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LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN’S CRITIQUE OF THE 
DISPOSITIONAL THEORY OF VALUES

Abstract: This paper discusses Ludwig Wittgenstein’s critique of the dispositional 
theory of values and argues that the later Wittgenstein was not fully a convention-
alist. In his later writings, notes, and conversations, Wittgenstein engaged with 
ethics, aesthetics, and religion, in ways that resist reductive classification within 
analytic philosophy. While he recognised the importance of as-if conventions, 
language-games, learned behavioural patterns, the plurality of world-views and 
ethical systems, the various expressions of religious experience, and subjective at-
titudes in shaping personal values, he also defended the existence of ethical and 
aesthetic values that are not merely conventional.
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Introduction

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s reflections on ethics, aesthetics, and values 
present a challenge to the dispositional theory of values, which ties val-
ues to subjective attitudes, social conventions, or behavioural tendencies. 
While Wittgenstein’s later philosophy is frequently associated with the 
concepts of language-games and conventionalism, his remarks on values 
and ethics offer a more complex account. He recognised the role of con-
ventions, calling them “as-if conventions”, learned social practices, and 
subjective preferences in shaping how human beings understand values. 
Yet, at the same time, he argued for the existence of values that transcend 
mere conventions – values that can be described as higher values in a 
non-conventional sense.

This article offers an analysis of Wittgenstein’s philosophical works 
from his return to Cambridge in 1929 and the beginning of his so-called 
later or second period, as well as personal recollections and notes from 
close associates such as Norman Malcolm, Rush Rhees, M. O’Connor 
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Drury, Oets K. Bouwsma, and G.E.M. Anscombe. It explores Wittgen-
stein’s critique of the dispositional theory of values, focusing on his un-
derstanding of as-if conventions, his distinction between aesthetics and 
psychology, his conception of ethics as fundamentally distinct from what 
he understood as ethical systems – moral customs or sociological descrip-
tions – and his rejection of the idea that values (e.g., good) can be reduced 
to subjective or cultural preferences.

Discussing the influence of the Kantian critical philosophy on the 
development of new philosophical schools in the twentieth century, R. 
Hanna (2008, p. 158) explains the origin of the analytic philosophy dur-
ing the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (mid-1930s) as a re-
action against both neo-Kantianism and neo-Hegelianism, which pushed 
scholars toward Platonism and radical realism. At the same time, the anti-
metaphysical position of logical positivism pushed analytic philosophy 
in the opposite direction, towards conventionalism and anti-realism. Ac-
cording to Hanna (2008, p. 158), this inherent tension and conflict “be-
tween Platonism and realism on the one side, and conventionalism and 
anti-realism, on the other,” formed the foundation for the later develop-
ment of key concepts in the field, such as the analytic proposition (a neces-
sary a priori truth based on logical laws and logical definitions) and the 
method of analysis (the process by which such propositions are under-
stood). I propose that Wittgenstein’s later work provides a departure from 
these dichotomies central to analytic philosophy. Wittgenstein rejected 
both metaphysical realism and anti-realism as philosophical and gram-
matical confusions. On the one hand, he acknowledged conventionalism 
of the intersubjective level of language-games and human interactions; 
however, Wittgenstein called social conventions “as-if” conventions. These 
conventions do not imply the agreement between human subjects, but the 
agreement of an individual to follow or not to follow yet established social 
norms and rules. And, on the other hand, Wittgenstein in his later words 
(from 1929 until 1953) still adheres to the special understanding of ethics 
and aesthetics as realms that transcendent ordinary language convention-
alism, both societal and between individuals. Saying that the Good is di-
vine and supernatural, that the Beautiful is never agreeable, but aesthetic 
reasons let us get closer to an ideal or farther from it, and that the only 
rule in aesthetics is the “rule of harmony” but not subjective tastes, Witt-
genstein challenges further scholars leaving room for his later work to be 
accused even of Platonism.

For instance, Michael Dummett (1978) interpreted Wittgenstein’s lat-
er philosophy, particularly in mathematics and logic, as a form of radical 
conventionalism. Although Dummett’s interpretation is deeply rooted in 
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the texts, it focused on logic and mathematics and did not discuss aesthet-
ics and ethics, and it has been largely rejected for philosophical reasons 
(see McDowell 1984; Wright 1980). However, the rejection of Dummett’s 
interpretation often seems to rely on a form of argumentum ad lapidem1 
where radical conventionalism is dismissed as evidently untenable, and, as 
a result, it is assumed that Wittgenstein could not have held such a view. 
Conventionalism, broadly understood, maintains that the truth-value 
of propositions within a given domain is determined by linguistic con-
ventions (see Quine 1966; Glock 2008; Warren 2015; Topey 2019), or, in 
other words, that such propositions are true in virtue of meaning (Glock 
2003). Dummett’s articulation of radical conventionalism arises from his 
critique of more moderate variants. Building on Dummett’s work, Ásgeir 
Berg (2024) defends the view that Wittgenstein held a radical convention-
alist position, where mathematical truths are determined by our practices 
rather than pre-established rules.

