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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 this resulting rejection of 

metaphysics of any kind; ethics as it had been studied previously seemed 

to be finished. The notion that through some kind of total or complete 

exr>lanation of the world, man's place in thie scheme of things would be 

revealed, and his duties, obligations, etc ma.de clear, seemed to be no 

longer tenable. 

Wittgenstein for reasons which I will explain in detail, a.nd 

which were in the main the result of a certain atomistic theory of 

language, was forced to conclude towards the end of the Tractatus that 

• in the world everything is as it is, a.nd everyth ing ha'Ppens as it does 

happen; in it no value eXists-and if it did eXist, it would ha.ve no 

value. If there is any value that does have value, it must lie outside 

the whole sphere of wha.t happens and is the case.. For all that happens 

and is the case is accidental.' And that tIt is impossible for there to 

be propositions of ethics. Propositions can express nothing that is 

higher. It is clear tha.t ethics cannot be put into words. Ethics is 

transcendental. I 

Moore cha.nged the perspective of moral philosophy by claiming 

that the term tgood t was indefinable; and he claimed thRt previous moral 

philosophers had been mistaken in attempting to define 'good' in terms 
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of some other non-na.tura.l entity such a.s '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 a.nd workings of moral 

language. 

The central ~uestion of ethics changed from 'What is goodness?' 
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where an answer wa,s expected in terms of some rea.l 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 huma.n 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 rega.rded not a.s 

problems of morals but as problems of moral language. Ethical theory 

is to conSist of the logical analysis of ordinary moral la.ngusge iea, an 

investigation into the nature of the terms and modes of rea.soning which 

are actually employed in discussing and settling moral issues in practice. 

The task of the moral philosopher is to strive after a clarification of 

certain key concepts. 

Ethioal questions suoh as 'What is the meaning of life?' or 

'What is the right way of living?' or 'What makes life worth living?' 

were set~sid.e asbe:i..ng too s'-pecuia'tive, too IIletaphysical in kind. 

I will suggest towards the end of this thesis that not enough 

attention has been paid to this type of q,uestion; 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 thC'lt these questions are 

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



appearance 2nd reality in a man's life. 

The plan of this thesis will be as follows. I will present 

what Wittgenstein thought of as the characteristic features of ethics; 

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 q.uestions which have largely been ignored in recent ethical 

inq.uiry. 

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 to what is primarily a work of logiC, 

language, inference etc; 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. Ethj.cal propositions were not descriptive as 

there was nothing for them to describe. Therefore they must be 

meaningless. 

In the second chapter I want to show how his views on ethics 

changed and developed as he C8.me 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 

Investigations as I think that his later remarks on ethics are very 

similar to his discussion of language, logiC, and mathematics, as 

given in that book. The notion of 'intelligibility' becomes important 

'there are certain replies one can make and certain q.uestions one can 

ask and others which would mean nothing'. This is implied in the 

Tractatus but it is not worked out ,md couldn't be with the view of 
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language which he held at that time. 

But his view of language had' cha.nged, Cl.nd 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 interna.l relations of one systern were not those of 

another. And only certain remarks are intelligible in whl'l.t 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 Ethics'; I 

feel that it is necessary for me to comment tn greater detail on 

what has been said so far. His remarks on ethics EIre 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 inquiry_ 

The third chapter consists of remarks on ethics which, I 

thin~follow from what has been said so far. And I draw certain con

clusions from these remarks 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 then.ot.i9nS of i'ntel1igibiJ.i ty in life. I 

try to apply to ethics certain notions which Wittgenstetn used in 

general in hts discussions on epistemology and logic, eg, .the notion 

of 'and so on .•. '; that understanding might be said to consist in 'know

ing how to go on' as opposed to some kind of weird mental process; that 

the giving of reasons must come to an end; that one shouldn't look for a 

'foundation' for logic (or for ethics for that matter). There are also 
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various remarks on 'rule-governed beha,viouI", ; 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 makes 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 la.rge portion of 

this paper must be devoted to matters whose bearing on the nRture of 

ethics is not immediately evident. ThAt is to say, the first chapter 

is devoted to a discussion of the Tracta.tus) but this is essential 

as without some understanding of this work" one cannot appreciate how 

Wittgenstein was able to arrive at the novel conclusion that 'there 

can be no ethical proP9siti~ns'. A.discussion as to the. nature of 

language and·i"j;s relation to reality as Wlttgenstetn saw it at the 

time of the Tractatus is an essential part of this thesis and cannot 

be skipped as a tiresome and time-wasting preliminary. 

To the accusation tha,t 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 
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of another person's point of view to be a very valuable undertaking 

in philosophy. In support of the general strategy of this thesis I 

quote from the preface to the Philosophical I~vestigations 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 ~uotation in defense of 

any erroneous conclusions which might be ~rrived at in this thesis; 

these must stand or fa11 on their own merit. But the attempt is, 

I think, quite in order. 

Wi ttgenstein had pointed out that there a,re- many books written 

on ethics in which there is no mention of specific moral ryrob1ems. 

Part of the point here is tha.t. a moral vocabu1Rry cannot be understood 

except against the background of a certain kind of SOCial life. Many 

twentieth century philosophers write as if morality, and with it, 

moral philosophy, existed apart from all SOCial· forms. This is mis

leading. A moral philosopher is neither a scientist nor a preacher. 

He is concerned with gaining some understanding of the nature of 

morality as such. This pre-supposes some idea as to the nature of 

ethical inquiry. I think that faced with the problem of scepticism 

we tend to fly to the other extreme and adopt some kind of metaphysical 

system. The sceptic presents us with a certain model - a certain way 

of seeing ethics. He suggests that given any moral situation - a 

description of the situation is compatible with any conclusibno The 

logic of the sceptic seems unassailable, and he claims to have 

eliminated the possibility of justifying ethical conclusions by 
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deductive or casual inference. If etbical conclusions cannot be 

justified in either of these two ways, it seems that they cannot be 

, justified 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 careful examination of their prescriptive 

and commendatory function. 

But the situation is rarely as clear a.s it first looks. 

The position of straightforward problems of logic, tidy little 

dichotomies is to be viewed with suspicion.. (Think of Austin's 

treatment 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. 

And in a'way Which I think is,se:r:iously misleading, though not 

entirely unproductive. We must shake off our habit of viewing 

ethics through spectacles provided for us by the sceptic. A 

cha.racter in one ,o,f John Galsworthy's novels rem8rks that he no 

longer views people as being good or bad but rather as comic or 

pathetic. This remark may seem bizarre to an ethical absolutist. 

Bizarre too, is the remark by the sceptic that discussion in 

ethics is discussion concerning matters of taste. But these 

remarks do change our perspective. And it is in doing this that 

they are valuable. 

The paint of studying ethics is not to find some system 
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which will enable us to 'look up' the answers to our moral problems, 

nei ther will we find some method which ena.bles us to categorise those 

around us unequivocably as 'good' or 'bad'. 

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 I 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 consid

erable insight into the nature of morality by reading literature. 

I have used Wittgenstein to give s:ome form to this thesis 

because his Tractatus seems to lead to thel typical sceptic's 

position as regards ,justifying our ethical judgements. And because 

the method he uses in 'The Philosophical Investigation~ seems to 

be the one most. likely to give us some inSight into the nature of 

morality. 

Don't ask whether the paint ing is' good' or 'bad'. Try and 

see it for what it is. (Wittgenstein's eJ:pression - 'give it a face'.) 

Think of what is called 'giving advice' in this connection. Sometimes 

this is Simply impossible. In Graham Green's novel, 'The End of the 

Affair', Sarah, .who is' a Catholic, is having .an affair. All the 

priest can do is remind. her that she is a Catholic. She is fully 

aware of all the facts. In this situation .thereis nothing which 

could count as 'the giving of advice'. :Sometimes though one can 

'make a situation clearer to a person', get them to see things in a 

different light, change their perspective" And this may help them. 
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What you can't do is consult a chart or look at the staxs and tell 

them what they ought to do. Moral problems are not scientific 

problems and neither are they exercises in. logic. 
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Chapter I 

In Prinoipia Ethioa Moore explains the term ethios as being the generAl 

inq,uiry into what is good. Wi ttgenstein us,es the term in a wider sense. 

Re gives a number of more or less synonymous expressions, and suggests 

that the oharaoteristio features whioh these expressions have in oommon 

are the oharaoteristio features of ethios. 

Ethios he suggests, is the inq,uiry into what is valuable, or 

into what is really important, or, the in~uiry into the meaning of life, 

or, into what makes life worth living, or into the right way of living. 

The Traotatus speaks of 'problems of life', and Wittgenstein 

thought that it was strange that one oould find books on ethios in 

whioh there was no mention of a genuine ethioal or moral problem. 

What then led him to the oonolusion in the Traotatus that: 

6.42 'The sense of the world must lie outside the world. In the world 

everything is as it is, and everything happens as it does happen: in 

it no value exists--and if it did eXist it would have no value.' And 

at 6 .. 42 'And so it is impossible for there to be propositions of ethios. 

Proposi tions oan express nothing that is higher. I And finally at 6.421 

'It is olear that ethios cannot be put into words.' 

To understand this it will be neoessary to examine the 

Traotatus. I Yiill try and bring out the ui1derlying logio, or, reasons 

for his main dootrines, and will pay speoial attention to the pioture 

theory_ This should bring out why he was foroed into the novel oon-
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clusions on ethics which he arrived a.t in that book. 

It is clear enough :from an eXamination, of the seven main 

propositions that the principle theme of the Tractatus is the 

connection between language, or thought, and reality. And the main 

thesis about this is that sentences are pietures of facts. Through 

considerations of language and meaning he d.eveloped a metaphysical 

system. His inquiry was never in any way empirical. If we think 

about the essence of hmguGge and neglect its superficial features 

we will see that the foundations of lcmguage and reali ~y ha.d to be 

as he described. 

The world, V:'ittgenstein, said, was the totality of fa.cts. 

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

of things arranged or combined in a certain way. Most facts are 

highly complex and composed of less complex facts. Ultimately, and 

this is a central pOint of Wittgenstein's system we get down to facts 

which cannot be reduced. These, he calls, atomic facts and the link 

between language and reality consists in the .relation of these 8.tomic 

facts and, what he calls, elementary propositions. 

