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Introduction

1. In 1929 W
ittgenstein w

as invited to give a lecture to the group ‘T
he

H
eretics’. 1

T
he lecture w

as concerned w
ith a subject—

ethics—
that

W
ittgenstein never extensively addressed again in his life. T

he L
ecture

on E
thics is one of the few

 public lectures that W
ittgenstein delivered

to an audience not exclusively com
posed of philosophers. T

his explains
the w

arning w
ith w

hich W
ittgenstein opens his lecture:

[A
n] alternative w

ould have been to give you w
hat is called a popular-sci-

entific lecture, that is a lecture intended to m
ake you believe that you

understand a thing w
hich actually you do not understand, and to gratify

w
hat I believe to be one of the low

est desires of m
odern people, nam

ely
the superficial curiosity about the latest discoveries of science (T

S 207: 1). 2

W
ittgenstein gave other public lectures during his philosophical career,

but they w
ere m

ostly directed at philosophers. In N
ovem

ber 1912, he
read a paper at the M

oral Sciences C
lub. 3T

his w
as probably the first

M
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1
W

ittgenstein, L
udw

ig. “A
 L

ecture on E
thics”. T

h
e P

h
ilosoph

ical R
ev

iew
 74

(1965): 3-12, see the editors’ introduction. 
2

R
eferences to W

ittgenstein’s m
anuscripts and typescripts are m

ade according to
the follow

ing system
. T

he abbreviation T
S refers to single typescript item

s of the
N

achlass. T
he abbreviation M

S and M
SS refer, respectively, to one and m

ore handw
rit-

ten item
s. In this edition, w

e shall use ‘T
S 207’ in order to refer to the typescript know

n
as “A

 L
ecture on E

thics.” T
he abbreviation ‘M

S 139a’ and ‘M
S 139b’ refer to the tw

o
handw

ritten versions of the lecture, w
hile ‘M

SS 139a and 139b’ refer to the tw
o versions

considered together. F
or m

ore inform
ation about the abbreviations and the reference

system
, see the editors’ introduction in W

ittgenstein, L
udw

ig. W
ittgenstein’s N

achlass.
T

he B
ergen E

lectronic E
dition.O

xford: O
xford U

niversity P
ress, 2000.

3T
he w

ebpage of the M
oral Sciences C

lub reports the follow
ing inform

ation from
the m

inutes of the m
eetings: 

W
ittgenstein gave his first paper to the C

lub in M
ichaelm

as 1912. H
e and M

oore
had persuaded the C

lub to appoint a C
hairm

an to prevent futile discussions and to



2. T
he lecture w

as published posthum
ously in 1965, in the P

hilosophical
R

ev
iew

. It is a transcription of typescript 207 of W
ittgenstein’s

N
achlass. A

t that tim
e, it w

as com
m

on know
ledge that W

ittgenstein
had also produced tw

o handw
ritten versions. In his “T

he W
ittgenstein

P
apers,” von W

right records that “[t]w
o m

anuscripts of this lecture are
know

n to exist or to have existed. T
he one listed as 139a differs in som

e
interesting respects from

 the typescript (207) […
]. T

he m
anuscript list-

ed as 139b is tem
porarily m

issing. It w
as in G

m
unden in 1952.”

7
V

on
W

right com
piled the first version of his catalogue in 1968. Since then,

the catalogue has been updated and reprinted a few
 tim

es. T
he status

of the three versions, how
ever, rem

ained unchanged until 2000, w
hen

the B
ergen E

lectronic E
dition of W

ittgenstein’s N
ach

lass w
as pub-

lished. It w
as only then that transcriptions and digital facsim

iles of M
S

139b w
ere added to the catalogue. T

his w
as m

ade possible by the dis-
covery, in 1993, of M

S 139b in the posthum
ous estate of R

udolf and
E

lisabeth K
oder. 8

A
ccording to the B

ergen E
lectronic E

dition, there are three full ver-
sions of the lecture. T

hey are the M
SS 139a and 139b, and T

S 207. T
he

present edition puts forw
ard a novel account of the genesis of the lecture.

W
e believe that M

S 139a is not actually the first draft. T
here is another

draft, m
uch less defined in quality and clarity, w

hich is included in M
S

139a itself and has been overlooked by other editors. T
his draft is con-

stituted by tw
o deleted pages of apparently random

 rem
arks w

ritten on
the reverse of pages 15 and 16 of M

S 139a. 9O
n the basis of strong textu-

al evidence w
e present them

 as prior to, and separate from
, M

S 139a.
T

his edition presents w
hat w

e shall call a ‘conjecture’ about the gen-
esis of the lecture as w

ell as a ‘speculation’ on the possible m
eaning of a

draw
ing in landscape position sketched on the reverse of page 17 of M

S
139a. A

ccording to the conjecture, the tw
o deleted pages of notes w

ritten

11
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of several short com
m

unications that he gave to this and other soci-
eties. 4In 1929, W

ittgenstein w
rote “Som

e R
em

arks on L
ogical F

orm
”,

w
hich w

as supposed to be read to the Joint Session of the M
ind

A
ssociation and the A

ristotelian Society. W
ittgenstein read a com

plete-
ly different paper instead, on the notion of the infinite in m

athem
atics.

In A
pril 1941, he w

as invited to deliver a lecture at the B
ritish A

cadem
y.

A
lthough he w

rote a draft of the lecture, know
n as the ‘P

hilosophical
L

ecture’, the talk w
as never delivered.

W
ittgenstein w

rote his lecture during a phase of intense philosoph-
ical w

ork, thus w
riting the lecture w

as a sort of interruption of his
ongoing w

ork. T
his phase of intense productivity follow

ed a period in
w

hich he devoted him
self to activities that had no connection w

ith phi-
losophy. B

etw
een 1920 and 1926, he taught as a schoolm

aster in vari-
ous villages in A

ustria. In 1926, after resigning his post, he served as
gardener’s assistant in a m

onastery at H
ütteldorf. L

ater, in late sum
-

m
er, he took over the project of designing and realising his sister’s

house in V
ienna. T

his task totally absorbed him
 for tw

o years. It w
as only

in 1928 that he decided to return to philosophy. A
pparently, his choice

w
as prom

pted by his having attended a lecture on the foundations of
m

athem
atics held in V

ienna by L
. E

. J. B
rouw

er, in M
arch 1928. 5O

n the
18th of January 1929, W

ittgenstein returned to C
am

bridge, w
here C

. K
.

O
gden invited him

 to give w
hat becam

e “A
 L

ecture on E
thics.”

6
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7
W

ittgenstein, p. 53.
8F

or m
ore details about the circum

stances in w
hich they w

ere found see the notes
by Ilse Som

avilla in this volum
e.

9
M

anuscript page num
bers refer to the page num

bers of the original m
anuscript in

its diplom
atic version. In the case of the tw

o deleted pages and the draw
ing, there w

ere
no page num

bers w
ritten on the reverse of the sheets. W

e shall alw
ays refer to these three

pages as the reverse, respectively, of pages 15, 16 or 17. In all other cases, w
e shall refer

to the page num
ber that appears in the upper right corner of the m

anuscript. N
ote that

the first five pages of M
S 139a are num

bered w
ith R

om
an num

erals. 

change the rules so as to lim
it the duration of talks to seven m

inutes. W
ittgenstein’s

contribution cam
e on 29 N

ovem
ber (the C

lub’s m
eetings had m

oved to F
ridays to

avoid clashing w
ith the A

postles). 
See http://w

w
w

.phil.cam
.ac.uk/new

s_events/m
sc_hist.htm

l (last access 20th July 2006)
4

C
f. R

edpath, T
heodore. L

u
d

w
ig W

ittgen
stein

: a stu
d

en
t’s m

em
oir. L

ondon:
D

uckw
orth, 1990, pp. 77-86. See also the w

ebpage of the W
ittgenstein A

rchive,
C

am
bridge: 

Since becom
ing professor, W

ittgenstein had been active once m
ore in the sessions

of the M
oral Science[s] C

lub, w
hose chairm

anship continued to be held by M
oore

until 1944. H
e gives a sem

inar paper there on 2 F
ebruary and on 19 F

ebruary a lec-
ture to the M

athem
atical Society.’ 

See http://w
w

w
.w

ittgen-cam
.ac.uk/cgi-bin/text/biogre10.htm

l (last access 17th July
2006). 

5
V

on W
right, G

eorg H
enrik. W

ittgenstein. O
xford: B

asil B
lackw

ell, 1982, p. 25.
6M

onk, R
ay. L

udw
ig W

ittgenstein: the duty of genius. L
ondon: C

ape, 1990, p. 255.



addresses the issue of the chronological relations betw
een the three ver-

sions listed in the catalogue of W
ittgenstein’s w

ritings and w
hat w

e
regard as the first draft available of the lecture.

In the third part, notes by Ilse Som
avilla close the volum

e. T
hese

notes present som
e historical and stylistic aspects of the lecture. T

he
account presented is consonant w

ith a m
ore traditional w

ay of reading
W

ittgenstein’s w
orks. Som

avilla show
s how

 som
e them

es of the lec-
ture are grounded in W

ittgenstein’s personal experience. T
he notes also

outline a continuity betw
een the N

oteb
ook

s, the T
ractatu

s and the
L

ecture on E
thics, w

hich are seen as expressions of the sam
e philosoph-

ical concern. It is W
ittgenstein’s preoccupation w

ith the lim
its that con-

strain our language w
hen it tries to express contents that transcend the

experience of the w
orld, such as the problem

 of w
hat ethics is. 

Som
avilla em

phasises the ethical com
ponent in W

ittgenstein’s style,
that is the sim

plicity and clarity of expression, particularly as seen in the
T

ractatus. T
he style of the L

ecture on E
thics, though, is described as dif-

fering from
 both his philosophical w

orks and his personal diaries. B
y

m
eans of a narrative tone, W

ittgenstein presents three exam
ples of his

personal experience that m
ight show

 w
hat constitutes ethics. T

hese are
the experience of w

onder at the existence of the w
orld, the feeling of

absolute safety in G
od and the feeling of guilt. H

e considers the feeling
of w

onder as the ‘experience par excellence’ for the understanding of the
ethical. In the discussion of the exam

ples, W
ittgenstein refrains from

 the-
oretical analysis and m

erely hints at w
hat cannot be said in ordinary lan-

guage. H
is restraint both in content and in language, the sim

plicity in his
style, how

ever, m
ust not lead us to believe that the thoughts expressed are

equally sim
ple and clear.

E
.Z

.
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on the reverse of pages 15 and 16 of M
S 139a constitute the preparatory

w
ork from

 w
hich W

ittgenstein obtained M
S 139a. T

he notes w
ritten on

the reverse of page 16 precede those w
ritten on the reverse of page 15 in

the order of com
position. T

here are thus four versions of the lecture.
T

hey are the tw
o deleted pages on the reverse of M

S 139a, M
S 139a, M

S
139b and T

S 207. A
ccording to the speculation, the draw

ing sketched on
the reverse of page 17 m

ay be a figurative representation of W
ittgenstein’s

first idea for the lecture he thought to give concerning ethics.

3. T
he present edition consists of three parts. T

he first contains a detailed
introduction to the background of the lecture. It focuses on the nature
of the ethical dem

and W
ittgenstein felt, probably throughout his life. It

is this that W
ittgenstein tried to resolve or w

ork through in his early
philosophical w

ritings. T
he m

ajority of his w
ork prior to the lecture

concerned logic. H
ow

ever, in his w
artim

e notebooks he devoted half a
year to reflections on a few

 central difficulties in ethics. T
hese reflec-

tions w
ere W

ittgenstein’s m
ost lengthy, but they proved problem

atic
and inconclusive. H

e re-used little of his prior ethical w
ork w

hen com
-

posing the T
ractatus logico-philosophicus. Instead W

ittgenstein m
oved

the ethical beyond the lim
its of language to the m

ystical. 
T

he first part also includes a close reading and interpretation of the
lecture. T

he lecture articulates a view
 that is clearly descended from

 the
sam

e logical fram
ew

ork as the T
ractatus. T

he presentation is entirely
different how

ever. W
ittgenstein presents a view

 of ethics that, w
hile

grounded in considerations of language and logic, appeals to the audi-
ence w

ith exam
ples draw

n from
 personal and com

m
on experience. T

he
lecture is forceful and rich in m

etaphors w
hose m

eanings require care-
ful reconstruction. M

oreover, the antipathy to talking about ethics in
the T

ractatus is absent in the lecture. Instead, W
ittgenstein expresses

an adm
iration for our recurring inclination tow

ard fellow
ship by using

language to share the anxieties faced by m
oral subjects.

T
he second part of this volum

e presents the diplom
atic and nor-

m
alised versions of the m

anuscripts and the typescript. T
he presenta-

tion is preceded by a textual introduction to the transcriptions, a spec-
ulation on the m

eaning of the draw
ing and a description of the m

anu-
scripts. T

his textual introduction describes the process of transcription
as w

ell as the editing of the diplom
atic and norm

alised versions. It also

12
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I

W
ittgenstein’s P

hilosophical W
ork on E

thics

by D
avid L

evy



W
ittgenstein’s E

arly W
ritings on E

thics

I

1. W
ittgenstein turned to philosophy from

 engineering in 1911 w
hen he

w
as 22. H

e had becom
e interested in areas of m

athem
atics that had led

to an interest in logic. A
s B

ertrand R
ussell’s pupil he began to w

ork on
and w

rite about the problem
s of logic.

M
em

oirs and biographies concerning W
ittgenstein record that he

w
as a serious person w

ith consum
ing thoughts regarding w

hat w
as

required of him
 to m

ake of his life som
ething w

orthw
hile or decent.

W
ittgenstein’s concern could and has been called an ethical, as w

ell as
spiritual, one.

H
ow

ever, w
hile he w

rote a great deal about logic and language dur-
ing his life, he w

rote little about ethics. O
f w

hat he did w
rite, even less

resem
bles ethical theory or the m

oral philosophy studied in academ
ia.

T
here can be no question that ethical concerns, broadly conceived,

w
ere constant in W

ittgenstein’s life. T
he testim

ony of his friends and
the evidence of his notebooks and diaries is overw

helm
ing. T

here is
therefore a gap betw

een the enduring im
portance of ethical m

atters in
W

ittgenstein’s life and the dearth of his w
ritings on the m

atter.
E

stablishing his personal view
s on ethics is principally an endeavour in

biography w
hich I cannot undertake here. 

I shall confine m
yself to w

hat W
ittgenstein w

as w
illing to com

m
it

to paper. M
y purpose is to introduce and explain the ideas concerning

ethics that are found in W
ittgenstein’s w

ritings prior to the L
ecture on

E
thics. T

his introduction w
ith its explanations w

ill help in the close
reading and interpretation of W

ittgenstein’s L
ecture on E

thics under-
taken in the follow

ing chapter.
W

ittgenstein published little w
hile alive, so I w

ill use his surviving
unpublished w

ritings. In his w
ritings, som

e of his ideas concerning eth-

19



to publish. 3 In reference to the w
ork he eventually published, the

T
ractatus, this m

anuscript is called the P
rototractatus. 4

T
he core of the P

rototractatus w
as probably com

plete by 1916 and
it w

as certainly a w
ork on logic. 5

T
hat it w

as conceived as a w
ork in

logic is suggested by W
ittgenstein’s original intended title: “T

he
P

roposition” (D
er Satz). 6

C
ertainly, entries in the N

oteb
ook

s, from
w

hich the m
ajority of the m

aterial for the P
rototractatus is draw

n, con-
cern them

selves overw
helm

ingly w
ith logic, language and the expres-

sion of thought until M
ay 1916. In connection w

ith these topics
W

ittgenstein also discusses the nature of philosophy and the nature of
the thinking subject w

hose thoughts are expressed through confor-
m

ance w
ith the logical structure of language.

3. P
rior to June 1916, no w

ritten w
ork of an obviously ethical nature by

W
ittgenstein has survived. 7T

here is little reason to suppose that there w
as

any to survive as W
ittgenestein’s philosophical activity had been directed

tow
ard logic. H

e characterised his philosophical task as the explanation of
the form

 of a proposition and thereby all being (22.1.15). A
fter serving

alm
ost tw

o years in the w
ar, the discussion of logic in the N

otebooks paus-
es on 11 M

ay 1916. N
otebook entries resum

e on 11 June 1916 but now
 on

an investigation in ethics. 8A
 tw

o m
onth period of intensive w

ork princi-

21

W
ittgenstein’s E

arly W
ritings on E

thics

3E
vidence of an intention to publish is the sum

m
ary nature of the w

ork (there is a
prefatory note that this m

anuscript is a selection of the best from
 his other m

anuscripts)
and the inclusion of a forew

ord.
4 T

he P
rototractatus w

as discovered after W
ittgenstein’s death and published as:

W
ittgenstein, 

L
udw

ig. 
P

rototractatu
s: 

A
n

 
E

arly 
V

ersion
 

of 
T

ractatu
s 

L
ogico-

P
hilosophicus. L

ondon: R
outledge &

 K
egan P

aul, 1971.
5

F
or the sequence of com

position of the P
rototractatus see “Som

e P
re-T

ractatus
M

anuscripts” in M
cG

uinness, B
rian. A

pproach
es to W

ittgen
stein

: C
ollected

 P
apers.

L
ondon: R

outledge, 2002, pp. 259-269, and K
ang, Jinho. “O

n the C
om

position of the
P

rototractatus.” T
he P

hilosophical Q
uarterly 55 (2005): 2-20.

6
B

artley, W
illiam

 W
arren. W

ittgenstein. L
ondon: Q

uartet, 1974, p. 28.
7W

ittgenstein m
ade coded diary entries of ethical im

port in his notebooks prior to
M

ay 1916, but these pertain to W
ittgenstein’s feelings not an investigation of ethical

m
atters. 

T
he 

coded 
entries 

are 
published 

in: 
W

ittgenstein, 
L

udw
ig. 

G
eh

eim
e

T
agebücher, 1914-1916. E

dited by W
ilhelm

 B
aum

. 3rd ed. V
ienna: T

uria &
 K

ant, 1992.
I shall cite coded entries as for the N

otebooks, but w
ith the prefix ‘G

T
’, e.g. G

T
28.5.16.

8
F

rustrated w
ith his w

ork, W
ittgenstein noted earlier that he has been thinking

about the purpose (Z
iel) of life. G

T
28.5.16.

ical m
atters are found. P

lainly, from
 the considerations above, the ideas

in his w
ritings m

ay give an incom
plete im

pression of his personal view
s.

N
onetheless these ideas are ones that m

ade a first step from
 m

using or
reflection to som

ething m
ore considered. W

ittgenstein w
as not given to

idle m
usings even in his diaries. Som

e of his ideas m
ade a further step

to a w
ritten form

 for others to hear or for W
ittgenstein to re-use.

T
herefore, notw

ithstanding the possible illum
ination of testim

ony, the
understanding one can gain from

 W
ittgenstein’s w

ritings has a good
claim

 to concern his m
ost considered view

 of ethical m
atters.

In the rem
ainder of this part I shall review

 the num
ber and origin of

W
ittgenstein’s early w

ritings and the character of his ethical inquiries.
In part II, the centre of this introduction, I shall elaborate, by exam

ple
and quotation, three principal them

es in W
ittgenstein’s ethical investi-

gations in his w
artim

e notebooks. T
o do so, I shall first provide an

extended exam
ple of the kind of ethical experiences and w

orries
W

ittgenstein w
as concerned to address. P

art III discusses the transition
to W

ittgenstein’s first book the T
ractatatus L

ogico-P
hilosophicus, the

om
ission of elem

ents of the form
er from

 the latter and the final posi-
tion at w

hich he arrived. 1

2. W
ittgenstein’s first philosophical w

ritings concerned logic. H
e com

-
posed som

e notes on logic in 1913. Subsequently he dictated further
notes on logic to G

. E
. M

oore in 1914. F
rom

 late 1914, shortly after join-
ing the A

ustrian arm
y at the start of the first w

orld w
ar, he began w

rit-
ing dated rem

arks in the first of three notebooks used during the w
ar. 2

A
 selection from

 the N
otebooks w

ere copied into a m
anuscript that

W
ittgenstein conceived of as a draft w

ork on logic, som
ething perhaps
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1T
he T

ractatus, as it is com
m

only called, w
as first published in G

erm
an under the title

L
ogisch-philosophische A

bhandlung,in A
nnalen der N

atur- und K
ulturphilosophie

n. 14
in 1921. It w

as published w
ith corrections in E

nglish in 1922 follow
ed by a revised ver-

sion published in 1933. O
ther translations w

ere subsequently published. I shall refer to:
W

ittgenstein, 
L

udw
ig. 

T
ractatus 

L
ogico-P

hilosophicus. 
International 

L
ibrary 

of
P

sychology, P
hilosophy, and Scientific M

ethod. T
ranslated by C

. K
. O

gden. L
ondon:

R
outledge &

 K
egan P

aul, 1981.
2

A
ll of these w

orks are published together in: W
ittgenstein, L

udw
ig. N

otebooks,
1914-1916. E

dited by G
. H

. von W
right, and G

. E
. M

 A
nscom

be. 2nd ed. O
xford:

B
lackw

ell, 1979. I shall refer to these notebooks as N
otebooks. I shall cite entries only

by date. T
hese w

ill fall solely betw
een 1915 and 1916.



A
nd m

ake of it the sim
ile of G

od as father. 
P

rayer is thinking on the m
eaning of life.

I cannot direct the happenings of the w
orld according to m

y w
ill, but am

com
pletely pow

erless.
I can only m

ake m
yself independent of the w

orld—
and so in a certain sense

m
aster it—

by renouncing any influence on happenings (11.6.16). 10

H
is concern seem

s no less than the m
eaning, point or purpose of life. 11

H
is interest is of course not in any kind of life, nor even another person’s

life, but the purpose for his life, signalled by his use of ‘I’. D
ifferent eth-

ical them
es and

ideas em
erge in subsequent pages of his N

otebooks, but
they all originate, in their ethical character, from

 a central concern w
ith

the problem
atic nature of the purpose or m

eaning of life. I shall illum
i-

nate three of the central them
es below

.
A

s a topic, it is an abstract one. W
ittgenstein m

akes it m
ore abstract

by beginning w
ith such m

inim
al assum

ptions: the w
orld is, I am

, I am
 in

the w
orld, life has m

eaning, m
y w

ill can be good or evil. It is rem
iniscent

of D
escartes’ near ex nihilo approach in his M

editations, fam
ously built

on, “I think, therefore I am
.” M

ore, W
ittgenstein goes in m

any directions,
som

e contradictory, during his inquiries. T
he abstraction and variety of

the them
es W

ittgenstein develops—
as w

ell as their inconclusive develop-
m

ent—
m

ake a brief or clear exposition of his ethical ideas in the
N

otebooks difficult. T
hat said, the opening entry quoted above is as good

a concise statem
ent of the problem

s, them
es and conclusions W

ittgenstein
addressed in his first w

ritten w
ork on the ethical as one could hope for. 

II

1. W
e can, I think, initially m

ake progress w
ith m

any of W
ittgenstein’s

them
es in the N

otebooks by considering a less abstract exam
ple. T

his
exam

ple w
ill keep at the fore the ethical nature of the kind of w

orries
W

ittgenstein w
as addressing. It w

ill also counteract the abstraction of
W

ittgenstein’s approach w
ith one w

hose ethical anxieties are m
ore
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10T
ranslations are usually the published ones except w

here the sense is at risk. Item
s

in square brackets are variant translations.
11 T

he G
erm

an w
ords he uses are Z

w
eck and Sinn.

pally on ethical m
atters begins 11 June and ends 11 A

ugust. T
his is fol-

low
ed by another m

onth-long gap. W
ittgenstein renew

ed his efforts for
tw

o m
ore m

onth from
 10 Septem

ber until 17 N
ovem

ber 1916. A
fter that

there are som
e scattered com

m
ents culm

inating in a final entry on 10
January 1917 concerning suicide as the elem

entary sin.
B

arely four m
onths spread over half a year constitutes as m

uch as
W

ittgenstein ever w
rote concerning ethics. In length, only the L

ecture
on E

thics, 13 years later, is com
parable. B

ut the com
pact, dense nature

of W
ittgenstein’s N

otebooks entries m
akes them

 by far the w
idest rang-

ing and m
ost intensive single w

ork of his on ethics. W
hile he w

ould
return to concerns raised in the N

otebooks in w
ork after the L

ecture
on E

thics—
e.g. on the nature of the self and the w

ill—
none of it w

ould
have the ethical purpose of this period. C

om
pared to his N

otebooks,
no w

ritten w
ork reveals m

ore directly W
ittgenstein’s ethical anxieties

or his search for their resolution.
It is notable that W

ittgenstein’s discussion does not begin as a con-
tinuation of his philosophical w

ork in logic. H
e is not for instance

w
orking through a difficulty in his theory or addressing som

ething
overlooked. 9

R
ather his inquiries have a personal quality. T

he ques-
tions to w

hich he addresses him
self seem

 asked by and of him
. H

e
begins w

ith questions m
uch closer to that any thoughtful young adult

m
ight ask. W

hy am
 I here? W

hat should I do? W
hat can I do? H

e
begins as follow

s.

W
hat do I know

 about G
od and the purpose of life?

I know
 that this w

orld is[exists].
T

hat I stand in it like m
y eye in its visual field.

T
hat som

ething about it is problem
atic, w

hich w
e call its m

eaning.
T

hat this m
eaning does not lie in it but outside it.

T
hat life is the w

orld.
T

hat m
y w

ill penetrates[pervades] the w
orld.

T
hat m

y w
ill is good or evil.

T
herefore that good and evil are som

ehow
 connected w

ith the m
eaning of

life.
T

he m
eaning of life, i.e. the m

eaning of the w
orld, w

e can call G
od.
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9
W

ittgenstein m
ay have thought there should be a connection betw

een his doc-
trines regarding the lim

its of expression and the m
ysterious nature of the ethical, see

G
T

6.7.16 and G
T

7.7.16.



A
t any rate it is pointless considering w

hat the facts m
ean now

, w
ho know

s
how

 they are connected to the future or past. T
hey m

ight have no im
pact.

—
Y

es, but I have to know
 now

 w
hat they m

ean.

W
hen your life is at an end, som

eone w
ill know

 w
hat it m

eant—
or not.

M
aybe it w

ill not be know
n until the end of tim

e.

—
B

ut surely they m
ean som

ething now
, for m

e, even if not for the w
hole

w
orld.

R
ight, if you w

ant to know
 w

hat the facts m
ean, you had better ask your-

self because they’re just facts. If they m
ean som

ething m
ore it is because

you w
ant them

 to or they touch you in som
e w

ay.

—
T

hat cannot be the w
hole of it, because I cannot just w

ish her and w
hat

I did aw
ay. I am

 suffering. T
here is som

ething I have to find out: how
 this

happened, w
hy it happened and w

hat I should do about it. It is like the
answ

ers I w
ant are m

ore than just the facts.

A
ndrei is not considering the m

eaning of life or the purpose of the
w

orld, but he does w
ant to know

 w
hat these facts m

ean. H
e w

ants to
know

 their significance, specifically how
 he should respond to them

.
W

ittgenstein’s concern is sim
ilar, but m

ore general. I w
ill elaborate

A
ndrei’s difficulties below

, choosing term
s and considerations that also

em
erge in W

ittgenstein’s ethical discussion in his N
otebooks.

2. A
ndrei’s internal debate illustrates the com

plexities involved in try-
ing to understand facts as m

eaning anything m
ore than w

hat describ-
ing those facts m

ean. U
nderstanding the facts’ significance seem

s
tw

ofold. W
hat is the m

eaning or significance of the fact? W
hy does it

m
ean w

hat it does? In this case, w
hat is the significance of the fact that

A
ndrei killed his ex-w

ife, and w
hy does it have that significance?

It is im
m

ediately notew
orthy that if one’s reflections on the facts are

considered solely as an effort to describe these facts, then these ques-
tions m

ake little sense. F
or, if one w

ere describing a fact, then the m
ean-

ing of one’s description is sim
ply w

hat is described. Sim
ilarly, asking

w
hy a description describes w

hat it does is absurd. T
hat is w

hat it is to
describe or to be a description.
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im
m

ediate, even if they are not those com
m

on in philosophical ethics.
T

he exam
ple is given in term

s and them
es that recur, som

etim
es identi-

cally, in the N
otebooks. W

ittgenstein’s early philosophy is notable for its
dearth of exam

ples. T
he L

ecture on E
thics is in sharp contrast because

it is replete w
ith exam

ples. 
C

onsider a m
an, A

ndrei, w
ho has m

urdered his ex-w
ife after creep-

ing into her hom
e. H

e has not been found out and likely never w
ill be

because an innocent m
an has been convicted of the crim

e. N
ow

 at one
level these are so m

any facts: A
ndrei killed his ex-w

ife; another m
an

w
as convicted for w

hat A
ndrei did and now

 is confined to prison; his
ex-w

ife lived from
 the tim

e of her birth to the tim
e A

ndrei killed her;
had he w

aited another day, she w
ould likely have lived another day; he

had a bow
l of borscht before leaving to kill her.

A
ndrei’s difficulty is that he has not accom

m
odated him

self to these
facts. H

e know
s them

 and does not doubt their truth. B
ut he cannot

accept them
. Instead he struggles against these facts. H

e is interm
ittent-

ly disturbed by them
, som

etim
es finding him

self thinking obsessively
about them

, other tim
es feeling ill at ease or unsettled.

W
hen he reflects on these facts to resolve his unease, the intent in

his reflections divides into tw
o. F

irst, there is his effort to understand
the significance of these facts. Second, there are his possible responses
to them

, i.e. w
hat to do about them

.
H

is anguish m
ay express itself in an internal debate betw

een the
inclination to put the killing behind him

 and his ow
n insistence that

som
ething m

ust be done if he is to have peace:

T
hat she is dead and that you killed her are facts like any others, none is

m
ore im

portant than another.

—
W

ell these facts seem
 m

ore im
portant to m

e. A
fter all they’re about m

e
and w

hat I did.

Y
es, but you have to be objective about them

, not just think about how
you see them

.

—
O

f course I know
 they are “just” facts, but som

e have m
eaning beyond

being “m
erely” factual. N

ot all facts are the sam
e, obviously. Som

e are
m

ore im
portant or useful or valuable.
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stand the facts. H
e does not know

 how
 m

atters w
ill develop. A

ny
understanding he has seem

s vulnerable to future events and facts.
Indeed, the m

eaning of w
hat he does (or has done), considered in term

s
of its im

pact, m
ay be indeterm

inate. P
erhaps A

ndrei w
ill be found out

and punished. P
erhaps it w

ill com
e to light that his ex-w

ife w
as

involved in a terrible conspiracy that A
ndrei inadvertently brought to

an early, valuable end. In short, the significance of w
hat he has done

seem
s a hostage to fortune.

Instead A
ndrei m

ay think that the significance of these facts w
ill

only be determ
inate upon his death w

hen set against the actuality of his
com

plete life. Suppose he w
onders w

hether w
hat he has done has m

ade
him

 an evil m
an. W

ell, this, he could think, depends on how
 he lives

the rest of his life. R
edem

ption m
ay yet be his.

B
ut if, in part, the significance of the facts over w

hich A
ndrei ago-

nises depends on the future, w
hy should they depend only on h

is
future? If his actions, and the facts surrounding him

, affect the future
then surely this includes the future beyond his death. In that sense,
w

hat A
ndrei seeks is the m

eaning of these facts for all tim
e. P

erhaps in
the future, the distinction betw

een killing and m
urder w

ill be revealed
as inconsequential or nothing w

ill com
e of A

ndrei’s deed and his ex-
w

ife’s death w
ill be of no consequence, at least w

ith eternity as its back-
ground. 

C
onversely, it m

ay be the perm
anence or im

m
utability of these facts

that torm
ent him

. E
ven his death cannot free him

 from
 the blot these

facts m
ake on the w

orld. T
hose facts, though in the past, are eternal.

(iii) T
he significance of these facts has varied above w

ith A
ndrei’s

different perspectives on the facts. T
his w

ill prove intolerable if he m
ust

still decide am
ong perspectives. F

or each of these m
ight be thought on

the sam
e level. A

nd each perspective m
ight be thought inert insofar as

none dem
ands adoption, any can be ignored. 

A
ndrei’s disquiet by contrast appears as a dem

and insofar as it is an
intrusion that puts him

 ill at ease. It is as if the facts dem
and som

ething
of him

. B
ut if they are inert, the dem

and w
ould seem

, of necessity, to
originate in A

ndrei.
In defiance, A

ndrei m
ight say, “She’s dead, w

hat is it to m
e now

?”
B

ut of course this is bluster for he does care about the fact that he killed
his ex-w

ife. It is revealed by his unhappiness, by his feelings of guilt.
H

is happiness is interrupted by the voice of conscience or by the feel-
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B
y contrast, A

ndrei’s problem
 during reflection on these facts is that

their significance or m
eaning seem

s to alter depending on how
 he con-

siders them
. C

onsidered differently, the sam
e facts vary in im

portance.
(i) T

he idea of levels, m
entioned above, is one w

ay m
eanings alter.

C
onsidered m

erely as facts, that he killed his ex-w
ife is little different

from
 m

yriad other facts regarding the day of her death or any other
day. O

n w
hat basis are som

e facts m
ore significant or m

eaningful than
another? T

hey seem
, as it w

ere, all on the sam
e level, som

ething sig-
nalled by calling them

 ‘m
erely’ facts. W

hen A
ndrei considers them

 in
this w

ay, the significance of w
hat he has done seem

s nugatory. F
or, his

w
ife’s death is on the sam

e level as a stone falling, a chicken laying an
egg or any other fact.

It is only on a higher level that they acquire distinguishing signifi-
cance or greater im

portance. W
hat is the higher level of m

eaning
though? It com

es, for instance, w
hen A

ndrei allow
s that he did not

m
erely kill her, he m

urdered her. T
he higher significance is that it w

as
m

urder. Instead, the higher m
eaning A

ndrei understand m
ay be that

killing is against G
od’s com

m
andm

ents or that killing m
akes one evil.

A
ndrei m

ay understand m
atters on a personal level. If he does, the

im
portant facts are those that involve him

 personally, viz. not that she
is dead, but that she died by his hand. T

he im
portant fact is that he is

now
 a m

urderer or that she w
as not a stranger but his ex-w

ife, a w
om

an
w

ith w
hom

 he shared life. F
or A

ndrei, the personal level com
prises the

facts that involve him
 as opposed to those of w

hich he is unaw
are or

he believes do not involve him
.

T
here is a subtlety in the idea of a personal level of significance. F

or
A

ndrei need not think that the significance he discerns in the facts in
w

hich he is involved are significant for all. R
ather, the m

eaning of these
facts is relative to him

, to his perspective. H
e could express this saying,

“T
o m

e, that I killed her is of the first im
portance. W

hat do I know
 of

another m
an? I haven’t had his life, seen w

hat he’s seen.”
B

y contrast A
ndrei m

ight seek the ab
solu

te m
eaning of the facts,

expressible by asking solely for their objective m
eaning. O

r, rem
on-

strating w
ith him

self, he m
ight insist that he should be logical as

opposed to sentim
ental or em

otional. T
he m

eaning he discerns should,
he supposes, be one that anyone could recognise at any tim

e, from
 any

perspective, from
 a higher level or not.

(ii) C
onsiderations of tim

e also shape A
ndrei’s attem

pts to under-
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(a) H
is choice of actions are few

 because he cannot directly alter the
facts of w

hat he has done. H
e can try, indirectly, to alter the facts by

doing penance or by m
inim

ising the im
pact of his ex-w

ife’s death. T
he

penance A
ndrei seeks w

ill express his understanding of the m
eaning of

w
hat he has done. T

hrough penance he m
ay alter the m

eaning of w
hat

he has done. 
B

y com
m

itting suicide A
ndrei can seek to obliterate the facts. A

t
one level this is futile for the facts rem

ain, at another it is com
plete as

an end to his suffering. H
is suicide w

ould express his being overcom
e

by the m
eaning of w

hat he has done, e.g. because he feels that anything
else in his life is irrem

ediably polluted.
A

ndrei can w
ithdraw

 from
 action into self-conscious inactivity. F

or
A

ndrei m
ay think that after w

hat he has done, confidence in know
ing

w
hat he should do is m

isplaced. H
is least inclinations are now

 suspect
in the light of w

hat he proved capable of doing. A
ndrei could express

him
self by saying he doubts his self-control or his sense of right.

(b)  G
iven that the facts are im

m
utable, action m

ay seem
 futile. A

ll
that m

ay be left to A
ndrei in his efforts to resolve him

self is a new
 atti-

tude to the facts—
one in w

hich his disquiet is lessened.
T

he disquiet and unhappiness can persist though. A
ntagonistically,

he m
ay becom

e enraged that this should have happened to him
. W

hy,
he asks, did it com

e to this? H
ow

 did this happen? O
r, in supplication,

he m
ay be bew

ildered by w
hat he has done, lam

enting rem
orsefully,

“H
ow

 could I do it?” T
hese and their variants each express A

ndrei’s
irresolution to the facts that is the root of his unhappiness. B

etter, his
continuing unhappiness is interdependent w

ith continuing attitudes of
irresolution to the facts. In the extrem

e this w
ill be a delusional denial

of the truth of the facts them
selves.

A
ndrei’s attitude could instead focus on the m

om
ent. H

e focuses on
one day at a tim

e, not thinking w
hat tom

orrow
 m

ay hold. In this w
ay,

he w
ill not fear punishm

ent nor hope for absolution. A
lternatively, he

can ignore the present and take the long view
. A

ndrei w
ill think that

the m
eaning of w

hat he has done—
its significance—

w
ill becom

e appar-
ent later, in the fullness of tim

e. A
s above, the fullness of tim

e m
ight

m
ean the fullness of A

ndrei’s life or the fullness of all tim
e. 

Indeed, the im
m

utability of the past m
ight w

ell encourage another
response: w

hat is done is done, leave w
hat cannot be changed. A

ndrei’s
inaction m

ay express this: his pow
erlessness in the face of fate. Since he
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ing that G
od w

ill disapprove w
hen A

ndrei reaches the F
inal Judgem

ent.
T

he significance of these facts, as against m
yriad others, is that they

affect him
. T

hat is the evidence of experience.
(iv) A

ndrei can look to the facts for their m
eaning, but his reflec-

tions have led to him
self. T

his is one answ
er to the question of w

hy the
facts m

ean w
hat they do: the m

eaning originates in him
. H

e m
ay think

therefore that w
hen he has decided w

hat m
eaning to give these facts,

that is the m
eaning they w

ill have for him
.

H
ow

ever this is at odds w
ith how

 his anxieties appear in him
. H

is
anxiety is that the m

eaning of w
hat he has done is unknow

n to him
.

H
is suffering appears to him

 as a lack of clarity or a lack of resolution.
Som

ething is bothering him
. H

e know
s plainly enough w

hat it is. It is
that he killed his ex-w

ife w
ithout consequence for him

self. T
he conse-

quence he expects is w
hat her death by his hands w

ill m
ean for him

. It
m

ay m
ean that he w

ill spend 30 years in hard labour. It m
ay m

ean that
he is condem

ned before G
od. It m

ay m
ean nothing. If his anxiety con-

cerns w
hich of these is the m

eaning of w
hat he has done, then equally

plainly it is not in his gift w
hich it is.

R
ather, the m

eaning of w
hat he has done w

ill be determ
ined by

those w
ho stand in judgem

ent over him
. T

hese m
ay be his fellow

s w
ho

sentence him
 to hard labour. O

r it m
ay be G

od w
ho condem

ns him
.

O
r again, A

ndrei m
ay think that his fate w

as sealed before his m
urder,

that everything in his life led up to that point, that it w
as fate. H

e m
ay

lam
ent, “It is m

y fate to suffer and alw
ays w

as.”
T

hese w
ays of thinking about the m

atter suppose that there is an
ordering agency, a pow

er in the universe such that things happen as they
do and m

ean w
hat they do. W

hat if such a pow
er w

as absent or inactive,
at least som

e of the tim
e? It seem

s obvious that w
hat A

ndrei has done
m

ust m
ean som

ething just because of w
hat it is—

m
urder, say—

not
because of how

 the w
orld actually goes. It m

ust have an unconditional
m

eaning, quite apart from
 its effect, if any, on the course of the w

orld.

3. A
ndrei can respond m

any w
ays to his situation. H

is efforts to under-
stand the m

eaning of w
hat he has done, to resolve him

self to the facts
of his w

ife’s death m
ay not evoke a response beyond persistent unhap-

piness. If he does respond, his responses m
ay be expressed, broadly, as

actions or attitudes.
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w
hich he is personally related. T

he efforts to find a resolution of their
anxieties in the ethical significance of facts—

of his place in the w
orld—

are elusive and problem
atic. Som

e sim
ilarities in approach and conclu-

sion are as follow
s.

A
 disturbed conscience is a sign of m

isunderstanding, disharm
o-

nious attitude or the voice of G
od (8.7.16, 29.7.16, 30.7.16, 13.8.16).

G
od is fate or G

od is the w
orld (8.7.16, 1.8.16). T

he problem
s of life

are intertw
ined w

ith tem
poral perspectives (6.7.16, 8.7.16, 14.7.16,

2.9.16, 7.10.16). E
thics concerns the absolute or non-contingent

(24.7.16, 30.7.16, 2.8.16, 10.1.17). E
thics is an attitude to fact (29.7.16,

4.11.16). T
he personal is essential to the ethical (1.8.16, 2.8.16, 5.8.16,

12.8.16, 2.9.16, 17.10.16). R
esolution and happiness depend on accept-

ing the facts (6.7.16, 8.7.16, 13.8.16, 29.7.16, 2.12.16).
T

he difficulty in the reflections are sim
ilar too. Several tim

es in his
N

otebooks entries on ethics W
ittgenstein starts anew

 (8.7.16, 21.7.16,
9.10.16). Several tim

es he self-consciously allow
s that his progress is

confused or unclear (29.7.16, 30.7.16, 2.8.16, 5.8.16).
It is therefore, I think, fair to claim

 that m
y A

ndrei exam
ple gives

im
m

ediate application of the ethical anxieties that m
otivated W

ittgenstein
as w

ell as m
any of the routes W

ittgenstein travelled in his reflections.
H

ow
ever, a deeper understanding of W

ittgenstein’s view
s on ethics can

be had by review
ing in detail three central inter-related problem

s around
w

hich the m
ajority of the N

otebooks entries on ethics revolve. H
ere too

the parallels w
ith A

ndrei w
ill be evident, but now

 in W
ittgenstein’s m

ore
austere and abstract term

s. 
T

he first problem
 concerns the m

eaning, significance, im
portance

or value of facts. T
he problem

 is that all facts seem
 like they are on the

sam
e level w

ith regard to im
portance or value, but if there is good and

evil then w
here is it if not in the facts?

T
he second is the problem

 of the unw
orldliness of the subject. T

he
problem

 is that the subject w
hose ethical engagem

ent is essential for
ethical significance m

ust be in the w
orld, but cannot in a factual or

w
orldly sense be so.

T
he third is the problem

 of the pow
erlessness of the w

ill. T
he prob-

lem
 is that the subject seem

s pow
erless to affect or effect events in the

w
orld, but on the contrary cannot be passive, for the exercise of w

ill
seem

s a condition on being a subject.
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is evidently pow
erless to control him

self as he should and is pow
erless

to control the course of the w
orld, A

ndrei m
ay seek independence of

the w
orld, m

erely existing, passively carried by events.
L

ess passively, in attitude at least, A
ndrei can w

ish that things w
ere

different, that he had not killed her, even w
hile know

ing that it is only
a w

ish, w
ith no chance of fulfilm

ent. T
his attitude is a resolution of his

unhappiness perhaps, though it is not an acceptance of the facts. H
is

w
ish expresses his non-acceptance.

L
astly, A

ndrei m
ay accept the m

eaning of w
hat he has done. T

he
precise expression of his acceptance w

ill vary in w
ays that w

ould be
difficult to anticipate. H

ow
ever, seeking proper punishm

ent w
ould be

one. Strangely, resolving his anxieties by accepting the m
eaning of facts

that require his punishm
ent m

ight m
ake him

 happy—
despite the suf-

ferings of punishm
ent—

just because he now
 understood and w

as doing
w

hat is dem
anded. T

his too is a surrender to pow
erlessness, but of a

different kind. A
ndrei is not inactive, but now

 active in harm
ony w

ith
the w

orld, w
ith its order, w

hich he could call the w
ill of G

od. 

4. W
e can take stock of A

ndrei’s position as follow
s. A

ndrei is persistent-
ly anxious. H

e seeks a resolution of his anxiety by considering his posi-
tion in the w

orld relative to the source of his anxiety, viz. his killing his ex-
w

ife. H
e feels that if he can just get a clear understanding of his situation

he can resolve his disquiet. B
ut the clarity he w

ants is elusive. W
orse it

seem
s to depend on him

. Y
et his ow

n involvem
ent is equally problem

at-
ic. H

is existence seem
s of param

ount im
portance, yet it is unclear w

hat
about him

 is im
plicated in or conditions the m

eaning of the situation.
M

ore, on the one hand it seem
s that it is up to him

 to resolve the situation,
w

hile on the other he seem
s, and m

ight alw
ays have been, pow

erless.
T

he elaboration of this exam
ple show

s the shifting significance of
facts and corresponding responses. T

he significance of facts is here
m

ore than w
hat is expressed by a description of those facts. T

he m
ean-

ing here concerns the purpose dem
anded of the person w

ho under-
stands them

. R
oughly, the m

eaning of the facts, in this sense, is how
one should respond to them

.
W

ittgenstein’s concerns are sim
ilar to A

ndrei’s: he is anxious about
w

hat the w
orld m

eans or the purpose it expresses. T
he chief difference

is that W
ittgenstein begins w

ith all the facts of the w
orld, not som

e to
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T
he place of the subject in ethics is m

ade m
ore explicit w

hen
W

ittgenstein says, “G
ood and evil only enter through the subject. […

]
good and evil […

] are not properties of the w
orld” (2.8.16). T

he sub-
ject, the person engaged in understanding the w

orld, originates good
and evil. H

e is essential to any significance beyond m
ere description of

facts, to higher m
eaning. H

e im
bues the w

orld w
ith m

eaning am
ong

w
hich w

ould seem
 to be good and evil. T

his cannot originate in others
if the w

orld is to be one that he understands and experiences. F
or,

“W
hat others have told m

e about the w
orld is a very sm

all and inciden-
tal part of m

y experience of the w
orld. I have to judge the w

orld, to
m

easure things” (2.9.16).
T

he subject’s engagem
ent is personal and perspectival. T

he person-
al engagem

ent of the subject is a function of his w
ill, his capacity to act.

“T
hings acquire ‘significance’ only through their relation to m

y w
ill”

(15.10.16). T
he w

ill is detailed further below
. T

he subject’s perspective
alters the standing of things and thereby their significance. F

or taken
by them

selves as things, all things are on the sam
e level. W

ittgenstein
says, “A

s a thing am
ong things, each thing is equally insignificant […

]”
(8.10.16). R

ecalling that things (and facts) are inert, he says, “F
or

‘E
verything is w

hat it is and not another thing.’” (15.10.16). 
T

he difficulty W
ittgenstein confronts, like A

ndrei, is the arbitrari-
ness of perspective. F

or instance, one can em
phasise the perspective that

em
phasises im

m
ediate appearances or a longer view

. “F
or it is equally

possible to take the bare present im
age as the w

orthless m
om

entary pic-
ture in the w

hole tem
poral w

orld, and as the true w
orld am

ong shad-
ow

s” (8.10.16). T
aking one over another w

ill alter w
hat one can expect

of one’s situation, “W
hoever lives in the present lives w

ithout hope and
fear” (14.7.16), and, “O

nly a m
an w

ho lives not in tim
e but in the pres-

ent is happy” (8.7.16). It is sim
ilar for an eternal perspective in contrast

to one fixed am
idst past and future. “T

he usual w
ay of looking at things

sees objects as it w
ere from

 the m
idst of them

, the view
 sub specie aeter-

nitatis from
 outside” (7.10.16).

T
he problem

 then is that the facts—
and the w

orld w
hich they con-

stitute—
are not good and evil, nor do they have such ethical proper-

ties. Y
et, there is good and evil. So w

here is it? W
ittgenstein accepts that

ethics m
ust not be in the w

orld, but m
ust be of the w

orld—
like logic.

E
thics is a condition of the w

orld, m
eaning that ethics is absolute inso-

far as it does not depend on how
 the w

orld is, only “that the w
orld is.”
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5. W
ittgenstein em

phasises that the w
orld itself is not m

orally loaded,
i.e. does not have m

oral m
eaning. E

verything in the w
orld, as con-

stituents of facts, is on the sam
e level. “A

 stone, the body of an anim
al,

the body of a hum
an being, m

y body, all stand on the sam
e level”

(12.10.16). A
nd no constituents are essential or m

ore im
portant than

any other. “F
or it m

ust be all one, as far as concerns the existence of
ethics, w

hether there is living m
atter in the w

orld or not” (2.8.16). So
for W

ittgenstein, w
orldly events, insofar as they are transitions am

ong
the factual constituents of states of affairs, are also one the sam

e level
w

ith the w
orld’s constituents. “T

hat is w
hy w

hat happens, w
hether it

com
es from

 a stone or from
 m

y body is neither good nor bad”
(12.10.16). W

ittgenstein’s conclusion is an explicit denial of value in
facts, “T

he w
orld itself is neither good nor evil” (2.8.16). 

So, if there is good and evil, w
hich W

ittgenstein took to be so, then
it m

ust originate or inhere in som
ething other-w

orldly. O
ne possibil-

ity is a dom
ain beyond the facts or on another level. E

ven before his
ethical reflections, W

ittgenstein tentatively endorsed this possibility:

Suppose there is som
ething outside the facts? W

hich our propositions are
im

potent to express? B
ut yet w

e do have, e.g. things and w
e feel no dem

and
at all to express them

 in propositions (27.5.15).

M
ore, he described understanding som

ething higher this w
ay, “T

o
believe in a G

od m
eans to see that the facts of the w

orld are not the end
of the m

atter” (8.7.16). W
ittgenstein certainly thought that the ethical

w
as not like the factual. “E

thics does not treat of the w
orld. E

thics m
ust

be a condition of the w
orld, like logic” (24.7.16). B

eing a condition of the
w

orld m
eans at least that it is not contingent, that the possibility of the

ethical does not depends on how
 the w

orld actually is. E
thics is absolute.

T
here are conditions on the possibility of the ethical. H

e asks, “C
an

there be ethics if there is no living being but m
yself?” (2.8.16). H

e
answ

ers, echoing that ethics is a condition of the w
orld, “If ethics is sup-

posed to be som
ething fundam

ental, there can [be ethics w
ith the sub-

ject as the only living being]” (2.8.16). T
he place of the subject is m

ade
m

ore explicit w
hen W

ittgenstein adds, “If I am
 right, then it is not suf-

ficient for ethical judgem
ent that a w

orld is given” (2.8.16). In other
w

ords, for there to be ethical judgem
ents, there m

ust be subjects w
ho

m
ake these judgem

ents as w
ell as w

hat is judged.
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subject in the last resort m
ere superstition?” (4.8.16). “T

he I, the I is
w

hat is deeply m
ysterious” (5.8.16). 

H
e m

akes tentative steps tow
ard clarification. F

irst, “T
he I is not an

object” (7.8.16). Second, he addresses com
m

on sense, viz. the subject’s
body is in the w

orld. 

