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Abstract

In the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus we find Wittgenstein's first and most substantial published
investigation of ethics. | will arguethat if the ethical sections of the Tractatus are seen in connection
with a particular concept of showing, they then reveal a coherent and radical alternativeto traditional
conceptions of ethics; an alternative which sheds light on Wittgenstein’s claim that ethics cannot be
expressed and the necessity of ethics. But | furthermore want to argue that the reasons leading
Wittgenstein to a demand for silence in ethics falls away if one looks at the later investigations of
necessity which he makes in On Certainty.
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Introducéo

Inthe Tractatus Logico-Philosophicuswefind Wittgenstein’ sfirst published investigation
of ethics. Furthermore, together withthe* Lectureon Ethics’, thisisthelast timehe makesany longer
Investigation into thissubject, astheNachlassreved sonly afew, scattered remarkson specific ethical
mattersafter 1929. | will arguethat if the ethical sectionsof the Tractatusare seen in connection with
aspecificideaof theconcept of showing they, then reved acoherent andradica aternativetotraditiona
conceptionsof ethics andternativethat shedslight on Wittgengtein'sclaimthat ethicscannot beexpressed
and the necessity of ethics. Itisastandard dilemmainmora philosophy, that we, on the onehand, want
to makeabsolute claimslike‘ Murder isalwayswrong', whilewe, on the other hand, admit that there
might be caseswhen it ispossibleto give ethical reasonsasto why aparticular murder isnot wrong,
the murder of Adolph Hitler at a particular time in history being the standard example. And my
interpretation of the Tractatuswill suggest one possiblereasonwhy thisisso. But | furthermorewant
toarguethat if onelooksat theinvestigations of necessity which Wittgenstein makeshisvery last
writingsthese will show how the reasonsleading him to ademand for silencein ethicsinthe early
thinkingfdlsaway inthelater.

1- EthicsintheTractatusor ‘Why Murder must beWrong’
Aseveryoneisprobably well aware, over thelast decadestheinterpretation of the Tractatus

has again becomealiving areaof research. Thisrevival has primarily grown out of aneedtofinda
better understanding of the ending of the Tractatuswhere Wittgenstein claimsthat the reader who
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understands him doesthis by recognizing that his sentences are nonsensical (6.54). Thetraditional
explanation of how meaningless sentences canyield asubstantia philosophical outcome hasbeenthat
Wittgenstein usesthe concept of showing to express how nonsense can point to truthsabout theworld
which cannot be stated directly. But out of therecent discussion of thisclaim, a“new’ interpretation of
the Tractatus hasrisen which arguesthat when Wittgenstein writesthat his sentencesare meaningless
itisbecausehe meansjust that! According to thisreading, now often called the resolute reading, none
of thesentencesof the Tractatus contain any real or lasting meaning or have any inherent roleof their
own, indead they serveasaform of provisond hel persin thereader’ sthergpeutic processof overcoming
metaphysicd illusons.

What isinteresting from my point of view isthat thisnew interpretation poses aspecific
problemfor anyonewho wishesto work within Wittgensteinian ethics, asmost of Wittgenstein'sremarks
on ethicsarefound in the Tractatus and therefore must be regarded asjust as sensel essastherest of
thebook. A related problem appearswithin the book, for herewefind another, explicit claim about
theinexpressibility of ethics. In section 6.421 Wittgenstein writesthat there areno ethical sentences,
and hecontinues: “Itisclear that ethics cannot be put intowords.” (6.421)* Thismeansthat any reader
wanting to work with Wittgenstein's utterances on ethics seemsto face adouble demand for silence:
Thefirst arisesfrom thefact that if you want to free yourself from metaphysical illusions, you must
realize that the sections on ethicsin the Tractatusarejust sheer nonsenseliketherest of the book.
Andif youfor amoment allow yourself to regressand attempt to read the sectionsrelated to ethicsin
the Tractatus, a second demand for silence emerges as Wittgenstein within the work draws out a
concept of ethicsthat doesn’t admit of the ethical being uttered.

