this. He is not claiming that his theory
has shown thaf the reality of the distinction between good and evil
is an illusion. But he did feel his theory showed was that fhe

sense of the world must lie outside of the world, and that therefore
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ethics could not be put into words. This will become clearer in
the next chapter.

The essence of trying to talk ethics consists in trying
not to talk facts. But he has shown that the world is the totalit&
of facts, and therefore significant propositioné must on analysis
refer to these. Thus there is no place for ethical propositions
in his system.

The few remarks on ethics which come at the end of the
Tractatus are extremely difficult to understand. Part of the point
is, I think, that whatever ethics is, it can't be explained in terms |
of something which it is not. Question: 'What is methematics?!
Answer: 'That which you find in mathematics books.' Question: 'What
is the nature of morality?' Answer: This will start to come clear
to one who has faced moral dilemmas, who has begun to appreciate
what certain novelists from Francois Mauriac to Dostoyevskey are
trying to tell us. My point is that you can't explain the nature'of
morality in terms of pleasure, or the happiness, or the consequences
of certain acts. Perhaps a few remérks on aesthetics will serve to
make this clearer.

To understand what is great about J.D. Salinger'!s ‘'Catcher
. inﬁthgmgxg‘lislto‘a great extent to rémember.what it.felt like to .
be an‘adoiéSCent. (We've 21l been adolescents and this in part might
explain its popular appeal.)

It has been suggested that Norman Mailer is a 'religious!’
writer. To understand this it is necessary that one has asked one~-

self religious questions. If one has never felt the need to



do this then one will never really understand this remark no
matter how carefully one reads the works.

Just what mekes a work of art great or sentimental or
religious or whate;ér always slips through the critics' fingers.
It is something like this which is possibly being suggested in
the Tractatus.

We can't explain the nature of morality in the way in
which a logician can show us why 2 given argument is valid or in
the way in which a doctor can account for our stiff neck by point-
ing to the open kitchen window.

I think that this is part of the point of proposition
6.421. 'It is clear that ethics cannot be put into words.' The
main value of the few cryptic remarks on ethics in the Tractatus
is the implicit rejection, contained in them, of our normal way
of 'doing' ethics. A rejection for example of the idea of setting
ethics on somelkihd‘of iﬁdubitablé base. 6:422. When an ethical
.law'bf the form 'Thou shalt.;.,‘ is laid down; one's first‘thoughf
is, 'And what if I don't do it?' And of course any explanation,
any reasons which I supply here can be rejected by the sceptic.

And this is a feature of the logic of ethical statements. (I can't
‘prdVe' to you that a jéke is funny. The ndtion of 'proof' doesn't
have any application in ‘talking of jokes.) Similarly I can't‘really
e:iplain to you that PE s f‘ o -

It is clear that ethics canpot.be‘put into words' doesn't
mean that we don't or can't éay of certain acts that they are good

or bad, or of certain things that they are beautiful or ugly.
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Because this, of course, is just what we do. It is the way in which
we try to justify our ethical judgements which is misleading. !'The

sense of the.world mist lie outside of the world' is a rejection of

a 'waj of looking at ethics', one might say a 'scientific!' way.

At 6.43 we read 'The world of the havpy man is a different
one from that of the unhappy man'.

One might also talk here of the world of the good man, the
world of the humble man, the world of the man with understanding etc.
The point is that when I talk of the world in an ethical sense
I talk about how I see the world. If you wish I talk about 'my
ﬁorld'.

Strictly.speaking I cannot say in an ethical sense 'the
world is like this' only 'I see the world like this'.

The facts of the world don't change though my way of seeing
them does. This is why I cannot say in language wherein lies the
difference between the man who hes ‘understanding of life' and
the man who doesn't. The sceptid would readily admit that one
can understand chess, or even maethemeatics. But what on earth
would count as understanding life? Wittgenstein's point is that

the answer cénhét be given in words, cannot be expressed by means

of it all. He is pointing out the difficulties involved in this
type of question. How different it is from a scientific question.
He says a 6.52 'We feel that even when all possible scientific

questions have been answered, the problems of life remain completely

untouched. Of course there are then no questions left, and this



itself is the answer.' And yet he does talk about people to whom
the sense of life has become élear. This would meke one think
that the question 'What is the sense of 1life?' could be a genuine
question, though the answer could not be put into words.

It is often said that philosophy begins in wonder. And
it certainly is the case that wost people at some‘time or other
feel the need to ask themselves what 'everything is about'. Yet

the moment I formulate the question I see that there is something

peculiar about it. What sort of an answer could such a. question

have? Ordinarily, when I ask a question'about an object or thing,

I define it or put it into a class. 1 say something sbout its
relation to 'other' things, compare it and contrast it. And it
is for this reason that it seems impossible to say anything about
‘everything'. What class will fit 'everything'? Logically,

it seems, as if the question is meaningless. I cannot conceive
of a verbal answer which would be satisfactory.

Yet one is not satisfied by this exercise in logic. One
still wants to ask the question. Sometimes one feels that it is
fhe most profound guestion one could asks sometimes the only one
really worth asking. This is man's metgphysical instinct. And
it cannot be cured by logice.

Wittgenstein faced with this problem says: 'There are,
indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They meke them—
selves manifest. They are what is mystical.! Mystics have
genérally realized that there can be no verbal answer. They

claim rather to have a vision, a revelation, which explains
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without words why there is a universe, and what it is all about.
They claim to see the connections, the total relevance of everything
that happens. This of course escapes science, as science is selective
in its questions. Perhaps this is the kind of thing Wittgenstein
was suggesting.

The thorny question remains - Does this experience or
~revelation tell us anything about the universe or is it more akin
to a hallucination? This guestion hasn't been satisfactorily
answered., I don'tthink the mystics claim can simply be thrown out.
There is such a thing as discovery by 'reflection on the facts'.
And even Aristotle felt that the final purpose of vhilosophy was
contempla#ion.

When Prof. Wisdom talks about reflecting and coming to see
things 'as they really are', one oftens feels that this kind of

talk wanders (dangerously?) closelto nwsticismf

P



Chapter 2

| Thig chapter is based upon Wittgenstein's 'Lecture on Bthics', and
upon conversations which he had on the subject with Rush Rhees and
Friedrich Waismann. I hope to illustrate the way in which his views
on ethics changed as he developed a different notion of language. He
came to realize that one could not give an account of all propositions
in terms of truth functions. Rather that évery proposition belongs
to some system of propositions and that there are several of these
systemsy and that the formal rules or internal relations of one aré
not those of another.

| This is to suggest that we éhould look at what we are doing
when playing the language game of ethical judgementss and this is why

there are many examples used in the 'Lecture on Ethics'; and later in

the Investigations. One must not'imagine that there is one single
ipattérh'to'be:bevealed;'of sihgie aécount of language to be offered.
The sifuétioﬁ is in fact yuite the contrary. The forms and uses of
language are extremely various and flexible. Language is like a whole
family of games, and fhe rules for, the purposes of playing these
games are themselves endlessly diverse. He warns us against thinking
of language‘éé something isolated and on its own. Using a languége

is not only among the most ordinary'things that we do——-tzs much a part
of our natural history as walking, eating, drinking, playing'; it is
also in countleés ways actually imvolved in meny other things that we

do, so that it without them is unintelligible and they without it.
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As he says in Section 19 of the Investigations, 'To imagine a language
is to imagine a form of life.' It follows from this that often to
explain or understand language involves bringing in what at first sight
looks wholly non-linguistic, something, simply, about whét people are,
and want, and do.

To inspect words, then, in a contextless vacuum, away from
any actual use which they may have in an actual 'language game'! is to
invite confusion.

This leads Wittgenstein to the rather startling view expressed

in the following quotations from the Investigations:

124. Philosophy may in no way interfere with the actual use of

languages; it can only in the end describe it. For it cannot give it

any foundation either. It leaves everything as it is.

126. Philosophy simply puts everything before us, and neither gxpiains .
nor deducegdanjthing. Siﬁée eferything lies open to view.there‘ié
nothing %o eipiain. For what is hidden, for example, is of no interest
to use

127. The work of the philosopher consists of assembling reminders for

a particular purpose.

At the time of the writing of the Tractatus, he was, he says the v1ct1m .
ﬂ:of a mlsleadlng plcture——113 - tBut th1s is how 1t 1s———-'I say to |
myself over and over again. 1 feel as though, if only I could fix my
gaze absolutely sharply on this fact, get it in focus, I must grasp
the essence of the matter.?

He wes mislead by preconceived ideas, ss it were,——of the

picture of naming, the picture of dismantling something composite in
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order to find its basic cbmponents, the picture of a2 calculus with
clear and fixed rules. But now he is rejecting all this, and
description is to take the place of explanation. Philosophical problems
are to be solved by looking into the workings of our language; they are
not to be solved by giving new information, but by arranging what we
have always known.
Wittgenstein does apply this kind of approach to ethics,

bringing attention to the fact that we do not express, or try to
express, judgements of value at any time whatsoever, but only in
certain specific circumstances ie. circumstances in which it makes
gense to do so. He also emphasizes the point that within a given
system of ethics there are certain replies one can make and certain
questions one can ask, and others which would mean nothing. This

is implied in the Tractatus at proposition 6.422. (When an ethical

law of the form 'Thou shalt...', is laid down one's first thought

is 'And what if I do not do it?'), but it isn't worked out and couldn't
be with the view of language which he held at that time. He was in

the process of changing his notion of languzge at the time of the
tLecture on Ethics', and it is worked out to an extent.

Wittgenstein points out at the beginning of the 'Lecture on

Ethics' that all expréssions pertaining to ethics zre in fact used

in two veryvdifferenj‘seqses, the triviasl or relative sense on the

one hatid, sid tho sbsoluté or ethical senss on the~othér. Fer example,
the word 'good' used the relative sense simply means coming up to a
certain pre-determined standards.

If for example I say that Expo '67 is 2 good world fair, then



I simply mean that it compares favourably with the Brussels Fair,
the Paris Exhibition etc. My criterion may be that the exhibition
pavilions are more interesting, that the atmosphere is more cheerful,
or even that there are more bars. REither way, 211 I mean when I
state that Bxpo '67 is a good fair is that it comes up to my notion
of what a world fair should be like—it satisfies wy standards, my
criteria.

If I say that it is 'iwportant! that I catch the train to
Montreal, this means that otherwise certain undesirable things will
happen to me. I will be late for my appointment, or, I will miss
the boat for Europe, or, my ticket will no longer be valid.

Lgain if I say that this is the 'right' road, I mean that
it is the right road relative to a certain gosl. The right road
from Hamilton to Toronto would in most cases be the one which
would get a person there in the shortest possible time.