He arrived at the existence of these atomic facts through 

certain considerations about language. In order that a proposition 
" .. "",' .. ' 

could have sense',' the world had 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 are pictures of a.tomic fa,cts. All other 

propositions were truth functions of elementary ones. Le,nguage is 

the mirror in which the logical network of rea.l i ty :i.s t shown' or 

reflected. 



This is to state his theory rather baldly. What I shall do 

now is SlOW 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 assumptil::lns. 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 manner in which many 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 ordinary 

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 all. These ~uestions 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 meant. 

On this view of analysis, the terms of a proposition can 

be said to signify something indirectly, "Via the terms of the 

simpler propositions into which it is analyzed. Thus the meaning 

of the terms of'the analyzed 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 a.s the terms 8.t 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 he,d to be immediate connection 

between Sign and thing signified. There hael 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: 'Components of our proposition 

can be analyzed by reans 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 Tractatus was the point at which one had 

elementary propositions, consisting entirely of na.mes-of terms 

that could not be defined. It is at this point that one has the 

immediate connection, he thought necessary between sign and thing 

signified. This connection consisted of the rela.tion of simple 

names standing over against Simple objects. 

Wittgenstein was pointing out that 1unless'one had this 

immedi"ote relation of 'signification' then you couldn't decide 

whether any proposition ha,d sense. As he puts it in proposition 

2.0211 'If the world had no substance than whether a proposition 
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had sense would depend on whether another proposition was true'. 

His conviction that ,the oomplete analysis of a proposition 

would result in elementary propositions oonsisting entirely of 

names, has thus led him to a view of reality as oonsisting of 

atomic faots whioh are oonoatenations of primary elements whioh 

he oalls objeots. 

There must, he is saying, be objeots 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 objeot. 

The object is its meaning.' If there were llO objeots, the elementary 

propositions would oonsist of terms that had no meaning and would 

thus be meaningless. But as the meaning of all propositions depends 

ultimately on that of the elementary propositions, no propositions 

would have any meaning. Therefore Wittgenstein' oonoludes that any 

language, if it is to be meaningful, must be founded on names, on 

indefinable terms that directly denote objeots. 

One oan already gather that there is no room for ethioal 

proposi tions in his soheme of things. Our worcls to be meaningful 

must refer to faots, and there is'oonse'luently no room for value 

statements. l The expressions we use in ethios must be meaningless 

for there. is nothing for them to refer to. Language is primarily 

desoriptive and there is nothing for ethioal expressions to describe. 

The world is the totality of faots, of the oounterparts in reality 

of true propositions. And nothing but pioturable situations oan 

be stated .in propositions. 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 accoun1; 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 wha,t 

situation it describes. Just by lOOking at a proposition I can, 

tell what situation it describes. Therefore he thought that the 

proposition must be some kind of representation, or picture, of 

the situation. 

4.021 A proposition is a picture of reality: for if I understand 

a proposition, I know the situation that it represents. And I 

understand:the 'proppsition wj;thc:mt having had its sense explained 

to me. 

4.022 A proposition shows its sense. A proposition shows how 

things stand if it is true. 

4.03 A proposition communicates a situation to us and so ,it must 

be essentially connected 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 rea.lity 

and propositions. 

In order for A to be a logical picture of B three conditions 

are necessary: 

(a) there must be a one to one correspondence between the components 

of A and B. 

(b) to every feature of the structure or flOrm of A there must 

correspond a feature of the structure or form of B. 

(c) there must be rules of projection connecting the components of 

A and ef B. 

Prebably this third condition is the most important to bear in mind 

when talking about picturing. Wittgenstein points this out at 

propositien 4.0101 tIt is the fact that there is a general rule by 

which we can derive them one froll1";B;rtothe~ which ce~slitutes the 

inner similarity ef"the score and the music and the gramophone 
, 

record-for all that these seem about as a~iverse as things could be. 

And he had just referred te this inner similarity at 4.014 'A gram~ 

phone record, the musical idea, the written notes, and the sound 

waves, all stand te one another in the same internal relation of 
, ";','" 

",' .. ,,: 

depicting that holds between language and the world. They are all 

censtructed accerding te a commen logical pattern. 

Though Wittgenstein does say that 'reality is compared with 

prepesitions', this is when he is geing Oll to distinguish between 

true and false propositions. And it is impertant not te confuse 

picturing reality with saying what is trule i.eo, not to confuse 

what we do when we want to decide whether a proposition is true lOr 
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false, and what we do when we want to decide whether it ha.s sense. 

He brings this out when he says at proposition 4.06 fA proposition ca.n 

be true or false only in virtue of being a picture of reality.' 

One can understand a proposition; it is not just a jumble 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 Cl.nd anything 

else. And this makes it rather like recognizing a picture. 

We may say that we understand a pieture 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 wha.t it is of, even if I 

had never been to Hamilton. 

When one says in Wittgenstein's sense that rqy 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 represent it. 

They have no subject matter. They presuppose that names have meaning 

and elementary propositions sense; and that is their connexion with 

the world. t Logic, as Wi ttgenstein says, p1ervades the world. 

One cannot talk as if the truth or falsity of empirical 

statements, or the possibility of em:pirical statements at all, were 

something logic has nothing to do with. As though the rela,tion of 

logic to the world were something external as it were. 

There can be no 'proving' tha.t empirical propositions depend 

on logic. To understand the relation of logic end empirica.1 propositions 

is to become clear about what can be said and what can only be shown. 

We recognize the relatio~ of logic to empirical propositions when we 

see them as picturing. 

Wi ttgenstein stresses that the sensle of a Tlroposition must be 

independent of the facts at proposition 4.061 'It must not be overlooked 

tha.t a proposition has a sense that is independent of the facts; other

wise one can easily suppose that true or false are relations of eq,ual 

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 Wi ttgenstein says a.t 

4.061 'The propositions p and -p ha.ve 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 a.nd contradictions a.re not nictures of reality 'they do not 
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represent any possible situation. For the former admit all possible 

situations and the latter none.' He is insisting on the point that 

the sense is independent of the facts. 1Mhat gives sense to p is also 

what gives sense to -po But what makes p true is not what makes -p 

true. 

When he says that a proposition shows its sense this is 

because I can understand a sentence that I have never heard before. 

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

You could say that no one can explain to me what 'saying 

something' is. 'Saying' a,nd 'having sense' a.re the same •. It is 

in saying something that a proposition pictures reality. This is 

why he says that tautologies, and contra,di.ctions lack sense, they 

show that they say nothing. 

I said nreviously that there must be a one to one correlation 

between the components of a. picture a.nd those of the thing pictured. 

This must also hold of a proposition and the situation it describes. 

Now, it is only elementary propositions thd consist entirely of 

names each directly denoting an object. Wittgenstein explains this 

as follOWS: 

4.0311 One name stands for one thing, another for another thing 

and they are combined with one another. In this way the whole group

.like a tableau vivant-presents a state of affairs. 

4.0312 The possibility of propositions is ba.sed on the principle that 

objects have signs as their representatives. 

4.04 In a proposition there must be exactly a.smany distinguishable 

parts' as. ill the situation it represents. ; The two must possess the 
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same logical multiplicity. 

4.041 This mathematical multiplicity, of course, cannot 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 elements 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 axe 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 That is how a picture is attached to reality; it re~l,ches 

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 na.mes. They are a.rra.nged in a certain way 

which is significant; (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 in the way they are that 

represents the situation described. 

Every proposition is a perfectly definite representational 
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picture of a certain perfectly determinate situation. Not a spatial 

picture blt·a logical op.e. 

This is nec.essary 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 uniq,ue sta.te of affairs. Any 

proposition, then, being a truth-function of elementary propositions, 

must 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 cs.me to realize that these 

major doctrines were false. 

He had held that the world divides into fa.cts (not things), 

and into a uni~uely determined set of atomic facts. He also held 

that any proposition had one and only one final form of analysis--

into elementary propositions--which in turn consisted of names which 

stood over against simple objects. The kind 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 is only one correct answer to the 

q,uestion 'What a~e the ul tima.teconsti tuents of x?' (3.25 A pro

position has one and only one complete analysis.) But this is not so. 

And Wi~tgenstein came to realize that the simple components of a thing 

are not given in reality. One account .or analysis may be better for 
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some purposes, or more appropriate. 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 that can mean'. 

The Iluestion '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 ~uestion. 

'To the philosophical Iluestion 'Is the visual image of this 

tree composite, and what are its component parts?' the correct answer 

is: 'That depends on what you understand by composite' (And that is 

of course not an answer but a rejection of the Iluestion)'. 

With this realization Wittgenstein removed the plausibility 

of his earlier position-that there was a final and complete analysis 

of anything, be it propositions, states of affairs, or general 

propositions for that matter. 

Another argument to. be found in the· Tracta.tus 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.' 

Everything in the world is as it is. And the sense of a 

proposi tion 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 tobe 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 

section 91 of the Philosophical Investigati0!2!: '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. La.ter 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 roughly there' may not this explanation work perfectly well? 

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

is not true that every proposition has an absolutely definite sense. 

Many of the things we say are inexact and indefinite, and could not 

be otherwise. So Wittgenstein had to drop this notion of a supposed 

standard of .absolute definiteness. And aJ.cl"1g with it go many of the 

fundamental tenets of the Tractatus. 
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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 

makes 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 given form of words means. 

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

is an 'analyzed' form of one in (a) readily seduces us into thinking 

that the former is the more fundamental form; that it alone shows 

what was meant by the other and so on.' Wittgenstein shows how 

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

say: '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 posHion 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 particuJar relation 

to one another; and this was as it were hiclden 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 speak 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 la.nguage 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 view 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. Ethical propositions weren't 

descriptions as there was nothing for them to describe, therefore 

they were meaningless. And so he was foreed by the misleading 

picture which he had of language and its relation to the world to 

conclude that 'All propositions are of eq,ual value'. 

This must be so because propositions descri.be facts and 

all facts are on the same level. 6.41' In the world everything 

is as it is, and everything happens as it does happen: in it no 

value eXists.' 

