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Chapter One 

Religious Inexpressibility: An Early Wittgenstein’s Account 

In the history of linguistic philosophy, Ludwig Wittgenstein held a unique position, 

because he had been attributed as early and later Wittgenstein because of his apparent 

philosophical cultivations. Even though Wittgenstein was a leading proponent of 

linguistic philosophy who introduced language as a philosophical method throughout 

his philosophical career and in this regard he had been consistent enough, but the 

language he adopted or so to speak employed in his early and later stages are different 

in nature. He had been attributed early and later Wittgenstein because of his different 

approaches of language. The philosophical problems he anticipated in his early and 

later philosophy were almost the same but the solutions to such philosophical 

problems were completely different. In the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus,
18

 

Wittgenstein employed ideal or logical language to deal with the so-called traditional 

philosophical problems. But, in his Philosophical Investigations,
19

 he employed 

ordinary or natural language to deal with the same problem he had anticipated in his 

Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. Let me explicate the nature of language after early 

Wittgenstein. 

Nature of Language in Early Wittgenstein: 

                                                             
18 Wittgenstein, Ludwig, (1974): Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. D. F. Pears & B. F. 

McGuinness, Routledge: London and New York. 

 

19
 Wittgenstein, Ludwig, (1958): Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe, Basil 

Blackwell. 
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In the early period, Wittgenstein was a revisionist. Like many other referential 

Semantists, Wittgenstein said that ordinary or natural language by its very nature is 

ambiguous and vague. In this regard, he was particularly influenced by Bertrand 

Russell. He started from the principle of Symbolism and relations and with the help of 

these concepts he enabled to show how traditional philosophy and traditional 

solutions arise out of ignorance of the principle of Symbolism and out of misuse of 

language.
20

 He realized that only by a logically perfect language the principle of 

Symbolism and the relations can properly be addressed. Wittgenstein anticipated 

various problems of natural languages, such as, the problem of the intended meaning 

of the language which becomes a part of psychology; the problem of the relationship 

between thoughts and words which becomes the problem of epistemology; the 

problem of identifying criteria of conveying truth rather than falsehood which belongs 

to logic. Thus, it seems that the problem of language becomes a part of psychology, 

epistemology and logic as well. Natural language, Wittgenstein opined, is problematic 

because most questions and propositions have been dealt with by philosophers 

without knowing or understanding the logic of our language.
21 

While anticipating or preconceiving the default of natural language, Wittgenstein 

talked in favour of logical perfect language. While narrating the nature of the logical 

perfect language of Wittgenstein, Russell says, “A logically perfect language has rules 

of syntax which prevent nonsense, and has single symbols which always have a 

definite and unique meaning.”
22

 Wittgenstein was not concerned that any language 

would be logically perfect, rather he was primarily concerned that the function of 

                                                             
20 Wittgenstein, Ludwig, (1974): Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, introduction by Bertrand Russell, p. 

ix. 

21 Ibid, p. xi. 

22 Ibid, p. x. 
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language is to have meaning. Thus, he was concerned about the problem of meaning 

which he found difficult in natural language because of its ambiguous nature. That is 

why, Wittgenstein had postulated ideal language which would be particularly relevant 

for symbolism and relations. For Wittgenstein, the essential function of language is to 

assert or deny facts. 

In the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein said that the totality of 

proposition is language. Thus, his understanding of language is propositional in 

nature. Wittgenstein had introduced only seven propositions in his Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus along with some associate sub-clarification of the original propositions. 

The seven propositions are as follows: 

P1: The world is all that is the case. 

P2: What is the case - a fact - is the existence of states of affairs. 

P3: A logical picture of facts is a thought. 

P4: A thought is a proposition with a sense. 

P5: A proposition is a truth-function of elementary propositions. 

P6: The general form of a truth-function is [ṕ, ξ, N (ξ)]. This is the general form of a 

proposition. 

P7: What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence. 

The above-mentioned propositions are very specific in the sense that they reflect the 

very nature of language as well as the very nature of reality. These propositions, to 

me, equally reflect the limit of language, the function of language, and also the limit 

of the world. He draws the limit of language and the limit of the world because he 
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desires to cognize the world with the help of a mental picture. He inclines to say that 

the language he constructed must be structural and as a result of that it can depict the 

world. As his constructed propositional language can depict the world, anything 

outside the limit of such language invites mysticism. The point is very simple because 

if we go outside the limit of language, then we cannot express anything. Everything is 

inexpressible outside the sphere of language. That is why, Wittgenstein suggests that 

in such a case it would better to pass over everything into silence. Therefore, 

Wittgenstein in the seventh proposition says, “what we cannot speak about we must 

pass over in silence.”
23

 

What can be said and what cannot be said: 

Based on the limits of language, Wittgenstein comes to know what can be said and 

what cannot be said. Anything that falls within the limits of language can be said and 

anything that falls beyond the limit of language cannot be said. What can be said is 

expressible and what cannot be said is inexpressible. Moreover, what belongs to the 

limits of language would never be accidental and what lies beyond the limits of 

language would be accidental. As ethics, religion, aesthetics (Wittgenstein 

understands all these in the same way) lies beyond the limits of language, they must 

lie outside the world and would be accidental. Therefore, there is no question of 

asserting the propositions of ethics, religion, and aesthetics. Ethics, religion and 

aesthetics express something higher, but propositions can express nothing higher. 

That is why, Wittgenstein says, “So too it is impossible for there to be propositions of 

ethics. Propositions can express nothing that is higher.”
24

 

                                                             
23 Ibid, p. 7. 

24 Ibid, Sec. 6.42, p. 71. 
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It should be kept in mind that Wittgenstein in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 

considered a religion, ethics and aesthetics in the same way because all these lie 

beyond the limits of language. As they lie beyond the limits of language, they cannot 

be put into words. As a result of that, they can be treated as transcendental. 

Propositions deal with what is to be the case or not to be the case. In this regard, every 

proposition has two senses, such as either the proposition is to be true (to be the case) 

or the proposition is to be false (not to be the case). This is all about the proposition. If 

it happens, then Wittgenstein‟s Tractatarian propositions are no longer associated 

with value, whether it would be religious value, moral value, or aesthetic value. That 

is why, Wittgenstein remarked that “if there is any value that this has value, it must lie 

outside the whole sphere of what happens and is the case.”
25

 Wittgenstein continues 

by saying that what happens is happened accidentally and what lies within the limits 

of the language must lie non-accidentally.
26

 

Certainly, what is accidental, what lies outside the limits of language, and above all 

what is primarily associated with values is inexpressible according to early 

Wittgenstein. As a result of that, we are no longer in a position to speak about them so 

far they are the subject matter of religious belief, ethical attributes, and aesthetic 

assertions. Anything that is associated with ethics and religion are part of psychology. 

The early Wittgenstein completely ignores the relevance of psychology within the 

limits of language. In this regard, early Wittgenstein held the same position as Frege 

                                                             
25 Ibid, Sec. 6.41, p. 71. 

26 Ibid, Sec. 6.421, p. 71. 
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did. Like Wittgenstein, Frege was an anti-psychologist when he developed the 

language of logic and mathematics.
27

 

Thus, as far as his understanding of religion is concerned, Wittgenstein in his 

Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus took a radical version of the notion of religion. He 

held that religion inevitably leads towards nonsense because religious language does 

not belong to the limits of language Wittgenstein anticipated in his Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus. The language that has been presented in the Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus is logical, structural, and analyzable into parts and also has the capacity 

to picture the world in logical space. Neither of these attributes is being fulfilled by 

religious language. As a matter of fact, we simply stand in a no man‟s land where we 

can say anything about religion. This actually makes religious language inexpressible 

what may alternatively be termed as nonsense. Early Wittgenstein merely and 

certainly drew the limits or so to speak the limitation of language. It specifically 

asserts that there are limitations upon what language could do in virtue of its very 

nature. Wittgenstein denies the possibility of elucidations of any sort in religious 

language or religious expression. Even, in his A Lecture on Ethics, Wittgenstein 

defended it. Here, he said that to write or to talk about religion is an attempt to run 

against the boundaries of language. He further continues that his running against the 

world of our cage is perfectly, absolutely hopeless.
28

 

Religious Inexpressibility in Early Wittgenstein: 

                                                             
27 See “On Sense and Reference”, included in Modern Philosophy of Language, (ed.) Maria 

Baghramian, Counterpoint: Washington, 1998, pp. 3-5. 

28 Wittgenstein, Ludwig, “A Lecture on Ethics”, in James Klagge and Alfred Nordman (eds.), Ludwig 

Wittgenstein - Philosophical Investigations, 1912-1951, (Indianapolis and Cambridge, 1993), p. 44. 
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Thus, it seems that religion (ethics/aesthetics) is completely inexpressible in the 

Tractatus and A Lecture on Ethics. Wittgenstein has developed why and how religion 

as such is inexpressible in Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. It has already been stated 

above that Wittgenstein drew the limits of language on the basis of which something 

can be said meaningfully. While illuminating the metaphor „limits of language‟ 

Wittgenstein inclined to say that one may come to know one side of the world just by 

focusing on the limits of language. At the same time, one cannot be in a position to 

say something meaningfully regarding the other side of the world. As a result of that, 

the other side of the world that lies beyond the limit will be simply nonsense.
29

 It 

means that, only within the limits of language we are in a position to say something 

meaningfully. As metaphysics, ethics, aesthetics, and above all religion lie on the 

other side of the limits of language, Wittgenstein drew in the Tractatus, and these are 

simply nonsense. Thus, they cannot be brought under the limits of language. As they 

lie beyond the limits of language, they had nothing to say, according to Wittgenstein. 

They had nothing to say because there was nothing to say.
30

 

The pertinent question that needs to be taken care of at this point is: Why did 

Wittgenstein assert that metaphysical, ethical, aesthetical, theological, or religious 

words had nothing to say because there was nothing to say? So far it has been outlined 

after Wittgenstein that we are entitled to say something meaningfully within the limits 

of language. Now, we have to know after Wittgenstein what we exactly say 

meaningfully within the limits of language. I have already outlined after Wittgenstein 

the nature of language. We have seen that his understanding of language is 

                                                             
29 Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (Routledge Classics edition, London, 2002), 

p. 4. 

30 DeAngelis, William James, Ludwig Wittgenstein - A Cultural Point of View, Ashgate, 2007, p. 102. 
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propositional or truth-functional. He in his Tractatus inclined to say that all 

meaningful propositions are truth-functions of an elementary or atomic proposition. 

The distinctive feature of the proposition is that every proposition invariably pictures 

a fact. Accordingly, it can be said that if a proposition is being analyzed into an 

atomic proposition then surely every atomic proposition pictures an atomic fact. 

Wittgenstein further contends that every proposition, whether atomic or not, must 

have two senses - either the proposition is to be true or the proposition is to be false. 

Wittgenstein equally claims that the truth and falsity of proposition cannot be 

established a priori. The truth and falsity is a matter of whether it accurately depicts 

some fact that is in the world. Not only that, by claiming that the world is the totality 

of facts, Wittgenstein actually wanted to compare language and reality (world) by 

way of establishing a pictorial relationship between proposition and fact through his 

celebrated picture theory of meaning. Thus, in a sense, one may say that the truth or 

falsity of each atomic proposition is an empirical matter in the sense that “an atomic 

proposition is true if and only if it depicts some facts in the world.”
31

 

Even though an atomic proposition depicts some facts in the world and hence it is 

empirical, but Wittgenstein in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus gave more 

importance to the logical picture. He understood everything concerning logical space. 