T
he philosophical I is not the hum

an being, not the hum
an body or the

hum
an soul w

ith the psychological properties, but the m
etaphysical sub-

ject, the boundary (not a part) of the w
orld. T

he hum
an body, how

ever,
m

y body in particular, is a part of the w
orld am

ong others, am
ong beasts,

plants, stones, etc., etc. (2.9.16).

N
onetheless, his conclusion in the first instance is negative: “It is true

that the perceiving[know
ing] subject is not in the w

orld, that there is no
perceiving subject” (20.10.16). B

ut this cannot be correct, for the reasons
given above, viz. ethics depends on the subject. H

e repeats, “W
ere there

no w
ill, neither w

ould there be that centre of the w
orld, w

hich w
e call the

I, and w
hich is the bearer of the ethical” (5.8.16), and, “[…

] the subject is
not a part of the w

orld but a presupposition of its existence […
] good

and evil […
] are predicates of the subject […

] not properties of the w
orld”

(2.8.16). H
is position is then that ethics requires a subject w

ho is engaged
w

ith the w
orld but w

ho is not in the w
orld. A

s W
ittgenstein puts it,

“G
ood and evil only enter through the subject. A

nd the subject is not
part of the w

orld, but a boundary of the w
orld” (2.8.16). (T

he subject as
the lim

it of the w
orld w

ill be discussed in part III below
.)

T
he problem

 rem
ains that the know

ing or perceiving subject seem
s

non-existent insofar as it cannot be perceived or described or investi-
gated. Y

et a subject is needed, for it is a condition on ethics and a pre-
supposition of the w

orld’s existence. 
W

ittgenstein offers an am
endm

ent, “T
he thinking[perceiving] sub-

ject is surely em
pty illusion. B

ut the w
illing subject exists” (5.8.16). T

he
im

m
ediate difficulty is therefore am

eliorated, “So there really is a w
ay

in w
hich philosophy in a non-psychological sense can and m

ust address
the I” (11.8.16). W

ittgenstein bypasses the difficulties w
ith the place of

the subject in the w
orld by m

aking him
 unw

orldly and focusing instead
on the subject’s engagem

ent w
ith the w

orld through his w
ill: “T

he sub-
ject is the w

illing subject” (4.11.16).35
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A
nd this last, W

ittgenstein assum
ed at the outset. 12E

thics is itself con-
ditional on there being a subject. T

he subject is the one capable of eth-
ical understanding, w

hose engagem
ent w

ith the w
orld gives it higher,

ethical m
eaning.

6. T
here is an obvious objection to this picture. T

he subject surely is in
the w

orld. If the subject is the origin and bearer of good and evil, then
w

hy, at least insofar as the w
orld is part-constituted by the subject, is

not the w
orld good or evil? Indeed, if the subject is in the w

orld and is
the bearer of good and evil, w

hy m
ay he not be analysed or described

like anything else in the w
orld. In short, if the subject is the origin of

the ethical, then surely he w
ill yield to investigation like anything else

in the w
orld.

W
ittgenstein how

ever doubts this, for, odd as it seem
s, the subject

does not appear in the w
orld. W

hat is inescapable in experience is being
a subject w

ho thinks, perceives, etc. H
aving a perspective seem

s a sine
qua non of experience: “T

he situation is not sim
ply that I everyw

here
notice w

here I see anything, but I also alw
ays find m

yself at a particu-
lar point of m

y visual space […
]” (20.10.16). Y

et, “In spite of this, how
-

ever, it is true that I do not see the subject” (20.10.16). T
he problem

 is
that, “I confront every object objectively. B

ut not the I.” (11.8.16).
T

he investigation m
ooted above seem

s in actuality ill-suited to the
task of investigating the subject, som

ething that W
ittgenstein had con-

sidered during his prior w
ork on logic.

I have long been conscious that it w
ould be possible for m

e to w
rite a book:

“T
he W

orld I found.” […
] In the book “T

he W
orld I found” I should also

have to report on m
y body and say w

hich m
em

bers are subject to m
y w

ill,
etc. F

or this is a w
ay of isolating the subject, or rather of shew

ing that in
an im

portant sense there is no such thing as the subject; for it w
ould be the

one thing that could not com
e into this book (23.5.15). 13

W
ittgenstein plainly finds the problem

 baffling. T
he one thing that

seem
s om

nipresent is im
possible to locate, “W

here in the w
orld is a

m
etaphysical subject to be found?” (4.8.16). “[…

] Isn’t the thinking
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pen. W
hen there is a physical connection betw

een w
anting and events,

it is not because one w
ills that connection. O

ne could not for instance
w

ill the connection betw
een objects described by theories of gravity

such that they fall w
hen dropped. T

he physical connection is in any case
a contingent one because, to repeat, w

hat one w
ills m

ay not happen. 15

T
he difficulty therefore is grave because the subject seem

s at one
rem

ove from
 the w

orld in w
hich he seem

ingly acts and to w
hose facts

and states of affairs he feels he m
ust direct his ethical engagem

ent. So,
W

ittgenstein tries again to develop a m
inim

al account of w
ill. H

e
begins, “I w

ill call the w
ill above all the bearer of good and evil”

(21.7.16).
T

he first im
portant refinem

ent he m
akes is against the idea that the

w
ill, in the ethical sense, is a pow

er of action intrinsic to a body. H
e

im
agines a m

an w
ho is paralysed but could m

ake his w
ishes know

n to
another w

ho w
ould act on them

. H
e could therefore w

ish the death of
another and thereby do evil. F

or W
ittgenstein, the paralysed m

an “in
the ethical sense is the bearer of a w

ill” (21.7.16).
T

he second refinem
ent is his claim

 that a being capable of perception
and thinking m

ust be possessed of w
ill: “B

ut can w
e conceive a being

that isn’t capable of W
ill at all, but only of Idea (of seeing for exam

-
ple)? In som

e sense this seem
s im

possible” (21.7.16). H
e re-affirm

s that
the w

ill is a condition on the possibility of the ethical, “if it w
ere pos-

sible [to have a being w
ith thought but not w

ill] then there could also
be a w

orld w
ithout ethics” (21.7.16).

T
hird, W

ittgenstein notes that w
illing is not som

ething that happens
to the subject because one cannot experience one’s act of w

ill, “T
he act

of w
ill is not an experience” (9.11.16).

H
aving m

ade these refinem
ents W

ittgenstein is again stym
ied by

fundam
ental obscurities in the nature of the w

ill. “Is it possible to w
ill

good, to w
ill evil, and not to w

ill?” (29.7.16). “Is the w
ill an attitude
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15
T

he physical events of the w
orld, according to W

ittgenstein, are not inter-relat-
ed w

ith each other such that one m
ust follow

 another. H
e w

rote earlier of the contrast
betw

een logical and physical necessity: “T
he freedom

 of the w
ill consists in the fact

that future events cannot be K
N

O
W

N
 N

O
W

. It w
ould only be possible for us to

know
 them

 if causality w
ere an IN

N
E

R
 necessity—

like, say, that of logical inference”
(27.4.15).

A
nd in the context of the discussion of the w

ill he em
phasised, “it is clear that the

causal nexus is not a nexus at all” (15.10.16).

7. W
ittgenstein found the idea of a w

illing subject rich in difficulties.
M

ore entries are devoted to the w
ill than any other topic. H

is inabili-
ty to resolves these difficulties probably explain the inconclusive end of
his ethical entries in the N

otebooks. It w
as likely on his m

ind w
hen he

turned to the L
ecture on E

thics. 14H
e continued to produce treatm

ents
of the difficulties arising from

 the w
ill from

 the tim
e he returned to phi-

losophy in the late 1920’s alm
ost until his death.

T
he w

ill is in one sense central to the subject’s engagem
ent w

ith the
w

orld, w
ith the w

ay in w
hich it becom

es m
eaningful. B

ut equally it seem
s

that the w
ill is pow

erless because, “T
he w

orld is independent of m
y w

ill”
(5.7.16). W

ittgenstein em
phasises that the w

orld is independent of one’s
w

ill and disjunct, “T
he w

orld is given m
e, i.e. m

y w
ill approaches the

w
orld com

pletely from
 outside as som

ething ready-m
ade” (8.7.16). T

he
subject has not m

ade the w
orld, nor can he control it, but his engagem

ent
w

ith it is integral w
ith the w

orld’s happenings, for “[…
] w

e have the feel-
ing of being dependent on an alien w

ill” (8.7.16). T
he idea is a fam

iliar
one. “G

od in this sense w
ould be sim

ply fate or, w
hat is the sam

e thing,
the w

orld independent of our w
ill” (8.7.16).  W

hen one is subject to fate,
one seem

s to act to m
ake one’s future, but the events consequent on one’s

actions w
ere already determ

ined. O
ne’s w

illing seem
s paradoxically both

redundant and necessary.
T

he consequence of the w
orld and subject’s independence from

 each
other is that there is no connection betw

een w
hat happens and w

hat
w

e w
ill or w

ant:

E
ven if everything w

e w
ish for w

ere to happen, this w
ould still only be, so

to speak, a grace of fate, for w
hat w

ould guarantee it is not any logical con-
nection betw

een w
ill and w

orld, and w
e could not in turn w

ill the supposed
physical connection (5.7.16).

F
or it is a fact of logic that w

anting does not stand in any logical connex-
ion w

ith its ow
n fulfilm

ent (29.7.16).

C
ertainly there is no logical connection betw

een one’s w
anting som

e-
thing to happen and its happening if by that is m

eant that one’s w
ant-

ing it m
akes it so, for often w

hat one w
ants does not or could not hap-
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not the w
hole w

orld but only a lim
ited aspect of it. F

or the w
hole w

orld
being subject to m

y w
ill is contrary to its independence. W

ittgenstein
says: “M

y w
ill fastens onto the w

orld som
ew

here, and does not fasten
on to other things” (4.11.16). 

T
he question, though, is w

here in the w
orld does the w

ill fasten
itself? W

ittgenstein answ
ers, “If the w

ill has to have an object in the
w

orld, the object can be the intended action itself” (4.11.16). T
his sug-

gestion is problem
atic since the required conception of an action is not

obvious. F
or if w

e presum
e that the body perform

ing the action is in
the w

orld, then it, like the w
orld in toto, m

ust be independent of the
w

ill and so no foothold. “D
oes not the w

illed m
ovem

ent of the body
happen just like any unw

illed m
ovem

ent in the w
orld, but that it is

accom
panied by the w

ill?” (4.11.16). 
In other w

ords, if the w
ill is disconnected from

 the w
orld and there-

fore the body, does an action com
prise w

orldly m
ovem

ents alongside
w

illing accom
panim

ent by the subject? A
s W

ittgenstein puts it, “T
hen

is the situation that I m
erely accom

pany m
y actions w

ith m
y w

ill?”
(4.11.16). Is the w

ill therefore redundant?
W

ittgenstein responds w
ith considerations against any conclusion

that the w
ill is redundant in effecting action:

Y
et it is not accom

panied just by a w
ish! B

ut by w
ill.

[…
] how

 can I predict—
as in som

e sense I surely can—
that I shall raise m

y
arm

 in five m
inutes tim

e? T
hat I shall w

ill this?

W
e feel, so to speak, responsible for the m

ovem
ent (4.11.16).

T
hese considerations suggest a contrast betw

een w
ishing and w

illing.
W

ishing m
ay w

ell be m
ere accom

panim
ent to w

hat occurs, but w
illing

is integral w
ith action. W

ittgenstein expresses the difference as follow
s:

“T
he w

ish precedes the event, the w
ill accom

panies it,” and, “W
ishing

is not acting. B
ut w

illing is acting” (4.11.16). H
ow

ever this m
ust not be

construed as a restoration of the idea that the w
ill is part of a causal

nexus in w
hich events are caused. “T

he act of the w
ill is not the cause

of the action but is the action itself” (4.11.16). N
or m

ust this be under-
stood as indirect causation. “T

he fact that I w
ill an action consists in

m
y perform

ing the action, not in m
y doing som

ething else w
hich caus-

es the action” (4.11.16).
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tow
ards the w

orld?” (4.11.16). H
ere W

ittgenstein is even unclear about,
as it w

ere, w
hat the possibilities are. Indeed, since the body is part of the

w
orld, and given that the w

orld is independent, it is not clear that the
w

ill is related to the body:

[…
] I can im

agine carrying out the act of w
ill for raising m

y arm
, but that

m
y arm

 does not m
ove. […

] the act of w
ill does not relate to a body at all,

and so that in the ordinary sense of the w
ord there is no such thing as the

act of the w
ill (20.10.16). 

T
his is an insuperable obstacle to any view

 of the w
ill as the capacity for

bodily m
ovem

ent, so W
ittgenstein is forced to the tentative conclusion

that, “T
he w

ill is an attitude of the subject to the w
orld” (4.11.16).

H
ow

ever, this conclusion is inadequate. T
he w

ill m
ust be exercised

tow
ard som

ething about w
hich one can think or perceive, not the w

hole
w

orld. W
ittgenstein offers an argum

ent to this conclusion as follow
s:

T
he w

ill seem
s alw

ays to have to relate to an idea. W
e cannot im

agine, e.g.,
having carried out an act of w

ill w
ithout having detected that w

e have car-
ried it out.

O
therw

ise there m
ight arise such a question as w

hether it had yet been
com

pletely carried out.

A
nd the w

ill does have to have an object.

O
therw

ise w
e should have no foothold and could not know

 w
hat w

e
w

illed.

A
nd could not w

ill different things (4.11.16).

T
he thought is that if one could not distinguish betw

een the objects of
the w

ill, then one could not distinguish betw
een different acts of w

ill.
If one could not distinguish w

anting w
ater from

 w
anting w

hisky then
there could be no difference—

of w
hich one w

as aw
are—

in seeking one
or the other. I m

ust be able to think of and perceive the object of m
y

w
ill if I am

 to w
ill it. 

F
rom

 these considerations W
ittgenstein concludes that the w

ill m
ust

have a “foothold” in the w
orld. “It is clear, so to speak, that w

e need a
foothold for the w

ill in the w
orld” (4.11.16). T

he object of the w
ill is
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w
orld, in w

hich the subject’s body stands, is independent of the sub-
ject’s w

ill such that the events of the w
orld happen according to a w

ill
w

holly alien to the subject. In short, the w
ill is pow

erless.

8. In the face of these difficulties, W
ittgenstein should return to the

m
odest position outlined at the outset (part I, §3 above), “I can only

m
ake m

yself independent of the w
orld—

and so in a certain sense m
as-

ter it—
by renouncing any influence on happenings” (11.6.16). H

e adds,
“In order to live happily I m

ust be in agreem
ent w

ith the w
orld. A

nd
this just is w

hat ‘being happy’ m
eans” (8.7.16). “I am

 then, so to speak,
in agreem

ent w
ith that alien w

ill on w
hich I appear dependent. T

hat is
to say: ‘I am

 doing the w
ill of G

od’” (8.7.16).
O

f course this leaves it no clearer w
hat it is that one should do or,

w
hat com

es to the sam
e thing, w

hat the significance of the w
orld and

the purpose of life is. W
ittgenstein’s intense m

editations on the w
orld

in search of the ethical end in an inconclusive m
ire of paradox-like

problem
s. A

lm
ost w

ith resignation, W
ittgenstein says, “A

nd yet in a
certain sense it seem

s that not w
anting is the only good” (29.7.16).

III

1. W
hile the N

otebooks’ exploration of ethical them
es and difficulties

ended inconclusively, this w
as not true for W

ittgenstein’s w
ork on

logic. In consequence, it is notable that a very sm
all fraction of

W
ittgenstein’s ethical explorations appear in the T

ractatu
s. In the

P
rototractatus, w

here W
ittgenstein directly transferred N

oteb
ook

s
entries to a draft m

anuscript, there are no rem
arks on ethics until page

71, out of 116 pages of num
bered propositions. 16

T
he follow

ing state-
m

ents appear there as a seem
ing conclusion:
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16T
here are som

e sections on the unw
orldliness of the subject on page 60, but it is

not definite that these are draw
n from

 sim
ilar N

otebooks passages since none is iden-
tical. T

here are tw
o page num

berings in the P
rototractatus, probably corresponding to

a first draft follow
ed by am

endm
ents and a final num

bering. O
n the earlier num

bering,
the ethical propositions fall on page 37 of 58.

W
ittgenstein offers an argum

ent for the identity of w
illing and action:

“it is im
possible to w

ill w
ithout already perform

ing the act of the w
ill”

(4.11.16). T
he im

plication, w
hich he takes as clear, is that w

illing cannot
itself depend on w

illing for this w
ould lead to a regress since w

e should
have to posit a third w

illing to actuate the second so as to actuate the first.
W

illing m
ust be im

m
ediate and unitary and its relation w

ith acting that
of identity. W

ittgenstein says: “W
hen I perform

 an action I am
 in action,”

and, “O
ne cannot w

ill w
ithout acting” (4.11.16).

T
hese are conclusions arising from

 conceptual considerations.
H

ow
ever, they fly in the face of com

m
on sense, viz. that one’s w

illing
need 

not 
becom

e 
action 

because, 
e.g., 

of 
paralysis 

or 
obstacle.

W
ittgenstein acknow

ledges this, “B
ut, of course, it is undeniable that in

a popular sense there are things I do, and other things not done by m
e”

(4.11.16). W
ittgenstein also considers the seem

ingly com
m

on sense
objection that, “I cannot w

ill everything” (4.11.16).
H

ow
ever, he counters these com

m
on sense objections w

ith further
conceptual considerations. W

ittgenstein doubts that one can express
som

ething beyond the lim
it of w

hat w
e could w

ill. H
e says, “B

ut w
hat

does it m
ean to say: ‘I cannot w

ill this’? C
an I try to w

ill som
ething?”

(4.11.16). T
he idea here is that w

hat cannot be w
illed, putatively

referred to by ‘this’, is illusory. F
or if w

hat ‘this’ refers to is describ-
able, and is therefore a possibility in the w

orld, then of course that can-
not be w

illed, because the w
orld is independent of the w

ill. If on the
other hand, ‘this’ refers to an action being perform

ed, then self-evident-
ly it can be w

illed. (If w
hat ‘this’ refers to is not describable nor an

action, then it is of course em
pty.) E

ither w
ay, the idea that the lim

its
of w

hat can be w
illed can be descriptively delim

ited is, though com
-

m
on, m

istaken.
H

e m
akes the point differently w

hen he says, “F
or the considera-

tion of w
illing m

akes it look as if one part of the w
orld w

ere closer to
m

e than another (w
hich w

ould be intolerable)” (4.11.16). T
his sim

ilar
thought is that it is absurd to suppose that there are som

e parts of the
w

orld I can experience and act upon and som
e I can only experience, as

if I could describe the location of an actual place but not go there. If a
w

orldly location can be described, then a route to it m
ust be possible.

U
nfortunately, these counter-argum

ents serve solely to restore the
balance of difficulties. O

n the one hand, the w
illing subject is essential

to ethics and w
illing is action w

ith a w
orldly object. O

n the other, the
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and the state of affairs is the case, then the sentence is true. T
hat the form

that is the sam
e is logical form

—
and that logic is the possibility of iden-

tical form
—

cannot be described or said using language, but it is show
n

w
hen true sentences are expressed in w

riting or speech. 19

T
he application of this idea to ethics is im

m
ediate, given that

W
ittgenstein had determ

ined that ethics w
as a condition of the w

orld,
“E

thics does not treat of the w
orld. E

thics m
ust be a condition of the

w
orld, like logic” (24.7.16). T

herefore ethics cannot be said, only show
n.

(b) W
ittgenstein claim

ed that the subject w
hose thoughts w

ere
expressed using language could not him

self be described by language.
T

he thinking subject, the ‘I’, like logic, is also outside the lim
its of lan-

guage. M
ore precisely, in the T

ractatus, the subject is the lim
it of w

hat
can be described by language. T

he analogy W
ittgenstein used w

as w
ith

an eye and w
hat it sees. T

he eye cannot see itself seeing and yet it is the
eye’s attributes (e.g. its position, depth of field, etc.) that lim

it w
hat is

seen (5.633).
T

he expression of a thought presupposes the thing w
hose thought

is being expressed. Y
et nothing in w

hat is expressed describes the think-
ing thing. Suppose I say, “I am

 hungry.” A
m

ong the entities referred to
by ‘I’ is m

y body, and there can be bodily facts concerning hunger that
m

ake m
y statem

ent true. B
ut m

y body does not have the thought that
it is hungry, I do. M

y body has the chem
ical processes that m

ake it a
fact that I am

 hungry. H
ow

ever, I am
 not m

y body, for m
y body can

change w
ithout changing m

y thinking, e.g. w
hen I get m

y hair cut or
have a tonsillectom

y. 
Suppose I am

 called C
harles and I say, “C

harles is thinking of P
aris.”

E
ven here there are tw

o distinct thoughts: thoughts of P
aris and

thoughts of C
harles thinking of P

aris. So even though I am
 C

harles,
and m

y sentence describes C
harles w

hen he has thoughts of P
aris, it

does not describe the person thinking of C
harles thinking of P

aris. It is
as if w

hen I think of m
yself thinking there are tw

o I’s: the one think-
ing and the one thinking about m

e thinking, as if one looks from
 above

on the other thinking. A
nd if I w

ere to try to describe the “second” ‘I’
thinking about m

e thinking, that description w
ould be the expression

of the thoughts of another “third” ‘I’ looking on the second. E
very
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19
T

he saying and show
ing distinction is developed throughout the T

ractatus, but
see especially 3.26, 4.1212 and 5.526.

6.2 
E

thics does not consist of propositions.
6.3 

A
ll propositions are of equal value.

7 
W

hereof one cannot speak, thereof one m
ust be silent. 17

T
here is no further detail and no discussion of the w

ill. In subsequent
pages further entries are added though few

. F
ew

er entries still relate to
the central ethical problem

s W
ittgenstein had w

restled w
ith in the

N
otebooks. Instead, W

ittgenstein is determ
ined to draw

 a veil over the
topic by em

phasising that the ethical cannot be expressed in language. 
T

he idea that there are lim
its to w

hat can be expressed in language
had been developed earlier in the N

otebooks and in earlier sections of
the T

ractatus (5.5 &
 5.6ff). It is beyond the scope of this introduction

to sum
m

arise the view
 of logic and language of the T

ractatus. T
w

o ideas
established by 1916 in the N

oteb
ook

s and later in the core of the
T

ractatu
s 

are 
im

portant 
for 

the 
notion 

of 
inexpressibility 

that
W

ittgenstein uses to exclude his earlier ethical w
ritings. E

ach relates to
a distinction W

ittgenstein m
ade betw

een w
hat can be said in language

and w
hat is show

n by language.
(a)  W

ittgenstein claim
ed that there w

as a lim
it to w

hat could be
expressed in language. Specifically, language could only describe con-
tingent states of affairs, that is states of affairs that could be true or false.
So language can describe the w

orld but it cannot describe the essence
or nature of the w

orld, viz. w
hat m

ust be either true or false about the
w

orld or w
hat is a condition of the w

orld. 
F

or exam
ple, language cannot describe logic nor can thoughts con-

cerning logic be m
eaningfully expressed in language. 18

L
ogic is, in the

context of the T
ractatus, the order or form

 the w
orld has such that states

of affairs are articulated in w
ays m

irrored by the articulation of language.
R

oughly, in the sam
e w

ay that the form
 of w

ords in a sentence deter-
m

ines its m
eaning (i.e. w

hat it is about), so too states of affairs in the
w

orld are form
ed in the inter-relations betw

een objects. A
ccording to

the T
ractatus, w

hen a sentence and a state of affairs have the sam
e form

,
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17
See “T

he U
nsayable: A

 G
enetic A

ccount” in M
cG

uinness, B
rian. A

pproaches to
W

ittgenstein: C
ollected P

apers. L
ondon: R

outledge, 2002, p. 173. T
he sections of the

T
ractatus and P

rototractatus are num
bered from

 1 to 7 w
ith subsections num

bered after
the decim

al point, e.g. 6.4 and 6.422. I shall refer to sections solely by section num
ber.

18
Strictly, propositions of logic are senseless, see 4.461 and 4.12f.



W
hat m

akes it non-accidental cannot lie in the w
orld, for otherw

ise this
w

ould again be accidental.

It m
ust lie outside the w

orld (6.41).

T
here is an argum

ent in this passage proceeding from
 the assum

ptions
that everything in the w

orld is contingent—
i.e. that it could be other-

w
ise—

and that value m
ust be absolute, that it cannot be contingent.

F
rom

 this it follow
s directly that value cannot be in the w

orld. It is
notew

orthy that W
ittgenstein connects the “sense of the w

orld” w
ith

value, im
plying that the sense of the w

orld turns on the m
atter of value.

T
he argum

ent of 6.41 obliquely provides the argum
ent for 6.4, since

propositions can only picture using logical form
 w

hat is in the w
orld.

W
ittgenstein m

akes the point several tim
es, “P

ropositions cannot
express anything higher,” (6.42) and, “It is clear that ethics cannot be
expressed” (6.421).

C
uriously, W

ittgenstein here places his sole rem
ark—

and then
obliquely—

about the w
illing subject, “O

f the w
ill as the bearer of the

ethical w
e cannot speak” (6.423). H

e also attem
pts to express a variation

on the idea that the w
ill is the attitude of the subject to the w

orld:

If good or bad w
illing changes the w

orld, it can only change the lim
its of

the w
orld, not the facts; not the things that can be expressed in language.

In brief, the w
orld m

ust thereby becom
e quite another, it m

ust so to speak
w

ax or w
ane as a w

hole.

T
he w

orld of the happy is quite another than that of the unhappy (6.43).

T
his represents a subtle revision of W

ittgenstein’s earlier treatm
ent. In

the N
oteb

ook
s, W

ittgenstein w
as determ

ined to find a foothold—
a

point of contact—
for the w

ill in the w
orld. Instead, in the T

ractatus,
W

ittgenstein uses a connection betw
een the subject as the lim

it of the
w

orld and the w
ill. In consequence, the w

ill can act and, w
hile it can-

not affect the m
ovem

ent of the w
orld, action can alter the sense of the

w
orld by altering its lim

its. A
ltering its sense w

ill alter its significance
and, perhaps, lead to the kind of acceptance of the facts that eases the
subject’s ethical anguish. T

his is an opaque passage that existed in sim
-

ilar form
 in the N

otebooks—
though w

ith an explicit link to m
eaning

w
axing and w

aning too (5.7.16). 
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attem
pt to describe the subject w

hose thought is expressed requires
another subject w

hose thought regarding the first subject is expressed,
but w

ho is not described. It is an endless regress.
T

he thinking subject is beyond description yet every sentence of lan-
guage that is expressed is the expression of the thoughts of a thinking
subject. So language cannot say anything about the thinking subject,
but the thinking subject is show

n by expressions of languages being also
expressions of thought. In this sense, the subject is the lim

it of language.
T

he considerations by w
hich W

ittgenstein arrived at this conclusion
are sim

ilar to those he em
ployed in discussing the problem

 of the
unw

orldliness of the subject. Indeed, m
any entries from

 the N
otebooks

w
ere transferred intact to this part of the T

ractatu
s. 20

H
ow

ever, the
em

phasis given to these considerations in the T
ractatus is alm

ost sole-
ly linguistic. W

ittgenstein is especially concerned to establish that the
subject is the lim

it of the w
orld and therefore beyond language and

description.

2. W
e can say in brief w

here those ethical topics of the N
otebooks appear

in the T
ractatus. T

he pow
erlessness of the w

ill is affirm
ed in just tw

o sen-
tences taken directly from

 the N
otebooks (6.373, 6.374). T

he unw
orldli-

ness of the subject is argued for in one page, com
prising eight sections

(5.63-5.641), w
hose context concerns the lim

its of language. O
bviously

the T
ractatus passages are faint echoes of N

otebooks equivalents. 
T

he rem
aining them

e of the three discussed above, the value of facts,
is given an alternate treatm

ent focusing on the value of propositions, viz.
value is am

ong the m
ystical, i.e. w

hat cannot be said. W
ittgenstein

begins w
ith, “A

ll propositions are of equal value” (6.4). H
e continues:

T
he sense of the w

orld m
ust lie outside the w

orld. In the w
orld everything

is as it is and happens as it does happen. In it there is no value—
and if there

w
ere, it w

ould be of no value.

If there is a value w
hich is of value, it m

ust lie outside all happening and
being-so. F

or all happening and being-so is accidental.
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20
C

f. 2.8.16, 12.10.16 and 20.10.16. R
eferences to the w

illing subject are excised
from

 m
any entries otherw

ise transferred extant.



therefore attaches to the author’s activities. A
ccording to W

ittgenstein,
it is not necessary that anyone should read the T

ractatus for it to be
valuable. It is not that w

hat is valuable is the state of affairs resulting
from

 reading the book in w
hich som

eone understands the thoughts
expressed or sees how

 little has been done. R
ather, it is the activity of

expressing thoughts clearly in the service of clarity that is valuable. T
he

value of the w
ork, if w

e take W
ittgenstein at his w

ord, w
ould not

dim
inish if all copies w

ere destroyed in an instant.
W

ittgenstein has eloquently given an exam
ple that largely m

eets the
ethical difficulties in the N

otebooks w
hile show

ing w
hat cannot be said.

F
or here is a subject, the author, w

hose activity is not valuable for its
w

orldly effects nor for any significance the subject im
putes to the

w
orld, but for its being that activity alone. 

3. F
rom

 the preface and the review
 above one could think that the

T
ractatu

s is an ethical w
ork or principally ethical in purpose. 22

W
ittgenstein claim

ed this in a letter he w
rote in late 1919 w

hen trying
to get the w

ork published.

T
he book’s point is an ethical one. I once m

eant to include in the preface a
sentence w

hich is not in fact there now
 but w

hich I w
ill w

rite out for you
here, because it w

ill perhaps be a key to the w
ork for you. W

hat I m
eant

to w
rite, then, w

as this: M
y w

ork consists of tw
o parts: the one presented

here plus all that I have not w
ritten. A

nd it is precisely this second part that
is the im

portant one. M
y book draw

s lim
its to the sphere of the ethical

from
 the inside as it w

ere, and I am
 convinced that this is the O

N
L

Y
 rig-

orous w
ay of draw

ing those lim
its. In short, I believe that w

here m
any oth-

ers today are just gassing. I have m
anaged in m

y book to put everything
firm

ly in place by being silent about it. 23

H
ow

ever, his claim
 is not credible. F

irst, the vast proportion of
W

ittgenstein’s w
ork prior to the publication of the T

ractatus concerns
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T

his idea has gained currency recently in the w
ake especially of D

iam
ond, C

ora.
“E

thics, Im
agination and the M

ethod of W
ittgenstein’s T

ractatu
s.” In B

ild
er D

er
P

h
ilosoph

ie: R
eflexion

en
 ü

b
er d

as B
ild

lich
e u

n
d

 d
ie P

h
an

tasie. R
. H

einrich and H
.

V
etter (eds.), 55-90. V

ienna, M
unich: O

ldenbourg, 1991. R
eprinted in R

ead, R
upert

and A
lice C

rary (eds.). T
he N

ew
 W

ittgenstein. L
ondon: R

outledge, 2000.
23

L
etter to L

udw
ig von F

icker reprinted in W
right, G

. H
. von. W

ittgen
stein.

O
xford: B

asil B
lackw

ell, 1982, p. 83.

In the N
oteb

ook
s, W

ittgenstein considered the subject’s ethical
engagem

ent as perhaps a striving for harm
ony w

ith the w
orld. B

ut he
w

as baffled as to w
hat the m

ark of such harm
ony w

ould be, since, being
an ethical m

atter, it could not be a m
ark in the w

orld (30.7.16). O
ne

rough w
ay to think of W

ittgenstein’s idea in 6.43 is to consider the sub-
ject as an accom

panist to a band that is indifferent and unresponsive to
his playing. T

he subject m
ay play against the band, attem

pting to alter
its playing. Insofar as he does so, the result w

ill be increasing cacoph-
ony—

and perhaps his ow
n frustration to be heard. A

lternatively, if the
subject plays a com

plem
ent to the band’s playing, the m

usical w
hole

w
ill be greater, even though the band is indifferent. T

he thought is that
cacophony is a w

aning of the w
hole m

usical enterprise, w
hile augm

ent-
ed harm

ony is a w
axing of the w

hole.
W

ith regard to the value of facts, W
ittgenstein says little m

ore
besides re-affirm

ing that the subject w
ho is outside tim

e w
ill under-

stand 
his 

situation 
quite 

differently 
(6.4311, 

6.4312). 
H

ow
ever,

W
ittgenstein says m

ore about v
alu

e in the preface to the T
ractatu

s.
W

ittgenstein w
as adam

ant that the preface w
as an essential part of his

book. 21
Specifically, he gives the T

ractatus as an exam
ple of value, the

sole exam
ple given prior to the L

ecture on E
thics.

If this w
ork has a value it consists in tw

o things. F
irst that in it thoughts are

expressed, and this value w
ill be the greater the better the thoughts are

expressed.

[T
he book deals w

ith the problem
s of philosophy]. I am

 […
] of the opin-

ion that the problem
s have in essentials been finally solved. A

nd if I am
 not

m
istaken in this, then the value of this w

ork secondly consists in the fact
that it show

s how
 little has been done w

hen these problem
s have been

solved (T
ractatus, P

reface).

T
he T

ractatus is valuable because of som
ething it does, viz. expresses

and show
s. T

he T
ractatus has an author though and it is the author w

ho
has done these things in the activity of producing his book. T

he author
is expressing thoughts and show

ing how
 little has been done. T

he value
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are resolved. T
he resolution of the ethical dem

and and the anxiety
regarding the problem

atic nature of the m
eaning or purpose of life

com
es upon understanding that there is nothing to be said. W

ittgenstein
elaborates this idea in the penultim

ate section of the T
ractatus, w

hich
follow

s that on ethics:

F
or an answ

er w
hich cannot be expressed the question too cannot be

expressed.

T
he riddle does not exist.

If a question can be put at all, then it can also be answ
ered (6.5).

If a question can be expressed in language, it is because w
hat the ques-

tion describes is in the w
orld. If the question’s object is in the w

orld,
then an answ

er regarding it can sim
ilarly be expressed. If the question

cannot be expressed, then there can be no answ
er, not least because,

strictly, there is no question. So, W
ittgenstein concludes, “T

he riddle
does not exist.” W

hat is the riddle though?
T

he problem
s of philosophy w

ere, according to W
ittgenstein’s pref-

ace, solved. So the riddle cannot be am
ong these. N

or is it a scientific
problem

. W
ittgenstein w

rote, “It is not problem
s of natural science

w
hich have to be solved” (6.4312). W

ittgenstein explained to his trans-
lator that ‘riddle’ in G

erm
an could have a “higher” m

eaning w
hen it

related to the riddle of the w
orld’s existence or of hum

an life. M
ore,

the definite article in ‘the riddle’ m
eant “the riddle ‘par excellence’.”

26

T
herefore, it seem

s clear that ‘the riddle’ is the problem
 of the m

eaning
or sense of life.

T
his connects the riddle and its non-existence w

ith W
ittgenstein’s

rem
arks on the problem

 of life:

W
e feel that even if all possible scientific questions be answ

ered, the prob-
lem

s of life have still not been touched at all. O
f course there is then no

question left, and just this is the answ
er (6.52).

T
he solution of the problem

 of life is seen in the vanishing of this problem
(6.521).
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L

etters to C
. K

. O
gden, pp. 36-37.

logic. Second, m
ost of the content of the T

ractatus w
as com

plete by
1916 w

hen W
ittgenstein turned to his ethical reflections. T

hird, in the
P

rototractatus the first statem
ent of the m

ajor sections of the book on
the first page of the m

anuscript om
its anything beyond section 6, sug-

gesting that the ethical reflections w
ere not originally envisioned.

F
ourth, even in the throes of his ethical reflections, W

ittgenstein does
not characterise his w

ork as ethical, saying, “M
y w

ork has extended
from

 the foundations of logic to the nature of the w
orld” (2.8.16), fur-

ther suggesting that his original intent w
as tow

ard the foundations of
logic. It is therefore im

plausible that the T
ractatus w

as conceived or
executed as an ethical w

ork or a philosophical w
ork concerning ethics.

O
f course this is no obstacle to thinking that the T

ractatus m
ay serve

m
ore than one purpose. C

ertainly W
ittgenstein, as is dem

onstrated above,
had a serious concern w

ith ethics and ethical m
atters. A

nd he probably
realised that by delim

iting clearly w
hat can be said, he w

as defending seri-
ous m

atters like m
orality and religion from

 the m
ethods of investigation

proper to the em
pirical sciences. 24P

erhaps he also felt that lucidity about
these lim

its w
ould expose public m

oralisers as em
pty talkers.

N
otw

ithstanding the above, W
ittgenstein began his ethical reflec-

tions in the N
otebooks w

ith seem
ingly personal dem

ands form
ulated as

a series of questions concerning the m
eaning and purpose of life. I have

dem
onstrated that these questions proved difficult to answ

er conclu-
sively. 25

In the T
ractatus, the difficulties are not taken up or resolved

but are instead relocated beyond the lim
it of w

hat can be said. C
ould

this have been a satisfying response to W
ittgenstein’s sense of the eth-

ical dem
and on him

?
It is doubtful. R

ather, W
ittgenstein’s resolution of ethical dem

and is
indicated in his second rem

ark in the preface regarding the value of the
T

racatus, viz. how
 little is achieved w

hen the problem
s of philosophy
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life cannot consist solely in effecting a state of inactivity or em
ptiness

even if those anxieties are thereby becalm
ed.

T
hird, the riddle m

ay not exist in that it cannot be expressed in lan-
guage, but the inexpressible exists. “T

here is indeed the inexpressible.
T

his appears; it is the m
ystical” (6.522). 29

W
ittgenstein does not say

how
 it appears, but it does. T

here is therefore som
ething to understand

regarding the ethical, the higher dom
ain.

T
he position arrived at is one that affirm

s an ethical dom
ain and

affirm
s that w

hen one understands it one w
ill understand the activity

required to fulfil the purpose of life. H
ow

ever, it is crucial that one look
to the ethical or higher dom

ain for the purpose of life and not to the
w

orld of facts and language. 
In the P

rototractatus W
ittgenstein w

rote that if one understands his
w

ork, one w
ill disregard the propositions in it and “approach the w

orld
on the right level” (6.55). F

or logic, this m
eans recognising the m

eta-
physical propositions of philosophy as nonsensical and confining one-
self to propositions on the level of facts and natural science (6.53). F

or
ethics, this m

eans attending solely to a higher level than the level of facts.
W

ittgenstein fam
ously ended the T

ractatus thus: “W
hereof one can-

not speak, thereof one m
ust be silent” (7). A

 final question lingers as to
w

hether the ‘m
ust’ of this injunction is a sim

ple expression of the lim
-

its to language or an ethical dem
and. O

n the one hand, W
ittgenstein

had allow
ed that nonsensical language could be used. 30 W

hat, after all,
is the harm

 of speaking nonsense?  
O

n the other hand, if W
ittgenstein’s view

 is accurately represented
above, then ethical activity directed tow

ard the level of facts, tow
ard

the w
orld, tow

ard w
hat can be spoken about in language is futile, m

ean-
ingless and troubling. It is therefore not required. Indeed, it cannot be
fulfilling the purpose of life.
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29T
he passage given is W

ittgenstein’s em
endation of the printed text, see L

ew
y, C

.
“A

 N
ote on the T

ext of the T
ractatus.” M

ind 76 (1967), p. 420.
30“F

or the very reason that a bit of language is nonsensical, it is still possible to go
on using it […

]” (23.5.15).

U
nderstanding that there is no problem

 of life—
at least one that can be

expressed in language—
is a resolution of the anxiety associated w

ith the
(now

 putative) problem
. H

ow
ever this could suggest that W

ittgenstein
thought that the ethical w

as illusory, since nothing could be said about
it and none of its problem

s could be expressed in language. A
s it w

ere, the
resolution of one’s ethical anxieties com

es w
hen the urge to speak of

them
 is calm

ed, for then nothing rem
ains of them

 and nothing further is
dem

anded of the subject.
T

his is a m
istake. R

esolving ethical anxiety is not the solution of a
riddle—

though it m
ay be a by-product—

nor is inaction. T
w

o things
are required for resolution: understanding and seeing through w

hat is
required. W

ittgenstein articulates this view
 as follow

s. 
F

irst, he w
rites, “T

he facts all belong only to the task and not to its
perform

ance” (6.4321). O
riginally, ‘perform

ance’ had been translated
as ‘solution’. W

ittgenstein explained that the correct sense w
as w

hat
som

eone did to satisfy an order they had been given, i.e. its execution
or perform

ance. 27In context, the facts are a state of affairs in w
hich one

does w
hat is required, but w

hat is required is not determ
ined by that

state. So, understanding one’s task—
that is, understanding the solution

of the riddle—
does not involve understanding the facts. T

herefore that
there can be no fact-related question does not also indicate that there is
no task. R

ather it indicates that attention to the facts tells one nothing
of the task required.

Second, W
ittgenstein gives im

m
ortality as an exam

ple of a non-solu-
tion to the problem

 of life. F
or, how

 w
ould living forever solve the prob-

lem
 of life? P

resum
ably it only prolongs it. T

hat problem
 m

ust be solved
outside tim

e, “T
he solution of the riddle of life in space and tim

e lies out-
side space and tim

e” (6.4312). H
ow

ever, in explaining how
 im

m
ortality is

an inadequate solution, W
ittgenstein m

akes it clear that it is not inade-
quate because it fails to achieve a result or effect one w

ished to “attain.”
28

R
ather, it is inadequate because one w

ill not thereby be able to see through
or com

plete one’s task. T
herefore, a solution to a riddle m

ust not be one
by virtue of its effects, but by the activity it enables. It is therefore appar-
ent that the resolution of ethical anxiety as the solution to the riddle of
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Interpreting the L
ecture on E

thics

W
hat the L

ecture on E
thics says is quite striking and does not look

m
uch like m

odern m
oral philosophy, not least because it com

es to the
conclusion that language used ethically is nonsense. M

y philosophical
exposition w

ill not be concerned to m
ake w

hat is said in the lecture
look m

ore like m
odern m

oral philosophy. Instead, I w
ill be concerned

to do at least three things. 
F

irst, I should like to clarify w
hat is said. I w

ill do this directly by a
judicious reprise of the narrative points in the lecture. I w

ill do this indi-
rectly w

hen explicating som
e of the unusual things W

ittgenstein says
about exploding books, running up against cages and experiencing
w

onder at the existence of the w
orld.

Second, I should like to elaborate w
hat is said by offering an inter-

pretation of w
hat I think W

ittgenstein m
ay have been thinking w

hen
he expounded his view

. I shall do this by referring to som
e of his pre-

vious or contem
poraneous ideas. T

he interpretation I w
ill arrive at is

not one I can claim
 he definitely intended. H

ow
ever I claim

 it is plau-
sible and philosophically illum

inating. T
he interpretation in brief is

that W
ittgenstein thought that the use of language w

ith an ethical sense
does not apply to the natural w

orld, but that it applies extra-logically
to the person using it. T

he tendency to use ethical language is attem
pt-

ing to say som
ething about oneself that is not expressible in natural

term
s. T

his tendency show
s som

ething that elicits respect, specifically
fellow

ship.
T

hird, I w
ill m

ake som
e brief rem

arks concerning the relation
betw

een W
ittgenstein’s view

 of ethics and m
oral philosophy m

ore gen-
erally. T

he three concerns I have set out are addressed largely w
ithin

the subsequent three parts bearing rom
an num

erals.
It is w

orth noting that the L
ecture on E

thics rarely receives a close
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I

1. W
ittgenstein begins by saying w

hat his lecture w
ill not be. It is not

a lecture about logic nor science nor popular science. H
e also says his

lecture w
ill not be interesting, but rather solely useful (139a: II). 2

T
his

is an unusual aim
 for a lecture that concludes by saying that w

hat is
spoken or w

ritten about ethics—
the lecture’s topic—

is nonsense. Y
et,

W
ittgenstein says that he is speaking about som

ething on w
hich he is

“keen” (139b: 2).
W

ittgenstein’s subject in the lecture is a w
ider conception of ethics

than that given by M
oore, viz. “the general enquiry into w

hat is good.”
T

he conception is w
idened by substituting ‘value’ for ‘good’ (139a: III).

T
he conception is thereby w

idened to include w
hat is ordinarily called

aesthetics. H
ow

ever, ‘value’ is further elaborated by suggesting that an
enquiry into value is synonym

ously described as an enquiry into w
hat

is ‘really im
portant’ (139a: 4) or of ‘absolute im

portance’ (139b: IV
).

H
e introduces another set of synonym

s for value and good connected
w

ith life, viz. ‘the m
eaning of life’, ‘w

hat m
akes life w

orth living’, ‘the
right w

ay of living’. W
hat is notable is that ethics, on W

ittgenstein’s
proposal in the lecture, is the activity of enquiry w

hose objects are valu-
able, im

portant and connected w
ith living.

2. W
ittgenstein then turns his attention to the language of ethics. H

e
notes that the use of language to describe the objects of ethical enquiry
adm

its of tw
o uses or that each use has a different sense. T

he ‘trivial’ or
‘relative’ senses are unproblem

atic because in each case the sentence can
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2
I shall refer to the m

anuscripts for the L
ecture on E

thics by their M
S num

bers
follow

ed by page references to the pagination of the m
anuscripts, not the page num

-
bering of this volum

e. 
R

eferences to sections of the T
ractatus w

ill be by paragraph num
bers. T

hese refer
to: W

ittgenstein, L
udw

ig. T
ractatu

s L
ogico-P

h
ilosoph

icu
s. International L

ibrary of
P

sychology, P
hilosophy, and Scientific M

ethod. T
ranslated by C

. K
. O

gden. L
ondon:

R
outledge &

 K
egan P

aul, 1981.
R

eferences to entries in W
ittgenstein’s N

oteb
ook

s w
ill be by date and w

ill fall
betw

een 1914 and 1917. T
hese refer to: W

ittgenstein, L
udw

ig. N
otebooks, 1914-1916.

E
dited by G

. H
. von W

right, and G
. E

. M
 A

nscom
be. 2nd ed. O

xford: B
lackw

ell, 1979.
A

ll references in the m
ain text are from

 W
ittgenstein’s w

ork prior to the lecture,
shortly after the lecture or concerning the lecture itself.

reading. 1M
ore often the lecture is taken as the last gasp of W

ittgenstein’s
T

ractatus-era view
s or as a transitional w

ork show
ing few

 of the m
erits

of w
hat cam

e before or w
hat w

as to com
e. It is true that the them

es
W

ittgenstein explores and the fram
ew

ork in w
hich he w

orks are found
in his N

otebooks and developed in the T
ractatus. T

here are m
any dif-

ferences though, particularly in the style of exposition and the kinds of
supporting considerations given. W

ittgenstein adduces conclusions from
considerations regarding w

hat one w
ould say in one circum

stance rather
than another, experiences presum

ed shared by his audience and rem
arks

about 
the 

gram
m

ar 
of 

specific 
w

ords, 
e.g. 

w
onder 

or 
m

iracle.
C

onsiderations like these are instead the hallm
arks of W

ittgenstein’s
later w

ork. A
s a public lecture, it has the unusual quality of allow

ing
W

ittgenstein to speak personally and in dialogue w
ith actual rather than

im
agined interlocutors. Y

et the m
any drafts of the lecture indicate that

his view
 w

as nonetheless a considered one. 
C

om
bining elem

ents from
 W

ittgenstein’s early and later philosophy
in a m

edium
 for the personal expression of his reflections on ethics to an

im
m

ediate audience, the lecture deserves and repays a close reading.
T

here 
is 

every 
reason 

to 
think 

that 
it 

reflects 
a 

statem
ent 

of
W

ittgenstein’s view
 of ethics. H

ow
ever, an interpretative concern besets

any reading from
 the first. W

ittgenstein fam
ously closed the T

ractatus
by enjoining silence regarding the inexpressible, am

ongst w
hich he

included ethics. H
e also condem

ned talk of ethics. T
he concern is there-

fore w
hether W

ittgenstein’s lecture is an instance of hypocrisy? W
e

should presum
e in favour of a m

an w
ell-know

n for his m
oral serious-

ness and I shall be concerned below
 to avoid the im

putation of
hypocrisy w

hile interpreting the L
ecture on E

thics.
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H
e cuts off a line of agreem

ent to his claim
. It m

ight be thought that
value is in the m

ind and that it is som
eone’s thinking som

ething valu-
able or good that m

akes it so (139a: 8). F
or W

ittgenstein though, this
w

ill not do. If a state of m
ind suitable for projecting value into facts or

propositions is describable, then it is a fact like any other, neither high-
er nor low

er. W
e are expected to infer that, by contrast, if a m

ental state
is n

ot describable, then it is obscure how
 the value of a proposition

could be related to an undescribable m
ental state—

and how
 the value

of the state m
ight be projected into the proposition. T

he line of agree-
m

ent proposed is undercut because if the m
ental state is describable, it

has no value to project; and if the state is not describable, then any value
it has is unsuitable for projection into a proposition or state of affairs.

R
ecall that the book describing the w

orld in toto includes also the
m

ental states of everyone that has lived. In this book a m
urder could be

described in graphic detail to include the “studied cruelty” of the m
ur-

derer (139a: 8). T
he m

urder and its description m
ight elicit responses in

us such as outrage or sadness, but each w
ould just be another fact no

m
ore or less im

portant than a stone falling. Indeed it is obvious to
W

ittgenstein that there could be no scientific book w
hose subject m

at-
ter w

as “intrinsically sublim
e” or above other subject m

atters (139b: 8).
W

ittgenstein offers a striking m
etaphor w

hen he says that if a book
on ethics could be and w

as w
ritten, it w

ould “w
ith an explosion destroy

all the other books in the w
orld” (139a: 9). I shall have m

ore to say about
this m

etaphor in part II, §3 below
. W

ittgenstein says little to explain it.
H

e says that w
ords as used in science are capable only of conveying nat-

ural m
eanings and senses, of expressing facts. E

thics, W
ittgenstein says,

if it is anything is supernatural. So w
ords are inapt for, m

ore accurately
incapable of, conveying supernatural m

eanings or senses.

4.  W
ittgenstein turns from

 language tow
ard m

ore concrete thoughts
about the ethical. F

irst he asks, w
hat w

ould one be describing if one said
of a road that it w

as the absolutely right one? T
he sense of absolute here

is one that rules out the road being right because of a prior purpose or
destination. W

ittgenstein says it is a road upon w
hich it is necessary for

everyone to go w
hen they encounter it. If one did not do so, then one

m
ust feel asham

ed. Sim
ilarly, a state of affairs describable as the absolute

good is one that everybody m
ust bring about regardless of prior inclina-
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be understood as referring to a prior standard. W
ith the standard in

m
ind, these senses can be understood as m

atters of fact insofar as each
m

akes a claim
 in respect of a prior standard, viz. such and such is good

because it m
eets or exceeds som

e standard. F
or exam

ple, a m
an is a

good tennis player if he can return an adequate proportion of strokes.
A

s m
atters of fact, W

ittgenstein thinks that these senses do not im
ply

a judgem
ent of value or if they do it is only of relative value, viz. rela-

tive to the standard tacitly in question. Im
plicitly, W

ittgenstein does
not find the judgem

ents w
hose expressions are language in relative sens-

es problem
atic. T

hey are analysed as statem
ents of fact. 

H
ow

ever this is not the case for the second use or sense of ethical
language. T

his is the ‘ethical’ or ‘absolute’ sense and it is problem
atic

because it is not a judgem
ent of relative value. E

xpressions used in this
sense are judgem

ents of “absolute value” (139b: 6). T
hey are not

analysable as statem
ents of fact because, according to W

ittgenstein, “no
statem

ent of fact can ever be, or im
ply, a judgem

ent of absolute value”
(139b: 6). It is because they are not analysable as statem

ents of fact that
they are problem

atic.

