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PHILOSOPHY, n. A route of many roads 
leading from nowhere to nothing. 
 
Ambrose Bierce, ‘The Devil’s Dictionary’ 
(1911) 
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1.1 Introduction: Motives, Structures, Themes, and Goals 
 
The current study is principally occupied with two themes. The first, explored 
mainly in the first two chapters, is the description of a perspective that allows us 
to approach philosophy not as an alleged set of eternal questions and doctrines, 
but as the product of the work of philosophers situated in concrete contexts, i.e. 
in specific historical, social and political, intellectual, and cultural settings. This 
discussion serves as the background for the second and main theme of the study 
which is explored in the rest of the chapters. And this is to see how such a 
contextual (meta)philosophical perspective may help us in viewing the life, 
thought, and work of a certain philosopher, in our case Wittgenstein, from a new 
or from a different angle compared to the established ones. Thus, after 
highlighting the significance, multisided role, potential benefits, and dangers of a 
contextual approach to philosophy we move to a detailed discussion of some of 
the insights that such a perspective may offer us with regard to Wittgenstein’s 
(meta)philosophy. The term ‘contextual’ is used here as indicating an approach 
to philosophy that does not treat its subject matter as an isolated set of doctrines 
which is developed in vitro, nor focuses exclusively on the philosophical 
arguments and views without exhibiting any sensitivity to their relation to the 
conditions that form their setting. Our approach does not regard philosophy as 
disjoint from the spatiotemporally conditioned human form(s) of life. Rather, it 
points towards a conception of philosophy in general and of Wittgenstein’s 
philosophy in particular as philosophising, as an activity and practice that 
constitutes part of the intertwined nexus that the various human activities and 
practices form. A nexus that extends from our everyday practices, as shaped by 
our biological, physiological, and psychological apparatus together with the 
social, economic, and political characteristics of human communities, to our 
intellectual activities, such as philosophy, science, and art, and to the subsequent 
interaction between them.  
 
The contextual character of our approach makes this work more a clarificatory 
project that attempts to shed a different light onto areas and themes that often 
go unnoticed, are downplayed, or usually viewed from just a single 
decontextualised viewpoint, rather than a traditional prescriptive 
(meta)philosophical study that seeks to put forward theses – either about what 
philosophy (proper) should be or the absolute “holy” interpretation of 
Wittgenstein’s (meta)philosophical stance – or a reductivist descriptive approach 
in which description is construed as some kind of scientific, explanatory, factual 
inquiry. It also differs from the existing approaches to Wittgenstein that try to 
emphasise some of the “marginal” aspects of his philosophy, i.e. its ethical, 
social, and political aspects, in opposition to the “core” dominant ones, i.e. the 
ones related to logic, philosophy of language, philosophy of mind, epistemology 
and metaphysics. And this is so because these approaches are usually of an 
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exclusively systematic character that does not account for the broader historical 
context of Wittgenstein’s life and thought. But both Wittgenstein’s life and work 
point in a direction where life and philosophy (as praxis), as well as philosophy 
and metaphilosophy, are one. This is one of the two notable links between the 
two themes of the study, apart from the general contextual spirit of the work. 
Wittgenstein is the chief subject matter of our work from Chapter 3 and 
onwards, but also one of the main sources of influence for the discussion of our 
broader (meta)philosophical perspective in the first two chapters. The second 
link is rather structural, since our contextual study of Wittgenstein, which 
focuses on the context of the individual philosopher’s life and thought rather 
than on the context of philosophy in general, is intended to serve as a kind of a 
specific case study, as a particularisation, and hence a (practical) concretisation, 
of the (meta)philosophical thoughts developed in the first two chapters about 
philosophy (as a discipline and a practice) in general.1  
 