Used in this way, these expressions vresent no difficultys

but this is not how Ethics uses them. It is of prime importance +to

grasp this fact. The followihg examples will serve to make this clear.
If, for example, whénever I drive to Toronto I take a very

devious route along third clzss roads thus involving myself in a

much longer and tortuous journey, and a Canadian says to me, 'That

isn't the right road to Toronto'; then I might answer, 'I know it

wight shake his head, and think me a fool or a masochist but that is all.
Now note how different this example is from the following one.
Suppose I spent my life being cruel and intolerant and

constantly telling lies. Then if you come up to me, pointing out
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the fact that I behave very badly; an& I reply to the effect that
I.know that I do, but thet I have no desire to behave any better,
then you are not just going to say, 'Oh, well that's alright'.
You are going to think, and very probably say 'Well you ought to
want to behave better'.

And this is what Wittgenstein would call an absolute
Judgement of value. The essence of the difference is that every
relative judgement of value is really a mere statement of fact;
and can be reduced to the form where it loses all appeérance of
a judgement of value.

For example, 'This man is a good shoe-salesman' can be
reduced to 'Tﬁis man sSells more shoes during the year then any
other salesman in the store',

Wittgenstein is pointing out here that though any judge-
ment of relative value can be reduced to a mere statement of facts
it is not the case that a statement of fact can ever be or imply
an absolute judgement of wvalue.

He illustrates this further, in a manner which throws a
great deal of light on his position as given in the Tractatuse

If an*omniscientaperson wrote~down,jheywholeadesCriptionuu‘
of the world, then if we examined all the propositions making up
this description, we would find nothing which we could call an
ethical judgement. We would find a list of all true scientific
propositions, a list of all relative judgemwents of value, a list
of all true propositions that could be made, but nowhere would we

find an ethical judgement or anything that would logically imply one.
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A1l the facts described would stand on the same level, and in the

same way, all the propositions describing them. There are thus

no. rropositions which in any zbsolute sense are important, sublime,

or, trivial. And now we see what he meant by the following

propositions from the Tractatus.

6.4 All propositions are of equal value.

6.41 The sense of the world must lie outside the world. In the

world everything is as it is, and everything haprens as it does

happen: 'in' it no value exists——and if it did exist, it would

have no value. ‘ B i

If there is any value that does have value, it must lie
outside the whole sphere of what happens and is the case. For all .
that happens and is the case is accidental. I

What makes it non-accidental cannot lie 'within' the world,
since if it did it would itself be accidental. It must lie outside
the world.

6.42 And so it is impossible for there to be propositions of ethics.

Propositions can express nothing that is higher.

6.421 It is clear that ethics cannot be put into words.

One might at this point suggest that good and bad though not
‘qualities in.the‘externallworld,:are:attributes of our stateg oflmind.
Buf a state of mind, in so fér'és we mean by‘that é fact wﬁich we can
describe, is in no ethical sense good or bad. If I feel disgust at
murder, then the description of this psychological fact will simply
be on a par with any other proposition. In other words, in the‘final

analysis, the description of a state of mind, eg. Brown feels disgust
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at murders and‘a proposition referring to the external world eg. the
desk is in the room, are both simply descriptions of facts. What
Wittgenstein mweans by proposition 6.421 of the Tractatus now becomes
clears Our words as we use them in ordinary and scientific discourse
are capable of conveying only 'natural' meaning and sense, and ethics
if it is anything must be supernatural, but our words will only
express facts.

It is our verbal attempts at expressing 'the ethical! that he
wishes to point out as being wasted effort, or as he later puts it,

a mis-use of language.

One cannot talk zbout the 'right road' unless one had in
mind some predetermined goal. What then could one mean by the
expression 'the absolutely right road'? Wittgenstein suggests that
this would be the road which 'everybody' on seeing it would, with
logical necessity have to go. Obviously there could nat be such a
state of affairs. And similarly with the 'absolute gzood' which would
be the state of affairs which everybody, independent of his tastes,
personal foibles, and preferences, would necessarily bring about.

Buf no state of affairs, has, in itself, what he calls 'the coercive
power of an absolute judge's That is to say, we get back to the
'pOSition that all states of affairs are composed of facts, and all
facts are on the same level. Or to put it another way, 'All propos-
itions are of eyunal value'.

Several questions must be asked at this point. How and why
does this constant mis-use of language come about? What are the

¢characteristics common to all ethical expressions? Why do people
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constantly use these éxpressions, and what is happening when they do
so? In what way are we being mislead? We have certain feelings,
certain tendencies, and according to Wittgenstein, when we try to
give verbal expression to them, the result is nonsense, or, a mis-use
of language. What then is taking place?

We are, he says, victims of a desire to go beyond significant
language. There are no correct expressions in these matters, in fact,
their essence just is their nonsensicality. When we try to speak of
ethics we 'run against the boundaries of language'. Prqpositions
about ethics can add nothing to our knowledge, because they are not
meaningful. What he means by this is made clearer by the following
passage.

Wittgenstein describes a certain experience which he sometimes
hass that of 'wondering at the existence of the world'. I am, he says,
inclined to use such expressions as 'How extraordinary that anything
should exist?! or, 'How extraordinary;thét'the ﬁorld should exist?'.
These expressions are similar to the remark which he made iﬁ the>
Tractatus at
6.44 It is not. how things areﬂin}the world that is mystical, but that
if exists. But he then goes on to shﬁw why he is of the opinion that
the verbal express%on which he has given to his experience is nonsense.
(Tractatus 6.54'My propositions serve as elucidations in the following
wayé; anyone who understands me eventually fecognizes them as nonsensical.')

There iz a perfectly clear sense in the way in which I might say
that I wonder a2t something being extraordinary. I can for example

wonder at the speed of an exceptionally fast racehorse, one which can
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run faster than any racehorée which I have previously encountered.
. Now in every case like this I am wondering at something being the
case which I 'could' conceive 'not' to be the case. I wonder at
the speed of the racehorse; because I can quite easily conceive
of a normal racehorse at whose speed I should not wonder.

To say that I wonder at such and such being the case only
has sense if I can imagine it not to be the case. Wittgenstein
concludes from this that it is nonsense to say that T wonder at
the existence of the world, because I cannot imagine it not
existing.1 This is a most difficult part of Wittgenstein's
philosophy to understand. It seems to be a fact that one cannot
imagine the world not existing, and yet if one has said what it
is that cannot be expressed, one begins to wonder how expressing
it would differ from saying what it is.

However Wittgenétein was of the opiniocn at the time that
a similar, characteristic mis-use of language runs thrcuéh all
ethical expressions.

All these expressions seem to be similes, but this just
is not the case.‘

We tend to think that when we say, for example, 'He is
a good man' the use of the word good in this instance is somehow
similar to its use in the phrase ‘He is a good swimmer'. We get
tﬁé impressioﬁ at any rate that there is some kind of analogy
between thé use of these terms in a trivial sense and in an
ethical sense. Now a simile must be a simile for something,

and if I can describe a fact by means of a simile, then I must be



able to drop the simile and deseribe the fact without it. But in
these caseg if one drops the simile and tries to state the fact
behind it, one finds that there are no such facts. And what appeared
to be a simile is now seen to be mere nonsense. He voints ouf
further that any experience whatsoever is still on the final anezlysis
only a fact, and a fact simply cannot be said to have absolute value.
Wittgenstein concludes that no description would do to describe what
he means by ‘'asbsolute value', and that further, he would reject any
significant description 'on the grounds of its significance'. We
should not imagine that some day we will find 'correct expressions!
for what we want to say in these cases, because in fact, their

nonsensicality is their essence: because in them we try to go beyond .

. the world and hence beyond significant langusage.

As he says in the concluding section of the 'Lecture on Ethics!,

'Ethics in so far as it consists in the desire to say something about
the ultimate meaning of life, the absolute good, the =bsolute valuable
can be no science'. It cannot 2dd to our knowledge in any sense
because it can never result in significant expression. And if it did
g0 result it would no longer be ethics. It is a priori certain that
whatever definition one tried to give of 'the good', or 'the valuable'
it would not and further could not correspond to what one really meant.
The 'Lecture on Ethics! is neither wholly of the Tractatus

period, nor wholly of the Fhilosophical Investigations. Though he

stresses that it is a mis-use of‘language which runs right through
our attempts at ethical expression; and illustrates how any kind of

relative value judgement can be reduced to one of fact, he gives
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several examples pertaining to what we actually do when making
ethical judgements. And these are interesting as they are more

akin to the kind of approach he takes in the Investigations. He

no longer thought that one could give a general account of propos-—
itions in terms of truth functions. But every proposition belongs
1o some system of propositions and there are several of these
systems., That is to say, within any given language game there are
certain guestions one can ask, and certain replies one can make and
others which are unintelligible. He has the appearance of rejecting
the Tractatus view on the general form of propésition, and is
beginning to take a position more in line with his work in the

Investigations.

Por example in section 65 of that work he says, 'For someone
might object against me: 'You fake the easy way out'. 7You talk
about all sorts of language games but you never say what the essence
of a.language game and hence of language is3 what is cowmon to all
these activities and what makes them into langusge or parts of
language. So you let yourself off the very part of the investigation
which once gave you the greztest headache——the part about the 'general
form of propositions' and of language.!

And this is true. ~—~—Instead of producing something common
to all that we call language, I am sayln that these phenomena have .
no one thing in commen which makes us use the same word for all—but
that they are related to one another in many different ways. And it
is becausé of this relationship, or these relationships, that we call

them all ‘language'. I will try to explain this.2
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I mean board-games, card-games, ball-games, Olympic games, and SO On.
What is common to them all?—Don't say: 'There 'must' be something
common, or they would not be calied tgames'-~but flook and see' whether
there is anything common to all. -—For if you look at them you will
not see something that is common to 'all', but similarities, relation-
ships, and a whole series of them at that. To repeat: don't think,

but lookl!

He goes on to say that if someone asked him what games were,
he would describe games, and then add 'This and similar things are
games'. If we substitute ethics for games here, then this would
seem to fit in with his express desire at a later period, to deal
always Wifh a specific genuine moral problem, when asked about
ethics. And his surprise that books were written on ethiecs in which
there was no mention of specific moral problems.

I think that what he is suggesting is that we should look
at what makes senée,vat what is intelligible‘ip ény given game of
ethical judgemehts. Hence the point of his remark that if soﬁeone
says 'I know I play tennis badl&, but I don't wanf to"play any
better'; then all‘oﬁeacan say is 'Oh well,vthen,:that'g alfight'.

But if I s.a.y: 'T know I behave badly, bu’t" then I don't want
to behave any better'. He points‘out that here I could not make
the same reply, meaning that such a reply would'make no sense.

This has nothing to do.with what would be intelligible in a
description of facts. It is a guestion of what isiintelligible in

this game of ethical judgements. One might express this by saying

43



that we don't make ethical‘pronéuncements in a vacuum.