Logical space differs from empirical space in the sense that it goes beyond the 

empirical space. In empirical space, everything is being determined based on the 

causal connection and the uniformity of nature. However, in logical space, there are 

some possible situations that do not match up with a causal connection. According to 

Wittgenstein, the most important aspect of logical space is that whatever is 

determined in logical space it is determined in the absolute sense of the term. This so 

                                                             
31 Ibid, p. 103. 
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happens because every possibility or situation is available in logical space and no new 

situation will arise later on. Thus, there is no point in saying in the absolute sense of 

the term that a proposition pictures a fact in the world means that the world under 

consideration would be an empirical world. 

According to Wittgenstein, there are just two sorts of truth, namely, necessary truth 

and contingent truth. Tautologies are a priori necessary truth devoid of factual content 

and remain consistent with any set of facts. All other truths are contingent, empirical, 

and a posteriori. Thus, there is no room for metaphysical truths, aesthetic truths, 

theological truths, or religious truths. Wittgenstein further contends that all necessary 

truths are empty because they do not say anything in the real sense of the term and all 

truths of substance are merely factual. Thus, there can be no significant truth beyond 

empirical truths, according to Wittgenstein. Traditional metaphysics, religion, and 

theology actually claim to establish trans-empirical truth and hence such truths are 

impossible, according to Tractatus. Ethical and aesthetic truths, Wittgenstein‟s opines 

were different in nature because they were traditionally associated with no matter 

what the world is traditionally like. The same is equally true in the case of theological 

and religious truth because they were traditionally transcended empirical fact. Thus, it 

may be said after Wittgenstein that truths associated with or arising out of 

metaphysics, theology, or religion are not truths of the world rather they lie beyond 

the limits of the world. As they lie beyond the limits of the world, they belong to the 

higher-order and we are no longer in a position to say anything about them. It would 

be better for us to pass over in silence. 

It seems to me that Wittgenstein of Tractatus was particular and adamant to draw the 

limits of the world based on a certain philosophical outlook. As a result of that, he 



31 
 

was no longer in a position to incorporate truths associated with metaphysics, 

theology, religion, aesthetics, etc. But, this position of Wittgenstein actually goes 

against natural theologists who in some sense or other employed factual propositions 

to undermine religious claims. According to natural theologists, the knowledge of the 

existence of God is an a posteriori knowledge. If this so happens, then why does 

Wittgenstein reject all these truths associated with religion, metaphysics, aesthetics, 

theology, etc.? Of course, Wittgenstein in the later part of his Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus had offered an insightful reason or ground of treating religious 

language in a different outlook, but many natural theologists did not accept 

Wittgenstein‟s position of Tractatus. Even, many would say that the reason 

Wittgenstein drew in the Tractatus was not at all satisfactory. I think Wittgenstein 

was extremely right and clear about his clarification of rejecting the language of 

ethics, religion, theology, and metaphysics from the domain of language of 

proposition. It has already been stated that Wittgenstein of Tractatus was specific as 

far his understanding of language, understanding of reality (world) and also about the 

relationship between language and reality is concerned. Being a referential Semantic, 

Wittgenstein understood language as propositional or truth-functional. He equally 

understood reality as the totality of facts. His understanding of the relationship 

between language and reality is representational functioning under the orbit of 

pictorial form. Thus, the relationship between language and reality is structural where 

there lies an underlying one-to-one correspondence between every element of a 

proposition with every element of fact. Thus, I may say after Wittgenstein that 

language is truth-functional, the reality is the totality of facts where a fact makes a 

proposition as either true or false; and the relationship between language and fact is 

made possible through pictorial form or pictorial relationship. Based on this 
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philosophical background, Wittgenstein offered us a very specific criterion expressed 

by the proposition that one can determine the limit of the world by the limit of the 

language. 

Thus, the limits of language and the limits of the world are absolutely clear to 

Wittgenstein of Tractatus. Now, if language relating to religious matters is being 

recognized, then certainly such language should be captured within propositions. 

Because, only propositional language is acceptable to early Wittgenstein and hence 

propositional language or proposition as such is the highest importance according to 

early Wittgenstein. As religious language and religious experience were associated 

with absolute values and dealt with the deepest problems of human life, with the real 

meaning of life as well as the meaning of the world itself, such matters could not be 

put into words. Wittgenstein in his A Lecture on Ethics clearly stated the tendency of 

Tractatus to set aside the issues, such as, what is higher, what is dealt with the 

problems of life, what is associated with the sense of the world and even God. Of 

course, he denied these not on the ground that they are not inter-connected; rather on 

the ground that these things cannot be meaningfully expressed. In this regard, 

Wittgenstein inclines to say that the sense of the world must lie outside the world and 

if there is any value which is of value, it then cannot lie in the world.
32

 He then says 

that the limits of language by no means deal with value. If there is a sense of value, it 

cannot lie in the world. It lies outside the world. As it lies outside the world, it is 

higher. Propositions, so to speak, cannot express anything higher. Propositions are 

primarily concerned with something to be the case or not to be the case. Propositions 

picture fact. As a result of that, it can be said after Wittgenstein that the language of a 

                                                             
32 Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, paragraph: 6.41, p. 71. 
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proposition is completely different from what is higher. What is higher is associated 

with God. God does not reveal himself in the world. As a result, that God cannot be 

the part of propositional language because propositional language deals only with 

logical truths expressible in the form of “to be the case” or “not to be the case” in 

logical space. Wittgenstein further contends that logical and scientific elucidations or 

questions can be answered without dealings with the problem of life associated with 

higher values. As a result of that, the problems of life associated with higher values 

have not been touched at all. The boundary of Tractatus has been demarcated based 

on the limits of language and within this boundary, everything can be expressed 

meaningfully. Since things associated with religious discourse lie outside the 

Tractatarian boundary, they cannot be expressed meaningfully. Thus, things 

associated with religious discourse are ultimate values and they remain inexpressible 

because they are not the part of the world. Wittgenstein, being a religious person, 

recognized it very well that things associated with religious discourse have powerful 

tendencies with important consequences and it would impact a lot on human behavior. 

But, he emphatically in his Tractatus condemns all such expressions as nonsensical. 

Not only that, he equally believed all such things to be perfectly and absolutely 

hopeless in his A Lecture on Ethics.
33

 In his A Lecture on Ethics, Wittgenstein goes on 

to say that what is being condemned as nonsense is not only high-minded theology as 

it is supposed to be but also the attempts of earnest individuals, like him, to express 

deeply felt religious tendencies.
34

 

In his A Lecture on Ethics, Wittgenstein outlines ethics and religion and their 

inexpressibility. It seeks to show that ethics could not sensibly be expressed in 

                                                             
33 See A Lecture on Ethics, p. 38. 

34 DeAngelis, William James, Ludwig Wittgenstein - A Cultural Point of View, Ashgate, 2007, p. 105. 
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language. In fact, Wittgenstein very often links the inexpressibility of ethics and 

ethical values to the inexpressibility of religion and religious values. Thus, like ethics, 

Wittgenstein equally denies the possibility of religious expression and religious 

language. As per as ethics is concerned, it is primarily associated with values of a 

certain sort. 

Relative and Absolute Values: 

Wittgenstein while talking about ethical and religious inexpressibility classifies values 

with regard to Factual and Absolute. According to Wittgenstein, values associated 

with ethics and religion is absolute values because such values lie outside the limit of 

language. On the other hand, factual values are relative because such values are an 

integral part of the empirical world. When Wittgenstein inclines to say that ethics is 

the enquiry into what is good, he thereby means to say that ethics is the enquiry into 

what is valuable. According to Wittgenstein, the term what is valuable is essentially 

associated with the meaning of life. Again, by the term the meaning of life 

Wittgenstein means what makes life worth living. The meaning of life, according to 

Wittgenstein, gives us the direction into the right way of living. In this regard, 

Wittgenstein says, “… if you look at all these phrases you will get a rough idea as to 

what it is that Ethics is concerned with.”
35

 

According to Wittgenstein, ethics deals with goodness, rightness, etc. which are 

absolute values. Such values are not expressible in the real sense of the term. In this 

regard, we may recall G. E. Moore‟s concept of Naturalistic Fallacy. According to 

Moore, good is non-natural and it is indescribable or inexpressible, according to 

Wittgenstein. Any attempt to define „good‟ leads into a Naturalistic Fallacy, 

                                                             
35 See “A Lecture on Ethics”, p. 38. 
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according to Moore. Wittgenstein does not intend to say that absolute values lead to 

fallacy. Rather, he intends to say that absolute values are values that cannot be 

expressed by means of language. Initially, Wittgenstein inclined to think that he can 

sensibly express absolute values, but ultimately he comes to realize that such 

expression is impossible. In his A Lecture on Ethics, Wittgenstein explains or takes 

note of absolute values seriously, and at the end, he concludes that absolute value is 

“a chimera”. In this regard, he brings the distinction between relative and absolute 

values. On one hand, Wittgenstein talks about values concerning relative or trivial 

sense, and on the other hand, he conceives values concerning ethical or absolute 

sense. When he says, „this is a good chair‟ he wants to say that the chair serves a 

certain pre-determined purpose. Here, the word „good‟ is comprehended in the 

relative sense. Likewise, when it is said „good runner‟ or „good pianist‟, Wittgenstein 

values „good‟ in the relative sense. Likewise, when Wittgenstein says „right way to 

Granchester‟ he uses „right‟ in a similar relative sense. Such values, being relative 

values, are not ethical values. While illuminating the distinction between relative and 

ethical values, Wittgenstein intends to say this that the right way that ethics can 

function. Supposing that I could play tennis and one of you saw me playing and said 

that you play pretty badly here and further suppose that I answered that I know but I 

don‟t want to play any better because I play badly intentionally. Then all the other 

man could say would it really be the case and if it would be the case that that is all 

right. But further, suppose I had told a preposterous lie and he came up to me and said 

that you are behaving like a beast and then in response, I said that I know I behave 

badly, but then I don‟t want to behave any better than that. The point is: could he then 

say that is all right? Certainly not, rather he would say that you ought to want to 



36 
 

behave better. Here we have a judgment of absolute value, whereas the first instance 

was one of a relative judgment.
36

 

The above passage gives us a vivid idea of relative and absolute values comprehended 

by Wittgenstein in his A Lecture on Ethics. Playing Tennis well is not an absolute 

value, because playing Tennis well or badly is no longer associated with behaving 

badly. Even bad Tennis may be “alright” from an ethical perspective. In contrast, 

behaving well, according to Wittgenstein, is an absolute value because it is an ethical 

value. It is not ethically acceptable to behave badly. Bad behavior, Wittgenstein 

opines, is never “alright” from ethical perspective. Wittgenstein then says that relative 

value or trivial value is associated with factual statements and the absolute value is 

not associated with factual statement. A statement is factual if it is associated with a 

fact, i.e. worldly matters. For example, when Wittgenstein says that this man is a good 

runner, it simply means that he runs a certain number of miles in a certain number of 

minutes. Here, the term “good” as used in the sentence is associated with the factual 

value and is used in the relative sense. In this regard, Wittgenstein says that what he 

wishes to contend is that, although judgments of relative value can be shown to be 

mere statements of facts, no statement of fact can ever be, or imply, a judgment of 

absolute value.
37

 