3.  W
hy are expressions of judgem

ents of absolute value not analysable
as statem

ents of fact? T
he short answ

er is that all facts and all proposi-
tions expressed in language “are as it w

ere” or “stand” on the “sam
e

level”. B
eing on the sam

e level, none is higher or low
er. N

one is “sub-
lim

e, im
portant, or trivial” in the w

ay required by a judgem
ent of

absolute value (139a: 8, 139b: 7). 
W

ittgenstein illustrates w
hat he m

eans by describing a book that
could be w

ritten solely by an om
niscient being. T

he book w
ould con-

tain a w
hole description of the w

orld. T
he description w

ould be com
-

plete insofar as it w
ould include the m

ovem
ents of all objects and the

m
ental states of all people that have ever lived. It w

ould collect all true
propositions, including those of science and relative judgem

ents of
value. T

his book w
ould not how

ever contain, W
ittgenstein says, any

judgem
ents of absolute value or logically im

ply such. 3
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6.  T
he expression of these ethical experiences is then nonsensical. A

 first
diagnosis of their nonsensical character is offered w

hen W
ittgenstein says

that each is a m
isuse of language. E

ach appears to be a sim
ile, but is not.

If an expression is a sim
ile, it “m

ust be a sim
ile for som

ething” (139b: 15).
A

 sim
ile describes a fact in an indirect w

ay. H
ow

ever, if that is right, it
m

ust be possible to drop the sim
ile and describe the fact directly. T

he
problem

 is that w
ith ethical expressions, w

hen w
e drop the sim

ile, there
is no fact to be described. So m

uch w
as established above w

hen
W

ittgenstein m
ade clear that there w

ere no ethical facts or facts that
im

plied judgem
ents of absolute value or im

portance.
W

ittgenstein m
akes the point in respect of religious language by

introducing a third experience that inclines one to use expressions in
an absolute sense. O

ne could express the experience of feeling guilty
by saying, “G

od disapproves of m
y conduct” (139b: 14). W

hile this
m

ay seem
 a useful sim

ile, the im
plication is that it is a m

isuse of lan-
guage since there is no fact that could be described m

ore directly that
w

ould still be an expression of the experience of feeling guilty.

7.  W
ittgenstein suggests w

e have arrived at a paradox, for w
ant of a

better nam
e (139a: 16). T

he experiences given above seem
 to have

absolute value. B
ut experiences are facts. A

nd facts do not have absolute
value. So experiences cannot have value, because they are facts, and facts
cannot have value. T

he paradox is that these experiences “seem
 to” have

absolute value. T
he paradox is acute since these experiences seem

 to
have “supernatural value” (139b: 16). 5

T
here is a w

ay to m
eet the paradox that W

ittgenstein is tem
pted to

use but rejects. W
ittgenstein suggests that w

e consider the first exam
-

ple experience above—
w

onder at the existence of the w
orld—

as w
e

m
ight regard a m

iracle. If w
e regard som

ething as a m
iracle w

e regard
it as som

ething that cannot be explained, som
ething supernatural. T

his,
W

ittgenstein notes, is not the sam
e as regarding som

ething as yet to be
explained by, for instance, science. In such a case, w

e are m
erely w

ith-
out a present explanation and there w

ould be little point in calling it a
m

iracle. Indeed, looking on it this w
ay denies its m

iraculous character.
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A

gain W
ittgenstein is alluding to the problem

 of the value of facts discussed in
part II, §5 of “E

arly W
ritings,” this volum

e.

tion. If one did not, one m
ust feel guilty. H

ow
ever, W

ittgenstein thinks
even if such states of affairs are im

aginable, they are illusions for they
correspond to nothing. Indeed they could not correspond to anything,
for there are no such roads or states of affairs w

ith “coercive pow
er in

itself” like that of an “absolute judge” (139a: 10, 139b: 10). H
ere,

W
ittgenstein’s thought depends on the sim

ple denial that states of affairs
can necessitate the w

ill. 4

5.  W
hat is it w

e have in m
ind that inclines us to use expressions w

ith an
ethical or absolute sense? If it is not the illusory im

agined states of affairs
above, perhaps it is the contents of particular experiences. T

hese experi-
ences are personal experiences and there can be no certainty that others
w

ill have had them
 too. T

hat said, W
ittgenstein offers tw

o experiences
that incline him

 to use expressions in an ethical or absolute sense. H
e feels

confident the audience w
ill have had sim

ilar thoughts or experiences.
H

is first experience is of w
ondering at the existence of the w

orld.
T

his inclines him
 to say, “how

 extraordinary that anything should
exist.” H

is second is of feeling absolutely safe. T
his inclines him

 to say,
“nothing can injure m

e w
hatever happens.” W

ittgenstein does not
doubt these experiences. H

ow
ever, he asserts that the verbal expression

of these experiences is nonsense. 
In the first exam

ple, one m
isuses the verb “to w

onder” if one could
not conceive the object of w

onder not to exist. Since one could not con-
ceive the non-existence of the w

orld, it is nonsense to suppose that one
w

onders at its existence. N
aturally, it is possible to w

onder w
hy the

sky is blue as opposed to cloudy, but this is not to w
onder at the exis-

tence of the w
orld, only the character of a part of it. T

he w
ord ‘w

on-
der’ m

ay be am
biguous betw

een aw
e and curiosity. T

he sense in w
hich

W
ittgenstein is using ‘w

onder’ is closer to curiosity.
In the second exam

ple, if it w
ere true that som

eone w
ere safe w

hat-
ever happens, then it ought to be im

possible to im
agine circum

stances in
w

hich he suffered harm
. B

ut no one living is ever situated such that there
could 

not 
be 

som
e 

circum
stances 

in 
w

hich 
he 

cam
e 

to 
harm

.
Invulnerability to physical harm

s is contrary to the nature of m
ortality.
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T

he relation betw
een w

orld and w
ill w

as som
ething over w

hich W
ittgenstein had

laboured in his N
otebooks, as discussed in part II, §7 of “E

arly W
ritings,” this volum

e.



9. So W
ittgenstein arrives at the conclusion that the tendency of all m

en
w

ho have tried to speak of ethics or religion w
as to overreach language.

T
heir efforts w

ere hopeless. Insofar as ethics concerns the activity of
speaking about the absolutely valuable or w

hat is absolutely im
portant

in life and living: it cannot be expressed in language, can be no science
and can add nothing to our know

ledge. T
his negative conclusion is

m
ade despite W

ittgenstein’s avow
ing a deep respect for the the tenden-

cy of the hum
an m

ind to overreach language thus.

II

1. T
he lecture on ethics given by W

ittgenstein is notable for its negative
conclusion that using language in its ethical or absolute sense is nonsense.
T

his is m
ore notable for standing opposed to three positive things

W
ittgenstein says about the content of the lecture. F

irst, he says that the
subject is one on w

hich he is keen and w
hich is close to his heart. Second,

he thought w
hat he had to say w

as useful (139a: II). T
hird, he thinks the

use of ethical language docum
ents a tendency of the hum

an m
ind that he

cannot but respect and w
hich he w

ould not, for his life, ridicule (139a:
21). A

n interpretation of w
hat W

ittgenstein is saying in the lecture m
ust

therefore m
eet these constraints if it is to be plausible.

A
 sim

ple resolution of the opposition m
ight suppose that w

hat
W

ittgenstein thinks is useful is the recognition that the ethical sense of
language is nonsense. R

ecognising it for nonsense m
ight be liberating or

practical. H
ow

ever, the supposition ignores at least the third and possibly
the first points he m

akes. F
or how

 can one respect the urge to speak non-
sense? It is doubtful that he w

ould say this of all nonsense. F
or instance,

people tend to speak about m
etaphysics w

hich on W
ittgenstein’s view

 in
the T

ractatus is also nonsense. P
eople also tend to express superstitions

concerning broken m
irrors or ghosts. N

o doubt this is nonsense too, but
hardly likely to elicit W

ittgenstein’s respect. 6
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6N
ote that 1929 is prior to W

ittgenstein’s reflections concerning J. G
. F

razer’s T
he

G
olden B

ough. See O
rzechow

ski, A
ndrzej, and P

ichler, A
lois. “A

 C
ritical N

ote on the
E

ditions of W
ittgenstein’s R

em
arks on F

razer’s G
olden B

ough.” W
ittgenstein Studies

(F
ebruary, 1995).

T
his reveals that there is again a relative and absolute sense in the use

of ‘m
iracle’. In the relative sense, a m

iracle is a fact that has not yet been
grouped w

ith others in a scientific group (139b: 16). So long as w
e regard

the putative m
iracle as a fact, it cannot be m

iraculous in an absolute sense
since as noted above all facts are on the sam

e level. R
egarding som

ething
as a m

iracle in the absolute sense m
ust be to regard it as som

ething other
than a fact. In so doing though, w

e unfit it for expression in language
w

hich, as noted above, can convey solely natural m
eanings, i.e. facts. In

short, if it is a m
iracle in the sense of non-factuality then it cannot be

expressed. If it is a m
iracle in the sense of a fact yet to be explained, then

it can be expressed but is no m
iracle. O

nce again it seem
s that using lin-

guistic expressions in an absolute sense is nonsense.

8. W
ittgenstein rejects another w

ay of m
eeting the paradox. O

ne could
note the recurring tem

ptation to use ethical and religious language in an
absolute sense w

hile allow
ing that a suitable logical analysis of that lan-

guage has not been found. H
ow

ever, a logical analysis m
ay yet be found.

W
hy suppose in advance that a correct analysis cannot be m

ade? M
ight

not a correct logical analysis of ethical language reveal that experiences of
absolute value are natural facts? In other w

ords, our inclinations to speak
as w

e do reflect thoughts w
hich, w

hen correctly analysed, w
ill be

unproblem
atic. W

e sim
ply lack the correct analysis now

.
T

his approach is rejected because W
ittgenstein sees im

m
ediately that

no description could describe w
hat he m

eans by absolute value. H
e

rejects any description of absolute value “ab initio” because it could not
signify anything, i.e. have any m

eaning (139b: 18). P
roffering descrip-

tions to W
ittgenstein allow

s him
 to see in a flash that expressions used

in the absolute sense are essen
tially nonsensical. T

hat is, it is not for
w

ant of analysis or for w
ant of a better form

ulation that they are non-
sensical. In contrast to his first diagnosis of nonsensicality—

viz. ethi-
cal language is a m

isuse of language—
his second diagnosis is that they

are not attem
pted uses of language in any ordinary sense. F

or in using
these expressions, W

ittgenstein thinks w
e try “to go beyond the w

orld”
and thereby beyond language and m

eaning. A
s he puts it, w

e run up
against the “w

alls of our cage” (139a: 20).
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T
he sense of person needed, I suggest, is a transcendental or philo-

sophical one. T
he application of language used in an ethical sense is to

a m
etaphysical as opposed to a phenom

enal or w
orldly subject.

W
ittgenstein notes in the T

ractatus that, “T
he philosophical I is not the

m
an, not the hum

an body or the hum
an soul of w

hich psychology
treats, but the m

etaphysical subject, the lim
it—

not a part of the w
orld”

(5.641). 9
I do not suggest therefore that W

ittgenstein’s im
m

ediate
insight into the essential nonsensicality of using language in ethical
senses is m

istaken. T
he person in question—

viz. the philosophical,
m

etaphysical or transcendental subject—
is not in or part of the natural

w
orld. Indeed, it is the essential nonsensicality that is im

portant to dis-
tinguishing the special kind of nonsense the use of language in an eth-
ical sense produces. 

In the T
ractatu

s nonsense (U
n

sin
n

) is a consequence of putative
signs having no place in the sym

bolism
 of language that gives signs

application to the w
orld (3.32f). T

here is nothing essential about non-
sense, it is accidental that the sign is not in the sym

bolism
. It can be put

right. 10

Senseless (sinnlos) language uses signs w
ithin a sym

bolism
, but the

propositions expressed lack significant application to reality, i.e. they
lack m

eaning (4.4611). T
autologies are an exam

ple of this. O
ne know

s
nothing of the w

eather w
hen one know

s it rains or does not rain
(4.461). T

he sign, ‘rain’, applies to the w
orld fine—

e.g. in “T
he rain has

not stopped”—
but it is perm

issibly com
bined in the sym

bolism
 so as

to have no application to reality w
hen used in a tautology. Senseless

language is not, in som
e sense, m

alfunctioning language. It is better to
say that it is em

pty, because there is no experience or thought of w
hich

senseless language is the expression. O
ne cannot experience a tautol-

ogy or think a significant thought by m
eans of it, because there is no

possible state of affairs like it, i.e. w
ith the sam

e form
. T

he rain tautol-
ogy illustrates this. P

lainly W
ittgenstein has a sim

ilar thought in m
ind

in the lecture w
hen he dism

isses the suggestion that w
onder about the
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H

e w
as m

aking sim
ilar distinctions after the lecture: “It is a fallacy to ask w

hat
causes m

y sense-data: and m
odern psychology com

m
its a sim

ilar fallacy in ethical m
at-

ters.” W
ittgenstein, L

udw
ig, John K

ing, and D
esm

ond L
ee. W

ittgenstein’s L
ectures,

C
am

bridge, 1930-1932. T
otow

a, N
.J.: R

ow
m

an &
 L

ittlefield, 1980, p. 115. 
10T

he discussion of sense, nonsense and senselessness is com
plem

ented by the dis-
cussion of saying and show

ing in part III, §1 (a) of “E
arly W

ritings,” this volum
e.

It seem
s then that W

ittgenstein distinguishes kinds of nonsense, the
kind that could elicit respect and the kind that could not. T

here is a
precedent for distinguishing w

ays in w
hich language can fail to be sig-

nificant. In the T
ractatus, W

ittgenstein distinguishes betw
een language

that is nonsense (U
n

sin
n) and senseless (sin

n
los). N

onsense has no
application to reality, a fortiori the question of its truth or falsity can-
not arise. Senseless language applies to reality but fails to do so in the
right w

ay—
viz. w

ith the form
 or articulation required for significance,

for having sense, for referring to facts or states of affairs. In the
T

ractatus tautologies, contradictions and m
athem

atical equations are
senseless (4.461, 4.4611 &

 6.22).

2. M
y proposal is that w

e can m
ake best sense of the ideas behind the

lecture on ethics if w
e consider the nonsense W

ittgenstein delineates as
being of a special kind. T

he special character of this nonsense is that it
applies to the person using language in the absolute or ethical sense.
T

hat is, in using language in the absolute sense, the speaker is trying to
express som

ething about him
self. O

r to put it passively, language used
in the ethical sense is not about the w

orld but about the person using
language in that w

ay. (O
f course, as nonsense it applies to and is about

nothing w
orldly.) R

oughly, the use of language in an ethical sense is
personal. It’s application is not to the w

orld, but to a person. 7

Im
m

ediately, it m
ust follow

 that w
hatever sense of person I am

 sug-
gesting it cannot be an ordinary w

orldly one. 8
C

laim
ing that language

used in an ethical sense is gram
m

atically reflexive says little. W
ittgenstein

already considers this thought w
hen he cuts off the line of agreem

ent that
locates value in m

ental states. It is a line he rejects because the person
studied by psychology or physiology is, roughly, a collection of facts:
facts about m

ental states, facts about the m
ovem

ents of bodies and their
parts. A

s long as w
e rem

ain am
ongst facts, W

ittgenstein’s claim
 that val-

ues are not to be found or im
plied by facts blocks clarification by this

route.
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T

o be clear, nothing of w
hat follow

s is intended for construal as equivalent to
expressivism

, em
otivism

 or non-cognitivism
 about m

oral m
atters. C

onsiderations
against thinking so are given below

, §6.
8

T
his recalls the problem

 of the unw
orldliness of the self described in part II, §6

of “E
arly W

ritings,” this volum
e.



T
ractatu

s, the w
orld is the totality of facts (1.1). L

anguage in the
T

ractatus, w
hen significant, expresses facts. T

here seem
s in principle

then no objection to a book containing all the facts, past and present.
T

his book w
ould then contain all that could be know

n if know
ing w

ere
lim

ited to the factual. 
In 

his 
N

oteb
ook

s, 
w

hen 
discussing 

the 
lim

its 
of 

the 
w

orld
W

ittgenstein says he had been conscious that he could w
rite a book,

T
he W

orld I Found, that w
ould com

pletely describe the w
orld (23.5.15,

139b: 7). A
nd this book w

ould be instrum
ental in dem

arcating the
w

orld and the subject, “If I w
rote a book ‘T

he w
orld as I found it’, I

should also have therein to report on m
y body and say w

hich m
em

bers
obey m

y w
ill and w

hich do not, etc. T
his then w

ould be a m
ethod of

isolating the subject […
]” (5.631). N

otably, w
hen the book w

as com
-

pleted, that is w
hen the m

ethod w
as carried through to its end, it w

ould
show

 “that in an im
portant sense there is no subject: that is to say, of it

alone in this book m
ention could not be m

ade” (5.631). T
he subject

could not be described in the book (23.5.15). It is this w
orld book, I

suggest, that W
ittgenstein is thinking of in the lecture.

W
hat w

ould a book on ethics be then? F
ollow

ing m
y suggested

interpretation, if ethical senses of language w
ere about the subject or

person using them
, then a book on ethics w

ould, contrary to the w
orld

book, include content describing that person. T
here are several w

ays
in w

hich w
e can im

agine developing W
ittgenstein’s m

etaphor to explain
how

 an ethical book w
ould destroy all others. T

he book w
ould destroy

all others if its existence overthrew
 the conditions for other books to be

m
eaningful, to be other than collected m

arks on collected pages or col-
lections of dead signs. A

nd the difference betw
een the ethical book and

the w
orld book that m

ust m
ake the difference is the presence w

ithin
the ethical book of the person w

hose book it is. H
ow

 then can the sub-
ject be in the book?

O
ne w

ay in w
hich the subject could be in the book is if the m

eta-
physical subject ceased to exist and all that rem

ained w
as the phenom

-
enal subject, the person described in the w

orld book by physics and
psychology. H

ow
ever, W

ittgenstein is doubtful such a person could
exist or have life. F

or W
ittgenstein says that life is not “physiological

life” or “psychological life” (24.7.16). P
resum

ably, W
ittgenstein thinks

this because a person w
holly described—

and therefore determ
ined—

under the law
s of physics and psychology could not have W

ill but only
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w
orld’s existence could be like w

ondering at a tautology concerning
the sky being blue or not-blue (139a: 13, 139b: 13; also 139a: verso

15).
It seem

s m
istaken then to think of senseless language as essentially

nonsensical, for it uses signs in the sym
bolism

 w
ith an application to

the w
orld. T

he signs are not essentially bad. It is by their m
isuse alone

that senselessness arises. A
nd senseless language is not useful. W

e could
avoid it.

N
onsensical language then has no application to the w

orld and a for-
tiori cannot be used w

ith sense, i.e. to say som
ething significant.

Senseless language applies to the w
orld, but in the w

rong w
ay, viz.

senselessly. I suggest that language used in the absolute or ethical sense
has an application to reality, but not to the natural w

orld, i.e. to the
w

orld of facts. B
y this I m

ean that the transcendental or m
etaphysical

subject or person is real but is not in the w
orld, at least not the natural

w
orld of facts. I suggest this as consonant w

ith W
ittgenstein saying that

using language w
ith an ethical sense is essentially nonsensical, because

it has no application to the natural w
orld (139b: 18). It is not acciden-

tal, because the language cannot be put right. If it w
ere put right it

w
ould cease to be language used w

ith an ethical sense—
just as the m

ir-
acle can be drained out of unexplained facts by regarding them

 as aw
ait-

ing scientific explanation (139b: 16). I am
 suggesting that w

hat m
akes

language used w
ith an ethical sense essentially nonsensical is that its

application is to the person, w
here he is understood as outside the

w
orld. L

ogic, on w
hich having application depends, only concerns the

w
orld. So the sense of ‘application’ for language that has application

beyond the w
orld m

ust be non-logical or extra-logical. T
his is a reason

for thinking that there is a deep division betw
een logic and ethics.

3. I shall offer several considerations in favour of m
y interpretation by

exploring and explicating three unusual elem
ents from

 the lecture: the
exploding book, running against our cage and the experiences that
tem

pt us to use language w
ith an ethical sense. E

xplicating these exam
-

ples, them
es and m

etaphors w
ill also elaborate w

hat W
ittgenstein says

in the lecture. 
C

onsider the m
etaphor of the exploding book. T

he idea of a book
w

ith all the facts in the w
orld, all that “is to be” or “can” be know

n
appears previously (139a: 7, 139b: 7). W

e know
 for instance that in the
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tingent, just like being in accord w
ith logic. B

ut being valuable w
ould

seem
 to be contingent on both persons valuing the sam

e things. Y
et, their

so doing is not necessary, logically or any other w
ay. In part, this is a

consequence of the freedom
 of the w

ill that is a condition on its being
the bearer of the ethical, w

hich is expressed by its activity being non-con-
tingent. 13T

herefore, it is a condition on a person being in the w
orld that

there is no one else in it, for if there w
ere ethics w

ould becom
e contin-

gent, that is, not ethics at all. So again if the book w
ere really a book of

ethics, it w
ould preclude the existence of others w

ithin it. 
A

 sim
pler w

ay to see this is to im
agine the ethical book bearing the

title, T
he W

orld I Found and W
hat is V

aluable in It. T
his book m

ust be
m

ine insofar as it is the expression of the activity of m
y w

ill. T
herefore

I m
ust be the sole author and I m

ust be free to w
rite w

hat I like con-
cerning value. If there w

ere another ethical book by another author, then
w

e have a dilem
m

a. O
n one horn, if the book is not identical to m

ine
then som

e of w
hat is valuable in m

y book w
ill not be valuable in his,

thereby m
aking value contingent on agreem

ent in w
illing. O

n the other
horn, if the books are identical, freedom

 of the w
ill requires that it is not

necessary that they be, so their being so is contingent. In w
hich case,

value, that is ethics, is contingent. A
nd this W

ittgenstein w
ill not coun-

tenance.
Still one m

ight ask, w
hy w

ould the existence of an ethical book
destroy all non-ethical books? T

he answ
er depends on the w

hole pic-
ture of language developed in the T

ractatus. I shall explain that picture
this w

ay, though the subject is controversial. T
houghts and the sen-

tences that express them
 do not get their m

eaning by m
ental acts of

association betw
een w

ords, sym
bols and states of affairs. T

houghts
have m

eaning because they apply to states of affairs. T
hey apply

because they share the sam
e form

 as the facts of w
hich they are about

and the language by w
hich they are expressed. 14If som

e facts or propo-
sitions w

ere higher or m
ore valuable than others, then this w

ould part-
constitute their form

. 
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13In part it follow
s from

 W
ittgenstein’s claim

 in the T
ractatus that the only neces-

sity is logical necessity (6.37, 6.375).
14O

ne of the best short expositions of the T
ractatus picture of thought, language and

w
orld is M

ounce, H
. O

. “P
hilosophy, Solipsism

 and T
hought.” T

he P
hilosophical

Q
uarterly 47, no. 186 (1997): 1-18, w

here the m
ental projection view

 is show
n deficient.

Idea, e.g. he could only perceive. Such a person, he continues, m
ight be

possible but only in a w
orld w

ithout ethics (21.7.16), not least because
ethics concerns w

hat m
akes life w

orth living (139b: 4). So a book that
described this person w

ould not be a book on ethics, because in it there
w

ould be no ethics. T
his w

ay of including the subject in the ethical
book does not then explicate the m

etaphor, because it is no book on
ethics or the subject in it lacks life. 11

T
he conclusion to draw

 is that the sense in w
hich a person is in the

ethical book m
ust be one that includes W

ill, his w
ill. T

his suggests tw
o

related w
ays in w

hich the explosion m
etaphor can be explicated. F

irst,
the presence of one person in the book precludes the presence of oth-
ers. Second, an ethical book w

ould have propositions of varying im
por-

tance or value.
If the subject w

ere in the w
orld he w

ould have to co-exist w
ith facts.

T
he subject could not itself be a fact because it is not com

posite, nor
could it enter into facts because it is not an object (5.5421, 7.8.16). L

ogic
is in the w

orld, but is not an object and therefore not a constituent of
facts. W

ittgenstein says it is a condition of the w
orld (24.7.16). Inter

alia this m
eans it is not contingent. E

thics too is a condition of the
w

orld (24.7.16). So ethics is not contingent. 
T

he w
ill is the bearer of the ethical (6.423). In this lim

ited sense, it
too cannot be contingent. 12

T
his is im

portant for seeing w
hy the w

ill
that is essential to the transcendental subject is not the w

ill connected
w

ith hum
an action, since the occurrence of action is contingent. If the

w
ill w

ere connected to hum
an action then it w

ould be contingent, since
w

hether an action occurs is contingent. So the activity of the w
ill can-

not be action, it m
ust be instead valuing, taking as im

portant or w
or-

thy of pursuit in life for these are synonym
ous w

ith the ethical. A
nd

this activity m
ust be non-contingent in that w

hether som
ething is val-

ued is determ
ined solely by the activity of the w

ill. So the person could
be in the w

orld in a w
ay sim

ilar to logic.
N

ow
 suppose there w

ere m
ore than one person in the w

orld. E
ach

w
ould be in the w

orld capable of w
illing. B

eing valuable m
ust not be con-
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11T
he difficulties of a w

orld w
ithout ethics or w

ithout w
ill in this context are devel-

oped in depth in M
. B

arabas, M
orality and P

raxis, P
h.D

. thesis, U
niversity of L

ondon,
1989, chapter 5.

12
T

he existence of the w
ill can be contingent, but not the value of its activity.



In the first case, w
e have som

ething in m
ind but language prevents

us from
 expressing it. 15

T
hat is, w

e have an experience w
hose object is

ineffable or undescribable ow
ing to the boundaries of language.

R
unning up against the w

alls of our cage is trying to express w
hat is

ineffable. L
anguage is the cage.

In the second case, it is the tendency that is characterised as running
up against the w

alls of our cage. I think the second reveals m
ore and is

consistent w
ith supposing that W

ittgenstein had the idea of the person
as a transcendental subject in the background of the lecture. 

W
ittgenstein described the transcendental subject by analogy w

ith
the absence of the eye in the visual field. H

e said:

W
here in the w

orld is a m
etaphysical subject to be noted?

Y
ou say that this case is altogether like that of the eye and the field of sight.

B
ut you do not really see the eye.

A
nd from

 nothing in the field of sight can it be concluded that it is seen
from

 an eye (5.633).

T
here is nothing in the experience of seeing that allow

s us to see the
eye seeing. L

ooking in a m
irror allow

s us to see the eye as an organ. It
is still one step rem

oved from
 the experience of seeing because w

hat
one sees in the m

irror is the eye seeing oneself seeing a reflection in the
m

irror. So the tw
o see different things. T

he eye in the m
irror sees a per-

son, but the eye in the person sees a reflection. T
here is no perspective

from
 w

hich I see m
yself seeing m

yself, for if I w
ere to see m

y eye see-
ing, then I w

ould be using yet another (unseen) eye to do so. T
he point

can be m
ade by noting that a scene I paint cannot contain m

e as I paint
it. I cannot paint m

yself painting the sam
e scene I am

 painting, for if I
w

ere then I should be painting a picture of m
e painting a picture of m

e
painting a picture and so on. 16

I think the m
etaphor has the follow

ing m
eaning on m

y suggested
interpretation. R

unning against the w
alls of our cage is part of trying to

see ourselves seeing. It is trying to see ourselves from
 the outside. It is

trying to get outside the experience of being a subject. It is the w
ish for

a perspective that is solely phenom
enal or factual. T

hat is the perspective
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15
C

f. this line of interpretation in E
dw

ards, E
thics W

ithout P
hilosophy, chapter 3.

16
T

his point is a further developm
ent of the idea that the subject is outside or the

lim
it of language discussed in part III, §1 (b) of “E

arly W
ritings,” this volum

e.

B
eing m

ore valuable than another m
ust be an internal relation

am
ongst propositions. If the relations w

ere external they w
ould be con-

tingent on m
ore than just the activity of the w

ill, contrary to the non-
contingent nature of the activity of the w

ill in valuing. T
herefore, if

som
e propositions w

ere m
ore valuable than others this w

ould be
reflected in their form

, w
hich w

ould in turn be reflected in logic. N
ow

the form
—

it is logical form
 under consideration—

of the language in
books w

ritten prior to the ethical book’s existence w
ould be different

and therefore so w
ould its logic, because in it all propositions w

ould
be on the sam

e level, i.e. of equal value. B
ut the idea of distinct logic is

absurd, since logical form
 is shared by thought, language and the w

orld
and tw

o logics w
ould im

ply tw
o w

orlds. So a book that w
as really a

book on ethics w
ould, so to speak, alter logic and so alter the w

orld
such that the w

orld of w
hich older books purported to speak w

ould
not exist. T

he explosion lends dram
a to w

hat W
ittgenstein says, but I

suggest the elaboration above explicates the m
etaphor by show

ing how
the existence of a book on ethics is im

m
ediately incom

patible w
ith all

other books. 
O

ne m
ight suggest that it is the content of a book on ethics that is

higher. T
his, how

ever, m
isses the point. If the book contains all the

facts, then all are on the sam
e level—

since there is no value in the
w

orld—
and the book does not concern ethics. If the content w

ere non-
factual, such as com

m
ands or rules, then these m

ust be issued by som
e-

one. T
he author (w

ho could be G
od) m

ust in this sense be in the book
and it is his presence that m

akes the book incom
patible w

ith others.

4. W
e can turn now

 to explicating the striking im
age w

ith w
hich

W
ittgenstein finishes the lecture on ethics. F

irst he says that the ten-
dency to use language in an ethical sense is running against the bound-
aries of language. Second he says that in so doing one is “running
against the w

alls of our cage” (139b: 18). D
oing so is “absolutely”

“hopeless” (139b: 19). A
t first sight, it seem

s that W
ittgenstein is

straightforw
ardly identifying one running w

ith another. I think this is
m

istaken. W
e should distinguish tw

o things that m
ight be w

hat run-
ning against the w

alls of our cage is. O
ne is the lan

gu
age used in an

absolute sense. T
he other is the tendency to use language in an absolute

sense.
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w
ill be an attem

pt to exceed the boundaries of language. T
his justifies

W
ittgenstein’s strong language in saying that the tendency to m

ake the
attem

pt is not im
probable or difficult, but perfectly and absolutely

hopeless (139b: 19).

5. T
he exam

ple of the exploding book explains w
hat happens w

hen you
put the subject in

 the w
orld. T

he exam
ple of the cage explains w

hat
happens if you try to describe the subject from

 the w
orld. In each case,

nonsense m
ust result. It is essential to subject and w

orld that each be
separate. L

anguage cannot straddle the tw
o. L

anguage extends to the
lim

it and no further. 17

H
ow

ever, the person m
ust straddle the tw

o in som
e w

ay, for the
relation betw

een the transcendental self and the phenom
enal self is not

accidental. T
hat is, it is essential to the identity of a person that his tran-

scendental and phenom
enal selves are related. I w

ould not be w
ho I w

as
if I w

ere related to a different body by w
hich I have sensory experi-

ences and bodily actions. T
his is not a claim

 regarding the conditions on
personal identity, nor is it a strong claim

. N
aturally, m

ost bodily
changes have no bearing on m

y experience as a subject, e.g. getting m
y

hair cut or giving blood. B
ut, as it w

ere, the locus of m
y experience, the

orientation of m
y perspective in experience, is dependent on m

y body
as opposed to som

eone else’s body. 
T

here are interm
ediaries of the person, so to speak, that effect a

straddling betw
een the subject and w

orld. O
ne is experience, another

is the tendency to use language in an ethical sense. T
hey are inter-relat-

ed as I w
ill suggest below

. 
W

e can consider the experiences W
ittgenstein describes as tem

pting
him

 to use language in an absolute or ethical sense. T
he first experience

W
ittgenstein offers is w

ondering at the existence of the w
orld, finding

it extraordinary that anything should exist (139b: 11). H
e considers and

rejects several w
ays of explaining the experience, w

here by explanation
he m

eans focusing on the object of experience to m
ake it “concrete”

and “controllable” (139b: 10).
H

is first difficulty is logical. A
s noted above, it is a m

istake to use
‘w

onder’ regarding w
hat one could not conceive otherw

ise. O
ne can-

71

Interpreting the L
ecture on E

thics

17
See note im

m
ediately above.

of language not of a subject. B
ut language is incapable of describing the

transcendental or m
etaphysical, it describes solely facts. T

he effort is
absolutely hopeless, for language can say nothing of subjectivity.

O
n this interpretation there is som

ething about our m
inds that is

inexpressible but it is not som
ething that is in our m

ind. It is being the
subject that experiences and w

ills. R
unning up against the w

alls of m
y

cage is trying to see m
y ow

n eye, to describe m
y experiencing or w

ill-
ing them

selves, i.e. independent of any particular object experienced or
w

illed. O
n this interpretation, the condition of being a subject is the

cage. W
e cannot escape being subjects. T

hat is hopeless.
In the first case, there is a putative object of experience that is inex-

pressible. In the second, there is no object, but rather the capacity to
have objects of experience or w

illing, viz. the transcendental subject.
Its inexpressibility in language is sim

ilar to the inexpressibility of logic
in language. In the T

ractatus, logic is show
n by language, by its appli-

cation, but it is not expressed in language (4.121). Sim
ilarly the capaci-

ty for experience is exhibited by having experience not in experiences.
In the first case, it is accidental that the object of experience cannot be

expressed. W
hat about the putative object of experience m

akes it essen-
tial that it cannot be expressed? If the object is in the w

orld then it is an
accident of language that it has no application to that object as yet. T

hat
is hardly hopeless. If the object is outside the w

orld, then there m
ust be

at least tw
o things beyond the w

orld, the transcendental subject and the
object of experience that is ineffable because it is not of the w

orld. B
ut

w
hy stop at tw

o things? O
nce there is a realm

 of (supernatural) objects
beyond the w

orld, there is no reason to stop at tw
o and no reason to sup-

pose that there could not be supernatural thoughts, logic and language
that applied to the supernatural w

orld. T
he concern regarding ineffabil-

ity and hopelessness begins then to look w
an on this picture.

In the second case, it is clear how
 one is trying to reach beyond the

w
orld. O

ne tries to reach the transcendental subject, the one thing that
both m

ust exist and m
ust be beyond the w

orld. B
ut the existence of the

subject is not in another realm
: T

he subject does not belong to the
w

orld but it is “a lim
it” or “the lim

it” of the w
orld (5.632, 5.641). T

he
subject is the lim

it of the w
orld, but the w

orld is also the lim
it of sig-

nificant language (5.62). So the boundaries of language coincide w
ith

the locus of the subject, w
ho is not in the w

orld. T
herefore, necessari-

ly, any attem
pt to use language to describe the transcendental subject
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T
his show

s, I think, that instances of language w
e use ordinarily

have a sense that precludes seeing them
 as m

iracles. Indeed w
hen w

e
use som

e language, w
e m

ust use it in the non-m
iraculous sense. E

ven if
w

e regard the w
hole of language—

all possible sentences—
w

e are still
regarding a collection of possibilities or possible facts, w

hose character
is described by logical analysis, not m

iracles.
W

ittgenstein m
ay m

ean that w
e can regard language itself as m

iracu-
lous, w

here this m
eans no particular instance of language. T

his suggestion
suffers from

 a problem
 sim

ilar to the logical difficulties of w
onder.

W
ondering required tw

o possibilities, the existence and non-existence of
the object of w

onder. T
he im

possibility of the non-existence of the w
orld

m
akes w

onder at its existence nonsensical. W
ondering about a part of

the w
orld, such as the sky’s being cloudy or not, w

as possible. T
he prob-

lem
 is that language itself—

as opposed to an instance—
is not an object

w
hose non-existence w

e could im
agine. O

f course, w
e could im

agine the
non-existence of E

nglish. B
ut language is possible because it has applica-

tion, because it has a form
 that it shares w

ith thought and w
orld. T

he
existence of that form

 just is the condition on the possibility of signifi-
cant thought, i.e. thought that applies to reality because of shared form

.
B

ut this is a statem
ent of a condition on being a know

ing subject, viz.
that one have significant thoughts. T

herefore, being a subject is a condi-
tion on having thoughts, experiences and significant language. In other
w

ords, if there is a m
iracle to the existence of language, it is the m

iracle
of the possibility of significant thought, that is of experience, that is of
being a subject. T

he m
iracle is not then the existence of language, but the

existence of the subject. 19

T
hat is precisely m

y suggestion, advertised at the beginning of this
part, that in the background of the lecture is the person, w

ho is in real-
ity but not in the w

orld. T
hree attem

pts to m
ake an experience con-

crete and controllable have been attem
pts to locate the object of expe-

rience in the w
orld. E

ach fails, because the object of experience in those
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19T
he locution ‘condition on’ given above should be glossed as logically, not tem

-
porally, prior. T

hat is: for there to be y’s, there m
ust be x’s, but not vice versa. F

or
exam

ple, for there to be language, there m
ust be thought, w

orld and logic, but not vice
versa. W

e can suppose that anim
als think logically determ

inate thoughts, w
ithout sup-

posing that they have language. L
anguage need not exist at all, but if it does it need not

com
e into existence after logic. T

herefore, there need not be language to be a subject,
but there m

ust be logic.

not im
agine the non-existence of the w

orld. T
his is a logical rem

ark
insofar as the existence of the w

orld is part of the form
 of experience,

not its content. T
he existence of the w

orld is show
n by actual experi-

ences—
it is present in every experience. Since the existence of the w

orld
is not part of the content of experience, a fortiori there is no possibili-
ty of m

aking it concrete.
T

he second difficulty is gram
m

atical. W
ittgenstein notes that lan-

guage used in the absolute sense seem
s to function as a sim

ile or indi-
rect description. O

ne w
ay in w

hich religious language does this is by
reference to an elaborate allegory. W

ondering about the existence of
the w

orld is expressed allegorically by saying, “G
od created the w

orld”
(139b: 14). H

ow
ever, as noted above a proper sim

ile can be replaced by
a direct description. If replacem

ent is not possible, the sim
ile m

ust be
im

proper. In w
hich case the putative object expressed by the sim

ile can-
not be m

ade concrete by direct description in w
hich case one m

ay rea-
sonably doubt that there is an object to be described.

A
 third tack shifts the problem

, trying to relocate it. L
ate in the lec-

ture he suggests characterising his experience as “seeing the w
orld as a

m
iracle” (139b: 16). T

he expression of this by language is, he is tem
pt-

ed to say, not a proposition in language but the existence of language
(139b: 17). It is language that is a m

iracle. W
ittgenstein doubts this ask-

ing how
 is it possible to regard language som

etim
es as a m

iracle and
som

etim
es not? T

his dem
ands further explication.

A
 particular instance of m

eaningful language, e.g. a sentence (shorn
of illocutionary purpose), can be looked on in only tw

o w
ays. 18F

irst, its
m

eaning can be understood, that is w
e can understand the facts or state

of affairs it describes. Second, the linguistic signs can be regarded as facts
them

selves, e.g. m
arks draw

n in ink on paper or a series of sounds char-
acteristic of E

nglish. Indeed logical analysis reveals the logical relations
betw

een these facts such that signs sym
bolise w

hat they m
ean, viz. the

state of affairs described. E
ach w

ay of looking on an instance of language
is regarding it as a fact, w

here their senses are com
prehended in or

grouped by logical analysis. T
here is no m

iracle here then.
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18P
erhaps w

e could distinguish a third w
ay of regarding an instance of language if

w
e distinguish betw

een w
hat is said and the saying of it. H

ow
ever, in the latter case, I

favour thinking that w
hat one understands—

w
hen on does—

is the speaker, not the
language. A

 distinction such as this m
ay, notoriously, be operative in 6.54, though the

distinction does not depend on it.



6. In the elaboration of W
ittgenstein’s ideas in the three sections above

I have developed m
y suggestion that the best w

ay to m
ake interpreta-

tive sense of w
hat is said in the lecture regarding ethics is to suppose

that the background idea W
ittgenstein is w

orking w
ith is that the sub-

ject-m
atter of ethics is a person, specifically oneself—

contra
the overt

definition of ethics given in the lecture. E
thics, on this suggestion, is an

activity of enquiry about oneself. W
e can now

 m
eet four constraints in

understanding the view
 of ethics W

ittgenstein expressed in the lecture. 
F

irst, w
hat is said m

ust not be a m
atter of science or logic, for

W
ittgenstein says he is not going to speak of these (139a: II). Second,

w
hat he says should seem

 useful (139a: II). T
hird, the tendency of the

hum
an m

ind to use ethical language m
ust be one that could intelligibly

elicit a grave respect (139a: 21). 
A

 fourth constraint that is contem
poraneous but not in the lecture

itself is that any explanation m
ust not be m

ore chatter about ethics. T
his

is the interpretative concern voiced above at the outset of this reading
of the lecture. W

ittgenstein thought little of m
any w

ho spoke about
ethics. In an earlier letter describing the ethical purpose of the T

ractatus,
he described talk of ethics as “gassing.”

24
In D

ecem
ber 1929, a m

onth
after the lecture w

as given, W
ittgenstein said in conversation that he

regarded it as “very im
portant to put an end to the chatter about

ethics,” w
hich he described as “w

hether there is know
ledge in ethics,

w
hether there are values, w

hether the G
ood can be defined, etc.”

25

O
bviously the third and fourth constraints are inter-related. F

or on
the third constraint w

e have a tendency to use language in an ethical
sense, though it be nonsense. T

hat tendency elicits respect. B
ut on the

fourth constraint, it m
ust be distinct from

 a putatively sim
ilar use of

language that is just gassing or chatter.
I suggest the personal dim

ension of the ethical I have m
ooted as

W
ittgenstein’s background idea can m

eet these constraints. T
he first

constraint can be m
et directly. Science is concerned solely w

ith the
w

orld. L
ogic is the form

 of the application of thought and language to
the w

orld. T
he person exists partially or in som

e sense beyond or at the
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24
L

etter to L
udw

ig von F
icker reprinted in W

right, G
. H

. von. W
ittgen

stein.
O

xford: B
asil B

lackw
ell, 1982, p. 83.

25
W

aism
ann, F

riedrich. “N
otes on T

alks W
ith W

ittgenstein.” T
he P

hilosophical
R

eview
 74, no. 1 (1965), p. 13.

experiences that prom
pt ethical language is the subject, w

ho is not in the
w

orld. E
ach experience W

ittgenstein gives is not an experience of any-
thing in the w

orld and so cannot be given expression in language, i.e. is
essentially nonsensical. E

ach experience is an experience of oneself. 20

W
ondering at the existence of the w

orld is w
ondering at one’s ow

n
existence, though not existence in the phenom

enal sense that is explica-
ble by reference to physiology or psychology. A

nother w
ay to put this

m
ight be to think how

 extraordinary it is that I should experience any-
thing. Still another w

ay to express it m
ight be in noting, as W

ittgenstein
did, that suicide is the elem

entary sin: it is self-extinction; rejecting expe-
rience and existence as a m

iracle or an object of w
onder (10.1.17).

I suggest that the other tw
o experiences given w

ill adm
it of sim

ilar
elaboration in term

s of experience of oneself. T
he experience of feeling

absolutely safe is experiencing oneself as in accord w
ith the w

orld,
w

hile the experience of feeling guilty is experiencing oneself as out of
accord w

ith the w
orld (8.7.16). 21

A
ny notion of accord w

ill of course
have to be transcendent in that it is a relation betw

een the transcenden-
tal self and the w

orld. E
laborating this idea further is difficult w

hile
staying close to w

hat W
ittgenstein said. 22F

or present purposes, w
hat is

im
portant is that the object of these experiences can be understood as

the person w
ho is having them

. T
hey are, as it w

ere, inw
ard experi-

ences—
though the language of inner and outer is apt to obscure. 23
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20A
 seem

ing objection to this conclusion is that there can be no ethical experience.
T

he objection seem
s entailed as follow

s: there are no experiences of logic; logic and
ethics are alike in that each is a condition of the w

orld; therefore there are no experi-
ences of ethics. 

T
he conclusion seem

s sound, but as an objection it does not apply to the conclu-
sion given. T

he experiences m
ooted are of oneself, not of ethics itself or ethical prop-

erties. If there could, per im
possibile, be ethical experience, perhaps it w

ould be of new
form

s of accord w
ith the w

orld. T
his is not experience of oneself, but experience of

relations involving oneself.
21T

he feeling of b
eing out of accord is the sam

e as the anguish and anxiety described
in part II, §§1-2 of “E

arly W
ritings,” this volum

e. A
 contrasting exam

ple involving
m

isfortune is given in part III, §1 below
. 

22
T

here are clues, e.g. in 6.422 and 29-30.7.16.
23It is notable that W

ittgenstein criticised Schopenhauer—
w

ho w
as an inspiration

for m
uch of W

ittgenstein’s thought in this area—
for failing to look inw

ard. See
W

ittgenstein, L
udw

ig. C
ulture and V

alue: A
 Selection From

 the P
osthum

ous R
em

ains.
T

ranslated by P
eter W

inch. E
dited by G

. H
. von W

right, H
eikki N

ym
an, and A

lois
P

ichler. R
ev. 2nd ed. O

xford: B
lackw

ell, 1998, p. 41, 1939-40.



m
eans.”

27
W

ittgenstein uses M
oore’s definition, extended, to show

 that
w

hatever the urge to use language w
ith ethical sense m

eans, it is not w
hat

w
e w

ish it to m
ean by using that instance of language.

If this specification of chatter is right, then on the face of it, it w
ould

seem
 that W

ittgenstein’s lecture has been m
ore chatter. H

ow
ever, I sug-

gest w
e can distinguish a positive fram

e around the negative picture
W

ittgenstein uses to illustrate the nonsensicality of ethical chatter. T
he

positive fram
e is an instance of the tendency to speak in the ethical sense

that elicits respect. T
he interpretative structure I am

 proposing is as fol-
low

s. T
he positive fram

e includes the prefatory m
arks prior to

W
ittgenstein saying he w

ill begin (139b: 3) and the concluding rem
arks

follow
ing the hopelessness of his running up against our cages, w

here
he had intended to indicate he w

ill sum
 up (139a: 20). T

he negative pic-
ture is the bulk in betw

een. 
T

he positive fram
e, in line w

ith the interpretative tack I have been
follow

ing, is an instance of speaking personally, about oneself. A
 year

after giving the lecture, W
ittgenstein explicitly says, “A

t the end of m
y

lecture on ethics, I spoke in the first person. I believe that is quite essen-
tial. H

ere nothing m
ore can be established, I can only appear as a per-

son speaking for m
yself.”

28W
hat he said at the end w

as that he respect-
ed the tendency of the hum

an m
ind to desire to express or say som

e-
thing about the ultim

ate m
eaning of life, the absolute good. H

e w
ould

not ridicule the tendency to have this desire.
M

oreover the personal nature of W
ittgenstein’s involvem

ent is evi-
dent in his prefatory rem

arks too. H
e says he is saying som

ething that
com

es from
 his heart (139a: II). M

ore, he stands before his audience not
as a logician, scientist or journalist but as a hum

an being addressing his
fellow

s, his fellow
 hum

an beings (139a: II). F
iguratively at least, he w

as
naked before them

 and addressed them
 person to person, as opposed to

w
ithin any of the social structures of w

hich social life is com
posed and

w
hich m

ight have lent him
 authority. W

hat he intended to speak of,
and w

hat he could speak of w
as him

self. O
ne could say that the nega-

tive picture he illustrated by revealing ethical chatter as nonsense, w
hen

throw
n aw

ay, w
ould reveal only W

ittgenstein him
self.

I think the distinction I have draw
n betw

een chatter and the urge to
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lim
it of the w

orld. If the subject of ethics is the person, then he is out-
side the provinces of logic and science. 

Im
m

ediately this conclusion is useful in that it forestalls the use of
the m

ethods of scientific enquiry or logical analysis in the consideration
of ethical m

atters. It rules out appeal to either science or logic in the
explanation or justification of ethical injunctions or occurrences. If
these are the only sources of explanation and justification, then recog-
nising that they are inapplicable to ethics w

ill elim
inate any activity

tow
ard explanations of the ethical. 26E

thical claim
s w

ill be in this sense
personal expressions. H

ow
ever, this should not be understood as

equivalent to non-cognitivism
 about ethical m

atters. F
or ethical claim

s,
on this view

 of W
ittgenstein’s intent, are not expressions of an attitude

to the w
orld, but are attem

pts to speak about oneself as a subject,
including inter alia one’s relation w

ith the w
orld. If these attem

pts w
ere

sim
ply em

otive responses to w
orldly states of affairs, the constitution

of those states w
ould be factual and am

enable to expression in language.
T

his point is m
ade explicitly on page 8 of both M

SS, as discussed above
in part I, §3. C

onsiderations from
 the T

ractatu
s constitute a further

block to this route of explication, as discussed below
.

T
he foregoing suggests a criterion for distinguishing ethical chatter

from
 the use of language w

ith ethical sense that elicits respect. E
thical chat-

ter is the discourse that proceeds as if ethical m
atters w

ere susceptible of
scientific 

explanation, 
theories, 

logical 
analysis 

and 
definition.

W
ittgenstein’s negative results in the lecture are dem

onstrations of w
hat

com
es of chatter, viz. nonsense. A

m
ong his conclusions are that w

hat
ethics says adds nothing to our know

ledge (139a: 21). H
e disparages the

idea that values, as entities or properties in the w
orld, m

ight exist w
hen he

im
agines value m

ade concrete in the form
 of the absolutely right road or

a state of affairs that is absolutely good. F
or W

ittgenstein, it is a chim
era

to suppose that there is som
ething independent of m

y w
ill that can coerce

m
e w

ith necessity, logical or otherw
ise (139b: 9-10). Indeed the lecture

begins w
ith a definition of good from

 M
oore that W

ittgenstein uses.
W

ittgenstein said in reference to M
oore, “It is a priori certain that, w

hat-
ever definition one m

ay give of the G
ood, it is alw

ays a m
isunderstand-

ing to suppose that the form
ulation corresponds to w

hat one really
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the transcendental self is radically isolated as the lim
it of the w

orld, and
the phenom

enal self, w
hile in the w

orld, has of itself no experience of
life. W

hat is there that is com
m

on to be shared in fellow
ship? 

W
hat people share is the w

orld, and w
e share it through logic and

language such that of nothing said is it in principle im
possible that one

should understand it. P
eople share the w

orld even though each is an
individual subject w

ith his ow
n relation to the w

orld, a relation that
m

ay be m
ore or less anguished. N

or is seeking fellow
ship precluded by

other, divisive ethical responses such as disagreem
ent or toleration.

T
here rem

ains w
hat is shared and it is to this that one reaches to try to

breach the isolations of individuality. It is how
 w

e try to be understood
by others. F

or all the reasons developed above the attem
pt is hopeless.

I cannot describe m
yself to others or even to m

yself in language w
ith-

out speaking nonsense.
Still w

e have the tem
ptation, tendency or urge to try (139b: 10,

139b: 18). 30
If one w

ere sufficiently austere or resolute, one w
ould

refrain from
 saying w

hat cannot be said clearly, w
hat is nonsense. 31

Y
et the tem

ptation to do so recurs. W
ittgenstein describes his ow

n
response as akin to a tem

ptation w
hen he says he cannot help but

respect the tendency I have characterised as desiring fellow
ship. F

or
his life, he w

ill not ridicule it (139b: 18). T
he urge to fellow

ship, the
desire to express the nature of being a subject is a plausible candidate
for respect. P

rim
a facie, the suggestion satisfies the third constraint as

w
ell as the other three.