After the current section, which aims at introducing the broader problematics 
that shapes the work and which also provides us with a short description of each 
chapter, we move in the next section of the first chapter to a discussion of the 
principal characteristics of the metaphilosophical domain. In that section, after a 
short historical account of the field and an introduction to the main themes with 
which metaphilosophy is occupied, we focus on the distinction between 
descriptive and normative metaphilosophy, highlighting the philosophically 
interesting aspects of a descriptive, and especially of a contextual, 
metaphilosophical approach.2 In chapter 2 we actually set off to illustrate such a 
contextual metaphilosophical perspective based on Kuhn’s contextual approach 
to (natural) science. Thus, in the first section we describe some of the main 
characteristics of Kuhn’s historical perspective and of his conception of history. 
In the second section we set Kuhn’s work in context, discussing the impact of 
his approach not only in academia and with regard to philosophy of science, but 

                                                
1. These two links seem to introduce concerns about a kind of circularity. For one could 
hold that it is flatly trivial, to the extent of circular, to adopt a largely Wittgensteinian 
perspective for our (meta)philosophical, contextual investigation and then take 
Wittgenstein himself as its case study. This issue is addressed in more detail later in the 
current section (see p. 8-9 below). 
2. While the topic of metaphilosophy is discussed in more detail in the next section and 
in the next chapter, an indicative list of some of the most interesting questions with 
which we take metaphilosophy to be occupied, could be of help at this point:  

- What are the nature, role, methods, and goals of philosophy?  
- Does philosophy evolve through time and is there progress in philosophy?  
- What does the history of philosophy tell us about (systematic) philosophy?  
- Is there something like the “essence” of philosophy?  
- How is philosophical activity related to life and society?  
- How is philosophising related to art and science?     
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also in other contexts of human activity and with regard to other academic and 
non-academic disciplines as well, and focusing on the wide use and different 
understandings and employment of the term ‘paradigm’. In the third and final 
section of the second chapter we examine how Kuhn’s scheme and the relevant 
terminology (e.g. ‘paradigms’, ‘normal’ and ‘revolutionary’ phases, 
‘incommensurability’, etc.) may be employed and applied not just to (natural) 
science, as originally by Kuhn, but to philosophy as well, highlighting at the same 
time the analogies and differences that can be discerned between scientific and 
philosophical practices. The key idea behind this move is the following. Once we 
adopt a contextual metaphilosophical approach, we may see what we refer to 
with the general term ‘philosophy’ as dissolving into a multiplicity of different 
philosophical paradigms – paradigms that can be traced at the level of the 
philosophical domains, traditions, tendencies within traditions (schools), or 
individuals – which hold together not due to a common essential feature, but to 
a plurality of overlapping similarities and which are spatially and temporally (i.e. 
contextually) conditioned. In that last section, apart from Kuhn, Rorty’s work is 
also of much help, since he is one of the very few examples of a philosopher 
who approaches philosophy, at least at some points in his work, as a paradigm-
based discipline.  
 
The third chapter signifies our entry into the main theme of the work, which is 
Wittgenstein’s relation to his broader historical context and which constitutes, as 
we have already seen, an attempt to particularise the wider (meta)philosophical 
perspective illustrated in the first two chapters. Hence, we set off to explore 
Wittgenstein’s relation to his historical context and its many forms (social and 
political, intellectual, cultural, etc.). In that chapter and the next one we focus on 
the early phase of Wittgenstein’s life and thought and the third chapter in 
particular intends to set the background for our contextual approach to early 
Wittgenstein that follows in Chapter 4. To wit, in the first section of the third 
chapter we are occupied with the issue of ethics in Wittgenstein’s life and work, 
in the second section with the role that biographical data and the investigations 
of the historical context may play in understanding his philosophising, and in the 
third section with a short exposition of his early views on ethics, science, and 
humanity. The aim of this background discussion is two-fold: to highlight the 
deep bonds between Wittgenstein’s life and his work and to discern those 
aspects of both that make a contextual approach to Wittgenstein not merely 
plausible, but worthwhile as well. In the fourth section we then provide a short 
sketch of Wittgenstein’s early life and thought up until 1918 and the completion 
of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus,3 while we conclude the chapter in the fifth 
section with a critical reconstruction of the main themes and arguments in Janik 
and Toulmin’s Wittgenstein’s Vienna. The choice of that specific work is not 
                                                