The first example which he gives iﬁ the 'Lécture on Ethics!
to show what he means a judgement of absolute value is not =
distortion, or mis-use of language——!Well you"ought' to want to
behave better.'-—is a natural remark to make in the circumstances;
the only rémark you could meke in fact. And when he says at pro=-
position 6.422 of the Tractatus that one's first thought on meeting
aﬁ ethical law of the form 'Thou shalt' is 'And what if I don't?!
—he is wanting to show that with a judgement of absolute value
this question makes no sense. To ask this question is to treat
the law as if it were a judgement of relative value.

If T say 'you ought to want to behave better' and you
reply 'And what if I don't?' meaning this as a question, then you
have mistaken what I said. What Wittgenstein is trying to bring
out here is fhat there is nothing more I can tell you! 1 can't
find any foundation which you must logically accept. If I say

'Don't go near that horse' this is because if you ask me why I can

give you a reason, something like 'If you do you-will get kicked

%k the qustion in an ethical context is to

treat a juagéﬁénf of absolute value as~j 't were é’ﬁu&gement of
relative value.
CL He ‘was of the:o inilo%i"i;hat-; you can only freme a question

where an answer is possible. And in the case of ethics no answer

can be givén. This kind of appf&écﬂﬁls%ver ;Iar,toéhis»iatef:ll_H: 

work. Compare somééhehwho-asksaﬁﬁether two multipliéd'ﬁy‘two”edﬁals?

z>f6ur§ and someone who asks whether the multiplication tables are
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the correct‘ongs?‘-What'possibie answer could I give in the latter
case? Similérly he said at one stage in reply to someone who talked
of 'the right ethics'. The right ethics, this means nothing. To
ask which ethics is the right one is like asking which standard of
accuracy is the right one. What does someone who asks this want

to know? What answer would satisfy him?

There is no one system of ethics which we can study in its
purity and essence, to find out just what ethics is. We use the
term ethics for a variety of systems, and the variety -is important.
Though different systems of ethics do have points in common, this
does not mean that by an examination of these we will come to the
heart or essence of ethics. The variety is important in order that
we stop ourselves looking for the 'pure or unadulterated form!'.
This is tied up with the temptation we have when looking at different
‘}MSyStemg‘pf ethics to.think that what we imagine to be the justification

..... ;

“of an action is what in fact justifies it in that.system. - Thisiis a

4

warning against interpreting other ethical systems.

.ffhlrWermuét then:do:away with explanation in ethics, in the sense

of trying to give a foundation for ethics. This is-both misleading:

and poiﬁtless

We must»nqtﬁindulge in“stat§meﬁﬁ$ﬁsuQ@;?sjfmurder4is 

wrong because i% brings unhappineéss', This is merely to state facts.

I might possibly think that unhappiness is a beneficial state, or I
might murder a millionaire and give his money to the starving, or poor.
This way of talking can oﬁly be misleading. If we try to give
justification for our ethical laws, we cam only refer to the world,

and to facts, and Wittgenstein is of the opinion that all facts stand
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on the same level. No fact is trivial or important in the absolute
sense. This is why he says that the sense of the world, if there is
a sense, must lie outside of the world. It is trecisely because of -
what judgements of‘absolute value do mean, that it is impossible
to find their justification 'in' the world. If our propositions
are meaningful, then they are all of equal value. They refer to the
world, and in the world everything is as it is, and might have been
otherwise. No state of affairs has as Wittgenstein puts it 'the
power of a coercive judge's.

Again, you cannot ésk whether a judgement of absolute value
is true or false in the way in which you can ask this of a scientific
prediction. It would make no sense to ask whether a judgement of
absolute value had been corroborated by something that happened, or,
something that had been discovered. If you try to give an empirical
foundation for ethics then no satisfactory solution could ever be
reached, bebause I could always reject your ultimate premise. And
where could you go from there? Ethical discourse should never be
confused with or assimilated to scientific discourse, as this can only
lead to confusion. |
Nothing“in.Wittgenstein's work involves”ﬁhemrejectionwpf“tha impgrative_
in morality. And he never suggests that the notion of 'the importance
of different ways of living! is a spurious one. Neither is he sceptical,
as some positivists were, about the reality of the distinction between
good and evil. He says towards the end of The Lecture, ''The Ethical!
which cannot be expressed is that whereby I am able to think of good

and evil at all, even in the impure and nonsensical expressions I have to use.®



One point I wish to stress is that Wittgenstein's whole
approach prevents him from coming down on one side in ethics, as
some of the more hard-headed positivists did. His point is only
that it is impossible to speak on ethics. If there is any sense
to the world, then it must lie outside of the world, and conse-
qQuently can't be spoken sbout. To try and talk ethics is to run
against the boundaries of language. Ethies if anything is super-
natural, and our words are capable of conveying only natural
meaning and sense.

If a sceptic attacks 'the ethical! pointing out that
we can give it no foundation, then Wittgenstein would say that he
was misunderstznding the situation. It is because ethics is what
it is that we cannot ask for a foundation, explanation, or theory.
Al1 that happens and is the case is accidental he said in the;
Tractatus. Therefore_if there is any value thaﬁ does have value,-u
it_mgst lie'outside the whole spheréfgéxﬁhétfﬂépﬁeﬁé”;ﬁd is the
éégé: For a1l that happens and is the case is accidental.

Wygre Wittgensteip goes further than those philosophers
who héievéaid%fhat we cannot talk about the ethical, or absolute
_ value, because‘of-qurclimited“intelligence; in thgt he explains
why,.if there is value, and sense to the WOrld, if cannot be
revealed to us, because once revealed it would lose its value.

As he says in rroposition 6.41 of the Tractatus

"The sense of the world must lie outside the world. What

makes it non-scéidental cannot lie 'within' the world, since if it

did it would itself be accidental. It must lie outside the world.®

AT




Chapter 3

At the beginning of chapter 1, I guoted several propositions which
Wittgenstein thought contained the characteristic features of ethiecs.
'That ethics is the inguiry into what is valuable, or, into what is
really important, or, an inguiry into the meaning of life, or, into
what mekes life worth living, or, into the right way of living.!

He comes to the conclusion that no description could suffice
to express what one means by absolute value. And further that he
would reject any significant description 'on the grounds' of its
significance. He also rejects any superficial or rationalistic
conception of the Good, by which he means zny conception which suggests
that the Good could still be given somwe foundation. He says to
Waissman in 'Notes on Talks with Wittgenstein', that we must cut off
the path to any and every explanation 'why' the good is good. The
essence of the Good has nothing to do with facts and therefore cannot
be explained by any proposition.

Towards the end of the 'Lecture on BEthics' he shows how in
our expressions of value judgements, we take a word like 'safe' and
join it with absolutely—which results in a mis-use of language, a
distortion of meaning.

But his first example of what he meant by a judgement of
absolute value——'Well you ‘'ought' to went to behave better' is a com—
pletely natural remark in the circumstances. One might say it is the

only remerk you could meke in fact. And it is not a distortion of
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language.

This kind of example of what we do in playing 'the language
game of ethics'; together with his later notion that every proposition
belongs to some system of propositions, the formal rules or internal
relations of one system not being those of another; and his express re-—
luctance (at a later period) to discuss ethics except in relation to a
particular moral problemj; suggests to me that one can still have 2
discussion on ethics. A discussion similar in kind to that which

Wittgenstein held on other philosophical problems. We must examine

the language game of ethics, not with the hope of finding any essence,

or indeed any foundation, but to try to make clearer what we are about
when playing the game of ethical judgements. This chepter will consist
of remarks on ethics most of which follow from what has been said so
far. And I shall drasw certain conclusions which I think Wittgenstein
might agree with. One gets the impression that he left many things
unsaid, but his remarks do, I think, point the way to further inquiry.
To begin with one should not talk as if one of the ethical systems
was the right one, or nearer the right one. If you say for example
that Christian ethics is the right one, this simply accounts to
choosing Christian ethics. It is not like saying that one of two
physicai fhédries is the right dné."The way in whichhsome reality
corresponds to, or conflicts with, a theory haé no counterpart in
the first case.

Neither can one meke sweeping éésertions about 'life in
. general' as the existentialists,'for example, havé‘tried to do.

Existentialism either in the form given by Sartre, or, by Heidegger
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is simply the skilful presentation of a viewpoint, psychologically
attractive perhaps but that is all. Their error is to try and
present it as an ontology, as saying something fundamental about
~ the world, or, about reality and man's relation to it. To put
it simply one should not say 'Life is meaningless, absurd' but
rather 'I find it so'.

To meke a statement like 'man is free' or 'to be free is
a condition or mode of men's being' may not be té say very much.
At first, it may sound very exciting - a contradiétion of determinism
in any sense, or perhaps an attack on Freud's conceptioﬁ of 'the

unconscious'. I suggest that it is similar to, though in important

ways different from Rousgseau's 'man is free but everywhere in chains’,

which is similar to though different froﬁ 'every cloud must have a
silver lining'. The latter is a homely euphemism, and notlikely to
be treated or understood as a purported statement of fact.
Rousseau's 'statement' when first made was perhaps a per-
ceptive paradox. And again it's ﬁot 1ikel&,to be treated as bheing
on the same logléal level as 'Most men are free to work a A0 hour

week but they must pay their union dues and mortgages‘

At first sight 'Man is free' sounds like an assertion of fact,

sounds like 2 statement which could conceivably be tested as being
true or félse. Sémething like the assertion 'The Canadians are,
thbugh the Spaﬁishlare not, free! (from political oppression) -
gimilar though more geneéral.

But is this the case?

To the Rﬁssian who doubts the last statement, we display in
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all their democratic glitter, our‘freé institutions, our perliamentary
party syétem, the circus of our leadership convention, the lack of
press censorship, our legal system etc. And we contrast this with the
Franco regime — with its refusal to accept trade unionism, its veto
on student citizéns, restrictions on the press ete. (If one is not too
vrejudiced, some measure of agreement or understanding will be reached. )
Now contrast this with a debate between one who says in a
sweeping or all embracing sense that 'man is free'§ and one who says

fman is a slave to his passions' or something similare.

We point to -? Well, what exactly?

What on earth would be relevant to settling this 'disagreement'?
There is no disagreement as to the facts ~ or as to what may happen in
the future.

Isn't this simply a disagreement in 'attitude', more a way of
'looking at things' - more a 'picture preference'? In fact aren't
these 'purported' assertions simply expression of attitude? This is.
the danger involved in making statements which purport to, define;
or describe 'man's nature' — or ‘how 'man' is in the world'. |

These statements tend to be either trite or to degenerate
into non-significance.