Wittgenstein, in this regard, brings a story to make it clear further the distinction 

between relative and absolute values. He says that suppose an omniscient person 

comes to know all the movements of all the bodies in the world dead or alive. He also 

happens to know all the states of mind of all human beings that ever lived. Further 

suppose that this omniscient person wrote a big book containing all the information he 
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comes to know about the world. In such a case, surely this book would contain the 

whole description of the world. The question is: Does this book contain any ethical 

judgment in the sense of absolute value? Wittgenstein does not think so. He claims 

that this book contains nothing that we would call an ethical judgment. Rather, he 

finds comfortable to claim the other way around. For him, this book contains all 

relative judgments of value and all scientific propositions. But, there are no 

propositions which in any absolute sense are sublime, important, or trivial.
38

 

Based on the relative and absolute judgment, Wittgenstein conceives two different 

types of world, such as „this world‟ and the world outside „this world‟. He then says 

that statements belonging to „this world‟ are called factual statements and statements 

that lie beyond „this world‟ are called absolute statements. Thus, the nature of 

statements whether they would be relative or absolute essentially hinges on the very 

nature of the world. Here, I find a similarity between Wittgenstein and Hume. As an 

extreme empiricist, Hume denies the relevance of any statement belonging to non-

empirical world. In fact, Hume‟s empiricism does not tolerate any non-empirical 

entities expressing by means of statements. Very similarly, Wittgenstein classifies the 

world into two different types as stated above and thereby claimed that anything that 

lies beyond this world would be absolute. He then includes ethics, religion, aesthetic, 

etc. in the world belonging to other than „this world‟. Hume was much focused on the 

distinction between „is‟ and „ought‟. Likewise, I find the relevance of is-ought 

distinction implicitly in Wittgenstein‟s distinction between relative and absolute 

statement. According to Wittgenstein, the domain of relative and absolute statement is 

completely different and one cannot be associated with the other. According to Hume, 

when we describe or read the description of a murder in detail from physical and 
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psychological point of view, our description of the murder is no longer associated 

with an ethical proposition. Here, the description of murder is very similar to the 

description of the stone that could be used to build a building. There is no ethics or 

religion within such a description. 

I have already stated that Wittgenstein in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus was 

very clear about the dimension of language as well as the dimension of reality. He 

asserts that the function of language is to express factual or empirical proposition. 

Even, if we carefully go through his A Lecture on Ethics, we find that he maintains 

the same position as he does in Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. He further contends 

that ethical statements, unlike factual statement, are necessary. The nature of the 

ethical and religious statement is completely different from the nature of is and ought 

statement. As ethical and religious statements are non-factual, absolute, and 

necessary, they are by no means hold the same philosophical position as factual 

statements. The language, Wittgenstein presumes in his Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus, can express facts or states of affairs. These are all contingent. A mere 

contingent fact, however, cannot express anything related to ethical necessity. Our 

words or our language can convey natural meaning and sense and it fails to convey 

anything other than natural. Since ethics is super-natural, our language associated 

with facts cannot express anything about ethics or religion. The same is equally true 

in the case of religious and theological propositions because such propositions are 

primarily concerned with absolute values. According to Wittgenstein, all meaningful 

statements are factual statements. No purported statements of absolute value are 

factual statements. All theological and religious statements being purported 

statements have absolute value. Therefore, it may be concluded after Wittgenstein that 

no purported theological and religious statements are meaningful statements. 
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Whatever expressed is being expressed meaningfully. Since ethical, theological, and 

religious statements are not expressed meaningfully, they are inexpressible according 

to Wittgenstein. This is how, Wittgenstein explicitly has interpreted and understood 

the concept of religious inexpressibility in his celebrated book Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus as well as in his notable article A Lecture on Ethics. In the Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein interpreted religious experience in a very 

technical sense. It seems to us that religious language and the language of theology 

are certainly being experienced in some sense or other. Otherwise, the term „religious 

experience‟ appears to be otiose. However, Wittgenstein counts religious experience, 

if there be any, concerning religious inexpressibility. He finds a distinction between 

expressibility and inexpressibility with regard to the meaning of language, i.e. 

proposition. According to Wittgenstein‟s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, something 

is expressible if it is to be meaningful and something to be inexpressible if it is to be 

meaningless. Thus, to be an experience of something does not make sense to say, after 

Wittgenstein, that it is expressible. Expressibility is something different from the 

experience of something. Having said this, Wittgenstein elsewhere in his Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus and A Lecture on Ethics hinted that even though religious 

statements are inexpressible, but religious statements or religious experience would 

certainly be „useful elucidations‟. 

It has already been stated that Wittgenstein‟s position about ethics and religious 

statements is somehow or other similar to Hume‟s position. I have claimed, though 

loosely, that the dichotomy between „is‟ and „ought‟ remains the same to both 

Wittgenstein and Hume. Having said this, Hume‟s interpretation of the „is-ought‟ 

dichotomy in some sense or other is skeptical unlike Wittgenstein. Hume, in this 

regard, offered us a skeptical solution to the „is-ought‟ problem. This is completely 
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unlikely in the case of Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein‟s interpretation of the „is-ought‟ 

problem is pronounced and vivid at length. He clearly stated the limits of language as 

well as the limits of the world and then inclined to say that what lies within the limits 

of language is being expressed by means of „is-statement‟ and what lies outside the 

limits of language is being expressed by means of other than „is-statement‟. What is 

being expressed, other than „is-statement‟, is associated with absolute value. Such 

statements being absolute are necessary and we cannot say anything about such 

statements. In this regard, Wittgenstein tells us to remain „… pass over in silence‟. 

Moreover, Hume also differs from Wittgenstein regarding the philosophical position 

of ethical and religious statements. According to Hume, ethical values have their 

source in certain kinds of subjective feelings of approval and disapproval. 

Wittgenstein perhaps does not agree with Hume in this regard. Wittgenstein would 

like to say that since ethical and theological statements are lying outside the limits of 

language, we are no longer in a position to access individual subjective feelings with 

regard to approval or disapproval. Wittgenstein claims that to offer such a solution 

regarding ethical statements would give birth to skepticism. Therefore, Hume‟s 

solution of interpretation would be treated as a „skeptical solution‟. This is so 

happened because such responses of Hume actually fail to address the source and 

scope of his problem. In this regard, Wittgenstein says, “Certainly the reading of this 

description might cause us pain or rage or any other emotion, or we might read about 

the pain or rage caused by this murder in other people when they heard of it, but there 

will simply be facts, facts, and facts but no Ethics.”
39

 Wittgenstein‟s anxiety regarding 

Hume‟s interpretation about ethical and religious statements is that Hume in some 

sense or other mixes emotion and subjective states within the realm of facts. Thus, in 
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a sense, his interpretation of ethical and religious statements is made possible within 

the horizon of the factual domain. Wittgenstein has a strong reservation to think along 

with the line of Hume. According to Wittgenstein, absolute values by any means 

cannot be reduced to facts. In Hume‟s case, absolute values can be measured within 

the realm of facts. 

I think the reflection of Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus regarding ethical and 

religious experience further been reflected in an extended way in his A Lecture on 

Ethics. Like Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein in his A Lecture on Ethics 

confesses the inexpressibility of absolute values. There is no question of doubt that 

Wittgenstein‟s position about ethics, aesthetics, and theology has been treated as 

radical in the sense that it goes against many philosophers who have admitted the 

relevance of ethics, aesthetics, and theology within the realm of day to day life. Even, 

it seems to me that Wittgenstein‟s position about ethics, aesthetics, and religion goes 

against his own position appeared in his Philosophical Investigations and Culture and 

Value. Thus, many would say that Wittgenstein‟s position about absolute value was 

contrary to one of his own deepest personal tendencies. In fact, Wittgenstein was 

extremely adamant regarding his philosophical position developed in Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus as well as A Lecture on Ethics. In these literatures, Wittgenstein 

was absolutely convinced that there can be no meaningful talk of absolute values. 

Although, all the philosophers occasionally attempted to demonstrate that a factual 

statement can be deduced from an evaluative statement and vice versa, such 

occasional demonstration does not make sense to assume that one statement of this 

sort can equally be merged with another. Since absolute value comes from nonsense 

and factual statements are meaningful, there remains a huge gulf between absolute 

statement and relative statement. As a result of that, it can be said after Wittgenstein 
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that religious statements like ethical statements lack sense. Any attempt to express 

absolute statement or absolute values with regard to a relative statement or relative 

value would be treated as futile exercise. It was reflected in G. E. Moore as well. 

According to Moore, what is absolute must be non-natural. What is non-natural 

cannot be expressed concerning nature. If it does, then there arises a fallacy known as 

Naturalistic Fallacy. 

The main question then is: Why does Wittgenstein think that statements related with 

absolute values lack sense? Wittgenstein‟s response in this regard is very clear and 

precise. He thinks that such problem arises out of the misuse of language. One has to 

know about the legitimate use of language. For Wittgenstein, If I say, „I wonder at the 

existence of the world‟, I involve myself in misusing language because such a 

statement does not bear any sense. So, whether a sentence expressed has a sense or 

not actually depends on the legitimate use of language. The sentence „I wonder at the 

existence of the world‟ is a sort of misuse of language and as a result of that, the 

sentence under consideration does not bear any sense. Whereas the sentence „I 

wonder at such and such being the case‟ has only sense if I can imagine it not to be 

the case; whereas to say that I wonder at the existence of the world is nonsense 

because of the fact that here I cannot imagine it non-existing. Wittgenstein says, “One 

might be tempted to say that what I am wondering at is a tautology, namely that the 

sky is blue or not blue. But, then it is just nonsense to say that one is wondering at a 

tautology.”
40

 Thus, it seems to us whether a sentence has a sense or not actually 

hinges on the modalities of the rule of language under which the language of a 

sentence can get its sense or can lose its sense. 
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In the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein drew the limits of language. He 

has outlined the limits of language on the basis of some stringent characteristics of 

language. The language, Wittgenstein constructed in Tractatus, is logical language. It 

is structural in nature. Such language is propositional and hence always associated 

with sense or meaning. Thus, language by itself does not bear any sense. However, 

the language of course gets its sense if it fulfills certain rules and principles set forth. 

When we talk about religious and ethical expressions, we do not acquire the sense of 

such expression because a certain characteristic misuse of our language actually runs 

through all ethical and religious expressions. Wittgenstein termed it as „characteristic 

misuse‟ of language shared by ethical and religious expressions. Let me make this 

point more clearly after Wittgenstein. What does he mean by „characteristic misuse‟ 

of ethical and religious expressions? When we use the word „right‟ in an ethical sense, 

what we mean is not „right‟ in the trivial sense. Rather it is something familiar. 

Likewise, when we say, „This is a good fellow‟, it does not mean „This is a good 

football player‟, even though there may remain some sort of similarity. When 

someone says, „This man‟s wife was valuable‟, he does not use the term valuable in 

the same sense just like as „Gold is valuable‟. But still, there remains some sort of 

similarity or so to speak some sort of analogy. Wittgenstein, then, denies that ethical 

talk and religious talk of absolute values would be meaningful in virtue of some 

similarity to talk of relative value. One cannot have the sense of ethical statements or 

religious statements by way of comparing them or expounding them with regard to 

relative values. In this regard, Wittgenstein says that ethical and religious language 

constantly be using with regard to similes. A simile, Wittgenstein opines, would be a 

simile for something else. However, the point is that if we describe a fact with regard 

to a simile, we must also be able to drop the simile and also describe the fact without 
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it. But, in the case of ethical and religious statements, if we drop the simile and simply 

state the facts, we find that there are no such facts. According to Wittgenstein, 

statements of relative value describe facts and hence they are meaningful. On the 

contrary, statements of ethics being purported statements of absolute value describe 

no facts. They can be comprehended, only in fictitious way by making a similarity or 

by making an analogy with the relative statements which are associated with fact. 

