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Abstract “The ineffable” in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus is 
an essential term that has various interpretations. It could be divided into two 
types, namely, positive and negative, or real and fake. The negative or fake type 
can be clarified by logical analysis, while the positive or real type can be 
understood only through philosophical critique. Both the positive and negative 
types consist of infinity or absoluteness, but the infinity is subject to distinctions 
in meaning and logic.
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摘要 “不可说”在维特根斯坦的《逻辑哲学论》里是一个有多重解释的重要术

语，可分为两种类型，即积极的与消极的，或真实的与虚假的。消极的或虚假的

可以通过逻辑分析进行澄清，而积极的或真实的只有通过哲学的批判才能加以理

解。消极的与积极的类型均由无限或绝对构成，但二者的无限在意义和逻辑方面

存在差别。
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“What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence” (Wittgenstein 
1972, abbr. TLP, 7). This is the last sentence of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus 
Logico-Philosophicus (TLP) and afterward Wittgenstein’s treatise did in fact 
remain silent. But researchers by their very nature are unable to remain silent, 
instead, they are compelled to explain the exact nature of “the ineffable” and 
discover the rationale behind why we must remain silent. Of course, it is only 
once having meticulously researched the existing literature that one can begin to 
grasp the true nature of “the ineffable”. This article offers another means of 
interpretation that aspires to expand the dialectic and debate surrounding 
Wittgenstein’s treatise and philosophical tradition.

1

In TLP, Wittgenstein strictly confined the meaning of “expression” as embodied 
by the term “the ineffable” to encompass the following aspects: first, only 
judgments or propositions say something of the world; second, only a proposition, 
rather than a concept or name, contains meaning; third, meaningful propositions 
are factual and representational reflections of logic, which ontologically are the 
logical projection of fact, and semantically in the end can be analyzed completely 
in terms of logic; fourth, only meaningful propositions are imbued with the value 
of truth, while meaningless propositions are not only unverifiable, but also 
unintelligible; fifth, only through the correct understanding of logic and the 
relationship between language, thought and the world, does a language achieve 
clarity, eliminating misunderstanding and misapplication.

Thus, it is evident that only facts are effable and rely on linkages between 
“facts, fundamental facts and objects” in constructing the world’s structural logic. 
The only intelligible and meaningful representational propositions of facts rely 
on linkages between “propositions, fundamental propositions and names” in 
constructing a language’s structural logic. Due to the exclusive and compulsory 
nature of logic, the structures of the world and a language are homogeneous, so 
that facts and meaningful propositions correspond. Thus, Wittgenstein’s version 
of an intelligible world is extremely “limited” and a meaningful language 
is narrowly confined to a part of speech whose paradigm is the epistemic language 
of natural sciences. Logic rests between the intelligible and unintelligible 
worlds, as well as the two kinds of speeches (if we include silence as a kind of 
speech).

Wittgenstein utilizes logic to ontologically and semantically demarcate two 
borders: one is the world composed of the effable and the other is the world of 
the ineffable. One consists of a language composed of meaningful propositions 
and the other consists of “nonsense” formed by nonsensical “propositions”. In 
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other words, one is a realm that can only be understood correctly under the limits 
of logic, while the other is a realm which can only be comprehended beyond such 
limits. However, the reason and the validity of this demarcation are not the 
concern of this article. The primary question to be addressed is within the two 
realms mentioned above, what are the types of “the ineffable” in existence and 
what further conclusions can be drawn from them.

For the time being let’s divide ineffable, as it exists in the aforementioned two 
realms, into two types, namely, negative and positive. The negative form of 
ineffable is actually a linguistic fabrication arising from a misunderstanding of 
the metaphysical narrative originating from the logic of a language and the world 
that can be clarified through logical analysis. The positive form of ineffable is 
real but “mysterious” and also subject to a similar misunderstanding and thus 
may be comprehended through philosophical critique. A matter worthy of noting 
is that “the ineffable” mentioned by Wittgenstein includes solely the positive 
type, but there remain two types of “nonsense”. As such, we are obliged to divide 
the ineffable into two types, namely, positive and negative or real and fake. Only 
once both types are explicitly understood, can we grasp the characteristics of 
Wittgenstein’s early thought.