Flew points out when discussing the nature of religious
tagsertions' that: 'to assert 'x is the case' is necessarily equivalent
to denyiﬁg that 'X is Rot the case'’.

If you wish 'that = NPt - for example;‘*?féﬁéh girls

are chic' is equivalent to 'it is not the case that French girls
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are not chic'.

If you are in doubt as to whether a person is actually making
an assertion then one way to itry and understand his utterance, is to
find out what he could regard as being incompatible with its truth,

Imagine a person confronted with a large selection of French
girls. Some are Dior models but others are country girls 'rude and
~ healthy' - others drag themselves home after twelve hours in a
factory 'pale - dishevelled — exhausted and dressed in overalls' -
still others parade the streets at night 'painted but drab and
defeated' etc., etc. No matter which girl you point out, our
friend says 'How chic!' or rather (for that is clearly not an
assertion) 'She is chiet'! Will nothing count against, or cause
our friend to withdraw his 'assertion! - well if nothing will - then
it's not 'an assertion'! If there is nothing which a putative
assertion denies, then there is nothing which it asserts either -
and so it isn't really an assertion. The point I am labouring
ié this 'Is there any conceivable event which would be admitted
by the exisﬁﬁh%{éiist £o be a suffiecient reason for conceding Man
isn't free after all?*

The general 'assertlon' 'Man 1s free' 1s qmre akln to Man

is ffee but everywhere in chains' than it is to 'Canadlans are’ free, 
though Spaniards are not'; and the former is more akin to poetry,
~ than the létter which is clearly a factual statement.

The latter statement might be made by a student of political
science and we would test it for truth or falsity. But we wouldn't

examine poeéetry for truth or falsity.
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"Man is free' is an illuminating paradox. And it is useful
drawing attention as it does to aspects of life often ignored or
not sufficiently emphasized. The fault lies in accepting this kind
of statement as having a 'literal' significance.

If 'to be conscious is to be free'! means only that unlike
aéhtrays, desks, and trees, we can sometimes choose one way of
life rather than another (and not any way of life either); then what
he says is true, interesting, as it curbs the rein on the wild
horses of determinism, but neither new nor startling.

The American negro can choose to riot or loot, or choose
to follow the slower way of non-violence to achieve his sims.

His ancestor could choose to work seventy hours a week in the
cotton fields and eat, or choose to 1ift his head and get it shot
off. He was.free to whittle.pieces of wood and sing songs, or
free‘tols;eep during his leisure hours. But now the concept of
'fieédéﬁdér.chOice‘has been stretched to its limit! |

Words like 'choice' or 'freedom' can't be picked out of
the stream of language and 'given! a new meaning. (What would it
mean 'to give a word meénihg"éﬁyﬁay?)

- Té’ﬁﬁderstahd what is meant by freedom or choice we must
examine how these words are used in the language games we play
with them. And to say that 'Man is free' is to make a purported
assertion which can be, I think, on the one hand falsé, o£ on the
other hand an illuminating paradox. (We may have freedom of
thought, but not freedom to think - Einstein.)

The interesting questions are (2) to what extent are we
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free? (b) what are we really free to choose? (c) given that we are
free to make choices, does it meke sense to say that we ought to
- choose for one thing rather than another? (d) are some choices better,
othgfs worse? These questions arise when one is tempted to ask
queétioné about theé purpose or point of man's existence; and these
qneétions are very different from questions about the purpose of
Trudgau's existence, or the point of the U.N. peace force. And note
that we can't‘dogmatically assert that questions which can't be
answered empirically are meaningless. We don't know what we can,
and cannot ask, until we've formulated the question, and tried to
attach a sense to the words.

Secondly bearing in mind Wittgenstein's notion of ethics
as being an inquiry into the meaning of life or into what makes life
worth livings I should like to aék whether one can in fact-apply
the distinction between appearance and reality to a man's life.
.And if one can say that a man's life is meaningfu1§ can one say in
what this meaningfulness consists? 1In a discussion of this kind
the most fundamental question -of right and wrong concerns what a
person ;wants out of life!'.

It is an importént fact that there is a possibility of being
‘deceivedvas to what one wanfs'out of life. This follows from the
fact that there is a difference between thinking something‘worthwhile
and its being'worthwhiié. Now tﬁis notion of deception cannot be
applied to that of an animal. Becaﬁse an animal cannot vplan an action
ahead. There are certain phenoﬁema, ineluding hope:and deception,

which are modes of our form of life — a form of life involving
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. 1 . . . .
lenguage.” As Wittgenstein says in the Philosophical Investigations

—— Part Two. i. One can imagine an animal angry, frightened, unhappy,
bappy, startled. But hopeful? And why not? A dog believes his'
master is at the door. But can he believe his master will comse
the day after tomorrow?—And *what' can he not do here?—How do I
do it? -

How am I supposed to answer this?

Can only those hope who can talk? Only those who have mastered the
use of language? That is to say, the phenomena of hope are modes
of this complicated form of life. (If a concept refers to a
character of human handwriting, it has no applicétion to beings
who do not write.)

The point I would like to make is that animals cannot plan
an action ahead, and certain attempts at throwing light on ethical
problems by‘reference to animal behaviour hit wide of the mark.

-Consgider -what is§ going on, for example, when we talk of an
unimal'learning to change the wrong response to the right one. We
put & rat in 2 maze at the centre of which lies his Pod, The first
time he is put in the maze he takes‘quite sbme time to get to the
centre and get the foqd. His perfor@anéé improves each time he
'i;"ﬁﬁt'ﬁhfb:£hé maze. Psychologists say that the rat gets re-
inforcement of response owing to pleasure. And then they try to
apply this notion to human beings. This is a misunderstandiﬁg.

‘The interesting point, the point where ethics is involved,
is that a2 humsn being has‘a decision to make first ‘concerning

what it is that he wants'. An animal does not.
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The decisions which interest the student of ethics concern,
not how to get what we want, Eﬁt'ﬁhat it ié that we want. These
are the problems that raise interesting points, not those that con-—
cern purely practical means of reaching a goal.

This is why ethical advice of the form 'pursue happiness'
or 'pleasure is the ultimate good' or 'do what ever you want'! is
of no value. The problem is precisely 'What do I want to do?' or
'What will count as or give me pleasure or happiness?' If a concept
like pleasure is extended to mean anything that one pursues, it
becomes useless as a guide to’action. (The correct ansﬁer to
'Gather ye rosebuds while ye may'! is 'Which rosebﬁds?')

A psychologist whose white raté were occupied in learning
to press bars suggested té we that this is basically all we are
engaged on. This may throw light on something (possibly rat
behaviour) but it tells us nothing about ethics. Our problem is
which bars should 1 press, if any. The rat méy learn to press the
bar which releases the food the most quickly, but he has no’decision
to0 meke concerning whether and which food he wants.

It is possible to think that you know what is worthwhile
and be deceived about it--be wrong sbout it. People question
whaf it is they want to do, and regret courses of actioﬁuwhich

they have taken in the past. This is the raw materiel of good lit-

" erature and tragedy." And'it-alsowsuppqrts“Wiﬁtgeg§$gip5sunotion of

éthics as being the ingquiry into the right way of livinge.
The next point which I try to mske, bears upon Wittgenstein's

point that we should not talk about finding the 'right ethics?,
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It is a fact that we do recognize certain considerations in
deciding the best course for actions, and people on opposite sides
of an argument have a lot in common. Now you can't establish logical
principles at all by argument or reason simply because you would ﬁe
employing logic to do this. And you can't ask whether logical
principles or methods are true. Because in this case what would you
be asking? The whole meaning”of the distinction between truth and
falsity depends on logics so you can't raise the question of truth
or falsity of logic itself.

Now compare this with the fact that there is often a con-
fusion between the idea of right and wrong, snd standards. The
meaning of right and wrong cannot be sepsrated from the standards.
And this is important with regard to the question of different
morals in different societies. One tends to say 'Those people have
different standards', but what one should ssy is that they make
different judgements.

You can't say 'Such and such standards are better', because
it looks as if you could say thgt_bgthﬂséfé of standards are correct.
Bﬁf”it‘hés}po meag}ng to ask WhetpérMStandards are correct.

The phiio;opher should ndf'gé£‘perp1§xgd gbppf‘differentw.j“
customs in different societies. The inte?esting thing for the
philosopher {to note is that in every society there is a reéecognition
of the distinction between good an@ evil., This is to say, different
.ways of living aré regarded as 'important'. The notion of ‘importance?
is closely linked with the notion of 'good' and 'evil'. And this too,

seems to support Wittgenstein's idea of ethice as being the inquiry
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into 'what is really important'.

Plato was asking whether there was any point in trying to
come to understand life; understanding the point of humen existence
in generals and one's own life. He was interested in the fact that
reople thought they understood life, but were in fact often governed
by illusion.

He points out that we have the ideas or concepts of circﬁ—
larity, straightness, etc, and these ideas enable us to talk the
language of mathematics. Though we have never seen a geometrical
circle we are capable of using the concept. Similarly though we
have never seen a perfectly Jjust action,‘we have the conception of
Justice.

Now in a tragedy for example, the morally weak person seems to have
an dppreciation of good and evil and yet fails to do the fight action.
Plato wishes to say that all meﬁ in a sense have 2 knowledge of such
mqral principleé. One talks for‘eXaﬁple of 'getting into a mess'.
Plato seems to be suggesting that being the kind of being that makes
mistakes pre-—-supposes 2 knowledge of the Forms.

But how can one know whether a person's sense of life is
mistzken or not? I will discuss this at length in the next chapter,
but would mention now that it has nothing tojdo with whether he can
put‘tﬁéumean;ﬁé of his life into words. Rather it has something to
do with whether he 'knows how 1o g0 on...' in the sense in which
Wittgenstein talks of understanding in msthematics as consisting in
knowing how to go on—-what figuré to put down next. Don't, he says,

think of understanding as being some queer kind of mental process.
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Similarly with life. One might say that understanding consists of
knowing how to go on (in a purposeful sort of way) as opposed, say,
to the kind of character one gets in Samuel Becket, eg, Murphy who
sits all day putting his clothes on, and taking them off, looking
for a reason to go out; similarly with the lead in 'Happy Days!
who buried in the earth up to her neck, files her nsils all day,
chattering in a completely aimless fasion. One can, as the above
mentioned characters do, live a life devoid of understanding or
reason. |

A subjective ethics over-emphasizes and ovér-simplifies
the place of the sentiments in ethical effoit. On the other hand
a transcendental ethics may over-intellectualize the process. That
religious and political persecﬁtion is the perogative of ethical
objéctivists makes one suspect that to rely on principles is to
cease to think. Par#doxicél though it sounds, one often feels that
to 'adopt! wholeheartedly a code of ethies is to opt out of morality.
What I mean by this can be best illustrated by an example.
This example was used by Wittgenstein in discussion with Rush Rheeé.
Try and imagine, or understand, the problem facing a man who has
come. to tﬁe conclusion that he must either leave his wife or
gbandon his cancer research. This ekamﬁlé5ié‘usefu1 in that it
brings forth the many facets of a morael problem. It also illustrates
how different the problem is where a man has previously adopted, or
been brought up to accept & particular code of ethics.
Such a man's attitude will vary at different times. Suppose I am

. hig friend, and. I'say to him, 'Look, you've taken this girl out of
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her home, and now, by God, you've got to stick to her'. This would
be called taking up an ethical attitude. He may reply, 'But what of
suffering hﬁmanity? how can I 2bandon my research?' In saying this
he may be making it easy for himself: he wants to carry on that work
anyway. (I may have reminded him that there are others who can
carry it on if he gives up.) And he may be inclined to view the
effect on his wife relatively easily: 'It probably won't be fatal
for her. ©She'll get over it, probzbly marry sgain.' and so on.