7. Still one could doubt w
hether essential nonsense could be an object

of respect since, after all, it is nonsense. T
hough one cannot say any-

thing of oneself in language, perhaps w
e can by language. I shall sketch

tw
o w

ays in w
hich this m

ight occur. F
irst, W

ittgenstein considered that
m

usic m
ight be a form

 of expression w
hose them

es could not occur in
science and in this sense that it w

as beyond language (29.5.15, 27.5.15). 32
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W

ittgenstein contem
poraneously m

entions the urge to thrust against language
that is ethics, W

aism
ann, “N

otes on T
alks W

ith W
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31
O

f course nothing about the urge to fellow
ship ought to im

ply that ethics
depends on the existence of others, for it does not (2.8.16). T

he austere response is, in
this attenuated sense, quite correct.

speak about oneself using language in its ethical sense is sufficient to
m

eet the fourth interpretative constraint. H
ow

ever, one could still ask
w

hy speaking about oneself using language in its ethical sense elicits
W

ittgenstein’s respect?
C

hatter about ethics is the activity of trying to bring the ethical into
the realm

 of explanation, theory, logical necessity and the teachable. 29

It expresses the hope that if w
e can find a perspicuous—

i.e. accurate—
view

 of the w
orld, w

e could discern definite answ
ers to the questions

of w
hat is im

portant or w
hat is the right life. P

ut positively, it is a hope
that the course of w

orthy lives can be determ
ined through enquiry into

the w
orld. P

ut negatively, it is the belief that a w
orthy life could flow

from
 ethical know

ledge that som
e could have, som

e could lack and
som

e could, perhaps, teach. M
ore generally, chatter presum

es the eth-
ical is w

orldly and that ethical discourse concerns the w
orld.

In contrast to this, the tendency to use language in its ethical sense
w

hich elicits respect is personal. It is trying to say som
ething concern-

ing oneself. B
ut w

hat m
oves one to speak? 

A
n answ

er is needed, for one m
ight be tem

pted to think that w
hat

W
ittgenstein has in m

ind is a kind of expressivism
 about ethics. O

n
such a view

, the use of ethical language solely expresses one’s attitudes
tow

ard states of affairs. T
he problem

s w
ith this are tw

o. F
irst, it is

untrue to W
ittgenstein since the subject drops out under logical analy-

sis of attitude attributions. In the T
ractatus, “A

 believes that p” has the
logical form

 “‘p’ says p” w
ith no m

ention of A
 (5.542). D

ialectically
this is sufficient to discard the suggestion, since it show

s that language
does not apply to the subject. Second, even if it w

ere not, w
hy should

the expression of any attitude elicit respect? Surely it w
ill depend on

the attitude, its object and their relation. T
he suggestion fails therefore

to m
eet the fourth constraint.

M
y tentative suggestion is that the tendency to use language w

ith an
ethical sense is an attem

pt at fellow
ship, broadly conceived. It is an

attem
pt to say som

ething about oneself. Specifically one attem
pts to

say som
ething about w

hat it is like to be a person, that being w
hich is

an essential inter-relation of transcendental and phenom
enal selves. B

ut
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thinks, all provide appropriate occasions for using language w
ith an

ethical sense. 
L

astly, W
ittgenstein gives a concrete exam

ple of w
hen the use of lan-

guage in an ethical sense is appropriate. H
e contrasts one’s response to

a tennis player w
ho plays badly but does not care to play better w

ith
som

eone w
ho behaves badly by lying but does not care to behave bet-

ter. In the first case it w
ould be inappropriate to say that he ought to

w
ant to play better. H

e asks if w
e could do the sam

e for the liar. H
e

says, “C
ertainly not” and says that one w

ould say, “you ought to w
ant

to behave better” (139b: 5-6). T
his rebuke is given as an exam

ple of
using 

language 
in 

its 
ethical 

sense. 
B

ut 
w

hat 
is 

the 
status 

of
W

ittgenstein’s assertion that one w
ould say this? Is it a prediction? Is

it necessary?
35O

r is it a claim
 about w

hat it m
akes sense to do, w

hen it
is appropriate? 

If it w
ere a prediction, then the exam

ple w
ould be an exam

ple of lan-
guage used in the relative sense, relative to an em

pirical standard sup-
plied by, e.g., sociology. B

ut then it w
ould not be an exam

ple of lan-
guage used w

ith an ethical sense. If it w
ere necessary, then the necessi-

ty m
ust be logical necessity for this is the only sort W

ittgenstein
allow

ed in the largely T
ractarian fram

ew
ork of the lecture (6.37). B

ut
language used in an ethical sense is nonsense and so non-logical and
therefore outside logical necessities. I suggest therefore that the
tennis/lying contrast is an exam

ple of w
hen it m

akes sense—
is appro-

priate—
to use language w

ith an ethical sense.
It m

akes sense on such an occasion to try to express som
ething of

how
 I bear m

yself on the m
atter of lying. B

ut if it is an exam
ple, it is also

an exam
ple that depends on sharing a sense that lying is som

ething that
w

e all confront as beings capable of w
illing w

orth in and for our lives.
O

ne of the largest changes betw
een M

SS 139a and 139b is the sub-
stitution of tennis for piano playing in the later m

anuscript (139a: V
-6,

139b: 5-6). T
his w

as, I suggest, to sharpen an otherw
ise blurry contrast.

F
or piano playing is also an aesthetic endeavour and it m

ight be less
obvious that one could be indifferent to w

hether one played w
ell, as

one could w
hen playing tennis. In short, the alteration serves to high-

light how
 the ethical and the aesthetic m

ay be one. 
T

he change also elim
inated the role of a “connaisseur of piano play-
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N

ote that ‘w
ould’ is a m

odal verb.

In a sim
ilar w

ay, the use of language w
ith an ethical sense m

ight express
them

es in being a transcendental self, such as discord w
ith guilt and

harm
ony w

ith accord or resolution; or that the w
orld is a persistent

source of m
isery (13.8.16). 33T

his could also be a w
ay in w

hich the eth-
ical and the aesthetic w

ere one, about w
hich m

ore below
.

Second, language used to describe the w
orld w

orks by a co-ordina-
tion of substantively distinct elem

ents—
objects, sym

bols, “psychical
constituents”

34—
that, w

hen com
positionally unified, share a com

m
on

form
. P

eople share a com
m

on form
, it is the hum

an form
. T

hat form
 is

part-constituted by the phenom
enal qualities of the hum

an anim
al,

part-constituted by the transcendental qualities of the hum
an subject

and the qualities of their unifying inter-relation. W
hat people share m

ay
afford sufficient co-ordination such that there are occasions w

hen it
m

akes sense to use language in the ethical sense and not others. In other
w

ords, our com
m

on hum
anity m

ay open possibilities w
here w

hat is
strictly nonsense yet m

akes sense to say, i.e. w
hen it is appropriate to

speak w
ith an ethical sense.

I suggest W
ittgenstein thinks som

ething sim
ilar to this because of

the confidence he has in w
hat w

e have in com
m

on. T
his is expressed

w
ithin the positive fram

e by his speaking of him
self as a hum

an being
addressing his fellow

 hum
an beings. Indeed, the desire to say som

e-
thing about the ultim

ate m
eaning of life he characterises as “a docu-

m
ent of a tendency of the hum

an m
ind” (139b: 19, m

y em
phasis). 

H
is belief in our com

m
on form

 is further expressed by the confi-
dence w

ith w
hich he believes he can refer to the experiences that tem

pt
us to use language in an ethical sense. W

hile he allow
s that this is entire-

ly personal, he has confidence that w
e all have exam

ples w
e can recog-

nise as akin to those he finds striking (139b: 11). T
hese experiences, he
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A
 sim

ilar exam
ple is developed further using an analogy of a m

usical accom
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arly W

ritings,” this volum
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hich is reprinted in W
ittgenstein’s N

otebooks, pp. 130-1.



as pity and com
passion. P

ity is often a response to hazards any of us is
prey to, such as vanity, but w

hich only som
e have the m

isfortune to
confront. If W

ittgenstein cannot acknow
ledge this place for contin-

gency, then his view
 looks extrem

e for it w
ill deny m

uch that seem
s

essentially ethical.
T

here is evidence that W
ittgenstein’s view

 is not extrem
e in this

sense. W
ittgenstein seem

s to acknow
ledge a place for contingency in a

subsequent discussion of ethical problem
s w

ith R
hees, w

here they con-
sider a m

an w
ho m

ust give up his w
ork in cancer research or leave his

w
ife, for he cannot honour both. H

ere, W
ittgenstein allow

s, are the
ingredients of tragedy. 36

T
ragedy is in this case and often, I suggest, a

m
orally loaded concept. F

or it arises w
hen som

eone confronts a situa-
tion in w

hich all options open to him
 as right w

ill require him
 also to

do w
rong. T

he m
an can honour the value his w

ork w
ill have for those

suffering the disease and w
rong his w

ife, or honour his com
m

itm
ent to

his w
ife and disregard w

hat is valuable in his w
ork.

T
here is then a tension here betw

een the pressure for ethical response
to be purified of chance and the recognition that m

any ethical challenges
arise through chance and cannot in their character be purified of that ori-
gin. O

n the one hand, one acts in fidelity to ethical values, to som
ething

indifferent to chance, to w
hat is valuable sim

pliciter now
 and forever—

insofar as anything w
e can grasp answ

ers to such a description. It is on
this basis that one’s responsibility is determ

ined, and so just deserts and
punishm

ent. O
n the other, the circum

stances that one confronts m
ay

arise by chance. C
hance m

ay yield tragedy, w
hen one cannot escape

doing w
rong or, in W

ittgenstein’s sense, w
hen one cannot avoid w

illing
disharm

ony or unhappiness despite the best w
ill. It is far from

 obvious
that the tension can be resolved or that if it could w

hat rem
ained w

ould
be intelligible as the place ethics has in characterising hum

an life. 
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 74, no. 1 (1965), pp. 17-26. C
om

pare also the rem
arks in W

ittgenstein, C
ulture

and V
alue, p. 14e, 1931, “A

 tragedy m
ight really alw

ays start w
ith the w

ords: ‘N
othing

at all w
ould have happened, had it not been that…

’” T
hese suggest an openness to how

chance m
ay im

pinge on the ethical. 

ing” for m
aking judgem

ents about playing w
ell (139a: 6). T

here is, by
contrast, no such thing as a connoisseur of lying. T

he judgem
ents or

exhortations m
ade about tennis and lying therefore are on the sam

e foot-
ing w

ith each other. E
ach can be m

ade by anyone regardless of author-
ity, know

ledge or experience. B
y this change, W

ittgenstein ensured that
his exam

ple w
as applicable to anyone in his audience because of com

-
m

onalities he could safely presum
e to share w

ith his fellow
s 

III

1. It is a natural thought, in the context of recent m
oral philosophy, that

the central challenge to W
ittgenstein’s thoughts on ethics are ontolog-

ical. N
aturalism

, particularly w
ith a physicalist w

orldview
, has diffi-

culty accom
m

odating subjectivity in a realm
 beyond the scientific.

M
oreover, the linguistic background of the lecture on ethics is assured-

ly T
ractarian and one com

m
only thought to have been surpassed.

H
ow

ever, I shall briefly set out the suggestion that the concerns that
anim

ate the view
 of ethics expressed in the lecture, as I have interpret-

ed them
, are and should feature centrally in any view

 of ethics, includ-
ing contem

porary accounts. T
hese concerns are the place of contin-

gency, the personal nature of ethics and the im
portance of fellow

ship.
If I am

 right, then W
ittgenstein’s account has m

ore to offer than m
ay

have been thought.
W

ittgenstein is right to suppose that the ethical cannot be contin-
gent. T

here are how
ever lim

its to this claim
. It seem

s essential to the
ideas of punishm

ent, rew
ard and responsibility that each be purified of

chance or contingency. F
or to the extent that one is not responsible,

e.g. because of chance, one is undeserving of rew
ard or punishm

ent. It
is an idea that correlates w

ith the W
ill as the bearer of the ethical (6.423).

T
his idea has been exploited to put pressure on consequentialism

 w
here

the assignm
ent of m

oral value based on consequences can ow
e too

m
uch to circum

stance.
H

ow
ever, one m

ust suppose an extrem
e harm

ony of w
orldly events

if one further supposes that contingency, in the form
 of chance, is not

also im
plicated in ethical responses. F

or instance, m
isfortune is integral

to the possibility and recognition of som
e kinds of m

oral response, such
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w
ere, accom

plish for us w
hat w

e need w
hen w

e seek resolution of
m

oral problem
s. 39

T
he conception W

ittgenstein proposes is then sharply at odds w
ith

m
odern m

oral philosophy. H
ow

ever, if the considerations adduced in
favour of the personal character of the ethical are broadly on track his
view

 should not be ignored.

3. T
here is again another a risk if the view

 that the ethical is personal is
taken to an extrem

e. F
or it m

ight be thought to licence the idea that the
focus of ethical concern is solely personal, specifically one’s ow

n con-
duct. F

or instance, it m
ight be one’s integrity that w

as param
ount,

w
ithout regard to one’s bearing on others. T

his extrem
e view

 w
ill tend

to ethical self-absorption, exhibited in m
oral narcissism

 or egoism
,

w
here the w

hole of one’s ethical concerns can seem
 to revolve around

oneself, one’s ow
n conduct or one’s effects on a cosm

os of value.
C

ertainly, W
ittgenstein’s ethical ideas in the T

ractatus seem
 this w

ay
in their austerity and lack of inter-personal perspective. T

he sam
e could

be said for m
uch m

odern m
oral philosophy.

T
he point in referring to this kind of view

 as potentially m
orally

self-absorbed is that any perspective recognisable as ethical depends on
concepts inter-related to the w

rong one does to others. R
em

orse, an
archetypical m

oral response, concerns the w
rong done to another.

G
uilt, tragedy and vanity, am

ong others, are ethical concepts w
hose

content is oriented around how
 each is a w

rong done to others. T
he

consideration afforded to other people—
glossed here as fellow

ship—
is

essential to any recognisably ethical perspective.
F

ellow
ship is one form

 of the consideration of others and the intro-
duction of it in W

ittgenstein’s lecture is a corrective to his ethical per-
spective. T

w
o form

s of fellow
ship at least suggest them

selves as appo-
site here. O

ne is the tendency to try to express the experience of being
a subject, particularly an ethical subject. It is no less than an effort to
reach out to others. It is this I have highlighted in the interpretation of
W

ittgenstein’s lecture. 
A

nother form
 of fellow

ship is the respect and sym
pathy one has for

som
eone w

ho has had to face the ethical challenge of the m
an caught
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39T
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es are elaborated further in part III, §3 of “E
arly W

ritings,” this volum
e.

2. T
hese considerations, exem

plified in tragedy, lead directly to the idea
that the ethical is personal. T

hat is, there is no w
ay to escape putting

som
ething of oneself in one’s ethical responses. T

he phrase ‘putting
som

ething of oneself’ is bound to seem
 opaque because on its explica-

tion rests the w
hole of any account of the special concern exerted by the

ethical as w
ell as the constitution of the m

oral subject. H
ow

ever, it is
enough to say, in the context of W

ittgenstein’s lecture, that one’s ethical
responses m

ust be understood as professions in the first person, as
W

ittgenstein intended his to be. E
ach response bears one’s im

prim
atur in

a sense sufficiently analogous to explain our holding others personally
responsible for their ethical responses. W

ittgenstein’s em
phasis on the

personal nature of the ethical characterises the consequences of respond-
ing not in term

s of correctness or justification, but w
hether one can live

w
ith w

hat one does, w
hat it m

eans for the course of one’s life. 37T
he con-

sequences are in this sense not w
orldly, but are realised in the relation—

e.g. harm
onious or not—

of the subject w
ith the w

orld and its m
ovem

ent. 
T

he significance of this conception is its eschew
ing a m

eth
od

 for
solving or responding to m

oral problem
s. T

hese m
ethods w

ill be vari-
ous, but m

ight include a scales for com
paring reasons, a system

 of proof
that applies universal principles to particulars or a re-description of
m

oral considerations as natural facts am
enable to the language and

m
ethods of science. T

hese m
ethods are of course the substance of m

uch
m

odern m
oral philosophy. It w

as just these ideas that W
ittgenstein saw

as chatter, because they introduce sense (as opposed to nonsense) into
ethics and w

ith it claim
s to correctness—

or truth. B
ut sense and truth

are not w
hat is at stake, for W

ittgenstein, w
hen confronting one’s place

in the w
orld or the dem

ands properly m
ade on one. 

In a sim
ilar vein, assertions governed by standards of correctness do

not alter their m
eaning w

hen uttered in the first person or the third. 38

T
he conditions for an asserted content’s correctness do not include the

speaker’s bearing, e.g. w
hether he is sincere. A

n assertion governed by
correctness therefore has nothing of the the speaker in it, som

ething
show

n by the correctness conditions rem
aining unaltered if the asser-

tion is put in the third person. M
ethod, here conceived as interdepend-

ent w
ith correctness, m

akes ethics im
personal. M

ethod w
ill not, as it
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hees, “Som
e D
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ents in W

ittgenstein’s V
iew

 of E
thics,” p. 99-100.

38
N

othing about the analysis of indexicals bears on this point.
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E
doardo Z

am
uner, E

. V
alentina D

i L
ascio and D

avid L
evy 

betw
een his research and his w

ife. It is again a recognition of the inex-
pressible solitude in w

hich the subject w
ho confronts such a situation

w
ill find him

self. R
hees gives W

ittgenstein’s final exclam
ation, regarding

w
hat one can say to the m

an w
ho m

ust live w
ith his decision, as, “W

ell,
G

od help you.”
40T

hat m
ay be, essentially, nonsense, but it is surely w

or-
thy of respect for w

hat it says about the m
an w

ho expresses it, and for
w

hat it m
ay m

ean to the m
an w

ho understands the saying of it.
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T
he T

ranscription of the M
anuscripts

I

T
he w

ork know
n as “A

 L
ecture on E

thics” w
as first published in the

P
hilosophical R

eview
 in 1965. T

he text w
as a transcription based on the

typescript version of the lecture know
n as T

S 207 of W
ittgenstein’s

N
achlass. 1M

ost philosophical literature concerning the lecture
has been

based on this version and its further reprints. 2H
ow

ever, T
S 207 is just

the final result of a w
orking process that involved at least tw

o prior
handw

ritten versions. A
ccording to the B

ergen E
lectronic E

dition of
W

ittgenstein’s w
ritings, they are the tw

o drafts know
n as M

SS 139a and
139b of the N

ach
lass. T

he version published in the P
h

ilosoph
ical

R
eview

 is thus the result of a process that involved tw
o handw

ritten
drafts and one typescript, of w

hich M
S 139a is probably the first draft. 

W
hat is striking about M

S 139a is the clarity w
ith w

hich W
ittgenstein

jotted dow
n ideas that rem

ain m
ostly unchanged throughout the three

versions of the lecture. It m
ay appear that W

ittgenstein w
rote dow

n a
first draft that w

as already quite w
ell-defined and developed. T

his
appearance seem

s even m
ore surprising in the light of w

hat w
e know

about W
ittgenstein’s w

ay of w
orking. V

arious sources testify that he
usually produced the final version of his w

ork after a com
plex process

of revision in w
hich earlier drafts w

ere substantially transform
ed and

rearranged. 3
H

ow
ever, one should bear in m

ind that “A
 L

ecture on
E

thics” is the text of a public lecture and W
ittgenstein did not realise it in
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ccasions, pp. 37-44. 

3
R

osso, M
arino “W

ittgenstein edito ed inedito” in M
arilena A

ndronico, D
iego

M
arconi and C

arlo P
enco (eds.). C

apire W
ittgenstein. G

enova: M
arietti, 1988, pp. 31-61. 



In the B
ergen E

lectronic E
dition, the reverse of pages 15 and 16 as

w
ell as the draw

ing on the reverse of page 17 are om
itted from

 the nor-
m

alised version. T
he draw

ing receives no attention and is regarded as
not pertaining to the lecture. T

he decision not to give a norm
alised ver-

sion of the tw
o deleted pages is justified by the fact that the rem

arks are
deleted and, as such, should not be reported in a norm

alised version,
w

hich is m
eant as a representation of the author’s result after em

enda-
tions. L

ess justified is the decision not to reproduce the draw
ing in the

diplom
atic version, since diplom

atic and norm
alised versions in the

B
ergen E

lectronic E
dition reproduce W

ittgenstein’s original draw
ings

and diagram
s. 6

T
hese editorial decisions w

ith regard to the reverse of
pages 15, 16 and 17 have the consequence of leaving in shadow

 w
hat w

e
regard as earlier drafts of the lecture itself.

T
his introduction describes the process of transcription as w

ell as the
editing of the diplom

atic and norm
alised versions. Second, it addresses

the issue of the chronological relations betw
een the three versions listed

in the catalogue of W
ittgenstein’s w

ritings and w
hat w

e regard as the first
draft available of “A

 L
ecture on E

thics.” M
ore inform

ation on the tw
o

reverse pages, 15 and 16, is given in section IV
 below

, w
hile speculation

on the draw
ing is presented in a subsequent section.

II

T
he transcriptions of M

S 139a and 139b w
ere carried out in three stages.

A
 fourth stage w

as required for com
pleting the transcription of M

S
139a. T

he first tw
o stages w

ere carried out by a transcriber, w
hile the

third and fourth stages w
ere carried out by a proof reader w

hose task
w

as to check the accuracy of the transcriptions obtained in the first tw
o

stages. T
he process can be described as follow

s.

Stage 1
T

he tw
o m

anuscripts w
ere transcribed from

 the dig-
ital facsim

iles of the B
ergen E

lectronic E
dition and

edited in a diplom
atic version.
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6C
f. W

ittgenstein, L
udw

ig. W
ittgenstein’s N

achlass. T
he B

ergen E
lectronic E

dition.
O

xford: O
xford U

niversity P
ress, 2000, see “Introduction” this volum

e.

the sam
e w

ay as the T
ractatus L

ogico-P
hilosophicus or the P

hilosophical
Investigations. T

he ideas expressed in the lecture w
ere probably m

at-
ters to w

hich W
ittgenstein had already given a lot of thought, though

they w
ere not m

atters to w
hich he believed he had to devote the sam

e
intense w

ork he devoted to his contem
porary philosophical w

ritings.
T

he lecture is, thus, a different sort of text from
 m

ost of W
ittgenstein’s

w
ritings. 4

T
he present edition puts forw

ard a novel account of the genesis of
“A

 L
ecture on E

thics.” W
e believe that M

S 139a is not actually the first
draft. T

here is another draft, m
uch less defined in quality and clarity,

w
hich is included in M

S 139a itself and that has been overlooked by
other editors. T

his draft is constituted by tw
o deleted pages of appar-

ently random
 rem

arks w
ritten on the reverse of pages 15 and 16 of M

S
139a. 5O

n the basis of strong textual evidence w
e present them

 as prior
to, and separate from

, M
S 139a. It is w

orth noting that, on our conjec-
ture, page 16 of M

S 139a precedes page 15, i.e. one reads from
 reverse

of page 16 to reverse of page 15. 
M

S 139a poses a further problem
. A

 draw
ing in landscape position is

sketched on the reverse of page 17. T
he sentence ‘T

he order of event’ is
w

ritten perhaps as a title, w
hile a w

ord—
possibly ‘W

ill’—
is w

ritten in
the low

er part of the left half of the page. A
nother w

ord fragm
ent—

‘F
u.’

or ‘F
r.’—

is w
ritten in the low

er part of the right half of the page. T
he

draw
ing appears to have no connection w

ith the topic of the lecture.
C

loser consideration, how
ever, gives reasons for speculating that the

draw
ing is related to the lecture. A

n interpretation of the draw
ing based

on this speculation is proposed in “Speculation on the C
ontent of the

R
everse of P

age 17 of M
S

139a,” in this volum
e.
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4
W

e thank Joachim
 Schulte for bringing this point to our attention. 

5
M

anuscript page num
bers refer to the page num

bers of the original m
anuscript

in its diplom
atic version. In the case of the tw

o deleted pages and the draw
ing, there

w
ere no page num

bers w
ritten on the reverse of the sheets. W

e shall alw
ays refer to

these three pages as the reverse, respectively, of pages 15, 16 or 17. In all other cases,
w

e shall refer to the page num
ber that appears in the upper right corner of the m

an-
uscript. N

ote that the first five pages of M
S 139a are num

bered w
ith R

om
an num

er-
als. W

e shall refer to them
 using R

om
an num

erals and all other pages by A
rabic

num
erals. 



III

T
he realisation of the tw

o transcription types—
the diplom

atic and nor-
m

alised versions—
required several editorial decisions. T

he tw
o types

of versions differ in virtue of w
hich feature of the m

anuscripts they rep-
resent. T

he diplom
atic version is a representation of the w

ay in w
hich

W
ittgenstein w

orked out and expressed his thoughts on paper. It
records not just the w

ords, but also as m
uch detail as possible relating

to the visual appearance of the text. It reproduces features such as delet-
ed w

ords and letters, orthographic m
istakes, rejected form

ulations and
m

arginal com
m

ents. T
he diplom

atic is a representation of the appear-
ance of the w

ritings by m
eans of signs and sym

bols that m
ake the

process of w
riting and correcting intelligible. T

o this end, w
e have used

sym
bols to reproduce m

ost of his handw
ritten m

arks and corrections.
T

hese sym
bols are reported and explained in the legend

that follow
s

the “D
escription of the M

anuscripts”.
T

he norm
alised

version, by contrast, is a representation of the con-
tent at w

hich the w
orking process of each m

anuscript term
inated.

N
orm

alised versions convey the content that each m
anuscript has after

corrections and changes. T
hey present the text in its them

atic and
sem

antic aspect. T
he norm

alised versions have raised som
e issues. T

he
texts, in particular the m

anuscripts, contain som
e incorrect or non-

idiom
atic expressions as W

ittgenstein w
as expressing him

self in a for-
eign language and, in various passages, w

as probably w
riting rather fast.

If w
e had w

anted to reproduce an easily readable text, w
e should have

corrected them
. H

ow
ever, this w

ould have required so m
any changes

that the text w
ould have turned out very different, so m

uch so that it
w

ould have been too distant from
 w

hat W
ittgenstein w

rote. Such an
operation w

ould have required us to correct not only the orthography,
but also gram

m
atical and syntactical m

istakes, and to rew
ork the punc-

tuation com
pletely. T

his w
ould have m

eant rew
riting a large num

ber of
sentences, thus altering them

 at least partially. 
O

ur decision has been to leave the E
nglish unm

odified, w
ith correct-

ed orthography the only exception. W
e are aw

are of the risk that the
appearance of the text m

ight seem
 odd to the reader. H

ow
ever, w

e pre-
ferred this to presenting a text w

hich w
as too far from

 the original and
w

hich w
ould have presented the even m

ore odd feature of being w
rit-
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Stage 2
T

he transcriptions w
ere review

ed by com
paring

them
 w

ith the high-definition facsim
iles available at

the W
ittgenstein A

rchives of the U
niversity of

B
ergen.

Stage 3
T

he transcriptions obtained at stages 1 and 2 w
ere

review
ed by a proof reader w

ho com
pared them

 a
second tim

e w
ith the digital facsim

iles in the B
ergen

E
lectronic E

dition. 

U
nfortunately, it w

as not possible to com
plete the review

 by m
eans of

the high-quality facsim
iles. A

 satisfactory transcription of M
S 139b w

as
obtained at Stage 3, and direct acquaintance w

ith the original w
as not

required. D
irect acquaintance w

ith the original w
as required for M

S 139a. 

Stage 4
T

he transcription of M
S 139a obtained at Stage 3 w

as
im

proved and com
pleted by exam

ining the original
m

anuscript held at the W
ren L

ibrary of T
rinity

C
ollege, C

am
bridge. 

T
he transcription of the tw

o m
anuscripts raised the issue of interpret-

ing W
ittgenstein’s handw

riting. M
any signs w

ere unclear or am
bigu-

ous. In order to transcribe them
 reliably, w

e used the follow
ing heuris-

tics. F
irst, w

e tried to obtain clearer digital im
ages by enlarging som

e
details of the pictures up to three tim

es their norm
al size. In other cases,

the im
ages w

ere m
ade into negative im

ages. In a few
 cases, the context

provided hints for interpreting the signs. 
T

he enlargem
ent of the details w

as frequently helpful, even though
it m

ade m
istakes due to m

isperception of the signs m
ore frequent.

W
hen enlarging the digital im

age, the pixels w
ere proportionally

expanded thereby creating illusions of fine pencil signs that w
ere not

actually on the page. T
hus, w

hen a transcription w
as obtained by

enlarging the pictures, the result w
as then com

pared w
ith a transcrip-

tion obtained by looking at the norm
al-sized pictures and taking into

account the linguistic context. T
his ensured that the transcription w

as
as reliable and accurate as possible. T

he typescript did not raise serious
problem

s for transcription. B
eing a typescript, a diplom

atic version w
as

not required. H
ow

ever, both versions are given because som
e correc-

tions w
ere m

ade by hand or typew
ritten on the typescript. 
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[…
] &

 the/[E
|e]nd goalto w

hich it leads. 

(M
S 139a: III, diplom

atic version)

presents the alternative betw
een ‘end’ and ‘goal’. In M

S
139b, W

ittgenstein
rephrases the sentence thus:

[…
] &

 the // goal w
hich it leeds to. 

(M
S 139b: 2-3, diplom

atic version)

T
he fact that W

ittgenstein chose the second alternative in M
S 139b gave

us reason for reporting in the norm
alised version of 139a only the w

ord
that he chose:

[…
] and the goal to w

hich it leads.

(M
S 139a: 3, norm

alised version)

W
e chose ‘goal’, w

hich W
ittgenstein w

rote later over the w
ord ‘end’,

w
hich he had initially w

ritten and did not strike out even after the addi-
tion of ‘goal’. W

e used the criterion of alw
ays choosing the alternative

w
hich W

ittgenstein him
self subsequently adopted in M

S 139b. H
ow

ever,
there are a few

 cases in w
hich this criterion could not be applied, since the

relevant part of the text w
as com

pletely om
itted by W

ittgenstein in M
S

139b. In these cases, w
e have opted for the text w

hich W
ittgenstein him

-
self had w

ritten later, for tw
o m

ain reasons. F
irst, this m

akes m
ore sense

as a general rule. Second, in all the other cases w
hich w

e can verify,
W

ittgenstein him
self decided in the sam

e w
ay.

P
unctuation is non-standard in m

any points, often reflecting the
G

erm
an style—

e.g. on page 1 line 9, on page 4 line 17, on page 5 line 32,
on page 6 line 7—

and m
issing in others—

e.g. on page 2 line 29, on page
4 lines 32-34, on page 7 line 4. T

he original punctuation, how
ever, w

as
retained in the norm

alised as w
ell as the diplom

atic version. In the nor-
m

alised version, the quotation m
arks w

ere changed from
 the G

erm
an

into the E
nglish standard style. N

o indentation w
as introduced in the

norm
alised version.
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ten in fluent E
nglish. W

ittgenstein opens his lecture w
ith the follow

ing
rem

ark: 7

I feel I shall have great difficulties in com
m

unicating m
y thoughts to you

and I think som
e of them

 m
ay be dim

inished by m
entioning them

 to you
beforehand. T

he first one, w
hich alm

ost I need not m
ention, is, that

E
nglish is not m

y native tongue and m
y expression therefore often lacks

that precision and subtlety
w

hich w
ould be desirable if one talks about a

difficult subject. A
ll I can do is to ask you to m

ake m
y task easier by try-

ing to get at m
y m

eaning in spite
of the faults w

hich I w
ill constantly be

com
m

itting
against the E

nglish gram
m

ar.’ 

(M
S 139b: 1, norm

alised version) 

M
oreover, not all errors are due to W

ittgenstein’s incom
plete m

astery of
E

nglish. It w
as typical of his w

ork, even in G
erm

an, that first drafts had
poor quality of language and style. 8

It is w
orth noting that the idea of a

first draft m
akes sense in the case of the lecture but in m

ost W
ittgenstein’s

w
orks w

e are given individual rem
arks. T

his goes along w
ith the fact that

there are no drafts of w
orks in W

ittgenstein’s w
ritings. T

he characteris-
tics of his language vary according to the sort of M

S under considera-
tion. W

hen W
ittgenstein jotted dow

n ideas in his notebooks w
hich, as

suggested by Joachim
 Schulte, he m

ay have used outdoors, he did not
pay m

uch attention to spelling and none to punctuation. T
his seem

s to
be a rather com

m
on w

ay of taking notes and it has som
ething to do w

ith
speed and concentrating on the train of thought. 

A
s for the editing of the norm

alised versions, w
e have m

ade the text
consistent by inserting quotation m

arks w
herever they w

ere m
issing

and using capital letters and italics according to current use. W
e have

interpreted W
ittgenstein’s ow

n underlinings as a w
ay of stressing the

underlined w
ords and transform

ed them
 into italicised text. W

e have
also retained W

ittgenstein’s dashes and a few
 indentations and para-

graphs w
ithout adding any others. In the norm

alised version of M
S

139a there w
ere points in w

hich w
e had to m

ake a choice betw
een tw

o
alternative texts. F

or exam
ple, on page III of the diplom

atic version of
M

S 139a, the sentence

94

L
ecture on E

thics 

7W
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avini for bringing the relevance of this passage to our attention. 
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“W

ittgenstein edito ed inedito,” p. 33.



to the typescript, M
S 139a m

ust have been w
ritten prior to M

S 139b.
H

ow
ever, this does not settle w

hether an interm
ediate version betw

een
M

SS 139a and 139b is m
issing. In our opinion, it is likely that w

e are not
m

issing anything betw
een the tw

o m
anuscripts. T

his is confirm
ed by a

close com
parison betw

een the norm
alised version of M

S 139a and the
diplom

atic version of M
S 139b, w

hich show
s that the content and struc-

ture of the argum
ent in the tw

o m
anuscripts is unaltered. 

T
he order of the topics is indeed the sam

e. M
oreover, only a few

 sen-
tences are com

pletely om
itted in M

S 139b. M
ost changes consist in sim

-
ply thinning the text—

M
S 139b is tw

o pages shorter than M
S 139a—

and
m

aking it m
ore elegant and, 9

of course, im
proving the E

nglish. T
hese

changes occur throughout the text of M
S 139b, but occur m

ore often in
the first part of the paper. 10

T
he central and final parts are m

uch m
ore

alike, often identical. T
he tw

o m
anuscripts are therefore very close.

O
n this basis, w

e believe that W
ittgenstein w

rote M
S 139b directly

from
 M

S 139a, i.e. by looking at it and m
aking changes on the spot. T

his
is supported by the great sim

ilarity betw
een the tw

o texts in their central
and final parts and the kind of corrections m

ade in those parts. T
here are

also m
any specific clues in M

S 139b. F
or exam

ple, at som
e points in M

S
139a, W

ittgenstein overw
rites an alternative for a term

 or phrase:

97

T
he T

ranscription of the M
anuscripts

9F
or exam

ple, “I decided—
I say—

that I should use this opportunity to speak to you
not as a logician, still less as a cross betw

een a scientist and a journalist but as a hum
an

being w
ho tries to tell other hum

an beings som
ething w

hich som
e of them

 m
ight possi-

bly find useful, I say useful not interesting” (M
S 139a: 2, norm

alised version). T
his para-

graph is substituted w
ith the m

ore form
al “I rejected these alternatives and decided to

talk to you about a subject w
hich seem

s to m
e to be of general im

portance, hoping that
it m

ay help to clear up your thoughts about this subject (even if you should entirely dis-
agree w

ith w
hat I w

ill say about it)” (M
S 139b: 2, norm

alised version).
10

F
or exam

ple, “I feel I w
ill have great difficulties in com

m
unicating the thoughts

w
hich I w

ant to com
m

unicate, to you and I w
ant to m

ention som
e of these difficulties

because I think that this m
ay possibly dim

inish them
” (M

S 139a: 1, norm
alised version)

is changed into “I feel I shall have great difficulties in com
m

unicating m
y thoughts to

you and I think som
e of them

 m
ay be dim

inished by m
entioning them

 to you before-
hand” (M

S 139b: 1, norm
alised version). C

onsider also the sentences, “I w
ill just m

odi-
fy this slightly and say: E

thics is the general enquiry into w
hat is valuable. I do this

because I w
ant to include in m

y notion of E
thics also w

hat is com
m

only understood to
belong to the subject-m

atter of A
esthetics” (M

S 139a: 3, norm
alised version) w

hich are
changed into, “N

ow
 I’m

 going to use the term
 E

thics in a slightly w
ider sense, in a sense

in fact w
hich includes w

hat I believe to be the m
ost essential part of w

hat is generally
called A

esthetics” (M
S 139b: 3, norm

alised version).

IV

O
nce the process of transcription w

as com
plete, w

e faced the issue of
determ

ining the relative chronology of the three versions as w
ell as of

the first draft noted on the reverse of pages 16 and 15 of M
S 139a. It is

w
orth rem

em
bering that the page order is inverted because, according

to our conjecture, page 16 precedes page 15. In particular, w
e had to

address the follow
ing issues:

1.
T

he chronological relationship betw
een M

SS 139a and 139b, and T
S

207; 
2.

T
he chronology of M

SS 139a and 139b;
3.

T
he chronological relationship betw

een M
SS 139a and 139b, and the

tw
o deleted texts w

ritten on the reverse of pages 16 and 15 of M
S 139a;

4.
T

he order and the chronological relationship betw
een the tw

o delet-
ed pages; 

5.
T

he m
eaning of the draw

ing on the reverse of page 17 of M
S 139a and

its relation w
ith the tw

o deleted pages, M
S 139a and the lecture itself.

T
his issue w

ill be addressed in the “Speculation,” this volum
e.

In this section, w
e shall address each issue separately by exam

ining the
textual evidence that led us to determ

ine the chronology of each m
anu-

script. 

1. T
he chronological order of M

SS 139a and 139b and of the typescript
w

as decided on the basis of the follow
ing evidence. W

e first considered
the norm

alised version of M
S 139b, as this is a representation of the con-

tent that W
ittgenstein obtained after m

aking several corrections and
changes to w

hat he first jotted dow
n. W

e found that this norm
alised ver-

sion is identical to the typescript, apart from
 a few

 corrections m
ade, by

hand, directly on the typescript. T
he sam

e sim
ilarity w

as not found
betw

een the norm
alised version of M

S 139a and the diplom
atic version

of M
S 139b. T

hus, w
e concluded that M

S 139b w
as w

ritten im
m

ediate-
ly prior to T

S 207.

2. T
his allow

ed us to draw
 the further conclusion that M

S 139a precedes
M

S 139b, w
hich follow

s from
 the fact that M

S 139a is the only available
full draft other than M

S 139b. G
iven that the latter has proved to be prior
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T
he reverse of page 15 of M

S 139a contains rem
arks about the expres-

sion ‘T
o w

onder at (the existence of) x’, and these are the sam
e rem

arks as
those w

ritten on pages 12-13 of M
S 139a, w

ith one notable exception, the
exam

ples of w
ondering at an unusually dressed m

an and a strange sound
are substituted by that of w

ondering at the unusually big size of a dog. 
T

he reverse of page 16 of M
S 139a does not contain a continuous text,

but rather w
hat appears to be a collection of notes. H

ow
ever, a careful

reading show
s that this is nothing less than a sketch of the m

ain contents
of a large part of M

S 139a, roughly dow
n to page 12. W

ittgenstein fol-
low

ed the sketch closely w
hen he w

rote M
S 139a. F

irst, w
e find a list of

definitions of E
thics (“E

thics is the inquiry into w
hat is good,” “E

thics
is the enquiry into w

hat is valuable,” “E
thics is if anything the natural

science of value”), the first tw
o of w

hich are used by W
ittgenstein on

page III of M
S 139a. W

hat W
ittgenstein then notes in sm

all handw
riting

on the left m
argin of the reverse of page 16—

“G
alstonsche P

hotogr.,”
“Sense of life, w

hat m
akes life w

orth living,” “W
orth. V

alue, im
por-

tance”—
is expounded on page IV

 of M
S 139a.

T
he next point w

ritten dow
n on the reverse of page 16, i.e., the “dis-

tinction betw
een statem

ents of relative and absolute value,” is addressed
on pages 4-7 of M

S 139a. T
he exam

ples chosen are of a good piano play-
er, a good golf player, and the right road. T

his serves the purpose of stat-
ing the key point that, “N

o statem
ent of fact is or im

plies an absolute
judgm

ent” and that “Science &
 the w

hole
realm

 of propositions contains
no absolute nor ethical judgm

ent.” T
hese points are expounded on pages

7-9 of M
S 139a. In particular, on page 7 at lines 12-15, w

e find an alm
ost

identical sentence: “N
o statem

ent of fact can ever be or im
ply w

hat w
e

call an absolute that is ethical judgm
ent.”

T
he last eleven lines of the reverse of page 16 discuss the idea that the

expression ‘I w
onder at the existence of the w

orld’ is nonsense, w
hich

corresponds to w
hat W

ittgenstein w
rites on pages 10-12 of M

S 139a. T
he

sentence, “I w
ill describe an experience w

hich I w
ill allw

ays think about
w

hen I w
ant to fix on w

hat I m
ean by absolute im

portance” (M
S 139a:

16, lines 24-26 of the reverse of the page, norm
alised version) is sim

ilar
to, “N

ow
 in this situation I am

 if I w
ant to fix m

y m
ind on w

hat I m
ean

by absolute or ethical value” (M
S 139a: 10, norm

alised version).

4. T
his brief description of the content of the notes w

ritten on the
reverse of pages 15 and 16 and the com

parison w
ith M

S 139a suggests
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p. 3
line 3 

end / goal;
p. 4 

line 10 
by looking at / by shew

ing to you, 
line 11 

you can / I could m
ake you;

p. 10 
line 7 

irrespective / independent; 
p. 15 

line 18
is / seem

s,
line 19 

big / great and elaborate;
p. 17 

line 3 
a fact / an experience;

p. 19 
line 24 

is / rem
ains;

p. 20 
line 18 

explanation / exception. 

W
ittgenstein then w

rote M
S 139b by m

aking a choice betw
een the tw

o
alternatives. F

urtherm
ore, m

any key sentences are repeated in M
S 139b

w
ith exactly the sam

e w
ords as in M

S 139a. In particular, the sentence,
“N

o state of affairs has the coercive pow
er in itself,” w

hich in M
S 139a

is w
ritten in the low

er m
argin of page 10, in M

S 139b is not only repeat-
ed w

ith the sam
e w

ording, but also inserted in the sam
e page at line 6

right after the w
ord ‘C

him
era’. O

ne im
agines that W

ittgenstein w
as so

precise because he w
as w

orking directly from
 M

S 139a. 

3. T
he chronological relationship betw

een the tw
o full m

anuscripts and
the tw

o deleted pages is m
ore problem

atic. T
he fact that som

e rem
arks

w
ere w

ritten on the reverse of pages 16 and 15 of M
S 139a does not per

se provide evidence that they w
ere w

ritten prior to the tw
o full m

anu-
scripts. Indeed, they could have been w

ritten at any stage of the w
riting

or even be totally unrelated to the lecture itself. O
nly a close analysis of

the content of these rem
arks provides reasons for thinking that they con-

stitute the first draft of the lecture and, in particular, that W
ittgenstein

w
rote them

 prior to M
S 139a. T

his w
ill appear clearer after considering

in details som
e of the evidence that lend support to our conjecture.

O
n our view

, the tw
o deleted pages constitute the first draft or the

preparatory w
ork from

 w
hich W

ittgenstein obtained M
S 139a. T

he
notes w

ritten on the reverse of page 16 precede those w
ritten on the

reverse of page 15. T
he text w

ritten on the reverse of page 15 is thus the
continuation of a prior part w

hich is that w
ritten on the reverse of page

16. F
or now

, w
e shall discuss the tw

o deleted pages w
ithout yet assum

-
ing that they are parts of the sam

e continuous text. W
e shall consider

them
 in num

erical, rather than chronological order. W
e shall first exam

-
ine page 15 and then page 16. 
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(b)
L

et us analyse this verbal expression of m
y experience. It is nonsense.

E
xpression of existence and possibility

(M
S 139a: reverse of page 16, lines 18-19, norm

alised version)

T
here is no full-stop after ‘possibility’. T

hus, the last sentence,
“E

xpression of existence and possibility,” seem
s to be incom

plete. T
he

sentence contained in (a)—
“T

he experience of w
ondering at the w

orld
at the existence of the w

orld”—
is also part of a w

ider rem
ark concern-

ing one of the m
ain them

es of the lecture: the experience of w
ondering

at the existence of the w
orld. T

his suggests that (a) is likely to be fol-
low

ed by rem
arks dealing w

ith this them
e. T

his hypothesis is con-
firm

ed by the fact that after noting: 

(a)
T

he experience of w
ondering at the w

orld at the existence of the
w

orld.

(M
S 139a: reverse of page 16, lines 17-18, norm

alised version)

W
ittgenstein then goes on to w

rite dow
n (b), at the end of page 16, and

(c), at the beginning of page 15, w
hich is follow

ed by the explanation of
the difference betw

een the cases in w
hich ‘to w

onder at the existence of
x’ m

akes sense and those in w
hich it does not. It seem

s that W
ittgenstein

first introduces the topic of a specific type of experience—
that of w

on-
dering at the existence of the w

orld—
and then addresses the problem

 of
analysing the m

eaning of the verbal expression that one w
ould use to

express such an experience. H
e concludes by claim

ing that the attem
pt

to express one’s w
onder at the existence of the w

orld as w
ell as that of

finding a scientific m
anner for expressing this experience is m

ere non-
sense due to the m

isuse of the language. T
hus, the sequence of sentences

should be ordered as follow
s: 

(a)
T

he experience of w
ondering at the w

orld at the existence of the w
orld.

(b)
L

et us analyse this verbal expression of m
y experience. It is non-

sense. 
E

xpression of existence and possibility

(c)
of scientific expression they are a m

isuse of language in factthey are
nonsense.
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that these pages constitute the preparatory w
ork for the lecture. Several

conjectures are possible w
ith respect to the chronological relationship

betw
een the tw

o deleted pages. T
he one w

e regard as the m
ost plausi-

ble and also m
ost fascinating is the follow

ing. 

C
onjecture

T
he tw

o deleted pages constitute the first draft or the
preparatory w

ork from
 w

hich W
ittgenstein obtained

M
S 139a. T

he notes w
ritten on the reverse of page 16

precede in the order of w
riting those on the reverse

of page 15. T
here are three versions of the lecture and

a preparatory jotting, w
hich is constituted by the

tw
o deleted pages on the reverse of M

S 139a. T
he

three versions are M
S 139a, M

S 139b and T
S 207.

O
n this view

, the part w
ritten on the reverse of page 15 is the continu-

ation of a prior and less developed part w
hich is that w

ritten on the
reverse of page 16. T

he style of the tw
o pages is certainly different.

W
hile the text w

ritten on the reverse of page 16 is in the form
 of notes,

the text w
ritten on the reverse of page 15 is continuous. T

his does not
refute our conjecture. F

or it is plausible that having sketched the basic
structure of the discussion, W

ittgenstein paused to use m
ore care in

clearly stating the central them
es of the lecture. 

T
he key ground for the truth of our conjecture is seen by com

par-
ing the beginnings and ends of pages 16 and 15. W

e shall label the
penultim

ate line of page 16 (a). W
e shall label the ultim

ate line of page
16 (b) and the first line of page 15 (c). W

e shall now
 elaborate how

 these
can be com

bined for a continuous reading. O
n our conjecture, page 16

precedes page 15 in the order. T
he first line is: 

(c)
of scientific expression they are a m

isuse of language in factthey are
nonsense.

(M
S 139a: reverse of page 15, lines 1-2, norm

alised version)

T
his seem

s to be the continuation of a sentence that W
ittgenstein began

to w
rite on another page. N

ext, page 16 ends w
ith the follow

ing sen-
tences, w

hich does not seem
 to be finished and, very likely, continues

on another page:
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hypothesis w
e w

ould still m
aintain that they belong to the sam

e early
stage of the w

ork. T
he text w

ritten on the reverse of page 16 w
ould be

a sum
m

ary sketch on the basis of w
hich W

ittgenstein w
ould go on to

w
rite a first version of the paper, of w

hich w
e w

ould possess only the
reverse of page 15 and lack all the other pages. T

he latter w
ould have

thus been deleted to start afresh w
ith M

S 139a. 
H

ow
ever, this hypothesis is m

uch less appealing for the follow
ing

reasons. F
irst, it does not explain w

hy the reverse of page 16 w
as also

deleted: this is not the sort of deletion one w
ould use to signal that an

item
 in a provisional table of contents had been dealt w

ith. Secondly, it
does not account for the coincidence of the reverse of page 15 dealing
w

ith exactly the sam
e topic w

ith w
hich the text w

ritten on the reverse
of page 16 ends. T

he order of topics is indeed the sam
e as in the m

an-
uscripts and in the typescript. T

hird, both pages w
ere revised prior to

the deletion. T
here are gram

m
atical corrections and som

e insertions—
e.g., on the reverse of page 16 the lines w

ritten in the upper left m
argin

and at line 25, and on the reverse of page 15 at lines 20 and 23. T
his

m
ight show

 that W
ittgenstein review

ed the text and then decided not
to go on w

ith it but to start again. 
N

evertheless, w
hatever the details m

ight be, w
e believe that the

reverse of pages 16 and 15 belong to an earlier stage of the w
riting process

of the lecture, im
m

ediately preceding M
S 139a. O

n the basis of w
hat has

been show
n so far, w

e can now
 detail this w

riting process as follow
s:

1.
R

everse of pages 16 and 15: unfinished first version, later cor-
rected and finally deleted;

2.
M

S 139a, later corrected, probably in m
ore than one stage;

3.
M

S 139b, later corrected, probably in m
ore than one stage;

4.
T

S 207.

In the opening rem
arks above w

e noted a striking feature of M
S 139a,

viz. of being a w
ell-defined and developed draft, although a very early

one. W
e w

ant to conclude by saying that this im
pression w

hich one
inevitably gets w

hen first reading the m
anuscript is confirm

ed by the
philological analysis. W

e found that the deleted pages, the tw
o m

anu-
scripts, and the typescript are all very close and that there never w

as a
very significant change in the content or structure of the argum

ent. It
seem

s that W
ittgenstein never changed his m

ind on the central points

103

T
he T

ranscription of the M
anuscripts

B
y com

bining (a), (b), (c) and the sentence w
ritten im

m
ediate before

(a) and after (c), w
e obtain a reasonably fluent passage that expresses a

precise philosophical view
. T

he norm
alised text restored w

ould be as
follow

s (the signs [a], [b] and [c] have been introduced in order to indi-
cate w

here each sentence or sequence of sentences considered in our
argum

ent begins):

[a] T
he experience of w

ondering at the w
orld at the existence of the w

orld.
[b] L

et us analyse this verbal expression of m
y experience. It is nonsense.

E
xpression of existence and possibility [c] of scientific expression they are

a m
isuse of language in fact

they are nonsense. 