However, a number of scholars have focused on and further enriched 
the discussion of Wittgenstein’s understanding of ethics and its complex 
relationship to conventionalism. G. E. M. Anscombe, strongly influenced 
by her close engagement with Wittgenstein, investigated the significance 
of intention and action in moral life in her book Intention (1958). Peter 
Winch (1958) extended Wittgenstein’s ideas into the domain of the so-
cial sciences, showing how moral reasoning is embedded within distinct 
forms of life. Other scholars, such as Peg O’Connor and Anne-Marie 
Søndergaard Christensen, influenced by late Wittgenstein, examine how 
ethical practices emerge from communal norms while retaining a critical 
independence from them. O’Connor (2000) analyses moral responsibil-
ity within the structures of oppression, whereas Christensen (2007) ex-
plores the possibility of objectivity in ethics without appealing to universal 
standards. Hämäläinen (2015), in turn, highlights how moral frameworks 
shift historically, working within Wittgenstein’s understanding of ethical 
systems and plurality of world views. Raatzsch (2010), focusing on the in-
tersections of language, life, and ethical responsiveness, offers a detailed 
study of moral self-understanding. Even R. M. Hare’s (1952) theory of 
universal prescriptivism echoes certain Wittgensteinian concerns, par-
ticularly regarding the logical and normative structure of moral language. 
Among the most recent works, Iczkovits (2012) and Wisnewski (2007) 
have argued that Wittgenstein offers a framework for understanding val-
ues as expressions of a worldview that resists both naturalistic reduction 
and relativistic pluralism. Iczkovits emphasises Wittgenstein’s idea of “see-
ing the world rightly” as a non-empirical ethical stance irreducible to so-

1 “Appeal to the stone” represents a logical fallacy.
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cial norms or psychological states. Wisnewski re-examines historical-eth-
ical theories through a Wittgensteinian lens, suggesting that ethics should 
clarify what is involved in our complex “form of life” rather than dictate 
prescriptive norms.

Returning to the interpretation that Wittgenstein’s later work only 
partially endorses conventionalism, this paper argues that his reflections 
on ethics and aesthetics pose a challenge to both naturalistic and rela-
tivistic tendencies. Following Richard Amesbury’s (2020), Wittgenstein’s 
ethics is approached not as a body of rules, but as a reflective and crit-
ical practice integral to human life; one “cannot lead people to what is 
good”, ethical values are “supernatural”, they cannot be written down as 
a list of norms and regulations. Wittgenstein strongly criticised any dog-
matism but, at the same time, he advocated the plurality of world views, 
ethical systems as habitual customs and norms within a form of life of a 
cultural-historical society, and the plurality of the expression of religious 
belief, symbolism, rituals. Here we should not be confused by an evident 
contradiction between the understanding of ethics. For later Wittgenstein, 
the domain of ethical and aesthetical as supernatural and inexpressible is 
still relevant and he continues talking about it in his later works following 
the ideas that were best expressed in his Lecture on Ethics. He argues that 
the good is supernatural and that aesthetics bears no relation to subjec-
tive tastes. At the same time, however, in his later works Wittgenstein dis-
cussed ethical propositions as expressions of subjective judgement, shaped 
by learned linguistic and cultural–societal practices. These so-called ethi-
cal judgements, along with judgements of taste, are subjective and episte-
mologically distinct from the ethical – which is described as “divine” and 
“supernatural” – and the aesthetic, which follows the rules of harmony 
and aspires toward the ideal.

Conventions

Wittgenstein argues that viewing language merely as a lens or as a 
simple tool for communication is an overly simplistic and limited way of 
understanding its role and nature. Moreover, according to the recollections 
of Wittgenstein’s friends and colleagues and his diary notes it would be 
unjust to employ terms such as conventionalism or any other such “-isms” 
in reference to Wittgenstein’s thought, out of respect for his well-known 
personal aversion to such classifications. Wittgenstein himself found the 
application of philosophical labels to his work both unpleasant and mis-
leading. He was firmly opposed to belonging to any particular school of 



Ludwig Wittgenstein’s critique of the dispositional theory of values | 283

thought or creating a new one. I shall argue that the later Wittgenstein was 
not a conventionalist philosopher in a straightforward sense.

For instance, in the Yellow Book, §12, – one of earliest composed text 
of the beginning of his late period – he writes that even “what is possible 
or impossible is an arbitrary matter” (Wittgenstein 2001, p. 64). He goes 
on to state that “we could make it a rule, for example, that “green and yel-
low can be in the same place at the same time” is to make sense.” In §13 he 
notes, “we tend to think of a possibility as something in nature, something 
we are able to imagine” and that “when one talks of possibility, one is mak-
ing use of picture”; indeed, “we are tempted to say of the possibility that 
it is potentially present” (Wittgenstein 2001, p. 64). In these lecture notes, 
§18, he further asserts that even “The laws of logic, e.g., excluded middle 
and contradiction, are arbitrary” (Wittgenstein 2001, p. 71). He adds that 
“this statement is a bit repulsive but nevertheless true”. That these laws are 
arbitrary is of particular significance, for instance, in mathematics. Here, 
the contradiction is of the form p and not-p (Wittgenstein 2001, p. 72). 
Wittgenstein observes, “To forbid its occurrence is to adopt one system of 
expression” – a system that differs from our ordinary one, in which such 
contradictions are excluded. He explains, “if we say the thing can”t at the 
same time be both red and not-red, we mean that in our system we have 
not given this any meaning. An adopted system of expression is like an 
adopted measuring rot.”

The key issue, for Wittgenstein, lies in application – we cannot mean-
ingfully discuss a system of signs without applying to their use. The ap-
plication of the law of contradiction is not independent of the law itself. 
As he puts it in the Big Typescript, “In so far as this series of patterns is a 
series of signs, a new sign enters language with each new pattern” (Witt-
genstein, 2005, p. 328e).