On the other hand it may not be this way. It may be that hehas a
deep love for her. And yet he may think that if he were to give

up his work he would be no husband for her. That is his life,

and if he gives that up he will drag her down. Here we may say

that we have all the materials of a tragedy; and we could only

say 'Well, God help you'.

: The zbove, says Wittgenstein is the situation with regard
to a man who hﬁs 56 éthics. If he has, say, the Christian ethics,
then he might say that it is absolutely clear thgt he'mdst stey
with her come what may. And his problem is a different one; tﬁat
of making the best of the situation. A moral problem does have
fhe form 'I doﬁ‘t know myfwayfabout'.; One has 2ll the facts and
yet one cannot decide what to:do. Tf_may:bg thét whatever one
does one will hurt someone. To talk 6f the ‘rigﬁt;ethics' heré
does not mske sense.

I WouIQ suggest that ethics should not be regarded either
ag purely an affair of the sentimentsa nor as purely a matter of

obeying certain commands either supposedly laid down by God, or
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supposedly formulated by conscience or intuition. (Some people

know by intuition that simply no one could dislike chocolates.)

A book on ethics is boring when it tries to give rules and

cannons which will enable us to deduce whether a particular action

is good; or if it tries to set out in general terms what makes an
action good; like a logician sets out what makes a good demonstration
good. It is the same with aesthetiés, when one is given a set of
rules or points to notice, in order that one can deduce whether a
picture is gbod.

This kind of approach is not only ridiculous, but invariably
a2 dismal failure. Far from leading to 'understanding' which is what
we seek, in ethics and aesthetics, it leads to the rigid, dead, and
unimaginative reaction to recognized points, found in garage mechaniecs
studying a car engine, or, judges at the 'Miss America' beauty contest.

Criticism should not be directed solely towards showing that
a work of art is good or bad——but directed towards showing it to us
tfor what it is'. A work of art mey reveal the familiarj show us
what we have looked at and not seen.

Similarly in ethics, we should, I think spend more time in
trying to see actions and problemg 'for what they are's. Trying to
qnderstand a problem in ethics does not méan that we are going to
give a solution, as‘for thé most part there won't be omne.

Cdming to understand an ethical pfoblem qonsists in coming
to see it 'for what it is', and now how we maj have superficially
interpreted it. I will find problems where you will find none,

and vice versas



This relates back to a previous point that moral decisions
aren't{ made in a vacuum, and to a point I will meke later that not
every moral decision is possible in any society.

You should not talk about ethics in the abstract--wrenched
away from the context which gives it sense and meaning, and force or
importance. This is why I think that novelists treat so well of
ethics. A novel is a study of persons. Out of the apparently chaotic,
complex, procession of events which make up a person's life, some kind
of order is made by the novelist. And we begin to see the pattern
in these events. In a good novel we come eventuzlly to.see 'the
person for what he is, and his problems for what they are'.

Trying to come to some understanding of a moral problem is
n&t some process leading to a solution.

Finally when you describe an action as good or admirable,
this does not simply amount to saying that it brings happiness.

You cannot for example say 'Killing is wfong because it brings un-
happiness!. I might kill a wmillionaire and give his money to the
poor, but this would not justify the action. Youvcannot give an
account of killing, and many other things in terms of the human
good or harm that it brings to others. And neither is the dis-—
tinction between good and evil to be accounted for in terms of N
what one likes and dislikes. ‘'Killing is wrong! is‘not equivalent
to 'I do not like killing! or 'The majority of people danot like-
kiliing'. And the same applies to generosity, virtue, etc.

"On page one of The Blue Book Wittgenstein says——'The

question thow do we measure a length?' helps us to understand the
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problem 'what is length?'.

The questions 'what is length?', 'what is meaning?', 'what is the
number one?! etc., produce in us 2 mental cramp. We feel that we
can'{ péint‘to anything in reply to them and yet ought to point to
something. (We are up against one of the gréat sources of philoso-
phical bewilderment: we try to find a substance for a substantive.)!

One might say bezring this‘in‘mindm Everyone knows what
goqdness is. The unclarity about goodness comes when it is discussed
out of context, when it isn't familiar. Look 2%t particular problems
when discussing ethics.

Note the similerity between questions like 'What is goodness?!,
and 'What is sadness?', and 'What is length?', and 'What is importance?'.
One gets confused by all these questions—feels that there is no
answer.

It is a mistake, I think, to raise the question in this form.
Just as it is importamt to ask 'How do we measure size?', and not
'"What is size?', so, in connectlon with'goodness' it is useful to
ask 'How did I learn %0 use the words 'good'! znd ‘evil'?!

Wlttgensteln had concluded that in so far as ethics springs
from a desire to say something about the ultimate meaning of life
it can be no science. One strains against the boundaries, the limits
of languége. Buf this is nof to say that a certain amount of worth—
while discussion cannot be had on ethics.

What we cannot do is:

(a) accept any rationalistic conception of the good ie. any con—

ception which suggests that the good can be given some foundation



as it were.

(b) talk of finding 'the right ethies', in the way in which one
could say of two rival scientific theofies 'This is the right one!'.
(c). adcept as universally valid any ethic resﬁltingfroﬁ some
ontological theory.

(d) accept any 'theories of goodness' which are motivated by the
premise that 211 men want the same thing. (This has been suggested
by certain psychologists, but on the contrary the problem in ethics

.

concerns 'what it is that man wents'. If you say 'all men

desire pleasure! - my reaction is to ask 'and what is pleasure?'.
If you reply 'that which all men want' - your original statement
becomes '211 men want what they want'. If however you specify
pleasure as being one object of desire among others eg. 'to con-
template the truth' or 'wine, women and song' then your statement
will be false! Neither formlation is very usefule.

(e) accept the notion that the difference between good and evil
iié‘avmattervof"ﬁhaf:one likes and disiikes.

(£) and finelly we must dismiss the notion that 'scientific
method' be introduced into ethicg, and that one can talk in terms
of fules‘bylwhicﬁ;one migﬁt‘deduce whether én action is good or not.
What we can do is examine what is going on when we 'play

the language game of ethics'y, and I draw certain tentéfive con-
clusions.

(&) We can I think distinguish between appearance and reality in
a man's life,

(b) We can conclude that the meaning of right and wrong can't be
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separated from the standards.

(¢) Moral decisions aren't made in a vacuum, and only certain moral
decisions and standpoints are rossible in any given society.

(a) Understanding language and understanding life come about in a
similar way, and I will bring out the importance of this in the
next chapter. (My words become meaningless when I have nothing
to sayy when it makes no difference what I say——similarly a
person's life becomes meaningless when it makes no difference to
him what he does.)

(e) And finally one must conclude that only certain remsrks and
questions are intelligible in any given 'ethical context!'.

One must not appeal to 'the common good', or to 'what all men
wanf'. One cannot demonstrate goodness by appeals to evidence
gzwhich gperates 'independently' of the various moral opiﬁions
which people hold.

The next chapter consists of = mdfe dgtailed discussion
of two points raised in this chapter. I ﬁiscuss the suggestion
that there are deep connections between what makes discourse
pqssible, and what makes possible the kiﬁd Qf;life that has mean=-
-mt:{ﬁé;deﬁd'then I suggéstAéh éipianation of why some rules in a . .
society are singled out as having the status of 'mdrai fﬁies'
and others are not. This will lead to the conclusion that there
is no cémmon agreement as to what constitutes human good and
harm, and that human good far from being independent of the moral

beliefs people hold, is in fact determined‘by thems



Chapter 4

In 1943 Simone Weil was asked by the Free French in London to write
a report on the possibilities of bringing about the regeneration

of France. The report took the form of a book, 'L'Enracinement', or,

'The Need for Roots', of which part two begins:

.'To be rooted is perhaps the most important and least recognized
need of the human soul. It is one of the hardest to define. A
human being has :oots by virtue of his real, active and natural
participation in the life of the community which p:eserves in living
shape certain particular expectationg for the future. This parti-
cipation is a natural one, in the sense that it is automatically
brought about by place, conditions of birth, profession and social
surroundings. Every human being needs to have multiple roots. It
is necessary for him to draw well nigh the whole of his moral,
intellectual and spiritual life by way of the environment of which
he forms a naﬁural‘part.' And she goes on to say:

'And a givén énvirépment shculi‘not,receivé gn outsidé iﬁfluenc?m
as.something additionsl to ifself,hbut:asha étimulant intensifyi;éﬂ
its own particular way of life. It should draw nourishment from
outside contributions only after havihg digested them, and the
human beings who compose it should receive such contributions

only from its hands.!

One might go even further and say that a man's spiritual,

intellectual, and moral life is not even conceivable in the absence

66
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of the ways of living in which he participates; ways of living,
many of which could not have devéloped apart from language.

Various meral phenomena are modes of a complicated form
of life. There is a two way dependence between 'forms of life!
and 'modes of discourse'.

We speak of"understanding' and 'meaning'; both in regard
to what a person saysj and in regard to what he does. Both in
regard to his utterances and his actions.

Just as a person may speak and yet have nothing to say,
80 also may a person do various things without findinglmuch sense
in what he does. If he doesn't find much sense in what he is
doing this means that it doesn't mtter much whether he does it
or not. Just as if my utterances have no sense, it mekes very
little difference what I saye.

" Having 'something o say' belongs with the idea of speak~
“ing}**Thisfiéiwhy‘ﬁé c;;wgéy that someone's words have degenerated
into meaningless chatfer. Similarly with a person's life——and the

_fact that his actions and activities can lose their sense, This
" Yoo depends upon there being 'various ways of living' and 'forms
of life'! which others take part in. This is why, as'SimOne Weil
suggests, we must bring in the notions of uprootedness and
alienatiop into an account of thelconditions whereby a man's life
is said to have lost its meaning.