Therefore, Wittgenstein in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and also in his A 

Lecture on Ethics consistently maintains that purported ethical statements of absolute 

values lack factual content. He concludes by saying that in an ethical statement, there 

are no such facts. 

Interestingly, here we find some perceptible inconsistency in Wittgenstein‟s own 

view. Initially, Wittgenstein was clear that there remained a distinctive gulf between 

relative statement and absolute statement. They are not similar. But, in his later 

writing, we come to know that there is some sort of similarities between ethical and 

religious language on one hand and propositional language on the other. My point is 

that - if statement of absolute value comprising religious and ethical language has 

some sort of similarity to a statement of relative value then there would need to be 

some similarity between the two forms of expression described. A statement of 

relative value, according to Wittgenstein, describes facts whereas a purported 

statement of absolute value does not describe facts. The point is that - if a purported 

statement of absolute value to be in some way similar or analogous to a statement of 

relative value then they too would have to describe facts similar to the facts of a 

factual statement. Wittgenstein in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and A Lecture 

on Ethics explicitly denies that purported ethical statement of ethical values is a 

factual description. Let me examine these issues from another perspective. Factual 
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statement of relative value and ethical statement of ethical value cannot be analogous, 

according to Wittgenstein, simply for the fact that the former deals with natural fact 

whereas the later simply describes nothing of this kind. Based on this perception, 

Wittgenstein elsewhere draws the conclusion that ethics, if it is anything, is super-

natural. But, elsewhere we find something seemingly wrong in Wittgenstein‟s 

philosophical writings. We have to avoid this in favour of Wittgenstein by way of 

explicating his insightful philosophical positions where no philosophical conflict 

regarding this issue could emerge. 

A Transition from Ethical Inexpressibility to Religious 

Inexpressibility: 

I have already stated that Wittgenstein did not make any distinction between ethical 

language, religious language, and the language of theology. Wittgenstein clearly drew 

the limits of language and within the limits of language only propositional language 

has earned the legitimacy in proper. However, outside the limits of language, 

Wittgenstein suggests us to remain in silence. Anything out of propositional language 

lies outside the limits of language. I have also stated after Wittgenstein that the very 

nature of ethical language and the language of religion, as well as theology, would 

remain the same. So, when we are talking about religious inexpressibility after 

Wittgenstein, we do not set aside ethical language or the language of theology from 

the domain of religious language. Having said this, it seems to me that Wittgenstein in 

his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus was vocal more about ethical inexpressibility than 

religious inexpressibility. However, this does not give us any trouble as far as our 

understanding of religious inexpressibility is concerned. I think that Wittgenstein has 

categorized both religious and ethical values as absolute values. Even though his A 
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Lecture on Ethics starts with ethical statements or ethical language but it certainly 

ends with a consideration of religious expression. Even, Wittgenstein explicitly 

asserts elsewhere in his A Lecture on Ethics and also in some places of Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus that what he claims about the impossibility of ethical 

statements applies in the same way to religious statements. Having said this, there is 

no point in saying after Wittgenstein that the meaning of ethical statement closely 

corresponds to the meaning of a religious statement. The only thing I can say after 

Wittgenstein is that he attempts to tie the two forms together on the basis that they are 

nonsense. In his Lectures, Wittgenstein goes on to say that all religious terms seem in 

this sense to be used as similes or allegorically.
41

 

Wittgenstein further inclines to say that religious terms, like ethical terms, seem to 

function as similes. However, I think the position of Wittgenstein is deceptive because 

we are no longer in a position to know the similarity between ethical statement and 

religious statement simply because they are lying outside the limits of language 

according to Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus or they are dealing with absolute values 

where we cannot enter into it. We at best can say that to do with ethical and religious 

terms was just to go beyond the world and that is to say beyond significant language. 

According to Wittgenstein, just talk about Ethics or Religion was to run against the 

boundaries of language.
42

 Wittgenstein further continues that this running against the 

walls of our cage is perfectly, absolutely, hopeless. Ethics so far as it springs from the 

desire to say something about the ultimate meaning of life, the absolute good, and the 
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absolute value can be no science. What it says does not add to our knowledge in any 

sense.”
43

 

Like the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein equally claims in his A 

Lecture on Ethics that the most important thing in life may be too deep forwards. It is 

intimately associated with the human tendency, so to speak is deeply involved to 

express absolute and religious values arising out of human mind. Thus, it seems to 

me, in a manifold of ways, that Wittgenstein very deliberately and more consciously 

outlines what should be the nature of language and also the nature of reality. So, when 

we do engage with religious inexpressibility after Wittgenstein, we should keep in 

mind that religious language is inexpressible only in the context of the limits of 

language. This is very important issue to be noted here. There is no point in saying 

that religious language is inexpressible without referring to the very idea of limits of 

language. If we set aside the concept of limits of language as developed by 

Wittgenstein then our inquiry about religious inexpressibility seems to be renowned. 

In such a case, the question - whether religious language is inexpressible or not does 

not find any valid reason. Thus, my point of contention is that if we stick in early 

Wittgenstein‟s documentation of language in the strict sense of the term, then only in 

this context we can justifiably claim that religious language or the language of a 

similar category would be inexpressible. Wittgenstein actually did it. 

Thus, it seems to me that Wittgenstein in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus was 

extremely optimistic about the language lies within the limits and he was equally 

pessimistic about the language lies outside the limits. This is how one should try to 
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understand the philosophical significance of religious inexpressibility after early 

Wittgenstein and A Lecture on Ethics. 

Section II 

The Nature of Religious Language in Later Wittgenstein 

So far we have seen that Wittgenstein maintains his pessimistic approach about 

religious language and religious experience in his A Lecture on Ethics and also in his 

Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. In this section, I propose to discuss religious 

language and religious experience concerning his Philosophical Investigations. 

Wittgenstein‟s transition from Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus to Philosophical 

Investigations is radical and it draws the attention of almost all philosophers in some 

sense or other. The Philosophical Investigations of Wittgenstein appears as a revolt 

against his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. This is quite interesting because, after the 

completion of Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein himself claimed that 

there is nothing left in philosophy to solve. All tricky traditional philosophical issues 

were being resolved with the introduction of Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. 

However, his transition from early to later philosophy tells a different story. It states 

that what has been done in Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus is based on great 

philosophical mistakes because the language that has been introduced in the Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus is no longer genuine language. Therefore, the philosophical 

problems which were claimed to solve in Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus by means 

of language remained unsolved. This innermost feeling had promoted Wittgenstein to 

engage in further doing philosophy. He started to write Philosophical Investigations 

where the notion of language is diametrically opposite to Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus.  
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In Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein did not draw the limits of language as 

he did in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. The language of Philosophical 

Investigations is ordinary or natural language. It is also called everyday language. Its 

distinctive feature is that it is rule-following. Following a rule, according to 

Wittgenstein, is a matter of practice within the society, community, or forms of life. It 

is purely a natural or native language. It does not require any sort of regulation in 

question. It works as it likes. It is comprehensive in the sense that each member of the 

society or community can take part in such language; communicate with each other 

by way of practicing it. Thus, it seems clear that like the Tractatarian form of 

language, Wittgenstein in the Philosophical Investigations does not intend to draw the 

limits of language. Language, for Wittgenstein, is just like a tool in a toolbox. 

Language has multifarious uses. So, there is no point in saying that language must act 

following logical structure and pictorial form or pictorial relationship as we witnessed 

in Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. 

Does it then lead us to assume that by introducing ordinary language in his 

Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein enables us to overcome his pessimistic 

approach about religious language and religious experience? Many would say that 

Wittgenstein remained pessimistic even in the Philosophical Investigations regarding 

religious inexpressibility of language. However, I think this is not to be prudent 

enough to give a straightforward answer in this regard. It seems to me that in 

Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein was not so critical about religious language 

and religious experience. Rather, he concentrates more on the very nature of language 

from its functional perspective. Even a careful study would reflect that Wittgenstein 

never addressed questions of God and religion in his Philosophical Investigations. 

However, his interpretation of religious subjects can adequately be noted in his 
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Lectures and Conversations on Aesthetics, Psychology and Religious Belief. He 

continued to hold that expressions of religious belief are not expressions of factual 

belief. Early Wittgenstein, as I noted ensured that religious expressions and religious 

beliefs are nonsensical. However, in Lectures and Conversations, no such claim is 

made and the discussion takes a different turn. 

Further, Wittgenstein‟s later view of language has many different functions. 

Previously in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein admits that the single 

business of language is to state fact. Contrary to that, Wittgenstein‟s Philosophical 

Investigations asserts that language consists of a plurality of different language-

games. Each requires by its one set of rules that is its own grammar. His early view 

offered a singular, monolithic, unified view of language; whereas his later view 

emphasized more on multiplicity and differences. As the nature of language takes a 

radical shape in his later writing, we find a notable approach of Wittgenstein 

regarding religious language and religious experience which is a clear-cut deviation 

from the standpoint Wittgenstein took in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and A 

Lecture on Ethics. 

In his Lectures and Conversations, Wittgenstein explicitly emphasizes the subtle 

distinction between factual belief and religious belief. I have already noted after 

Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus that Wittgenstein made a huge gulf between religious 

belief and factual belief. But, in Lectures and Conversations Wittgenstein either has 

attempted to minimize the gulf or ruled out his earlier standpoint that religious belief 

unlike ethical belief, is nonsense. Here, Wittgenstein actually focuses upon the very 

different ways in which religious belief and factual belief are either justified or 

grounded. Here, he is no longer in a position to claim that religious beliefs are 
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nonsense. Rather he intends to say that to interpret religious belief or religious 

expression as natural expression invites misunderstanding and misapprehension. 

Wittgenstein maintains that religious belief and religious experience by its very nature 

are different from factual belief. Therefore, interpreting one with regard to another 

creates trouble. However, in Lectures and Conversations, Wittgenstein gradually is 

gaining some insight based on which he comes to notice some sort of analogy 

between religious belief and factual belief, especially scientific belief and their 

grounds. While outlining the gulf between religious and factual belief, Wittgenstein 

says us to assume that someone was a believer and said that he believes in the Last 

Judgment, and in response, I said that I am not so sure. Possibly you would say that 

there is an enormous gulf between us. If he said that there is a German airplane 

overhead and in response, I said that possibly that I am not so sure. You had said we 

were fairly near.
44

 I think the distinction between religious belief and factual belief as 

noted by Wittgenstein is directly associated with the famous Is-Ought Dichotomy. 

Even though, there may appear some sort of analogy between religious and factual 

belief but the tendency to think of religious belief as a type of factual belief leads to 

mistakes and misunderstandings. According to Wittgenstein, this tendency arises out 

of the function of surface similarities between factual and religious discourse. In the 

case of religious belief, we seek reason or ground in favor of our believing very 

similar to the case of factual belief. When we say that we believe in God and also say 

we believe in natural numbers, we use the term „belief‟ based on ground or reason. 

Thus, believing in God seeks ground or reason as like as believing of natural numbers 

seeks ground or reason. Wittgenstein says, “In a religious discourse we use such 
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expression as: “I believe that so and so will happen,” and use them differently to the 

way in which we use them in science.”
45

 Having said this, it should be kept in mind 

that the grounds or reasons associated with religious belief are extremely difficult to 

be explored. This is not the same we do require in the case of factual belief. 