3. Henceforth, the Tractatus (TLP). Likewise, we henceforth refer to Wittgenstein’s 
Philosophical Investigations as the Investigations (PI). 
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arbitrary, as it was one of the first studies, and still among the ones with the 
widest impact, to draw attention to a particular aspect of the context of (mainly 
early) Wittgenstein’s life and work, namely fin de siècle (modernist) Vienna.  
 
The fourth chapter provides us with the main treatment of the issue of early 
Wittgenstein’s relation to his historical context by discussing his relation first to 
the various facets of modernism and then to modernity, while another focal 
point is the very nature of the relation between modernism and modernity. More 
precisely, we begin in the first section with a discussion of some of those 
elements of early Wittgenstein’s personality, life, and work that one could view in 
connection with aspects of modernism (in literature and the other arts, in 
psychology, and in social, intellectual, and philosophical discourse). That is done 
by focusing on the distinction between critical and aesthetic modernism, 
examining some of the (psychological) characteristics of Wittgenstein’s 
personality, and approaching the Tractatus not only as a philosophical, but as a 
literary work as well. In the next section, we move to a discussion of modernity 
and early Wittgenstein’s stance toward it, stressing those features of modernity 
that can also be attributed, to some extent, to Wittgenstein’s early thought, viz. 
scientism, essentialism, and dogmatism – and for that, later Wittgenstein’s 
criticism against these aspects of his early thought is of immense importance. 
What is also important to note is that the above characteristics belong to the 
shared agenda between modernism and modernity, in spite of the often-
antagonistic relation between them, and that from this point of view the Tractatus 
reveals itself as an exemplar of a work where modernity and modernism 
converge. In this way we call attention to the dangers and the need for 
qualification of those attempts to categorise Wittgenstein as a typical modernist 
or (anti)modernity thinker. At the same time, we see the picture of continuity in 
Wittgenstein’s anti-modernity stance challenged.             
 
The last issue above regarding the continuity of Wittgenstein’s stance leads us to 
a short break before moving to the discussion of Wittgenstein’s later phase and 
its context and to get into a discussion of the New Wittgenstein debate. The 
continuity of Wittgenstein’s thought is an issue that almost every study on 
Wittgenstein can be viewed to address at some point. Even in cases where the 
author does not address the issue explicitly, the reading of Wittgenstein and the 
views demonstrated in the work can also be viewed as leading to the assignment 
of a certain position to the author in connection to certain aspects of the debate. 
In our case, the starting point is set by remark 6.54 of the Tractatus, the famous 
ladder metaphor, whose interpretation constitutes a significant part of the core 
of the whole debate. Thus, in the first section of the fifth chapter we provide a 
historical account of the metaphor, while in the second section we discuss the 
role that it plays not only for the Tractarian enterprise, but also for the New 
Wittgenstein debate and for the philosophical tradition in general, emphasising 
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thereby the importance of Wittgenstein’s later rejection of the metaphor as a 
philosophical ideal. In the third section we discuss how metaphysics, ethics, and 
philosophical therapy are treated in the Tractatus, highlighting the Pyrrhonian 
aspects of early Wittgenstein’s approach and criticising the relevant New 
Wittgenstein readings which maintain a strong continuity between the early and 
the later phase of Wittgenstein’s thought. In the light of the above, Chapter 5 is 
concluded with a critical assessment of the so-called resolute interpretations, in 
an attempt to evince, on the one hand, the problems that they face as exegetical 
endeavours from both a historical/biographical and a systematic perspective and, 
on the other hand, their potentially valuable character as a kind of intellectual 
exercise – as an engaging Wittgensteinian line of thought or as a hermeneutical 
path, among the numerous that Wittgenstein’s philosophy opens, but not as the 
one that early Wittgenstein had in fact followed himself. 
 