A
ccording to this account, sentence (b) is com

pleted by (c). A
lthough

the sentence 

E
xpression of existence and possibility of scientific expression they are a

m
isuse of language in fact

they are nonsense. 

is far from
 being w

ell-form
ed, it m

akes sense to see the tw
o pages as a

continuation, since this m
atches the structure of the lecture in the tw

o
m

anuscripts. T
he fact that the first page is w

ritten m
ore schem

atically
than the second can be easily explained by the fact that this first ver-
sion w

as w
ritten very quickly and not carefully, in accordance w

ith
W

ittgenstein’s habits, w
hich w

ould also explain the ill-form
ed sentence

obtained by com
bining (b) and (c). It is w

orth noting that, in the nor-
m

alised version of pages 16 and 15, w
e decided to keep the tw

o pages
separate w

ithout com
bining them

 into one continuous and unified text.
T

he idea that the tw
o deleted pages m

ay be part of the sam
e text is sim

-
ply our conjecture. 

W
e m

ake a further suggestion. W
ittgenstein did not continue w

rit-
ing this draft, but deleted the tw

o pages he had w
ritten so far, thus leav-

ing the first sketch of his paper unfinished, and started w
riting M

S 139a
afresh. A

lthough this m
ight appear hazardous, it w

ould account for
three features of these pages. T

he first is that they are deleted. T
he sec-

ond is the w
ay in w

hich they are deleted—
that is, w

ith large, repeated
and strong deletion m

arks, w
hich extend for the w

hole length of the
pages. T

he third fact is the rushed appearance of the handw
riting. 

A
 different conjecture w

ould be that of considering the tw
o pages

not as consecutive, but as independent from
 each other. E

ven on this
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Speculation on the C
ontent of the R

everse of P
age 17 of M

S
139a

1. T
he reverse of page 17 of M

S 139a contains a few
 E

nglish w
ords and

a few
 letters, as w

ell as dozens of lines, m
ost of w

hich are straight, posi-
tioned parallel to the edges of the page. T

here are m
any recognisable

shapes including cross-hatched grids, squares, rectangles, circles, pairs
of parallel lines and bracket m

arks that seem
 to indicate groups. T

he
page, like the others in the M

S, had been cut from
 a notebook. T

he con-
tent is oriented in landscape position w

ith the original binding edge at
the bottom

.
A

 representation and reproduction are printed overleaf. T
he repre-

sentation is a reconstruction of the shapes W
ittgenstein m

ay have intend-
ed in his sketch. F

or exam
ple, the shapes in the reconstruction are ide-

alised to a regular form
 from

 the irregular originals that are produced
w

hen sketched quickly. In the original, a polygon’s sides m
ay not m

eet
or m

ay not m
eet at the correct angle for being a regular polygon. In the

reconstruction this is corrected. T
he purpose of the reconstruction is to

represent the probable intentions of the originator, viz. W
ittgenstein.

T
he technique of reconstructing the intentions of a representative arte-

fact is used, for instance in archaeology, to take advantage of the ordi-
nary hum

an capacity to discern intended patterns in otherw
ise incom

-
plete or im

perfect originals. 

2. T
he speculation on the content of this page proposed is that it w

as
W

ittgenstein’s attem
pt to sketch a representation of problem

s w
ith the

active w
ill. T

he specific problem
s concern the w

ill’s freedom
 or capac-

ity to act. T
he further speculation is that this w

as an earlier attem
pt at

thinking through w
hat W

ittgenstein m
ight speak about at his invited

lecture. T
he speculation is that his first thought w

as to speak about eth-
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he w
as going to m

ake or on the kind and structure of the argum
enta-

tion he w
as going to construct for his theses. A

 crucial sentence like,
“N

o statem
ent of fact is or im

plies an absolute judgm
ent,” already

occurs on the reverse of page 16 and in the sam
e w

ording as in M
SS

139a and 139b. M
ost of his w

ork consisted, then, in sim
ply m

aking as
clear as possible his theses, the argum

ents in support of them
, and

choosing the m
ost apposite exam

ples.
W

e m
ay now

 rem
ark briefly on the chronology of our texts (w

e
have thus far only tried to establish their chronological sequence). W

e
believe that the sim

ilarity of the texts and the fact that W
ittgenstein had

a clear idea from
 the very first draft of w

hat he intended to say strong-
ly suggest that W

ittgenstein w
rote this lecture quite abruptly and w

ith
great passion. If that is right, then it is plausible that he w

rote all the
texts in a short span of tim

e, i.e. in the few
 w

eeks preceding the date of
the conference. T

his m
ay have been possible because he w

as dealing
w

ith a subject particularly close to his heart and he w
as free to present

it in the w
ay he m

ost preferred, viz. not in a strictly academ
ic form

at.
A

ll this perfectly corresponds to the w
ay von W

right describes
W

ittgenstein’s character, especially in approaching philosophical w
ork,

“[his seriousness of character] springs from
 a passionate heart […

] he
put his w

hole soul into everything he did […
] he could read only w

hat
he could w

holeheartedly assim
ilate.”

11
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“T

he W
ittgenstein P

apers”, pp. 542-543.
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R
econstruction of the intended draw

ing on reverse of page 17 of M
S

139a
R

everse of page 17 of M
S

139a

T h e  o r d e r  o f  e v e n [t]

Will F[u/r].



ical m
atters. F

or this he turned to the difficulty that had vexed him
 dur-

ing his previous serious attem
pts to w

rite about ethics, viz. the pow
er-

lessness of the w
ill. 1

If the speculation is correct, it suggests that w
hen W

ittgenstein w
as

invited to give his public lecture to ‘T
he H

eretics’ his chosen subject
m

atter w
as ethics. M

oreover, it suggests that W
ittgenstein continued

to be concerned w
ith problem

s of the w
ill w

ith regard to ethics.
H

ow
ever, it m

ust be em
phasised that w

hat follow
s is and m

ust be
speculation alone. T

here is insufficient m
aterial or context to determ

ine
the m

atter w
ith confidence. T

he speculation is offered in the spirit of a
reconstructive investigation. E

stablishing the plausibility of the specula-
tion proposed also contributes to establishing that both sides of all the
pages of M

S 139a concern the lecture on ethics, not solely the recto pages.

3. T
w

o im
m

ediate contextual clues suggest that page 17v is part of the
sam

e m
aterial addressed in M

S 139a. 2F
irst, the w

ords on the page are in
E

nglish. W
ittgenstein, w

hen w
riting for him

self, w
rote alm

ost exclusive-
ly in G

erm
an. T

he exceptions are his notes for lectures or dictation.
C

ertainly, prior to 1929, his principal w
ritten w

orks w
ere drafted in

G
erm

an. T
he invitation from

 C
. K

. O
gden w

as for a lecture given in
E

nglish. A
ll the previously acknow

ledged drafts of the lecture—
viz. M

SS
139a and 139b and T

S 207—
are in E

nglish. T
he conjecture regarding

the content of pages 15v and 16v as a pre-draft of the lecture, if correct,
m

eans that the earliest draft of the lecture as given w
as in E

nglish. 3T
his

com
m

onality of language am
ongst m

anuscripts and pages is am
ong the

strongest in favour of the speculation.
T

he second clue is the location of page 17v. It it is adjacent in sequence
to pages 15 and 16. T

here are no intervening pages and no other
verso

pages of the m
anuscript have w

ritings or draw
ings. A

ccording to the
conjecture regarding pages 15-16v, these are to be read in reverse order,
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1T
he difficulties W

ittgenstein encountered w
ith the w

ill and the labours he devot-
ed to the problem

 are described in detail in part II, §7 of “ W
ittgenstein’s E

arly W
ritings

on E
thics,” this volum

e.
2I shall refer to the reverse side of pages by appending a ‘v’ for verso to page num

-
bers, e.g. page 17v is the reverse of page 17.

3T
he conjecture regarding the content of pages 15v and 16v is m

ade and defended in
part IV

, §4 of “ T
ranscription of the M

anuscripts,” this volum
e.

i.e. page 16 before 15. It is therefore plausible that 17v precedes these
pages in the order of com

position. T
he location is therefore a clue in

support of the speculation that the content of page 17v precedes that of
the drafts of the lecture.

T
he speculated sequence is that page 17v w

as begun, the idea dis-
carded, and then W

ittgenstein began the pre-draft of the lecture
described by the conjecture. So page 17v represents W

ittgenstein’s first
idea for w

hat to speak about and because it w
as vexing he tried to

sketch it first.
T

here is of course a difference in that pages 15-16v are crossed out,
w

hile page 17v is not. T
his is a reason for thinking that page 17 is an

abandoned idea and not one, like the pre-draft on pages 15-16v, from
w

hich he w
orked during subsequent com

position. H
aving been crossed

out or not is a dissim
ilarity w

hose support for the speculation proposed
is inconclusive.

4. T
he content of the page is very difficult to interpret. T

here is no
im

m
ediate or obvious interpretation. W

e can begin w
ith the w

ords and
letters on the page. A

t the top of the page is w
ritten clearly ‘T

he order
of even’. T

here is an upsw
ing at the end w

hich encourages the idea that
the w

ord intended finishes w
ith a ‘t’ and is ‘event’. F

or reasons of sense,
it m

ight even be concluded that the plural is m
eant, viz. ‘T

he order of
events’. T

his is encouraged by a long trailing tail follow
ing from

 the
last clear w

ord ‘even[t]’.
In the low

er left quadrant of page 17v is a w
ord surrounded by a

box. T
he w

ord seem
s to be ‘W

ill’ but m
ay also be ‘hill’. A

n exam
ina-

tion of W
ittgenstein’s contem

poraneous handw
riting on the recto pages

of M
S 139a suggests that ‘W

ill’ is at least equally plausible and perhaps
even probable. 

In favour of ‘hill’ is, e.g., the ‘h’ on 139a: II at “his fellow
” (w

hich
w

as struck through) w
hich does appear sim

ilar to that on page 17v.
H

ow
ever, on 139a: III at “in his P

ricipia E
thica” the ‘h’ is quite unlike

that on page 17v. T
he evidence is inconclusive.

A
gainst ‘W

ill’, the ‘W
’ on 139a: 6 at “W

ell your playing” does not
have the rising start clearly visible on the putative ‘W

’ on page 17v.
H

ow
ever the rising start to a ‘W

’ on 139a: I at “W
‹h›en your form

er” is
clearly sim

ilar to that on page 17v. M
ost conclusive is a ‘W

’ on 139a: 6
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w
here W

ittgenstein substituted ‘W
ould’ for ‘C

ould’ by w
riting in a

lone ‘W
’. T

his ‘W
’ is very sim

ilar in start and form
 to that on page 17v.

O
n the speculation proposed, this w

ord should be read as ‘W
ill’.

In the low
er right quadrant of page 17v is an abbreviation consisting

of tw
o letters follow

ed by a full stop, surrounded by a box. T
he first let-

ter seem
s to be a capital ‘F

’. T
he second letter m

ay be a ‘u’ or a ‘r’. T
he

evidence to be gleaned from
 looking at instances of ‘r’ or ‘u’ follow

ing a
capital letter on the recto pages of M

S 139a is inconclusive.
In favour of ‘r’ are, e.g., 139a: III “P

ricipia E
thica” and 139a: 15

“G
ranchester.” A

gainst it are 139a: I “M
r C

hairm
an” and 139a: III “P

rof.
M

oore.” In favour of ‘u’ are 139a: 13 “B
ut it is nonsense” and “B

ut that’s
not w

hat I m
ean” as w

ell as 139a: 16 “B
ut a sim

ile” and “B
ut w

hen I say.”
In sum

, the non-pictorial content of page 17v com
prises the w

ords
‘T

he order of even[t][s]’, the boxed w
ord ‘W

ill’ and the boxed abbre-
viation ‘F

u.’ or ‘F
r.’.

5. A
n objection to the speculation proposed m

ight be that page 17v is
not a philosophical effort of any sort and is instead a m

ap. T
here are

how
ever m

any objections to this hypothesis. 
If this w

as a m
ap for W

ittgenstein’s use, w
hy is it in E

nglish? It is in
W

ittgenstein’s hand, so there is no good reason to suppose that it w
as

w
ritten in E

nglish by another person. If the m
ap w

as for som
eone else,

how
 did W

ittgenstein retain hold of it? U
sually w

hen one m
akes a m

ap
for som

eone it is to use as a guide en route. T
he pictorial elem

ents on
the page are too com

plex to com
m

it to m
em

ory. T
hat the m

ap w
as not

given to som
eone else seem

s the m
ost dam

ning consideration against
the hypothesis.

W
hy are there no place nam

es on the m
ap? If the boxed w

ord ‘W
ill’

w
as actually ‘hill’, w

hy is the hill represented w
ith a square? T

he m
ost

natural w
ay to represent a hill is w

ith a circle.
T

he m
ost com

m
on pictorial elem

ent on the page is a kind of cross-
hatched grid. W

hat w
ould this represent on a m

ap? Surely, these are not
collections of streets, they are too dense. T

here is no need to cross-hatch
buildings w

hen these can be adequately represented w
ith squares or rec-

tangles.
If it is a m

ap w
hy does it have the seem

ing legend at the top, ‘T
he

order of events’? T
his could refer to a w

edding, but the rem
ainder of
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the content seem
s to have no bearing on a w

edding. P
erhaps it is a seat-

ing plan for a w
edding reception w

ith an indication of w
here people

w
ill sit and the direction in w

hich the couple w
ill proceed. It is possi-

ble, but difficult to understand w
hy W

ittgenstein should have had this
sort of subject m

atter in his notebook.
P

erhaps the m
ost charitable w

ay to credit the hypothesis that page
17v is a m

ap is to think of the boxed w
ords as nam

es, e.g. ‘W
ill’ for

W
illiam

s and ‘F
r.’ for F

ranks. W
ittgenstein, in his correspondence and

notebooks, referred to m
ost people by their last nam

es. T
he longer hor-

izontal lines m
ight be thought of as streets and the cross-hatches as

intervening houses or gardens. N
otw

ithstanding the prim
a facie plau-

sibility of this suggestion, the problem
 rem

ains to account for the con-
tent of the legend at the top and the fact that the m

ap rem
ained in

W
ittgenstein’s possession. T

he suggestion cannot be dism
issed but it

requires further considerations in favour of its plausibility.

6. T
he speculation advertised at the outset is that the content of page 17v

concerns the problem
s of the w

ill. T
he obvious consideration in favour

of this idea is the presence of the w
ord ‘W

ill’. It is connected w
ith the

legend—
‘T

he order of events’—
at the top of the page in tw

o w
ays. F

irst,
W

ittgenstein had earlier w
ritten that every possible w

orld had an order.
T

here could not be a disordered w
orld. 4

Second, W
ittgenstein claim

ed
the w

orld continued according to its ow
n order w

hich w
as logical not

physical. T
he w

ill is independent of that order. 5

T
he abbreviated boxed w

ord should, w
e suggest, be read as one of

‘F
uture’ or ‘F

reedom
’. 6B

oth are connected w
ith W

ittgenstein’s rem
arks

on the w
ill and the causal order as follow

s. F
irst, W

ittgenstein denied
the causal nexus presum

ed by physical law
s. Second, W

ittgenstein
denied that the future could be inferred from

 the present. T
hird, there-

fore the freedom
 of the w

ill consisted in its being im
possible to know
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4E
ntry dated 19.9.16 in W

ittgenstein, L
udw

ig. N
otebooks, 1914-1916. E

dited by G
.

H
. von W

right, and G
. E

. M
 A

nscom
be. 2nd ed. O

xford: B
lackw

ell, 1979.
5

W
ittgenstein, L

udw
ig. T

ractatu
s L

ogico-P
h

ilosoph
icu

s. T
ranslated by C

. K
.

O
gden. International L

ibrary of P
sychology, P

hilosophy, and Scientific M
ethod.

L
ondon: R

outledge &
 K

egan P
aul, 1981, 6.37ff.

6
T

he suggestion to read ‘F
r.’ as ‘F

reedom
’ w

as m
ade by A

lois P
ichler.



future actions now
. 7

T
he connections betw

een the legend, w
ill and

W
ittgenstein’s view

s set out above seem
 unaltered w

hether one reads
the abbreviated boxed w

ord as ‘F
uture’ or ‘F

reedom
’.

T
he pictorial content of the page should be read, as is m

ost natural,
from

 left to right. T
he speculation is that this diagram

 attem
pts to repre-

sent how
 present events or agencies, such as the w

ill, do not directly
influence or determ

ine the future. T
he thought is that the entities depict-

ed continue from
 left to right, som

ething partially indicated by the hor-
izontal tube halfw

ay dow
n on the left. T

he future is located on the right,
just beyond the vertical tube in the m

iddle of the page into w
hich the

horizontal tube term
inates. T

he vertical tube, perhaps the present
m

om
ent, is slightly cross-hatched, perhaps to indicate that it is a nexus of

events or perhaps to indicate that it is a w
hole constituted of parts. T

he
other cross-hatched grids along w

ith their grouping brackets are perhaps
collections of events or localised instances of agency or pow

er. T
o the

right, beyond the present m
om

ent, lie future events or the inscrutable
future that, for W

ittgenstein, constitutes freedom
 of the w

ill. T
he upper

right hand quadrant is perhaps an alternative attem
pt to represent the

sam
e general ideas. A

gain, a collection of events converge into the pres-
ent in a seem

ingly ordered transition from
 past to present to future. 

A
gain, this proposal is speculative. T

he interpretation of the picto-
rial elem

ents in com
bination w

ith the linguistic elem
ents is not irre-

sistible. Indeed, w
hile it is speculatively claim

ed that the function of the
diagram

 is to illustrate the causal im
potence of the w

ill, and various
claim

s about the representational function of elem
ents in the diagram

support that claim
, it is not at all clear how

 the diagram
 is supposed to

w
ork. It is likely to have m

eant m
ore to its author than it could m

ean
to som

eone looking on it w
ithout context or explanation.

T
he purpose of the speculation is to m

ake sense of w
hat is on the

page using the context in w
hich it is located and w

hat is know
n about

the author and the tim
e of com

position. If the speculation about the
content and order of com

position relative to the rem
ainder of M

S 139a
is plausible then it clears the w

ay for further speculation about the sig-
nificance of this content for the com

position of the L
ecture on E

thics.
F

irst, it w
ould show

 that the pow
erlessness of the w

ill w
as still a con-

cern for W
ittgenstein. Second, w

hile it not a necessary inference, it sug-
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7
W

ittgenstein, T
ractatus, 5.136, 5.1361 and 5.1362.

gests that w
hen W

ittgenstein first thought of speaking on ethics, he
returned to the problem

 w
hich had been his ow

n undoing in his earli-
er treatm

ents of ethics. P
erhaps he thought that he could now

 discuss
the difficulty in a w

ay that had not been possible previously, even if
any discussion w

ould only show
 the futility of any such attem

pts.
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D
escription of the M

anuscripts

M
S 139a

T
he m

anuscript is held by the W
ren L

ibrary of T
rinity C

ollege,
C

am
bridge. 1T

he text bears neither title nor date. It com
prises 12 loose

sheets w
ritten in pencil both in recto and in verso. T

here are 24 w
ritten

pages, of w
hich tw

o—
the verso of pages 15 and 16—

are cancelled. A
third page—

the verso of page 17—
contains a draw

ing. T
he rem

aining
21 w

ritten pages are num
bered w

ith R
om

an num
erals until the fifth

page and A
rabic num

erals from
 the sixth page on. T

he verso of pages
15, 16 and 17 are not num

bered. T
he 12 loose sheets are ruled and cut

out from
 a notebook, as their jagged m

argin suggests. T
he sheets appear

to have been used w
hen they w

ere already cut out from
 the notebook,

as the jagged m
argin som

etim
es is on the left side in the recto, som

e-
tim

es on the right. 
A

s for the 21 w
ritten pages containing the text of the lecture, each

of them
 consists of 34 lines. E

xceptions are page 21, w
hich has only 7

lines; pages 2, 10, 14, w
here a further line is w

ritten in the low
er m

ar-
gin; page 13, w

here tw
o lines are w

ritten in the low
er m

argin; and page
17, w

hich contains 32 lines, tw
o of w

hich are w
ritten in square brack-

ets in the m
iddle of the page, w

ith a different pencil. T
hese tw

o lines
consist of an annotation that m

ust fill the gap left on page 8 at line 19,
w

hich is a quotation from
 Shakespeare’s H

am
let that W

ittgenstein
probably could not recollect w

hen he w
rote this draft. T

hese 21 pages
contain a continuous text w

ith no indentation or paragraph (except at
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1
T

he description is based on direct exam
ination of M

S 139a. T
ogether w

ith the
m

anuscript there is also a typescript of 9 pages. It contains the inscription, “A
ccording

to the m
anuscript w

hich W
ittgenstein gave to R

. G
. T

ow
nsend.” T

he text is a type-
w

ritten transcription of M
S 139a and w

as probably realised after the death of
W

ittgenstein. 



T
S 207

T
he typescript is held by the W

ren L
ibrary of T

rinity C
ollege,

C
am

bridge. 3
It com

prises 10 sheets typed only in recto num
bered w

ith
A

rabic num
erals; som

e (pages 1-4, 9-10) contain 29 lines and others
(pages 5-8) 30 lines. T

he text bears neither title nor date. It contains a few
corrections, som

e of w
hich are handw

ritten. T
here are tw

o indentations
(on pages 1 and 2) and, in eight passages, som

e m
arks (—

 and ---), pre-
sum

ably indicating a pause. O
n the upper m

argin of the first page the
note ‘M

anuscript von D
r. L

udw
ig W

ittgenstein’ is w
ritten on the left

side, w
hile the note ‘A

nscom
be / 1+

3 / no hurry’ is w
ritten on the right

side. T
he hands are different and neither is W

ittgenstein’s. T
he w

ords
‘M

anuscript von D
r. L

udw
ig W

ittgenstein’ are clearly in a G
erm

an
hand, perhaps W

aism
ann’s or Schlick’s. T

he other one is clearly an
E

nglish hand (not A
nscom

be’s, how
ever). W

e w
onder about the cir-

cum
stances under w

hich these w
ords and num

bers w
ere w

ritten
dow

n—
m

aybe som
etim

e in the 1960s. 4
A

ll pages are also num
bered

again w
ith A

rabic num
erals w

ritten by hand in the right upper corner.

117

D
escription of the M

anuscripts

3
T

he description is based on the facsim
iles in the B

ergen E
lectronic E

dition.
4

W
e thank Joachim

 Schulte for bringing these aspects to our attention.

lines 1-2 of page 1), but in three points there is a sign (—
) w

hich prob-
ably m

arks a pause, and there are som
e underlines and m

any correc-
tions of different kinds, w

hich w
ere produced through m

ore than one
revision (as different pencil m

arks seem
 to reveal). 

A
s for the tw

o deleted pages, the verso of page 15 contains 26 lines,
w

hile the verso of page 16 contains 30 lines (often not w
ritten in full).

Som
e blank space is left at the end of both pages (7 lines on the verso

of page 15, and 4 on that of page 16). T
he verso of page 16 also includes

som
e added text in the left upper m

argin. In both pages the text con-
tains som

e corrections, but subsequently is com
pletely cancelled by

deletion m
arks w

hich extend for the full length of the text. A
s for the

picture on the verso of page 17, it is draw
n in landscape position. ‘T

he
order of event’ is the only w

ritten sentence in the left upper m
argin,

w
hile a w

ord, possibly ‘W
ill’, is w

ritten in the low
er part of the left half

of the page. A
nother w

ord fragm
ent—

‘F
u.’ or ‘F

r.’—
is w

ritten in the
low

er part of the right half of the page. 

M
S 139b

T
he m

anuscript is now
 held at Ö

sterreichische N
ationalbibliothek,

V
ienna. 2

It w
as seen by von W

right in 1952 in the house of M
argaret

Stonborough in G
m

unden; later it w
as apparently lost until 1993 w

hen
it w

as discovered in the literary estate of R
udolf and E

lisabeth K
oder

in V
ienna. T

he text bears neither title nor date, except for the last page
w

hich is w
ritten solely in recto. It com

prises 10 loose sheets w
ritten in

ink both in recto and in verso. T
he sheets are ruled and probably cut

out from
 a notebook. T

he w
ritten pages are 19, num

bered w
ith A

rabic
num

erals. E
ach page contains 34 fully w

ritten lines, except the last page
w

hich has only 12 lines. T
here are no indentations or paragraphs

(except at lines 1-2 of page 1), but in four points there is a sign (—
)

w
hich probably m

arks a pause, and there are som
e underlines and m

any
corrections produced in m

ore than one stage. 
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2
T

he description is based on the facsim
iles in the B

ergen E
lectronic E

dition and
on inform

ation kindly provided by Ilse Som
avilla. 



119

L
egend

Sym
bols used in the diplom

atic versions 

C
orrections

[so|it]
‘it’ is w

ritten over ‘so’
[

|ow
]

‘ow
’ is w

ritten over som
ething w

hich is
no longer readable

W
‹h›en

‹h› is added
subject ↓

proper↓
insertion w

ith a caret m
ark

subject proper 
insertion w

ithout a caret m
ark or alter-

native text
w

ill ↓
hold ←

only
the w

ords m
ust be transposed

do|not
a space m

ust be inserted

D
eletion m

arks

T
here

single deletion m
ark

T
hey

double deletion m
ark

[
]

text deleted or erased and not readable 
[

]
text deleted and not readable, consist-
ing of one w

ord
[

]
text deleted and not readable, consist-
ing of one single letter

[-able]
text w

hich has been erased and over-
w

ritten, of w
hich only part is readable

deletion of the entire page



R
em

arks W
ritten on the R

everse of 
P

ages 16 and 15 of M
S

139a

D
iplom

atic and N
orm

alised V
ersions

U
nderlines

A
bsolute

dash underline
above all other

sim
ple underline

sublim
e

double underline
apart

dotted underline representing W
ittgen-

stein’s w
avy underline

acute
double dotted underline representing
W

ittgenstein’s double w
avy underline

O
ther sym

bols

*
the line is w

ritten in the m
argin of the

page
p

o
u

r
handw

ritten, and not typew
ritten, cor-

rection
w

hen I
X

X
X

X
X

X
‘w

hen I’ is deleted by ‘xxxxxx’
yet 3never

2have
1

the w
ords m

ust be transposed accord-
ing to the num

bers.

Sym
bols used in the norm

alised versions

needs
italics are used in the standard w

ay and
in place of W

ittgenstein’s underlines

Sym
bols used in the reconstructed draw

ing

even[t]
the letter is not com

pletely discernible.
F

[u/r]
one of these tw

o letters is legible, but it
is indeterm

inate w
hich one
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[R
everse of P

age 16]

*
G

alstonsche P
hotogr.

*
Sense of life, w

hat m
akes life w

orth living
*

W
orth. V

alue, im
portance 

E
thic is the enquiry into w

hat 
is good
E

thic is the enquiry into w
hat 

is valuable.
E

thic is if anything the natural 
science of value.
D

istinction betw
een relative &

 abso
lute value. E

xam
ples.

Statem
ents of relat‹i›ve value, goodness 

or im
portance are statem

ent of 
facts w

hich are in no w
ay problem

atic.
[K

|C
]ontrast to judgem

ents of absolute 
value. A

tt‹i›tude of the Judge to the 
judged.
N

o Statem
ent of fact is or im

plies 
an absolute judgm

ent
Science &

 the w
hole

realm
 of 

propositions contains no absolute 
no ethical judgm

ent.
Still let u[

|s] investigate such absolute 
judgm

ents &
 that w

e can only do by 
investigating the cases w

here w
e are 

tem
pted to m

ake absolute judgm
ents.

I w
ill describe an experience w

hich 
I allw

ays m
ust think about w

hen I w
hant to fix on w

hat I m
ean by

abso
lute i[|m

]portance. T
he experience of w

an
dering at the w

orld at the E
xistence of the W

orld.
L

et u[|s] analyse this verbal expres-
sion of m

y experience. It is nonsense.
E

xpression of existence &
 possibility
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G
alstonsche P

hotogr. 
Sense of life, w

hat m
akes life w

orth living 
W

orth. V
alue, im

portance 
E

thic is the enquiry into w
hat is good 

E
thic is the enquiry into w

hat is valuable. 
E

thic is if anything the natural science of value. 
D

istinction betw
een relative and absolute value. E

xam
ples. 

Statem
ents of relative value, goodness or im

portance are statem
ent of

facts w
hich are in no w

ay problem
atic. 

C
ontrast to judgem

ents of absolute value. A
ttitude of the judge to the

judged. 
N

o statem
ent of fact is or im

plies an absolute judgem
ent

Science and the w
hole

realm
 of propositions contains no absolute no

ethical judgem
ent. 

Still let us investigate such absolute judgem
ents

and that w
e can only do

by investigating the cases w
here w

e are tem
pted to m

ake absolute
judgem

ents. 
I w

ill describe an experience w
hich I alw

ays
m

ust think about w
hen I

w
ant to fix on w

hat I m
ean by absolute im

portance. T
he experience of

w
ondering at the w

orld at the existence of the w
orld. 

L
et us analyse this verbal expression of m

y experience. It is nonsense. 
E

xpression of existence and possibility
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[R
everse of P

age 15]

of scientific expression they are a 
m

isuse of language in fackt they are 
nonsense. T

he w
ord to w

onder has 
of course a good sense w

hich w
e all 

understand if it m
eans to w

onder at 
a certain state of things to w

onder 
that such &

 such is the case. It 
has a good &

 clear sense to say 
that I w

onder at som
e un[s|u]sually 

dressed m
an as I have neve seen 

before o[n|r] at som
e strainge sound etc etc 

It is also clear w
hat it m

eans to 
w

[a|o]nder at the existence of say a
building w

hich you had
thought 

had been pulled dow
n long ago 

for here it has a m
eaning to say 

I did not think that this building
still existed or to say that it does 
exist. O

n
O

n the other hand its nonsense 
↓

&
 not a prop at all↓

to say that colour &
 sound 

exists &
 for this reason its nonsense 

to say that I w
onder at their 

existence. N
ow

 the correct w
rightexpression 

of w
hat w

e m
ean w

hen w
e say that 

colour &
 sound etc exist is not a 

proposition at all but realy the 
vocabulary
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of scientific expression they are a m
isuse of language in fact they are

nonsense. T
he w

ord ‘to w
onder’ has of course a good sense w

hich w
e

all understand if it m
eans to w

onder at a certain state of things to w
on-

der that such and such is the case. It has a good and clear sense to say
that I w

onder at som
e unusually dressed m

an as I have never seen
before or at som

e strange
sound etc. etc. It is also clear w

hat it m
eans

to w
onder at the existence of say a building w

hich you thought had
been pulled dow

n long ago for here it has a m
eaning to say ‘I did not

think that this building still existed’ or to say that it does exist. O
n the

other hand it is nonsense &
 not a proposition at all to say that colour

and sound exists and for this reason its nonsense to say that I w
onder

at their existence. N
ow

 the right expression of w
hat w

e m
ean w

hen w
e

say that colour and sound etc. exist is not a proposition at all but real-
ly the vocabulary
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I

[G
e|M

r] C
hairm

an L
adies &

 G
entlem

en!
B

efore I begin to speak about
m

y subject properlet m
e say a few

 intro 
ductory w

ords. I feel ↓
that

I↓
there

w
ill be

havevery
great

difficulties in com
m

unicating the thoughts
w

hich I w
ant to com

m
unicate, to you

&
 I w

ant to m
ention som

e of these 
difficulties bec[o|a]use I think that ‹this› 
they can m

ay possibly
thereby be dim

inished ↓
them↓

. T
he 

first I w
ill m

ention—
but  w

hich is   I believe, 
is

by no m
eans the greatest—

is that, as 
you, know

 E
nglish [ ] is not m

y native 
language &

 m
y expression w

ill therefore
not be as clear &

 precise a[
|s] it w

ould 
be desirable w

hen one has som
ething 

very difficult to com
m

unicate. P
lease 

help m
e in m

y task of m
aking m

yself 
understood by  abstracting  overlooking

as m
uch 

as possible  from
  thefaults against the 

E
nglish gram

m
ar w

hich w
ill constanty 

occur in m
y speech. T

he second difficul-
ty w

hich I w
ill m

ention is
t

seam
s to 

m
e to be by far m

ore serious &
 to ex-

plane it I m
ust tell you w

hy I have 
chosen the subject w

hich I have 
chosen. W

‹h›en your form
er secretary 

honourd m
e by asking m

e to read 
a paper to your society the first 
thought that [k|c]am

e in‹to› m
y head w

as 
that I w

ould certainly do it 
&

 the second w
as this: I said to

m
yself that [I|i]f I ha[ve|d] the opportu

nity of talking to a room
 full of
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M
r. C

hairm
an L

adies and G
entlem

en!
B

efore I begin to speak about m
y subject proper let m

e say a few
 intro-

ductory w
ords. I feel I w

ill have great difficulties in com
m

unicating the
thoughts w

hich I w
ant to com

m
unicate, to you and I w

ant to m
ention

som
e of these difficulties because I think that this m

ay possibly dim
in-

ish them
. T

he first I w
ill m

ention—
but by no m

eans the greatest—
is

that, as you, know
 E

nglish is not m
y native language and m

y expression
w

ill therefore not be as clear and precise as it w
ould be desirable w

hen
one has som

ething very difficult to com
m

unicate. P
lease help m

e in m
y

task of m
aking m

yself understood by overlooking as m
uch as possible

the faults against E
nglish gram

m
ar w

hich w
ill constantly

occur in m
y

speech. T
he second difficulty w

hich I w
ill m

ention seem
s

to m
e to be

by far m
ore serious and to explain

it I m
ust tell you w

hy I have chosen
the subject I have chosen. W

hen your form
er secretary honoured

m
e by

asking m
e to read a paper to your society the first thought that cam

e
into m

y head w
as that I w

ould certainly do it and the second w
as this:

I said to m
yself that if I had the opportunity of talking to a room

 full of 
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people that I w
ould use this oppor

tunity to say som
ething that com

es 
from

 m
y heart &

 not to [ill|m
is]use 

the tim
e that I w

as given to speak 
to you [to|by] either

explan[s|ing] som
e 

scientific m
atter to you w

hich to 
be propperly explained w

ou‹l›d
needs a 

course of lectures or an audience
specialy trained in one particularline of 
thought. &

 that I w
ould still less 

[ill|m
is]use this opportunity of spe<

a>
king

to you by giving you 
a popular lecture, say on logic, 
w

hich w
ould serve to m

ake you 
believe that you understand a 
thing w

‹h›ich as a m
atter of fact 

you dont [a|u]nderstand (&
 w

hich it is 
not a bit neccessary that you 
should) &

 to gratifie the very lovest 
of m

odern de[  |sires] viz. the superficial 
curiosity about the latest discoveries
of physicists, psychologists &

 logicians
scientists

I decided—
I say—

that I should 
use this opportunity to speak to 
you about not as a logician, still 
less as a [  |cro]ss betw

een a scientist 
&

 a journalist but as a hum
an 

being to hum
an beings

w
ho tries to 

tell his fellow
other hum

an beings som
ething 

they
w

hich  [  |so]m
e of them

 m
ight possibly find 

usefull, I say usefull not interesting. 
T

he third and last difficulty I w
ill 

m
ention is one that applies to

adheres 
to m

[u|o]st philosophical subjects
↓

explanations↓
&

 it is this that it is som
etim

es 
*

‹is› alm
ost im

possible to explain a
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people that I w
ould use this opportunity to say som

ething that com
es

from
 m

y heart and not to m
isuse the tim

e that I w
as given by explaining

som
e scientific m

atter to you w
hich to be properly

explained w
ould need

a course of lectures or an audience specially
trained in one particular line

of thought. A
nd that I w

ould still less m
isuse this opportunity of speak-

ing to you by giving you a popular lecture, say on logic, w
hich w

ould
serve to m

ake you believe that you understand a thing w
hich as a m

atter
of fact you do not understand (and w

hich it is not a bit necessary that you
should) and to gratify

the very low
estof m

odern desires viz. the superfi-
cial curiosity about the latest discoveries of scientists I decided—

I say—
that I should use this opportunity to speak to you not as a logician, still
less as a cross betw

een a scientist and a journalist but as a hum
an being

w
ho tries to tell other hum

an beings som
ething w

hich som
e of them

m
ight possibly find useful, I say usefulnot interesting. T

he third and last
difficulty I w

ill m
ention is one that adheres to m

ost philosophical expla-
nations and it is this that it som

etim
es is alm

ost im
possible to explain a
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m
atter in such a w

ay that the hearer at 
once sees the w

ays ro[o|a]dshe is lead &
 the 

[E
|e]nd goalto w

hich it leads. T
hat is to say

it so very often happens that 
the hearer thinks ‹”›I understand
perfectly w

hat he is saying sa[i|y]sbut 
w

hat on earth is he driving at‹”› or 
else that he sees w

hat one is 
dr‹i›ving at &

 thinks ‹„›that‹’›s all very w
ell

by how
 is he going to get there‹”›. 

T
his perhaps is the gratest diffi

cultie &
 all I [k|c]an do is to ↓

ask you to↓
be 

patient &
 to hope [  |t]hat in the end w

e 
w

ill see both the [R
|r]o[o|a]d &

 w
here 

it leeds to.—
N

ow
 let m

e begin.
M

y subject is E
thics &

 I w
ill 

adopt the definition or explanation
w

hich P
rof. M

oore has given in his 
P

ricipia E
thica. H

e says there
w

hich is: E
thics 

is the G
eneral E

nquiry into w
hat 

is good. I w
ill just m

odifie this 
stlightly &

 say, E
thics is the general 

enquiry into w
hat is valuable. I do 

this because I w
ant to include in m

y 
N

otion of E
thic[ |s]s  also w

hat is com
m

on
ly understood to belong to the sub
ject m

atter of [A
e|E

]sthetics. T
he reason 

for this w
ill perhaps get cl‹e›ar

later on. N
ow

 let m
e point [a|o]ut first 

of all that in our D
efinition of E

thics 
I m

ight have substitutet m
any 

other w
ords for the w

ord valuable. 
A

nd I w
ill enum

erate som
e of 

them
 w

hich seem
 to m

e to be

[3]

m
atter in such a w

ay that the hearer at once sees the road he is led
and

the goal to w
hich it leads. T

hat is to say it so very often happens that
the hearer thinks ‘I understand perfectly w

hat he says but w
hat on

earth is he driving at’ or else that he sees w
hat one is driving at and

thinks ‘T
hat is all very w

ell but how
 is he going to get there’ T

his per-
h

ap
s is th

e greatest d
ifficu

lty
an

d
 all I can

 d
o

 is to
 ask

 y
o

u
 to

 b
e

p
atien

t an
d

 to
 h

o
p

e th
at in

 th
e en

d
 w

e w
ill see b

o
th

 th
e ro

ad
 an

d
w

here it leads
to.—

N
ow

 let m
e begin. M

y subject is E
thics and I w

ill
adopt the definition or explanation w

hich P
rof. M

oore has given in
his P

rin
cipia E

th
ica

w
hich is: ‘E

thics is the general enquiry into w
hat

is good’. I w
ill just m

odify
this slightly

and say, ‘E
thics is the gener-

al enquiry into w
hat is valuable’. I do this because I w

ant to include
in m

y notion of ethics also w
hat is com

m
only understood to belong

to the subject m
atter of A

esthetics. T
he reason for this w

ill perhaps
get clear later on. N

ow
 let m

e point out first of all that in our defini-
tion of E

thics I m
ight have substituted

m
any other w

ords for the w
ord

‘valuable’. A
nd

I w
ill enum

erate som
e of them

 w
hich seem

 to m
e to be
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synonym
s so far ↓

at any rate↓
as theirs

m
eaning is 

im
portant to us and by enum

erating 
them

 I w
ant to produce the sam

e 
sort of effect that G

allstone pro-
duced w

hen he copied a n[o|u]m
ber of 

different faces on the sam
e photo

graphic plate  in order to get the 
picture of the typical features 
they all have  in com

on. A
nd  

[
|as by looking at shew

ing to you
such a photo 

you can I could m
ake you

see w
hat is the typical,] 

say, chinese face so if you look 
as it w

here through all the 
synonym

s [
|w

hi]ch I w
ill place 

one behind the other before
in front of you 

you w
ill see w

hich feature com
m

on 
to them

 all I w
ant you to look 

at in each of them
. N

ow
 there is the w

ord 
valuable or value or the w

ord good
taken in a slightly w

ider sense perhaps
N

ow
 instead of saying E

thics is the 
E

nquiry into w
hat is valuable I 

m
ight have said it is the E

nquiry into 
w

hat is of absolute im
portance or into 

w
hat is the m

eaning of life or into w
hat 

m
akes life w

orth living. A
nd now

 you
A

nd if you hold all th[os|es]e E
xpressions 

together is
value, good, great, ↓

R
ight,↓

[w
|sense] of 

life, thatw
hat m

akes life w
orth living, 

w
orth etc. you w

ill I believe see 
w

hat it is [
|Iam

] concerned w
ith.

N
ow

 the first thing I w
ant you to 

notice about all these expressions 
is that they can all be used in t[

|w
o]
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synonym
s so far at any rate as their m

eaning is im
portant to us and by

en
u

m
eratin

g th
em

 I w
an

t to
 p

ro
d

u
ce th

e sam
e so

rt o
f effect th

at
G

alton produced w
hen he copied a num

ber of different faces on the
sam

e photographic plate in order to get the picture of the typical fea-
tu

res th
ey

 all h
ave in

 co
m

m
o

n
. A

n
d

 as b
y

 sh
o

w
in

g to
 y

o
u

 su
ch

 a
photo I could m

ake you see w
hat is the typical, say, C

hinese face so
if you look as it w

ere through all the synonym
s w

hich I w
ill place one

behind the other in front of you you w
ill see w

hich feature com
m

on
to them

 all I w
ant you to look at in each of them

. N
ow

 instead of say-
ing ‘E

thics is the enquiry into w
hat is valuable’ I m

ight have said ‘It
is the enquiry into w

hat is of absolute im
portance or into w

hat is the
m

eaning of life or w
hat m

akes life w
orth living’. A

nd if you hold all
th

ese exp
ressio

n
s to

geth
er ‘valu

e’, ‘go
o

d
’, ‘great’, ‘righ

t’, ‘sen
se o

f
life’, ‘w

hat m
akes life w

orth living’, ‘w
orth’ etc. you w

ill I believe see
w

h
at it is I am

 co
n

cern
ed

 w
ith

. N
o

w
 th

e first th
in

g I w
an

t y
o

u
 to

notice about all these expressions is that they can all be used in tw
o 
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.

very different senses. I w
ill call them

 
the relat‹i›ve &

 the absolute ↓
or ethical↓

m
eaning

use

T
he relative use of these w

ords is their 
use relative to som

e predeterm
ined 

end. W
hen I say this is a good piano 

I m
ean it com

es up to a certain 
standart↓

of tone etc↓
w

hich I have fixed &
 w

hich 
I conceive as its purpose. It has 
only sense to say that a piano 
is good if you have previously 
fixed w

hat sort of qualities a 
piano m

ust have to deserve that 
nam

e. A
nd the sam

e a‹p›plies w
hen 

I say that a m
an is a good 

piano player or a good golf player 
or that a r[

|oad] is good etc. In[
] all such 

[C
|c]ases good sim

ply m
eans: com

ing 
up to a certain standard w

hich 
I have previously fixed. T

he sam
e 

applies to the w
ord im

portant in the
ordinary relative sense w

hich is 
the relative sense. In this sense
w

e say som
ething is im

portant for 
a certain purpose. T

he sam
e ap‹p›lies 

to w
right. T

he right r[od|oad] is that 
w

hich leeds to the place I w
ant 

to go to it is right relativly 
to the desired E

nd. In this relative 
sense the w

ords value, good, 
im

portance etc. are easily understood 
&

 present no gerat problem
s. N

ow
 in E

thics 
these sam

e w
ords are used aparently 

in an entirely different sense. S[op|upp]osing
I could play the piano &

 one of you

[5]

different senses. I w
ill call them

 the relative and the absolute
or ethical

use. T
he relative use of these w

ords is their use relative to som
e predeter-

m
ined end. W

hen I say ‘T
his is a good piano’ I m

ean it com
es up to a cer-

tain standard of tone etc. w
hich I have fixed and w

hich I conceive as its
purpose. It has only sense to say that a piano is good if you have previ-
ously fixed w

hat sort of qualities a piano m
ust have to deserve that nam

e.
A

nd the sam
e applies w

hen I say that a m
an is a good piano player or a

good golf player or that a road is good etc. In all such cases ‘good’ sim
-

ply m
eans: com

ing up to a certain standard w
hich I have previously fixed.

T
he sam

e applies to the w
ord ‘im

portant’ in the relative sense. In this
sense w

e say som
ething is im

portant for a certain purpose. T
he sam

e
applies to ‘right’. T

he right road is that w
hich leads

to the place I w
ant to

go to it is right relatively
to the desired end. In this relative sense the w

ords
‘value’, ‘good’, ‘im

portance’ etc. are easily understood and present no
greatproblem

s. N
ow

 in E
thics these sam

e w
ords are used apparently

in
a different sense. Supposing I could play the piano and one of you
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a great conn[e|a]isseur of pianoplaying 
heard m

e &
 said: W

ell your playing 
pretty badly &

 s[o|u]ppose I answ
erd

him
: I know

 I’m
 playing badly 

but I dont w
ant to play any 

better. A
ll the connaisseur could 

say w
ould be w

ell then thats all 
right. &

 there w
ould be an end [to|of] 

the discussion. T
he connaisseur w

ould 
have judged m

e by certain stan
darts w

hich he could ↓
if neccessary↓

explain &
 I 

w
ould aggree that he had ranked 

m
e w

rightly. N
ow

 take another case 
sup‹p›ose I had told one of you a 
p[er|re]reposterous ly &

 this m
an cam

e to 
m

e &
 said look here you have 

behaved like a beast. &
 now

 I 
w

ere to answ
er [I|Y

]es I know
 [

|I beh]aved
badly but then I d[ont|idnt] w

ant 
to behave ↓

any↓
better. [C

|W
]ould he then say 

th then thats all right? O
bviously 

not. H
e w

ould say w
ell you ought 

to w
ant to behave better. T

he 
difference w

as that this m
an w

as m
aking 

an absolute
ethicaljudgm

ent w
hereas the

other
connaisseur m

ade a relative 
judgm

ent. N
ow

 the essence of this
difference seem

s to m
e to be obviously 

this: E
very [st|jud]gm

ent of relative value, 
goodnes, im

portance etc. can be is a 
sim

ple statem
ent of facts &

 can be 
put in such a form

 that it looses all
appearance of a judgm

ent of value. 
Instead of saying this is the right
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a great connoisseur
of piano playing

heard m
e and said: ‘W

ell you are
playing pretty badly’ and suppose I answ

ered
him

: ‘I know
 I am

 play-
ing badly but I do not w

ant to play any better’. A
ll the connoisseur

could say w
ould be ‘W

ell then that is all right’. A
nd there w

ould be an
end of the discussion. T

he connoisseur
w

ould have judged m
e by cer-

tain standards
w

hich he could if necessary
explain and I w

ould agree
that he had ranked m

e rightly. N
ow

 take another case suppose I had
told one of you a preposterous lie and this m

an cam
e to m

e and said
‘L

ook here you have behaved like a beast’. A
nd now

 I w
ere to answ

er
‘Y

es I know
 I behaved badly but then I did not w

ant to behave any bet-
ter’. W

ould he then say ‘T
hen that is all right’? H

e w
ould say ‘W

ell you
ought to w

ant to behave better’. T
he difference w

as that this m
an w

as
m

aking an ethical judgem
ent

w
hereas the connoisseur

m
ade a relative

judgem
ent. N

ow
 the essence of this difference seem

s to m
e to be obvi-

ously this: every judgem
ent

of relative value, goodness, im
portance etc.

is a sim
ple statem

ent of facts and can be put in such a form
 that it loses

all appearance of a judgem
entof value. Instead of saying ‘T

his is the right
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[R
|r]o[o|a]d I can say [a|e]qualy w

ell this is 
the rood that leeds m

e to w
here

I w
ant to go, this is a good piano

player sim
ly m

eans that he can
play peaces of a certain degree of 
com

plicatedness in a certain definable 
w

ay. T
[w

|o] say the [V
|v]iolin has a good 

voice m
eans it has a tone agreable 

to the ear &
 so on. N

ow
 [

|w
hat] I 

w
ish to contend is this that although 

all relative judgm
ents can be shew

n 
to be statem

ents of facts [N
|n]o 

statem
ent of fact can ever be or 

im
ply w

hat w
e call an absolute 

that is ethical judgm
ent. L

et 
m

e explain this  w
ith  this: Su‹p›pose 

that one of you w
as an om

nicient 
person w

ho therefore knew
 all the 

m
ovem

ents of all the bodies in the W
o‹r›ld,

dead or alive w
ho further knew

 &
 could describeall 

the states of m
inds of all hum

an 
beings that ever w

ere &
 suppose that 

this om
nicient person w

rote all 
he knew

, that is everything that 
is to be know

n, in a big book. T
hen 

this book w
ould contain the w

hole
description of the w

orld. A
nd w

hat 
I w

ant to say is that this book
w

ould ↓
then↓

not
contain anything that 

w
e [c|w

]ould call an absolute ethical 
judgm

ent of a value. or anything that
w

ould ↓
directly↓

im
ply such a judgm

ent. It
w

ould of course contain all
relat‹i›ve judgm

ents of value asfor

[7]

road’ I can say equally
w

ell ‘T
his is the road

that leads
m

e to w
here I

w
ant to go’, ‘T

his is a good piano player’ sim
ply

m
eans that he can

play pieces
of a certain degree of com

plicatedness in a certain definable
w

ay. T
o say ‘T

he violin has a good voice’ m
eans it has a tone agree-

able
to the ear and so on. N

ow
 w

hat I w
ish to contend is this that

although all relative judgem
ents

can be show
n

to be statem
ents of facts

no statem
ent of fact can ever be or im

ply w
hat w

e call an absolute that
is ethical judgem

ent. L
et m

e explain this: suppose that one of you w
as

an om
niscientperson w

ho therefore knew
 all the m

ovem
ents of all the

bodies in the w
orld, dead or alive w

ho further knew
 and could

describe all the states of m
inds of all hum

an beings that ever w
ere and

suppose that this om
niscient

person w
rote all he knew

, that is every-
thing that is to be know

n, in a big book. T
hen this book w

ould con-
tain the w

hole description of the w
orld. A

nd w
hat I w

ant to say is that
this book w

ould n
ot

contain anything that w
e w

ould call an ethical
judgem

entor anything that w
ould directly im

ply such a judgem
ent. It

w
ould of course contain all relative judgem

ents
of value as for
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instance that so &
 so is a good ↓

or a bad↓
runner 

for it w
ould contain the fact 

that he ran so m
any yards

the distance of 1
m

ile

in so m
any seconds

m
inutes &

 seconds. 
T

he book w
ould ↓

of course↓
contain all possible

true scientific propositions &
 in facts

all
tsignificant ↓

&
 true↓

propositions that 
can be m

ade. N
ow

 w
hat I w

ish to 
say is that all facts are as it 
w

here on the sam
e level that there 

is no such thing as absolute im
por

tance or unim
portance in them

 &
 that 

therefore
in the sam

e w
ay all propositions 

are on the sam
e level that there 

are no propositions w
hich [w

|ar]e in any 
absolute sense sublim

e, im
portant or ↓

on the other hand↓
trivial. N

ow
 perhaps som

e of you w
ill 

agree to that &
 be rem

inded of 
H

am
lets w

ords…
 B

ut this again 
could lead to m

isunderstanding. W
hat 

H
am

let says seem
s to im

ply that good 
&

 bad are not qualities of the w
orld 

[a|o]utside us but a‹t›tributes of our states 
of m

ind. B
ut w

hat I m
ean is that 

the state of m
ind to

so far as w
e m

ean 
by that a fact w

hich w
e cann

describe 
is in no ethical sense good or bad.
If for instance in our w

orld book ↓
w

e read the description of↓
an 

apalling m
urder is described in all the

details physical &
 psychological

psychicalthat is 
w

ith all the pains &
 anguish the victim

 
had to endure w

ith all the studied cruelty 
of the m

urderer the ↓
m

ere↓
description of 

facts ↓
physical &

 psychical↓
w

ill contain nothing of
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instance that so and so is a good or a bad runner for it w
ould contain

the fact that he ran the distance of 1 m
ile in so m

any m
inutes and sec-

onds. T
he book w

ould of course contain all true scientific propositions
and in fact allsignificant and true propositions that can be m

ade. N
ow

w
hat I w

ish to say is that all facts are as it w
ere

on the sam
e level that

there is no such thing as absolute im
portance or unim

portance in them
and that in the sam

e w
ay all propositions are on the sam

e level that there
are no propositions w

hich are in any absolute sense sublim
e, im

portant
or on the other hand trivial. N

ow
 perhaps som

e of you w
ill agree to that

and be rem
inded of H

am
let’s w

ords: ‘T
here is nothing either good or

bad but thinking m
akes it so’. B

ut this again could lead to m
isunder-

standing. W
hat H

am
let says seem

s to im
ply that good and bad are not

qualities of the w
orld outside us but attributes of our states of m

ind. B
ut

w
hat I m

ean is that the state of m
ind so far as w

e m
ean by that a fact

w
hich w

e can describe is in no ethical sense good or bad. If for instance
in our w

orld book w
e read the description of an appalling

m
urder in all

the details physical and psychical that is w
ith all the pains and anguish

the victim
 had to endure w

ith all the studied cruelty of the m
urderer the

m
ere description of facts physical and psychical w

ill contain nothing of 
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w
hat w

hich
w

e [w
|c]ould say that it is an 

ethicalproposition. T
he event

m
urder

w
ill be on exactly the sam

e level 
as any other event for instance the 
falling of a stone. C

ertainly the 
reading of this description m

ight 
cause us pains

or rage or any other 
em

otions or w
e m

ig[t|ht] read about 
the pain or rage caused by this 
m

urder in other people w
hen they 

got to know
 it but there w

ill sim
ply 

be facts facts &
 fa‹c›ts but no 

E
thics.—

A
nd now

 I m
ust say 

that if I contem
plate w

hat 
E

thics realy w
ould have to be if 

there w
ere such a science ↓

this↓
seem

s to 
m

e quite obvious. It seem
s to m

e 
quite obvious that nothing w

e c[an|ould] 
ever think ors

say should be the 
thing. T

hat w
e can‹n›‹’›t w

rite a ↓
scientific↓

book 
the subject m

atter of w
hich w

as ‹is› 
intrinsically sublim

e, above all other 
suj[e|i][c|e]‹c›ts m

atte‹r›s. I can only describe 
m

y feeling by the m
etaphor that 

if a m
an [w

|c]ould w
rite a book about 

E
thics w

hich realy w
as a book 

on E
thics this w

ould w
ith an 

explosion destroy all the other 
books in the w

orld. O
ur w

ords used 
as w

e use them
 in science are vesels 

capable only to contain &
 convey 

m
eaning &

 sense, natural m
eaning 

&
 sense, E

thics if it is anything 
m

ust be issupernatural &
 our w

ords

[9]

w
hich w

e could say that it is an ethicalproposition. T
he m

urder w
ill be

on exactly the sam
e level as any other event for instance the falling of a

stone. C
ertainly the reading of this description m

ight cause us pain or
rage or any other em

otions or w
e m

ight read about the pain or rage
caused by this m

urder in other people w
hen they got to know

 it but there
w

ill sim
ply be facts facts and facts but no E

thics. —
 A

nd now
 I m

ust say
that if I contem

plate w
hat E

thics really
w

ould have to be if there w
ere

such a science this seem
s to m

e quite obvious. It seem
s to m

e quite obvi-
ous that nothing w

e could ever think or say should be the
thing. T

hat w
e

can not w
rite a scientific book the subject m

atter of w
hich is intrinsical-

ly sublim
e, above all other subject m

atters. I can only describe m
y feel-

ing by the m
etaphor that if a m

an could w
rite a book about E

thics w
hich

really w
as a book on E

thics this w
ould w

ith an explosion destroy all the
other books in the w

orld. O
ur w

ords used as w
e use them

 in science are
vessels

capable only to contain and convey m
eaning and sense, natural

m
eaning and sense, E

thics if it is anything is supernatural and our w
ords
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w
ill only express facts as a teacup 

w
ill only hold a teacup full 

of w
ater &

 if I w
as to em

pty pour outa gallon 
over it. I said that so far as 
facts &

 propositions are concerned 
there is only relative value &

 
relative good, right etc. A

nd let 
m

e, before I g[
|o] on, illustrate this 

by a rather obvious exam
ple: T

he 
right r[oo|oa]d is the r[oo|oa]d w

hich leads 
to an ↓

abitrarily↓
predeterm

ined end &
 it is 

quite clear to us all that a ro[o|a]d
apart from

 such a predeterm
ined

goalit has no sense in ordinary 
life to talk about the aright 
r[oo|oa]d apart

from
 such a predeterm

ined 
end, that there is no such thing as the
right w

r[ood|oad]. N
ow

 let us see w
hat

w
e could possibly m

ean by such
the

an
expression the↓

absolutely↓
w

right r[ood|oad]. I think 
it w

ould be the ro[od|ad] w
hich everybody 

if he sees it w
ould w

ith logical 
necessity have to go or be asham

ed 
for

ofnot going. G
eneraly speaking‹,› the

A
bsolute good‹,› if it is a describable 

state of affairs‹,› w
ould be one that 

everybody irrespective independentof his tasts 
and inclinations w

ould necessarily 
go or feel guilty for not bring about 
or feel guilty for not bringing about. 
A

nd I w
ant to say that such a state 

of afairs is a C
him

era.—
T

hen w
hat do 

all of us w
ho are‹,› like m

yself‹,› still 
tem

pted to use such phrases E
xpressionsas

*
N

o state of affairs contains hasthe coercive pow
er in itself

150
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w
ill only express facts as a teacup w

ill only hold a teacup full of w
ater

and if I w
as to pour out a gallon over it. I said that so far as facts and

propositions are concerned there is only relative value and relative
good, right etc. A

nd let m
e, before I go on, illustrate this by a rather

obvious exam
ple: the right road is the road w

hich leads to an arbitrar-
ily

predeterm
ined end and it is quite clear to us all that it has no sense

in ordinary life to talk about th
e

right road apart
from

 such a prede-
term

ined end, that there is no such thing as th
e

right road. N
ow

 let us
see w

hat w
e could possibly m

ean by the expression ‘th
e

absolutely
right

road’. I think it w
ould be the road w

hich everybody if he sees it
w

ould w
ith logical necessity have to go or be asham

ed of not going.
G

enerally
speaking, the absolute good, if it is a describable state of

affairs, w
ould be one that everybody independent of his tastes

and
inclinations w

ould necessarily bring about or feel guilty for not bring-
ing about. A

nd I w
ant to say that such a state of affairs

is a chim
era.