There can be no value in the world becau~e how things are 

in the world. is purely contingent. Propositions can only relate 

to the world and therefore any attempt to utter value propositions 

must necessarily be meaningless. This is why Wittgenstein says 

that we strive against the limits of language. Propositions 

25 



can express nothing that is higher. We may strive, we may do violenoe 

to language but we are doomed to failure because that whioh we wish to 

express concerns value, and our words can only express faots. 

The oorrect method in philosophy would be to say nothing 

but propositions of natural soienoe. 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 oertain signs in his 

propositions. 

Some of the positivists thought that with the Traotatus, 

the distinction between good and evil went out of the window, but 

this was a sad misunderstanding of the book" Carnap for example 

is reputed to have said in oomment on proposition seven of the 

Traotatus (what we oannot speak about we must pass over in silence) 

'Yes we must be silent but notabout anything'. 

Wi ttgenstein never denies the reality of the distinotion 

between good and evil. Rather what he holds is that it is because 

of what judgements of gobd and evil do mean that it is pointless 

to look for their meaning in any events or faots that might be found 

by sOience, or in the world.2 To understand the Tractatus is to 

understand why Wittgenstein found it neoessary to conolude that 

there could be no ethical propositions; but it is not to be 

shocked or horrified by this. He is not claiming that his theory 

has shown that the reality of the distinction between good and evil 

is an illusion. But he did feel his theory showed was that the 

sense of the world must lie outside of the ~i(rorld, and that therefore 
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ethics could not be put into words. This will become olearer in 

the next chapter. 

The essence of trying to talk ethios oonsists in trying 

not to talk facts. But he has shown that the world is the totality 

of facts, and therefore significant propositions must on analysis 

refer to these. Thus there is no plaoe for ethioal 'Propositions 

in his system. 

The few remarks on ethios which oome at the end of the 

Tractatus are extremely difficult to understand. Part of the point 

is, I think,. that whatever ethios is, it can't be explained in terms 

of something which it is not. Question: 'What is mathematics?' 

Answer: 'That which you find in mathematics books.' Question: 'What 

is the nature of morality?' Answer: This will start to come olear 

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 conse~uenoes 

of certain aots. Perhaps a few remarks on aesthetios will serve to 

make this olearer. 

To understand what is great about J.D. Salinger's 'Catcher 

in the Rye' "is to a great extent to remember .. wha.t. it· felt like,·to 
. . .. . ~.'i .. ':' :1-, ": "'!'~"'''.'' ~ "; . .' 

be an adoleScent. (Welve all been a,dolescents cmd 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 ~uestions. If one has never felt the need to 
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do this then one will never really understand this remark no 

matter how carefully one reads the works. 

Just what makes a work of art great or sentimental or 

religious or whatever 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 a given argument is valid or in 

the way in which a doctor can account for our stiff nec~ by point-

ing to the open kitchen window. 

I think that this is part of the point of propos~tion 

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 some :kind of indubitable bas~. 6-'422. 1,!then an ethical 

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

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 cant t 

'prove' to you that a joke is funny. The notion of 'proof' doesn't 

have any application in talking of jokes.) Similarly I can't really 

explain to you that p' N~ AI' r. 
'It is clear that ethics cannot. be. put into words 'doe,sn' t 

mean that we don't or can't say of certain acts that they are good 

or bad, or of certain things that they are l:>eauti.ful 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 must lie outside of the world' is a rejection of 

a 'way of looking at ethics', one might say a 'scientific' way • 

.At 6.43 we read 'The world of the har.rpy 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 haw I see the world. If you wish I talk about 'my 

world' • 

Strictly speaking I cannot say in an ethical sense 'the 

world is like this' only 'I see the world 1ike this I. 

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 has 'understanding of life' and 

the man who doesn't. The sceptic would readily admit that one 

can understand chess, or even mathe~~tics. But what on earth 

would count as understanding life? lJii ttgenstein' s point is that 

the answer cannot be given in words, cannot be expressed by treans 
'" 

"of l~I{~~ge~' 'VJhat "J:~ihE3'm~ariiri:g;'df'''i;t, al'Y? Thi's'r.n1stlie outs'ide 

of it all. He is pointing out the difficulties involved in this 

type of q,uestion. 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 clear. This would make one think 

that the question 'What is the sense of lifle?' 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 most 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 a.bout e.n object or thing, 

I define it or put it into a class. I say something about its 

relation to 'otl?-er' things, compare it and contrast it. And it 

is for this reason that it seems impossible to say anything about 

t 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 sa.tisfied by this exercise in logic. One 

still wants to ask the question. Sometimes one feels that it is 

the most profound question one could ask; sometimes the only one 

really worth asking. This is man's metaphysical instinct. And 

it cannot be cured by logic. 

Wittgenstein faced with this problem says: 'There are, 

indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make them

selves manifest. They are what is rnwstical.' Mystics have 

generally 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 ~uestions. Perhaps this is the kind of thing Wittgenstein 

was suggesting. 

The thorny ~uestion remains - Does this experience or 

revelation tell us anything a.bout the universe or is it more akin 

to a hallucination? This ~uestion hasn't been s'atisfactorily 

answered. I don't think 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 ~hilosophy was 

contemplation. 

When Prof. Wisdom talks about reflecting and coming to see 

things fas they really are', one of tens feels that this kind of 

talk wanders (dangerously?) close to mysticism. 
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Chapter 2 

This chapter is based upon Wi ttgenstein IS' :Lecture on Ethics', and 

upon conversations which he had on the subjl9ct with Rush Rhees and 

Friedrich Waismann. I hope to illustrate the way in which his views 

op 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 e"{ery proposition belongs 

to some system of propositions and that there are several of these 

systems; and that the formal rules or internal relations of one are 

not those of another. 

This is to suggest that we should look at what we are doing 

when playing the language game of ethical judgements; and this is why 

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

the Investigations. One must not imagine that there is one Single 

• patt~rn 'to 'be: revealed~ 'or single account of langua,ge to be offered. 

The situation is in fact quite the contrary. The forms and uses of 

language are extremely various and flexible. Language is like a whole 

family of games, and the rules for, the purposes of playing these 

games are themselves endlessly diverse. He warns us against thinking 

of language as something isolated and on i tiS own. Using a language 

is not only among the most ordinary things that we do-fas much a part 

of our natural history as walking, eating, drinking, playing'; it is 

also in countless ways actually involved in many 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 what people are, 

and want, and do. ' 

To inspect words, then, in a context less 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 q.uotations from the Investigations: 

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

language; 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 befclre us, and neither explains 

nor ded,uces anything. Since everything lies open to view. there is 

nothing to explain. For what is hidden, for example, is of no interest 

to us. 

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 victim 
. . ~ . 

ot amisle<~d'ing picture:.-113. ':Sut ~ is howi t is'--':'-' I say to 

myself over and over again. I 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 was mislead by preconceived ideas, as it were,-of the 

picture of naming, the picture of dismantling something composite in 



34 

order to find its basic components, the picture of a calculus with 

clear and fixed rules. But ncm 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 w,e 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 

sense to do so. He also emphasizes the point that within a given 

system of ethics there are certain replies one can make and certain 

Cluestions 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 language at the time of the 

• Lecture on Ethics', and it is worked out to an extent. 

Wittgenstein points out at the beginning of the 'Lecture on 

Ethi,cs' that all expressions pertaining to ethics are in fact used 

in two very differen,t senses, the trivia,l or relative sense on the 

one hana~~:hdthe ·~b·solu.te ·o~··ethi~ais~ris;ebri·:th~·"otner.·· For' 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 a good world fair 1 then 



I simply mean that it compares fa,voura.bly with the Brussels Fair, 

the Paris Exhibition etc. My criterion may be that the exhibition 

pavilions are more interesting, that the a.tmosphere is more cheerful, 

or even that there are more bars. Either way, a.ll I mean when I 

state that Expo '67 is a good fair is that it comes up to ~ notion 

of what a world fair should be like-it satisfies my standards, my 

criteria. 

If I say that it is 'important' 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. 

Again if I say that this is the 'right' road, I mean that 

it is the right road relative to a certain goal. The right road 

from Hamilton to Toronto would in most cases be the one whi.ch 

would get a person there in the shortest possible time. 

Used in this way, these expressions nresent no difficulty; 

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

grasp this fact. The following examples will serve to make this clear. 

If, for example, whenever I drive to Toronto I take a very 

devious route along third class 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 

isn'·t but I don't want to travel on the right road'. Thts person 
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might shake his head, aml 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 



the fa.ct that I behave very badly, and I reply to the effect that 

I know that I do, but that 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 appea~ance of 

a judgement of value. 

For example, 'This man is a good shoe-salesman' can be 

reduced to 'This man sells more shoes during the year than 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 fact; 

it is not the case that a statement of fact can ever be or imply 

an absolute judgement of value. 

He illustrates this further, in a manner which throws a 

great deal of light on his position as given in the Tractatus. 

If an omniscient person wrote· dOY'!'A .1;J:J:~whble:de.sci'iption·. 

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 judgements of value, a list 

of all true propositions that could be made, but nowhere would we 

find an ethical judgement or anything that would logica.1ly imply one. 
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All the facts described would stand on the same level, and in the 

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

no propositions which in any absolute 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 e~ual value. 

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

world everything is as it is, and everything hap"ens as it does 

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

have no value. 

If there is any value that does have value, it must lie 

outside the whole sphere of what happens and is the ca.se. For all 

that happens and is the case is accidental. 

What makes it non-accidental cannot lie 'within' the world, 

since if it d;i.d 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 .external world, are attributes of our states of mind. 

But a state of mind, in so far as we mean by that a fact which we can 

describe, is in no ethica.l 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 \'Vorels, in the final 

analysis, the description of a state of mind, ego Brown feels disgust 
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at murder; and a proposition referring to t·he external world ego the 

desk is in the room, are both simply descriptions of facts. What 

Wittgenstein mea.ns by proposition 6.421 of the Tractatus nOlV becomes 

clear. Our words as we use them in ordinary and scientific discourse 

are capable of conveying only 'natural' mea.ning 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 a.s being wasted effort, or as he later puts it, 

a mis-use of language. 