In the sixth chapter, we come back to our contextual approach to Wittgenstein, 
focusing this time on the (middle and) later phase of Wittgenstein’s life and 
thought. In the first section we continue the short sketch of Wittgenstein’s life 
and thought from the point where it ended in the third chapter, i.e. from 1918 
and the completion of the Tractatus, up to 1951 and Wittgenstein’s death. In the 
second section of the chapter we provide an account of Wittgenstein’s later 
(meta)philosophical perspective. Through this account we emphasise the 
thorough anti-foundationalist character of Wittgenstein’s later stance and the key 
role that the much discussed notion of ‘form(s) of life’ plays for that. Moreover, 
we discuss some of the principal characteristics of Wittgenstein’s later stance, 
namely its anthropological (and humanist), social, and practice-based aspects, 
and the prioritisation of our everyday language, practices, and life. At the same 
time we also examine how Wittgenstein’s later perspective relates (from both a 
historical and a systematic viewpoint) to philosophical movements such as 
pragmatism, existentialism, (Heideggerian) phenomenology, and Marxism that 
seem to follow a similar path with regard to the aforementioned aspects. By this 
route, we come to a conception of Wittgenstein’s later philosophical stance as an 
idiosyncratic kind of humanism and as a part of the broader pragmatic/practical 
turn in 20th century philosophy.  
 
In Chapter 7 we focus on the social and political aspects of Wittgenstein’s later 
life and thought and especially on their relation with their largely Marxist 
context. In the first section we examine the ethical and socio-political 
dimensions of Wittgenstein’s later perspective, focusing on Wittgenstein’s 
construal of ethics, and of its more practical manifestations in the form of 
religion and politics, as a form or way of life; as a life stance and not as a set of 
doctrines or an individual domain with sharp boundaries separated from the rest 
of human activity and our everyday life. Furthermore, we investigate the relation 
between personal and social change in Wittgenstein’s later thought and stance 
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and we then approach Wittgenstein’s expressed (meta)philosophical goal for a 
change in our form(s) of life as the locus in which personal and social change 
become one. In the next section, we concentrate on the biographical and 
broader historical connections between later Wittgenstein and Marx(ism). We do 
this by focusing on Sraffa and the rest of Wittgenstein’s Marxist friends and 
acquaintances, but also on Wittgenstein’s own views on issues of a social or 
political nature and on his stance to World War II and his times in general. In 
the third and last section of Chapter 7 we try to trace some systematic 
connections between Wittgenstein’s later perspective and Marx(ism). Thus, we 
focus on how Wittgensteinian philosophical therapy may be viewed as a medium 
for both personal and social change, for a change in our form(s) of life as 
described above. Furthermore we investigate the similarities that can be 
discerned between Wittgenstein’s and Marx’s views on alienation and reification, 
the priority of everyday language (in comparison to philosophical language), and 
the inherently social character of language and subjectivity (as opposed to the 
idea of a private language and to the individualist conception of subjectivity). We 
then conclude the section and the chapter with a discussion of Wittgenstein’s 
criticism against Marxism that is mainly centred around its scientistic aspects, 
criticism that brings Wittgenstein’s outlook closer to the tradition of humanist 
Marxism as opposed to the tradition of orthodox (scientific) Marxism.  
 