2

The classic form of the negative ineffable can be described as “things-
in-themselves”. This type of “nonsense” is the metaphysical proposition of 
“things” (in terms of the distinction between the metaphysics of things and facts, 
see Han 2003.) Wittgenstein presents his view at the very beginning of TLP that 
logically the world should be understood as a logical space composed of “fact, 
fundamental fact and object”, while the empirical world is based on this logical 
space. That is to say, an ordinary language describes the empirical world as 
various kinds of “things”, which neglects the construction of “case, condition and 
thing” and fails to recognize that the comprehensiveness of the empirical world 
relies on “cases” rather than “things”. Thus, a logical analysis of the world 
demonstrates that only on the level of fact, can “things” be expressed with any 
exactitude. While in Wittgenstein’s logical space objects are substances, this is 
only a logical postulate based on realism because objects are not understood on 
the same level as “things”.1 Even if we understand them at the same level, objects 
in their basic form can only be named and not described. Only upon transformation 
into fundamental facts are objects conducive to description. In the same way, 
only upon becoming facts may “things” be described.

In this manner, in Wittgenstein’s metaphysics of “facts”, “things” are apt to 
losing their central ontological positions. However, the traditional metaphysics 
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does not provide a correct understanding of logic’s essence. As a result, 
metaphysics explores things-in-themselves as objects and has led to the formation 
of the ousiological theoretical tradition. We can depict “things” through 
the construction of facts and propositions. But things-in-themselves cannot 
be depicted, which was pointed out by Kant long ago, because the pursuit of 
things-in-themselves relies on grasping them as independent self-sustaining 
substances, that is, as prima substantia, not as interdependent subjects. Instead, 
they are explained in terms of the “first subject” as ontologically defined or as 
accidental properties whose “essence” relies on individualization to come into 
being. In sum, things-in-themselves ontologically speaking are the subjects of 
substance and logically speaking subjects that do not require predicates. However, 
“propositions can only say how things are, not what they are” (TLP, 3.221).

Furthermore, the aspiration to define, speak and know things-in-themselves 
leads to three kinds of significant misunderstandings. The first of these treats the 
entire world or the world itself as the cognitive aim of metaphysical speculation; 
the second misunderstands “formal concepts” (the most general universals) as 
concepts proper and tries to determine their objects, but in fact misuses these 
concepts; the third is the illusory pursuit of cognitive thinking and representation 
of subjects.

First, traditional metaphysics views the world as the sum of things, which 
pursues the essence of the world and attempts to reduce the world to a simple 
substantive being, whether matter or spirit. This is, in fact, an extension of the 
metaphysical approach to “things”. But in Wittgenstein’s view, “the facts in 
logical space are the world” (TLP, 1.13). That is to say, the essence of the world 
is its logical form, and logic is the scaffolding of the world as well as its boundary 
line. This kind of linguistic logic does not equate with subject-predicate logic, 
but rather proposition logic. The latter can only describe the world as it exists, 
but not the world’s existence because “it is not how things are in the world that is 
mystical, but that it exists” (TLP, 6.44). Therefore, if we ignore the “boundaries” 
of logic and attempt to regard the world as “infinite”, this pursuit is inherently 
meaningless and will lead to “nonsense”. In this sense, Wittgenstein wrote, “To 
view the world sub specie aeterni is to view it as a whole—a limited whole” 
(TLP, 6.45). Accordingly, if we try to pursue the “infinite”, we must clarify the 
meaning of “infinite” and articulate where the “limit” lies.

For Kant, on the one hand, from the human perspective, we can only grasp the 
appearance of reality through the faculty of intuition and sensibility and are 
unable to eliminate these perceptions as they are constructed and recognized 
within the confines of time and space. That is to say, our cognitive objects are 

1 The comprehensiveness of “object” in TLP is complicated and remains controversial, 
therefore, it will not be discussed here.
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transcendentally ideal as well as empirically real. On the other hand, also from 
the human perspective, because human beings only have the cognitive faculty of 
intuition in sensibility but not in intellect, we cannot know things-in-themselves 
which are transcendentally real but non-representational. That is to say, things-
in-themselves are unconditional with their own construction but have nothing to 
do with human sensibility, which can only be postulated as ideas of reason that 
condition and regulate our knowledge. For Wittgenstein, we can only grasp the 
facts and the world made up of facts derived from logic and experience, but can 
not know the non-factual things-in-themselves and the world itself.