Therefore, it would not be prudent to make an analogy between religious belief and 

factual belief simply on the basis of surface features of similarity between religious 

discourse and factual discourse. Actually, this is the problem of the grammar of a 

language. Wittgenstein, like Russell, does not have considerable faith on the surface 

structure of grammar. There are two levels of grammar of the language, namely, 

surface structure and deep or logical structure. According to Russell, the surface 

structure of grammar is superficial in nature and it does not match with the logical 

structure of grammar. He considers the logical structure of grammar as the faithful 

structure of grammar of the language. We can find the same even in Noam Chomsky. 

Chomsky also distinguishes between the phrase structure of grammar and the deep 

structure of grammar. He then considers the deep structure of grammar as more 

authentic than the surface or phrase structure of grammar. We notice the same in 

Wittgenstein as well. According to Wittgenstein, language is so complex that one 

should not take the surface feature of language as authentic. To take surface feature of 

discourse as authentic would be a mistake. Thus, even in his Lectures and 

Conversations, Wittgenstein equally maintains his pessimistic approach towards 

religious belief. However, he gives a little bit room of to accommodate religious 

language and religious experience within the form of life. Unlike Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus, in Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein does not draw any 

specific limit of language and reality. His interpretation of language in Philosophical 
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Investigations encompasses everything and leaves nothing. Thus, whatever the nature 

of religious belief or religious experience, it is no way dissociated from our society; 

from our community rather it is an integral part of our form of life. Religious 

language has its own grammar; it has its own function, own form of life deceptively 

and interestingly different from other forms. The point is that: Is religious language 

meaningful or legitimate? Following Wittgenstein, we can answer this question 

affirmatively. But, at times the answer may be changed from other way around. I 

think that there is no direct evidence in his later writings where Wittgenstein came to 

reject his early view about the inexpressibility of religion. However, it is noted that 

while involving in Personal Conversations with Drury, Wittgenstein explicitly 

rejected his early view that theology is impossible. Even Drury reports that 

Wittgenstein at the end of his life characterized his early view as “stupid”.
46

 The early 

philosophy of Wittgenstein has been marked as “stupid” by Wittgenstein himself 

because of the very nature of language adopted in Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. As 

the language of Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus is stupid, there is no point in saying 

that the boundary Wittgenstein specifically draws in his Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus remained intact. This is what I am saying here. Till now, I am not sure 

whether Wittgenstein is optimistic or pessimistic about religious belief and religious 

language in his Philosophical Investigations, but I am sure that he takes an altogether 

different interpretation of the nature of language. Thus, there is no point in saying 

after Philosophical Investigations that the language of religion or theology lies 

beyond the limits of language. There is no division of language in Philosophical 

Investigations as per as philosophical legitimacy is concerned. In Philosophical 
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Investigations, Wittgenstein elsewhere confesses the influence of Drury. Drury 

intimated Wittgenstein about the topic of a class lecture of G. E. Moore when he was 

appointed as the Professor of Philosophy. In this regard, Moore says that before his 

Professorship he has never taught the Philosophy of religion to the student. However, 

as a Professor, he has been asked to teach on the philosophy of religion. In this regard, 

Drury pointed out Wittgenstein that a Professor of philosophy had no right to keep 

silent on such an important subject the Philosophy of Religion. Wittgenstein was 

convinced by Drury about the task of Philosophy rested on Professor G. E. Moore. In 

this regard, Wittgenstein sought a copy of St. Augustine‟s Confessions. Drury 

immediately gave Wittgenstein a copy of the Loeb edition. After going through this 

edition Wittgenstein remarks, “You are saying something like St. Augustine says 

here…I won‟t refuse to talk to you about God or about religion.”
47

 The last line of the 

above quotation clearly suggests that Wittgenstein was convinced about religious 

belief and religious language. He was no more to consider religious language and 

religious belief as nonsense as he did in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and also 

in his A Lecture on Ethics. Thus, I observe a notable transition from early to later 

Wittgenstein. In Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein gives no room for 

discussion about religious language and theology; whereas, in his later philosophy, he 

offers room for religious belief. He thinks that to talk about God or religion is not 

nonsense. It is possible to talk sense about God or religion with people like Drury. He 

discussed about God and religion with Drury on many occasions. Even, during his 

thirties and forties, Wittgenstein was deeply been involved to pursue religious 

subjects, particularly in his Culture and Value. In fact, his Culture and Value contains 

many observations about religion, religious conviction, and religious doctrine. I will 
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take a note from Culture and Value in the later chapter. At present I am primarily 

concerned about Wittgenstein‟s outlook on religious belief and experience with regard 

to his Philosophical Investigations. 

Elsewhere in his Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein was generally reluctant to 

discuss about religion. He was very specific about the discussion of God and religion. 

He does not think that religion as a form of life is a common man‟s discussion. Rather 

he thinks that religious discussions can be fruitful only with the person or people of 

substance. Thus, I can say that Wittgenstein‟s attitude towards religious expressions 

even in Philosophical Investigations remained one of pessimism is not absolute 

pessimism. As I have already stated that even though Wittgenstein has reservations to 

talk about God and religion within the common forum, but at the same time he does 

not regard religious expressions to be nonsensical. He, in fact, retained a desire to 

express religious thoughts. However, he was cautious and reluctant to discuss about 

religion simply because he was convinced that eventually there would be no real or 

substantive outcome that would arise from religious discussion. He was convinced 

that even though the religious discussion is not entirely nonsensical but his own 

attempt at religious expression would go almost entirely misunderstood.  

What I want to suggest here is that even though Wittgenstein in his Philosophical 

Investigations advocates in favour of ordinary or natural language, but his pessimism 

about religion per se remained intact. Let me clarify this point. Wittgenstein took 

pessimistic approach in his Philosophical Investigations because like Tractatus here 

also he did not accept the conventional view of religion. The conventional view of 

religion runs with the perception that God exists. So, there must be a religious faith in 

the existence of God. Without the existence of God, religion or theology would be 
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untenable. We have seen in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus that by way of 

outlining the limits of language as well as the limits of the world, Wittgenstein 

actually denies the possibility of ethics and religion. Here, Wittgenstein in some sense 

or other was influenced by Logical Positivism and by the Reductionist theory of 

Carnap. However Wittgenstein, like Logical Positivism, did not think that religious 

assertions are meaningless. Rather, he intends to say that we do not have legitimate 

language through which we can know anything about religious matters. Therefore, we 

are absolutely hopeless about religion or theology. In Philosophical Investigations, 

Wittgenstein did not accept the Conventionalists‟ perception of religion based on the 

firm faith that God exists. As Wittgenstein here accepts ordinary language which 

includes everything and leaves nothing, therefore he included religion within the 

limits of ordinary language. This is an important dimensional change if we compare 

early and later Wittgenstein about religious language. In Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus, Wittgenstein holds that there is no religious language whereas in 

Philosophical Investigations he says that there is religious language. Having this 

dimensional change, Wittgenstein still maintains his pessimistic stance even in 

Philosophical Investigations. Though he admits the possibility of religious language 

as a form of life, this is interesting and worthy of philosophical consideration. 

Wittgenstein is pessimistic about religion or theology in the sense that he does not 

believe in God even though he admits to religious language. 

The question immediately arises - what would be the content of religious language? 

What does religious language actually describe? In this regard, Wittgenstein goes on 

to say that there is no existence of God independent of language. If religion is based 

on God or the faith in God, then for Wittgenstein, God is nothing but language. The 

very existence of God is nowhere apart from language. This position of Wittgenstein 
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is again pessimistic. However his pessimism in Philosophical Investigations is 

somehow different from his pessimism expressed in Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. 

In Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein was pessimistic about the existence 

of God because there was no language to express God. However in Philosophical 

Investigations, Wittgenstein admits religious language among various other language-

games, but here he is pessimistic about the independent existence of God apart from 

language. Language is the constituents of God, nothing else. Wittgenstein is 

pessimistic about the desire to begin Philosophical Remarks with religious dedication. 

This does not, however, makes sense to say that the dedication would be a misuse of 

language. Instead, he writes that the dedication would not be correctly understood. 

His religious dedication may well have had a meaning, but not one that could be 

grasped by many readers. Wittgenstein‟s continued pessimism about religious 

expression may be analogous to the permission he expressed with respect to the arts in 

the Philosophical Remarks. Like Spengler, Wittgenstein believed that artistic 

expression which had flourished at the high-point of modern culture had all but died 

out entirely as that culture begun to rigidify into twentieth century civilization. In the 

west, Architectural possibilities have been exhausted over the periods. Wittgenstein‟s 

prefatory remarks explicitly echoed the disappearance of the Earth. This shared 

permission involves no claim about the absolute impossibility of artistic expression. 

Rather, Wittgenstein like Spengler explicitly claimed that artistic expression is a 

characteristic of a time of high culture. Such high culture was died and gave way to 

civilization. But, civilization did not provide the sort of background against which 

attempts at artistic expressions could succeed. Religion undergoes the same faith as 

art as culture decline into civilization. Cultures are essentially religious. Religion 

slowly withers away in a time of civilization. Therefore, civilizations are 
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characteristically irreligious. Religious practices lose their life, their vitality, and 

eventually, their meaning in civilized time - they cannot survive in the final stages of 

civilized decline. Cultures are essentially religious for Spengler. Spengler believed 

that the west was advancing towards its decline into civilization in which religion is 

no longer possible. I think that Wittgenstein in his later period did come to share 

something like Spengler‟s view. Having said that religious expression is absolutely 

impossible, Wittgenstein came to hold the more Spenglerian view that religious 

expression like artistic expression cannot long endure in a time of civilization. 

Thus, it seems to me after Wittgenstein that religious inexpressibility in the early 

work is seen as an absolute, built-in limitation given the very nature of language. But, 

in the later work, religious inexpressibility is not absolute. Thus, he addresses a 

different form of religious inexpressibility of which one is absolute and the other is 

not absolute. But, within this transition, Wittgenstein maintains consistency about his 

pessimistic approach to religion. There we notice another tendency in Wittgenstein‟s 

later observations about religious language and religion. Wittgenstein expresses in 

both Lectures and Conversations and Culture and Value a more or less consistent set 

of observation about religious language. They indicate that expressions of religious 

belief have a different grammar from expression of factual belief and that, to the 

extent that one can speak of evidence in connection with the former, it is evidence of 

a very different sort than those that difficulty operates in the factual realm. They 

suggest that expressions of religious belief have a hidden motivational function as 

obscured by similarities in the surface grammar between religious and factual claims. 

The question naturally arises at this point: why did Wittgenstein seek to clarify 

religious usage and its correct grammar if religious expression is not at all 
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expressible? Wittgenstein in his Lectures and Conversations as well as Culture and 

Value addresses the real grammar of a religious language and its proper functions. 

Having said that, elsewhere Wittgenstein expresses serious reservation about whether 

the religious discourse is even possible? Thus, it is odd asking how he was able to do 

both without feeling a tension between the two. Thus, superficially we notice 

seemingly incompatible tendencies in Wittgenstein‟s philosophy of religious language 

and religious experience. When Wittgenstein addresses the logic of religious 

discourse in Lectures and Conversations and Culture and Value, he certainly treats 

such discourse as if it is meaningful. On the contrary, Wittgenstein did believe that 

such discourse is meaningful and unproblematic in the right cultural setting. The 

analysis of religious language he offers is best viewed as it presupposing that such a 

cultural setting is in place. In fact, when he wrote or spoke of the real nature of 

religious discourse, his attitude can be expressed roughly as “in those times and 

settings when religious discourse is capable of successful doing its job, the grammar 

of such discourse works something like this…”
48

 I think that Wittgenstein‟s analysis 

of the real function of religious discourse presupposed a background against which 

such discourse can work. Of course, there is no mystery about how Wittgenstein 

could have some through express reservations about religious expression in his time. 