N
o state of affairs has the coercive pow

er in itself.—
T

hen w
hat do all

of us w
ho are, like m

yself, still tem
pted to use

such expressions as
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absolute good, absolute value etc. w
hat 

have they in m
ind &

 w
hat do w

e try 
to express? N

ow
 w

henever I try 
to m

ake this clear to m
[e|y] selfit is 

natural that I should try to 
recall w

hat use I
in w

hich cases 
I w

ould particularly
certainly use 

these expressions &
 I am

 then in 
the situation in w

hich you w
ould 

be if for instance I w
ere to 

give you a lecture‹,› say‹,› on the psyco
logy of pleasure. W

hat you w
ould 

do then [c|w
]ould be to try and recall 

som
e typical situation in w

hich you 
allw

ays felt pleasure‹,› for‹,› bearing 
this situation in m

ind‹,› you all w
hich 

I w
ould have to say to you about

pleasure w
ould becom

e concrete &
‹,› 

as it w
h

ere‹,› controlab[le|el]. [A
|O

]ne m
an

w
ould for instance ch[

|use] as his stock 
exam

ple of pleasure the sensation w
hich 

he has w
hen taking a w

alk on a fine 
sum

m
ers m

orning &
 on any↓

som
e such↓

occasion. N
ow

 
in this situation I am

 if I w
ant to 

fix m
y m

ind on w
hat I m

ean by absolute
or ethical value. A

nd there in m
y case 

it allw
ays happens that the idea of one 

particular experience presents itself 
to m

[e|y] ↓
m

ind↓
w

hich therefore is for m
e in a 

sense the experience par excelence &
 

this is the reason w
hy in talking to you now

{I (w
ill alw

ays) referr to this experience 
particulary

I am
 using this

itas m
y first 

&
 forem

ost exam
ple (A

s I have said this

[11]

‘absolute good’, ‘absolute value’ etc. w
hat have they in m

ind and w
hat

do w
e try to express? N

ow
 w

henever I try to m
ake this clear to m

yself
it is natural that I should try to recall in w

hich cases I w
ould certain-

ly
use these expressions and I am

 then in the situation in w
hich you

w
ould be if for instance I w

ere to give you a lecture, say, on the psy-
chology

of pleasure. W
hat you w

ould do then w
ould be to try and

recall som
e typical situation in w

hich you alw
ays felt pleasure, for,

bearing this situation in m
ind, all w

hich I w
ould have to say to you

about pleasure w
ould becom

e concrete and, as it w
ere, controllable.

O
ne m

an w
ould for instance choose

as his stock exam
ple of pleasure

the sensation w
hich he has w

hen taking a w
alk on a fine sum

m
er

m
orn-

ing and on som
e such occasion. N

ow
 in this situation I am

 if I w
ant to

fix m
y m

ind on w
hat I m

ean by absolute or ethical value. A
nd there in

m
y case it alw

ays happens that the idea of one particular experience
presents itself to m

y m
ind w

hich therefore is for m
e in a sense the expe-

rience par excellence
and this is the reason w

hy in talking to you now
I am

 using it as m
y first and forem

ost exam
ple (A

s I have said this
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is realy a personal m
atter &

 others 
w

ould find then exam
ples m

ore
striking) T

he experience the w
hich 

I’m
 talking about I w

ill describe 
this experience in order if possible 
to m

ake you recall to your m
inds 

the sam
e or sim

ilar experiences 
so that w

e m
ay have a com

m
on 

ground for our investigation. N
ow

 the 
best w

ay of describing this m
y

experience 
is to say that w

hen I have it I 
w

onder at the existence of the 
w

orld. A
nd I am

 then inclined to use 
such a p[r|h]rase like as”how

 extraordinary 
that anything should exist”, or, „how

 extra
ordinary that the w

orld should exist”. 
I w

ill m
ention an other experience strait 

aw
ay w

hich I also know
 &

 w
hich others 

of you m
ight be aquainted w

ith &
 this 

is w
hat one m

ight call the experience 
of feeling absolutely safe. I m

ean 
the state in w

hich one says to onesself 
I am

 safe nothing can happen to
injurem

e
w

hatever happens. N
ow

 let m
e consider 

these experiences becouse they exhibit 
I believe the very characteristics w

e 
w

ant to get clear about. N
ow

 there the 
first thing I have to say is that the
verbal expression w

hich w
e give to 

these experiences is nonsense! If 
I say I w

onder at the existence of 
the w

orld I am
 m

isusing language.
L

et m
e explain this: It has a perfectly 

good and and inteligible sense to say
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is really
a personal m

atter and others w
ould find then other exam

ples
m

ore striking) I w
ill describe this experience in order if possible to m

ake
you recall to your m

inds the sam
e or sim

ilar experiences so that w
e m

ay
have a com

m
on ground for our investigation. N

ow
 the best w

ay of
describing m

y experience is to say that w
hen I have it I w

onder at the
existence of the w

orld. A
nd I am

 then inclined to use such a phrase as
‘H

ow
 extraordinary that anything should exist’, or, ‘H

ow
 extraordi-

nary that the w
orld should exist’. I w

ill m
ention another

experience
straight

aw
ay w

hich I also know
 and w

hich others of you m
ight be

acquainted
w

ith and this is w
hat one m

ight call the experience of feel-
ing absolutely safe. I m

ean the state in w
hich one says to oneself

‘I am
safe nothing can injure m

e w
hatever happens’. N

ow
 let m

e consider
these experiences because

they exhibit I believe the very characteristics
w

e w
ant to get clear about. N

ow
 there the first thing I have to say is that

the verbal expression w
hich w

e give to these experiences is nonsense! If
I say ‘I w

onder at the existence of the w
orld’ I am

 m
isusing language.

L
et m

e explain this: it has a perfectly good and intelligible
sense to say
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that I w
onder at som

ething being the 
case. I

W
e all understand w

hat
it m

eans w
hen I say that I w

onder 
at a dog w

hich is bigger than any dog one 
I have ever seen before or at any 
other thing w

hich in the com
m

on sense 
of the w

ord is „extraordinary.” In every 
such case I w

onder at som
ething being 

the case w
hich I could conceive not 

to be the case. I w
onder at the size 

of t‹h›is dog because I could conceive 
of a dog of another nam

ely the ordinary 
size at w

hich I w
ould not w

onder. 
T

o [I |say] I w
onder at such &

 such 
being the case has only sense if 
I can im

m
agine it not to be the case. 

In this sense one can w
onder at the 

existence of say a house w
hen one sees it &

hasnt seen
visited

it for m
any years &

 has 
im

m
agined that it had been pulled dow

n 
in the m

eantim
e. B

ut it is nonsense 
to say that I w

onder at the exis-
tence of the w

orld because I cannot
im

m
agine it not existing. I could 

of course w
onder at the w

orld round m
e

being as it is. F
or instance if I 

had th[is|e] experience↓
of w

onder↓
w

hile looking 
into the blue sky I could w

onder 
at the sky being blue as opposed 
to the case w

here its clouded. B
ut 

that’s not w
hat I m

ean. I [w
|am

] w
onde-

ring at the sky being w
hatever it 

is. O
ne m

ight be tem
pted to say 

that w
hat I am

 w
ondering at is a 

*
tautologie nam

ely at the sky being blue 
*

or [
|not] being blue. B

at then its just

[13]

that I
w

onder at som
ething being the case. W

e all understand w
hat it

m
eans w

hen I say that I w
onder at a dog w

hich is bigger
than any dog I

have ever seen before or at any other thing w
hich in the com

m
on sense of

the w
ord is ‘extraordinary’. In every such case I w

onder at som
ething

being the case w
hich I could conceive not to be the case. I w

onder at the
size of this dog because I could conceive of a dog of another nam

ely the
ordinary size at w

hich I w
ould not w

onder. T
o say ‘I w

onder at such and
such being the case’ has only sense if I can im

agine
it not to be the case.

In this sense one can w
onder at the existence of say a house w

hen one sees
it and has not visited it for m

any years and has im
agined

that it had been
pulled dow

n in the m
eantim

e. B
ut it is nonsense to say that I w

onder at
the existence of the w

orld because I cannot im
agine

it not existing. I could
of course w

onder at the w
orld round m

e being as it is. F
or instance if I

had the experience of w
onder w

hile looking into the blue sky I could
w

onder at the sky being blue as opposed to the case w
here it is clouded.

B
ut that is not w

hat I m
ean. I am

 w
ondering at the sky being w

hatever it
is. O

ne m
ight be tem

pted to say that w
hat I am

 w
ondering at is a tautol-

ogy
nam

ely at the sky being blue or not being blue. B
ut then it is just
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that its nonsense to say that one 
w

onders at a tautolog[ie|y]. T
he verbal

expression do w
ith it w

hat I m
ay 

rem
ains nonsense &

 I think it 
is essential that it should do 
so. N

ow
 the sam

e applies to that
other experience w

hich I have m
entioned 

the experience of being safe absolute 
safety. W

e all know
 w

hat it m
eans 

in ordinary life to be safe. I am
 

saife in m
y room

s w
hen I cannt be 

run over by an O
m

nibus. I am
 safe 

if I have had w
hooping cough once 

&
 [k|c]annt thereforehave it again. T

hat is to be 
safe essentialy m

eans that it is 
physically im

possible im
probablethat certain 

things should happen to m
e, &

 therefore 
its nonsense to say that I am

 safe
w

hatever happens. A
gain it is a

m
isuse of the w

orld safe as the other ↓
exam

ple↓
w

as a m
isuse of the w

ord existence. 
N

ow
 I w

ant to im
press on you that

a certain characteristic m
isuse 

of language runs through all
ethical &

 religious expressions. I can 
perhaps best describe it in this w

ay:
W

hen it has becom
e clear to one that 

there is am
ongst significant propositions 

no such thing as a judgm
ent of 

absolute value the first thought I 
believe is that all ethical &

 religious
propositions are realy [si|on]ly sim

iles &
 

that[’s|is] w
hat they realy seem

 to be. It 
seem

s that w
hen w

e are using the
*

w
ord right in an ethical sense although
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that it is nonsense to say that one w
onders at a tautology. T

he verbal
expression

do w
ith it w

hat I m
ay rem

ains nonsense and I think it is
essential that it should do so. N

ow
 the sam

e applies to that other expe-
rience w

hich I have m
entioned the experience of absolute safety. W

e all
know

 w
hat it m

eans in ordinary life to be safe. I am
 safe in m

y room
s

w
hen I can not

be run over by an om
nibus. I am

 safe if I have had
w

hooping cough once and can not
therefore have it again. T

hat is ‘to
be safe’ essentially

m
eans that it is physically im

possible that certain
things should happen to m

e, and therefore it is nonsense to say that I
am

 safe w
hatever happens. A

gain it is a m
isuse of the w

ord ‘safe’ as the
other exam

ple w
as a m

isuse of the w
ord ‘existence’. N

ow
 I w

ant to
im

press on you that a certain characteristic m
isuse of language runs

through all
ethical and religious expressions. I can perhaps best

describe it in this w
ay: w

hen it has becom
e clear to one that there is

am
ongst significant propositions no such thing as a judgem

ent
of

absolute value the first thought I believe is that all ethical and religious
propositions are really

only sim
iles and that is w

hat they seem
 to be. It

seem
s that w

hen w
e are using the w

ord ‘right’ in an ethical sense although
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w
hat w

e m
ean is not w

hat w
e m

ean ↓
by right↓

w
hen 

w
e say this is the right road to 

G
ranchester its som

ething sim
ilar

&
 

w
hen w

e say this is a good fellow
 

w
e dont m

ean it in the sam
e sense 

as w
hen w

e say he is a good football-
player but there is som

e sim
ilar[y|s] 

A
nd w

hen w
e say th[is|e] life of this 

m
an w

as valuable w
e dont m

ean 
it in the sam

e sense as w
hen w

e say 
this p[ei|ie]ce of ju[w

|v]elery is valuable but 
there se[a|e]m

s to be som
e sort of 

connection. N
ow

 all religious term
s 

&
 notions 

seem
 in this sense to be used as

sim
il[ies|es]  or alegorical. F

or w
hen w

e 
speak of G

od &
 that he sees &

 hears 
everything &

 w
hen w

e pra
kneel &

 pray to 
him

 it is seem
sob[w

|v]ious that all our term
s 

&
 actions are part of a big

great &
 elaboratealegory 

w
hich represents him

 as a hum
an being 

of great pow
er w

hose grace w
e try to 

w
in etc etc. N

ow
 this sim

ile also
extends over the tw

o experiences w
hich 

I have described abo[w
|v]e in fa[ckt|ct] the 

first of them
 w

ondering at the existence 
of the w

orld is I believe exactly w
hat 

w
e are ref people w

ere referring to w
hen

they s[ ei |aid] that G
od had created the 

w
orld &

 the the experience of absolute 
safety is described by saying that 
w

e are safe under G
ods protektion. 

A
 third experience w

hich belongs 
to this realm

 is the experience of 
feeling guilty &

 again that w
as described

[15]

w
hat w

e m
ean is not w

hat w
e m

ean by ‘right’ w
hen w

e say ‘T
his is the

right road to G
ranchester’ it is som

ething sim
ilar

and w
hen w

e say ‘T
his

is a good fellow
’ w

e do not m
ean it in the sam

e sense as w
hen w

e say
‘H

e is a good football player’ but there is som
e sim

ilarity. A
nd w

hen
w

e say ‘T
he life of this m

an w
as valuable’ w

e do not m
ean it in the sam

e
sense as w

hen w
e say ‘T

his piece of jew
ellery

is valuable’ but there seem
s

to be som
e sort of connection. N

ow
 all religious term

s
seem

 in this sense
to be used as sim

iles
or allegorical. F

or w
hen w

e speak of G
od and that

he sees and hears everything and w
hen w

e kneel and pray to him
 it

seem
s obvious that all our term

s and actions are part of a great and elab-
orate allegory

w
hich represents him

 as a hum
an being of great pow

er
w

hose grace w
e try to w

in etc. etc. N
ow

 this sim
ile also extends over

the tw
o experiences w

hich I have described above in fact the first of
them

 w
ondering at the existence of the w

orld is I believe exactly w
hat

people w
ere referring to w

hen they said that G
od had created the w

orld
and the experience of absolute safety is described by saying that w

e are
safe under G

od’s protection. A
 third experience w

hich belongs to this
realm

 is the experience of feeling guilty and again that w
as described
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by the p[r|h]rase that G
od disaprooves of our 

conduct. N
ow

 the three experiences 
w

hich I have m
entioned I have said 

that w
henever w

e describe ethical 
or religious experiences w

e seem
 to 

use language only to m
ake up sim

iles. 
N

B
ut a sim

ile m
ust be the sim

ile 
for som

ething &
 if I can express a 

fact by m
eans of a sim

ile I m
ust

also be able to drop the sim
ile and 

to explain the facts w
ithout it. N

ow
 

w
hat happens to us in this [

|c]ase is 
that as soon as w

e try to drop the 
sim

ile &
 try to state sim

ply the facts 
that stand behind them

 w
e find 

that there are no such facts. A
nd so 

w
hat at first appeard to be sim

iles 
now

 seem
s to be m

ere nonsense.
N

ow
 the three experiences w

hich I 
m

entioned before (and I could have 
added m

any
som

em
ore) seem

 to those 
w

ho have experienced them
 ↓

for instance
to m

e↓
to 

have som
e in som

e sense an intrinsic
‹an› absolute value. B

ut w
hen I say 

they are experiences surely the[
|y] are 

facts, they have taken place then &
 

there, lasted a certain definit[ie|e] tim
e 

&
 consequently are describable. A

nd so, from
w

hat I said som
e m

inutes ago I m
ust 

adm
it it is nonsense to say that 

they have absolute value. A
nd here 

I [am
| ha]ve at

arrived at the m
ain point of 

this paper &
 it is the paradox for

I know
 not how

 to call it
that an experience
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by the phrase that G
od disapproves

of our conduct. I have said that
w

henever w
e describe ethical or religious experiences w

e seem
 to use lan-

guage only to m
ake up sim

iles. B
ut a sim

ile m
ust be the sim

ile for som
e-

thing and if I can express a fact by m
eans of a sim

ile I m
ust also be able

to drop the sim
ile and to explain the facts w

ithout it. N
ow

 w
hat happens

to us in this case is that as soon as w
e try to drop the sim

ile and try to state
sim

ply the facts that stand behind them
 w

e find that there are no such
facts. A

nd so w
hat at first appeared

to be sim
iles now

 seem
s to be m

ere
nonsense. N

ow
 the three experiences w

hich I m
entioned before (and I

could have added som
e m

ore) seem
 to those w

ho have experienced them
for instance to m

e to have in som
e sense an intrinsic an absolute value.

B
ut w

hen I say they are experiences surely they are facts, they have taken
place then and there, lasted a certain definite tim

e and consequently are
describable. A

nd so, from
 w

hat I said som
e m

inutes ago I m
ust adm

it it
is nonsense to say that they have absolute value. A

nd here I have arrived
at the m

ain point of this paper and it is the paradox that an experience
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a fact should have an absolute value. 
A

nd I w
ill m

ake the point still m
ore 

acute by saying, that ↓
an experience↓

a fact schould 
have a supernatural [w

|v]alue. N
ow

 the 
w

ay I w
ould be tem

pted at first 
to m

eet this paradox is this: L
et 

m
e consider again the E

xperience of 
w

ondering at existence &
 let m

e des
cribe it in a slighly different w

ay: W
e all 

know
 w

hat in ordinary life w
ould 

be called a m
ira[kel|cle]: It obviously is 

sim
ply an event w

hich the like of w
hich 

w
e have never yet seen. N

ow
 suppose

such an event happened. T
ake the case 

that one of you suddenly grew
 a lions 

head &
 began to

roaring certainly thats 
as extraordinary a thing as I can

[T
here is nothing either good or bad but 

thinking m
akes it so]

im
m

agine. N
ow

 w
henever w

e w
ould have 

recovered from
 our surprise w

hat 
I w

ould suggest is to fech a physiolo-
gist &

 have the case scienti[c|f]ically 
investigated &

 if it w
ere not for being afraid 

of h[a|u]rting him
 I’ld have him

 vivisected. 
A

nd w
here w

ould the m
iracle have 

gone to, for it is clear that looking 
at it in this w

ay everything m
iraculous 

has disappeared unless w
hat w

e 
m

ean by m
iraculous is m

erely that 
a fac[kt|t] has not jet been explained 
by science w

h‹i›ch again m
eans m

erely
th[t|a]t

[17]

a fact should have an absolute value. A
nd I w

ill m
ake the point still

m
ore acute

by saying, that an experience a fact should have a supernat-
ural value. N

ow
 the w

ay I w
ould be tem

pted at first to m
eet this para-

dox is this: let m
e consider again the experience of w

ondering at exis-
tence and let m

e describe it in a slightly
different w

ay: w
e all know

 w
hat

in ordinary life w
ould be called a m

iracle: it obviously is sim
ply an

event the like of w
hich w

e have never yet seen. N
ow

 suppose such an
event happened. T

ake the case that one of you suddenly grew
 a lion’s

head and began to roar certainly that is as extraordinary a thing as I can
im

agine. N
ow

 w
henever w

e w
ould have recovered from

 our surprise
w

hat I w
ould suggest is to fetch

a physiologist and have the case scien-
tifically investigated and if it w

ere not for being afraid of hurting him
 I

w
ould

have him
 vivisected. A

nd w
here w

ould the m
iracle have gone

to, for it is clear that looking at it in this w
ay everything m

iraculous has
disappeared unless w

hat w
e m

ean by m
iraculous is m

erely that a fact
has not yet

been explained by science w
hich again m

eans m
erely that
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w
e have [t|h]itherto failed to group this 

fact w
ith others in a scientific 

system
. B

ut
[t|T

]his m
eans that it 

has no sense to say „scien[s|c]e has 
prooved that there are no m

ira[k|c]les” 
N

o: the scientific w
ay of looking 

at a fact is not the w
ay to look at 

it as a m
iracle. F

or im
m

agine w
hatever 

fact you m
ay, it is not in itself a 

m
iracle in the absolute sense &

 there 
one is in itself not not m

ore or less 
m

ira[k|c]uleus than the other. I ↓
heard ←

once            
a preacher in a C

am
bridge C

hurch say 
that of course there w

ere still m
ira[kls|cles] 

happening only look at the tiny little 
seed from

 w
hich a trees

grow
s. B

ut 
is this m

ore is w
rong for is this m

ore
m

ira[k|c]ul[e|o]us than that a stone falls 
or in fact any thing w

hich happens 
w

hatever happens!
A

gain w
e see that 

w
e have used the term

 m
iracle in 

a relative &
 an absolute sense. In 

the rolative sense it sim
ply m

eant 
a hitherto unknow

n kind of event. 
W

ell that’s a trivial m
eaning. B

ut 
w

hen w
e are tem

pted to use it in 
w

hat I w
ould like to [k|c]all a deep 

m
eaning sensethen it m

eans w
e w

ant it to m
ean 

that w
e w

onder at it not becouse of 
its

thera[|r]ity of w
hat has happened

the eventbut 
because w

hat has happened has happened
w

hatever has happened. A
nd here w

e have 
the m

isuse of the w
ord „ to

w
onder” w

hich 
w

e talked about previously.—
In fact
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w
e have hitherto failed to group this fact w

ith others in a scientific sys-
tem

. T
his m

eans that it has no sense to say ‘Science has proved
that

there are no m
iracles’. N

o: the scientific w
ay of looking at a fact is not

the w
ay to look at it as a m

iracle. F
or im

agine
w

hatever fact you m
ay,

it is not in itself a m
iracle in the absolute sense and one is in itself not

m
ore or less m

iraculous than the other. I once heard a preacher in a
C

am
bridge C

hurch say that of course there w
ere still m

iracles happen-
ing only look at the tiny little seed from

 w
hich a tree grow

s. B
ut this

is w
rong for is this m

ore m
iraculous than that a stone falls or in fact

anything
w

hich happens w
hatever happens! A

gain w
e see that w

e have
used the term

 ‘m
iracle’ in a relative and an absolute sense. In the rela-

tive
sense it sim

ply m
eant a hitherto unknow

n kind of event. W
ell that

is a trivial m
eaning. B

ut w
hen w

e are tem
pted to use it in w

hat I w
ould

like to call a deep sense then w
e w

ant it to m
ean that w

e w
onder at it

not because of the rarity of the event but because w
hat has happened

has happened w
hatever has happened. A

nd here w
e have the m

isuse of
the w

ord ‘to w
onder’ w

hich w
e talked about previously. —

In fact 
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w
hat I then called to w

onder at 
the existence of the w

orld I 
m

ight have equaly w
ell described 

by saying
to regard to as the experience

oflook‹ing› 
ing  at 

existens as a m
ira[k|c]le. N

ow
 I am

 
tem

pted to say that the ↓
right↓

expres-
sion in language for the m

iracle 
of the existence of the w

orld is the 
m

iracle of the existence of language 
but this w

ould not account for 
a fact being im

portant the absolute 
im

portance of but w
hat  the 

does it m
ean to notice that this 

m
iracle som

e tim
es &

 not at other tim
es? 

F
or of course the expression „m

iracle 
of the F

or all I have said by
shifting the expression of the m

iraculous 
from

 an expression [
|by] m

eans of 
language to the expression by 
the existence of language, all 
I have said is again that w

[|e] 
can not express w

hat w
e w

ant to
express &

 that all w
e say about it 

is rem
ainesnonsense. N

ow
 the answ

er 
to all this w

ill seam
 ↓

perfectly↓
clear to 

m
any of you. Y

ou w
ill say: W

ellif certain 
experiences constantly tem

pt us to 
attribute a quality to them

 w
hich w

e 
call absolute or[

] ethical value &
 

im
p[t|or]tance this sim

ply show
s that 

by these w
ords w

e do|n‹o›t
m

ean nonsense 
&

 &
 that after all w

hat w
e m

ean by 
saying that an experience has absolute 
value is just a fact [&

|l]ike other facts

[19]

w
hat I then called ‘to w

onder at the existence of the w
orld’ I m

ight
have equally

w
ell described as the experience of looking at existence

as a m
iracle. N

ow
 I am

 tem
pted to say that the right expression in lan-

guage for the m
iracle of the existence of the w

orld is the m
iracle of the

existence of language but w
hat does it m

ean to notice this m
iracle

som
e tim

es and not at other tim
es? F

or all I have said by shifting the
expression of the m

iraculous from
 an expression by m

eans of language
to the expression by the existence of language, all I have said is again
that w

e can not express w
hat w

e w
ant to express and that all w

e say
about it rem

ains nonsense. N
ow

 the answ
er to all this w

ill seem
 per-

fectly
clear to m

any of you. Y
ou w

ill say: w
ell if certain experiences

constantly tem
pt us to attribute a quality to them

 w
hich w

e call
absolute or ethical value and im

portance this sim
ply show

s that by
these w

ords w
e do not

m
ean nonsense that after all w

hat w
e m

ean by
saying that an experience has absolute value is just a fact like other facts
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&
 that is to say that m

y contention 
in the beginning of this paper [t|w

]hen I 
said that no describable fact 
could ↓

ever↓
be or im

ply an abs[u|o]lute judgm
ent 

w
as w

rong. N
ow

 w
hen this is urged 

against m
e I say (im

m
ediately) see perfectly

clearly
as it w

here in a flash of light, 
not only that no description that 
could

I can think of w
ould do 

to describe significantly these 
experiences, but that I w

ould 
reject every explaination that 
anybody could possibly suggest ↓

ab initio↓
on the ground of its significance.
T

hat is to say: I see now
 that 

these nonsensical expressions w
ere

not nonsensical bec[o|a]use I had not 
jet found the significant explana- ↓

expression↓
tion but that there nonsense-
cality w

as there very essence 
for all I w

anted to do w
ith them

w
as just 

to go beyond the w
orld

&
 that 

is to say beyond language. B
ut 

this is just im
possible M

y ‹w
›hole 

&
 as I believe the tendency of all those w

ho have tried 

to talk or w
rite about ethics &

 religion

tendency w
as to run against the 

boundar[y|ie]s of language. T
his running 

against the w
alls of our cage is 

perfectly, absolutely, hopeless. &
 still 

I feel respect for it &
 w

ould not ↓
for m

y life↓
ridicul it. I w

ill sum
 up: I thereforebelieve 

that so far as E
thics springs from

 the 
desire to sa express

say som
ething aboutthe ultim

at 
ultim

ate m
eaning of life, the absolute good, 

the absolute im
portant it can be no
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and that is to say that m
y contention in the beginning of this paper

w
hen I said that no describable fact could ever be or im

ply an absolute
judgem

ent
w

as w
rong. N

ow
 w

hen this is urged against m
e I (im

m
edi-

ately) see as it w
ere

in a flash of light, not only that no description that
I can think of w

ould do to describe significantly these experiences, but
that I w

ould reject every explanation
that anybody could possibly sug-

gest ab initio
on the ground of its significance. T

hat is to say: I see now
that these nonsensical expressions w

ere not nonsensical because I had
not yet

found the significant expression but that their
nonsensicality

w
as their

very essence for all I w
anted to do w

ith them
 w

as just to go
beyond the w

orld
and that is to say beyond language. B

ut this is just
im

possible. M
y w

hole tendency and as I believe the tendency of all
those w

ho have tried to talk or w
rite about E

thics and R
eligion w

as to
run against the boundaries of language. T

his running against the w
alls of

our cage is perfectly, absolutely, hopeless. I therefore believe that so far
as E

thics springs from
 the desire to say som

ething about the ultim
ate

m
eaning of life, the absolute good, the absolute im

portant it can be no
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science, that is to say
w

hat it 
sa[i|y]s does not add to our know

ledge 
in any sense. B

ut it is [e|a] docum
ent 

w
hich I of [t|a] tendency in the hum

an 
m

ind w
hich I person‹a›ly can not help 

respecting deeply &
 I w

ould not 
for m

y life ridicul it.

[21]

science, w
hat it says does not add to our know

ledge in any sense. B
ut it

is docum
ent of a tendency in the hum

an m
ind w

hich I personally
can

not help respecting deeply and I w
ould not for m

y life ridicule it.
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L
adies &

 G
entlem

en.
1

B
efore I begin to speak about m

y 
subject ↓

proper↓
let m

e m
ake a few

 intro-
ductory rem

arks. I feel I shall have 
great difficulties in com

m
unicating

m
y thoughts to you &

 I think 
som

e of them
 m

ay be dem
inished 

by m
entioning them

 to you beforehand. 
T

he first one, w
hich allm

ost I needn’t 
m

ention, is, that E
nglish is not m

y 
native tongue &

 m
y expression 

therefore often lacks that precision 
&

 subtelty w
hich w

ould be desirable 
if one talks about a difficult 
subject. A

ll I can do is to ask 
you to m

ake m
y task to

easier 
by [

|trying to get at m
y m

eaning 
can

inspite of the faults w
hich

I w
ill constantly be com

m
iting 

against the E
nglish gram

m
ar.]

T
he second difficulty w

hich
I 

w
ill m

ention is this, that probably 
m

any of you com
e up to this lecture

of [
|m

ine] w
ith slighly w

rong expecta-
tions. A

nd to set you right 
in this po‹i›nt I w

ill say a few
 

w
ords about [

|the reason for choosing the]
subject w

hich
I have chosen: W

hen 
your form

er secretary honoured 
m

e by asking m
e to read a 

paper to your society, m
y first 

thought w
as that I w

ould 
certainly do [so|it] &

 the
m

y second
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L
adies and G

entlem
en.

B
efore I begin to speak about m

y subject proper let m
e m

ake a few
introductory rem

arks. I feel I shall have great difficulties in com
m

uni-
cating m

y thoughts to you and I think som
e of them

 m
ay be dim

inished
by m

entioning them
 to you beforehand. T

he first one, w
hich alm

ost I
need not m

ention, is, that E
nglish is not m

y native tongue and m
y

expression therefore often lacks that precision and subtlety
w

hich
w

ould be desirable if one talks about a difficult subject. A
ll I can do is

to ask you to m
ake m

y task easier by trying to get at m
y m

eaning in
spite

of the faults w
hich I w

ill constantly be com
m

itting
against the

E
nglish gram

m
ar. T

he second difficulty I w
ill m

ention is this, that prob-
ably m

any of you com
e up to this lecture of m

ine w
ith slightly

w
rong

expectations. A
nd to set you right in this point I w

ill say a few
 w

ords
about the reason for choosing the subject I have chosen: w

hen your for-
m

er secretary honoured m
e by asking m

e to read a paper to your soci-
ety, m

y first thought w
as that I w

ould certainly do it and m
y second
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thought w
as that if I should w

as to
2

have an the opportunity to speak 
to a room

 full of you I should 
speak about som

ething ↓
w

hich↓
I am

 keen
on com

m
unicating [f|t]o you &

 that I 
should not m

isuse th‹i›s opportunity 
to give you a lecture about, say, logic. 
I say I call this am

isuse you think for to
explain a scientific m

atter to you I
it 

w
ould w

ant need
a cours[

|e] of lectures &
not an hour’s paper. O

f course 
[

|A
n] other 

alternative w
ould have been to give 

you w
hat’s called a popular-

scientific lecture, that is a lecture 
intended to m

ake you believe that
you understand a thing w

hich 
actually you don’t understand, &

 
to gratify ↓

w
hat I believe to be↓

one of the low
est desires 

of m
odern people, nam

ely the cur 
superficial curiosity about the 
latest discover[y|ie]s [in|of] science. I
rejected these alternatives &

 decided 
to talk to you about a subject 
w

hich seem
s to m

e to be of general 
im

portance, hoping that this itm
[

|a]y 
help to clear up your thoughts
about th[

|i]s subject (even if you 
should ent[y|i]rely disagree w

ith w
hat 

I w
ill say about it). M

y third &
 

last difficulty is one w
hich, in fact,

adheres to m
ost lengthy philosophi

cal lectures &
 it is this, that 

the hearer is uncapable of seeing 
both the w

ay road
he is lead &

 the
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thought w
as that if I w

as to have the opportunity to speak you I should
speak about som

ething w
hich I am

 keen
on com

m
unicating to you and

that I should not m
isuse this opportunity to give you a lecture about,

say, logic. I call this a m
isuse for to explain a scientific m

atter to you it
w

ould need a course of lectures and not an hour’s paper. A
nother

alter-
native w

ould have been to give you w
hat is called a popular-scientific

lecture, that is a lecture intended to m
ake you believe that you under-

stand a thing w
hich actually you do not understand, and to gratify w

hat
I believe to be one of the low

est desires of m
odern people, nam

ely the
superficial curiosity about the latest discoveries of science. I rejected
these alternatives and decided to talk to you about a subject w

hich
seem

s to m
e to be of general im

portance, hoping that it m
ay help to clear

up your thoughts about this subject (even if you should entirely disagree
w

ith w
hat I w

ill say about it). M
y third and last difficulty is one w

hich,
in fact, adheres to m

ost lengthy philosophical lectures and it is this,
that the hearer is incapable

of seeing both the road he is lead and the
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goal w
hich it leeds to. T

hat’s to  
|3

say: he either thinks „I understand 
all he says, but w

hat on earth
is he dr[y|i]ving at” or else he sees 
w

hat thinks „ I see w
hat he’s 

driving at, but how
 on earth is 

he going to get there”. A
ll I c[

|an] 
do is, again, to ask you to be 
patient &

 to hope that in the 
end you m

ay see both the road
w

ay

&
 w

here it leads to.—
I w

ill now
 

begin. M
y subject, as you know

, is 
E

thics &
 I w

ill adopt the expla
nation of that term

 w
hich P

rof. M
oore  

has given in his ↓
book↓

P
rincipia E

thica. 
H

e says : „E
thics is the general 

E
enquiry into w

hat is good”. 
N

ow
 I’m

 going to use the term
 ‹E

thics›
in a slightly w

ider sense, in a 
sense ↓

in fact↓
in

w
hich includes w

hat I 
believe to be the m

ost essential 
part of w

hat is generally called 
A

esthetics. A
nd to m

ake you 
see as clearly as possible w

hat 
I take to be the subject m

atter 
of E

thics I w
ill put before you 

a num
ber of m

ore or less syno
nym

ous term
s ↓

expressions↓
each of w

hich could 
be substituted for P

rof M
oores the above

definition, &
 by enum

erating them
 

I w
ant to produce the sam

e sort 
of effect  t

w
hich G

allstone produced 
w

hen he  p
copied a num

ber of took 
a num

ber of photos of different

[3]

goal w
hich it leads

to. T
hat is to say: he either thinks ‘I understand

all he says, but w
hat on earth is he driving at’ or else he thinks ‘I see

w
hat he is driving at, but how

 on earth is he going to get there’. A
ll

I can do is, again, to ask you to be patient and to hope that in the end
you m

ay see both the w
ay and w

here it leads to.—
I w

ill now
 begin.

M
y subject, as you know

, is E
thics and I w

ill adopt the explanation
of that term

 w
hich P

rof. M
oore has given in his book P

rin
cipia

E
th

ica. H
e says: ‘E

thics is the general enquiry into w
hat is good’.

N
ow

 I am
 going to use the term

 ‘E
thics’ in a slightly w

ider sense, in
a sense in fact w

hich includes w
hat I believe to be the m

ost essential
part of w

hat is generally called A
esthetics. A

nd to m
ake you see as

clearly as possible w
hat I take to be the subject m

atter of E
thics I w

ill
put before you a num

ber of m
ore or less synonym

ous expressions
each of w

hich could be substituted for the
above definition, and by

enum
erating them

 I w
ant to produce the sam

e sort of effect w
hich

G
alton

produced w
hen he took a num

ber of photos of different
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faces on the sam
e photographic plate 

|4
in order to get the picture of the
typical features they all ha[ve|d] in com

on. 
A

nd as by shew
ing to you such 

a collective photo I could m
ake 

you see w
hat is the typical—

say—
 

chinese face so if you look through 
the row

 of synonym
s w

hich I w
ill 

place putbefore you, you w
ill, I hope, 

be able to see the characterictic 
feature‹s› they all have in com

m
on

&
 th[

|ese] are the characteristic features 
of E

thics[:|.] N
ow

 instead of saying
E

thics is the enquiry into w
hat is 

of
good I could have said it is

E
thics

is the enquiry into w
hat is 

valuable, or, into w
hat is

realy im
portant, or I could have 

said E
thics is the enquiry into

the m
eaning of life, or into w

hat 
m

akes life w
orth living, or 

into the  r  w
hat is the right ‹w

ay›
‹of› li[fe|ving]. A

nd I believe I
if you look 

at all these p‹h›rases you w
ill get 

a rough idea as to w
hat it is

that E
thics is concerned w

ith. 
N

ow
 the first thing that strikes

one about all these expressions 
is that each of them

 is actually
used in tw

o very different senses. 
I w

ill call them
 the trivial or 

relative sense on the one 
hand &

 the [
] ethical or absolute 

sense on the other. If for instance
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[4]

faces on the sam
e photographic plate in order to get the picture of the

typical features they all had in com
m

on. A
nd as by show

ing
to you

such a collective photo I could m
ake you see w

hat is the typical—
say—

C
hinese face so if you look through the row

 of synonym
s

w
hich I w

ill put before you, you w
ill, I hope, be able to see the char-

acteristic features they all have in com
m

on
and these are the charac-

teristic
features of E

thics. N
ow

 instead of saying E
thics is the

enquiry into w
hat is good I could have said E

thics is the enquiry into
w

hat is valuable, or, into w
hat is really

im
portant, or I could have

said E
thics is the enquiry into the m

eaning of life, or into w
hat m

akes
life w

orth living, or into the right w
ay of living. I believe if you look

at all these phrases you w
ill get a rough idea as to w

hat it is that
E

thics is concerned w
ith. N

ow
 the first thing that strikes one about

all these expressions is that each of them
 is actually used in tw

o very
different senses. I w

ill call them
 the trivial or relative sense on the one

hand and the ethical or absolute sense on the other. If for instance
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I say that this is a good
chair  

5
this m

eans that the chair 
serves a certain predeterm

ined pur
pose &

 the w
ord good here has only 

m
eaning so far as this purpose 

has been previously fixed [
|upon]. In fact 

the w
ord good in the ↓

relative↓
sense sim

ply
m

e[
|a]ns com

ing up to a certain 
predeterm

ined standard. So
↓

T
hus↓

w
hen 

w
e say that this m

an is a good
pianist w

e m
ean that he [

|can] 
can play p[e|i]eces of a certain degree 
of difficulty [in|w

ith] a certain [
|degree] [-able] 

[
|of dexterity]. A

nd sim
ilarly if I say 

that it’s im
portant

for m
e not 

to cach cold I m
ean that caching 

a cold produces certain describable 
disturbances in m

y life &
 if I 

say that this is the right
road I m

ean that it’s the
right road relative to a certain 
goal. U

sed in this w
ay these ex

pressions dont present any very 
difficult or deep problem

s. B
ut

this is not how
 E

thics uses them
. 

Sup[o|p]osing that I could play T
e‹n›nis 

&
 one of you saw

 m
e playing &

 
said „w

ell you play pretty badly” 
&

 suppose I answ
ered „I know

, 
know

 I’m
 playing badly but I

don’t w
ant to play any better” 

A
ll, the other m

an could say [is|w
ould be] 

„A
h then that’s all right”. B

ut 
suppose I had told one of you

[5]

I say that this is a good
chair this m

eans that the chair serves a certain
predeterm

ined purpose and the w
ord ‘good’ here has only m

eaning so
far as this purpose has been previously fixed upon. In fact the w

ord
‘good’ in the relative sense sim

ply m
eans com

ing up to a certain pre-
determ

ined standard. T
hus w

hen w
e say that this m

an is a good
pianist w

e m
ean that he can play pieces of a certain degree of difficul-

ty w
ith a certain degree of dexterity. A

nd sim
ilarly if I say that it is

im
portant

for m
e not to catch

cold I m
ean that catching

a cold pro-
duces certain describable disturbances in m

y life and if I say that this
is the right

road I m
ean that it is the right road relative to a certain

goal. U
sed in this w

ay these expressions do not present any difficult
or deep problem

s. B
ut this is not how

 E
thics uses them

. Supposing
that I could play tennis and one of you saw

 m
e playing and said ‘W

ell
you play pretty badly’ and suppose I answ

ered ‘I know
, I am

 playing
badly but I do not w

ant to play any better’ all, the other m
an could say

w
ould be ‘A

h then that is all right’. B
ut suppose I had told one of you
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a preposterous lie &
 he cam

e up to 
6

m
e &

 said „Y
ou’re behaving like

a beast” &
 then I w

ere to say 
„I kn[

|ow
] I behave badly, but then 

I don’t w
ant to behave any better”. 

W
ould then the m

an he then
say „A

h, then 
that’s all right”? C

ertainly not; 
he w

ould say „w
ell, you o[

|u]ght
to w

ant to behave better”. H
ere 

you have an absolute judgem
ent of 

value, w
hereas the first instance w

as 
one of a relative judgm

ent. T
he essence 

of this difference seem
s to m

e to 
be obviously this:[

]
E

very judgm
ent 

of relative value can is a m
ere

statem
ent of facts &

 can therefore 
be put in such a form

 that it
looses all the appearance of a 
judgm

ent of value: Instead of saying
„this is the right w

ay to G
ranchester

I could equaly w
ell have said

„this is the w
ay you have to got

if you w
ant to get to G

ranchester
in the shortest tim

e”; this m
an 

is a good runner sim
ply m

eans 
that he ru[

|n]s
[

]
a certain num

ber 
of m

iles in a certain num
ber of

m
inutes, &

 so forth. N
ow

 w
hat 

I w
ish to contend is, that 

although all judgm
ents of 

relative value can be shew
n to 

be st
m

ere statem
ents of facts, 

no statem
ent of fact can ever 

be, or im
ply, a judgm

ent of absolute
*

value. L
et m

e explain this:188
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[6]

a preposterous lie and he cam
e up to m

e and said ‘Y
ou are behaving like

a beast’ and then I w
ere to say ‘I know

 I behave badly, but then I do
not w

ant to behave any better’. W
ould he then say ‘A

h, then that is all
right’? C

ertainly not; he w
ould say ‘W

ell, you oughtto w
ant to behave

better’. H
ere you have an absolute judgem

ent of value, w
hereas the first

instance w
as one of a relative judgem

ent. T
he essence of this difference

seem
s to be obviously this: every judgem

ent
of relative value is a m

ere
statem

ent of facts and can therefore be put in such a form
 that it loses

all the appearance of a judgem
entof value: instead of saying ‘T

his is the
right w

ay to G
ranchester’ I could equally

w
ell have said ‘T

his is the
w

ay you have to go if you w
ant to get to G

ranchester in the shortest
tim

e’; ‘T
his m

an is a good runner’ sim
ply m

eans that he runs a certain
num

ber of m
iles in a certain num

ber of m
inutes, and so forth. N

ow
w

hat I w
ish to contend is, that although all judgem

ents
of relative value

can be show
n

to be m
ere statem

ents of facts, no statem
ent of fact can

ever be, or im
ply, a judgem

ent
of absolute

value. L
et m

e explain this:
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7
Suppose one of you w

[as|ere] an om
niciant 

person &
 therefore knew

 all the 
m

ovem
ents of all the bodies in 

the w
orld dead or alive &

 that
he also knew

 all the states of 
m

ind of all hum
an beings that 

ever lived. A
nd suppose th‹i›s m

an 
w

rote all he knew
 &

 that is all
that can be know

n int
a big book. 

T
hen th‹i›s book w

ould contain the
w

hole description of the w
o‹r›ld; and

w
hat I w

ant to say is, that this
book w

ould contain nothing that 
w

e w
ould call an ethicaljudgm

ent
or anything that w

ould logicaly 
im

ply such a judgm
ent. It w

ould
of course contain all relative judg-
m

ents of value &
 alltrue scientific

propositions &
 in fact all true 

propositions that can be m
ade‹.› [

]
B

ut all the facts described in
this book w

ould, as it w
ere, stand 

on the sam
e level &

 in the sam
e 

[
|w

ay] all propositions sta[oo|nd] on the 
sam

e level. T
here are no propositions 

w
hich, in any absolute sense, are 

sublim
e, im

portant, or trivial. 
N

ow
 perhaps som

e of you w
ill agree 

to that &
 be rem

inded of H
am

lets  
w

ords: nothing is either good or 
bad, but thinking m

akes it so! 
B

ut this again could lead to a 
m

isunderstanding. W
hat H

am
let

says seem
s to im

ply that good

[7]

suppose one of you w
ere an om

niscientperson and therefore knew
 all

the m
ovem

ents of all the bodies in the w
orld dead or alive and that he

also knew
 all the states of m

ind of all hum
an beings that ever lived.