One cannot talk about 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 not be such a 

state of affairs. And similarly with the 'absolute good' which would 

be the state of affairs which everybody, independent of his tastes, 

pe.rsonal fOibles, and preferences, would necessarily bring about. 

But no state of affairs, has, in itself, what he calls 'the coercive 

power of an absolute judge'_ That is to say, we get back to the 

pOSition that all states of affairs are composed of facts, and a.ll 

facts are on the same level. Or to put it another way, 'All propos

itions are of e~ual value'. 

Several (,Luestions 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 expressions, and what is happening when they do 

so? In wha.t 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 nonsensicali ty ,> 'When we try to speak of 

ethics we 'run against the boundaries of language'. Propositions 

about ethics can add nothing to our knowlecllge, 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 

has; that of 'wondering at the existence of the world'. I am, he says, 

inclined to use such ex~ressions as 'How extraordinary that anything 

should exist?' or, 'How extraordinary that the world should exist?' • 

These expressions are similar to the remark which he made in the 

Tractatus at 

6.44 It is not how things a:re in the world ths.t is mystical, but that 

it exists~ But he then goes on to show why he is of the opinion that 

the verbal expression which he has given to his experience is nonsense. 

(Tractatus 6.54'My propositions serve as elucidations in the follOWing 
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ways; anyone who understands me eventually recognizes them as nonsensical.') 

There.~ a perfectly clear sense in the way in which I might say 

that I wonder at something being extraordinary_ I can for example 

wonder at the speed of an exceptionally fast racehorse, one which can 



run faster than any racehorse which I hF.:.ve 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 ~uite 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 I wonder at 

the existence of the world, because I cannot imagine it' not 

't' 1 ex~s ~ng. 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 Wittgenstein was of the opinion at the time that 

a Similar, characteristic mis-use of la.nguage runs through 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 

·the impression at any rate that there is some kind of analogy 

between the use of these terms in a triviaJL sense a.nd in an 

ethical sense. Now a simile must be a simile for something, 

and if I can describe e, fact by means of a simile, then I must be 
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able to drop the simile and describe the faci; without it. :Sut in 

these cases 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 uoints out 

further that any experience whatsoever is still on the final analysis 

only a fact, and a fact Simply cannot be said to he.ve absolute value. 

Wittgenstein concludes that no description would do to describe what 

he means by labsolute value', and that further, he would reject any 

significant description Ion 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 language. 

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 2bsoluie valuable 

can be no science'. It cannot add to our knowledge in any sense 

because it can never result in significant expressi.on. And if it did 

so result it would no longer be ethics. It is 8, priori certain that 

whatever definition one tried to give of 'the good', or 'the va,luable' 

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 Philosophical 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 

to some system of propositions and there are several of these 

systems. That is to say, within any given language game there are 

certain ~uestions one can ask, and certain replies one can make and 

others which are unintelligible. He ha.s the appearance .of rejecting 

the Tractatus view on the general form of proposition, and is 

beginning to take a position more in line with his work in the 

Investigations. 

For example in section 65 of that work be says, 'For someone 

might object against me: 'You take the easy way out'. You talk 

about all SOrts of language games but you never say wha.t the essence 

of a language game and hence of language is; what is common to all 

these activities and what makes them into langucl.ge or parts of 

la.nguage. So you let yourself off the very part of the investigation 

which once gave you the greatest headache-the part about the 'general 

torm of propositions' and of language.' 

And this is true. --Instead of producing something common 

to all that we call language, I am saying that these phenomena have 

no one thing in common which makes us use the same word for all-but 

that they are related to one another in many different ways. And it 

is because of this relationship, or these relationships, that we call 

them all 'language'. I will try to explain this.
2 
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66. 'Consider for example the proceedings that we call 'games'. 

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 called 'games'--but 'look 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 repea.t: 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 with a specific genuine moral problem, when asked about 

ethics. And his surprise that books were written on ethics 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 sense, at what is intelligible i rl any given game of 

ethical judgements. Hence the point of his remark that if someone 

says 'I know I play tennis badly, but I don~t Vlant to play any 

better', then a11 one can say is 'Oh well" then, that's alright'. 

But if I sa,y 'I know I behave badly l' but 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 ma.ke no sense. 

This has nothing to do with what would be intelligible in a 

description of'facts. It is a question, of what is intelligible in 

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

::'; . 
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that we don't make ethicalpronouncemen~s in a vacuum. 

The first example which he gives in the 'Lecture on Ethics' 

to show what he means a judgement of absolute value is not a 

distortion, or mis-use of language-tWell you 'ought' to want to 

behave better. '-is a natural remark to make in the circumstances; 

the only remark you could make in fact. And when he says at pro-

position 6.422 of the Tractatus that one's first thought on meeting 

an ethical law of the form 'Thou shalt' is 'And what if I don't?' 

-he is wanting to show that with a judgement of absolu,te value 

this question makes no sense. To ask this question is to treat 

the law as if it were a judgement of rela.tive value. 

If I say 'you ought to want to behave better' a.nd you 

reply 'And what if I don't?' meaning this as a question, then you 

have mistaken what I said. What Wi ttgenstein is trying to bring 

out here is that there is nothing more I can tell youl I can't 

find any foundation which you must logically a.ccept. If I say 

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

Butto,~sJ,5;;",;.tl:le ~'l+estion in an ethical context is to 
'.' .... .. ' .. " ' .. ,: 

treat a judgement of'absoiute''Value ?-.S· ·if··it were a:jird:gement of 

rel.ative '.v:aJ,.u,e. 
'. ;'. .' 

·He 'was:of.'.:th~OPiJl~Ori that; you can only frame a. q,uestion 
-','.<,' :~~<:\;::;:' .. :'i'~'~;,~ 't·:····'·,. ':::~', ,:.:::':,:;.:::, 

And in the ,case of ethics no answer .. '. . . 
",",' 

can be giveii. 

work. Compare someone whQ asks .. :.vib:ether two mul tipliedby -two" equals 

four; and someo.ne who. asks whether the multiplicatio.n tables are 

~--- ~- .. - ---" ., ....... '. '~" ~ ""-'"--~ 
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the correct ones?--What possible answer could I give in the latter 

case? Similarly 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 some,one who asks this want 

to know? What answer would satisfy him? 

There is no one system of ethics which we ca.n 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 tha.t 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 

""systems of ethics to think that what we imagine to be the justification 

of an action is what in faCt ';Justifies Hin tb,;:?,t."sy,st,em. 'This:is a 

warning against interpreting other ethicaJl systems. 

"" We must then:do away with explan<3,ti:on in ethiCS, in the sense 

of trying to give a foundation for ethics" This' is/,both mtsleading' 

and ppintless. We must riO~ indulge in statemeh'tissuon"a:s ,].[u:rder is' 
.' ,'- >I~~, "':":::'~"1-t,,~\ .•.. :.1!: ,', ~'~';;:,,:, .:' ,:.;.~, .. :."":":,.,,,.,, " 

wrong because it brings unhappiness'. This is merely to state factso 

I might possibly think that unhappiness is a beneficial state, or I 

might murder a millionaire and give his money to the starving, or pooro 

This way of talking can only be misleading. If we try to give 

justification for our ethical laws,_ we can only refer to the world, 

I3.nd to facts, and Wittgenstein is of the opinion that all fRctS 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 nrecisely 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 iJ!ittgenstein puts it 'the 

power of a coercive judge'. 

Again, you cannot ask 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, 

some"thingihat had been discovered. If you try to give an empirical 

foundation for ethics then no satisfactory solution could ever be 

reached, because I could always reject ymu~ 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 :t:he;rejectioriof· .the. imperative. 

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 
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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-

quently can't be spoken about. To try and talk ethics is to run 

agai'nst the boundaries of language. Ethics if anything is super-

natural, and our words are capable of conveying only natural 

meaning and sense. 

If a sceptic atta.cks· 'the ethical' pointing out that 

we can give it no foundation, then Vii ttgenst,ein would say that he 

was misunderstanding the si tUC:l.tion. It is because ethi.cs' is what 

it is that we cannot ask for a foundation, explanation, or theory. 

All that happens B.nd is the case is accident al he said in the 

Tractatus. Therefore if there is s.ny 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. 

Where Wittgenstein goes further tha.n those philosophers 
r'.: . 

who have· sa1d"'that we cannot talk about the ethical, or absolute 

value, because of our limited' 'intelligence; in that he e:qJlains 

why, if there is value, and sense to the wOJ~ld, it cannot be 

revealed to us, because once revealed it would lose its value. 

As he says in proposition 6.41 of the Tract~ 

'The sense of the world must lie outside the world. 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~' 
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Chapter 3 

At the beginning of chapter 1, I ~uoted several propositions which 

Wittgenstein thought contained the characteristic features of ethics. 

'That ethics is the inCluiry into what is valuable, or, into what is 

really important, or, an in~uiry into the meaning of life, or, into 

what makes life worth living, or, into the right way of living.' 

He comes to the conclusion that no descrirtion could suffice 

to express what one means by absolute value.. And further that he 

would reject any significant description '011 the grounds' of its 

significance. He also rejects any superficial or rationalistic 

conception of the Good, by which he means any conception which suggests 

that the Good could still be given some foundation. He says to 

Waissman in 'Notes on Talks with Wittgenstetn', that we must cut off 

the path to any and every explanation 'why' the good is good. The 

essence of the Good ha.s nothing to do with facts and therefore cannot 

be explained by any propOSition. 

Towards the end of the 'Lecture on Ethics' he shows how in 

our expressions of value judgements, we takle a word like 'safe' and 

join it with absolutely--which results in a mis-use of language, a 

distortion o~ meaning. 

But his first example of what he meant by a judgement of 

absolute value--'Well you 'ought t to 'iva,nt to behRve better' is a com

pletely natural remark in the circumstances. One might say it is the 

only remark you could make in fact. And it is not a distortion of 

48 



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 problem; suggests to me that one can still have a 

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 chADter will consist 

of remarks on ethics most of which follow from what has been said so 

far. And I shall drew 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 in'luiry. 

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 tha.t one of two 

physical theories is the right one. The way in which some reality 

corresponds to, or conflicts with, a theory has no counterpart in 

the first case. 