In his 1934–35 lectures, Wittgenstein provided a clear explanation of 
how he understood the concept of a convention. “By a convention I mean 
that the use of a sign is in accordance with language habits and train-
ing” (Wittgenstein, 2001, p. 89). A convention can form part of a chain: “a 
convention is established by saying something in words,” or more gener-
ally, it is “something laid down by a sign”. One might say that “signs play 
the role they do because of certain habitual ways of acting” (Wittgenstein, 
2001, p. 90). In these lectures (Lecture XIV), Wittgenstein attempted to 
elucidate the ambiguity inherent in our understanding of convention. 
For instance, to regard the expression “2+2=4” as a convention is mis-
leading, although this equation “might originally have been the result of 
one” (Wittgenstein, 2001, pp. 156–7). This situation is analogous to the 
so-called Social Contract Theory – though no historical contract ever oc-
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curred, in Wittgenstein’s words, “it is as if such a contract has been made”. 
In Philosophical Grammar (Wittgenstein, 1974, p. 30) §138, Wittgenstein 
writes that “grammar consists of conventions,” and further clarifies: “But 
it is the connection and not the effect which determines the meaning.” He 
adds: “an explanation of meaning is not an empirical proposition and not 
a causal explanation, but a rule, a convention” (Wittgenstein, 1974, p. 68). 
As he puts it in the Big Typescript: “‘Contrat sociale’ [sic] – here too, no ac-
tual contract was ever concluded; but the situation is more or less similar, 
analogous, to the one we’d be in, if [...] And there’s much to be gained in 
viewing it in terms of such a contract” (Wittgenstein, 2005, p. 151e).

The same applies to the equation “2+2=4”– again, it is as if “the con-
vention had been made.” Wittgenstein notes that “2+2=4” is an “instru-
ment”, comparable to a table or any other object. Thus, in real life and 
in ordinary language, people more often operate with as if conventions 
than with explicitly stated rules governing meaning. For example, Witt-
genstein observes that “the assertion of numerical equality is a proposi-
tion of grammar, and says nothing about reality” (Wittgenstein, 2001, p. 
161). Similarly, “To say that 10×10 = 2×10 [...] is to assert a proposition 
of grammar; it is not about the world”. The same explanation applies for 
geometrical lines – “the statement about the geometrical lines does not say 
anything about reality”. Nevertheless, Wittgenstein notes that “we might 
have different conventions for counting”. For instance, “we might say the 
pentagram has six vertices because we had decided to count one vertex 
twice over” (Wittgenstein, 2001, p. 172). Yet, people tend to believe that 
a pentagram must have five vertices by its very nature – that this is “in 
no way dependent on a convention”, and that the image of a pentagram 
demonstrates “something in its essence”. Wittgenstein warns: “this is a 
dangerous trap” (Wittgenstein, 2001, pp. 172–3). In the lectures record-
ed by Moore, Wittgenstein remarked that we understand something “by 
means of convention” (Wittgenstein, 2016, p. 11). These conventions, he 
explained, are taught through the use of language: “these conventions are 
made by giving a verification of the proposition. This establishes a con-
nection between language & your expectations.” He further stated: “You 
understand” means a “sentence arouses in you something related to real-
ity, in same way as expectation to reality.” However, he later clarified that 
“grammar isn’t mere convention”. “When we talk of rules of grammar, we 
have in mind that words are used in particular ways in significant sen-
tences” (Wittgenstein, 2016, p. 28).

In the Big Typescript (Wittgenstein, 2005, p. 145e), Wittgenstein 
writes that when “looking at language as a social institution that is sub-
ject to certain rules”, we cannot justify these rules; rather, we can only 
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“describe them as a game that people play”. He continues: “Grammatical 
rules are not those (it goes without saying: empirical) rules in accordance 
with which language has to be constructed to fulfil its purpose. In order 
to have a particular effect.” Grammatical rules are thus merely descrip-
tions of how language operates. Grammar, he says, describes “the game of 
language, the linguistic actions”. In Philosophical Grammar §134 (Wittgen-
stein, 1974, p. 186) Wittgenstein addresses a crucial distinction between 
what he calls rules of representation and conventions. He argues that rules 
of representation are not mere conventions if their validity can be justified 
by their ability to produce representations that correspond to or align with 
reality. In other words, the point here is that if the application of a rule of 
representation ensures that a representation accurately reflects reality, the 
justification for the rule cannot simply be that it conforms to some exter-
nal convention or arbitrary standard. Wittgenstein’s main point is that the 
justification of grammatical or representational rules cannot rest solely on 
the fact that their application results in true or accurate representations. 
To use a rule simply because it produces an accurate representation of the 
world would reduce the rule to something like a technical convention, 
where the application of the rule becomes a matter of pragmatic utility 
rather than a matter of meaning or necessity within the language game 
itself. Further, Wittgenstein adds that such a justification would itself have 
to describe the content of the representation, thus leading to a circular 
problem. To justify a rule by showing that it leads to a representation that 
agrees with reality would require describing what is represented, which 
means we would end up needing a further rule to explain what is repre-
sented by the representation itself. This creates an infinite regress, where 
the justification for each rule would ultimately require the application of 
yet another rule, and so on. This circularity demonstrates that the valid-
ity of grammatical or representational rules cannot be grounded solely 
in their correspondence to an external reality; rather, they must be un-
derstood as part of the framework of language, which is grounded in the 
practices and forms of life that give it meaning. In essence, Wittgenstein is 
emphasising that grammar, and the rules governing language, cannot be 
reduced to mere conventions based on how well they map onto the world. 
Grammar, rather, must be seen as an internal structure of the language, a 
set of rules that govern the way meaning is formed and communicated, 
independent of any direct appeal to external reality. The justification for 
these rules is not empirical or based on correspondence with the world, 
but inherent in the way language operates within a given form of life. In 
other words, for Wittgenstein conventions are limited by the grammar of 
language. Grammatical rules unlike rules of a language-game (that could 
be conventional) have an “application to reality”.
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Michael Dummett argued that Wittgenstein had fallen into a “full-
blooded conventionalism”. However, Wittgenstein’s position is diametri-
cally opposed to that of Austin, whose conventionalism is best expressed 
in his own words: “We are absolutely free to appoint any symbol to de-
scribe any situations, as far as being merely true goes” (Austin 1950, p. 
118). For Wittgenstein, conventions are constrained by the grammar of 
language. Unlike the rules of a language-game – which may indeed be 
conventional – grammatical rules possess an “application to reality”. Witt-
genstein’s “conventionalism” is therefore not reducible to a simple agree-
ment or convention among human beings. In Zettel he explains:

How could human behaviour be described? Surely only by sketching the ac-
tions of a variety of humans, as they are all mixed up together. What deter-
mines our judgement, our concepts and reactions, is not what one man is 
doing now, an individual action, but the whole hurly-burly of human ac-
tions, the background against which we see any action. (Wittgenstein, 1970, 
p. 99e)

In his notes for lectures (Wittgenstein, 1968, p. 285), Wittgenstein 
considers the example of blind people: “Now whom shall we call blind?” 
He answers: “A certain kind of behaviour. And if the person behaves in 
that particular way, we not only call him blind but teach him to call him-
self blind.” This idea is of great importance, as it highlights that a person is 
taught to identify with a particular label and to behave in accordance with 
it. It forms part of social and language-games: to conform to a specific set 
of behavioural rules appropriate to a social role recognised within a given 
culture. This framework applies to a wide range of social roles and forms 
of behaviour – for example, lying, or saying “I have pain”.

The word “lying” was taught us in a particular way in which it was fastened 
to a certain behavior, to the use of certain expressions under certain circum-
stances. Then we use it, saying that we have been lying, when our behav-
ior was not like the one which first constituted the meaning. (Wittgenstein, 
1968, p. 295)
I have taught the child to use the expression “I have toothache” under cer-
tain circumstances. And now it uses the words under these circumstances. 
(Wittgenstein, 1968, p. 296)

Wittgenstein repeatedly emphasises that ordinary human life is ex-
ceedingly complex, likening it to a net consisting of interwoven threads. 
Yet, as he notes: “Seeing life as a weave, this pattern (pretence, say) is not 
always complete and is varied in multiplicity of ways” (Wittgenstein, 1968, 
p. 296). Indeed, we human beings “in our conceptual world keep on see-
ing the same,” (we were taught to see the same) “recurring with variations”. 



Ludwig Wittgenstein’s critique of the dispositional theory of values | 287

This is how our concepts “work”, they are “not for use on a single occasion 
[einmaligen Gebrauch]”. One conceptual pattern, therefore, “is interwoven 
with many others” (Wittgenstein, 1970, p. 100e).

In 1950, Wittgenstein articulates this point clearer: “Practice gives the 
words their sense” [Die Praxis gibt den Worten ihren Sinn] (Wittgenstein, 
1980, p. 85e). Accordingly, the key to understanding “agreement” lies in 
practice. “In fact, if he is to play a language-game, the possibility of this 
will depend upon his own and other people’s reactions. The game depends 
upon the agreement of these reactions [...]” (Wittgenstein, 1968, p. 283). 
In Culture and Value (Wittgenstein, 1980, p. 40e), Wittgenstein again ad-
dresses conventionalism in ordinary life, referring to composers who must 
choose and adopt a concrete form of counterpoint in line with their own 
propensities: “He may have his upon a conventionally acceptable attitude 
and yet still feel that it is not properly his.” Similarly, in the Lectures on Re-
ligious Belief, he speaks of the “connection of convention” (Wittgenstein, 
1967, p. 68), providing an example:

If I said “My brother is in America” – I could imagine there being rays pro-
jecting from my words to my brother in America. But what if my brother 
isn’t in America? – then the rays don’t hit anything. (Wittgenstein, 1967, 
p. 67)
The most important point is this – if you talk of painting, etc. your idea is 
that the connection exists now, so that it seem [sic] as though as long as I do 
this thinking, this connection exists.
Whereas, if we said it is a connection of convention, there would be no point 
in saying it exists while we think. There is a connection by convention. – 
What do we mean? – This connection refers to events happening at various 
times. Most of all, it refers to a technique. (Wittgenstein, 1967, p. 68)

In the early 1932–1935 Cambridge Lectures (Wittgenstein, 2001, p. 
28), Wittgenstein emphasised, “What is taken as a reason for belief in a 
theory is thus not a matter of experience but a matter of convention.” How-
ever, mathematics, for instance, is not a game. “Arithmetic isn’t a game, it 
wouldn’t occur to anyone to include arithmetic in a list of games played 
by human beings” (Wittgenstein, 1974, p. 293). It is not a game because 
“In arithmetic we cannot make preparations for a grammatical application” 
(Wittgenstein, 1974, p. 310). While “we can say: arithmetic is its own ap-
plication. The calculus is its own application.” “What is incorrect is the idea 
that the application of a calculus in the grammar of real language correlates 
it to a reality or gives it a reality that it did not have before” (Wittgenstein, 
1974, p. 311).



288 | Natalia Tomashpolskaia

Realm of the Non-Conventional in the Later Period

Wittgenstein left room for certain areas where we cannot speak as 
though conventions and intentional agreements are involved. This brings 
us to the notion of the “mystical”, which lies beyond any such conven-
tions. I will argue that the later Wittgenstein did not entirely dismiss all 
“mystical” views. In his later notes, remarks, and, especially, in his con-
versations with friends, we find intriguing passages on ethics, aesthetics, 
religion, and consciousness that do not neatly fit into the framework of 
Wittgenstein as merely an analytic philosopher or a conventionalist. In a 
note dated 15.11.1929 published then in Culture and Value, Wittgenstein 
wrote a famous enigmatic passage introducing his views on the so-called 
higher values: “What is good is also divine [...]. You cannot lead people 
to the good; you can only lead them to some place or other; the good lies 
outside the space of facts” (MS 107 196 in Wittgenstein, 1980, p. 3e).