Chapter 8 is the last chapter of our work and serves as its conclusion. In the first 
section we present some of the issues that our approach touches upon but 
warrant some more investigation. Issues that mainly revolve around later 
Wittgenstein’s highlighting of the self-institutional aspects of the human form(s) 
of life, and are thus connected to the question of human autonomy, and his 
opposition to the idea of perpetual (scientific and technological) progress, one of 
the constitutive characteristics of modernity. Moreover, as Wittgenstein’s later 
phase stands out not only as a wide-ranging departure from his early thought, 
but also as a radical break with some of the basic tenets of the tradition of 
modernity – a shift so radical that given our analysis in the first chapters of the 
study it could be described as signifying a potential philosophical paradigm shift 
– we also raise the issue of (later) Wittgenstein’s position with respect to 
postmodernity and postmodernism and the broader contemporary continental 
philosophy as well. In the last section we conclude our work by spelling out the 
way in which our approach calls for a change of aspect with regard to the 
dominant conceptions of philosophy in general and of Wittgenstein’s philosophy 
in particular. 
 
Now that we have provided a short description of each of the chapters of our 
work, two general remarks of a rather methodological or stylistic character are in 
order. The first has to do with the numerous, and often lengthy, footnotes. We 
should make clear that footnotes are employed in the current work not only for 
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citation and reference purposes or just in order to expand the point in the main 
text to which they refer. They may also introduce (and shortly discuss) new 
themes in order to sustain, but some times also to qualify or even to oppose 
their point of reference, while in some other cases they function as pointers 
towards relevant themes that could be further explored. Thus, they play a diverse 
role in our approach and they should be treated as being in a dialectic relation to 
the main text – as a kind of additional voices to the voice of the main text – and 
at the same level with (and not secondary to) it. The second remark concerns the 
various angles that we adopt in our study and the numerous fields involved with 
them. Such a pluralist and multifarious approach may seem as favouring breadth 
over depth in the continuous dialectical tension between them. With regard to 
this, we should note that this is a distinctive characteristic of an approach whose 
goal is an integrative view of many different points that are still somehow 
(potentially or actually) connected. Furthermore, such an approach may also be 
viewed as a response or an antidote to the extreme overspecialisation and 
scholasticism that contemporary academic philosophy exhibits, especially in the 
broader analytic tradition.     
 
Let us address at this point the issue of the potential circularity of the study and 
then elaborate some more on the motives for the current work. We mentioned 
above that one of the ways in which the two themes of our work are connected 
is through Wittgenstein, as he is the subject matter of our contextual 
explorations, while being at the same time a crucial influence for the 
development of such a contextual perspective. A thought that might spring to 
the reader’s mind is that since this concrete contextual investigation of 
Wittgenstein’s life and thought is supposed to function as a particularisation and 
a case study of the (meta)philosophical account presented in the first two 
chapters, it seems natural, to the extent of being trivial, or even circular, that this 
scheme is going to work. Having, on the one side, some Wittgenstein-influenced 
views on (meta)philosophy and their implications and, on the other side, 
Wittgenstein’s own kind of philosophising and its relation to its broader 
historical context seems, on the one hand, to secure the plausibility and 
coherence of the project, but, on the other hand, to diminish its innovative 
research aspects and generality. To wit, it may appear that the choice of 
Wittgenstein as our specific case study is somehow biased so that it fits the 
remarks of a more general (meta)philosophical character in the first chapters of 
the study. But first of all, a distinctive characteristic of our (meta)philosophical 
approach is that it is contextual: what we are after is to provide a certain angle 
from which we can view philosophising as a conditioned human activity and 
practice and then to see what this specific approach on philosophy can offer us 
in relation to a particular case. Our metaphilosophical reflections in the first 
chapters do not constitute an attempt to put forward a general theory, nor 
should our particular focus on Wittgenstein in the next chapters be seen as an 
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attempt to provide some kind of empirical data to verify (or falsify) such a 
theory. Our broader metaphilosophical perspective does not advance a claim 
that this is the one, universal, and only proper way of doing (meta)philosophy, 
but intends to serve as a suggestion for case-by-case relevant investigations. 
Thus, there is no issue of testing or applying a theory in order to examine its 
correctness and the term ‘case study’ should be conceived as determining our 
focal point and not as a data-driven procrustean bed. One might reply that even 
then, the results of our discussions related to Wittgenstein would be rather 
trivial, considering that his own views, through their influence on the 
development of our broader perspective, led us there in the first place.  
 
