THE SAYABLE AND THE UNSAYABLE IN WITTGENSTEIN'S TRACTATUS

Jien-ming Juc

5. Intreduction: The Aim of the Tractatus

There would hardly be anything better than the author’s own summary ol his own
work that could serve as the cornerstone of an understanding of the main point of that
work. In the preface to his [lirst masterpiece, the Tractatus logico-philosophicus
(abbrevialed as the Tractatus hereafter), Wittgenstein has made such a remark:

The whole sense of the book might be summed up in the following words: what can be said
at all can be said clearly, and what we cannot talk about we must pass over in silence.

Thus the atm of the book is to draw a limit to ... the expression of thoughts ...."

Moreover, in a letier to Bertrand Russell, he has wrilten something scemed to be
similar:

The muain point is the theory of whdt can be expressed (gesugs) by propositions — le. by
languape -- (and which comes to the same thing what can be thought) and what cannoi be
expressed by propositions, but only shown (gezeigr), which, I believe, is the cardinal pro-
blem of philosophy.?

Some commentators, such as H. O, Mounce and XK. T. Fann?® have rcgarded these
two passages as meaning the same thing, thus identified “what can be said” with
“what can be expressed by propositions” and ‘ what we cannot talk about’ with
“what cannot be expressed by propositions, but only shown™. For convenience’
sake, the former pair has been termed as the “sayable”, and the latter  the
“showable”. With this dichotomy, the aim of the Tractetus, namely, to draw a limit to
our language, can never be accomplished; since, according to Wittgenstein, both the
sayable and the showable do full within the limir of our language. [ prefer foeall in
contradistinclion to the sayable, the second pair-as the “the unsayable”. And the
unsayable should be, as E. Stenius has pointed out, further analyzed into “that which
can be shown in language but not said, and that which can be neither shown nor said in
language”.® Therefore, the name “the showable’ will be reserved for ““what cannot be
expressed by propositions, bul only shown®’, and “what we cannot talk about™ will be,
in Witlgenstein’s own words, labelled “the mystical”.*

In the fellowing, T will show thal what Witigensiein contends in the Tractatus
is: bhoth saying and showing are legilimate functions of our language; and the mystic is
where the limit of our language lics.
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fl. The Sayable and the Showable

The expressions “what can be said” and “what cannot be sazid” are obviously
used by Witfgenstein in a technical sense. Their meaning could only be determined
upon ihe background of Wittgensiein’s concepiion of language. In the Tracratus,
Wittgenstein conceives language in its relation to the world. At first, he asserts that our
language is logical and the world is logical as well; furthermore, our language and the
world are of a common logical structure form. He says:

It used to be said that God could create anything except what would be contrary o the
laws of logic. — The truth is that we could not say what an ‘illogical’ world would look
like. [3.3011°¢

"It is as impossible to represent in language abything that ‘contradicts logic” ... [3.032]

A gramophone recotd, the musical ides, the written notes, and the sound-waves, ali
stand to one another in the same internal relation of depicting that holds between
language and the world.

They are all constructed according to a common logical pattern. [4.014]

I would call this kind of iniernal relation “the formal correspondence™ or “the formal
connection” between language and the world. In addition to this correspondence of
the logical structure of our language to that of the world, there exists another connec-
tion between them, to which [ would give the name “material correspondence™ ot
“material connection” between our language and the world. The meaning of this kind
of correspondence or connection may be clarified through an exposition of the inter-
rclation between “objects” {or “things™) and “state of affairg’, “names™ and
“elementary proposition”. Such an exposition might be derived from the following
paragraphs: : :

A state of affairs (a state of things) is a combination of objecis (things). [2.01]

An clementary proposition consists of names. [t is a nexus, a concatenation, of names.
[4.22] :

One name stands for one thing, another for another thing, and they are combined with one
another. In this way the whole group  like a tableau vivani  presents a state of afiairs.
- [4.0311]

The simplest kind of propesition, an elementary proposition, asserts the exislence of a state
of aflairs. [4.21] ) '

The sense of a proposition is its agreemeni und disagreement with possibilities of existence
and non-existence of stales ol aifairs. [4.2]