Mysticism and Sense and Nonsense: 

By saying that what lies outside the world (i.e. „my world‟ in a Wittgensteinian sense) 

is inexpressible, Wittgenstein both in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and 

Notebooks conceived them as mystical. What is mystical, according to Wittgenstein, 

cannot be said, they can only be shown. Only fact can be said or can be pictured by 
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means of a proposition. A proposition gains its sense from being a linguistic 

representation of a possible or an actual state of affair. If it does not possess this 

relation to the world, then that utterance can be neither true nor false and hence can be 

devoid of any meaning whatsoever. This enables Wittgenstein to dispense with 

metaphysics - a form of discourse which does not function as a straight forward 

description of the world, but which attempts to extend beyond the world of 

experience. 

I think that Wittgenstein of Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus dispensed not just with 

metaphysics but also with the language of aesthetics, and of ethics and religion. For 

Wittgenstein, language has sense if its component parts can be connected with reality. 

We cannot hope to compare, after Wittgenstein, theological propositions with reality 

in order to ascertain their truth value. Accordingly, it is not that the formula of the 

Trinity is false, it is entirely meaningless. Thus, in Wittgenstein‟s Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus, I sense a new weapon of criticizing religion. Previous philosophers 

cast doubt on religion and rejected religion, in most general cases, is false. Hume‟s 

position is a case in point. Hume picks apart the arguments intended by theologians to 

prove the existence of God as a Divine designer. Hume shows how such an argument 

rests on grave errors; the world is nothing like a watch. Having engaged in an 

assessment of the evidence for and against the truth of religion, Hume concludes that 

religion is almost certainly false.
49

 However, Wittgenstein‟s position of Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus regarding religion is not similar to Hume. Wittgenstein does 

not want to say that metaphysics, ethics, and religious utterances are false; rather they 
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are mystical and nonsense in some sense or other. In fact, I think that Wittgenstein 

does not waste time by generating evidences for the falsity of religion as Hume did. 

Rather Wittgenstein focuses upon the discourse of religion and shows how it lacks 

pictorial relation to the world essential for the possession of meaning. Religious 

language does not even get so far as to be false because of our inability to show how 

the word „God‟ goes proxy for an object in the world. For Wittgenstein, all sentences 

containing the word „God‟ are devoid of sense. The question of falsity about religion 

simply does not arise. Rather, the term „senseless‟ is much more suitable to be used in 

religion, according to Wittgenstein. Surely, Wittgenstein offers us a radical and 

original interpretation of religion. It is radical and original in the sense that 

Wittgenstein conceives religion in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and Notebook 

as nonsense and mystical. In this regard, he differs from Hume who in his An Enquiry 

Concerning Human Understanding writes: If we take in our hand any volume; of 

divinity or school metaphysics, for instance; let us ask, whether it contains any 

abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number, or whether it contains any 

experimental reasoning concerning matters of fact and existence? The simple answer 

would be negative. For Hume, if it would be the case then just throw it to the flames: 

for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.
50

 The insight of Hume‟s remark 

is based on the perception that for any assertion to have meaning, it must be rooted in 

the experience of the senses. Hume‟s position has further been extended by the whole 

host of logical positivists of Vienna Circle. For them, if a sentence is to be meaningful 

it had to satisfy the demand of the verification principle. It states that the meaning of a 

sentence is its method of verification and that a sentence is to be meaningful should 
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be capable of proof. Very similar to logical positivism, Wittgenstein remarks: If I can 

never verify the sense of a proposition completely, then I cannot have meant anything 

by proposition either. Then the proposition signifies nothing whatsoever.
51

 

A J Ayer in his book Language, Truth and Logic talks in favour of a strong sense of 

verifiability based on conclusive verifiability and that was unworkable in practice. 

Ayer also talks in favour of weak verifiability. For Ayer, religious assertions are not 

even in principle verifiable and no sense experience can contribute anything to an 

inquiry into their truth and falsity. Let me talk about the language of Trinity. How 

might sense experience verify or even make probable the belief that God is three 

persons in one being? Would any observation be relevant to the determination of its 

truth or falsehood? Here, we are entirely at a loss and we are led to conclude that the 

language of theology is hopelessly non-informative. In this regard, Ayer says, “The 

term „god‟ is a metaphysical term. And if „god‟ is a metaphysical term, then it cannot 

even be probable that a god exists. To say that „God exists‟ is to make a metaphysical 

utterance that cannot be true or false.
52

 Wittgenstein shared the positivists‟ 

aggressively anti-religious attitude, but this does not make sense to say that 

Wittgenstein‟s understanding of religious language is similar to logical positivism. 

While illuminating Wittgenstein‟s religious position, Russell attributes Wittgenstein 

as militantly atheistic, being „far more terrible with Christians than I am‟.
53

 Hume 

reads Wittgenstein‟s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus as an all-out attack upon 

religion, a piece of ferocious criticism, a continuation of the skeptical work initiated 

by Hume, Voltaire, and Logical Positivism. In his Notebooks, Wittgenstein raises so 
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many queries and questions about religion. In this regard, he goes on to say that God 

is completely unknown to him because God does not exist. Even though he believes 

that the world exists, but he does not know anything about the very existence of God 

and the purpose of life. He is placed in the world like his eye in its visual field. He 

finds that something about it is problematic which he called its meaning. That means 

the meaning of the world does not lie in it but outside of it. He then says that the 

meaning of life is the same as the meaning of the world and to reveal the meaning of 

life or the meaning of the world is to reveal God. In this sense, the meaning of life is 

nothing but the meaning of God. One can make a comparison of God to a father just 

by bring the meaning of life. In his Notebooks, Wittgenstein simply asserts that only 

through prayer one can get a sense of the meaning of life. For Wittgenstein, to pray is 

to think about the meaning of life.
54

 According to Wittgenstein, the concept of prayer 

is an emotional will or emotional blathering of a man in a crisis, and in a crisis, even 

the most irreligious people will offend resort to prayer when faced with death. This 

does not however make sense to say that prayer is the criteria of religion. Wittgenstein 

did not mention it in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus is primarily concerned with ethical issues revealing its author‟s 

obsession with ethical and religious questions. In this regard, Wittgenstein in his TLP: 

6.432 say that how things are in the world is a matter of complete indifference for 

what is higher. The very fact is that God does not reveal himself in the world.
55

 

By attributing religious language as inexpressible, Wittgenstein thus in his Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus brings mysticism about what lies outside the limit of his world. 

In this regard, Wittgenstein read Tagore‟s mysticism as well. Side by side he also 
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brings the concept of nonsense along with the concept of mysticism. For Wittgenstein, 

what is mystic would equally be nonsense. Therefore, in this sequel, I propose to 

analyze and examine Wittgenstein‟s concepts of mysticism as well as nonsense 

regarding matters related to ethics, religion, and aesthetics that is in short 

metaphysics. 

It is important to be pointed out here that Wittgenstein‟s position about religion and 

religious assertions differs from both David Hume and Logical Positivists. According 

to Hume, religious assertions and metaphysical assertions are false, because no 

realities were corresponding to the objects. The existence of God cannot be proved 

very similar to the existence of the table placed in front of me. Hume shows how such 

an argument rests on grave errors. The world is not like a watch. The world is 

probably the product of chance rather than design. Therefore, the belief that God is 

the architect or the designer of the world is false. A belief in the Christian God would 

not follow from an acceptance of the designedness of the world in which we live. 

There is no rational foundation or there is no evidence to prove that God is the 

designer of the world. For Hume, the argument that God is the designer of the world 

is based on false religious belief. In this regard, Hume appeals both to the problem of 

evil, contending that the existence of a loving, all-powerful God is incompatible with 

the undeniable reality of suffering. The history of religion shows or reflects how it is 

rooted, not in a rational contemplation of the world, but in fear, ignorance, and 

superstition. The truth of religion, Hume concludes, is that religion is almost certainly 

false.
56
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I think the critique of religion found in Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus is not similar 

to Hume. Wittgenstein does not intend to say that religion is false. Hume says that 

religion is false. Wittgenstein says that religion is mystical. The question naturally 

arises - what is false at par with what is mystical? Certainly, I do not think so. To say 

something is false is to give an assertion; whereas to say something is mystical is not 

to give an assertion. Instead of saying that religion is false Wittgenstein rather focuses 

mainly on religious discourse and shows how the discourse of religion lacks the 

pictorial relation to the world essential for the possession of meaning. For 

Wittgenstein, religious language does not even get so far as to be false because of our 

inability to put them into words. Since religious expressions are inexpressible in the 

sense that they cannot be put into words, the question of their truth and falsity simply 

does not arise. For Wittgenstein, to say that religious expressions are false is to ensure 

that they can be put into words. But, they cannot be put into words. Therefore, they 

cannot be asserted as false. What Wittgenstein would like to say is that all sentences 

containing religious matters are devoid of sense. Therefore, Wittgenstein denies 

Hume‟s position about asserting religious assertions as false. Instead, he asserts that 

religious assertions are neither true nor false; they are simply nonsense and mystical 

in nature. 

I think Hume‟s position is extremely bias towards empiricism. Here, he attacks the 

status of religious language based on an extreme foundation of empiricism underlying 

with the principle that any assertion is to be meaningful it must be rooted in the 

experience of the senses. I think Hume‟s empiricist position does not match up with 

Wittgenstein‟s position of Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus even though an empiricist 

twist in the 1920s in collaboration with Wittgenstein along with the Vienna Circle 

devised a philosophical program which became known as Logical Positivism. We 
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think from an empiricist outlook there underlies a similarity in principle between 

Wittgenstein, Hume, and Logical Positivism. But, their individual approach is 

somehow or other different from each other. In this sense, Wittgenstein though 

influenced by Logical Positivism in some sense or other but differs significantly 

regarding religious and metaphysical assertions from Logical Positivism. According 

to Logical Positivism, a sentence is to be literally meaningful it would be either 

completely verifiable or completely falsifiable by means of some observational data. 

What is verifiable would be meaningful. What is meaningful would be either true or 

false. Since religious and metaphysical assertions are in no way verifiable in the real 

sense of the term, they would be meaningless. Thus, for Hume, metaphysical and 

religious assertions are false; for Logical Positivism, they are meaningless; whereas 

for Wittgenstein they are mystical or nonsense. Our point is that even though Hume, 

Wittgenstein, and Logical Positivists in some sense or other influenced by each other 

while developing their theory, but their individual outlook on religious and 

metaphysical assertions are different. I have already outlined and exemplified in what 

sense Wittgenstein differs from Hume. Now, let me say in what sense Wittgenstein 

equally differs from Logical Positivism. To say that metaphysical and religious 

assertions are not verifiable is to say that they failed to fulfill the criterion of the 

principle of verification. The principle of verification of Logical Positivism gives 

importance to observational data along with the line of Hume. That means, on the 

basis of observational data metaphysical and religious assertions cannot be verified. 

Up to this we find a consistency between Logical Positivism and Wittgenstein of 

Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. Like Logical Positivism, Wittgenstein outlined the 

limits of language as well as the limits of the world where everything can be put into 

words and to determine everything either in the form of to be the case or in the form 
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of not to be the case. But, we note the deviation after that. Logical Positivists hold that 

metaphysical and religious assertions are meaningless; whereas Wittgenstein holds 

that they are mystical and senseless. My position is that what is meaningless cannot 

be equated with what is senseless or what is mysterious. To say that something is 

meaningless is to say that it does not bear any sense to me; whereas to say something 

is mysterious does not mean to say that it does not bear any sense to me. In this 

regard, I can say that what is mysterious is comparatively relevant to me in 

comparison to what is meaningless. This is how I sense that Wittgenstein of Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus differs from Logical Positivism even though Wittgenstein has 

high regards to Logical Positivism and vice versa. 