A first remark on that point could be that even if that were the case, the result 
would not be predetermined, since there can be no guarantee beforehand that a 
philosopher’s (explicit) metaphilosophical account is perfectly consistent with his 
actual philosophical practice.4 Thus, (meta)philosophical consistency is a 
desideratum at stake and not a given that renders the whole discussion trivial. 
But more importantly, that is not actually the case for our study, as our 
contextual metaphilosophical perspective is not merely based on a 
reconstruction of Wittgenstein’s views on philosophy, but consists of a 
metaphilosophical account that takes these views as its starting point, extending 
them, fusing them with Wittgenstein’s philosophical views, and in many points 
interpreting them consciously in such a way that leads them towards different or 
new directions compared to Wittgenstein’s original work. That may also be 
viewed in the fact that it is Kuhn and his work that provides us with the actual 
paradigm that we follow in our approach to philosophy as a practice. Finally, in 
case there is still a sense of circularity in the air in spite of the above remarks, we 
could say that this is a reflection of a circularity already involved in any kind of 
metaphilosophical account and discussion,5 and that it should be treated not as a 
vicious circularity leading to an infinite unproductive loop, but as a move within 
the hermeneutic circle, as a move in the perpetual dialectic interplay between 
(contexts of) past and (contexts of) present, between the individual parts of the 
author’s work and the “history of his mind” and “movement of his thought”,6 as 
an instantiation of a certain kind of a fusion of horizons. 
 
Before we move to the next section, a few more remarks about the motives of 
the current work and our particular points of interest are in order. Contemporary 

                                                
4. The distinction here between explicit and implicit metaphilosophy (see Ch. 1 p. 20 n. 
32, Ch. 2 p. 56-57 n. 117, and Ch. 6 p. 193-194 n. 85 below) may be of help. With regard 
to Wittgenstein in particular, consider also the many ongoing discussions on the relation 
between Wittgenstein’s (explicit) metaphilosophical reflections in the Investigations and the 
rest of his (later) work (e.g. On Certainty).  
5. See our relevant discussion in Ch. 1 p. 14-15 below.  
6. See WPPO p. 133. 
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academic philosophy, through its compartmentalisation, overspecialisation, and 
modeling on science, has become largely isolated from our everyday life and 
practices. To a great extent this has to do with the prevailing scientism, especially 
in the analytic tradition. It is not a coincidence then that laymen, observing 
academic philosophy to faithfully follow natural science’s every single step, have 
the same expectations for it, and for lack of science’s significant achievements of 
a practical or everyday character (e.g. in the form of technological innovation) 
are led to such characterisations of philosophy as the one found in Bierce’s 
Devil’s Dictionary, which we use as an epigraph for the current chapter. This 
characterisation of philosophy as a “route of many roads leading from nowhere 
to nothing” is closely related to the established account of the “discovery of 
truth” as “the sole purpose of philosophy”7 – a truth which under most of the 
dominant conceptions coincides with scientific, or quasi-scientific, truth. 
Actually, it is only if we take truth, viewed from a scientific angle, as the 
exclusive goal of philosophy or, in general, philosophy as the mirror of nature, as 
Rorty puts it, that the intrinsic pluralistic character of philosophising appears as 
an endless wondering without substantial outcomes. Once this picture is 
challenged – something that our contextual metaphilosophical approach 
attempts to do, thus taking a certain philosophical stance but without being 
normative (in the sense of claiming that this is the only proper approach) – 
pluralism emerges as a constitutive characteristic of philosophical activity, while 
at the same time some of the forms that philosophising takes can be viewed as 
capable of affecting not only the philosophical microcosm, but more broadly the 
human macrocosm as well. From such a viewpoint, the relation between 
philosophy and its historical context may be viewed as a bi-directional one, as we 
do not focus solely on the direction of influence from context to philosophy, but 
on the direction from philosophy to context as well.  
 