| think the best way to handle both of these problemsisto focusonwhat | find to bethetwo
least convincing aspectsof the new, resoluteinterpretation. First, eventhough I find it well-argued that
Wittgenstein only allowsfor an austere concept of nonsense, | smply do not think that heiscompletely
consistent when claiming that all of the Tractatusisnonsensical. Primarily, becausethisdoesnot fit
with theway in which he continued to work in many of the areastreated in the Tractatus, but also
because many of hisremarks seemto be straightforwardly meaningful by any standards. Secondly,
when the new reading claimsthat Wittgenstein dismissesany concept of showing | think thisisbased
onawrong interpretation of the concept. According to resol utereaders, showingisthought to concern
caseswhere meaningless utterances are used to refer to something outsi de language and theworld,
that is, attemptsto use nonsenseto get agrip of ineffabletruths; anideawhich theresolutereading has
convincingly shownto beacentral part of what Wittgenstein wantsto liberate usfrom by meansof the
Tractatus.? But, contrary to this, | want to argue that Wittgenstein never tiesthe concept of showingto
ineffabletruthsashe only usesit in connection with tautol ogies, contradictionsor straightforwardly
meaningful sentences, something which makesit possibleto combine an acceptance of thefact that the
Tractatusonly offersan austere concept of nonsensewith an new interpretation of showing. And, ina
recent article co-written by Cora Diamond and James Conant, they seem to allow for just such a
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concept, saying that they just want tothrow away ” ... any account of showing asareveding of ineffable
content.” (Conant and Diamond 2004, 65)

If onelooksat theway the concept of showingisactually used inthe Tractatus, it becomes
clear that showing in different waysconcernstheway inwhich the conditionsof some particular form of
dedlingwiththeworld stand out in our useof it, for exampletheway inwhich the conditionsof meaning
stand out in the use of meaningful sentences. Furthermore, Wittgenstein introduces the concept of
showinginanintimate connection to saying: “ A proposition showshow thingsstand, if itistrue. And it
saysthat they sostand.” (4.022) In connectiontologic, itisemphasized that |ogicisnot about anything;

instead, if you statethewholeof logic, youwill a thesametimehave stated all possiblefacts, everything
which can bethought. (See 6.124) Inthisway, Wittgenstein thinksthat |ogic showsthe possible. Even

though logic and language arethe caseswhere Wittgenstein primarily usesthe concept of showing, itis
also used in other connectionsto bring out theinexpressibility of the conditionsfor aparticular practice.
For example, inthe Tractatus, theexistence of causality isseen asacondition for the particular practice
wecall thenatural sciences, so that when we do scientific work, causality showsitsalf, but withinthe
natural scienceswearenot ableto statethisexistence. Inthisconnection, Wittgensteinwrites: “If there
werealaw of causality, it might beputinthefollowingway: ‘ Therearelawsof nature’. But of course
thiscannot besaid: it showsitsalf.” (6.36)

Ingeneral, what show itself isthusthe conditionsfor different waysof dealing with redlity,
which meansthat Wittgenstein thought that our particular descriptionsor statementsabout redity reved
theruleswhich governthem. What is shownisnot something intheworld, but something that shapes
our dealingswiththeworld, and assuchit appliesto theworld with necessity. Thisnecessity doesnot
imply that one hasto regard for examplelogic or causality as platonic or autonomous structures, as
these conditionscan beviewed asintimately tied to the practical dimension of mastering apractice, for
examplelanguage. If you view logicin thisway, the necessity of logic comesfromit being apractical
ability, which we haveto possessin order to speak about theworld.? In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein
thus seesthedistinction between apracticeand what conditionsthat practi ce as absol ute, which means
that these conditions cannot be expressed within the practiceitself. It isnot because of somelimited
theory of meaning that Wittgenstein thinkstherearenological and ethical sentences, but because he
setsup an absol ute dichotomy between therulesthat establish apractice onthe one hand and the use
of thispractice on the other; and even though heabandonsthisideain hislater thinking, the question of
the conditionsfor our dealingswith world continuesto intrigue him, anditisone of themain themesof
both therule-following considerationsand On Certainty.

Following my first objection to theresol ute reading of the Tractatus, | now returnto the
last sections of thework where ethics—asapart of the category of * dasMystische' —ischaracterised
by it showing itself (6.522). In view of the above characterisation of showing, thisindicatesthat ethics,
insomeway or other, should also be seen asacondition for descriptions or meaning, and theanaogy
between | ogic and ethicsisemphasised by thefact that both arereferred to astranscendental, and that
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both aretied to thefact that theworldis(6.432). In 6.41 Wittgenstein connects ethicsto the meaning
of theworld, and it thusbecomespossibleto arguethat ethicsit isthe particular condition of redlity that
wecanview it asameaningful whole. Thisisthe sameideaof ethicswhich onefindsin the beginning of
Wittgenstein's® A Lectureon Ethics’, wherehe saysthat ethicsis. “theenquiry into themeaning of life,
or into what makeslifeworth living, or into theright way of living.” (Wittgenstein 1965, 4) What
Wittgenstein callsdie Ethik istherefore not itself afact but rather what particular attitude we haveto
factsasmeaningful or valuablewhich constitutestherules or the structure that condition our everyday
morality or our judgementsabout value.