One might ask what makes a person's life meaningful in
the senseé that one wonders what he finds in the activities, pre-

occupations, which make up the tissue of his life.
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Here one might be asking what sort of a person one must be,
what sort of outlook one must have on life in order to get anything
out of that kind of 1life. One might say, for example, 'I couldn't
face the thought of being a professional acedémic' or 'He sells
motor insurance, I couldn't live that way-—to me that way of life
‘would be meaningless'.\ But this is not to say that his way of life
is meaningless! (though it might be) |

The thing to beaf in mind is that one cannot separate a
life from the person whose life it is and judge the life by our
own personal standards——standards that we apply to our owﬁ life.

This doesn't reduce the whole inguiry to subjectivism.v
On the contrary there exist perfectly good staﬁdards for us to
appeal to in judging another personts lifes ie, the standards of
the other person. To discover these is to study the person and
: the life he leads. (And this is frequently done by novelists.)

Though these standards may be personal, they are still
objective in the sense that I and other people can use them juét
as well as he. iﬁ i§ b¢cause others can use them that another
persoﬁ can'ﬁoiﬁt out fo ﬁiﬁ“ﬁﬂgt:hé"hasn!tdpgqunized; can say
SOmething‘likeb'The way you spend your time must”sgemnggyher
futile to y;u even though you refuse to éccepf ;¥ fécognize this.?*,
or 'For God's sake, don't you realize what a fool you are being—
carrying on like that'-——and so on.

Isn't this just what Socrates does in wany of his dialogues?
He is céntinuously trying to briﬁg home to people that they are

living 'lives of illusion' not by his standards but b& theirs.
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As Alcibiades says in The Symposium, 'He compels me to realigze

that I am still a mass of imperfections and yet persistently neglect
my own true interests by engaging in public life. So against my real
inclination I stop up my ears and take refuge in flight'.

It is because I can use another's standards to point out to
him what he has failed or refused to recognize that we can distinguish
between appearance and reality here.

It can be the case that one has all the items of a pattern
before one's eyes, and yet one.still misses the pattern. Consider

the following conversation from H. M. Pulham, Esg., by John P. Marquand,

quoted by John Wisdom in his 'Gods!.

'And I think Kay and I azre pretty happy. We've always been happy.®
Bill lifted up his glass and put it down without drinking.

"Would you mind saying that again?' he asked.

'T don't see whats so queer about it. Taken all in all, Kay and I
have really been happy.f i .v

*All right,' Bill said géntly, 'jﬁst tell me how you and Kay have
'been happy.

~ Bild: had a way of belng amised by thingséwhich: I could not understand.
'Its a 11ttle hard to explaln,' I sald. 'Its llke taklng a lot of
" mumbers that don't look allke and that don't mean anythlng until |
you add them all together.!

1 étopped, because I hadn't meant to talk to him about Kay and me.
'Go ahead,' Bill said. 'What about the numbers?' And he began to
smile.

'T don't know why you think its so funny,' I said. 'All the things
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that two people do together, two people like Kay and me, add up to
something. There are the kids and the house and the dog and all the
_people we have known and all the times we've been out to dinner.

Of course Kay and I do quarrel sometimes but when you add it all

~ together, all of it isn't as bad as the parts of it seem. I mean,
maybe that's all there is to anybody's life.!

Bill poured ﬁimself ano?her drink. He seemed about to say something
and checked himself. He kept looking at me.!

In this kind of case, one is asking questions because one
fails to see the meaning in another's life, or perhaps one wishes
to learn from the way this person lives. This is éimply & request
for what is not apparent to be made plain. One wishes to deepen
one's understanding.

But one might be asking a more philosophical question thanm
this. One may be more concerned with what it is that{gives meaning
to anyone's life. What, we might ask, is the nature of the relation-
ship between any life and the meaning it has for the person living
it? And eventually we might ask what it is that makes it possible
for any life to have meaninge.

One would not at this point appeal to the natural law or,
fo‘same ﬁétapﬁysica1.ééﬂeﬁeﬂwﬁiéﬁlﬁbuld‘féﬁeél to us 'man's place
in the scheme of things!'.

But neither should the question be dismissed out of hand,
ag not genuine or éuspect. (the kind of thing one asks when in
despair——more a cry of terror than a genuine question—a symptom

of something having gone wrong.)



Rather one should do as I have suggested, and compare what
is being asked here with the questions philosophers have asked
about the meaning and intelligibility of discourse. ‘These questions
run into each other. As Wittgenstein has shown there are deep
connections between what makes discourse possible and what makes
possible the kind of life that has meaning. As Simone Weil .says
'A human being has roots by virtue of his real; active and natural
participation in the life of a community'.

And in fact man's moral, spiritual and intellectual life
are noi even conceivable in the absence of the ways of living in
which he participates——ways of living many of which couldn't have
developed apart from language.

It is the society in which he lives with its customs,
traditions; and culture that gives sense or meaning to a man's
life, that which Simone Weil calls the roots.

When a man's life doés lose its meaning he will no longer
be able to derive intellectual and spiritual nourishment from the
culture and tradition to which he owes his whole being.

There are counfless examples of this in literature. Grsham

Greene's A Burnt Out Case will suffice as an example. The main

character, a successful architext confesses that his great success
is just a bore and has left him 'spiritually' empty.

Now one might agree with what has been said so far but
suggest that it is trite in that I have failed to give any
explanation of why some rules in a society, a culture, are singled

out as being 'moral' rules and others are not.

T1
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The point I would like to make here is that to understand
why eny given rule is regarded as a 'méral' rule; one must come to
appreciate the background which attends it. Once we see a rule in its
context we will understand why it is called a moral rule. This will
lead to the conclusion that human good is not independent of the moral
Beliefs people hold, but determined by them, In other words we mst
accept that there are different conceptions of what is to count as
human good or evil.

A background of moral beliefs and principles must be central
in any attempted account of morality. |
Consider the following examples
I have the habit of eating a steak dinner every Friday evening. Now
if for some reason I am unable to have my steak dinner, then I might
well be a little annoyed, but I wouldn't feel any great upset. And
neither does it annoy me on a Friday when.I see people around me in
the restaurant eating other than steak dinners.

But what of & person who insists on eating fish on a Friday.
He takes great care to follow this rule, and indeed feels extremely
angry, and even guilt&, if he or his family infringe this rule.

At first glance it would be very hard for me to understand
‘why he felt so- strongly about this matter. Tt wouldwﬁéméifficult
for me to see the point in his attitude. I should certainly refuse
to attach any moral significance to it.

But, say, he provides me with a 'context', a background
within ﬁhich this rule operates, then it might begin to have the

_appearance of a moral rule,



The background he provides me with is that of the Roman
Catholic Church. And now I see the rule as having some moral signi-
ficance, it is tied up with reverence; and disrespect for the laws
of the church, and hense disreSpeEt for God. By the linking and
conmecting of what seemed an arbitrary rule, with religious’notions
which I understand such as reverence and disrespect I come to see
how this rule could have moral significance.

The important point to stress is that unless a given rule
has some relation to such a background, then I could never under-—
stand it as being a moral rule. To make sense of morai beliefs
and judgements, and rules I must consider their conceptual back—
ground.

Those philosophers who suggest that moral propositions
are 'commendations' don't really get very far. So I commend one's
never eating meat on a Friday. The fact that I commend this, in
itself, would hardly give aipoint to the activity, =nd certainly
not a moral point. One cannot explain the ﬁoint of 2 moral ruleb
in terms of commendation.

Angthgrwgpggegtion‘Was;that‘the point,bf"Calliﬁg”étfg;é;”
'a moral rule', or, fhe point of calling an action ‘méfélly' g&od
was that it could be explained in terms of the human good which
it led to, and the harm which it avoided. What was to count as
human good and harm was said to be a 'factual' matter. As if one
could talk of human good or harm without any context. But it
gimply is not the case that there are tprure facts' as it were,

from which one can deduce moral rules or conclusions. And this



is important in shedding light on the radical differences which mani-
fest themselves in the moral climates of divergent societies. It
also helps us to see why there are different views concerning what
constitutes human good or harm, within the same society;

Consider the following examples

I am due to read a paper at a seminar tomorrow znd I do not turn up.
(a) because I was out a2t a party all night and felt tired.

(b) I received a telegram to the effect that my father is seriously
ill,

(c) I consider the paper which I have written worthless.,

(d) I felt that the task was unfair as I hed already presented as
many papers as the other students.

In case (b) I would not be considered 'inéonsiderate and rude's In
case (c) you might in certain circumstances even praise my sincerity.
Case (4) might be open to argument. ('You're getting paid by this
university and you do as 1 sayl? or on the other hand, 'I will not
under any circumstances be victimized', etc.)

There are no pure facts here from which you can deduce a
moral conclusion about me. See how important were the circuﬁstanées
in each case. But you might object and say 'What about case (a)?2*
In this instance we would all castigate you as being 'inconsiderate
and rude'. But this is only because standards already prevail in
the context in which the offense was recognized. You didn't dedﬁce
my action as being an offense from a 'pure fact'. The notion of
offense is parasitic on the notion of a standard or norm!

And it is not difficult to imagine a society where I would

T4



not be castigated in case (a). (Perhaps it was my 2lst birthday
party!)

There is unfortunately perhaps no way of determining the
‘inconsiderateness' or 'rudeness' of an action in a way which will
logically guarantee the settling of any disagreements which might
possibly arise. You and I might both share the moral concept
‘rudeness! but disagree strongly over its application. This is
. because our views of rudeness are influenced by our other moral
views.

Let us consider the case of abortion. And let us imagine
that you disagree strongly with this notion. Perhaps this is
because of a certain religious background which leads you to hold
certain other moral beliefs such as 'the sanctity of human life',
or, a belief in 'the soul', and life after death. Then indeed,
what could be worse than to prevent a foetus reaching its full
development, paséing no matter how short and painful a period
in *the valley of tears', but having the chance of eternal life.

I am more humanitarian if you wish, have been exposed to
more suffering. Perhaps there is a strong possibility that the
child if born will be badly crippled or mentally retarded. Or,.
perhaps the mother's life will be in great danger during the
birthe Then I may be in favour of terminating the pregnancy. .
The point to notice is that we both see the position clearly.

It is not as if I have noticed something which you have not.
But that which is of prime importance to you in arriving at your

position is of winor importance or relevsnce in my eyes. We place

15
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emphasis on different aspects of the case. What ié t0 count =zs an
important fact in coming to a decisipn is governed by a personts
other moral beliefs.

My opinions or beliefs on abortion, euthanasia; or anything
else are influenced, one might even say éoverned by still wider
other moral beliefs.