Wittgenstein further contends that the sense of the proposition or the sense of the 

meaning on the basis of which the meaningfulness of a sentence is determined does 

not bear any sense to know about the value of the world. The value of the world is 

altogether a different issue from the sense of the proposition. In this regard, 

Wittgenstein in his Culture and Value (henceforth CV) says, “If I can never verify the 

sense of a proposition completely, then I cannot have meant anything by the 

proposition either. Then the proposition signifies nothing whatsoever.
57

 

I think Hume‟s radical interpretation about religious and metaphysical assertion has 

subsequently being reflected in logical positivism, particularly in Ayer‟s strong sense 

of verifiability. Ayer has claimed that a statement is meaningful only if it can 

conclusively be proven. Of course, Ayer has faced serious challenges from his 

counterparts and he was eventually forced to modify the principle of verification into 

strong and weak sense. My contention is that even though Wittgenstein was 
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influenced by the Logical Positivism and some Logical Positivists, namely, Carnap 

has been influenced by Wittgenstein, but still I think that Wittgenstein‟s position 

about religious and metaphysical statement differs from Logical Positivism. Logical 

Positivists clearly and state forwardly asserted that metaphysical and religious 

assertions are meaningless in the sense that they cannot be ascertained as either true or 

false. Wittgenstein does not assert metaphysical and religious assertions as 

meaningless. Instead, he has attributed such assertion as non-sense. For Wittgenstein, 

metaphysical and religious assertions are nonsense because they lack factual sense. I 

think that Logical Positivists based on their principle of verification rule out the 

possibility of metaphysical and religious statements. Wittgenstein does not deny the 

possibility of such a statement. Rather Wittgenstein demarcates the world into two 

different levels and thereby claims that what lies within the world has sense and what 

lies outside the world has no sense. In this regard, Wittgenstein understands the term 

nonsense. 

What Wittgenstein inclines to say here is that non-factual discourse is worthy of 

philosophical consideration. Wittgenstein is suggesting here that those things which 

he has banished from the realm of meaningful language are infinitely more important 

than that which can legitimately be articulated. Wittgenstein is certainly not intent 

upon through doubt on the reality of the unsayable. For Wittgenstein, what is sayable 

and what is unsayable are associated with the realm of life. They matter to lead a life 

either empirical or mundane. In his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein 

says, “There are indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make themselves 

manifest. They are what are mystical.”
58

 The above quotation of Wittgenstein clearly 

reflects what he means by the term „mystical‟. Wittgenstein conceives ethical, 
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aesthetical, and religious matters as „mystical‟ in the sense that they cannot be put into 

words. They cannot be expressed, they cannot be verbalized. But, they are worthy, not 

of ridicule, but of the deepest respect. Here again, Wittgenstein differs from 

Positivism. Positivism holds that what we can speak about is all that matters in life. 

Whereas Wittgenstein passionately believes that all that really matters in human life is 

precisely what, in his view, we must be silent about. The Tractatus Logico-

Philosophicus of Wittgenstein attempts to demarcate what can be said from what 

cannot be said and by way of demarcating; Wittgenstein contra-Positivism asserts that 

the unsayable alone is important. This is where the distinction between Logical 

Positivism and Wittgenstein actually hinges on religious and metaphysical assertions. 

We think Wittgenstein‟s injunction to silence is bizarre, in a way that the Positivists‟ 

is not. In this regard, Otto Neurath‟s verdict that „one must indeed be silent, but not 

about anything‟ makes perfect sense. For Neurath, the religious talk was nonsensical 

chatter about non-existent entities.
59

 Wittgenstein, on the other hand, has adopted no 

atheistic mantle, so why he be silent? If the mystical is of the utmost importance, 

surely we should talk about it like many people do talk about the nature of God or 

about what is good or beautiful. 

Wittgenstein is pointing to a number of factors which make the attempts to talk about 

such matters a hopeless and undesirable task. It is an undesirable task to Wittgenstein 

to say about what lies outside the world because Wittgenstein‟s remarks on the 

unknowability of God that God does not reveal himself in the world are reminiscent 

of what we find in the book Ecclesiastes, where it is written: Be not rash with your 

mouth, nor let your heart be hasty to utter a word before God, for God is in heaven, 
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and you upon the earth; therefore let your words be few.
60

 Wittgenstein finds a huge 

gulf between human language and the Divine. Human language determines the sense 

of proposition but proposition can express nothing higher, which is Divine. Thus, 

Wittgenstein is cutting off from any human attempt to become familiar with holy 

things. While talking with Drury, a close friend of him, Wittgenstein says, “… I 

wouldn‟t claim to know how God should act.”
61

 For Wittgenstein, there is a certain 

human tendency to extend beyond our limits and to talk of things about which we 

should rightfully be silent and respectful. In fact, we do claim that in Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus Wittgenstein through his picture theory of meaning is designed 

to protect „what is higher‟ from the perverting human encroaches of language. Just 

like Kant famously found it necessary to deny knowledge in order to make room for 

faith.
62

 Wittgenstein of Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus sets a limit to what can be 

spoken and thought of to respect the awesome power of the mystical. For 

Wittgenstein, ethics including religion and metaphysics are mystical but he at the 

same time describes ethics as „the inquiry into the meaning of life‟. Thus, what is 

mystical is important to Wittgenstein because it is useful to determine the meaning of 

life. Wittgenstein in his A Lecture on Ethics and Notebooks equates God with the 

meaning of life. Even though Wittgenstein asserts that all propositions are of equal 

value, he at the same time inclines to say that there are no propositions which, in any 

absolute sense, are sublime, important, or trivial. A full description of the world (i.e. 

my world) thus contains facts, and only facts, but no ethics. This clearly suggests that 

ethics could not be the subject of scientific inquiry because ethics is not science and 

science cannot deal with something „intrinsically sublime and above all other subject 
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matters‟. While illuminating the intrinsic sublime of ethics and the subject matter of 

ethics which is mystical in nature, Wittgenstein in his A Lecture on Ethics remarks: “I 

can only describe my feeling by the metaphor, that, if a man could write a book on 

Ethics which really was a book on Ethics, this book would, with an explosion, destroy 

all the other books in the world. Our words used as we use them in science, are 

vessels capable only of containing and conveying meaning and sense, natural 

meaning and sense. Ethics, if it is anything, is supernatural and our words will only 

express facts; as a teacup will only hold a teacup full of water and if I were to pour 

out a gallon over it.
63

 Here, Wittgenstein intends to say that there underlies a certain 

human tendency to extend beyond our limits and to talk of things about which we 

should rightfully be silent and respectful. Knowledge of higher order should be 

respected by maintaining silence about it. Mysticism arises when people attempt to 

extend their limits beyond the language and beyond the world in which they speak 

and live respectfully. In this regard, one may assume that Wittgenstein of Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus can be read as a modern via negative. Apparently, it seems that 

Wittgenstein in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus takes a negative standpoint about 

ethics, aesthetics, and religion by designating them as mystical and nonsense. But, in 

a real sense, by calling them mystical and nonsense, Wittgenstein actually attempts to 

preserve them and honour them. I think Wittgenstein‟s picture theory of meaning 

which holds the central program of Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus actually attempts 

to design a modality to protect and to save what is higher from the perverting; all-too-

human encroaches of language. Thus, Wittgenstein‟s proposal of mysticism and 

silence should not be taken as a negative approach to religion, ethics, and aesthetics. 

Wittgenstein always respect the awesome power of the mystical even though he 
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comes to know that such power does not help anymore to determine the sense of the 

proposition within the limits of his language and the world. 

Wittgenstein‟s picture theory of meaning functions within his language and his world 

and it is primarily concerned to depict the mundane world of facts. For Wittgenstein, a 

proposition pictures a fact and as a result of that a picture would be treated as a model 

of reality. Accordingly, we can say after Wittgenstein that the picture theory of 

meaning is absolutely inadequate to handle the glorious ineffability of the mystical. 

The glorious ineffability of the mystical is something that lies outside of the world 

and it is not part of the word or language. It lies beyond words, beyond the mundane 

world and it is inexpressible, mystical, and nonsense. But, Wittgenstein is calling it 

inexpressible and nonsense to make or to draw our awareness about it. We are aware 

of the unknowability of what is higher. For Wittgenstein, what is higher requires deep 

thinking and absolute concentration. As it lies beyond significant language, it is 

nonsensical. Therefore, Wittgenstein tells us that any attempt to write or to talk of 

ethics or religion “was to run against the boundaries of language. This running against 

the walls of our cage is perfectly, absolutely hopeless.”
64

 In this regard, Wittgenstein 

cites Kierkegaard. In fact, Wittgenstein was influenced by Kierkegaard regarding 

ethics and religious matter. Wittgenstein seems to think that there is a definite worth 

in the occasional breaking of Tractatarian silence. Even though to say something 

against the boundaries of language is cognitively hopeless, but running up against 

something indicates something. In this regard, Wittgenstein refers Saint Augustine 

and remarks in his Culture and Value: “What you swine, you want not to talk 

nonsense! Go ahead and talk nonsense, it does not matter!”
65

 The above remark that 
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appears in Culture and Value clearly suggests in talking of nonsense. It is in one sense 

a sort of recognition of the unknowability of the divine which lies beyond human 

knowledge. It also suggests that to talk of nonsense is to talk of important nonsense. 

In this regard, Clack gives two interpretations of the category of important nonsense, 

namely, anthropological interpretation and transcendental interpretation. As far as, 

anthropological interpretation is concerned Wittgenstein‟s concept of mysticism is not 

placed what is beyond the world, but rather on human being themselves. In this sense, 

nonsense is nothing but the product of human desires and religious impulses. In his A 

Lecture on Ethics, Wittgenstein speaks only of a tendency in the human mind which 

suggests that what he calls the mystical is a creation of the human mind. 

Simplistically, it can be said that what is mystical is not something independent of the 

mind, rather it is the mental creation and it is embedded within the language. Thus, 

from an anthropological point of view what is mystical cannot be a genuinely 

transcendent reality. Wittgenstein further contends that mysticism comes from the 

non-satisfaction of our wishes by science. Science cannot adequately meet the needs 

and desires of human beings. Science is purely a domain of intellectualism where the 

foundation of knowledge is sought from an epistemological and logical point of view. 

Therefore, if all possible scientific questions are answered, our satisfaction remains 

unfulfilled. In this regard, Wittgenstein in his Notebooks 51 as well as in his TLP 6.52 

asserts, the urge towards the mystical comes of the non-satisfaction of our wishes by 

science. We feel that even if all possible scientific questions are answered our 

problem is still not touched at all.
66

 

What I intend to say here is that mysticism is an integral part of human life. 

Mysticism is what lies beyond the domain of scientific inquiry or in short in the 
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domain of intellectualism. Intellectualism per se of scientific inquiry, in general, 

cannot cover the domain of human cravings and desires. Men always try to go beyond 

intellectualism to lead a good life, to determine the meaning of life. In this way, men 

find a sense of God. Wittgenstein equates God with the meaning of life. For 

Wittgenstein, what is God is the meaning of life; the value of life. In his Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein tells us that the mystical constitutes a particular 

way of looking at the world; a particular way of responding to the facts and countered 

there. For Wittgenstein, the facts only create a problem; but fail to give us a solution. 