Inamuch later conversation Wittgenstein himself commented on hisview of ethicsinthe
Tractatusand said (I quote): * * The Ethical,” which cannot be expressed, isthat whereby | am ableto
think of good and evil at all, evenin theimpure and nonsensical expressions| havetouse.” (Rhees
1965, 25) Wittgenstein indicatesthat the ethical isthat which establishesthe very idea of good and
evil, and thisidea seems to accord with the idea that ethics establishes any view of theworld as
meaningful or valuable. But the questioniswhy hethinksthat what springsfrom the meaning of the
worldisnot just some sort of philosophy of life, but an ethics. The only comment inthe Tractatus
whichisconcerned with anything that ringsof amoretraditiona pictureof ethicsis6.422, whichtreats
the connection between the ethical and action.

When an ethical law of theform, ‘ Thou shalt ..., ‘islaid down, one'sfirst thought is, ‘ And
what if | donot doit? Itisclear, however, that ethics has nothing to do with punishment and
reward in the usua sense of the words. So our question about the consegquences of an
action must be unimportant. — At least those conseguences should not be events. For there
must be something right about the question we posed. There must indeed be some kind of
ethical reward and ethical punishment, but they must residein the action itself. (6.422)

Let’stry to unfold what Wittgenstein sayshere. It isclear that since he claimsthat ethicshas
nothing to do with reward and punishment in the usual sense of thewords, heisnot trying to advance
atraditional law-conception of ethicswhereaset of principlesisestablished and upheld by an external
authority.* Instead he seemsto turn theideaof reward and punishment upside down by saying that
thesemust resdeintheactionitsef, and | think that hethereby meansthat if thereareno externd ethica
authorities, then theethical iscompletely dependent onwhat you actualy do. In areasswherethereare
ruleswith somekind of independent authority, when somebody breaksarule, theruleitself isnot
challenged or annihilated. But if Wittgenstein thinksthat ethicshasno lawsand no external authorities,
then every singleact both establishesan ethica ruleand followsit at oneand the sametime. ThusEthics
becomesthetask of sustaining ruleson no groundswhatsoever, so that it represents an unstable and
temporary order inchaos. If thereareno ethical lawsor rulesindependent of the agent, then theserules
arealwaysat stake, in every singlething one does. In other words, the ethical isalwaysin the process
of being established, and the action bearsthe reward and punishment initself becausethe actionitself
istheonly representation of the ethical understanding present inone'slife, or rather, itistheonly place
wherethisunderstanding shows. Any ethical consequences of an action are not the changesit may
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bring about inredlity, but theway it may change our ethical view of theworld; andif theaction differs
radically from our prevaent moral outlook, the action may changethiscompletely —it may eventurn
our conception of right and wrong completely upside down.

Aroundthetimeof “A Lectureon Ethics’ Wittgenstein writesthefollowinginhisdiary: “An
ethical sentencesays’ Youmust dothat!” or ‘ Thatisgood!’ but not * People say that thisisgood'.” This
makes clear that he does not think that the ethical isareflection of some existing consensus, ashe
declaresit to beindependent of what most peoplewould do or think isright in aparticular Situation
instead it isacommand to do theright thing. But for the early Wittgenstein thiscommand ispersonal,
it originatesin theagent and isshownintheactionsand attitudes of thisagent, for exampletheway she
prizessomethingsand condemnsothers; itisageneral feature of hisearly viewsof ethicsthat nothing
outsdetheindividud hasany influencein establishingamora outlook. Inthediary entry, Wittgenstein
continues

But an ethical sentenceisapersonal action. Not a statement of fact. Like an exclamation of
admiration. Just consider how thejustification of the‘ ethical sentence’ only triesto tracethe
sentence back to another, which makes an impression on you. If you in the end have no
aversion for this and no admiration for that, then there is nothing to deserve the name of
justification. (Wittgenstein, 2000, Tagebuch ausdem Koder 183, p.76, 31.05.06, my trandation.)

Even though Wittgenstein thustiesthe ethical to theindividua person, he doesnot think that
itissomething that we choose. Or rather, it issomething that can only be chosen by actualy actingina
way that expressesthisparticular ethical outlook. Another special feature about the ethical actionis
that, asit at the sametime establishesand followsarule, it standscompletely aone, becauseit hasto
serveasitsownjudtification. Asthereareno externa rulesor principlesto refer toin connectionto the
ethical dimension of an action, thereareno possibility of justifying one'sdeeds by saying that oneis
simply following directionsor has‘found’ theright principleto follow. Asfar astheethical goesthe
individua aloneisresponsiblefor itsactions, something which I will returnto later.