Nei ther can one ma.ke sweeping assertions a.bout 'life in 

general' as the eXistentialists, for example, have tri.ed to do .. 

Existentialism either in the form given by Sartre, or, by IIeidegger 

49 



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 make a statement like 'man is free' or 'to be free is 

a condition or mode of man's being' may not be to say very much. 

At first, it may sound very exciting - a contradict1.on of determinism 

in any sense, or perhaps an attack on Freud's conception of 'the 

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

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

which is similar to though different .from 'every cloud must have a 

silver lining'. The latter is a homely euphemism, and not likely 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 not likely to be treated as being 

on the same logical level as 'Most men are free to work a 40 hour 

week but they must pay their union dues anal mortgages'. 

At first sight 'Man is free' sounds like an a.ssertion of fact, 

sounds like a statement which could conceivably be tested a.s being 

true or false. Something like the a.ssertion 'The Canadians are, 

though the Spanish are not, free' (from political oppression) -

similar though more general. 

But is this the case? 

To the Russian whO doubts the last statement, we display in 
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all their democratic glitter, our free institutions, our parliamentary 

party system, 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 citizens, restrictions on the press etc. (If one is not too 

prejudiced, 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 ohe who says 

'man is a slave to his passions' or something similar. 

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 l
• 

These statements tend to be either trite or to degenerate 

into non-significance. 

Flew pOints out when discussing the! na.ture of religious 

'assertions' that: 'to assert 'x is the case' is necessarily e~uivalent 

to denying that 'x is not the case". 

If you wish 'that pc ,-./ N' f I - for example,'Frenoh girls 

are chic' is e~ui valent to" it is not the <,a.se 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 try 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 st~eets at night 'painted but ~ab 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 chic!' Will nothing cou.nt 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 

is this 'Is there any conceivable event which would be admitted 
' .. 

by the exist'entialist ·to be' a sufficient reason for conced tng Man 

isn't free after all?' 

'. 'l'b.egeneral 'assertion.' 'Man is r:ree' is more akin to 'Man 
..... ,,",',,"',", '.,,'," ........ ,:, . ,; .. ' .;".::'". 

is free but everywhere in chains' than it is to 'Canadians are free, 

though Spaniards are not'; and the former is more akin to poetry, 

than the latter 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 poetry 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 

ashtrays, 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 sta.rtling. 

The American negro can choose to riot or loot, or choose 

to follow the slower way of non-violence to achieve his aims. 

His ancestor could choose to work seventy hours a week in the 

cotton fields and eat, or choose to lift his head and get it shot 

off. He was free to whittle pieces of wood and Sing songs, or 

free to sleel' du~ing his leisure hours. But now the concept of 

freedom or 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 n~w meaning. (What would it 

mean 'to give a word meaning' anyway?) 

To understand 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 false, or on the 

other hand an illuminating paradox. (We may have freedom of 

thought, but not freedom to think - Einstein.) 

The interesting ~uestions axe (a) to what extent ~ we 
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free? (b) what are we really free to ohoosle? ( c) given that we are 

free to make choioes, does it make sense to say that we ought to 

ohoose for one thing rather than another? (d) are some ohoioes better, 

others worse? These questions-arise when one is tempted to ask 

questions about the purpose or point of man's existenoe; and these 

questions are very different from questions about the purpose of 

Trudeau's eXistence, or the point of the U.N. peaoe foroe. And note 

that we oan't dogmatioally assert that ques·tions whioh oan't be 

answered empirically are meaningless. We don't know what we oan, 

and oannot ask, until we've formulated the question, and tried to 

attaoh a sense to the words. 

Seoondly bearing in mind Wittgenste:Ln's notion of ethics 

as being an inquiry into the meaning of lifl:! or into what makes life 

worth living; I should like to ask whether one can in fact apply 

the distinotion between appearance and reaH ty to a man 1 slife. 

And if one can say that a man's life is memlingful, can one say in 

what this meaningfulness consists? In a dil9cussion of this kind 

the most fundamental question-of right and wrong concerns what a 

person 'wants out of life'. 

It is an important fact that there is a possibility of being 

deoeived as to what one wants out of life. This follows from the 

faot that there is a differenoe between thiliking something worthwhile 

and its being wor.thwhile. Now this no:tion c)f deoeption oannot be 

applied to that of an animal. Because an animal oannot plan an aotion 

ahead. There are oertain phenonema, inoluding hope and deception, 

whioh are modes of our form of life -- a form of life involving 
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langUage. 
1 

As Wittgenstein says in the Philosophical Investigations 

-- Part Two. i. One can imagine an animal angry, frightened, unhappy, 

happy, startled. But hopeful? And why not'? A dog believes his 

master is at the door. But can he. believe his master will come 

the day after tomorrow?--And 'what'· oan he not do here?--How do I 

do it? . 

How am I supposed to answer this? 

Can only those hope who oan talk? Only tholse 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 application to beings 

who do not write.) 

The point I would like to make is that animals cannot plan 

an aetion ahead, and certain attempts at throwing light on ethical 

prob~ems by reference to animal behaviour hit wide of the mark. 

·Considerwhat is going on, for example, when we talk of an 

animal learning to change the wrong response to the right one. We 

put a rat in a maze at the centre of which lies his fbod. The first 

time he is put in the maze he takes quite some time to get to the 

oentre and get the food. His performanoe improves each time he 

i.,put into the 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 iSi a misunderstanding. 

The interesting point, the point where ethics is involved, 

is that a human 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, but what it is that we want. These 

are the problems that raise interesting POilrlts, not those that con-

cern purely practical means of reaching a goal. 

This is why ethical advice of the florm '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 answer to 

'Gather ye rosebuds while ye may' is 'Which rosebuds?') 

A psychologist whose white rats were occupied in learning 

to press bars suggested to me 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 I press, if any. The ra1; may learn to press the 

bar which releases the food the most quickly, but he has no decision 

to make concerning whether and which food he wants. 

It is possible to think that you kllOW what is'worthwhile 

and be deceived about it--be wrong about it. People question 

what it is they want to do, and regret com~ses of action which 

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

erature and ·.tragedy.·' And1talso.aJ,l,PP9rts Wittgetl~~eiJ:l.I,s. notion of 
., '" " , ' . ,., .. " 

ethics as being the inquiry into the right way of living. 

The next point which I try to make, bears upon Wittgenstein's 

point that we should not tal~ 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, a.nd pe()ple 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 be 

employing logic to do this. And you can't alsk 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 logic; so you can't raise the ~uestion 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, and standards. The 

meaning of right and wrong cannot be separated from the standards. 

And this is important with regard to the question of different 

mora.ls in different societies. One tends tOI say 'Those people have 

different standards', but what one should say is that they make 

different judgements. 

You can't say 'Such and such standards are better' ,.because 

it looks., a,s, ~f you qop.ld say tl:t,~.t.-q~~.h" .sets of standard.s are correct. 

But 'it has .no meaning to ask whether standards are correct. 

The philosopher should not get perpJL~:xed. about different .. 

customs in different societies. The interesting thing for the 

philosopher to note is that in every society there is a recognition 

of the distinction between good and evil. This is to say, different 

ways of living are regarded as 'important'. The notion of 'importance' 

is closely linked with the notion of 'good' and 'evil'. And this too, 

seems to support Wi ttgenstein' s idea of ethics e.s being the inquiry 
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into 'what is really important'. 

Plato was asking whether there was any point in tr,ying to 

come to understand life; understanding the pc,int of human existence 

in general; and one's own life. He was interested in the fact that 

people thought they understood life, but werEI in fact often governed 

by illusion. 

He points out that we have the ideas or concepts of cireu-

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 just action, we have the conception of 

justice. 

Now in a tragedy for example, the morally weak person seems to have 

an appreciation of good and evil and yet fails to do the right action. 

Plato wishes to say that all men in a sense have a knowledge of such 

moral principles. One talks for example of 'getting into a mess'. 

Plato seems to be suggesting that being the kind of being that makes 

mistakes pre-supposes a knowledge of the Forms. 

But how can one know whether a person's sense of life is 

m1staken or not? I will discuss this at le~gth in the next chapter, .. :.',; .. '" 

but would mentton now that it has nothing togo with whether, he can 
""',' 

put the meaning of his life into words. Rather it has something to 

do with whether he 'knows how to go on ••• ' in the sense in which 

Wittgenstein talkS of understanding in mathema.tics as consisting in 

knowing how to go on-what figure to put dawn next. Don't, he says, 

think of understanding as being some ~ueer kind of mental process. 



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, a,nd taking them off, looking 

for a reason to go out; Similarly with the lea,d in 'Happy Da,ye' 

who buried in the earth up to her neck, files her n~ils all day, 

chattering in a completely aimless fasion. One can, as the above 

mentioned chara.cters do, live a life devoid of understanding or 

reason. 

A subjective ethics over-emphasizes, ~md over-simplifies 

the place of the sentiments in ethical effort. On the other hand 

a transcendental ethics may over-intellectualize the process. That 

religious and political persecution is the perogative of ethical 

objectivists makes one suspect that to rely on principles is to 

cease to think. Paradoxical though it sounds, one often feels that 

to 'adopt' wholeheartedly a code of ethics is to opt out of morality. 

What I mean by this can be best illustratecl by an example. 

This exe.mple was used by Wittgenstein in discussion with Rush Rhees. 

Try and imagine, or understand, the problem fa.cing a man who has 

come. to the conclusion that he must either leave his wife or 

abandon his cancer research. This example: is useful in that it 

brings forth the many facets of a moral pr<)blem. It also illustrates 

how different the problem is where a man has previously adopted, or 

been brought up to accept a particular code of ethios. 

Such a, mart's attitude will vary at different times. Suppose I am 

. h;is friend, and. I say to him, 'Look, you 'va 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. Hie may reply, 'But what of 

suffering humanity? how can I abandon my re:search?' In seying this 

he may be making it easy for himself: he wa:nts to carry on that work 

a~vway. (I may have reminded him that there are others vmo 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, probably marry again.' 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 above, says Wittgenstein is the situation with regard 

to a man who has no ethics. If he has, say, the Christian ethiCS, 

then he might say that it is absolutel'y clear that he must stay 

with her come what may. And his problem is a different one; that 

of making the best of the situation. A moral problem does have 

the form 'I don1t know my way about'. One has all the fa.cts and 

yet one cannot deCide what to do. Tt may be that whatever one 

does one will hurt someone. To talk of the 'right ethics' here 

does not make sense. 