Second, it is this ousiological inquiry of “what is” that results in the confusion 
of “formal concepts” and “concepts proper”. The so-called formal concepts, 
such as “object”, “thing”, “complexes”, “fact”, “function”, “number”, “color”, 
“proposition”, etc., are the most general universals and akin to and in a similar 
conceptual family as concepts contained in Philosophical Investigations. 
Wittgenstein began with elucidation of these concepts in 4.126. First, we can talk 
about formal concepts in the sense of formal, structural and internal characteristics 
of facts, and such characteristics can not be expressed with function. Second, 
since formal concepts cannot be represented by means of a function as concepts 
proper can, when something falls under a formal concept as one of its objects, 
this cannot be expressed by means of a proposition. Third, the expression for a 
formal concept is a propositional variable in which this distinctive feature alone 
is constant. The intelligibility of formal concepts is evident in these aforementioned 
expressions. Thus, “the propositional variable signifies the formal concept, and 
its values signify the objects that fall under the concept” (TLP, 4.127). And “a 
formal concept is given immediately any object falling under it is given. It is not 
possible, therefore, to introduce as primitive ideas objects belonging to a formal 
concept and the formal concept itself” (TLP, 4.12721). Failing to understand the 
logical features of formal concepts leads to their confusion with concepts proper 
and the penetration of outdated logic.

Formal concepts have their own utility, but their usages are different from 
concepts proper (factual concepts). For example, the pairs “color” and “red”, 
“number” and “natural number”, “object” and “object glass”, even “being” and 
“saying” all follow a completely different logic of usage. Formal concepts are not 
“real” concepts, nor are they concepts about facts or cognition in the natural 
sciences. Instead, formal concepts divide and sustain logical space as a whole. 
Thus, they themselves can only be shown in propositions, but can be neither 
depicted by factual language nor attributed to any object. In this sense, 
Wittgenstein wrote, “To ask whether a formal concept exists is nonsensical. For 
no proposition can be the answer to such a question” (TLP, 4.1274). If we use 
such a kind of concepts for metaphysical speculation, and believe they are 
supposed to correspond to real objects in the world, and if we think such a kind 
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of speculation can disclose profound secrets of the universe or spirit, rather than 
factually depicting the world, we are doomed to fall into the “the most fundamental 
confusion”.

Third, as in the pursuit of things-in-themselves, modern philosophy beginning 
with Descartes made the substance of mind or the subject of thought and 
representation the primary aim of philosophical exploration, providing philosophy 
with a home and metaphysical foundation. But Kant’s critical philosophy already 
eliminated the substance of mind or the thinking subject as unconditional or 
transcendental ideas from the world of appearances. Such a substance or subject 
relates directly not to the object but rather the concept of object in understanding. 
Thus, what it shows is only that “how reason, exclusively through the synthetic 
use of the same function it employs in the categorical syllogism, must necessarily 
come to the concept of the absolute unity of the thinking subject” (Kant 1997, 
p. 406, A335/B392). It also leads to the following conundrum, “I confuse the 
possible abstraction from my empirically determined existence with the supposed 
consciousness of a separate possible existence of my thinking Self, and believe 
that I recognize what is substantial in me as a transcendental subject” (Ibid., 
p. 455, B427). 

Much like Kant, Wittgenstein denied the existence of thinking and 
representation of subjects in the world. In other words, in the world, the object in 
psychology is the empirical self or mind. It may be called empirical “subject”, 
but actually it is just a bundle of facts. The real self, which is subject to discussion 
from a non-psychological standpoint, is the metaphysical subject that is not of 
this world. On the contrary, it is the boundary of the world. Only when the self is 
transcendent rather than empirical, is the solipsism correct. And the correct 
solipsism must maintain silence regarding this form of self. Thus, “solipsism, 
when its implications are followed out strictly, coincides with pure realism” (TLP, 
5.64). As such, the self, whether regarded as substance or subject, is the fake 
ineffable, while the metaphysical subject is the real ineffable.

In sum, whether discussing things-in-themselves, the world itself, or the mind 
itself, even God itself, the pursuit of these aims in traditional metaphysics reveals 
a secret aspiration towards the unconditional or the infinite. This kind of 
philosophical aspiration is a cognitive pursuit, which mistakenly believes that 
philosophy is a cognitive discipline with true subjects, true categories, and true 
objects. It furthermore believes that philosophy can rely on itself to achieve a 
more real and more essential understanding than that of empirical cognition. 
According to Kant, this aspiration is marked by the striving to break through the 
empirical boundary, while for Wittgenstein, this aspiration is marked by the 
striving to break through the boundary of logic, thus the boundary of language 
and of the world. Indeed, philosophy dispels such an idea.