'Buthanasia is wrong' or 'Euthanasia is justified' is not
'entailed' by the facts. There will slways be the possibility of
permanent and radical moral disagreement. The desire to press on
to complete agreement, moral finality is quite misleading. If
there was an end which was not in question or dispute, and if one
could talk of humen good or harm outside of a context, then this

-would be possible. In that case if you claimed to have a good moral
argument,you could spell it out for me in terms of human good or

harm. But the disagreement would be what is to count as human good

or harml!

Some philosophers have tried to throw light on human gbod
and harm by considering non-moral concepts of goodness. Like
Aristotle they ha&e concerﬁed theﬁselfés with 'function'. When a
thing has a function then whether or not it is good, will depend
on whether it serves that function well. If I am to decide whether
McMaster is a good university, then I must ask what a university is
for. But I cannot see the poéint of moral concepts in this waye
To ask what generosity, or kindness is 'for' is simply to vulgarize
the concept. It is to talk as if 'Love your neighbours', or,

'Honour thy'father and thy mother', was some kind of political policy}
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Consider two horse trainers in the following situation:
It is pretty certain that they will agree as to what con-
stitutes a good, fit and well-trained horse. They might disagree
over technicalities in training methods, but the 'end product',
the good or fit racehorse will be accepted by both of them as such.
Now say that one trainer discovers that a2 horse will be just as fit
if it is starved for several days before a race, and kept in a confined
. Space. (Perhaps it reaches a state of nervous excitement which
enzbles it to run just as well as if it had been trained by more
conventional methods.) |
Now no person who understood horse racing might disagree
as to the horse's performance, but the‘majority of people would say that
this trainer was a bad trainer. He might produce a 'good! horse in this
way, ie, a horse which performs its function as well as could be ex-
pected, but we feel that one should not treat a horse in this waye.
And here we have a ﬁorél‘dispute.- Concepts of éruelty, and
care for animals enter into the diSCugsion.
| The point to notice is that Where ¥he.end is not in dispute
we can reach agreement. We all know what constitutes a2 good and fit
horse. This is why we can talk of expert and inexpert trainers.
But when we consider training methods (and bring in the concept of
" cruelty) we find tﬂat there are diffefent conceptions of what con-
stitutes a gooa trainer.  This dispute, a moral dispute, cannot be
gettled by reference to the horse as its performsnce is the same
whether trained in 'the cruel way! or note

Similarly we shall find that there is no cowmon agreement



a8 to what constitutes human good or harm. Far from human good being
independent of the moral beliefs held by people if is in fact deter-
mined by them.

Moral views are not founded on the 'facts' concerning human
good or harme. The situation is that the woral viewnoint determines
what is to count as a relevant fact in reaching a moral decision. If
one could appeal to 'the facts' then I could not reject your reasons
for any moral beliefs, on euthanaéia or anything else, because they
would be based on 'the facts' and you could point them out to me.

Eut factual relevance is parasitic on moral beliefs. This
is why deadlock on ethical matters is a common occurrence eg. capital
punishment, divorce, suicide, birth control, nuclear disarmament.

The peculiarity of the position we have arrived at can be
illustrated as follows.

You say 'x is good! and produce a careful and adequate moral argument
in support of your position.
I say 'x is bad' and likewise produce a careful and adeyuate argument
 'in support. |
Eﬁt surely this is absurd. One feels like saying 'This can't be the
césél|° R OSSP ST P AT
The fallacy is that of imagining that moral judgements are

founded on some incontrovertible fact of human good or harm.

This is the mistake of any philosopher who talks as if there
is some ‘'common factor' which is the reason for holding umrai opinions.
One's common factor might be pleasure, wisdom, happiness, humsn good,

and the theory is that one's moral opinions are right and valid

18



19

depending on whether they lead to pleasure or human good., The
fallacy is that of thinking that pleasure or human good is strictly
a factual matter. This is quite misleading and is to minimize the
point that a2 certain conceptual background is necessary for beliefs
1o have moral significance.

One might argue at thié point that surely something like
pain or injury is something that no person could want. Suréiy the
'badness' of injury or pain is founded on what 211 men wantl Surely
a man wants the use of his limbs and organs, if he wants anything.

But even injury or pain is not necessarily bad. Simone
Weil cultivated her insight through suffering. Some of the saints
prayed to be sharers in the sufferings of Christ. St. ?aul thanked
God for the thorn in his flesh, as it was a reminder to him that he
was not sufficient unto himself. DBrentano who towerds the end of
his life went blind denied that this was a bad thing. One of his

weaknesges Wés, he said, a tendency to concentrate on too many
"diﬁerse interests.and now he could concentrate on his philosophy.
Now the average person does not think like this, but we
can I think understand to an extent what these people had in mind.
And neither can we just say that these are exceptions and to be

disregarded. As Georges Sorel says in 'Reflections on Violenqg{, L

'The philosophers always have a certain amount.of»difficﬁﬁty_in'
seeing elearly into these ethical problems, becazuse they feelvthe ”
‘impossibility of harmonizing the ideas which are current at a given
time in a given class, and yet imagine it to be their duty to

reduce everything to a unity. To conceal from themselves the
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fundamental heterogeneity of all this civilized morality, they have
recourse to a great numbep of subterfuges,‘sometimes relegating to
the rank of exceptions, importat%ons, or survival, everything which
embarragses them..;

- To understand why St. Paul thought of his suffering as human
good is to understand his dedication to God ie., is to pay attention
to the context, and to the importance and sincerity of St. Paults
other moral opinionse. |

Similarly to understand Simone Weil, or'Brentano, is to try
and appreciate their incredible dedication to 'the truth', or to
tintellectual inguiry?t.

I can say that injury is bad, but only because I do not share St.
Paul's.dedication to God, or Brentano's to intellectual inquiry. We
have different conceptions of human good and harme

The search for unity in ethics is pursued with eyes blinkered
against the important and far reaching differences of societies, and
religious groups of every kind.

I shall give random examples of these, and develop one of
them in more detail, as support of nw positione.
| (a) When the Profumo Case first reached the French press, a member
of the French Government asked an English colleague what all the
. uproar was about. On being told that Profumo had a mistress, he
replied 'Yes, perhaps, but what is all the ﬁproar about??,

(b) Certain religious sects’refuse to let their children have
blood transfusions even if this is necessary to save their livess

(c) A quite recent case in Denmark concerned a woman of consider—



able intelligence who killed her husband whom she loved deeply,
at his own request, after it was discovered that he had cancer.
She was jailed by the authorities.
(d) The Roman Catholic Church remains adamant on the allowance of
birth control, and is deaf (in the name of Christ) to the wails of
starving children in India, or, southern Ital;'y for that matter.
(e) In the name of democracy and freedom, peasants in Vietnam
were driven off their land into '*strategic hamlets', or, ‘'agrovilles'.
(f) A dam was being constructed in Wales which involved destroying
several small villages, and moving the mostly aged inhabitants to
'...suitable accommodation elsewhere'!, (the most nauseating phrase
ever coined in my opinion). A Velsh student blew up the construction
sight with dynamite in the name of democracy and freedom.
(g) In a discussion on bullfighting among Spaniards the notion of
cruelty would never enter. The Spanish have an absolute distaste
for boxinge
(r) A Roﬁan Catholic housewife firm in her belief in the honour
of motherhood, ordered out of her home in disgust, a social scientist
(rationalist?) who with touching sincerity tried to explain to her
that 'there was a lot of harm involved in having too many children's.
Now how could the housewife and the rationalist reach the
agreement some philosophers think necessary if all the facts were
known? |
The rationalist stresses the physical or economic harm
another child_will bring about. The housewife stresses the honour

of motherhood, the sanctity of the sexual act, marriage being &
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14éaciaﬁent; etc. Now how could they reach agreement?

One cannot regard their respective wmoral opinions as hypo-
theses which the facts will either confirm or refute. There is no
'common evidence! by which they can settle the issue in terms of
human good or harme Because this is precisely what they differ
over ie. what is to. count as human good or harml Here we see how
central is the notion of what a personvconsiders fimportant! in
life, or as I have expressed it before, 'the notion of what you want
vout of 1life'. And this pre-supposes a whole conceptual_background.

For the rafionalist, the poseibility of the mother's death,
the provision of enough food for the baby would be of prime
importaﬁce.

The housewife probably agrées‘with the latter point, but
might think that it is a good idea to bring them into the world
before worrying about that! For her the will of God, the creation
of new life Within the sacrament of matrimony are the important
things to bear in mind.

They cannot settle the issue in terms of some supposed
evidence called human good or harme. It is precisely what is to
count as humanﬂgood or harm that separates them. Their opinions
aré 'rooted! in differenf’mdral'frédifioﬁé. -

And it is important to notice that within these traditions
there are rules for what can, and what cannot be said. Because
deadlock is reached in ethics, this does not wean fhat one can
argue as one chooses. The.rationalist‘and the housewife cannot

just say what fhey like.
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The view that there are ways of demonstrating goodness by
appeals to evidence which operates independently of the various moral
opinions which people hold is mistaken.

There will always exist tﬁe possibility of radical moral
disagreement. Do not ihagine that despite moral differences all
men are pursuing the same end, namely, what all men want. I hope
to have shown that the notion of what all men want is as much a
dream as the common evidenée which is supposed to support ite. There

can be no theories of goodnesse.




NOTES

Chapter 1

1. Note here the model which if forced on us of 'fact and value'.
Are value judgements so different from factual statements?
Is it a question qf fact whether Susan after drinking a bottle
of whiskey, drove at 80 m.p.h. down Main Street with her eyes
closed, was careless or not? Or is this merely a métter of
taste or opinion?
Surely I can say that in this instance 'she was careless' and
be right or correct?
There will of course be borderline disputes where I am unable to
decide whether an action was careless or not. But the very
existence of borderline disputes implicitly éuggests the
existence of other clear cut cases. I cannot just describe
any action as ‘careless'. I speak a language and language is
a rule-governed activity. (If that isn't careless thenlwhat
is?) I can say 'she was careless! and be right or correct.
And isn't carelesSness tihgéd‘with moral disapproval®?
Well if I can be right or correct when I say 'she was careless!
then why not when I say that she is a good person or a bad
person?
Are guestions concerning matters of value and questions con-

cerning matters of fact so different? Isn't the tidy dichotomy
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of the sceptic just a little too tidy?

Because we could not answer the question 'What is the meaning
of life?! in a phrgse this does nof mean that we cannot under-
stand the question, that it does not have a significance.

Wittgenstein showed us how different this type of question is

from a scientific question. And we may accent this while denying that

it cannot be answered. Because of his view of language at the
time he felt that the only genuine questions were scientific
questions. Once we are freed from this view, we can examine

the peculiar logic of this type of question. It is I imagine
accepted now that we don't turn to the metaphysician for an answer.
There is no big system builder who can explain to us in one tfell
swoop'! man's place in the scheme of things. It is misleading to
talk of looking for 'an answer! t§ this kind of question. One

can flee to a cértain kind of writer who gives one comfort. But
this is as much an evasion of the question as drinking a bottle of
Scotch a daye.