From the first three paragraphs, we can easily discover this interrelation: a state of
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affairs consists of obiects, names stand for objects, an elementary proposition consists
of names, therefore, an elementary proposition presents a state of affairs. It is exactly
this correspondence of the elementary propositions in our language to the states of
affairs in the world that I have named as the material correspondence or connection.
But the last two paragraphs show that this material correspondence needs clarification
since it involves the existence and non-existence of states of affairs, In fact, as G
Pitcher says, Wittgenstein “uses terms S‘situvation’ (‘Suchlage’) and ‘state of affairs’
(*Suchverhalt’} in such a way that situations and states of affairs may be either actual
(existent) or merely possible and nonactual {nonexistent).”” The existence of states
of affairs is called by Wittgenstein “a positive fact” and their non-existence “a negative
fact”. [2.06] In other words, if a possible state of affairs actually exists in the world,
then its existence is a fact (positive fact), and the proposition that asserts its cxistence
is therefore true; otherwise, fulse. If a possible state of affairs does not actually exist
in the world, then its non-existence is a fact (negative fact}, and the proposition that
asserts its non-existence, (speaking more accurately, denies its coxisfence,) is frue;
otherwise, false.® In both cases, however, a proposition must already have a sense,
[4.064] according to which its truth-value may be determined. Now, with
- Wittgenstein’s conception of language in its relation to the world in mind, we may

come to his distinction of saying and showing. '
As 1o the distinction in question, the following paragraphs are rather iluminating:

A proposition shows its sense,

A proposition shows how things stand if it is tree. And it seys rhar they do so stand.
[4.022]

Propositions cannot represent logical form; it is mirrored in them..

What finds its reflection in language, language cannot represent.

What expresses {tself in language, we cannot express by means of language.
Propositions show the logical form of reality.

They display it. [4.121]

As shown in the above, our language is connected to the world in two ways: the
formal and the material. . In the material way, a proposition says or asserts the ex-
istence or non-existence of a state of affairs in the world. Such a proposition must
be either true or false, and its truth-value depends on the reality of the world [4.127.
Then, what can be said is the existente or non-existence of states of affairs, i.e. the
whole of reality. Using this as criterion, only propositions of natural science are
qualified as saying something [6.53}.° Concisely, propositions with sense say some-
thing while those without sense say nothing. But, if this is the case, are those proposi-
tions, such as those of logic and the equations in mathematics, which lack sense all
‘nonsensical? If there exists between our language and the world only the material
connection, the answer will definitely be alfirmative; but the existence of the formal
connection makes it negative. Although all the propositions of logic are tautologies
fe.11, all lack sense [4.461: 6.111, all represent no possible state of affairs [4.4672],
all say nothing about the world {4.461:5.142;6.1222:6.1233], they
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... deseribe the scaflolding of the world, or rather they represeniit. They have no “subject-
matter”. They presuppose that names have meaning and elementary propositions sensc;
and that is their connexion with the world. |6.124}

and
... shows the formal - logical - properties of language and the world, [6.12]-

A tautology represents wfl the possibilities of the combination of its constituents. In
some’ sense, it refleets or shows the logical form of our language and the world; [6.22
thercfore, Wiltgenstein would not regard it as nonsensical. Moreover, in spite of its
lackage of sense, it presupposes the scnse; this is another reason why Witlgenstein
would not consider it as nonsensical.  Similarly, equations in mathematics, though
‘mercly show the logic of the world [6.311, are nol nonsensical, What can be shown,
then, is the logical form of our language or of the world,

Moreover, between saying and showing there s such a relation: showing is loaically
prior to saying; Le. whenever our language is used to say something, i must already
(in the logical sense) show some olher thing, Because, as .‘Jv"il.l.g,ens;tein claims. a pro-
position which only shows something without saving anyihing is conceivable (e.g. the
tautologi{:s), while a proposition which cnoly says something without showing anyihing
Is inconceivable.

Here, we may conclude this section.  What can be shown fr languape s Lhe
comman logical form of our language and the world., What can besaid by languase is
the existence or non-existence of States of affairs, e, the whole reality. Both of them
¢an be compatibly cmbodies in propositions, strictly speaking, propositions of natural
scicnce. fn other words, both sayving and showing are legitimate functions of our
language; and both the sayvable and the showable are within the imit of our language.