Wittgenstein did not reject or dismiss all ethical, esthetical and reli-
gious reflections in his later philosophy, especially in his personal life, as 
recorded in his diaries and in conversations with friends. For instance, 
regarding aesthetics he argued, ““Beautiful” ≠ “agreeable”“ (Wittgenstein, 
2016, p. 346). Aesthetics, he maintained, is not a matter of mere taste: 
“The question of Aesthetics is not: Do you like it? But, if you do, why do 
you?” (Wittgenstein, 2016, p. 346). And he added, “If ever we come to: I 
like this; I don”t, there is an end of Aesthetics; & then comes psychology” 
(Wittgenstein, 2016, p. 347). In other words, judgments about what pleas-
es us belong properly to psychology, not to aesthetics. He further observed 
that “rules of harmony” “always presuppose that we shall understand 
that obeying these rules makes things more agreeable”. For Wittgenstein, 
aesthetics is categorically distinct from psychology: “I think one thing is 
clearer: one could sum up: Aesthetic reasons are given in the form: getting 
nearer to an ideal or farther from it. Whereas Psychology gives causes why 
people have an ideal” (Wittgenstein 2016, p. 355). Regarding ethics, Witt-
genstein differentiated between ethical systems as belief systems of morals 
and customs specific to a particular historical-cultural society, and Ethics 
as a realm of the “mystical”.

Ethics vs. Plurality of Ethical Systems, World-Views 
and Religious Experience

O’C. Drury, in his recollections of conversations with Wittgenstein, 
argued that the key to understanding Wittgenstein’s thought lies in recog-
nising the central role of ethics in the whole of his thought since the very 
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early ideas in the Notebooks 1914–1916 until his latest writings. In 1948 
Wittgenstein said to O’C. Drury, “My fundamental ideas came to me very 
early in life” (Drury 1984, p. 158). Wittgenstein explained in a letter to 
Ludwig von Ficker that the fundamental idea of the Tractatus was to draw

limits to the sphere of ethics from the inside, as it were, and I am convinced 
that this is the ONLY rigorous way of drawing those limits. In short, I believe 
that where many others today are just gassing, I have managed in my book 
to put everything firmly into place by being silent about it. (Wittgenstein, 
1979, cited after Rhees 1984, p. 81).2

Therefore, his initial idea since Tractatus was to distinguish clearly 
between what we truly know – and hence can speak of with confidence – 
and what we do not know, refraining from saying more than we know. In 
the Blue Book, written in the beginning of his later period, Wittgenstein 
reiterates this idea again: “The difficulty in philosophy is to say no more 
than we know” (Wittgenstein, 1998, p. 44). O’C. Drury maintained that 
Wittgenstein’s aim was precisely to draw rigorous limits to language so as 
to foreground the specific demands of ethics – not to say more than we 
really know. He writes:

Now I am going to venture to state that all the subsequent writings contin-
ue this fundamental idea. They all point to an ethical dimension. And they 
do this by a rigorous drawing of the limits of language so that the ethical 
is put firmly into place. This limitation has to be done from the inside so 
that whereas nothing is said about the ethical it is shown by the rigor of the 
thinking. (Drury, 1996, p. 81)

O’C. Drury (1996, p. 82) continued: “I believe that difficulty that 
should be found in understanding Wittgenstein’s writing is not merely an 
intellectual difficulty but an ethical demand. The simple demand that we 
should at all times and in all places say no more than we really know.”

The following passages from Wittgenstein’s Lecture on Ethics3 high-
light his idea that ethics transcends the limits of language and factual de-
scription.

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 

2 “Rigorous” for Wittgenstein is not a synonym for “strict” but “‘Rigorous’ means: 
clear” (Wittgenstein, 1974, p. 454).

3 Ludwig Wittgenstein delivered a lecture on ethics in Cambridge on 17 November 
1929 just after his return to the university. 
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supernatural and our words will only express facts; as a teacup will only hold 
a teacup full of water [even] if I were to pour out a gallon over it. I said that 
so far as facts and propositions are concerned there is only relative value and 
relative good, right, etc. (Wittgenstein, 1993, p. 40)

Here, Wittgenstein implies that ethical truths are of an entirely dif-
ferent order, one that transcends the domain of natural language, which is 
suited only for conveying facts and empirical sense. He compares words 
to vessels – scientific language can only hold finite meaning, much like 
a teacup holding water. If ethical meaning were to be poured into these 
words, their limited capacity would leave them wholly inadequate. For 
Wittgenstein, facts and propositions can only speak of relative value or 
relative good, not of the absolute, which belongs to the ethical or super-
natural realm. Thus, he continues, the tendency of people to talk about 
Ethics and Religion was, in fact, an attempt to “run against the boundar-
ies of language.” However, this “running against” is “absolutely hopeless”. 
As well as any description of absolute value is impossible and hopeless, 
either. This is because any such description, by virtue of being significant 
(i.e., meaningful within language), would necessarily fail to express what 
is absolute, which lies beyond linguistic representation. For Wittgenstein, 
absolute value is ineffable, it cannot be captured or confined within the 
boundaries of meaningful propositions. This unique supernatural essence 
of ethics leads to the understanding that a “certain characteristic misuse of 
our language runs through all ethical and religious expressions” (Wittgen-
stein, 1993, p. 42). When words are used in ethical or religious contexts, 
their meanings are not identical but analogous to their usage in ordinary 
contexts. For instance, “all religious terms seem in this sense to be used as 
similes or allegorically.”