There are ﬁﬁvélists and artists who do throw a little light here

and there. And these piecemeal‘insights_are of value. What makes

.- certain nq#elistsTﬂgreat',gannot~be“put'ihto;wads by the critics.

And what makes life meaningful cannot be put into a metaphysical
treatise, nor into an Archbishop's sermon. There is no one kind
of question and no one kind of answer. And scientifiec questions
are not a paradigm’to which all other kinds of questions should
aspire. Again there is no one kind of understanding. And what

'understanding! consists of cannot always be put into words. (Think



of the understanding which can spring up between two people.)

I may not be able to say what constitutes the sense or the
understanding. But this is n&t to imply that it is not there.
Similarly with life in general. TYou can't just point to 'the
kids, the wife, and the dog! and explain anything to the sceptic.
(He simply smiles and thinks 'How quaint!')

'‘What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence' just
points out that fact.

A guestion like 'What is the meaning of life ~ or what is, or
wherein lies the sense of life?' is very different. There is
no answer to it in the way in which there is an answer to the
question 'What is the meaning of the French word 'pion'? or
What is the meaning of THiS?' gaid perhaps on entering a

noisy classroom. |

It is more akin to 'What is the meaning of S. Becket's Malone
or Fellini's 'Blow Up'? Here there is no set answer. One céﬁ
point to certain aspects of a novel or a film -~ ﬁerhaps change
a person's pérspective. Eventually he may come to understand
the meaning of 'Malone' but there will always be the possibility
that he won't. This makes this type of question very different
from a scientific question but no less genuine. And T would
like to say that it is the same with the question 'What is the
meaning of 1ife?! It has, if you wish; ablogic of its ommo.
(Thé atfempts which have beén made to throw light on this
question (outside of novels, plays etc.,) lends credence to

Wittgenstein's point that this isn't the kind of question you
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can answer in words.) And it is at this point that he uses the
expression *There are indeed things that cannot be put'into words.
They meke themselves menifest. They are what is mystical'. It
is because of his rigid view of language that he had to ssy this.
Language was descriptive of facts. If a question could be framed
then it must also be possible to answer it! Here I think he is
talking of a scientifiec aﬁswer and of course this would be im=
possible. What is important to bezr in mind is that Wittgenstein
does not identify the important with the verifiable. It is the

unsayable which alone has value. His silence is a respectful one.

Chapter 2

This may be made clearer by comsidering the nature of questions
such as 'What is the meaning of life?' A question which one
cannot help asking and yet on reflection one may be tempted to

say that it is unintelligible. One can only ask 'What is the

: meaning of 'x'?! if there are y's and e's in terms of which the

meaqiﬁg can:be:explained.

Onezié tﬁéﬁ temﬁfea to éay that t6 ésk about the meaning of it
all:is noﬁéensical as there. is nothing in terms- of which it can
be expiained.

In the poem 'Father William' the young man asks Father William
his reason for 'turning somersaults in at the door'. Father
William explains 'the point' of this exXercise.

Auétin remarks parenthetically that some people ask 'What is the



point of it all?' and then join the Church or commit suicide.
Again we get the suggestion that a question can only be asked

where there is a conceivable answer.

You cannot separate language=-social life-morality. TYou could

not say of me that I was a good man, or an enlightened man, or

an eccentric man, because I do not keep slaves. Yet this remark
would have been perfectly intelligible spoken of a U.S.A. citizen
only a hundred years ago. - This indicates the importance of context,
of environment when giving reasons for or against predicating
‘good!' of a2 man. Some of the understandings which arise in ethics
are I think partiy the result of thinking of man as two substances,
a mind and a body. You then tend to think that you can somehow
reflect about or look into your soul and discover 'how you ought
to live', 'what your duty is' etc.

I want to suggest that there are difficulties here. You can't

just feel 'anything', you can't Jjust think 'anything'. What you
think, how you feel, depends upoh the society you live in, the
forms of life you can take part it, the relationships you have
with other people, the books you read, and the music you listen
to. The soul is not a box full of feelings and emotions which

you can stare into, selecting certain emotions and giving them
names. Imagine a primitive man discovering a strange feeling

and he doesn't know what to call it = doesn't realize that it

is, say, 'nationalism'.



Imagine a man who has never had contact with other beings. Could
he by staring into his soul discover love, duty, patriotism,

Joy?

No one felt nationalism until boundaries were built, one language,
one culture felt threatened or something like this. What you

can feel is bound up with your way of life.

(I have heard English Instructors saying that there was no such
thing as romantic love before the novelists wrote about it. Or
think of Oscar Wilde's remark that there was no fogs in London
until a certain school of artists painted them.)

You can imagine a dog 'being in love' only if you can imegine
him paying rent, having responsibilities, giving up his career

to marry, etc., ie. living a certain way of life —— a human way
‘of“1ife. ‘

Trying to find out how i '§ught to live', or what my 'duty' is,
is not a process of discovering scnéthing lurking at the 'bottom
of my soul'. Something which I can. discover by introspection
aloné. To f1nd out What oy duty is will be to examine my

relationships with other people, it will get its sense from

_the way of life I leads

Ybu'Cahnot havé a féliéié&;héé;v;;ﬂgwgo;iety which has no concept
of a2 '"God'. You can have a man who acts in certain ways which
if he was in a different society would lead you to say he was
religious, but this is quite different. What I can do, say and
think, are all tied up'with the form of 1ife in which I partakea

You can apply no concepts to pre-social man. In the discussions



on Nature and Convention which occupied the Greeks they talked
of pre-social man as being selfish and aggressive. But these
are social concepts and only get their sense in a social con—
text. Neither could you say that mre-social man was ‘free!,
nor of course that he was a slave.

Its not that I haven't sufficient imagination to be able to
think of a worm as suffering from a 'moral problem'. Its just
that a worm doesn't lead the kind of life which could engender
'moral problems'. What would it be to zpply the notion of
decision to a worm, and of course worms don't havé a religion,
or the concept of fidelity to their wives, or any of the other
human characteristics which are essential for applying the con—
cept of 'moral problems'. (Snoopy is funny because he thinks
in a human way — as if he had responsibilities, duties etc.)
Certain concepts (including moral concepts) only make sense
within 'a:way of }ifeﬁ.:;IAlearn.what love, hate, nationalism,
jcy‘are'through leadihg‘aécértain way of 1ife without which
these concepts would be unintelligible.

What would a stone have to do or ﬁhat would I have to do to
make 2 stone feel joy or pride?

To ask what I ougﬁt to0 do, or how I ought to livé is to ask
this as a pa:ticular person in a particular sociéty. Not as
‘man'. The questiﬁﬁlénl& makes sense in a social context.

Or rather the question gets its sense from the social context.
One tends to talk as if I knew from my own case what love, hate,
duty, obligation, oneness with God, etc. from my own case. That

I inwardly pick out a feeling and name it. What could this mean?



And how would anyone else know what I meant by the word? The
concepts of duty, right, good, etc., change as my society
changes. To ask moral questions pre-supposes a way of living.
This doesn't mean that my choices are limited to the current
practices of the society. But what is 'to count as a choice!
is 'given'. The problems and the questions you can ask are
engendered by the 'ﬁay of life' in which you participate. The
concept of duty or right or good are not then absolute., Don't
imagine that you can be, or could be 'plopped down' as ‘'a man'
and could then just 'peer into your soul' and find 'absolute
duty' or ‘absolute good'.

Ideas, concepts, can't be torn out of their context and exsmined
independently.of that setting in which alone they get their
sense or meaning. I cannot help a Catholic who is in a dilemma
over thé issue of birth control. But I wouldn't even under—
stand what his problem was aﬁout unless I had and understood
the concept of religion.

When I reflect on *what I ought to do' this is often because

I have to deal with a situation foreign to my previous experiences
In a rapidly changing social environment this will hapﬁen fre-
quently, not just because customary modes of behaviour have
broken down, but because of the novelty of the situations. It
is as a 'person' within this changing way of life that I ask
myself 'what ought I to do?'. I ask the question as Fred Brown
not as ' a man'.,

There existed storms and thunder before people had concepts of
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them. But it doesn't meke sense to talk of people giving
commands, doing their duty to God and The Gueen before they

had these concepts.

The Laws of Mechanics were a problem for Descaries ag a Catholic.

Birth Control was not.

Chapter 3

The sense in which a philosopher asks about the nature of reality
involves the problem of man's relation to reality. The philoso~
pher's question is not a scientific quéstion. What difference
will it meke to my life — why is it iwmportant that my mind have
some contact with reality?

I base my life — decide how I ‘'ought to live'! on the basis of my
y;gw as to what is the case in the world around me and how I
relate to it. (Compare the 'ways of life' of the Eastern Nystic
and the Western Academici and think of their completely different
concepts as to the nature of reality and how they relate to it.)
The point I wish to make is that I can be completely deceived

as to 'how the world really is' and ‘how I relate to it'. This

" is why IVﬁse;the éxﬁréssiOn%appearanceﬁandLreéIity&inirélétion

to a man's life. Think ovarigitte in 'Woménwof fhé-Pharisees‘;
She imagines herself to be a pillar of religious feeling, full
of love for others, concern for their well-being in and through
God. In fact Mauriac portrays her in all her mean and cruel
shortsightedness. |

In 'The Keys of the Kingdom® by A.J. Cronin, a similar situation



is illustrated. The young man who eventually becomes a Bishop
is portrayed as being entirely devoid of religious feeling and
humility. He is of course completely unaware of this and has
no clear idea concerning his real relation to the Church and God
and those around him. This possibility of living a life of
delusion is of prime importance in ethics. The possibility
of being deceived either as to how one is living one's life,
or as to what it is one wants out of life, enables us to use
the concept of 'mistake' when talking about a person's life.
And the concept of 'mistake' gets its sense from concepts like
those of 'a rule! and 'knowledge' and a correct way of living.
I don't mean to imply that there is one single and correct
way in which we can all live our lives. Only that of any one
person we can say that he is living a life of understending or
that he is not.

Austin suggests in 'Sengse and Sensibilia’ that a definite

sense attaches to the assertion that something is real, only
in the light of a specific way in which it might be, or might
have been; not real. He goes on to say that this is why the
atteﬁpt to find a characteristic common to all things that are
or could be real is dooméd to failure. Analogously I want to
suggest that this is more or less the cases when we predicate
of a man‘s life ‘understanding’. He is aware Qf the siﬁuatioﬁ
around him for what it really is and it is important tb realize
that this might not have been the case.

Note that nothing I have said here could apply to animalse
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