A
nd suppose this m

an w
rote all he knew

 in a big book. T
hen this

book w
ould contain the w

hole description of the w
orld; and w

hat I
w

ant to say is, that this book w
ould contain nothing that w

e w
ould

call an ethicaljudgem
ent

or anything that w
ould logically

im
ply such

a judgem
ent. It w

ould of course contain all relative judgem
ents

of
value and all

true scientific propositions and in fact all true proposi-
tions that can be m

ade. B
ut all the facts described w

ould, as it w
ere,

stand on the sam
e level and in the sam

e w
ay all propositions stand on

the sam
e level. T

here are no propositions w
hich, in any absolute

sense, are sublim
e, im

portant, or trivial. N
ow

 perhaps som
e of you

w
ill agree to that and be rem

inded of H
am

let’s w
ords: ‘N

othing is
either good or bad, but thinking m

akes it so!’ B
ut this again could lead

to a m
isunderstanding. W

hat H
am

let says seem
s to im

ply that good
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8
&

 bad, [are|though] not qualities of the 
w

orld outside us, are atributes of 
our states of m

ind. B
ut w

hat I 
w

m
ean is that a state of m

ind, so
far as w

e m
ean by that a fact w

hich 
w

e cann
describe, is in no ethical sense 

good or bad. If for instance in our 
w

orld-book w
e read[

]
the description 

of a m
urder w

ith all its detai[
|ls] 

physical &
 psychological the m

ere 
descr[e|i]ption of these facts w

ill contain
nothing w

hich w
e could call an 

ethicaljudgm
ent proposition. T

he
m

urder w
ill be on exactly the 

sam
e level as any other event, for

instance the falling of a stone. C
ertain-

ly the reading of this description
m

ight cause us pain or rage or 
any other em

otion, or w
e m

ight read 
about the pain or rage caused by 
this m

urder in other people w
hen 

they heard of it, but there 
w

ill sim
ply be facts, facts, 

&
 facts but no E

thics.—
A

nd now
 

I m
ust say that if I contem

plate 
w

hat E
thics realy w

ould have
to be if there w

ere such a science, 
this ↓

result↓
seem

s to m
e quite obvious. 

It seem
s too

m
e obvious that 

nothing w
e could ever think or 

say should be the
thing. T

hat 
w

e cannot w
rite a scientific 

book, the subject m
atter of w

hich 
w

as
could be intrinsically sublim

e, 
*

&
 above all other subject m

atters.
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[8]

and bad, though not qualities of the w
orld outside us, are attributes

of our states of m
ind. B

ut w
hat I m

ean is that a state of m
ind, so far

as w
e m

ean by that a fact w
hich w

e can describe, is in no ethical sense
good or bad. If for instance in our w

orld-book w
e read the descrip-

tion of a m
urder w

ith all its details physical and psychological the
m

ere description of these facts w
ill contain nothing w

hich w
e could

call an eth
ical

proposition. T
he m

urder w
ill be on exactly the sam

e
level as any other event, for instance the falling of a stone. C

ertainly
the reading of this description m

ight cause us pain or rage or any
other em

otion, or w
e m

ight read about the pain or rage caused by
this m

urder in other people w
hen they heard of it, but there w

ill sim
-

ply be facts, facts, and facts but no E
thics.—

A
nd now

 I m
ust say that

if I contem
plate w

hat E
thics really

w
ould have to be if there w

ere
such a science, this result seem

s to m
e quite obvious. It seem

s to m
e

obvious that nothing w
e could ever think or say should be th

e
thing.

T
hat w

e cannot w
rite a scientific book, the subject m

atter of w
hich

could be intrinsically sublim
e, and above all other subject m

atters.
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I can only describe m
y feeling  

9
by the m

etaphor, that, if a m
an

could w
rite a book on E

thics w
hich 

realy w
as a book on E

thics, this
book w

ould‹,› w
ith an explosion, 

destroy all the other books in the
w

orld.—
O

ur w
ords, used, as w

e use them
 

in science, are vesels capable only of 
containing and conveying m

eaning 
&

 sense, naturalm
eaning &

 sense. 
A

nd E
thics, if it is a‹n›ything, is super-

natural &
 [O

|o]ur w
ords w

ill only express 
facts; as a teacup w

ill ↓
hold ←

only 
a teacup full of w

ater &
 if I w

ere 
to pour out a gallon over it.—

I said 
that so far as facts &

 propositions 
are concerned there is only relative
value &

 relative good, right etc. A
nd 

let m
e, before I go on, illustrate 

this by a rather obvious exam
ple. 

T
he right road is the road w

hich leads 
to an arbitrarily prede[d|t]erm

ined end 
&

 it is quite clear to us all that there
is no sense in talking about the 
right ro[o|a]d apart from

 such a
predeterm

ined goal. N
ow

 let us 
see w

hat w
e could possibly 

m
ean by the expression „the, absolu

tely, right road” [!
|.] I think it w

ould
be the r[

|o]ad w
hich everyb [a|o]dy

on 
seeing it w

ould, w
ith logical necessity,

have to go, or be asham
ed for

ofnot 
going. A

nd sim
ilarly the absolute

good, if it is a describable state of
*

affa‹i›rs w
ould be one w

hich everybody,

[9]

I can only describe m
y feeling by the m

etaphor, that, if a m
an could

w
rite a book on E

thics w
hich really

w
as a book on E

thics, this book
w

ould, w
ith an explosion, destroy all the other books in the w

orld.—
O

ur w
ords, used, as w

e use them
 in science, are vessels

capable only
of containing and conveying m

eaning and sense, n
atu

ral
m

eaning
and sense. E

thics, if it is anything, is supernatural and our w
ords w

ill
only express facts; as a teacup w

ill only hold a teacup full of w
ater

and if I w
ere to pour out a gallon over it.—

I said that so far as facts
and propositions are concerned there is only relative value and rela-
tive good, right etc. A

nd let m
e, before I go on, illustrate this by a

rather obvious exam
ple. T

he right road is the road w
hich leads to an

arbitrarily predeterm
ined end and it is quite clear to us all that there

is no sense in talking about the right road apart from
 such a prede-

term
ined goal. N

ow
 let us see w

hat w
e could possibly m

ean by the
expression ‘T

h
e, absolutely, right road’. I think it w

ould be the road
w

hich ev
eryb

od
y

on seeing it w
ould, w

ith
 logical n

ecessity, have to
go, or be asham

ed for not going. A
nd sim

ilarly the ab
solu

te good, if
it is a describable state of affairs w

ould be one w
hich everybody, 
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10
independent of his ta[

|s]te[
|s] and inclina-

tions, w
ould, necessarily, bring 

about or be asham
ed feel guilty 

for not bringing about. A
nd I

w
ant to say that such a state 

of affai[
|rs] is a chim

era.—
N

o state
of affai[

|rs] has ↓
in itself↓

the, w
hat I w

ould like
to call, the coercive pow

er of an absolute 
judge.—

T
hen w

hat do
haveall of us 

w
ho, like m

yself, are still tem
pted 

to use such expressions as „absolute 
good”, „absolute value” etc, ↓

[
]↓

w
hat have w

e 
then in m

ind &
 w

hat do w
e try to

express? N
ow

 w
henever I try to m

ake 
this clear to m

yself it is natural
that I should recall ↓

[
]↓

cases in w
hich 

I w
ould certainly use these expressions 

&
 I am

 then in the situation &
 w

hich 
you w

ould be if, for instance, I w
ere 

to give you a lecture on the psycholo
gy of pleasure. W

[a|h]at you w
ould do

then w
ould be to try and recall 

som
e typical situation in w

hich you
allw

ays felt pleasure. F
or, bearing 

this situation in m
ind, all I should 

say to you about pleasure w
ould 

becom
e concrete &

, as it w
[a|h]ere, contro-

lable. O
ne m

an w
ould perhaps ch[

|oo]se 
as his stock exam

ple the sensation 
w

hen w
alking taking a w

alk on a 
fine sum

m
ers day. N

ow
 in this situation 

I am
 if I w

ant to fix m
y m

ind 
on w

hat I m
ean by absolute or ethical 

value. A
nd there, in m

y case, it allw
ays

*
happens that the idea of one particular
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[10]

independent of his tastes and inclinations, w
ould, necessarily, bring

about or feel guilty for not bringing about. A
nd I w

ant to say that
such a state of affairs is a chim

era. N
o state of affairs has in itself,

w
hat I w

ould like to call, the coercive pow
er of an absolute judge.—

T
hen w

hat have all of us w
ho, like m

yself, are still tem
pted to use

such expressions as ‘absolute good’, ‘absolute value’ etc., w
hat have

w
e in m

ind and w
hat do w

e try to express? N
ow

 w
henever I try to

m
ake this clear to m

yself it is natural that I should recall cases in
w

hich I w
ould certainly use these expressions and I am

 then in the
situation and w

hich you w
ould be if, for instance, I w

ere to give you
a lecture on the psychology of pleasure. W

hat you w
ould do then

w
ould be to try and recall som

e typical situation in w
hich you alw

ays
felt pleasure. F

or, bearing this situation in m
ind, all I should say to

you w
ould becom

e concrete and, as it w
ere, controllable. O

ne m
an

w
ould perhaps choose as his stock exam

ple the sensation w
hen tak-

ing a w
alk on a fine sum

m
er

day. N
ow

 in this situation I am
 if I w

ant
to fix m

y m
ind on w

hat I m
ean by absolute or ethical value. A

nd
there, in m

y case, it alw
ays

happens that the idea of one particular
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experience presents itself to m
e

11
w

hich therefore is, in an
sense, m

y
experience par excelence &

 this is 
the reason w

hy, in talking to you
now

, I w
ill use this experience as 

m
y first &

 forem
ost exam

ple. (A
s

I have said before, this is an enti-
rely personal m

atter &
 others w

ould 
find other exam

ples m
ore s‹t›riking) 

I w
ill describe this experience in 

order, if possible, to m
ake you re-

call  to your m
inds the sam

e or sim
ilar 

experiences, so that w
e m

ay have 
a com

on ground for our investigation. 
↓

I believe↓
[T

|t]he best w
ay of describing this experience

it ‹it› is to 
say that w

hen I have it I w
onder 

at the existence of the w
orld. A

nd 
I am

 then inclined to use such 
phrases as „how

 extraordinary that
anything should exist” or „how

 extra-
ordinary that the w

orld should
exist”. I w

ill m
ention an other 

experience strait aw
ay w

hich I also
know

 &
 w

hich others of you m
ight be 

aquainted w
ith: it is, w

hat one m
ight 

call, the experience of feeling absolutely
safe. I m

ean the state of m
ind in 

w
hich one [

|is] inclined to say „I am
 safe, 

nothing can injure m
e w

hatever 
happens”. N

ow
 let [

|m
e]

[
]

[
|co]nsider these

experiences, [because|for, I believe,] they exhibit, I believe,
the ve‹r›y characteristics w

e try to get 
clear about. A

nd there the first thing 
I have to say is, that the verbal 

*
expression w

hich w
e give to these experiences

[11]

experience presents itself to m
e w

hich therefore is, in a sense, m
y

experience par excellence
and this is the reason w

hy, in talking to you
now

, I w
ill use this experience as m

y first and forem
ost exam

ple. (A
s

I have said before, this is an entirely personal m
atter and others w

ould
find other exam

ples m
ore striking) I w

ill describe this experience in
order, if possible, to m

ake you recall the sam
e or sim

ilar experiences,
so that w

e m
ay have a com

m
on

ground for our investigation. I believe
the best w

ay of describing it is to say that w
hen I have it I w

onder at
the existence of the w

orld. A
nd I am

 then inclined to use such phrases
as ‘H

ow
 extraordinary that anything should exist’ or ‘H

ow
 extraordi-

nary that the w
orld should exist’. I w

ill m
ention another

experience
straight

aw
ay w

hich I also know
 and w

hich others of you m
ight be

acquainted
w

ith: it is, w
hat one m

ight call, the experience of feeling
absolutely

safe. I m
ean the state of m

ind
in w

hich one is inclined to
say ‘I am

 safe, nothing can injure m
e w

hatever happens’. N
ow

 let m
e

consider these experiences, for, I believe, they exhibit the very char-
acteristics w

e try to get clear about. A
nd there the first thing I have to

say is, that the verbal expression w
hich w

e give to these experiences



201

L
ecture on E

thics  M
S

139b  N
orm

alised V
ersion

12
is nonsense! If I say „I w

onder at the 
existence of the w

orld I am
 m

isusing 
language. L

et m
e explain this: It has 

a perfectly good &
 clear sense to 

sa
say that I w

onder at som
e-

thing being the case, w
e all under-

stand w
hat it m

eans to say that 
I w

onder at the size of a dog w
hich 

is bigger than anyone I have ever seen 
before, or at any thing w

hich, in the 
ordinary com

on  sense of the w
ord, is extraor-

dinary. In every such case I w
onder 

at som
ething being the case w

hich I 
could

conceive not
to be the case. I 

w
onder at the size of this dog bec[

|aus]e 
I could conceive of a dog of another,
nam

ely the ordinary, size, at w
hich 

I should not w
onder. T

o say „I
w

onder at such &
 such being the case 

has only sense if I can im
m

agine it
not to be the case. In this sense one 
can w

onder at the existence of, say, a 
house w

hen one sees it &
 hasn’t visited 

it for a long tim
e &

 has im
m

agined 
that it had been pulled dow

n 
in the m

eantim
e. B

ut it is nonsense 
to say that I w

onder at the existence
of the w

orld, because I cannot 
im

m
agine it not existing. I could,

of course, w
onder at the w

orld round 
m

e being as it is. If for instance 
I had this experience w

hile looking 
up

into the blue sky, I could w
onder 

at the sky being blue as opposed 
*

to the case w
hen it’s clouded. B

ut
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is nonsense! If I say ‘I w
onder at the existence of the w

orld’ I am
 m

is-
using language. L

et m
e explain this: it has a perfectly good and clear

sense to say that I w
onder at som

ething being the case, w
e all under-

stand w
hat it m

eans to say that I w
onder at the size of a dog w

hich is
bigger than anyone I have ever seen before, or at any thing w

hich, in
the com

m
on

sense of the w
ord, is extraordinary. In every such case I

w
onder at som

ething being the case w
hich I could

conceive not
to be

the case. I w
onder at the size of this dog because I could conceive of

a dog of another, nam
ely the ordinary, size, at w

hich I should not
w

onder. T
o say ‘I w

onder at such and such being the case’ has only
sense if I can im

agine
it not to be the case. In this sense one can w

on-
der at the existence of, say, a house w

hen one sees it and has not vis-
ited it for a long tim

e and has im
agined

that it had been pulled dow
n

in the m
eantim

e. B
ut it is nonsense to say that I w

onder at the exis-
tence of the w

orld, because I cannot im
agine

it not existing. I could,
of course, w

onder at the w
orld round m

e being as it is. If for instance
I had this experience w

hile looking into the blue sky, I could w
onder

at the sky being blue as opposed to the case w
hen it is clouded. B

ut
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that’s not w

hat I m
ean. I am

 w
on-

dering at the sky being, w
hatever it

is. O
ne m

ight be tem
pted to say 

that w
hat I am

 w
ondering at is 

a tautology, nam
ely at the sky 

being blue or not blue. B
ut then it’s

just nonsense to say that one is
w

ondering at a tautology. N
ow

 the
sam

e applies to the other experience
w

hich I have m
entioned, the experience 

of absolute safety. W
e all know

 w
hat 

it
it m

eans in ordinary life to be safe. 
I am

 safe in m
y room

, w
hen I cann’t be

run o[
|v]er by an O

m
nibus. I am

 safe if 
I have had w

hooping cough &
 cann’t 

therefore get it again. T
o be safe 

essentially m
eans that it is 

physically im
possible that certain 

things should happen to m
e, &

therefore it’s nonsense to say that
I am

 safe w
hatever

happens. A
gain

this is a m
isuse of the w

ord „safe” 
as the other exam

ple w
as a m

isuse 
of the w

ord „existence” or „w
ondering”. 

N
ow

 I w
ant to im

press on you that 
a certain characteristic m

isuse of our 
language runs through all

ethical 
&

 religious expressions. A
ll these

expressions seem
, prim

a facie, to 
be ↓

just↓
sim

iles. ↓
T

hus↓
[I|i] t seem

s that w
hen w

e 
are using the w

ord right
in an ethical

sense, although, w
hat w

e m
ean, is 

not w
hat w

e m
ean right in its trivial 

sense, it’s som
ething sim

ilar, and [if| w
hen]

[13]

that is not w
hat I m

ean. I am
 w

ondering at the sky being, w
hatever it is.

O
ne m

ight be tem
pted to say that w

hat I am
 w

ondering at is a tautol-
ogy, nam

ely at the sky being blue or not blue. B
ut then it is just non-

sense to say that one is w
ondering at a tautology. N

ow
 the sam

e applies
to the other experience w

hich I have m
entioned, the experience of

absolute safety. W
e all know

 w
hat it m

eans in ordinary life to be safe. I
am

 safe in m
y room

, w
hen I can not

be run over by an om
nibus. I am

safe if I have had w
hooping cough and can nottherefore get it again. ‘T

o
be safe’ essentially m

eans that it is physically im
possible that certain

things should happen to m
e, and therefore it is nonsense to say that I am

safe w
hatever

happens. A
gain this is a m

isuse of the w
ord ‘safe’ as the

other exam
ple w

as a m
isuse of the w

ord ‘existence’ or ‘w
ondering’.

N
ow

 I w
ant to im

press on you that a certain characteristic m
isuse of our

language runs through all
ethical and religious expressions. A

ll these
expressions seem

, prim
a facie, to be just sim

iles. T
hus it seem

s that w
hen

w
e are using the w

ord ‘right’
in an ethical sense, although, w

hat w
e

m
ean, is not right in its trivial sense, it is som

ething sim
ilar, and w

hen
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w

e say „this is a good fellow
”, although 

the w
ord good here is not  here does‹n’t› 

m
ean w

hat it m
eans in the sentence 

„this is a good football player” there  is
a seem

s to be
seem

s to besom
e analogy sim

ilarity. A
nd w

hen 
w

e say „this m
an’s life w

as valuable” 
w

e dont m
ean it in the sam

e sense 
in w

hich w
e w

ould speak of som
e

valuable ju[ve|w
e]lr juvelry but there 

seem
s to be som

e sort of connection analogy. 
N

ow
 all religious term

s seem
 in 

this sense to be used as sim
iles, 

or alegoricaly. F
or w

hen w
e speak of 

G
od &

 that he sees everything &
 w

hen 
w

e p
kneel &

 pray to him
 all our 

term
s &

 actions seem
 to be parts 

of a great &
 elaborate alegory 

w
hich represents him

 as a hum
an 

being of great pow
er w

hose grace w
e 

try to w
in etc‹.› etc‹.› B

ut this sim
ile alegory

also extends to overthe descriptions of  describes

the experiences w
hich I have just

referred to. F
or, the first of them

 is, 
I believe, exactly w

hat people w
ere 

referring to w
hen they said that 

G
od had created the w

orld; &
 the 

experience of absolute safety has 
de

been described by saying that 
w

e feel safe in the hands of G
od. 

A
 third experience of the sam

e 
kind is that of feeling guilty 
&

 again this w
as described by 

the phrase that G
od disaprooves 

of our conduct. T
hus in ethical 

*
&

 religious language w
e seem

 to
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w
e say ‘T

his is a good fellow
’, although the w

ord ‘good’ here does not
m

ean w
hat it m

eans in the sentence ‘T
his is a good football player’

there seem
s to be som

e sim
ilarity. A

nd w
hen w

e say ‘T
his m

an’s life
w

as valuable’ w
e do not m

ean it in the sam
e sense in w

hich w
e w

ould
speak of som

e valuable jew
ellery

but there seem
s to be som

e sort of
analogy. N

ow
 all religious term

s seem
 in this sense to be used as sim

i-
les, or allegorically. F

or w
hen w

e speak of G
od and that he sees every-

thing and w
hen w

e kneel and pray to him
 all our term

s and actions
seem

 to be parts of a great and elaborate allegory
w

hich represents him
as a hum

an being of great pow
er w

hose grace w
e try to w

in etc. etc. B
ut

this allegory
also describes the experiences w

hich I have just referred
to. F

or, the first of them
 is, I believe, exactly w

hat people w
ere refer-

ring to w
hen they said that G

od had created the w
orld; and the expe-

rience of absolute safety has been described by saying that w
e feel safe

in the hands of G
od. A

 third experience of the sam
e kind is that of feel-

ing guilty and again this w
as described by the phrase that G

od disap-
proves

of our conduct. T
hus in ethical and religious language w

e seem
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constantly to be using sim

iles. B
ut 

a sim
il[y|e] m

ust be the sim
ile for 

som
ething. A

nd if I can express describea 
fact by m

eans of a sim
ile I m

ust 
also be able to drop the sim

ile &
 

to express describethe facts w
ithout it. 

N
ow

 in this ourcase as soon as w
e

try to drop the sim
il[y|e] &

 ↓
sim

ply to↓
state

the facts behind it w
hich stand

behind it, w
e find that there 

are no such facts. A
nd so, w

hat 
‹at› first appeared to be ↓

a↓
sim

ile, now
 

seem
s to be m

ere nonsense.—
N

ow
 

the three experiences w
hich I have 

m
entioned to you (and I could have 

added som
e m

ore others) seem
 to those 

w
ho have experienced them

, for 
instance to m

e, to have in som
e 

sense an intrinsic, absolute, value. 
B

ut w
hen I say they are experiences,

surely, they are facts; the‹y› have taken 
place then &

 there, lasted a certain 
definite tim

e &
 consequently are 

describable. A
nd so from

 w
hat 

I have said som
e m

inutes ago 
I m

ust adm
it it is nonsense to 

say that they have absolute 
value. A

nd here I have arrived at 
the m

ain point of this paper [ . |:] it is 
the paradox that an experience, 
a fact should ↓

seem
 to↓

have absolute 
value. A

nd I w
ill m

ake m
y point 

still m
ore acute by saying „it is 

the paradox that an experience, a fact,

[15]

constantly to be using sim
iles. B

ut a sim
ile m

ust be the sim
ile for som

e-
thing. A

nd if I can describe a fact by m
eans of a sim

ile I m
ust also be

able to drop the sim
ile and to describe the facts w

ithout it. N
ow

 in our
case as soon as w

e try to drop the sim
ile and sim

ply
to state the facts

w
hich stand behind it, w

e find that there are no such facts. A
nd so, w

hat
at first appeared to be a sim

ile, now
 seem

s to be m
ere nonsense.—

N
ow

the three experiences w
hich I have m

entioned to you (and I could have
added others) seem

 to those w
ho have experienced them

, for instance to
m

e, to have in som
e sense an intrinsic, absolute, value. B

ut w
hen I say

they are experiences, surely, they are facts; they have taken place then
and there, lasted a certain definite tim

e and consequently are describable.
A

nd so from
 w

hat I have said som
e m

inutes ago I m
ust adm

it it is non-
sense to say that they have absolute value. A

nd here I have arrived at
the m

ain point of this paper: it is the paradox that an experience, a fact
should seem

to have absolute value. A
nd I w

ill m
ake m

y point still
m

ore acute by saying ‘it is the paradox
that an experience, a fact, 
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should ↓

seem
 to↓

have supernatural value. 
N

ow
 there is a w

ay in w
hich I w

ould be 
tem

pted to m
eet this paradox: L

et 
m

e first consider again our first expe-
rience of w

ondering at the existence 
of the w

orld &
 let m

e describe it in a 
slightly different w

ay: W
e all know

, w
hat 

in ordinary life w
ould be called a

m
iracle. It obviously is sim

ply an 
event the like of w

hich w
e have never 

yet seen. N
ow

 suppose such an 
event happened. T

ake the case that 
one of you suddenly gre[

|w
] a lions head 

&
 began ↓

to↓
roaring

. C
ertainly that w

ould 
be as extraordinary a thing as I 
cann

im
m

agine. N
ow

 w
henever w

e w
ould

should have recovered from
 our 

surprise, w
hat I w

ould suggest 
w

ould be to fech a D
octor &

 have the 
case scientifically investigated &

 if 
it w

ere not for hurting him
 I w

ould 
have him

 vivisected. A
nd w

here w
ould 

the m
iracle have got to [,|?] for it is 

clear that w
hen w

e look at it in 
this w

ay everything m
iracul[u|ous] ‹has› 

w
ould have disappeared; unless 

w
hat w

e m
ean by this term

 
is m

erely that a fact has not 
yet been explained by science, 
w

hich↓
again↓

m
eans that w

e have hitherto 
failed to group this fact[

] w
ith 

others in a scientific system
. 

T
his shew

s that it is absurd to 
say then „science has proved[

] that
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should seem
 to have supernatural value’. N

ow
 there is a w

ay in w
hich

I w
ould be tem

pted to m
eet this paradox: let m

e first consider again
our first experience of w

ondering at the existence of the w
orld and let

m
e describe it in a slightly different w

ay: w
e all know

, w
hat in ordi-

nary life w
ould be called a m

iracle. It obviously is sim
ply an event the

like of w
hich w

e have never yet seen. N
ow

 suppose such an event
happened. T

ake the case that one of you suddenly grew
 a lion’s

head
and began to roar. C

ertainly that w
ould be as extraordinary a thing as

I can im
agine. N

ow
 w

henever w
e should have recovered from

 our
surprise, w

hat I w
ould suggest w

ould be to fetch
a doctor and have

the case scientifically investigated and if it w
ere not for hurting him

 I
w

ould have him
 vivisected. A

nd w
here w

ould the m
iracle have got to?

F
or it is clear that w

hen w
e look at it in this w

ay everything m
iracu-

lous has disappeared; unless w
hat w

e m
ean by this term

 is m
erely that

a fact has not yet been explained by science, w
hich

again m
eans that

w
e have hitherto failed to group this fact w

ith others in a scientific
system

. T
his show

s
that it is absurd to say ‘Science has proved that
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there are no m

iracles”. [N
o, |↓

T
he truth is that↓

] the scientific 
w

ay of looking at a fact is not the 
w

ay to look at it as a m
iracle. 

F
or, im

m
agine w

hatever fact you m
ay, 

it is not in itself m
iracul[u|ous] in the

the absolute sense of that term
. F

or w
e 

see now
 that again w

e have been using 
the w

ord „m
iracle” in a relative &

 an 
absolute sense. A

nd I w
ill now

 describe 
the experience of w

ondering at the existence 
of the w

orld by saying‹:›  it is the experience 
of seeing the w

orld as a m
iracle. N

ow
 

I am
 tem

pted to say that the right 
expression in language for the m

iracle 
of the existence of the w

orld, though 
it is not any proposition in

language, 
is the existence of language itself. 
B

ut w
hat then d‹o›es it m

ean to
[

]
be 

aw
are of this m

iracle at som
e tim

es 
&

 not at other tim
es. F

or all I have 
said by shifting the expression of 
the m

iraculous from
 an expression 

by m
eans of

language to the expression 
by the ex‹i›stence

of language, all 
I have said is again that w

e 
cannot express w

hat w
e w

ant 
to express &

 that all w
e say

about 
the ↓

absolute↓
m

iraculous rem
ains nonsense.—

N
ow

 the answ
er to all this w

ill 
seem

 perfectly clear to m
any of

you. Y
ou w

ill say: W
ell, if certain 

experiences constantly tem
pt us

to atribute a quality to them
 

w
hich w

e call absolute or ethical
*

value &
 im

portance, this sim
ply

[17]

there are no m
iracles’. T

he truth is that the scientific w
ay of looking at

a fact is not the w
ay to look at it as a m

iracle. F
or, im

agine
w

hatever
fact you m

ay, it is not in itself m
iraculous in the absolute sense of that

term
. F

or w
e see now

 that w
e have been using the w

ord ‘m
iracle’ in a

relative and an absolute sense. A
nd I w

ill now
 describe the experience

of w
ondering at the existence of the w

orld by saying: it is the experi-
ence of seeing the w

orld as a m
iracle. N

ow
 I am

 tem
pted to say that the

right expression in language for the m
iracle of the existence of the

w
orld, though it is not any proposition in

language, is the existence of
language itself. B

ut w
hat then does it m

ean to be aw
are of this m

iracle
at som

e tim
es and not at other tim

es. F
or all I have said by shifting the

expression of the m
iraculous from

 an expression by m
eans of

language
to the expression by the existence

of language, all I have said is again
that w

e cannot express w
hat w

e w
ant to express and that all w

e say
about the absolute m

iraculous rem
ains nonsense.—

N
ow

 the answ
er

to all this w
ill seem

 perfectly clear to m
any of you. Y

ou w
ill say: w

ell,
if certain experiences constantly tem

pt us to attribute
a quality to them

w
hich w

e call absolute or ethical value and im
portance, this sim

ply
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18
w

ords w
e don’t

m
ean nonsense, 

that after all w
hat w

e m
ean by 

saying that an experience has 
absolute value is just a fact like
other facts

&
 that all our difficulties

‹it› com
es to is, that w

e have not yet succee-
ded in finding the correct logical analy-
sis of w

hat w
e m

ean by our ethical 
&

 religious expressions.—
N

ow
 w

hen 
this is urged against m

e I at once 
see clearly, as it w

ere in a flash of 
light, not only that no description 
that I cann

think of w
ould do 

to describe w
hat I m

ean by absolute 
value, but that I w

ould reject every 
significant description or explanation
that anybody could possibly 
suggest, ab initio, on the ground 
of its significance. T

hat is to say: 
I see now

 that these nonsensical 
expressions w

ere not nonsensical 
because I had not jet found the 
correct expression‹s›, but that there 
n[

|o]nsensicality w
as their very essence. 

F
or all I w

anted to do w
ith them

 
w

as just to go beyond
the w

orld 
&

 that is to say beyond significant 
language. M

y w
hole tendency &

 I 
believe the tendency of all m

en 
w

ho ever tried to w
rite or talk 

E
thics or R

eligion w
as to run [

] against 
the boundaries of language. T

his 
running against the w

alls of our cage
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show
s

that by these w
ords w

e do notm
ean nonsense, that after all w

hat
w

e m
ean by saying that an experience has absolute value is just a fact like

other facts
and that all it com

es to is, that w
e have not yet succeeded in

finding the correct logical analysis of w
hat w

e m
ean by our ethical and

religious expressions.—
N

ow
 w

hen this is urged against m
e I at once see

clearly, as it w
ere in a flash of light, not only that no description that I

can think of w
ould do to describe w

hat I m
ean by ‘absolute value’, but

that I w
ould reject every significant description that anybody could

possibly suggest, ab initio, on the ground of its significance. T
hat is to

say: I see now
 that these nonsensical expressions w

ere not nonsensical
because I had not yetfound the correct expressions, but that their

non-
sensicality w

as their very essence. F
or all I w

anted to do w
ith them

 w
as

just to go beyond
the w

orld and that is to say beyond significant lan-
guage. M

y w
hole tendency and I believe the tendency of all m

en w
ho

ever tried to w
rite or talk E

thics or R
eligion w

as to run against the
boundaries of language. T

his running against the w
alls of our cage 
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is perfectly, absolutely, hopeless.—
E

thics, so far as it springs from
 the 

desire to say som
ething about the 

ultim
ate m

eaning of life, the absolute 
good, the absolute valuable can be no 
science. W

hat it says does not add 
to our know

ledge in any sense. 
B

ut it is a docum
ent of a tendency 

in the hum
an m

ind w
hich I perso-

naly cannot [p|h]elp respecting 
deeply &

 I w
ould not for m

y life 
ridicule it.

[19] 

is perfectly, absolutely, hopeless.—
E

thics, so far as it springs from
 the

desire to say som
ething about the ultim

ate m
eaning of life, the

absolute good, the absolute valuable can be no science. W
hat it says

does not add to our know
ledge in any sense. B

ut it is a docum
ent of a

tendency in the hum
an m

ind w
hich I personally

cannot help respect-
ing deeply and I w

ould not for m
y life ridicule it.
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L
adies and G

entlem
en,

B
efore I begin to speak about m

y subject proper let m
e m

ake a 
few

 introductory rem
arks. I feel I shall have great difficulties in 

com
m

unicating m
y thoughts to you and I think som

e of them
 m

ay be 
dim

inished by m
entioning them

 to you beforehand. T
he first one, w

hich 
alm

ost I need not m
ention, is, that E

nglish is not m
y native tongue and 

m
y expression therefore often lacks that precision and subtilty w

hich 
w

ould be desirable if one talks about a difficult subject. A
ll I can do 

is to ask you to m
ake m

y task easier by trying to get at m
y m

eaning 
inspite of the faults w

hich I w
ill constantly be com

m
itting against the

E
nglish gram

m
ar. T

he second difficulty I w
ill m

ention is this, that 
probably m

any of you com
e up to this lecture of m

ine w
ith slightly w

rong 
expectations. A

nd to set you right in this point I w
ill say a few

 
w

ords about the reason for choosing the subject I have chosen: W
hen 

your form
er secretary honoured m

e by asking m
e to read a paper to your 

society, m
y first thought w

as that I w
ould certainly do it and m

y second 
thought w

as that if I w
as to have the opportunity to speak to you I 

should speak about som
ething w

hich I am
 keen on com

m
unicating to you and

that I should not m
isuse this opportunity to give you a lecture about, 

say, logic. I call this a m
isuse for to explain a scientific m

atter to 
you it w

ould need a course of lectures and not an hour’s paper. A
n 

other alternative w
ould have been to give you w

hat’s called a popular-
scientific lecture, that is a lecture intended to m

ake you believe that 
you understand a thing w

hich actually you don’t understand, and to 
gratify w

hat I believe to be one of the low
est desires of m

odern people, 
nam

ely the superficial curiosity about the latest discoveries of science. 
I rejected these alternatives and decided to talk to you about a subject 
w

hich seem
s to m

e to be of general im
portance, hoping that it m

ay help 
to clear up your thoughts about this subject (even if you should
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L

adies and G
entlem

en,
B

efore I begin to speak about m
y subject proper let m

e m
ake a few

introductory rem
arks. I feel I shall have great difficulties in com

m
uni-

cating m
y thoughts to you and I think som

e of them
 m

ay be dim
inished

by m
entioning them

 to you beforehand. T
he first one, w

hich alm
ost I

need not m
ention, is, that E

nglish is not m
y native tongue and m

y
expression therefore often lacks that precision and subtlety

w
hich w

ould
be desirable if one talks about a difficult subject. A

ll I can do is to ask
you to m

ake m
y

task easier by trying to get at m
y m

eaning in
spite

of
the faults w

hich I w
ill constantly be com

m
itting against the E

nglish
gram

m
ar. T

he second difficulty I w
ill m

ention is this, that probably
m

any of you com
e up to this lecture of m

ine w
ith slightly w

rong expec-
tations. A

nd to set you right in this point I w
ill say a few

 w
ords about

the reason for choosing the subject I have chosen: w
hen your form

er
secretary honoured m

e by asking m
e to read a paper to your society,

m
y first thought w

as that I w
ould certainly do it and m

y second
thought w

as that if I w
as to have the opportunity to speak to you I

should speak about som
ething w

hich I am
 keen on com

m
unicating to

you and that I should not m
isuse this opportunity to give you a lecture

about, say, logic. I call this a m
isuse for to explain a scientific m

atter
to you it w

ould need a course of lectures and not an hour’s paper.
A

nother
alternative w

ould have been to give you w
hat is called a pop-

ular-scientific lecture, that is a lecture intended to m
ake you believe

that you understand a thing w
hich actually you do not understand,

and to gratify w
hat I believe to be one of the low

est desires of m
odern

people, nam
ely the superficial curiosity about the latest discoveries of

science. I rejected these alternatives and decided to talk to you about a
subject w

hich seem
s to m

e to be of general im
portance, hoping that it

m
ay help to clear up your thoughts about this subject (even if you should
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2)entirely disagree w
ith w

hat I w
ill say about it). M

y third and last 
difficulty is one w

hich, in fact, adheres to m
ost lengthy philosophical 

lectures and it is this, that the hearer is uncapable of seeing both 
the road he is lead and the goal w

hich it leads to. T
hat is to say: he 

either thinks:“I understand all he says, but w
hat on earth is he driving 

at” or else he thinks “I see w
hat he’s driving at, but how

 on earth is 
he going to get there”. A

ll I can do is again to ask you to be patient
and to hope that in the end you m

ay see both the w
ay and w

here it leads 
to. ---

I w
ill now

 begin. M
y subject, as you know

, is E
thics and I w

ill 
adopt the explanation of that term

 w
hich P

rof.M
oore has given in his 

book “P
rincipia E

thica”. H
e says:“E

thics is the general enquiry into 
w

hat is good”. N
ow

 I am
 going to use the term

 E
thics in a slightly 

w
ider sense, in a sense in fact w

hich includes w
hat I believe to be the 

m
ost essential part of w

hat is generally called A
esthetics. A

nd to m
ake 

you see as clearly as possible w
hat I take to be the subject m

atter of 
E

thics I w
ill put before you a num

ber of m
ore or less synonym

ous express-
ions each of w

hich could be substituted for the above definition, and 
by enum

erating them
 I w

ant to produce the sam
e sort of effect w

hich 
G

al lston e
produced w

hen he took a num
ber of photos of different faces 

on the sam
e photographic plate in order to get the p[e|i]cture of the 

typical features they all had in com
m

on. A
nd as by show

ing to you such a
collective photo I could m

ake you see w
hat is the typical—

s[y|a]y—
 

chinese face; so if you look through the row
 of synonym

s w
hich I w

ill put 
bef[r|o]re you, you w

ill, I hope, be able to see the characteristic 
features they all have in com

m
on and these are the characteristic 

features of E
thics. N

ow
 instead of saying “E

sthics is the enquiry into 
w

hat is good” I could have said E
thics is the enquiry into w

hat is valu-
able, or, into w

hat is really im
portant, or I could have said E

thics is
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entirely disagree w
ith w

hat I w
ill say about it). M

y third and last diffi-
culty is one w

hich, in fact, adheres to m
ost lengthy philosophical lec-

tures and it is this, that the hearer is incapable of seeing both the road
he is led and the goal w

hich it leads to. T
hat is to say: he either thinks:

‘I understand all he says, but w
hat on earth is he driving at’ or else he

thinks ‘I see w
hat he is driving at, but how

 on earth is he going to get
there’. A

ll I can do is again to ask you to be patient and to hope that in
the end you m

ay see both the w
ay and w

here it leads to. --- 
I w

ill now
 begin. M

y subject, as you know
, is E

thics and I w
ill

adopt the explanation of that term
 w

hich P
rof. M

oore has given in his
book P

rincipia E
thica. H

e says: ‘E
thics is the general enquiry into w

hat
is good’. N

ow
 I am

 going to use the term
 ‘E

thics’ in a slightly w
ider

sense, in a sense in fact w
hich includes w

hat I believe to be the m
ost

essential part of w
hat is generally called ‘A

esthetics’. A
nd to m

ake you
see as clearly as possible w

hat I
take to be the subject m

atter of E
thics

I w
ill put before you a num

ber of m
ore or less synonym

ous expres-
sions each of w

hich could be substituted for the above definition, and
by enum

erating them
 I w

ant to produce the sam
e sort of effect w

hich
G

alton produced w
hen he took a num

ber of photos of different faces
on the sam

e photographic plate in order to get the picture of the typ-
ical features they all had in com

m
on. A

nd as by show
ing to you such

a collective photo I could m
ake you see w

hat is the typical—
say—

C
hinese face; so if you look through the row

 of synonym
s w

hich I
w

ill put before you, you w
ill, I hope, be able to see the characteristic

features they all have in com
m

on and these are the characteristic fea-
tures of E

thics. N
ow

 instead of saying ‘E
thics is the enquiry into w

hat
is good’ I could have said ‘E

thics is the enquiry into w
hat is valuable’,

o
r, ‘in

to
 w

h
at is really

 im
p

o
rtan

t’, o
r I co

u
ld

 h
ave said

 ‘E
th

ics is
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3)the enquiry into the m
eaning of life, or into w

hat m
akes life w

orth living‹,› 
or into the right w

ay of living. I believe if you look at all these phrases 
you w

ill get a rough idea as to w
hat it is that E

thics is concerned w
ith. 

N
ow

 the first thing that strikes one about all these expressions is that 
each of them

 is actually used in tw
o very different senses. I w

ill call 
them

 the trivial or relative sense on the one hand and the ethical or 
absolute sense on the other. If for instance I say that this is a good
chair this m

eans that the chair serves a certain predeterm
ined purpose and 

the w
ord good here has only m

eaning so far as this purpose has been pre-
viously fixed upon. In fact the w

ord good in the relative sense sim
ply 

m
eans com

ing up to a certain predeterm
ined standard. T

hus w
hen w

e say that 
this m

an is a good pianist w
e m

ean that he can play pie[e|c]es of a certain 
degree of difficulty w

ith a certain degree of dexterity. A
nd sim

ilarly if 
I say that is ↓

it ←
im

portant for m
e not to catch cold I m

ean that catching 
a cold produces certain describable disturbances in m

y life and if I say 
that this is the rightroad that it

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
I m

ean that it’s the right road rela-
tive to a certain goal. U

sed in this w
ay these expressions don’t present 

any difficult or deep problem
s. B

ut this is not how
 E

thics uses them
. 

Supposing that I could play tennis and one of you saw
 m

e playing and said 
“w

ell you play pretty badly” and suppose I answ
ered “I know

, I’m
 playing 

badly but I don’t w
ant to play any better”, all the other m

an could say 
w

ould be “A
h then that’s all right”. B

ut suppose I had told one of you a 
preposterous lie and he cam

e up to m
e and said “Y

ou’re behaving like a 
beast” and then I w

ere to say “I know
 I behave badly, but then I don’t 

w
ant to behave any better”, could he then say “A

h, then that’s all right”? 
C

ertainly not; he w
ould say “W

ell, you oughtto w
ant to behave better”. 

H
ere you have an absolute judgm

ent of value, w
hereas the first instance 

w
as one of a relative judgm

ent. T
he essence of this difference seem

s to 
be obviously this: E

very judgm
ent of relative value is a m

ere statem
ent of

[3]

the enquiry into the m
eaning of life’, or ‘into w

hat m
akes life w

orth liv-
ing’, or ‘into the right w

ay of living’. I believe if you look at all these
phrases you w

ill get a rough idea as to w
hat it is that E

thics is concerned
w

ith. N
ow

 the first thing that strikes one about all these expressions is
that each of them

 is actually used in tw
o very different senses. I w

ill call
them

 the trivial or relative sense on the one hand and the ethical or
absolute sense on the other. If for instance I say that this is a good

chair
this m

eans that the chair serves a certain predeterm
ined purpose and the

w
ord ‘good’ here has only m

eaning so far as this purpose has been pre-
viously fixed upon. In fact the w

ord ‘good’ in the relative sense sim
ply

m
eans com

ing up to a certain predeterm
ined standard. T

hus w
hen w

e say
that this m

an is a good pianist w
e m

ean that he can play pieces of a cer-
tain degree of difficulty w

ith a certain degree of dexterity. A
nd sim

ilarly
if I say that it is im

portantfor m
e not to catch cold I m

ean that catching
a cold produces certain describable disturbances in m

y life and if I say
that this is the rightroad I m

ean that it is the right road relative to a cer-
tain

goal. U
sed in this w

ay these expressions do not present any difficult
or deep problem

s. B
ut this is not how

 E
thics uses them

. Supposing that
I could play tennis and one of you saw

 m
e playing and said ‘W

ell you
play pretty badly’ and suppose I answ

ered ‘I know
, I am

 playing badly
but I do not w

ant to play any better’, all the other m
an could say w

ould
be ‘A

h then that is all right’. B
ut suppose I had told one of you a prepos-

terous lie and he cam
e up to m

e and said ‘Y
ou are behaving like a beast’

and then I w
ere to say ‘I know

 I behave badly, but then I do not w
ant to

behave any better’, could he then say ‘A
h, then that is all right’? C

ertainly
not; he w

ould say ‘W
ell, you oughtto w

ant to behave better’. H
ere you

have an absolute judgem
ent

of value, w
hereas the first instance w

as one
of a relative judgem

ent. T
he essence of this difference seem

s to be obvi-
ously this: every judgem

ent
of relative value is a m

ere statem
ent of
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4)facts and can therefore be put in such a form
 that it looses all the 

appearance of a judgm
ent of value: Instead of saying “this is the right w

ay 
to G

ranchester I could equally w
ell have said “this is the right w

ay you 
have to go if you w

ant to get to G
ranchester in the shortest tim

e”, this 
m

an is a good runner sim
ply m

eans that he runs a certain num
ber of m

iles in 
a certain num

ber of m
inutes, a.s.f. N

ow
 w

hat I w
ish to contend is, that 

although all judgm
ents of relative value can be show

n to be m
ere statem

ents 
of facts, no statem

ent of fact can ever be, or im
ply, a judgm

ent of 
absolute

value. L
et m

e explain this: Suppose one of you w
ere an om

niscient 
person and therefore knew

 all the m
ovem

ents of all the bodies in the w
orld 

dead or alive and that he also knew
 all the states of m

ind of all hum
an 

beings that ever lived, and suppose this m
an w

rote all he knew
 in a big 

book, then this book w
ould contain the w

hole description of the w
orld; and 

w
hat I w

ant to say is, that this book w
ould contain nothing that w

e w
ould 

call an ethicaljudgm
ent or anything that w

ould logically im
ply such a 

judgm
ent. It w

ould of course contain all relative judgm
ents of value and 

all true scientific propositions and in fact all true propositions that can 
be m

ade. B
ut all the facts described w

ould, as it w
ere, stand on the sam

e 
level and in the sam

e w
ay all propositions stand on the sam

e level. T
here 

are no propositions w
hich, in any absolute sense, are sublim

e, im
portant, 

or trivial. N
ow

 perhaps som
e of you w

ill agree to that and be rem
inded of 

H
am

let’s w
ords: N

othing is either good or bad, but thinking m
akes it so”. 

B
ut this again could lead to a m

isunderstanding. W
hat H

am
let says seem

s to
im

ply that good and bad, though not qualities of the w
orld outside us, are 

attributes of our states of m
ind. B

ut w
hat I m

ean is that a state of m
ind, 

so far as w
e m

ean by that a fact w
hich w

e can describe, is in no ethical 
sense good or bad. If for instance in our w

orld-book w
e read the descrip-

tion of a m
urder w

ith all its details physical and psychological the m
ere 

description of these facts w
ill contain nothing w

hich w
e could call an

226

L
ecture on E

thics  T
S

207  D
iplom

atic V
ersion

[4]

facts and can therefore be put in such a form
 that it looses all the appear-

ance of a judgem
entof value: instead of saying ‘T

his is the right w
ay to

G
ranchester’ I could equally w

ell have said ‘T
his is the right w

ay you
have to go if you w

ant to get to G
ranchester in the shortest tim

e’, ‘T
his

m
an is a good runner’ sim

ply m
eans that he runs a certain num

ber of
m

iles in a certain num
ber of m

inutes, a.s.f. N
ow

 w
hat I w

ish to contend
is, that although all judgem

ents
of relative value can be show

n to be m
ere

statem
ents of facts, no statem

ent of fact can ever be, or im
ply, a judge-

m
entof absolute

value. L
et m

e explain this: suppose one of you w
ere an

om
niscient person and therefore knew

 all the m
ovem

ents of all the bod-
ies in the w

orld dead or alive and that he also knew
 all the states of m

ind
of all hum

an beings that ever lived, and suppose this m
an w

rote all he
knew

 in a big book, then this book w
ould contain the w

hole descrip-
tion of the w

orld; and w
hat I w

ant to say is, that this book w
ould con-

tain nothing that w
e w

ould call an ethicaljudgem
ent

or anything that
w

ould logically im
ply such a judgem

ent. It w
ould of course contain all

relative judgem
ents

of value and all true scientific propositions and in
fact all true propositions that can be m

ade. B
ut all the facts described

w
ould, as it w

ere, stand on the sam
e level and in the sam

e w
ay all

propositions stand on the sam
e level. T

here are no propositions w
hich,

in any absolute sense, are sublim
e, im

portant, or trivial. N
ow

 perhaps
som

e of you w
ill agree to that and be rem

inded of H
am

let’s w
ords:

‘N
othing is either good or bad, but thinking m

akes it so’. B
ut this again

could lead to a m
isunderstanding. W

hat H
am

let says seem
s to im

ply
that good and bad, though not qualities of the w

orld outside us, are
attributes of our states of m

ind. B
ut w

hat I m
ean is that a state of m

ind,
so far as w

e m
ean by that a fact w

hich w
e can describe, is in no ethical

sense good or bad. If for instance in our w
orld-book w

e read the descrip-
tion of a m

urder w
ith all its details physical and psychological the m

ere
description of these facts w

ill contain nothing w
hich w

e could call an 
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5)ethical proposition. T
he m

urder w
ill be on exactly the sam

e level as any
other event, for instance the falling of a stone. C

ertainly the reading of 
this description m

ight cause us pain or rage or any other em
otion, or w

e
m

ight read about the pain or rage caused by th[e|i]sm
urder in other people 

w
hen they heard of it, but there w

ill sim
ply be facts, facts and facts but

no E
thics.—

A
nd now

 I m
ust say that if I contem

plate w
hat E

thics really
w

ould have to be if there w
ere such a science, this result seem

s to m
e 

quite obvious. It seem
s to m

e obvious that nothing w
e could ever think or 

say should be the
thing. T

hat w
e cannot w

rite a scientific book, the sub-
ject m

atter of w
hich could be intrinsically sublim

e and above all other 
subject m

atters. I can only describe m
y feeling by the m

etaphor, that, if 
a m

an could w
rite a book on E

thics w
hich really w

as a book on E
thics, this

book w
ould, w

ith an explosion, destroy all the other books in the w
orld.—

O
ur w

ords used as w
e use the[j|m

] in science, are vessels capable only of con-
taining and conveying m

eaning and sense, natural m
eaning an[

| d] sense. 
E

thics, if it is anything, is supernatural and our w
ords w

ill only express 
facts; as a teacup w

ill only hold a teacup full of w
ater and if I w

ere to 
put

pourout a gallon over it. --- I said that so fars
as facts and prop‹ o›sitions 

are concerned there is only relative value and relative good, right etc. 
A

nd let m
e, before I go [

|o]n, illustrate this by a rather obvious exam
ple.