In a conversation with Rhees on 2 September 1945, Wittgenstein not-
ed that “the Sitten und Gebräuche (morals and customs) of various tribes” 
are not and would not be ethical. Describing the morals, customs, habits 
and cultural behaviour of nations is not the same as studying rules and 
laws. Accordingly, “A rule is neither a command nor order – because there 
is no one that gives the order – nor is it an empirical statement of how the 
majority of people behave” (Citron, 2015, p. 27). For Wittgenstein various 
uses of a rule are determined by grammar. He remarked that ethics has 
“special features”, as it generally lacks proof (Citron, 2015, p. 28). Further, 
Wittgenstein introduced the idea of the plurality of ethical systems dis-
tinguishing them from ethics and understood as conventional systems of 
shared morals and customs within societies.

If anyone says that something is good, he is making a judgement of value. 
If I decide that a certain ethical judgement is true – or that a certain system 
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of ethics is the right one – then I am also making a judgement of value. In 
other words, I should be adopting that system of ethics, or making the same 
ethical judgement. (Citron, 2015, p. 29)

For Wittgenstein, ethical systems can be understood by analogy with 
language-games, where an individual adopts a particular system with its 
corresponding statements and rules. However, no system is inherently su-
perior to another; we cannot claim that only one system is the right one. To 
do so would require adopting “certain ethical criteria”. Wittgenstein noted 
the possibility of “logical criticism” to rule out certain ethical systems as 
incoherent but acknowledged that “this would need further examination”.

Wittgenstein also addressed the plurality of world-views, maintaining 
that no single world-view is better than another; all are equally significant. 
“One could say ‘every view has its charm’, but that would be false. The 
correct thing to say is that every view is significant for the one who sees it 
as significant (but that does not mean, sees it other than it is). Indeed, in 
this sense, every view is equally significant” (Wittgenstein, 1993, p. 135). 
When someone asserts that one ethical system is more right than another 
from their point of view, Wittgenstein argued, this reflects only a subjec-
tive attitude – “that each judges as he does.” He criticised both evaluative 
statements and the role of reason in ethics: “If you simply take the expres-
sion of the judgement – say ‘ah’, together with a facial expression, — this 
might be the same for an excellent salad, a great painting or a noble ac-
tion” (Citron, 2015, p. 30). And in On Certainty §128–129 Wittgenstein 
reflected on the formation of judgements: “From a child up I learnt to 
judge like this. This is judging. This is how I learned to judge; this I got to 
know as judgement” (Wittgenstein, 1969, p. 19e). In the next paragraphs 
in On Certainty Wittgenstein challenges the assumption that experience 
serves as the foundation for all forms of judgement. In remark 131, he 
states unequivocally: “No, experience is not the ground for our game of 
judging. Nor is its outstanding success.” Here, Wittgenstein emphasises 
that our systems of judgement – what we accept as meaningful or valid – 
do not always rely on empirical experience or on the practical success of 
certain actions or beliefs. He questions the idea that experience necessar-
ily underpins or legitimates the frameworks through which we judge and 
understand the world. Judgement, for Wittgenstein, is a form of practice, 
deeply embedded in human activities and forms of life, rather than being 
reducible to direct experience or its utility. In the next remark 132, Witt-
genstein provides examples to illustrate this point further. He observes: 
“Men have judged that a king can make rain; we say this contradicts all 
experience. Today they judge that aeroplanes and the radio etc. are means 
for the closer contact of peoples and the spread of culture” (Wittgenstein, 
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1969, p. 19e). This comparison highlights the historical and cultural vari-
ability of human judgements. At one time, people believed that kings pos-
sessed the power to influence the weather — an assertion that, from the 
perspective of modern science, contradicts all experience. Nevertheless, 
such a belief was, for those who held it, a legitimate judgement within 
their cultural and conceptual framework. By contrast, Wittgenstein ob-
serves that contemporary society judges technological advancements, 
such as aeroplanes and radio, to be instruments for fostering closer hu-
man connections and the spread of culture. The success or widespread 
acceptance of these judgements does not make them immune to shifts 
in perspective over time. Here Wittgenstein emphasises that judgements 
are not simply grounded in experience, rather, they emerge from and are 
shaped by specific contexts, practices, and conceptual frameworks, i.e., 
shared forms of life.

In his 1931 diaries, Wittgenstein wrote that an “ethical proposition is 
a personal act” (Wittgenstein, 2003, p. 85). We are taught to regard some-
thing as good because others have said it is good. If it impresses a person 
and evokes admiration, the ethical proposition becomes meaningful to 
them; otherwise, it does not.

An ethical proposition states “You shall do this!” or “That is good!” but not 
“These people say that this is good.” But an ethical proposition is a personal 
act. Not a statement of fact. Like an exclamation of admiration. Just consider 
that the justification of an “ethical proposition” merely attempts to refer the 
proposition back to others that make an impression on you. If in the end you 
don’t have disgust for this & admiration for that, then there is no justifica-
tion worthy of that name. (Wittgenstein, 2003, p. 85)

Wittgenstein highlights that ethical propositions do not derive their 
force from factual justification but from their capacity to evoke a pro-
found, personal response. Attempts to justify an ethical claim often trace 
back to the impression made by others or by particular values that reso-
nate deeply with the individual. However, justification ultimately depends 
on one’s own reactions – specifically, feelings of admiration or disgust. 
Without such personal responses, ethical propositions lack the weight or 
authority that might make them meaningful. In this way, Wittgenstein 
emphasises the subjective foundation of ethics, the significance of an ethi-
cal proposition is rooted not in external facts but in individual emotional 
engagement.

Almost the same can be said about the varieties of religious experi-
ence, echoing the title of W. James’s book that had a significant influence 
on Wittgenstein. O’C. Drury recollected Wittgenstein saying: “The ways in 
which people have had to express their religious beliefs differ enormously. 
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All genuine expressions of religion are wonderful, even those of the most 
savage people” (Drury, 1996, p. 93). In the Remarks on Frazer’s Golden 
Bough, Wittgenstein continued his reflections on this subject.