In this sense, Wittgenstein wrote, “Philosophy aims at the logical clarification 
of thoughts. Philosophy is not a body of doctrine but an activity. A philosophical 



408 LI Hong, HAN Donghui

work consists essentially of elucidations. Philosophy does not result in 
“philosophical propositions”, but rather in the clarification of propositions. 
Without philosophy thoughts are, as it were, cloudy and indistinct: its task is to 
make them clear and to give them sharp boundaries” (TLP, 4.112). “The logical 
clarification of thought” and “the clarification of propositions” establish the 
logical foundation of representational language, as well as that of “effable” within 
mathematics and the natural sciences. (TLP, 4.116: “Everything that can be 
thought at all can be thought clearly. Everything that can be put into words can be 
put clearly.”) These clarifications draw the boundary of the world of will and 
value, that is, “it will signify what cannot be said, by presenting clearly what can 
be said” (TLP, 4.115). The “what cannot be said” is the positive or real ineffable.

3

The classic form of the positive ineffable is ethics. Ethics is the realm of value, 
but this value extends beyond the confines of the world. The bearer of ethics 
is will, which is ineffable. Ethics manifests itself as ethical norms, but these 
imperatives cannot be expressed in the form of a proposition. Ethics sets standards 
of good and evil, but these do not consist of punishment and reward as behavioral 
consequences. Rather, the question of ethics is ultimately a riddle of life. Although 
“the world and life are one” (TLP, 5.621), “the solution of the riddle of life in 
space and time lies outside space and time” (TLP, 6.4312). In sum, the ethical 
subject is the same as the metaphysical subject, but the latter is the “the limits of 
my world” through which “the world is my world”. Therefore, the “I” is the 
absolutely free and autonomous ethical subject, which is not constrained by the 
factual world or external judgments between right and wrong.

Kant said, “I had to deny knowledge in order to make room for faith”, thus 
“the doctrine of morality asserts its place and the doctrine of nature its own” 
(Kant 1997, pp. 116, 117, B xxix, xxx). This statement is also true of Wittgenstein. 
The empirical subject goes through life as a part of a world made up of numerous 
and complicated facts. But facts are accidental, without necessity and have 
nothing to do with “ought”. Thus, the various kinds of sufferings of a human 
being as an empirical subject in the world cannot become the source of absolute 
value. The world as it consists of occurrences in time and space is not a niche for 
the metaphysical subject. “In the world everything is as it is, and everything 
happens as it does happen: in it no value exists—and if it did exist, it would have 
no value” (TLP, 6.41).

In this way, Wittgenstein drew an impassable gulf between dual realms that are 
separate and even unrelated. Demarcating the boundary between the world of 
representation and the world of the will are the realm of fact and of value, the 
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realm of “what is” and of “ought to be” and the world of the natural and ethical. 
It is logic and therefore a language that draws such a limit, or more accurately 
factual, representational language that is devoid of value. Only this kind of 
a language is meaningful. Therefore, the non-factual, non-representational, 
value-laden discourse of ethics is meaningless. Ethics is ineffable, but “there are, 
indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make themselves manifest. 
They are what are mystical” (TLP, 6.522). It is this point that distinguishes the 
positive and negative ineffable. That is, the negative ineffable is unreal, because 
it is generated through the miscomprehension of linguistic logic. Its illusion will 
be shown after the clarification of logic and linguistic analysis. The positive 
ineffable due to the misunderstanding of linguistic and world logic replicates 
nonsense but may reveal itself through philosophical critique. Only once the 
positive ineffable reveals itself are we able to see the world correctly.

Since we understand that Wittgenstein’s “the effable” is strictly limited, the 
question arises as to whether we can comprehend the term in a broader sense, so 
that ethics and value can be exactingly explained and understood. For example, 
does philosophy as a critique of language, poems, fables, gospels, etc. qualify as 
meaningless nonsense? If this is the case, would not we be writing off splendid 
spiritual cultures? Indeed, there cannot be any ethical proposition, and ethics 
and aesthetics are transcendent. However, is it true that moral imperatives and 
aesthetics are unintelligible in any sense? Why is it that “we feel that even when 
all possible scientific questions have been answered, the problems of life remain 
completely untouched” (TLP, 6.52).

Of course, according to Wittgenstein, the questions above are not all real and 
correct. But generally speaking, Wittgenstein’s fundamental thoughts may be 
summarized as follows. First, according to its classical form in ethics, the 
ineffable is not part of this world but rather is only a metaphysical subject 
representing the will and behavior of the individual ethical subject. Ethical will 
and behavior can alter the boundary line of the world, but not the structure and 
facts of the world. Second, these are the real ineffable. We cannot have a 
knowledge, propositions and factual discourse about them. Third, all kinds of 
discourses about the real ineffable, except nonsense posing as knowledge, 
uniquely possess this function, “My propositions serve as elucidations in the 
following way: anyone who understands me eventually recognizes them as 
nonsensical, when he has used them—as steps—to climb up beyond them (he 
must, so to speak, throw away the ladder after he has climbed up it). He must 
transcend these propositions, and then he will see the world aright” (TLP, 6.54). 
Fourth, the ineffable reveals itself only to those who comprehend its transcendence, 
otherwise, it remains disguised by nonsense.