Itisthusmy actionsand attitudesthat form the particular ethica outlook showninmy life, and
theonly general feature connected to ethicsistheway inwhich our livesshow thepossibility of ethics.
What | actually say or doistheonly thing related to ethicsthat can be expressed, asthe existence of
ethicsonly showsitsdf. | think that oneway to explainthisideaistolook at what Bernard Williamscalls
the general or thin moral concepts—likeright, wrong, virtuous etc.> Such concepts can be seen as
smply showing thelimitsof mora behaviour, theethica, becausewhen it comesto the question of why
oneought to do theright actions, itisnot possibleto give any further reasons. Interpreted according to
aTractarian picture of ethics, thisisbecausethe concept of ‘right’ isempty of al actual content, and
simply showsapart of the structure of ethics; itisadefining, not adescribing term. Paralldl to this, |
think that whol e sentences can be used asakind of tautol ogies by showing necessary ethica connections,
asfor examplethe sentences’ You ought to theright thing’, * Humans should be respected’ and evena
sentencelike*Murder iswrong’ . Sentenceslikethishave no meaning when seeninisolationfroma
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context, they describe nothing, but they show thelimit of our ethical understanding of right and wrong
and arethusrulesthat necessarily apply within morality. Seen in thisway these sentencesdo not say
anything, they only show apart of aconditionfor life, theethical structure, in muchthesameway as
logical tautologies and contradictions show apart of another condition, namely the structure of our
practice of meaning. Inthisway they showsthe conditionsfor thinking intermsof good and evil, butin
thisrolethey do not reveal anything about what situation wewould actually consider to beright or
wrong.

I would liketo comparethisto anideapresented in alonger quotefrom the Tractatus:

Newtonian mechanics, for example, imposes aunified form on the description of theworld.

Let usimagine awhite surface with irregular black spots on it. We then say that whatever
kind of picturethese make, | can always approximate as closely as| wish to the description
of it by covering the surface with a sufficiently fine square mesh, and then saying of every
sgquare whether it is black or white. In thisway | shall have imposed a unified form on the
description of the surface. Theformisoptional since | could have achieved the same result
by using a net with a triangular or hexagonal mesh. ... The different nets correspond to
different systemsfor describing theworld ...

And now we seetherelative position of logic and mechanics. (The net might also consist of
more than one kind of mesh: e.g. we could use both triangles and hexagons.) The possibility
of describing a picture like the one mentioned above with a net of a given form tells us
nothing about the picture. (For it istrue of all such pictures.) But what does characterizethe
pictureisthat it can be described completely by a particular net with a praticular size of
mesh. (6.341-6.342)

Just asthetype of mesh chosen to describe the spots on the surface does not say anything
about how these spotsare actualy arranged, pointing out the sentencesthat work asethical tautologies
by showing the necessities structuring our ethical discourse does not determine any actual ethical
judgementsor settleany actual moral disputes. Inthe Tractatus, Wittgenstein wantsto show that itis
anessentia condition of our world that we questionitsmeaning and perceiveof itintermsof good and
evil. Thismeansthat thereisno escaping theethicdl, it isgiven together with theway weexperiencethe
world. Butitisof vital importancefor Wittgenstein that thistranscendental possibility of ethicsinitsalf
doesnot say anything about what we actually do find good or evil, or what we ought to find good and
evil. But it sayssomething about theworld aswhole, namely that thisisaworld in which these sentences
may work as conditionsfor judgements, and that the sentencesthus arethat which must betaken for
granted informing any valuejudgementsisthe reason why these sentences are necessary.