I would suggest that ethics should not be regarded either 

as purely an affair of the sentiments~ nor as purely a matter of 

obeying certain oommands either supposedly laid down by God, or 
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supposedly f'ormulated 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 demonstra,tion 

good. It is the same with aesthetics, when one is given a set of' 

rules or points to notice, in order that one can deduce whether a 

picture is good. 

This kind of approach is not only ridiculous, but invariably 

a dismal f'ailure. Far f'rom leading to 'understanding' which is what 

we seek, in ethics and aesthetiCS, it leads to the rigid, dead, and 

unimaginative reaction to recognized pOints, f'ound in garage mechanics 

studying a car engine, or, judges at the 'Miss America' beauty contest. 

Criticism should nat be directed solely towards showing that 

a work of' art is good or bad--but directed towards showing it to us 

'f'or what it is'. A work of' art may reveal the familiar; 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 problems 'f'·or what they are'. Trying to 

understand a problem in ethics does not mean that we are going to 

give a solution, as for the most part there won't be one. 

Coming to understand an ethical pro1blem consists in coming 

to see it 'f'or what it ist, and now how we may have superf'icially 

interpreted it. I will f'ind problems where you will f'ind none, 

and vice versa. 
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This relates back to a previous point that moral deoisions 

aren't made in a vacuum, and to a point I will make later tha,t not 

every moral decision is possible in any soc:tety. 

You should not talk about ethics in the abstract--wrenched 

aw~ from the context which gives it sense and meaning, and force or 

importance. This is why I think that noveljLsts treat so well of 

ethics. A novel is a study of persons. Out of the apparently chaotio, 

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 eyentually 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 

not 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 wrong because it brings un

happiness'. I might kill a millionaire and give his money to the 

poor, but this would not justifY the action. You cannot 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 accountedf~r in terms of 

what one likes and dislikes. 'Killing is wrong' is not e~uivalent 

to 'I do not like killing' or 'The majoritjr of people do not like 

killing' • And the same applies to generosity, virtue, etc. 

'On page one of The Blue Book Wittgenstein says-tThe 

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?' eto., produoe in us a mental c~ramp. We feel that we 

oan't point to anything in reply to them arld yet ought to point to 

something. (We are up a,gainst one of the great sources of philoso

phioal bewilderments we try to find a substance for a substantive.)' 

One might say bearing this in mind" Everyone knows what 

goodness is. The unolaxity about goodness oomes when it is disoussed 

out of context, when it isn't familiar. Look at partioular problems 

when discussing ethics. 

Note the similarity 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 important to ask 'How do we measure size?', and not 

'What is size?', so, in conneotion with 'goodness' it is useful to 

ask 'How did I learn to use the words 'good' and t evil'? t 

Wittgenstein had concluded that in so far as ethics springs 

from a desire to say soniething about the ultimate meaning of life 

it can be no scienoe. One strains t;I,gain$t the boundaries, the limits 

of language. But this is not to say that a certain amount of worth

while discussion oannot be had on ethics .. 

What we oannot do is: 

(a) accept any ra,tionalistic oonception of the good ie. any oo~

ception whioh suggests that the good can ble given some foundation 
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as it were. 

(b) talk of finding 'the right ethics', in the way in which one 

could say of two rival scientific theories 'This is the right one'. 

(c) accept as universally valid any ethic resultingfrom some 

ontological theory. 

(d) accept any 'theories of goodness' which are motivated by the 

premise that all men want the same thing. (This has been suggested 

by certain psyohologists, but on the oontrary the problem in ethics 

concerns 'what it is that man wants'. I:f' you say I all men 

desire pleasure' - my reaction is to ask 'and what is pleasure?'. 

If you reply 'that which all men want' - y10ur original statement 

becomes 'all men want what they want' • If however you specify 

pleasure as being one object of desire among others ego 'to con-

template the truth' or 'wine, women and song' then your state'ment 

will be false! Neither formula.tion is very useful. 

(e) acoept the notion that the differenoe between good and evil 

tsa matter of what' one likes and dislikes. 

(f) and finally we must dismiss the notion that 'scientific 

method' be introduced into ethics, and that one can talk in terms 

of rules by which one might deduce whether an action is good or not. 

What we oan do is examine what is going on when we 'play 

the language game of ethiCS', and I draw oertain tentative con-

elusions. 

(a) 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 



separated from the standards. 

(c) Moral decisions aren't made in a vacuum, and only certain moral 

decisions and standpoints are possible in any given society. 

(d) 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 say, 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 remarks and 

questions are intelligible in any given 'ethical context'~ 

One must not appeal to 'the common good', or to 'what all men 

want'. One 'cannot demonstrate goodness by appeals to evidence 

which operates 'independently' of the various moral opinions 

which people hold. 

The next chapter consists of a. more detailed discussion 

of two points raised in this chapter. I discuss tbe suggestion 

that there are deep connections between what makes discourse 

possible, and what, makes possible the kind of life that has mean-

'lng. And then I suggest an e'xplanation 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 conclusion that there 

is no common agreement as to what constitutes hUman good and 

harm, and that hUman good tar from being independent of the moral 

beliefs people hold, is in fact determined by them. 
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Chapter 4 

In 1943 Simone Weil was asked by the Free French in London to write 

a report on the possibilities of bringing a'bout the regeneration 

of France. The report took the form of a hook, '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 roots by virtue of his real, active and' natural 

participation in the life of the community which p~eserves in living 

shape certain particular expectations 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 nat,uralpart.' And she goes on to say: 

'And a given environment should not receive an outside influence 
" 

as something additional to itself;'but as 'a stimUlant intensifying 

its own particular way of life. It should draw nourishment from 

outside contributions only after having 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 



': .... ,:.:.' .. 

of the ways of living in which he participates; ways of living, 

many of which could not have developed apart from language. 

Various moral 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 says; 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, 

so also may a person do various things without finding much sense 

in what he does. If he doesn't find much sense in what he is 

doing this means that it doesn't rratter mulch whether he does it 

or not. Just as if my utterances have no Isense, it makes very 

little difference what I say. 
"," 

Having 'somethini to say' belongS with the idea of speak-
' .. :;.'" 

irig. ''l'hiS:iS'''why we can say tha.t someone's words have degenerated 

into meaningless chatter. Similarly with a person's life--and th~ 

fact that his actions and activities can l,ose their sense. This 
" , 

too 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 1aprootedness and 

alienation into an account of the conditions whereby a man's life 

is said to have lost its meaning. 

One might ask what makes a person's li fe meaningfUl in 

the sense 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 life. One might say, for example, 'I oouldn't 

faoe the thought of being a professional aoedemio' or 'He sells 

motorinsuranoe, I oouldn'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 meaninglessl (though it might be) 

The thing to bear in mind is that one oannot separate a 

life from'the person whose life it is and' judge the life by our 

own personal standards-sta.ndards that we apply to our own life. 

This doesn't reduce the whole inY,.uiry to subjectivism. 

On the oontrary there exist perfeotly good. standards for us to 

appeal to in judging another person's lifel; ie, the standards of 

the other person. To discover these is tel study the person and 

the life he leads. (And this is freCJ,uently done by nove.lis~s.) 

Though these standards may be personal, they are still 

objective in the sense that I and other people can USe them just 

as well as he. It is because others can use them that another 
" ,,' ,'" .. 

person can' point out to htmvlhi£t he hasn'1~:r7cognized; can say 

something like 'The way you spend YOlJX time mustsE:lem.F,~jher 

futile to you even though you refuse to ac::cept or recognize this. I, 
or 'For God's sake, don't you realize wha't a fool you are being-

carrying on like that'--and so on. 

Isn't this just what Socrates does in many of his dialogues? 

He is continuously trying to bring home t,O people that they are 

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

that I a,m still a mass of imperfections and yet persistently neglect 

lItY own true interests by engaging in public life. So against my real 

inclination I stop up lItY 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, Es~., b,y John P. Marquand, 

quoted by John Wisdom in his 'Gods'. 

'And I think Kay and I are pretty happy. We've always been ha-ppy.' 

Bill lifted. up his glass and put it down wi i~hout drinking. 

'Would you mi~d saying that again?' he asked. 

II don't see whats so queer about it. Taken all in all, Kay and I 

have really been happy.' .... , ' '," 

tAll right,' Bill said gently, 'just tell ml9 how you and Kay have 

been happy. t 

.. Bil1:;·had~ ~ay of·b~itlg. amused .bythings i,i"whlch I coulqJlot understand. 

'Its a little hard to expla~n,' I said. 'Its like taking a lot of 
':."" . .' .' 

numbers that don't look alike and that don't mea.n anything until 

you add them all together.' 

I stopped, because I hadn't meant to talk to him about Kay and me. 

'Go ahead,' Bill said. 'What about the nunibers?' And he began to 

smile. 

'I don't know why you think its so tunny,' I said. 'All the things 



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 ~uarrel 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 himself another drink. He seemed about to say something 

and checked himself. He kept looking at me.' 

In this kind of ca.se, one is asking ~uestions 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 Simply a re~uest 

for what is not apparent to be made plain. One wishes to deepen 

one's understanding. 

But one might be asking a more philclsophical ~uestion than: 

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 hasl for the person living 

it? And eventually we might ask what it is that makes it possible 

for any life to have meaning. 

One would not at this point appeal to the natural law or, 
, ' 

to somemetapbysical, s.cheme which would reveal to us ' man's place 

in the scheme of things'. 

But neither should the ~uestion be dismissed out of hand, 

as not genuine or suspect. (the kind of thing one asks when in 

despair--more a cry of terror than a genuine ~uestion--a symptom 

of something having gone wrong.) 
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Rather one should do as I hav.e 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 Wi ttgenstein 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 relal, .active and natural 

participation in the life of a community'. 