Was Augustine in error, then, when he called upon God on every 
page of the Confessions?

But — one might say — if he was not in error, surely the Buddhist holy 
man was — or anyone else — whose religion gives expression to completely 
different views. But none of them was in error, except when he set forth a 
theory. (Wittgenstein, 1993, p. 119)

Wittgenstein also drew our attention to the variety of meanings at-
tached to the concept of gods by different peoples. “Identifying one’s own 
gods with the gods of other peoples. One convinces oneself that the names 
have the same meaning” (Wittgenstein, 1993, p. 119). However, this is en-
tirely erroneous. In a discussion with Schlick on the concept of “value”, 
Wittgenstein emphasised: “I would reply that whatever I was told, I would 
reject, and that not because the explanation was false but because it was 
an explanation” (Wittgenstein, 1979, p. 116); and further he continued: 
“What is ethical cannot be taught” (Wittgenstein, 1979, p. 117). Accord-
ing to O’C. Drury (1996, p. xii), for Wittgenstein, “The whole modern 
conception of the world is founded on the illusion that the so-called laws 
of nature are the explanation of natural phenomena.” O’C. Drury argues 
that “philosophical clarity then arises when we see that behind every sci-
entific construction there lies the inexplicable” (Drury, 1996, p. xii). In 
1930, during a conversation with members of the Vienna Circle, Friedrich 
Waismann asked Wittgenstein the question: “Is the existence of the world 
connected with what is ethical?” Wittgenstein replied, “Men have felt that 
there is a connection and they have expressed it thus: God the Father cre-
ated the world, the Son of God (or the Word that comes from God) is that 
which is ethical. That the Godhead is thought of as divided and, again, as 
one being indicates that there is a connection here” (Wittgenstein, 2003, 
p. 223, margin note). In Philosophical Remarks §54 (Wittgenstein, 1975, 
p. 84), Wittgenstein again pointed out, “What belongs to the essence of 
the world cannot be expressed by language.” Language is limited; it “can 
only say those things that we can also imagine otherwise” (Wittgenstein, 
1975, p. 84). He continued, “For what belongs to the essence of the world 
simply cannot be said. And philosophy, if it were to say anything, would 
have to describe the essence of the world” (Wittgenstein, 1975, p. 85). 
Yet, “the essence of language is a picture of the essence of the world”; and 
philosophy can “grasp the essence of the world, only not in the proposi-
tions of language, but in rules for this language which exclude nonsensical 
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combinations of signs.” On 10 October 1929 Wittgenstein wrote in code,4 
“What is good is also divine. Queer as it sounds, that sums up my eth-
ics. Only something supernatural can express the Supernatural” (Wittgen-
stein, 1980, p. 3e). And four days later he left a remark in a normal script, 
“You cannot lead people to what is good; you can only lead them to some 
place or other. The good is outside the space of facts” (Wittgenstein, 1980, 
p. 3e). Moreover, I would like to apply to the words of Bouwsma, who 
concluded that the later Wittgenstein has not renounced his most impor-
tant early “mystical” ideas: (1) “The sense of the world must lie outside the 
world”; (2) “In it there is no value, it must lie outside all happening and 
being-so. It must lie outside the world”; (3) “Ethics and aesthetics are the 
one”; (4) “The solution of the riddle of life in space and time lies outside 
space and time” (Bouwsma, 1986, p. 68).

Criticism of Dogmatism

Within the framework of pluralism concerning ethical, cultural, and 
religious systems, Wittgenstein regarded dogma as representing religion 
in a “bad sense”. It demands, “Do this! – Think like that! – but it cannot 
justify this, and once it tries to, it becomes repellent” (Wittgenstein 1980, 
p. 29e). In Philosophical Investigations §373, Wittgenstein stated clearly 
about theology: it is a grammar (with its special rules) of its subject mat-
ter, religion. Theology thus becomes not a series of factual claims, but 
“grammatical remarks expressing rules for the use of theological terms in 
everyday religious discourse” (see Arrington, 2001, p. 172).

According to O’C. Drury’s recollections (Drury, 1996, p. 86), Witt-
genstein told him: “The symbolism of Christianity is wonderful beyond 
words, but when people try to make a philosophical system out of it I find 
it disgusting”. Continuing his critique of dogmatic Christianity, Wittgen-
stein touched upon one of the most controversial aspects, namely, Chris-
tianity’s offering of a historical narrative not based on historical truth. “It 
says, now believe!” (Wittgenstein, 1980, p. 32e). “But not, believe this nar-
rative with the belief appropriate to a historical narrative, rather, believe, 
through thick and thin, which you can do only as a result of a life.” Witt-
genstein urged not to “take the same attitude to it as you take to other 
historical narratives! Make a quite different place in your life for it.” He 
clarified that “historical proof (the historical proof-game) is irrelevant to 
belief ”.

4 See also MS 107, 192 and Culture and Value, rev. 2nd edition (Oxford, Basil 
Blackwell), 1998, page 5e.
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Wittgenstein’s view was that history and religion occupy different 
epistemological planes, corresponding to different spheres of knowledge 
(different language-games with their special grammar). We cannot apply 
historical methods to religion (unless studying the history of religion), nor 
can we use religious means, such as “religious belief ”, to interpret history. 
This resonates with Ernst Cassirer’s concept of symbolic forms, in which 
Cassirer distinguished six basic forms of representation: language, myth, 
art, religion, history, and science. He argued that these categories form the 
consciousness of objects in the theoretical, intellectual sphere and are fun-
damental to shaping a worldview from the chaos of impressions. “Myth 
and art, language and science, are in this sense configurations towards be-
ing: they are not simple copies of an existing reality but represent the main 
directions of the spiritual movement, of the ideal process by which reality 
is constituted for us as one and many” (see Cassirer, 1955, PSF, V. II, p. 29; 
PSF, V. I, p. 107).