Thisnecessary statusof certain sentenceslike‘ You ought totheright thing’ also showsinthe
fact that anyonewho does not understand thissentenceisunableto fully participatein ethical discourse,
unableto havean ethical outlook on theworld. And the necessary character of these sentencesalso
explainswhy wewant to hold on to them no matter what, even when we are confronted withwhat we
ourselves agree are exampleswhere the best possible action might beto go against them. If wetry to
imagine someonewho had certain knowledgethat Adol ph Hitler werejust secondsaway fromgiving
theorder to start the* Endldsung’ and who aso had the possibility of actualy killing him, itisstill dmost
impossibleto say that thiswould bethemorally right thing to do. We do not just regard the situation
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asonewhich demandsusto makeatremendoudy difficult decison, it presentsitsaf asgenuinely tragic
because wethink that agreeing that any murder could betheethically right thing to doisthesameas
questioning the ethical itsalf, becauseit isquestioning, not aparticular moral proposition, but amoral
norm, part of the structure which makes ethical reflections possible. Thismeansthat the existence of
normsin ethical reflection showsin theway wetreat some sentences as sacrosanct or even sacred. A
possible objection to this comparison between logical and ethical tautologiesisthat the sentences
includedinthelast groupimply practica demands, for example, wejust saw how the sentence‘ Murder
iswrong' prohibitsawiderangeof actions. But thisobjectionismisguidedin severd ways. Firstof dl,
the connection to practica demandsisnot adifference between thetwo groupsof sentencesaslogica
tautol ogies and contradictionsthemsel ves a so have such implications, just not in connection to our
actions, but in connection to theway wetak and think, by alowing some and excluding other formsof
sentencesfrom our language. Secondly, the ethical tautol ogiesget their status as necessary, practical
demandsonly becausewegivethisstatus, by giving themacertain role and tregting them as sacrosanct;
the practical demandsdo not ariseout of any intrinsic feature of the sentences, but out of therolethey
play inourlives.

We are afraid that acting against asentencelike‘ Murder iswrong’ would compromiseits
statusasaruleand therefore changethe very system of ethicsand our entiremoral outlook. If 1 kill
someone, then thereasons| might givefor my actionwill not changethefact that I, by that very action,
have made afundamental alteration inthe ethical structurewhich showsitself in my actions. Most
peopleliveinaworldinwhichtheideato commit murder is, inacertain sense, impossible, and by
doing so anyway | changethevery layout of my redlity, so that it now also containsthe possibility of
murder. Inthisway, my world becomesadifferent world. But the early Wittgenstein stressesthat the
natureof thischange—athoughit isof thegreatest importance—cannot be said; becauseitisachange
intheway | deal withtheworld. Sentencessuchas*Murderiswrong’ show alimit for action and they
areonly necessary aslong asthey aretaken assuch, so by acting against it | change my very concept
of ethics. | think thisiswhat Wittgensteinistrying to expressinthefollowing quote: “1f good and bad
actsof will dodter theworld, it can only bethelimit of theworld they alter, not thefacts, not what can
be expressed by language. In short, theworld must become an altogether different world.” (6.43)

When wetreat some sentencesasdefinitionsor ethical tautologies, wethusdeterminethe
conditionsfor any dealingswith vaue. To seethisclearly isat the sametimeto seethat ethicsisaways
constituted by us, and that it cannot be given any external justification. Asfar asour ethical outlook
goes, we cannot refer to something morefundamentd tojudtify it, thereissmply nothing moreto say on
thematter. | think that thisisthe key to abetter understanding of why Wittgenstein claimsthat theethica
cannot be said, namely becauseit congtitutesthe very possibility of thinking intermsof good and evil,
of seeing our actionsasgood or bad, something which among other places showsinthe question of the
meaning of theworld. Ethicsisacondition of valuewhich cannot be separated from the usewe make
of it. Eventhoughit showsin every actual evaluation or ascription of meaningtotheworld, itisitsalf it
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without any particular content, and thereforeit cannot be stated. 1n 1931, Wittgenstein writes. “ The
ineffable... provides... thebackground on whichwhat | can say, becomesmeaningful.” (Wittgenstein
1984, 472, 1931, my trandation) Both logic and ethicsareframesor Sructuresthat condition meaningful
ways of viewing theworld, namely language and value respectively. Theineffability of ethicsisa
consequence of thefact that the existence of the frameitself does not justify any particular moral
outlook, asjudtificationscan only begiven within an aready established practice, ethical or otherwise,
and understanding thisisat the sametime understanding thefact that we must takefull responsibility for
any actual practicewe establish.

For Wittgensteintheineffability of ethicsisthustiedto aradical demand ontheindividud, as
thesilenceof hisethicsisaslencewhich showsusthat wea one havethe absol uterespongbility for the
structure of our ethical practices, aswell asfor what we actually do. The Danish philosopher K .E.
L ggstrup a so notesthe connection between silence and theradical responsibility connected with the
ethical. Working within aphenomenol ogical framework, hethinksthat the very existence of life, of
other people, givesriseto aone-sided ethical demand whichis—and | quotefrom an articleby Hans
Fink —“dlent intherather dramatic sensethat any formulation of it asan explicit demand isunavoidably
amisrepresentation of it. * What isdemanded isthat the demand should not be necessary.” ” (Fink
2004, 6)° For Lagstrup it isbecause the demand mesting the agent isabsol ute that it cannot be stated,
any formulation of the demand would makeit determined and thereby be an unwarranted releasefor
theindividual from part of her actual responsibility towardsthe other. That is, any formulation of it
would misrepresent it and givesustheillusion that we can choose not to take on the responsibility of
giving content to the demand oursalves. L agstrup thuswrites:

The demand, precisely becauseit isunspoken, isradical. Thisistrue even though the thing
to be done in any particular situation may be very insignificant. Why is this? Because the
person confronted by the unspoken demand must him or herself determine how he or sheis
totake care of the other person’slife. (Legstrup 1997, 44)

Soinboth Wittgenstein and L agstrup the ethical must remain unarticulated andimplicit, becauseitisthe
responsibility of every single oneof usto giveit the appropriate content.

Thequestion arisng from Wittgenstein’sclamthat thereareno ethica sentenceswaswhether
wearethen forced to employ meaninglesspropositionsin our dedingswithvaue. | think that, according
to aTractarian conception of ethics, theanswer tothisquestionistwofold. First, when it comesto the
attempt to say or speak out the ethica, the attempt to statethe very existence of theethical dimension
of our lives, | believethat theanswer isinthe affirmative. We can demonstrate or show thisexistence,
but wecannot say it. Thisa so shedslight onthecomment from“ A Lectureon Ethics’, whereWittgenstein
saysthat the attempt “to writeor talk ethics ... wasto run against the boundaries of our language”
(Wittgenstlein 1965, 12). But, secondly if wel ook at how vauesor mord actionsunfold onthebackground
of theethical, thesearein noway nonsensical. The existence of the ethical showsin our meaningful
actions, inthemeaningful conversationswe have about doing thisor that, in our meaningful reactionsto
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other peopl€ sactionsor totheworld assuch et cetera” It isthereforeimportant to distinguish between
the genera and metaphysical question of the existence of ethicsand the question of how moraity and
vaueunfoldinthemeaningful liveswe, hopefully, dl live—and philosophy istheactivity that bringsusan
understanding of thisdifference. One could seethe early Wittgenstein’s conception of thetask of
philosophy intermsof ametaphor of ‘tidying up’, asit representsthe attempt to makethe distinction
between the necessary and the contingent clear by showing usthe difference between what we can say
and what only showsitself inwhat wesay. In4.115 Wittgenstein thus saysthat philosophy: “will Signify
what cannot be said, by presenting clearly what canbesaid.”

2. Ethical normsaccordingto On Certainty

| erlier argued that in the Tractatusethicsisclaimed to beineffablenot because Wittgenstein
hasaparticular theory of meaning that doesnot allow for expressions of value, but because hethinks
that thereisan absol ute and exclusive distinction between the conditionsthat establish aparticul ar
discourse and what we can say within that discourse; thereby giving the concept of showing sucha
central roleinthe Tractatus. | now want to show that the questions surrounding the conditionsfor
dealingswith theworld continueto intrigue him even though hein hislater thinking abandonstheidea
that it isimpossibleto expressthe conditionsfor aparticular discourse. | want to arguefor thisby
means of somereflectionson central passagesin On Certainty, and | will asotry to sketch out what
consequencesthedevel opment in Wittgenstein'slater thinking would have had for hisviewson ethics—
had hereturned to thistopic.

On Certainty isprimarily an investigation of our epistemic language-games, that is, of the
grounds on which we claim to know something, and the conditionsthat haveto bein placefor sucha
claimto bemeaningful. Throughout the book, Wittgensteinreturnsto G. E. Moore' sreply to scepticism
about the existence of the outer world, which consisted in Moore holding out hishand to hisaudience
and gtating’ | know that thisisahand’ . Wittgenstein starts out on asomewhat critical note by showing
that itisvery unclear what roletheword ‘know’ playsinthissentence. Knowledgeusudly requiresthe
possibility of giving reasonsfor itscorrectness, but inthecaseof ’ I know that thisisahand’ it seems
impossibleto think of any sentence more certain than the stated one. Wittgenstein then goeson to show
how there are many sentencesthat are never questioned or assessed in termsof truth or falsehood
despitethefact that they havetheform of an assertive sentence. Instead of expressing truthsabout the
world, these sentences seem to serve acompletely different role, asthey smply arewhat wetakefor
granted withinaparticular areaof discourse.

Can't an assertive sentence, which was capabl e of functioning asahypothesis, also be used
as afoundation for research and action? |.e. can’'t it simply be isolated from doubt, though
not according to any explicit rule? It smply gets assumed as a truism, never called into
guestion, perhaps not even ever formulated.