Within intellectualism or within the domain of science factual conflict or conflicts 

arising out of fact is the hallmark of life. For Wittgenstein, it is not how things are in 

the world that is mystical, but that it exists. Mysticism in the world appears when 

people attempt to know the world or when people attempts to determine the value of 

the world out of the cultivation of sheer intellectualism. When people conceive the 

world as a limited whole, mysticism arises. In this regard, Wittgenstein in his TLP 

6.45 asserts that to view the world sub specie aeterni is to view it as a whole - a 

limited whole. Wittgenstein then goes on to remark to reveal the world as a limited 

whole is a sort of mysticism. In his language, feeling the world as a limited whole - it 

is this that is mystical.
67

 

Wittgenstein further contends that what is mystical is nothing but a view of the world 

sub specie aeternitatis i.e. under the aspect of eternity. The problem of mystical is not 

the problem of the empirical world, in Wittgenstein‟s sense, my language and my 

world; rather it would be the problem of eternity or divinity per se to conceive the 

world as a limited whole is a purely self-centered one, a narrow focus. One has to 

widen one‟s view so that the entirety of the world is perceived. To detect the real 
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meaning of life or to detect the value of the world one has to set aside the view to 

perceive the world as a limited whole and instead of that to see the world as totality. 

This is how, Wittgenstein coincides mystical experience with aesthetic experience. 

For Wittgenstein, to have mystical experience is to have aesthetic experience. To have 

aesthetic experience is to have or is to detect the meaning of life. To have the meaning 

of life is to have the value of the world. All these are integral parts of mysticism. 

Thus, we think Wittgenstein with the mystical perception enables to perceive the 

world or enables to capture the world holistically. In this sense, Wittgenstein 

understands the meaning of the phrase sub specie aeternitatis. It is a work of art 

deeply associated with aesthetic vision. It is not something that can be visional in the 

midst of things rather it is a vision that can be revealed from outside. In his 

Notebooks, Wittgenstein connects aesthetics with mystical and treated it as crucial. 

Wittgenstein asserts that the mystical perception of different people may be different. 

Two people may react in varying ways to the world. It may perhaps be the case that 

one person may achieve the mystical consciousness of the world; another person may 

fail to see the same thing significantly. In this regard, the clash or conflict between 

belief and unbelief is not a disagreement over the facts of the world; rather it is more 

akin to a disagreement over an aesthetic test. The point of agreement and 

disagreement is relevant only in the facts of the world. The disagreement of the facts 

of the world leads to contradiction or inconsistency based on which logic and 

epistemology function. But, when we talk about agreement and disagreement or belief 

and unbelief about aesthetics, there we do not find any contradiction or inconsistency. 

Now, I am in a position to claim after Wittgenstein that what is mystical is deeply 

associated with aesthetic experience. Aesthetic experience is mystical. Aesthetic 

experience is the existence of the world as such. It takes the world, not as a limited 
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whole but takes it as an undivided whole. It does not talk in favor of the arrangement 

of things within a limited whole. Aesthetically, the world exists and the world exists 

as a miracle. It is a miracle in the sense that here we are nowhere to account for the 

existence of the world from our intellectual account. In this regard, Wittgenstein in his 

Notebooks 86 inclines to say that „what exists does exist.‟ This sort of assertion or 

idea is miraculous because it is a sort of self-revelation based on self-assertion. 

However, what we can say here is that the idea of the world‟s miraculous existence is 

centered on Wittgenstein‟s characterization of the mystical. In this direction and 

keeping this background in mind, Wittgenstein in his A Lecture on Ethics effectively 

encapsulates the meaning of important nonsense. By the term „important nonsense‟, 

Wittgenstein means something having absolute value. In this regard, Wittgenstein in 

his A Lecture on Ethics makes important comments. In this regard, he intends to say 

that the best way to describe the world is to say that when “I have it I wonder at the 

existence of the world.” And I am then inclined to use such phrases as „how 

extraordinary that anything should exist‟ or „how extraordinary that the world should 

exist.‟ I will mention another experience straight away which I also know and which 

others of you might be acquainted with: it is, what one might call, the experience of 

feeling absolutely safe. I mean the state of mind in which one is inclined to say „I am 

safe, nothing can injure me whatever happens.‟ Now let me consider these 

experiences, for, I believe, they exhibit the very characteristics I try to get clear about. 

And there is the first thing I have to say is, that the verbal expression which we give 

to these experiences is nonsense! If I say „I wonder at the existence of the world‟ I am 

misusing language.
68
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Mysticism is a sort of wondering. When we have mysticism we wonder of it. We 

wonder about it because we cannot evaluate it with regard to intellectualism. May be 

in Dr. Radhakrishnan‟s sense mysticism is a sort of wonder that may be captured with 

regard to intuition. Even though mysticism is a sort of wonder but still we feel safe or 

we feel absolutely safe in mysticism. A mystical feeling is a sort of feeling where we 

are inclined to say that we are safe and nothing can injure us whatever happens. The 

feeling of safetyness is absolutely needed to determine the value of the world as well 

as to determine the meaning of life even though we come to know after Wittgenstein 

that the verbal expression which we give to this experience is nonsense. It is a sort of 

misuse of language to look at the world or to look at the existence of the world by 

means of it. I think the term „safety‟ is extremely important to justify the relevance of 

mysticism associated with aesthetic experience. Wittgenstein was non-committal 

about the existence and non-existence of the world. What Wittgenstein has said here 

is that any attempt to know the existence of the world or to know the outside of the 

world by means of propositional language would invite mysticism. That means 

propositional language or logical language or in short, the language of science is 

inadequate to reveal what lies in the world i.e. in the undivided holistic world. Thus, 

for Wittgenstein, it is equally nonsense to say that we wonder at the existence of the 

world because we cannot imagine it nonexistent. The question then arises: why is 

there something rather than nothing? In this regard, it may be felt that the desire to 

uncover the reason for the existence of the universe is legitimate and not nonsensical. 

But, Wittgenstein considers it “a certain characteristics misuse of our language runs 

through all ethical and religious expressions.”
69

 In this regard, Wittgenstein offers us 

a dramatic example of how religious concept misuses language by citing the character 
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of the scapegoat ritual appeared in the Sixteenth Chapter of the book Leviticus. The 

scapegoat ritual story asserts that in the practice, a consecrated goat has the sins of the 

community transferred on to it and is then sent out into the wilderness with the 

anticipation that taking with it the burden of guilt. Wittgenstein here comments: “The 

scapegoat, on which one lays one‟s sins, and who runs away into the desert with them 

- a false picture, similar to those that cause errors in philosophy.”
70

 Here, the 

metaphor of scapegoat ritual is linked with the misuse of our language inherent in 

this practice is the representation of sin. The scapegoat ritual reveals something deep 

important namely, the acutely-felt sense of guilt of a community and the desire to be 

free from the burden. It is a sort of desperate longing result in a thrust against the 

limits of sense, but, it is nothing to be ridiculed, because „it reveals in the starkest of 

fashions the pains and the anxiety of a human existence.‟
71

 

The anthropological interpretation of the thrust against the limits of language actually 

highlights the deep human desire that informed religion. However, it does not 

necessarily posit the presence of anything beyond the world. The anthropological 

thrust of religion is a purely human desire and tendency. What then is transcendental 

interpretation of religion? In this regard, we can say that Wittgenstein was fully aware 

of a higher order of reality and he was stressing the human desire to gain 

communication with this reality. According to this interpretation, the image of 

language as a cage is to be taken very seriously. It states that there is something 

beyond the world of their cage is a few cracks in the world through which light 

occasionally glimmers. I think that the cage analogy is somehow similar to Plato‟s 
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simile of the cage. The only difference however is that one could educate oneself out 

of Plato‟s cage, but there is for Wittgenstein, no escape from the restriction of 

language and the world. For Wittgenstein, it is not just accidental that we end up 

talking nonsense; rather we could do no other. There is no denial of the extra-human 

reality of the mystical. It can be stated on the basis of Engelmann‟s analogy: “we are 

marooned on an island, and spend our days obsessively babbling about what is 

beyond the horizon, something we have never known, nor can ever know - but is 

there nonetheless.”
72

 

It thus reflects that what lies beyond the world is mystical and in some sense hopeless. 

But, still it would be significant because it would determine the meaning of life. For 

Wittgenstein, to believe in God means to understand the questions about the meaning 

of life. Thus, the meaning of life is deeply rooted in believing the existence of God. 

Like God, if there be any cannot be put into words and it lies outside the limits of the 

world. Therefore, the existence of God is mystical. But, the concept of God is 

significant because for Wittgenstein, to believe in God is to understand the question 

about the meaning of life. Wittgenstein in his Notebooks 74 further asserts that to 

believe in God is to know that the facts of the world are not the end of the matter. He 

further contends that “to believe in God means to see that life has a meaning”. For 

Wittgenstein, religious belief is connected with the feeling that facts are not enough; 

that there is something beyond the factual which is of the greatest significance. The 

meaning of life is deeply associated with the belief in God. Like God, the meaning is 

located outside the humdrum order of facts. According to Clack, the connection 

between God and the meaning of life is in some ways may be comparable to John 

Macquarrie‟s paraphrase of the prologue to John Gospel. For Wittgenstein, meaning 
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and God are virtually identical. Accordingly, to say that God was, in the beginning, is 

to say that meaning was in the beginning. Life is the drive towards meaning and life 

has emerged into self-conscious humanity. Meaning signs out through the thread of 

absurdity, for absurdity has not overwhelmed. Of course, Wittgenstein initiates a 

radical departure from the Christian concept of God. In fact, Wittgenstein goes further 

to claim that God provides the answer to the meaning of life and the world. Even he 

asserts that God is the world where the verb is as used here in the sense of identity. It 

also suggests that Wittgenstein‟s early thought on religion is a form of Pantheism and 

his conception of God has a simile to Spinoza‟s famous declaration that “the Universe 

is God”. The Pantheists hold that the world itself is divine and Wittgenstein in his 

Notebooks likewise comments: “How things stand, is God. God is how things 

stand.”
73

 Here, Wittgenstein pantheistically identifies God with the world and the 

identification is also found elsewhere in the Notebooks. In Notebooks Wittgenstein 

asserts, “However this may be, at any rate, we are in a certain sense dependent, and 

what we are dependent on we can call God. 

 In this sense, God would simply be fate, or, what is the same thing: The world 

- which is independent of our will.”
74

 

The same has been revealed even in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. In his 

Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 6.432, Wittgenstein asserts that “God does not reveal 

himself in the world.” This remark of Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus regarding God 

is similar to the remark appears in Notebooks in which Wittgenstein asserts that God 

of Pantheism is the world. For Wittgenstein, since God does not reveal in the world 

there is no value in the world; that in the world „no value exists - and if did exists, it 
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would have no value‟. For Wittgenstein, our religious consciousness stems from a 

feeling of being dependent on something is certainly reminiscent of Schleiermacher‟s 

later account of faith as a feeling of absolute dependence. Religion for Schleiermacher 

is nothing but a sense and test for the infinite.
75

 What is reflected from the above is 

that for Wittgenstein, the mystical vision linked with religious experience is nothing 

but seeing the world as a whole. In order to have the mystical vision Wittgenstein 

advices his readers not to burden factual discourse by limiting speech to the world and 

to find in this limit the object of the mystical vision. For Wittgenstein, if speech is 

limited to factual discourse then it is not possible to see the world as a whole. 
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