Thus, the discourse of the real ineffable could be compared to a boat for 
crossing the river or the finger for pointing at the moon, and as such is simply a 
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means to an end. Although the means is necessary, it is still subject to replacement 
or alteration. Moreover, if the end or aim is achieved, the means will not endure. 
The aim points to that which is higher but which cannot be expressed by 
proposition. The ineffable is absolute and limitless. It is “absolute” because it is 
not relative to anything. Rather it transcends the will and behavior of the 
metaphysical subject of the world made up of facts. It manifests itself, and views 
the world and life as sub specie aeterni, according to Spinoza. The reason why 
the ineffable is infinite is not that it is the whole or transcendental idea of factual 
sequence, but that it is the unconditional, beyond all facts and experiences as well 
as the limit of logic. This absolutely infinite is ineffable and beyond expression, 
depiction or confinement. All questions about the absolutely infinite cannot be 
posed and cannot be answered. Clarifying the negative ineffable through logical 
analysis is of no avail. Only philosophical critique can elucidate the nature of the 
absolutely infinite, while “questions” of its nature are unrelated to the problems 
and answers inherent to natural sciences. Since they are just called “questions”, 
once we see into their nature, “there are then no questions left, and this itself is 
the answer” (TLP, 6.52).

4 

We have already distinguished two types of ineffable, namely, the negative one 
such as things-in-themselves and the positive one such as ethics. Additionally, 
there is another special kind of ineffable that reveals itself, namely, logic. In TLP, 
supreme metaphysical status is attributed to logic. “Logic is not a body of 
doctrine, but a mirror-image of the world” (TLP, 6.13). It is the scaffolding of the 
world and pervades the world, as well as the real construction of articulated 
propositions. Logic marks the boundaries and is the boundary itself. Logic is 
transcendental and its propositions are marked by tautology that expresses 
nothing about the world, because logic itself is the sole formal construction that 
makes facts and propositions possible. Logic does not rely on anything else, so it 
must “take care of itself”. However, logic cannot be separated from the world and 
language, because it is the pure form that needs to be demonstrated through facts 
and propositions, “propositions show the logical form of reality” (TLP, 4.121).

Logic cannot be expressed because any exacting discourse about logic applies 
logic, so “what expresses itself in language, we cannot express by means of 
language” (TLP, 4.121). Therefore, so far as logic is not fact or a depiction of 
fact, it is devoid of meaning but not nonsensical, since “the propositions 
of logic describe the scaffolding of the world, or rather they represent it. They 
have no “subject-matter”. They presuppose that names have meaning and 
elementary propositions sense; and that is their connexion with the world. It is 
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clear that something about the world must be indicated by the fact that certain 
combinations of symbols—whose essence involves the possession of a 
determinate character—are tautologies. This contains the decisive point” (TLP, 
6.124).

The coercive metaphysical status of logic is the most classical and important 
characteristic of TLP. Unfortunately or fortunately enough, this kind of status is 
unreliable, because it just misunderstands our linguistic activities and social 
interaction in the world. This kind of misunderstanding was not exposed until 
thirty years later when Philosophical Investigations made it manifest.

Wittgenstein’s early philosophy as expressed in TLP is ethics or moral 
metaphysics in nature, in the vein of Spinoza’s or Kant’s philosophy. The solution 
or disappearance of ethical problems is possible only after we accurately view 
the logical construction of world and language. Whether regarding the logical 
construction of the world and language or the realm of ethics, we come across the 
ineffable, negative or positive. The negative or fake kind can be clarified by 
logical analysis, while the nature of the positive or real kind can be viewed 
correctly only through philosophical critique. In spite of the difference, they have 
common characteristics which are infinity and absoluteness. Although infinity in 
each kind of the ineffable possesses differences in meaning and logic, it remind 
us to be cautious in our treatment of “infinity” and clear about the role of “limit” 
and “authority” in thought. This is the task of philosophy. Philosophy not only 
serves as a street cleaner clearing a path for concepts, but also as a legislator of 
thought. 
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