And in fact man's moral, spiritual and intellectual life 

are not even conceivable in the absence of the ways of living in 

which he participates-ways of' living many clf 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 rootsi. 

When a man's life does 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 counfJ.ess examples of this in Ii terature. Graham 

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

character, a successful a.rchi text confesses that his great sucoess 

is just a bore and has left him 1spiritually' 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 nc)t. 
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The point I would like to make here is that to understand 

why any given rule is regarded as a 'moral' 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 

acoept 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 example: 

I have the habit of eating a steak dinner e'V'ery 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 a person who insists on eating fish on a Friday. 

He takes great care to follow this rule, aIlLd indeed feels extremely 

angry, and even guilty, if he or his family infringe this rule. 

At first glance it would be very hard for me to understand 

whyhef,elt .so' strongly about this matter. It would be difficult 

for me to see the point in his attitude. JC should certainly refuse 

to attach any moral significance to it. 

But, say, he provides me with a 'context', a background 

within which this rule operates, then it might begin to have the 

appearance of a moral rule • 

. ,.;. 
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The baokground he provides me with is th2.t of the Roman 

Catholio Churoh. And now I see the rule as having some moral signi

ficanoe, it is tied up with reverenoe, and disrespeot for the laws 

of the ohuroh, and hense disrespeot for God. By the linking and 

oonneoting of what seemed an arbitrary rule, with religious notions 

whioh I understand suoh as reverenoe and disrespeot I oome to see 

how this rule oould have moral signifioanoe. 

The important point to stress is that unless a given rule 

has some relation to suoh a baokground, then I could never under-

stand it as being a moral rule. To make sense of moral beliefs 

and judgements, and rules I must oonsider their conoeptual baok-

ground~ 

Those philosophers who suggest that moral propositions 

are 'oommendations' don't really get very far. So I oommend one's 

never eating meat on a Friday. The faot that I commend this,in 

itself, would hardly give a point to the activity, end certainly 

not a moral pOint. One oannot I9xplain the point of a. mora.! rule 

in terms of oommendation. 

Another suggestionw.as .. tb,at the point. of oallinga role, 
". '.' "',. '" . . . . 

'a moral rule', or, the point of oalling an aotion 'morally' good 

was that it oould be explained in terms of the human good whioh 

it led to, and the harm whioh it avoided. What was to oount as 

human good and harm was said to be a 'faotual' matter. As if one 

oould talk of human good or harm without any context. But it 

simply is not the oase that there are 'pure fa,ots' as it were, 

from whioh one oan deduce moral rules or O<Dnclusions. And this 
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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 sa.me society" 

Consider the following examples 

I am due to read a paper a.t a seminar tomorrow e.nd I do not turn up. 

(a) because I was out at a party all night and felt tired. 

I (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 had already presented as 

many papers as the other students. 

In case (b) I would not be considered 'inccmsiderate and rude I. In 

case (c) you might in certain circumstances even praise my sincerity_ 

Case (d) might be open to argument. ('You11re getting paid by this 

university and you do as I sayl, or on the other hand, II will not 

under any circumstances be victimized', ete.) 

There are no pure facts here from which you can deduce a 

moral conclusion about me •. See how important were the circumstances 

in each case. But you might object and say IlNhat about case (a)?' 

In this instance we would a.ll castigate you ~tS being I inconsiderate 

and rude t • But this is only because standards alrea.dy prevail in 

the context in which the offense was recognized. You didn't deduce 

nw action as being an offense from a I pure fa.ct I. The notion of 

offense is parasitic on the notion of a standard or norml 
." 

And it is not difficult to imagine a society where I would 
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not be castiga.ted incase (a). (Perhaps it was my 21st 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 backgrouna which leads you to hold 

certain other moral beliefs such as 'the sanctity of human life', 

or, a belief in 'the soul', and life aftel" death. Then indeed, 

what could be worse than to prevent a foetus reaching its full 

development, passing no matter how short and painful a. period 

in 'the valley of tears', but having the. cha.nce 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 ba.dly crippled or mentally retarded. Or, 

perhaps the mother's life will be in great danger during the 

birth. Then I may be in fa.vour of terminating the pregnancy. 

The point to notice is that we both see the position clearlye 

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 minor importance or relevs.nee in my eyes. We place 
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emphasis on different aspects of the case. What is to count a,s an 

important fact in coming to a decision is governed by a person's 

other moral beliefso 

My opinions or beliefs on abortion, euthanasia, or anything 

else are influenced, one might even say governed by still wider 

other moral beliefs. 

'Euthanasia is wrong' or 'Euthanasia is justified' is not 

'entailed' by the fa,cts. There will always be the possibility of 

permanent and radical moral disagreement. The desire to press on 

to complete agreement, moral finality is ~uite misleading. If 

there was an end which was not in question or dispute, and if one 

could talk of human 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 ~is to count as human, good 

or harmS 

Some philosophers hewe tried to throw light on human good 

and harm by conSidering non-moral concepts of goodness. 

Aristotle they have concerned themselves with 'function'. 

Like 

When a 

thing has a func~ion then whether or not it is good, will depend 

on whether it serves that function well. If I a,m to decide .vhether 

McMaster is a good university, then I must ask what a university is 

for. But I cannot see the point of moral concepts in this way. 

To ask what generosity, or kindness is 'for' is Simply to vulgarize 

the concept. It is to ta.lk as if 'Love your neighbours', or, 

'Honour thy father and thy mother', was some kind of political polioy~ 
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Consider two horse trainers .in the following situation: 

It is pretty oertain that they will agree as to what oon

stitutes a good, fit and well-trained horse. They might disagree 

over teohnioalities in training methods, but the 'end produot', 

the good or fit raoehorse will be aooepted by both of them as suoh. 

Now say that one trainer disoovers that a horse will be just as fit 

if it is starved for several days before a raoe, and kept in a oonfined 

. spaoe. (Perhaps it reaches a state of ner'l,TOUS eJrci tement which 

enables it to run just as well as if it had been trained by more 

oonventional 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 f'uncticm as well as could be ex

peoted, but we feel that one should not treat a horse in this way. 

And here we have a moral'gispute. Conoepts of cruelty, and 

oare for anima~enter into the discussion. 

The point to notice is that where the end is not in dispute 

we oan reach agreement. We all know what constitutes a good and fit 

horse. This is why we oan talk of expert and inexpert trainers. 

But when we consider training methods (and bring in the concept of 

oruelty) we find that there. are different conceptions of what con

stitutes a good trainer. This dispute, a.moral dispute, oannot be 

settled by referenoe to the horse as its performance is the same 

whether trained in 'the cruel way' or not. 

Similarly we shall find that there is no cornman agreement 
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as to what constitutes human good or harm. Far from human good being 

independent of the moral beliefs held by people it is in fact deter-

mined by them. 

Moral views are not founded on the 'facts' concerning human 

good or harm. The situation is that the moral view~oint 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 re ject your reasons 

fo~ any moral beliefs, on euthanasia or anything else, because they 

would be based on 'the facts' and you could point-them but to me. 

But factual relevance is parasitic on moral beliefs. This 

is why deadlock on ethical matters is a common occurrence ego capital 

punishment, divorce, suicide, birth control, nuclear disarmamente 

The peculiarity of the position we have arrived at can be 

illustrated as follows. 

You say 'x is good' and produce a careful and ade~uate moral argument 

in support of your position. 

I say IX is bad' and likewise produce a careful and ade~uate argument 

in support. 

But surely this is absurd. One feels like saying 'This can't be the 
....... : 

",. '".' .' 

casel'. 

The fallacy is that of imagining tha,t 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 moral opinions. 

One's common factor might be pleasure, wisdom, happiness, human good, 

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



depending on whether they lead to pleasure or human good. The 

fallacy is that of thinking that pleasure OJ~ huma.n good is strictly 

a factual matter. This is quite misleading and is to minimize the 

point that a certain conceptual background is necessary for beliefs 

to have moral significance. 

One might argue at this point that surely something like 

pain or injury is something that no person leould want. Surely the 

'badness' of injury or pain is founded on what all men wantl Surely 

a man wants the use of his limbs and organs, if he want~ 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. Paul thanked 

God for the thorn in his flesh, as it was a reminder to him that he 

was not sufficient unto himself. Brentano who towards the end of 

his life went blind denied that this was a bad thing. One of his 

weaknesses was, he said, a tendency to concentrate on too many 

.. diverse interests and now he could concentrate on his philosophy_ 

Now the averag~ 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 a.nd to be 

disregarded. As Georges Sorel says in 'Reflections on Violenc~', 

'The philosophers always have a certain amount of difficulty in . 

seeing olearly into these ethical problems, because they feel the 

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 thems.elves the 
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.fundamental heterogeneity of all this civilized morality, they have 

recourse to a great number of subterfuges, .sometimes relegating to 

the rank of exceptions, importat~ons, or survival, everything which 

embarrasses 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 importanoe and sincerity of St. Paul's 

other moral opinions. 

Similarly to understand Simone Weil, or Brentano, is to try 

and appreoiate their inoredible dedioation to 'the truth', or to 

'intellectual in~uiryl. 

loan say that injury is bad, but only beoause I do not share St. 

Paul's dedication to God, or Brentano' s to intelleotual in~uiry. W·e 

have different oonoe~tions of human good and harm. 

The search for unity in ethios is pursued with eyes blinkered 

against the important and far reaohing differenoes of societies, and 

religious groups of every kind. 

I shall give random examples of these, and develop one of 

them in more detail, as su~port of my position. 

(a) When the Profumo Case first reached the Frenoh press, a member 

of .the Frenoh 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 uproar about?' .. 

(b) Certain religious sects refuse to let their ohildren have 

blood transfusions even if this is neoessary to save their lives" 

(c) A quite reoent oase in Denmark concerned a woman of oonsider-
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able intelligence who killed her husba.nd whom she loved deeply, 

at his own re~uest, 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 Italy for that matter. 

(e) In the name of democracy and freedom, peasants in Vietnam 

were driven off their land into 'strategic hamlets', or, lagrovilles'. 

(f) A dam was being constructed in Wales which involve~ destroying 

several small villages, and moving the mostly aged inhabitants to 

' ••• suitable accommodation elsewhere', (the most nauseating phrase 

ever coined in my opinion). A Welsh 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 boxing. 