Wittgenstein refers to religious belief, using the example of the Gos-
pels, as an “acceptance-as-true.” He clarifies that “we have quite different 
attitudes even to different species of what we call fiction” (Wittgenstein, 
1980, p. 32e). In the notes published in Philosophical Investigations, Witt-
genstein elaborates on his relation to religious questions, emphasising that 
they are a matter for people who have chosen this “way of life”. For such 
individuals, these questions are not mere abstract “chatter”, but are instead 
central to their lives. A religious question is either a question of life, or it 
is (empty) chatter. This language-game, one might argue, is played only 
with questions of life, much as the word “ouch” has meaning only as a cry 
of pain.

I wish to assert that if eternal bliss holds no significance for my life or way of 
life, I need not trouble myself over it. If I am to rightly contemplate it, then 
my thoughts must bear a precise relation to my life; otherwise, my thoughts 
are either meaningless or my life is in danger. An authority that is ineffective, 
that I need not heed, is no authority. To rightly speak of an authority, I must 
also be dependent upon it. (Wittgenstein 2003, pp. 211–3)

In another conversation with O’C. Drury, Wittgenstein spoke exten-
sively about his attitude to religion, particularly his view of Christian-
ity in the form of Catholicism. He reiterated his idea concerning norms 
and customs, noting that true faith, for him, always transcended Church 
ceremonies. It was, rather, a personal relationship between an individual 
and God: “Make sure that your religion is a matter between you and God 
only” (Drury, 1984, p. 102). He reminded Drury that “Christianity is not a 
matter of saying a lot of prayers; in fact, we are told not to do that.” Witt-
genstein continued, expressing his thoughts more fully: “If you and I are 
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to live religious lives, it must not be that we talk a lot about religion, but 
that our manner of life is different. It is my belief that only if you try to be 
helpful to other people will you, in the end, find your way to God” (O’C. 
Drury, 1984, p. 114). At the end of 1931, Wittgenstein wrote in his diaries: 
“Christianity is really saying: let go of all intelligence” (Wittgenstein, 2003, 
p. 139). In 1937, he added: “To get rid of the torments of the mind, that is 
to get rid of religion” (Wittgenstein, 2003, p. 199). Wittgenstein explained 
to Drury the essence of the normative conflict that made it impossible for 
him to be a Roman Catholic:

It is a dogma of the Roman Church that the existence of God can be proved 
by natural reason. Now, this dogma would make it impossible for me to be 
a Roman Catholic. If I thought of God as another being like myself, outside 
myself, only infinitely more powerful, then I would regard it as my duty to 
defy him. (Drury 1996, pp. 107–8)

Wittgenstein continued, asserting that “religion takes many forms; 
there are similarities, but there is nothing common among all religions” 
(Bouwsma, 1986, p. 55). He remarked that he never objected to any-
one’s religious beliefs, stating, “Believe whatever you can” (Bouwsma, 
1986, p. 56).

Conclusion

This paper has examined Wittgenstein’s critique of the dispositional 
theory of values, and argues that later Wittgenstein was not “full-body 
conventionalist”, showing his nuanced and sometimes conflicting under-
standing of aesthetics, ethics, ethical systems, and world-views. Wittgen-
stein rejected the idea that aesthetics could be reduced to personal taste. 
By distinguishing between taste and aesthetic judgement, he emphasised 
that while tastes and conventions fall within the domain of psychology, 
aesthetics is concerned with “rules of harmony” and ideals that transcend 
mere subjective preference. He argued that ethical, aesthetic, and religious 
expressions frequently involve a characteristic “misuse of our language”, 
in which terms acquire meanings that, while similar to, are distinct from 
their ordinary usage.

Moreover, Wittgenstein distinguished “ethics” which is similar to aes-
thetics and transcend conventions from ethical systems as descriptions of 
societal morals and customs, arguing that ethical propositions cannot be 
equated with empirical statements or sociological observations. The use of 
rules is determined by their grammar, and ethical systems, like language-
games, embody a plurality of culturally embedded frameworks. While 
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ethical judgements involve the adoption of specific criteria, no single sys-
tem can claim universal validity. As Wittgenstein observed, when some-
one asserts that something is good, they are making a judgement of value. 
This plurality of ethical systems, each with its own grammar, precludes the 
possibility of declaring one system inherently superior to another. But re-
turning to “ethics” in the first sense as the representation of higher values, 
Wittgenstein in his later writings again repeats his early ideas that “The 
good is outside the space of facts” (Wittgenstein, 1980, p. 3e).

Wittgenstein extended his pluralistic perspective on the level of lan-
guage-games and societal norms and customs to world-views and vari-
ety of religious experience, asserting that all views are equally significant 
to those who hold them. For Wittgenstein, ethical judgements are deeply 
personal acts, shaped by cultural learning and individual experience, with 
no universal or teachable doctrines. Moreover, he recognised a plurality 
of ethical systems and world-views, rejecting the notion of a single supe-
rior system. This pluralistic view underscores his broader understanding 
of ethics and aesthetics as grounded in human practices yet transcend-
ing mere subjective or cultural conventions. “You cannot lead people to 
what is good; you can only lead them to some place or other” (Wittgen-
stein, 1980, p. 3e). What is good, for Wittgenstein, cannot be learned, for it 
is divine, and thus supernatural. “What is good is also divine. Queer as it 
sounds, that sums up my ethics. Only something supernatural can express 
the Supernatural” (Wittgenstein, 1980, p. 3e). It lies outside the realm of 
facts, conventions, attitudes, and tastes, and is inexpressible – i.e., mystical.
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