It may befor examplethat all enquiry on our part isset so asto exempt certain propositions
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from doubt, if they were ever formulated. They lie apart from theroute travelled by enquiry.
(Wittgenstein 1974, §87-88)®

Wittgenstein shows how any investigation of theworld must rely on some sort of foundation,
and that thisfoundation isvery often made out of assumptionsabout theworld which wesimply do not
call into question, thereby giving them astatus of absolute certainty. In On Certainty hementionsa
wideand diverserange of examplesof such assumptionsfrom different discourses, for examplethe
ideathat theworld existed long before onewasborn, that water boilsat a100 degrees, that therewill
befirm ground to step on when one goes out the door, and he even mentions somewhich havenowlost
their certainty, asfor example another of Moore'sclaims, namely that no one has ever goneto the
moon.

Theway our epistemic language-gameswork thus seem to depend on thefact that some
assumptionsare exempted from doubt, becausein order to investigate something wehaveto beableto
rely on related areaswhich then haveto beregarded ascertain. Wittgensteinisnot thereby pointing to
the shortcomingsof our knowledge of theworld, but pointing out thevery structure by meansof which
we can achieve such knowledge.

That is to say, the questions that we raise and our doubts depend on the fact that some
propositions are exempt from doubt, are asit were like hinges on which those turn.

That isto say, it belongsto thelogic of our scientific investigationsthat certain thingsarein
deed not doubted.

But it is not the case that we just cannot investigate everything, and for that reason we are

forced to rest content with assumption. If | want the door to turn, the hinges must stay put.
My life consistsin my being content to accept many things. (Wittgenstein 1974, §341-344)

Wittgenstein pictures the relationship between the certainties on which we base our
Investigationsand theinvestigationsthemsel ves by means of the rel ationship between thehingesand
themoving door. For adoor to move, something el se hasto remain still. Asthe hingesthuswork as
conditionsof our investigationthey cannot bejustified by it, likein the case of Moore' s sentencethey
themsdvesfulfil theroleof final reason. Asthesecertaintieslieat thefoundation of dl justification, they
arenot just exempt from doubt; they area so in acertain sensegroundless. But only inacertain sense
becauseto ascribeto anything theroleof certainty istotreat it in aparticular way, to actually treet it as
certanintheway welive.

My life showsthat | know or am certain that thereisachair over there, or adoor, and so on.
- 1 tell afriend e.g. “ Take that chair over there”, “ Shut the door”, etc. etc.

—Asif giving grounds did not come to an end sometime. But the end is not an ungrounded
presupposition: it isan ungrounded way of acting. (Wittgenstein 1974, 87 and §110)

In On Certainty Wittgenstei n gives various descriptions of what it meansto treat something
ascertain, for examplethat it involvesustrusting something completely; not wanting to gointo discusson
about it; usingit asaguidetheway wefor example usethe boiling-point of water to define 100°C; and
never —or hardly ever —yielding to pressureto abandonit, as| for examplewould refuseto abandon
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theideathat my nameisAnne-Marie, evenif thisclaim for some reason was heavily opposed.
Thesewaysof treating something asacertainty showsthat they actually havethe necessity of
aruleor norm that guidesthe way wethink in aparticular discourse. What we acknowledgein our
acknowledgement of the certaintiesisthe structure of the way we speak about theworld, andin
describing our certaintiesour epistemic grammar isthusrevealed. (See Wittgenstein 1974, 8348.) As
the epistemic certaintiesare akind of necessities, they can be seen asparallel to thetautologiesand
contradictions of the Tractatus, and On Certainty thereby becomesavery welcome supplement to
someof thethoughtsfound in theearly work by offering actual descriptionsof theway normsunfoldin
our lives. Itisprecisaly because such descriptions seem completely absent inthe early work that they

areapart of what | havebeentryingto offer inthisarticle.
But thereisa so animportant difference between the early and thelater thinking at thispoint.