, Il The Mystical as the Limit of Gur Language

We have showed that both savable and the showable are within the lunit of our
laguage. Does Lthat mean: there is nothing which is unsayable by language and unshow-
able in language, or everything can be pul into words? If so, the aim of the Tractatus,
namely, to draw a limit to our language, is but an illusion, Wittgensiein undoubtedly
denies such a view as he holds:

here are, indeed, things that cannor be put inte words. They make themselves manifest
They are what is mystical. 16.522]

The “mystical” is that which is not only unsayable by language, But also unshowable
in language. It is beyond the reach of our language. 1t is that which we should pass
over in silence. :

In Witigenstein's view, the most prominent members of the mystical are
metaphysics and ethics.  Those statements such as “fhar the world exists™ [6.44],
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and “to view the world as lmited whole™ [6.45] arc what metaphysicians try to talk
about,' bul the content of these statements ‘s mystical: they cannot be said by or
shown in language, but merely make themselves manifest. Besides, ethics cannot be
expressed or put into words too. [6.421] What is in the world is what if 15, what it
ought to be is not in the world [6.41]; therefore, there is no proposition of ethics in
the world. [6.42] Propositions of cthics Juck sense, they say nothing abmt the
~world.!' and neither do they show anything. But that docs not imply that “hey are
nonsensical, since they “make themselves manifest” at least. The most fundamental
idea in ethics is the willing subject or the “I!? which Wittgenstein takes for “the
bearer of ethics”. '  What manifests itself in ethics is the existence of the willing
subject as a bearer of ethics, or rather, as a presupposition of the existence of the
world; but it cannot be said by or shown in our language, i.2. it is bevond the limit of
our language.*® _
Now, we may show how Wittgenstein accomplishes the aim of the Tractatus on
the basis of the tripartite distinction between the savable. the showable and the
mystical. Both saying and showing are legitimate functions of our language, and the
sayablc has sense while the showable has not; but none of them is nonsensical: only
when one attempis to say what can only be shown, it is nonscensical (e.g. 1 is a
number”™ {4.12721).  The mystical is not nonsensical a3 well since it makes itself
manifest; only when one attempts to say or to show the mystical, he is making a
nonsensical statement. Both the sayable and the showable can be put into words, Lt
is the mystical that cannot be put into words; it is beyvond the limit of our language,
it must be passed over in silence; and right herc draws \\mgamtem a limit to our
language.
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5. The word “mystical” occurs three times in the Fracrgtus, namely, 6.44, 6.43,
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not say anything about it. The *‘logical” world is rather required by our language,
if our language is to be able to say something about the world. Also see George:

~ Pitcher, The Phifosophy of Wirtgenstein (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Pretice-Hall,

Inc., 1964), Ch. 2. Asa matter of fact, Wiitgenstein has little interest to what the
world really is. {6.1233] ' :

Pitcher, ibid., p. 46.

Several commentators hold that the German “Sachverhalt” should be rendered as
“atomic fact” rather than “state of affairs”. See (5. E. M. Anscombe, An /ntro-
duction to Wittgenstein's Tracratus (London: -Hutchinson University Library,
1967 third edition, 1959 first published), p. 30; and K. T. Fann, p. 9. Both of
them say that Wiitgenstein himself accepted this translation. Some other com-
mentators did not follow this translation, but still emphasized the atomicity of
“Sachverhalt”. See Stenius, pp. 32-33; and Robert J. Fogelin, Wirrgenstein
(London, Henley and Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1976), pp. 4-5. Thus,
in general, no matier how the German "“Sachverhalt” is rendered, we may, accord-
ing to its atomicity. compare “Sachverhalt” with “elementary proposition”, as
well as ““Sachlage” with “proposition”, and “name” with “object”. For this part,
also see Pitcher, p. 22, and pp. 27-41. -

According to 4.21, only elementary porpositions assert the existence of states of
affairs; namely, .eiumcntary prpositions only correspond o positive atomic facts.
And. in a letter to Russell, Wittgenstein clearly claimed that the negations of
elementary propositions were not themselves e]ementary propomtlons See
Anscombe, p. 34,

I do not mean that all propositions of natural science are saying something; e.g.
the law of induction is a proposition with sense [ 6311, te. it is
sayable, but the taw of causality says nothing about the world.

Cf. Pitcher, p. 159. '

Ludwig Wntgenstem Notebooks 1914-1916, ed. G. H. von Wright and G. E. M.
Anscombe, tr. G. E. M. Anscombe (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, second edition
1979), p. 78,

Thid., p. 80.

\LwrdmL_ to Wittgnestein, both logic and ethics are uns&vablc and transcendental.
16,13, 64211 However, logical necessity can be shown, while ethical trth
cannot.  Also see Rush Rhees, Discussions of Wittgenstein (New York: Schocken
Books, 1970), p. 95, :

Here, 1 generally follow the explanations madc by Zemach, although there is a
little diiference between Zemach’s explanation, Stenius’s, and Fogelin’s. See
Lddy Zemach, Wittgenstein's Philosophy of the Mystical, ed. Irving M. Copi and
Robert W. Beard, Essays on Witigenstein's Tractarus (New York: The MacMillan
Ca., 1966), pp. 359-375.
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