(h) A Roman 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 i2E. many children' .. 

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 sexua.l act, marriage being a 
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sacrament, etc. Now how could they reach agreement? 

One cannot rega~d their respective moral 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 harm. Because this is precil3ely what they differ 

over ie. what is to count as human good or harm! Here we see how 

central is the notion of what a person considers 'important' in 

life, or as I have expressed it befor~, 'the notion of what you want 

out of life'. And this pre-supposes a whole conceptual. background. 

For the rationalist, the possibility of the mother's death, 

the provision of enough food for the baby would be of prime 

importance. 

The housewife probably agrees with the latter point t but 

might think that it is a good idea to bring them into the world 

before worrying about thatt For her the will of God, the creation 

of new life within the sacrament of matrimony are the important 
I 

things to bear in mind. 

They cannot settle the issue in terms of some supposed 

evidence called human good or l+arm. It is precisely what is to 

count as human good or h~m that separates them. Their opinions 

are 'rooted" in different'mor'al' traditions. 

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 mean that one can 

argue as onechoo~es. The rationali~t and the housewife cannot 

jus't, say what they 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 h91d is mistaken. 

There will always exist the possibility of ra.dica1 moral 

disagreement. Do not imagine 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 evidence which is supposed to support it. There 

can be no theories of goodness • 

.. ,;: .... ,', ... 
. . ~. :,~ . .. '. .. . .., . 

83 



NOTES 

Chapter 1 

1. Note here the model which if forced on UlS of 'fact and value'. 

Are value jUdgements so different from f?ctual statements? 

Is it a g.uestion of fa,ct 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 matter of 

taste or opinion? 

Surely I can say that in this instance tshe was careless' and 

be right or correct? 

~ere will of course be borderline disputes where I am unable to 

decide whether an action was careless or not. Eut the very 

existence of borderline disputes implicitly suggests 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 then what 

is?) I can say 'she was careless' and be right or correct. 

And isn't c,arelE;lseness tinged, with moral disapproval? 

Well if I can be right or oorreot when I say 'she was oareless' 

then why not when I say that she is a glood person or a bad 

person? 

Are questions concerning matters of value and q,uestions con

cerning matters of fact so different? Isn't the tidy dichot~ 



of the sceptic just a little ~ tidy? 

2. Because we could not answer the q,uestio11 'What is the meaning 

of life?' in a phrase this does not meall that we cannot under

stand the q,uestion, that it does not have a significance. 

Wittgenstein showed us how different this type of q,uestion is 

from a scientiqc q,uestion. And we may acce"ot this while denying that 

it cannot be answered. Because of his view of langua,ge at the 

time he felt that the only genuine q,ues'~ions were scientific 

q,uestions. Once we are freed from this view, we can examine 

the peculiar logic of this type of q,uestion. 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 'fell 

swoop' mants place in the scheme of things. It is misleading to 

talk of looking for 'an answer' to this kind of q,uestion. One 

can flee to a certain kind of writer who gives one comfort. But 

this is as much an evasion of the q,uestion as drinking a bottle of 

Scotch a day. 

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

and there. And these piecemeal insights are of value. What makes 

certai'n n~velj.st,Sl' great'gannot 'be put into wo~ds by the critics. 

And what makes life meaningful cannot be put into a m~taphysical 

treatise, nor into an Archbishop's sermon. There is no one kind 

of q,uestion and no one kind of answer. And scientific q,uestions 

are not a paradigm to which all other kinds of q,uestions should 

aspire. Again there is no one kind of understanding. And what 

• underst anding , consists of cannot always be put into words", (TM.nk 



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

I may not be able to say what constitutes the sense or the 

u~derstanding. But this is not to imply that it is not there. 

Similarly with life in general. You can't just point to 'the 

kids, the wife, and the dog' and explain anything to the sceptio. 

(He simply smiles and thinks 'How q,uaint!') 

'What we oannot speak about we must pass over in silence' just 

points out that faot. 

A q,uestion 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 whioh there is an answer to the 

q,uestion 'What is the meaning of the Frenoh word 'pion'? or 

What is the meaning of THIS?' said perhaps on entering a 

noisy olassroom. 

It is more akin to 'What is the meaning of S. Beoket's Malone 

or Fellini's 'Blow Up'? Here there is no set answer. One can 

point to oertain aspects of a novel or a film - perhaps change 

a person's perspeotive. 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 q,uestion very different 

from a soientific question but no less genuine. And I would 

like to say that it is the same with the q,uestion 'What is the 

meaning· of life?' ~t§as, if you wiSh, a logic of its own .. 

(The attempts which have been made to throw light on this 

q,uestion (outside of novels, plays etc .. ,) lends credence to 

Wittgenstein's point that this isn't the kind of question you 



can answer in words ~ ) And it is at this point tha,t he uses the ' 

expression 'There are indeed things that cannot be put into words. 

They make themselves mcmifest. They are whet is mystical'. It 

is because of his rigid view of language that he had to say this. 

Language was descriptive of facts. If a. q,uestion could be fTamed 

then it must also be possible to answer it! Here I think he is 

talking of a scientific answer and of course this would be im

possible. What is important to bear 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 

1. This may be made clearer by considering the nature of questions 

such as 'What is the meaning of life?' A ~uestion which one 

cannot help asking and yet on reflection one mp.~l be tempted to 

say that it is unintelligible., One, ce,n only ask 'What is the 

meaning of 'x'?' if there. are y's and 21'S in terms of which the 

meaning can be. explained. 

One is then tempted to say that to ask about the meaning of it 

all is nonsensical a,s. there· is nothing in terms' of which it can 

be explained. 

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 exercise. 

Austin rema~ks 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 tha,t a i.l,uestion can only be asked 

where there is a conceivable answer. 

2. You cannot separate language-social life-morali ty. You 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 a man. Some of the understandings which arise in ethics 

are I think partly the result of thinking of man a.s 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 just think 'anything'. What you 

think, how you feel, depends upon 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 sayir~ 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 imagine 

him paying rent, having responsibilities, giving up his career 

to marry, etc., ie. living a certain wa.y of life -- a human way 
""' .. ,\. 

'of'life. 

Trying to find out how I 'ought to livei', or what my 'duty! is, 

is not a process of discovering souething lurking at the 'bottom 

of my soul'. Something which I can. discover by introspection 

alone. ". To find out. wh~*j"i"my duty is w~l1 be .to examine my 
:.:.' : ...... 

relationships with other people, it will get its sense from 

the way of life.· I lead • 
• ••• '.0:.,' ••.• " .. ', ,,', ".'::1'-,:":""",,,:"" ;," 

You camlot have 1:1, religious man in a society which has no concept 

of a '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 q,uite different. What I can do, say and 

think, are all tied up with the form of life in which I partake* 

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 pre--social man was 'free', 

nor of course that he was a. sla.ve. 

Its not that I haven't sufficient imagination to be able to 

think of a worm as sufferi,ng 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 apply the notion of 

decision to a worm, and of course worms don't have a religion, 

or the concept of fidelity to their wives, or any of the other 

human characteristics which are essen-tial 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 cOl1ioepts) only make sense 

within .'a'way of life'. I learn what love, hate, nationalism, 

joy are through leading a certain way 'of life without which 

these concepts would be unintelligible. 

What would a stone have to do or what would I have to do to 

make a stone feei joy or pride? 

To ask what I ought to do, or how I ought to live is to ask 

this as, a particular person in a particular society. Not as 
, , 

'man'. The ~uestion only makes sense in a social context. 

Or rather the ~uestion gets its sense from the social contexto 

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-sUlpposes 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 'way of life' in whioh 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 examined 

independently .. of that setting in which alone they get their 

sense or meaning. I cannot help a Catholic who is in a dilemma 

over the issue of birth control. But I wouldn't even under

stand what his problem was about 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 si tua.tion foreign to my previous experience .. 

In a rapidly changing social environment this will happen 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 I a man ' • 

There existed storms and thunder before people had concepts of 



them. But it doesn't make sense to talk of people giving 

commands, dOing their duty to God and The QUeen before they 

had these concepts. 

The Laws of Mechanics were a problem for Descartes as a Catholic. 

Birth Control was not. 

Chapter 3 

1. The sense in which a philosopher asks about the nature of reality 

involves the problem of man's relation to reality •. The philoso-

pherts question is not a scientific question. What difference 

will it make to my life - why is it important that my mind have 

some contact with reality? 

I base my life - decide how I tought to live' on the basis of my 

view 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·Mystic 

and the Western Academic; 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 ~orld really is' and 'how I relate to it'. This 

" is" why I use.' the~:xpr~ssi6n:$.ppearancet.and.r~alftY·in: r"elation. 

to a man's life. Think of Brigitte in 'Woman of the 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 Mauria,c portrays her in all her mean and cruel 

shortsightedness. 

In 'The Keys of the Kingdom' by A.J. Cronin t a similar situation 



is illustrated. The young man who eventually beoomes a Bishop 

is portrayed as being entirely devoid of religious feeling and 

humility. He is of oourse oompletely unaware of this and has 

no olear idea oonoerning his real relation to the Churoh and God 

and those around him. This possibility of living a life of 

delusion is of prime importanoe in ethios. The possibility 

of being deoeived either as to how one is living one's Hfe, 

or as to what it is one wants out of life, enables us to use 

the ooncept 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 oorrect way of living. 

I don't mean to imply that there is one single and oorrect 

way in which we oan all live our lives. Only that of anyone 

person we can say that he is living a life of understanding or 

that he is not. 

Austin suggests in 'Sense and Sensibilia' that a definite 

sense attaohes to the assertion that something is real, only 

in the light of a speoifio way in whioh it might be, or might 

have been, not real. He goes on to say that this is why the 

attempt to find a charaoteristio commOll to all things that are 

or could be real is doomed to failure. Analogously I want to 

suggest that this is more or less the cases when we pr~dicate 

of a man's life 'understanding'. He is aware of the situation 

around him for what it really is and i 1; is important to realize 

that this might not have been the case. 

Note that nothing I have said here could apply to animals., 
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