IntheTractatus, ethical normsareonly upheld by theisolated agent and have no fix-point outside his
or her actions, and thismeansthat the only way for Wittgensteinto picturetheir necessary statusisto
clamthat they aretranscendental ; ascribing the agent an absol ute respons bility not just of hisactions,

but of the normsthat governthemaswadll. Butin On Certainty Wittgenstein hasdefinitely given up the
Tractarianideaof transcendental conditionsof our dedingswiththeworld. Eventhoughthe certainties
arenecessary conditionsof our investigation, thisisnot becausethe r transcendenta character isreveded
intheir use, but becausethisvery use makesthem necessary. And useis, asthelater Wittgenstein has
repeatedly shown us, aconcept that isinherently public; thereisno such thing asan absol ute private
use. Thispublicity doesnot initself imply that al normsare shared, or socid conventions, but it means
that for something to beanormit must the publicly assessable, at least inprinciple. | want to arguethat
theinherently public character of normshas some consequencesfor thequestion of ethical ineffability:
Inthe Tractatusethical normscan only be shown, but not said, because they establishthe possibility of
talking about value. But in On Certainty thispossibility isestablished by something inherently public,
namely therolethese normsplay in our lives, something that we may investigate, much the sasmeway
Wittgengteininvestigates epistemic normsin On Certainty. In thisway Wittgenstein no longer considers
‘the background of what | can say’ to beineffable; our normsareperfectly expressibleaslongaswe
seether very specid roleclearly.

Thisasoreflectsinthefact that Wittgensteinin On Certainty hasamuch moredifferentiated
view of therelationship between different areas of discourse. Inthe Tractatuswe seemto be presented
with arange of pre-established categories—asfor examplelanguage, science and ethics, to mention
some—which each condition different waysof describing the sameworld whileremaining completely
independent. Thisview of the relationship between different ways of describing theworld changes
completely inthelater thinking, as both the Philosophical Investigationsand On Certainty picture
how discourses overlapin endlesscomplex patterns. A consequenceof thisisthat roleweassigntoa
sentence may differ from context to context, so that what worksasanorm within one context, isa
testable empirical proposition in another. The obvious example is again Moore's sentence, and
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Wittgenstein imagines situationswherethis sentence would be theanswer to an empirical question, for
exampletrying tofind out whether someone had hishand amputated or not. In thisway what functions
asnormsin somelanguage-gamestakestheroleof empirically testable statementsin others, and if we
return the sentencel introduced previoudy, namey ‘ Murder iswrong’, thismeansthat even thoughthe
sentenceisanorminamost al ethica discourse, wemay imagineacontext in whichwewould want to
Seeit asan assartive sentenceand maybeeven questionitstruthfulness. Thisnew diversity inWittgenstein's
conception of language also reflectsintheway he picturesthe possibility of norms changing, so that
there might afluid borderline between the sentencesthat constitutes norms and the sentencesthat

followsthem.

It might be imagined that some propositions, of the form of empirical propositions, were
hardened and functioned as channels for such empirical propositions aswere not hardened
but fluid; and that this relation altered with time, in that fluid propositions hardened, and
hard ones became fluid.

The mythology may change back into astate of flux, theriver-bed of thoughts may shift. But
| distinguish between the movement of the waters on the river-bed and the shift of the bed
itself; though there is not a sharp division of the one from the other.

And the bank of that river consists partly of hard rock, subject to no alteration or only to an
imperceptible one, partly of sand, which now in one place now in another getswashed away,
or deposited. (Wittgenstein 1974, §96-99)

The question of whether ethical normsare generally like sand or rock, | will leavefor now —
although | suspect that therearein fact ethical normsof both types, with * Murder iswrong’ as one of
the more stony ones.

In both hisearly and later thinking Wittgenstein strugglesto shed light on how our worldis
structured by various norms, ethical and others, but asfar asethics goes, he seemsto hold onto the
Ideathat philosophy can say nothing about what these norms ought to command or condemn. The
Investigation of ethicsinthe Tractatusin no way determinesthe content of anormativeethics, and |
think that any work in ethics tarting from theinsights of On Certainty would not either. Towant bea
mora philasopher on Wittgengtei nian ground meansgiving up thehopethat phil osophy can settlenormeative
mattersand instead wonder at thediversity revealed by their description.
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NOTES

11 have made slight changesin the trandation of some of the quotes.

2Diamond thinksacentral part of Wittgenstein's project isto make us give up “the attempt to represent to ourselves

something inreality ... asnot sayable but shown by the sentence.” (Diamond 1991 p.184). See also Conant 2000 p.
19%6.

S Thisinterpretation of logic in the Tractatusis very close to the one givenin McGinn 2001.
4 For theidea of law conceptions of morality, see Anscombe 1958.

5 Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy pp.128-129.

5 Thelast lineisaquote from Lggstrup: The Ethical Demand.

7| thus disagree with Diamond’sinterpretation, according to which Wittgenstein saysthat all utterances connecting

tomorality or value are nonsensical. See Diamond 2000.
8| have made dlight revisionsin the trandation of some of the quotes from On Certainty.
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