T
he right road is the road w

hich leads to an arbitrarily predeterm
ined end 

and it is quite clear to us all that there is no sense in talking about the 
right road apart from

 such a predeterm
ined goal. N

ow
 let us see w

hat w
e 

could possibly m
ean by the expression “the

absolutely right road”. I think 
it w

ould be the road w
hich everybody

on seeing it w
ould, w

ith logical
necessity

have to go, or be asham
ed for not going. A

nd sim
ilarly the 

absolute
good, if it is a describable state of affairs w

ould be one w
hich 

everybody, independent of his tastes and inclinations, w
ould, necessarily

bring about or feel guilty for not bringing about. A
nd I w

ant to say that 
such a state of affairs is a chim

era. N
o state of affairs has in itself,

[5]

ethicalproposition. T
he m

urder w
ill be on exactly the sam

e level as any
other event, for instance the falling of a stone. C

ertainly the reading of
this description m

ight cause us pain or rage or any other em
otion, or w

e
m

ight read about the pain or rage caused by this m
urder in other people

w
hen they heard of it, but there w

ill sim
ply be facts, facts and facts but

no E
thics.—

A
nd now

 I m
ust say that if I contem

plate w
hat E

thics real-
ly w

ould have to be if there w
ere such a science, this result seem

s to m
e

quite obvious. It seem
s to m

e obvious that nothing w
e could ever think

or say should be the
thing. T

hat w
e cannot w

rite a scientific book, the
subject m

atter of w
hich could be intrinsically sublim

e and above all other
subject m

atters. I can only describe m
y feeling by the m

etaphor, that, if
a m

an could w
rite a book on E

thics w
hich really w

as a book on E
thics,

this book w
ould, w

ith an explosion, destroy all the other books in the
w

orld.—
O

ur w
ords used as w

e use them
 in science, are vessels capable

only of containing and conveying m
eaning and sense, naturalm

eaning
and sense. E

thics, if it is anything, is supernatural and our w
ords w

ill only
express facts; as a teacup w

ill only hold a teacup full of w
ater and if I w

ere
to pour out a gallon over it. --- I said that so far as facts and propositions
are concerned there is only relative value and relative good, right etc. A

nd
let m

e, before I go on, illustrate this by a rather obvious exam
ple. T

he
right road is the road w

hich leads to an arbitrarily predeterm
ined end

and it is quite clear to us all that there is no sense in talking about the
right road apart from

 such a predeterm
ined goal. N

ow
 let us see w

hat w
e

could possibly m
ean by the expression ‘T

he
absolutely right road’. I

think it w
ould be the road w

hich everybody
on seeing it w

ould, w
ith log-

ical necessity
have to go, or be asham

ed for not going. A
nd sim

ilarly the
absolute

good, if it is a describable state of affairs w
ould be one w

hich
everybody, independent of his tastes and inclinations, w

ould, necessari-
ly

bring about or feel guilty for not bringing about. A
nd I w

ant to say
that such a state of affairs is a chim

era. N
o state of affairs has in itself,
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6)w
hat I w

ould like to call, the coercive pow
er of an absolute judge.—

T
hen w

hat have all of us w
ho, like m

yself, are still tem
pted to use such 

expressions as “absolute good”, “absolute value” etc, w
hat have w

e in m
ind 

and w
hat do w

e try to express ? N
ow

 w
henever I try to m

ake this clear to 
m

yself it is natural that I should recall cases in w
hich I w

ould certainly 
use these expressions and I am

 then in the situation and in w
hich you w

ould 
be if, for instance, I w

ere to give you a lecture on the psychology of 
pleasure. W

hat you w
ould do then w

ould be to try and recall som
e typical

situation in w
hich you alw

ays felt pleasure. F
or, bearing this situation in 

m
ind, all I should say to you w

ould becom
e concrete and, as it w

ere, 
controlable. O

ne m
an w

ould perhaps choose as his stock exam
ple the sensa-

tion w
hen taking a w

alk on a fine sum
m

er’s day. N
ow

 in this situation I am
if I w

ant to fix m
y m

ind on w
hat I m

ean by absolute or ethical value. 
A

nd there, in m
y case, it alw

ays happens that the idea of one particular 
experience presents itself to m

e w
hich therefore is, in a sense, m

y ex-
perience for excellence and this is the reason w

hy, in talking to you now
, 

I w
ill use this experience as m

y first and forem
ost exam

ple. (A
s I have 

said before, this is an entirely personal m
atter and others w

ould find 
other exam

ples m
ore striking) I w

ill describe this experience in order, if 
possible, to m

ake you recall the sam
e or sim

ilar experiences, so that w
e 

m
ay have a com

m
on ground for our investigation. I believe the best w

ay of
describing it is to say that w

hen I have it I w
onder at the existence of 

the w
orld. A

nd I am
 then inclined to use such phrases as “how

 extraordi-
nary that anything should exist” or “how

 extraordinary that the w
orld 

should exist”. I w
ill m

ention another experience [d|s]traight aw
ay w

hich I also
know

 and w
hich others of you m

ight be acquainted w
ith: it is, w

hat one 
m

ight call, the experience of feeling absolutely
safe. I m

ean the state of 
m

ind in w
hich one is inclined to say “I am

 safe, nothing can injure m
e 

w
hatever happens”. N

ow
 let m

e consider these experiences, for, I believe, 
they exhibit the very characteristics w

e try to get clear about. A
nd there

230

L
ecture on E

thics  T
S

207  D
iplom

atic V
ersion

[6]

w
hat I w

ould like to call, the coercive pow
er of an absolute judge.—

T
hen w

hat have all of us w
ho, like m

yself, are still tem
pted to use such

expressions as ‘absolute good’, ‘absolute value’ etc., w
hat have w

e in
m

ind and w
hat do w

e try to express? N
ow

 w
henever I try to m

ake this
clear to m

yself it is natural that I should recall cases in w
hich I w

ould
certainly use these expressions and I am

 then in the situation and in
w

hich you w
ould be if, for instance, I w

ere to give you a lecture on the
psychology of pleasure. W

hat you w
ould do then w

ould be to try and
recall som

e typical situation in w
hich you alw

ays felt pleasure. F
or,

bearing this situation in m
ind, all I should say to you w

ould becom
e

concrete and, as it w
ere, controllable. O

ne m
an w

ould perhaps choose
as his stock exam

ple the sensation w
hen taking a w

alk on a fine sum
-

m
er’s day. N

ow
 in this situation I am

 if I w
ant to fix m

y m
ind on w

hat
I m

ean by ‘absolute’ or ‘ethical value’. A
nd there, in m

y case, it alw
ays

happens that the idea of one particular experience presents itself to m
e

w
hich therefore is, in a sense, m

y experience for excellence and this is
the reason w

hy, in talking to you now
, I w

ill use this experience as m
y

first and forem
ost exam

ple. (A
s I have said before, this is an entirely

personal m
atter and others w

ould find other exam
ples m

ore striking)
I w

ill describe this experience in order, if possible, to m
ake you recall

the sam
e or sim

ilar experiences, so that w
e m

ay have a com
m

on ground
for our investigation. I believe the best w

ay of describing it is to say
that w

hen I have it
I w

onder at the existence of the w
orld. A

nd I am
then inclined to use such phrases as ‘H

ow
 extraordinary that anything

should exist’ or ‘H
ow

 extraordinary that the w
orld should exist’. I w

ill
m

ention another experience straight aw
ay w

hich I also know
 and

w
hich others of you m

ight be acquainted w
ith: it is, w
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ind

in w
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 safe, nothing can injure m
e w

hat-
ever happens’. N

ow
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7)the first thing I have [z|t]o say is, that the verbal expression w
hich w

e give 
to these experiences is nonsense ! If I say “I w

onder at the existence of 
the w

orld‹ ”› I am
 m

isusing language. L
et m

e explain this: It has a perfectly
good and clear sense to say that I w

onder at som
ething being the case, w

e 
all understand w

hat it m
eans to say that I w

onder at the size of a dog w
hich

is bigger than anyone I have ever seen before or at any thing w
hich, in the 

com
m

on sense of the w
ord, is extraordinary. In every such case I w

onder at
som

ething being the case w
hich I could

conceive notto be the case. I w
onder

at the size of this dog because I could conceive of a dog of another, nam
ely

the ordinary size, at w
hich I should not w

onder. T
o say “I w

onder at such and
such being the case‹ ”› has only sense if I can im

agine it not to be the case. 
In this sense one can w

onder at the existence of, say, a house w
hen one sees

it and has not visited it for a long tim
e and has im

agined that it had been 
pulled dow

n in the m
eantim

e. B
ut it is nonsense to say that I w

onder at the
existence of the w

orld, because I cannot im
agine it not existing. I could of 

course w
onder at the w

orld round m
e being as it is. If for instance I had this

experience w
hile looking into the blue sky, I could w

onder at the sky being 
blue as opposed to the case w

hen it’s clouded. B
ut that’s not w

hat I m
ean. 

I am
 w

ondering at the sky being w
hatever it is. O

ne m
ight be tem

pted to say
that w

hat I am
 w

ondering at is a ton
autology, nam

ely at the sky being blue or
not blue. B

ut then it’s just nonsense to say that one is w
ondering at a

t o ntology. N
ow

 the sam
e applies to the other experience w

hich I have m
en-

tioned, the experience of absolute safety. W
e all know

 w
hat it m

eans in ordi-
nary life to be safe. I am

 safe in m
y ro[r|o]m

, w
hen I cannot be run over by an 

om
nibus. I am

 safe w
hen I

X
X

X
X

X
X

if I have had w
hooping cough and cannot therefore 

get it again. T
o be↓

safe↓
essentially m

eans that it is physically im
possible that 

certain things should happen to m
e and therefore it’s nonsense to say that 

I am
 safe w

hatever
happens. A

gain this is a m
isuse of the w

ord “safe” as the 
other exam

ple w
as a m

isuse of the w
ord “existence” or “w

ondering”. N
ow

 I w
ant

to im
press on you that a certain characteristic m

isuse of our language runs

[7]
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8)through all ethical and religious expressions. A
ll these expressions seem

, 
prim

a facie, to be just sim
iles . T

hus it seem
s that w

hen w
e are using the 

w
ord rightin an ethical sense, although, w

hat w
e m

ean, is not right in its 
trivial sense, it’s som

ething sim
ilar, and w

hen w
e say “this is a good 

fellow
”, although the w

ord good here doesn’t m
ean w

hat it m
eans in the sen-

tence “this is a good football player” there seem
s to be som

e sim
ilarity. 

A
nd w

hen w
e say “this m

an’s life w
as valuable” w

e don’t m
ean it in the sam

e 
sense in w

hich w
e w

ould speak of som
e valuable jew

elry but there seem
s to 

be som
e sort of analogy. N

ow
 all religious term

s seem
 in this sense to be 

used as sim
iles or allegorically. F

or w
hen w

e speak of G
od and that he sees 

everything and w
hen w

e kneel and pray to him
 all our term

s and actions 
seem

 to be parts of a great and elaborate allegory w
hich represents him

 as 
a hum

an being of great pow
er w

hose grace w
e try to w

in etc. etc. B
ut this 

allegory also describes the experience w
hich I have just referred to. F

or, 
the first of them

 is, I believe, exactly w
hat people w

ere referring to w
hen 

they said that G
od had created the w

orld; and the experience of absolute 
safety has been described by saying that w

e feel safe in the hands of G
od. 

A
 third experience of the sam

e kind is that of feeling guilty and again 
this w

as described by the phrase that G
od disapproves of our conduct. T

hus 
in ethical and religious language w

e seem
 constantly to be using sim

iles. 
B

ut a sim
ile m

ust be the sim
ile for som

ething. A
nd if I can describe a fact 

by m
eans of a sim

ile I m
ust also be able to drop the sim

ile and to 
describe the facts w

ithout it. N
ow

 in our case as soon as w
e try to drop 

the sim
ile and sim

ply to state the facts w
hich stand behind it, w

e find, 
that there are no such facts. A

nd so, w
hat at first appeared to be a  s

sim
ile, now

 seem
s to be m

ere nonsense .—
N

ow
 the three experiences w

hich 
I have m

entioned to you (and I could have added others) seem
 to those w

ho 
have experienced them

, for instance to m
e, to have in som

e sense an 
intrinsic, absolute value. B

ut w
hen I say they are experiences, surely, 

they are facts; they have taken place then and there, lasted a certain
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9)definite tim
e and consequently are describable. A

nd so from
 w

hat I have 
said som

e m
inutes ago I m

ust adm
it it is nonsense to say that they have 

absolute value. A
nd I w

ill m
ake m

y point still m
ore acute by saying “it is 

the paradox that an experience, a fact, should seem
 to have supernatural 

value. N
ow

 there is a w
ay in w

hich I w
ould be tem

pted to m
eet this paradox. 

L
et m

e first consider, again, our first experience of w
ondering at the 

existence of the w
orld and let m

e describe it in a slightly different w
ay; :

W
e all know

 w
hat in ordinary life w

ould be called  a m
iracle. It obviously 

is sim
ply an event the like of w

hich w
e never have seen

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
yet 3never

2

[have
1seen. 

N
ow

 suppose such an event happened. T
ake the case that one of you suddenly 

grew
 a lions head and began to roar. C

ertainly that w
ould be as extraordi-

nary a thing as I can im
agine. N

ow
 w

henever w
e should have recovered from

 
our surprise, w

hat I w
ould suggest w

ould be to fetch a doctor and have the 
case scientifically investigated and if it w

ere not for hurting him
 I w

ould 
have him

 vivisected. A
nd w

here w
ould the m

iracle have got to? F
or it is 

clear that w
hen w

e look at it in this w
ay everything m

iraculous has dis-
appeared; unless w

hat w
e m

ean by this term
 is m

erely that a fact has not 
yet been explained by science w

hich again m
eans that w

e have hitherto 
failed to group this fact w

ith others in a scientific system
. T

his show
s 

that it is absurd to say “science has proved that there a[
|r]e no m

iracles”. 
T

he truth is that the scientific w
ay of looking at a fact is not the w

ay 
to look at it as a m

iracle. F
or im

agine w
hatever fact you m

ay, it is not in 
itself m

iraculous in the absolute sense of that term
. F

or w
e see now

 that 
w

e have been using the w
ord “m

iracle” in a relative and an absolute sense. 
A

nd I w
ill now

 describe the experience of w
ondering at the existence of the 

w
orld by saying: it is the experience of seeing the w

orld as a m
iracle. 

N
ow

 I am
 tem

pted to say that the right expression in language for the 
m

iracle of the existence of the w
orld, though it is not any proposition in

language, is the existence of language itself. B
ut w

hat then does it m
ean

[9] 
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10)

to be aw
are of this m

iracle at som
e tim

es and not at other tim
es[.| ?] F

or all 
I have said by shifting the expression of the m

iraculous from
 an expression 

by m
eans of language to the expression by the existence

of language, all I 
have said is again that w

e cannot express w
hat w

e w
ant to express and that 

all w
e say

about the absolute m
iraculous rem

ains nonsense.—
N

ow
 the answ

er 
to all this w

ill seem
 perfectly clear to m

any of you. Y
ou w

ill say: W
ell, 

if certain experiences constantly tem
pt us to attribute a quality to them

 
w

hich w
e call absolute or ethical value and im

portance, this sim
ply show

s 
that by these w

ords w
e don’tm

ean nonsense, that after all w
hat w

e m
ean by 

saying that an experience has absolute value is just a fact like other 
facts

and that all it com
es to is that w

e have not yet succeeded in finding 
the correct logical analysis of w

hat w
e m

ean by our ethical and religious 
expressions.—

N
ow

 w
hen this is urged against m

e I at once see clearly, 
as it w

ere in a flash of light, not only that no description that I can 
think of w

ould do to describe w
hat I m

ean by absolute value, but that I 
w

ould reject every significant description that anybody could possibly 
suggest, ab initio, on the ground of its significance. T

hat is to say: I see 
now

 that these nonsensical expressions w
ere not nonsensical because I had 

not yet found the correct expressions, but that their nonsensicality w
as 

their very essence. F
or all I w

anted to do w
ith them

 w
as just to go beyond

the w
orld and that is to say beyond significant language. M

y w
hole tendency 

and I believe the tendency of all m
en w

ho ever tried to w
rite or talk 

E
thics or R

eligion w
as to run against the boundaries of language. T

his 
running against the w

alls of our cage is perfectly, absolutely hopeless.—
 

E
thics so far as it springs from

 the desire to say som
ething about the 

ultim
ate m

eaning of life, the absolute good, the absolute valuable, can be 
no science. W

hat it says does not add to our know
ledge in any sense. B

ut it 
is a docum

ent of a tendency in the hum
an m

ind w
hich I personally cannot help 

respecting deeply and I w
ould not f[r|o]r m

y life ridicule it.
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e tim

es and not at other tim
es? F

or all
I have said by shifting the expression of the m

iraculous from
 an expres-

sion by m
eans oflanguage to the expression by the existence

of language,
all I have said is again that w

e cannot express w
hat w

e w
ant to express and

that all w
e say

about the absolute m
iraculous rem

ains nonsense.—
N

ow
the answ

er to all this w
ill seem

 perfectly clear to m
any of you. Y

ou w
ill

say: w
ell, if certain experiences constantly tem

pt us to attribute a quali-
ty to them

 w
hich w

e call absolute or ethical value and im
portance, this

sim
ply show

s that by these w
ords w

e do not
m

ean nonsense, that after
all w

hat w
e m

ean by saying that an experience has absolute value is just
a fact like other factsand that all it com

es to is that w
e have not yet suc-

ceeded in finding the correct logical analysis of w
hat w

e m
ean by our

ethical and religious expressions.—
N

ow
 w

hen this is urged against m
e I

at once see clearly, as it w
ere in a flash of light, not only that no descrip-

tion that I can think of w
ould do to describe w

hat I m
ean by ‘absolute

value’, but that I w
ould reject every significant description that anybody

could possibly suggest, ab initio, on the ground of its significance. T
hat

is to say: I see now
 that these nonsensical expressions w

ere not nonsen-
sical because I had not yet found the correct expressions, but that their
nonsensicality w

as their very essence. F
or all I w

anted to do w
ith them

w
as just to go beyond

the w
orld and that is to say beyond significant lan-

guage. M
y w

hole tendency and I believe the tendency of all m
en w

ho
ever tried to w

rite or talk E
thics or R

eligion w
as to run against the

boundaries of language. T
his running against the w

alls of our cage is per-
fectly, absolutely hopeless.—

E
thics so far as it springs from

 the desire to
say som

ething about the ultim
ate m

eaning of life, the absolute good, the
absolute valuable, can be no science. W

hat it says does not add to our
know

ledge in any sense. B
ut it is a docum

ent of a tendency in the hum
an

m
ind w

hich I personally cannot help respecting deeply and I w
ould not

for m
y life ridicule it.
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In 1929 W
ittgenstein w

as asked to give a lecture to a C
am

bridge soci-
ety, the ‘H

eretics’. A
s W

ittgenstein expected a broader public to listen
to his speech, he decided to choose a subject that should neither be too
scientific nor “popular-scientific”, but rather a subject of “general
im

portance”. T
here are three versions

1of his lecture know
n so far: tw

o
m

anuscripts and a typescript, designated as M
S 139a, M

S 139b and T
S

207, according to the catalogue com
piled by G

.H
. von W

right. 
Several hints in the notes taken by F

riedrich W
aism

ann concerning
the lecture show

 that at least one version of the lecture w
as finished by

1929. A
ccording to R

ush R
hees, W

ittgenstein held his lecture betw
een

Septem
ber 1929 and D

ecem
ber 1930, yet today it is w

idely believed that
W

ittgenstein held his lecture on 17 N
ovem

ber 1929. T
his is supported

by an entry in his C
am

bridge P
ocket D

iary 1929-1930
2,

w
here, on

Sunday 17 N
ovem

ber, he notes as a rem
inder ‘H

eretics’. In a letter w
rit-

ten to R
udolf K

oder, a friend of W
ittgenstein from

 the tim
e w

hen he
w

orked as an elem
entary school teacher in P

uchberg in L
ow

er A
ustria,

W
ittgenstein m

entions giving a lecture “next Sunday”:

Ich selbst soll diesen Sonntag einen V
ortrag halten &

 er liegt m
ir gründlich

im
 M

agen, w
eil ich sicher bin, daß m

ich so gut w
ie niem

and verstehen w
ird

&
 doch versprochen habe ihn zu halten. Ich fühle m

ich recht m
ies. 3
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1
T

he editors of this volum
e conjecture that there are three versions and a sketchy

draft of the lecture.
2O

fficial calendar for m
em

bers of the U
niversity of C

am
bridge. W

ittgenstein’s cal-
endars from

 1929 to 1946 still exist and are kept in the W
ittgenstein A

rchive, C
am

bridge.
3T

ranslation: “I m
yself shall have to give a lecture this Sunday &

 it lies heavily on m
y

stom
ach, because I am

 sure that m
ore or less no one w

ill understand m
e &

 yet I have prom
-

ised to give the lecture. I am
 feeling rather m

iserable.” W
ittgenstein to R

udolf K
oder,

[betw
een 11.11. and 15.11.1929], W

ittgenstein, L
udw

ig. B
riefw

echsel: Innsbrucker elektro-
nische A

usgabe. M
onika Seekircher, B

rian M
cG

uinness and A
nton U

nterkircher (eds.).
Innsbruck, 2004.



R
udolf and E

lisabeth K
oder, 7

probably because of the close friendship
K

oder had w
ith W

ittgenstein and his fam
ily and the deep interest in m

usic
they shared. A

fter the death of E
lisabeth K

oder in 1992 the docum
ents

w
ere found in her literary estate, and, according to her last w

ill, given to
her son Johannes K

oder in order to decide how
 to dispose upon them

.
T

his explains w
hy the docum

ents w
ere m

issing from
 1952 to 1993.

W
ittgenstein’s attitude tow

ard ethics

W
ittgenstein’s above m

entioned rem
ark to K

oder that no one w
ould

understand his lecture reveals the difficulty he w
as aw

are of in having
chosen to talk about ethics. B

asically he w
as convinced that nothing at

all can be said about ethics and ethical problem
s. H

e w
as against any

definition of ethics in the sense of a theory or science. E
qually he reject-

ed attem
pts to give rules on good, i.e. ethical behaviour, because the

explanation of concepts like good or evil seem
ed highly problem

atic to
him

 and efforts tow
ard a solution questionable. A

bove all, W
ittgenstein

w
as against any attem

pt at justifying ethics. O
n 6 M

ay 1931 he w
rites:

“‘It is good because G
od com

m
anded it’ is the right expression for the

lack of reason.”
8

O
n this m

atter W
ittgenstein had disagreed w

ith M
oritz Schlick

w
hen discussing the nature of good in theological ethics. Schlick con-

sidered the view
 that G

od w
ants the good because it is good as the

deeper interpretation, w
hereas W

ittgenstein considered this the “shal-
low

, rationalist” interpretation. F
or him

 the proposition, ‘W
hat G

od
com

m
ands, that is good,’ w

as the profounder interpretation, as it cuts
off any attem

pt at explaining w
hy it is good. 9In his refusal to counte-
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7C
p. a note (dating from

 1 M
arch 1972) by E

lisabeth K
oder in w

hich she w
rites that

she and her husband had received these papers as a present of m
em

ory from
 M

argaret
Stonborough after the death of L

udw
ig W

ittgenstein. K
oder, Johannes. “V

erzeichnis
der Schriften L

udw
ig W

ittgensteins im
 N

achlaß R
udolf und E

lisabeth K
oder.”

M
itteilungen aus dem

 B
renner-A

rchiv, 12/1993, pp. 52-54.
8

M
ovem

ents of T
hought, p. 75.

9W
ittgenstein, L

udw
ig. L

udw
ig W

ittgenstein and the V
ienna C

ircle: C
onversations

recorded by Friedrich W
aism

ann. B
rian M

cG
uinness (ed.). O

xford: B
asil B

lackw
ell,

1979, p. 115, “W
ednesday, 17 D

ecem
ber 1930 (N

euw
aldegg). ‘O

n Schlick’s E
thics’.” 

W
e do not know

 w
hich version of the lecture W

ittgenstein read, but
one m

ay assum
e that he had w

ritten the tw
o m

anuscripts—
M

SS 139a
and 139b—

before giving his lecture. T
his assum

ption is supported by
a letter that his sister M

argaret Stonborough w
rote to him

, saying that
she w

as looking forw
ard to his lecture and how

 delighted she w
as to

have received his m
anuscript:

D
ein B

rief hat m
ich sehr gefreut. U

nd auf den V
ortrag freu ich m

ich erst
recht. Som

ething to look forw
ard to. E

ine große F
reude. […

]—
U

nd ich
danke D

ir sehr für das M
anuskript, eine grössere F

reude konnte ich m
ir

nicht leicht vorstellen. 4

T
his letter suggests that M

argaret received a handw
ritten version before

W
ittgenstein read his lecture—

m
ost probably M

S 139b, as this m
anuscript

w
as seen by G

.H
. von W

right in 1952 in the house of M
argaret

Stonborough in G
m

unden. It w
as this m

anuscript that w
as later lost until

1993 w
hen it w

as uncovered in the literary estate of R
udolf and E

lisabeth
K

oder in V
ienna. R

udolf K
oder 5had been given the m

anuscript as a pres-
ent by W

ittgenstein’s sister M
argaret Stonborough. In addition, K

oder
had 

received 
a 

typescript 
of 

the 
T

ractatus, 
a 

m
anuscript 

of 
the

P
hilosophical Investigations and a m

anuscript of a diary w
ritten by

W
ittgenstein in the thirties. 6A

ll of these papers had been in the possession
of M

argaret Stonborough, w
ho, after W

ittgenstein’s death, gave them
 to
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4T
ranslation: “I w

as very pleased about your letter. A
nd I am

 in particular looking
forw

ard to your lecture. Som
ething to look forw

ard to. A
 great joy. […

] A
nd I thank

you very m
uch for the m

anuscript, I couldn’t easily im
agine a greater joy,” W

ittgenstein,
L

udw
ig. B

riefw
echsel. Innsbrucker elektronische A

usgabe.
5

R
udolf Julius K

oder (1902-1977) w
as born in V

ienna and w
orked as an elem

en-
tary school-teacher in various villages in L

ow
er A

ustria, w
here he taught m

usic, G
erm

an
and m

athem
atics. K

oder lived and died in V
ienna. H

is letters to and from
 L

udw
ig

W
ittgenstein are published in W

ittgenstein, L
udw

ig and R
udolf K

oder, W
ittgenstein

und die M
usik. B

riefw
echsel L

udw
ig W

ittgenstein—
R

udolf K
oder. E

dited by M
artin

A
lber in collaboration w

ith B
rian M

cG
uinness and M

onika Seekircher. Innsbruck:
H

aym
on, 2000.

6W
ittgenstein, L

udw
ig, D

enkbew
egungen. T

agebücher 1930-1932/1936-1937. Ilse
Som

avilla (ed.). Innsbruck: H
aym

on, 1997. Q
uoted according to the E

nglish transla-
tion by A

lfred N
ordm

ann: “M
ovem

ents of T
hought: D

iaries 1930-1932, 1936-1937” in
L

udw
ig W

ittgenstein. P
ublic and P

rivate O
ccasions. Jam

es C
. K

lagge and A
lfred

N
ordm

ann (eds.). R
ow

m
an &

 L
ittlefield, 2003.



sive for the understanding of W
ittgenstein’s attitude tow

ard ethics and his
philosophising. 12

A
s he rem

arked in T
he B

lue B
ook: “T

he difficulty in
philosophy is to say no m

ore than w
e know

.”
13

E
ven if W

ittgenstein reflected on ethical questions throughout his
life, he seem

s to have been aw
are of the im

possibility of expressing
them

 satisfactorily in w
ords. A

s he already said in the T
ractatus L

ogico-
P

hilosophicus: 

A
nd so it is im

possible for there to be propositions of ethics. 
P

ropositions can express nothing that is higher (6.42).

A
nd in 6.421:  

It is clear that ethics cannot be put into w
ords. 

E
thics is transcendental.

(E
thics and aesthetics are one and the sam

e.) 14

T
hus, from

 the beginnings of his philosophising, W
ittgenstein vehe-

m
ently refused an analytical investigation of ethical w

ords, concepts or
propositions, even and precisely in the T

ractatus, w
here his m

ethod is
an analytical one, though only insofar as regards to w

hat can be said
clearly. A

s concerns w
hat cannot be said clearly, he chose to rem

ain
silent instead of “babbling”, as he w

rote in a letter to L
udw

ig von
F

icker in w
hich he also described the sense of his book as an ethical

one. 15

In his conversations w
ith m

em
bers of the V

ienna C
ircle he insisted

on rejecting any explanation of ethical values, not because “the expla-
nation w

as false, but because it w
as an explanation[…

]”, thus alluding
to his lecture w

here he equally rejected any m
eaningful description of
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12
D

rury, M
., “Som

e N
otes on C

onversations w
ith W

ittgenstein” in R
ush R

hees
(ed.) L

udw
ig W

ittgenstein. P
ersonal R

ecollections. T
otow

a, N
J: R

ow
m

an &
 L

ittelfield,
1981, pp. 90-111, p. 99.

13 T
he B

lue and B
row

n B
ooks, p. 45.

14W
ittgenstein, L

udw
ig, T

ractatus L
ogico-P

hilosophicus. T
ranslated by D

. F
. P

ears
and B

rian M
cG

uinness. L
ondon: R

outledge &
 K

egan P
aul, 1963.

15W
ittgenstein, L

udw
ig, B

riefe an L
udw

ig von Ficker. E
dited by G

. H
. von W

right
in collaboration w

ith W
alter M

ethlagl. Salzburg: O
tto M

üller V
erlag, 1969, p. 35. See

also the E
nglish translation of B

ruce G
illette and A

llan Janik, “W
ittgenstein, F

icker, and
D

er B
renner” in L

uckhardt, C
.G

. (ed.), W
ittgenstein. Sources and P

erspectives. Ithaca,
N

ew
 Y

ork: C
ornell U

niversity P
ress, 1979, p. 161-189. 

nance explanation or justification in ethics, W
ittgenstein contrasts

decisively w
ith m

ost philosophical positions on ethics. T
hese charac-

teristically seek to explain ethical values or actions. H
ow

ever m
uch

they vary in their aim
s and answ

ers—
e.g. the good w

ith the aim
 of

rew
ard, im

m
anent or transcendent, the good for its ow

n sake, the good
for social w

ell-being and peace (thus considering religious, social,
political or utilitarian grounds)—

they all are concerned to give expla-
nations. F

or W
ittgenstein, how

ever, ethical propositions, i.e. orders or
com

m
ands, are rooted in a superior—

a divine—
authority w

hich is
unassailable in its superiority and therefore beyond any explanation
or justification.

V
arious notes taken by W

ittgenstein on ethics reveal that to his m
ind

ethics com
prises m

ore than just the definition of a m
oral code and ques-

tions of values, orders and law
s as discussed in traditional m

oral philos-
ophy. F

or him
, ethics concerns above all the sphere beyond the w

orld
of facts. T

he problem
s of ethics transcend the phenom

enal w
orld and

touch the unexplainable, the m
ystical, the divine. O

n 10 N
ovem

ber in
1929—

one w
eek before his lecture—

he w
rote into his m

anuscript:
“W

hat is good is also divine. Q
ueer as it sounds, that sum

s up m
y

ethics. O
nly som

ething supernatural can express the Supernatural.”
10

A
nd on 15 N

ovem
ber 1929—

tw
o days before his lecture—

he noted:
“Y

ou cannot lead people to w
hat is good; you can only lead them

 to
som

e place or other. T
he good is outside the space of facts.”

11

W
ittgenstein’s refusal to discuss ethics in philosophy, how

ever, has
often led to an incorrect interpretation of his position on ethics. M

em
bers

of the V
ienna C

ircle interpreted W
ittgenstein’s position as a negation of

m
etaphysics sim

ilar to their ow
n and thus thought that he shared their

position in accepting only the phenom
enal w

ord. T
his led to the still

w
idely-held opinion that W

ittgenstein w
as a logical-positivist w

ho
shared the view

s of the V
ienna C

ircle. In fact, how
ever, W

ittgenstein,
w

hile renouncing expressions about m
etaphysics, only tried to protect

w
hat he considered m

ost im
portant and respected m

ost: ethics and reli-
gion. T

his renunciation—
this “ethical dem

and”, as D
rury put it—

is deci-
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10W
ittgenstein, L

udw
ig.V

erm
ischte B

em
erkungen. E

dited by G
. H

. von W
right in

collaboration w
ith H

eikki N
ym

an. F
rankfurt am

 M
ain: Suhrkam

p, 1977. E
nglish trans-

lation by P
eter W

inch published as C
ulture and V

alue. G
. H

. von W
right and H

eikki
N

ym
an (eds.). C

hicago: T
he U

niversity of C
hicago P

ress, 1980, p. 3e.
1
1C

ulture and V
alue, p. 3e.



ethical problem
s. In his first philosophical entries—

his notebooks w
rit-

ten from
 1914-1916—

his thoughts w
ere concerned w

ith logic, language,
ethics, G

od and the sense of the w
orld. A

t the sam
e tim

e, he w
as pre-

occupied w
ith m

oral questions on w
hich he w

rote using a secret code. 20

T
hese entries had their roots in his personal experience and thus show

a different tone, a different style of w
riting. In the tenuous situation of

the first W
orld W

ar he w
as confronted daily w

ith death w
hich led to a

feeling of being abandoned in the face of death w
hile at the sam

e tim
e

being in the hands of G
od. T

he concise sentences in w
hich he reports

about his m
oral state, give testim

ony to his longing for the spiritual, for
inner purification, for a spiritual rebirth. In all of his later personal
entries—

in his diaries, letters or in rem
arks scattered throughout his

papers—
w

e can find self-reproaches of a sim
ilar kind: a continuous

m
oral dissatisfaction w

ith him
self and a w

ish to becom
e a better, differ-

ent person. T
hus, the feeling of guilt m

entioned as one of his three
exam

ples for the experience of ethics, appears as a decisive factor in his
life, before and after his lecture on ethics.

T
he style in w

hich W
ittgenstein’s personal entries are w

ritten, how
-

ever, differs from
 the style of his philosophical rem

arks. H
ere w

e have the
voice of a m

an in conflict, there of a philosopher arguing in a sober and
detached w

ay. Y
et there are sim

ilarities to som
e extent. In W

ittgenstein’s
philosophical m

anuscripts there is the sam
e tendency tow

ard change,
tow

ard perfection. O
ne can observe a continuous struggle w

ith every
sentence, every w

ord—
actually a struggle w

ith him
self. T

he w
ish for per-

sonal change is transferred to his w
riting, his inner struggle turns into a

struggle w
ith language, a struggle w

ith every w
ord: “W

e are struggling
w

ith language./ W
e are engaged in a struggle w

ith language.”
21

W
ittgenstein’s approach tow

ard language show
s itself as an ethical

one insofar as he deliberately renounces every superfluous w
ord m

ak-
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20A
s is w

idely know
n, there are passages in W

ittgenstein’s w
ritings w

ritten in code
w

hich basically consists in a reversal of the alphabet (‘z’ instead of ‘a’, ‘y’ instead of ‘b’,
etc.). In his early notebooks the text w

ritten in code is found m
ostly on the left pages and

contains principally m
oral and religious reflections concerning his personal situation,

w
hereas his philosophical entries are w

ritten in norm
al w

riting on the right pages. L
ater,

coded rem
arks are scattered throughout his N

achlass am
idst his philosophical w

ritings.
H

ow
ever, the division betw

een personal and philosophical entries by correlation w
ith

using a code does not apply to all his notes.
21

C
ulture and V

alue, p. 11e.

w
hat he w

ould understand by ethical value. 16
“W

hat is ethical cannot
be taught. If I could explain the essence of the ethical only by m

eans of
a theory, then w

hat is ethical w
ould be of no value w

hatsoever.”
17A

nd
he em

phasised the im
portance of speaking in the first person, as he stat-

ed he did at the end of his lecture on ethics. 18F
or W

ittgenstein a theo-
ry w

as w
ithout value, as it requires objectivity and ignores the aspect of

subjectivity w
hich he regarded as decisive as concerns ethics. T

herefore,
from

 the beginning of his entries in his notebooks, his reflections on
ethics are dealt w

ith in connection w
ith his personal situation. T

his
point is highly im

portant for understanding his philosophising. A
s he

rem
arked him

self: “T
he m

ovem
ent of thought in m

y philosophising
should be discernible in the history of m

y m
ind, of its m

oral concepts
&

 in the understanding of m
y situation.”

19

In his later m
ethod of describing w

ords in their concrete uses in lan-
guage—

and thereby com
e to an understanding of the w

ord or expres-
sion under investigation—

w
ords or propositions w

hich in traditional
or in analytical ethics are subject to philosophical discussion do not
occur. E

ven if in his lecture on ethics he ventured to speak about ethics,
this w

as in a w
ay unlike usual philosophical discussions on ethics. H

e
aim

ed solely at illum
inating the problem

s involved in any utterance
about ethics—

on G
od, the sense of life or on values like good or evil.

A
lthough he talks about descriptions, this happens in a quite different

w
ay from

 the descriptions of situations in every-day life used to analyse
the m

eaning of a specific w
ord. In the L

ecture on E
thics, W

ittgenstein
talks solely of personal experiences during w

hich he had a kind of feel-
ing for w

hat m
ight m

ake up the essence of ethics.  

T
he m

eaning of ethics for W
ittgenstein’s life and philosophy

D
espite his conviction that w

e cannot say anything about ethical ques-
tions, W

ittgenstein’s life and philosophising w
ere shot through w

ith
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16
L

udw
ig W

ittgenstein and the V
ienna C

ircle, p. 116.
17

L
udw

ig W
ittgenstein and the V

ienna C
ircle, p. 117.

18
L

udw
ig W

ittgenstein and the V
ienna C

ircle, p. 117.
19

M
ovem

ents of T
hought, p. 125. 



L
ecture on E

thics

W
ittgenstein gave his lecture on ethics at the beginnings of this new

 phase
in his philosophising. It is one of his texts that show

 in particular the close
connection betw

een his personal life and his philosophising, especially his
w

ay of thinking on ethics, religion and aesthetics. T
he L

ecture is also one
of the rare texts W

ittgenstein w
rote him

self for an oral confrontation w
ith

a live audience. T
his is to say, there exist som

e notes for other lectures,
such as those for ‘P

rivate E
xperience’, for ‘Sense D

ata’, or his notes for
the ‘P

hilosophical L
ecture’, but those notes w

ere w
ritten for a philosoph-

ical audience, thus for a restricted and elevated group of people, 24w
here-

as the L
ecture on E

thics w
as conceived for a broader audience. 

A
s a consequence, W

ittgenstein’s choice of w
ords—

his language in
the L

ecture—
differs strongly from

 that of his philosophical m
anu-

scripts and also from
 his personal diaries. B

y m
eans of a narrative tone

in his L
ecture he tries to present philosophical problem

s of ethics by
vivid exam

ples taken from
 his personal experience. A

s he later said to
m

em
bers of the V

ienna C
ircle, it w

as im
portant to step forth as an indi-

vidual and to speak at the end in the first person. 25
In his conviction

that one cannot establish any theory of ethics, he attem
pts at convey-

ing his great concern—
ethics—

herm
eneutically by the use of exam

ples,
by applying ordinary language w

hich he thought crucial for show
ing

problem
s to others. T

his w
as only possible by presenting his personal

situation frankly. W
ittgenstein confronts the audience as a hum

an being
and confesses so-to-speak one of his m

ain personal and philosophical
dilem

m
as—

his aw
areness of the lim

its of language.
P

roblem
s of ethics are treated in connection w

ith problem
s of lan-

guage, i.e. w
ith our incorrect use of it, our m

isuse of w
ords. In order to

illum
inate these problem

s, W
ittgenstein refers to exam

ples from
 every-

day life and to sim
iles w

ith the purpose of addressing his audience in a
direct w

ay. In his search for an answ
er to the question of w

hat constitutes
ethics, he m

entions three exam
ples of his personal experience in w

hich he
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24
B

esides, m
ost of the texts concerning his lectures—

such as those on aesthetics,
psychology and religious belief—

have been m
ade available to us only via his audience

or students. T
he sam

e applies to the notes about his discussions w
ith m

em
bers of the

V
ienna C

ircle w
hich are know

n to us m
erely from

 the notes taken by F
riedrich

W
aism

ann. 
25

L
udw

ig W
ittgenstein and the V

ienna C
ircle, p. 117.

ing use of linguistic m
eans as sparingly as possible. H

is econom
ic use

of w
ords results in sentences of utm

ost intensity and clarity of form
.

H
e only hints at—

‘show
s’—

w
hat cannot be said clearly or w

ould be
distorted by the attem

pt to express it. T
hus his underlying dem

and for
refraining from

 logical analysis as concerns ethical questions is revealed
not only in regard to content, thus resulting in his silence on ethics,
but also in regard to style, i.e. the aesthetic aspect. H

is utterance ‘E
thics

and A
esthetics are O

ne’ is testim
ony to this connection. Som

etim
es,

W
ittgenstein’s style alm

ost appears lyrical. H
is preference for vivid

pictures—
for m

etaphors, im
ages, sim

iles—
and for fictitious exam

ples
show

s parallels to texts of literature or to the B
ible. It also confirm

s
his rem

ark that philosophy should only be w
ritten as a poem

. 22

D
espite a basic continuity of essential thoughts in W

ittgenstein’s
philosophy there are changes, “m

ovem
ents of thoughts,” to be

observed in his w
ritings: the biggest change appears betw

een the
T

ractatu
s and the P

h
ilosoph

ical In
v

estigation
s—

i.e. after a period of
tim

e w
hen W

ittgenstein in som
e w

ay tried to retreat from
 active philo-

sophical occupation. 23
A

fter this hiatus in the tw
enties, w

hen he
w

orked as an elem
entary school teacher and then as an architect, he

no longer saw
 language under the idea of an abstract ‘ideal language’,

but in all its variety and everyday use. Y
et he resolutely preserved his

distinction betw
een the sayable and the unsayable until the end of his

philosophising. T
his m

eant being aw
are of and respecting the lim

its of
language and, as a consequence, looking at it from

 an ethical point of
view

.

250

N
otes

22C
ulture and V

alue, p. 24e: “I think I sum
m

ed up m
y attitude to philosophy w

hen
I said: philosophy ought really to be w

ritten only as a poetic com
position […

].”
23

In his forew
ord to the P

hilosophical Investigations he refers to this change in his
w

ay of thinking. L
ooking backw

ard, he notes: “T
w

o years ago I had occasion to re-read
m

y first book (the T
ractatus L

ogico-P
hilosophicus) and to explain its ideas to som

eone.
It suddenly seem

ed to m
e that I should publish those old thoughts and the new

 ones
together: that the latter could be seen in the right light only by contrast w

ith and against
the background of m

y old w
ay of thinking. F

or since beginning to occupy m
yself w

ith
philosophy again, sixteen years ago, I have been forced to recognise grave m

istakes in
w

hat I w
rote in that first book […

].”



is nonsensical. N
ot nonsensical, how

ever, W
ittgenstein em

phasises,
because w

e cannot find the correct expression, but because the nonsen-
sical is essential to all ethical and religious expressions. T

he sam
e applies

to the experience of w
onder: If w

e say “I w
onder at the existence of the

w
orld”, this is a different kind of w

onder than the w
onder at som

ething
extraordinary, som

ething sensational that—
in ordinary language—

w
ould m

ake us w
onder. H

ere, too, the ethical m
eaning of the w

ord
‘w

onder’ lies in the nonsense involved in its use. T
herefore w

e can con-
clude that the nature of ethics is displayed by the nonsense of all ethi-
cal and religious expressions put into language. T

hese expressions dif-
fer sharply from

 all expressions referring to facts.
T

o say w
e w

onder at the existence of the w
orld proves nonsensical, as

‘w
ondering’ is norm

ally used in connection w
ith som

ething extraordi-
nary, as m

entioned above. H
ow

ever, for the absolute or ethical m
eaning

of the w
ord ‘w

onder’ it is decisive to w
onder at som

ething that am
ong

the m
ajority of people and in everyday speech appears as som

ething self-
evident and nothing special to w

onder about. T
o w

onder at the existence
of the w

orld in an absolute sense requires a different kind of view
 than

the norm
al one—

i.e. a view
 sim

ilar to w
hat Spinoza understands as the

view
 sub specie aeternitatis—

a view
 in the light of eternity and not in tim

e.
T

his view
 W

ittgenstein regards as an ethical one. It lies on a different level
than the kind of w

onder that is understood in everyday language and
w

hich refers to facts. T
he view

 sub specie aeternitatis originates in a per-
ception that m

ight also be com
pared to w

hat T
hom

as A
quinas describes

as a kind of supernatural perception (“non proprie hum
ana, sed superhu-

m
ana”), as it transcends norm

al hum
an capacity to perceive things:

C
onsequently, although the know

ledge proper to the hum
an soul takes

place through the process of reasoning, nevertheless, it participates to som
e

extent in that sim
ple know

ledge w
hich exists in higher substances, and

because of w
hich they are said to have intellective pow

er. T
his is in keep-

ing w
ith the rule w

hich D
ionysius gives, that divine w

isdom
‚ “alw

ays joins
the lim

its of higher things to the beginnings of the low
er things”. [D

e divi-
nis nom

inibus, V
II] T

his is to say that the low
er nature at its highest point

reaches som
ething of that w

hich is low
est in the higher nature. 28
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28St. T
hom

as A
quinas. D

isputed Q
uestions on T

ruth. T
ranslated from

 the definitive
L

eonine text by R
obert W

. M
ulligan, S.J. C

hicago: H
enry R

egnery C
om

pany, 1952, Q
15 A

 1/V
ol. 2, p. 273.

had the feeling of w
hat ethics and absolute value m

ight be. T
hese w

ere the
experience of w

onder at the existence of the w
orld, the feeling of absolute

safety in G
od and the feeling of guilt. H

e declares the feeling of w
onder

as his ‘experience par excellence’ for the understanding of the ethical.
W

ittgenstein’s description of the experience of absolute safety goes
back to the im

pression a play by L
udw

ig A
nzengruber had m

ade upon
him

 w
hen he w

as about 21 years old. In this play, “D
ie K

reuzelschreiber,”
the protagonist had a m

ystical experience in the surroundings of nature,
a feeling of absolute safety in the hands of G

od. W
ittgenstein had been

deeply touched by this play. F
or the first tim

e in his life he realised the
im

portance of religion, as he later reported to N
orm

an M
alcolm

. 26
T

he
feeling of absolute safety in G

od is also related to the tw
o other exam

ples
W

ittgenstein gives in his lecture: to the feeling of guilt insofar as express-
ing m

an’s abandonm
ent at G

od’s m
ercy, and to the experience of w

onder
at the existence of the w

orld as bearing a m
ystical  attitude tow

ard the
w

orld as G
od’s creation. B

oth the experience of absolute safety and that
of w

onder at the existence of the w
orld suggest the positive aspect in

W
ittgenstein’s religious belief—

his feelings of confidence, safety and w
or-

ship in view
 of G

od. T
he feeling of guilt, on the other hand, seem

s to orig-
inate in W

ittgenstein’s conviction of G
od as a fearful judge. 27

In the feeling of absolute safety—
“w

hatever happens”—
the w

ord
‘safety’ is used in an entirely different sense than it is used in everyday
language, w

here it can occur in contexts subject to relativity in interpre-
tation. B

y the experience of absolute safety, though, the absolute or
ethical m

eaning of the w
ord ‘safe’ reveals its nonsensical character. In

norm
al speech it w

ould be nonsense to say that one feels safe no m
at-

ter w
hat happens. H

ere w
e com

e to the border betw
een ‘m

eaningful’
and ‘nonsensical’ expressions, to the border betw

een the sayable and
the unsayable or ethical: beyond this border any attem

pt at expression
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26M
alcolm

, N
orm

an. L
udw

ig W
ittgenstein: A

 M
em

oir. O
xford; N

ew
 Y

ork: O
xford

U
niversity P

ress, 1984, p. 58f.
27C

p. also G
. H

. von W
right, w

ho describes W
ittgenstein’s notion of G

od as that of
a “fearful judge,” von W

right, G
. H

. W
ittgenstein. O

xford: B
asil B

lackw
ell. 1982, p. 32. 

P
aul E

ngelm
ann, too, rem

em
bers that W

ittgenstein often talked about the “G
reat

Judgem
ent.” A

s a consequence, throughout his lifetim
e, W

ittgenstein tortured him
self

w
ith self-reproaches rooted in feelings of guilt for not satisfying G

od’s orders.
W

ittgenstein, L
udw

ig and P
aul E

ngelm
ann

. B
riefe, B

egegn
u

n
gen

, E
rin

n
eru

n
gen

.
E

dited by Ilse Som
avilla in collaboration w

ith B
rian M

cG
uinness. Innsbruck: H

aym
on,

2006, p. 97. 



L
ooking at W

ittgenstein’s m
anuscripts, the three aspects m

entioned
in his L

ecture, can be discerned like red threads going through his w
rit-

ings. N
ot only his personal life, but also his philosophising seem

s to be
carried by an attitude of w

onder, feelings of guilt and a search for safe-
ty, for certainty. T

hese aspects are not only expressions of ethics, but
are directly connected w

ith G
od, w

hich hints at the m
eaning religion

held for W
ittgenstein. T

hus, on the one hand, w
e have the connection

betw
een ethics and religion, on the other, as m

entioned before, the con-
nection betw

een ethics and aesthetics. T
o that extent the lecture seem

s
to confirm

 W
ittgenstein’s rem

ark ‘E
thics and A

esthetics are O
ne,’ by

illustrating the im
portance of an ethical dim

ension in language, precise-
ly w

ith regard to the so-called ‘higher sphere’. T
he decisive point con-

cerning all three exam
ples is the aspect of nonsense that is revealed by

trying to express w
hat can only be show

n. T
his ultim

ately leads to
silence, as indicated as early as in the T

ractatus.
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T
he fact that for the understanding of ethics W

ittgenstein has chosen as
exam

ples the experience of w
onder, safety and guilt, illum

inates how
im

portant these aspects m
ust have been to him

, as they seem
 to have

taken him
 closer to an understanding of ethics and ethical values. O

thers
m

ight have chosen other exam
ples, yet for W

ittgenstein these three w
ere

decisive. T
hey seem

 to have touched him
 in his very being to an extent

that w
hat had been dark or m

ysterious about ethics before, suddenly
becam

e clearer to him
, som

ehow
 lightened and becam

e transparent.
It is only by seeing the things independent of tim

e and space, by fac-
ing the lim

its of science and culture that one m
ight com

e closer to real-
ize som

ething beyond—
som

ething like a light surpassing everything
else: the “pure, untinted light,” as W

ittgenstein had put it in a letter-
fragm

ent to his sister H
erm

ine, a few
 years before his lecture on

ethics. 29
T

his ‘light’ W
ittgenstein identifies w

ith ‘spirit’ and ‘religiosi-
ty’—

aspects that for him
 are dependent on each other; they are used as

synonym
ous expressions, both represented by the m

etaphor of light.
T

he m
ajority of people, W

ittgenstein com
plains, rem

ain captured in
their culture and don’t surpass its lim

its in order to realize the im
por-

tance of religion w
hich he esteem

s decisive for seeing the w
orld right. 

Sim
ilarly to Spinoza, w

ho in his ethics w
rites about how

 the view
 sub

specie aeternitatis finally leads to the know
ledge of G

od, W
ittgenstein,

in his attitude of w
onder, becam

e aw
are of the ethical w

hich at that tim
e

he tended to put on the sam
e level as the divine. In this sense his thoughts

on ethics and religion of the thirties m
ight be seen as a continuation of the

early N
otebooks 30

and of the T
ractatus w

here he spoke of G
od as lying

outside the w
orld of facts and thus outside the lim

its of language. 31T
he

aspect of w
onder at the existence of the w

orld is especially revealed in a
section of the T

ractatus:  “It is not how
 things are in the w

orld that is
m

ystical, but that it exists” (6.44).254

N
otes

29
Som

avilla, Ilse (ed.), L
udw

ig W
ittgenstein. L

icht und Schatten. E
in nächtliches

(T
raum

-)E
rlebnis und ein B

rief-Fragm
ent. Innsbruck: H

aym
on, 2004.

30T
his does not apply to the w

hole of his early notebooks: at the beginning he tends
to see G

od in a panentheistic view
, identifying him

 w
ith the w

ill, w
hich, like the w

ill of
Schopenhauer’s philosophy, is im

m
anent and transcendent. 

31E
ven if in the T

ractatus W
ittgenstein speaks of the sense of the w

orld as lying out-
side the w

ord, this can also be applied to G
od, w

hom
 in the N

otebooks he identifies w
ith

the sense of the w
orld. B

esides, he explicitly states that G
od does not him

self reveal in
the w

orld, w
hich suggests that he is to be seen outside the w

orld, see T
ractatus 6.41 and

6.432.
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