With regard to Wittgenstein, in addition to the goals cited so far, our approach 
intends to highlight those aspects of his life and work that, quite ironically,8 have 
been rather marginal in Wittgenstein literature up until now. Aspects of his 
perspective that expand his work on domains like logic, philosophy of language, 
philosophy of psychology, philosophy of mathematics, and epistemology to 
directions that could lead us to a new way of seeing things with substantial 
ethical, social, and political dimensions. To a philosophical and wider intellectual 
therapy, in the form of a “changed mode of thought and life”,9 regarding these 

                                                
7. “TRUTH, n. An ingenious compound of desirability and appearance. Discovery of 
truth is the sole purpose of philosophy, which is the most ancient occupation of the 
human mind and has a fair prospect of existing with increasing activity to the end of 
time.” Bierce (1996, p. 241).  
8. ‘Ironically’ in the sense that this situation is opposed to Wittgenstein’s expressed views 
on the character of the influence he would like his work to have.  
9. See RFM Part II 23 p. 132. 
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philosophical problems that seem to have been puzzling us for so long. From 
this perspective, Wittgenstein ceases to conform to the widespread image of the 
end-of-philosophy philosopher, as he remains a philosopher who while looking 
for ways to put an end to certain kinds of traditional and dominant 
philosophising and deeper intellectual diseases, at the same time signifies a new 
way of philosophising. That makes Wittgenstein not a destroyer, but an intended 
saviour of philosophy who sketches the shape of things hopefully to come; an 
anti-philosopher (opposed to certain traditional forms of philosophy), but not a 
non-philosopher. But before moving to the discussion of Wittgenstein’s case we 
shall first introduce in the next section the theme of metaphilosophy and the 
relevant problematics and then in the next chapter describe some characteristics 
of our own contextual metaphilosophical perspective.  
 
1.2 Conceptions of (Meta)Philosophy 
 
Discussions on the nature of philosophy, paradigmatically in the form of an 
attempt to provide answers to the question of what philosophy is, have 
accompanied philosophical reflection and practice throughout its historical 
course.10 This is hardly surprising, as the aporetic human state11 that leads to 
philosophical inquiring in the first place can not evade turning to itself and 
placing philosophising, as a distinctive human endeavour, among its fields of 
investigation. Despite the long period in which questions about philosophy and 
its nature, role, methods, goals, and scope have occupied scholars, it was not 
before the intense disciplinisation and departmentalisation in 20th century 
academia that the variously related problematics about philosophy were grouped 
to constitute the field of the philosophy of (or the discourse about) philosophy 
under the label of ‘metaphilosophy’.12 The homonymous academic journal states 
on its website as its particular areas of interest:  
 

- the foundation, scope, function, and direction of philosophy 

                                                
10. Reflections on the nature, methods, and role of philosophy are to be found as early 
as Plato (e.g. Meno, the Apology, and the Republic) and Aristotle (e.g. Metaphysics).  
11. A state that has important epistemological aspects as well as profound existential 
ones – in the form of an aporetic angst, so to speak. This is vividly described by 
Wittgenstein’s aphorism: “A philosophical problem has the form: ‘I don’t know my way 
about.’ ” (PI 123).   
12. See the history of philosophical taxonomy in Rescher (1994, p. 135-51) and especially 
the boom of philosophical subdivisions at the end of the 20th century. Note also that 
philosophical taxonomy – as an endeavour occupied with issues regarding the scope and 
thematic areas of philosophy and the various schools, movements, traditions, fields, and 
the relations between them – itself falls under the scope of the metaphilosophical 
domain.       
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- the interrelations among schools or fields of philosophy (for example, 
the relation of logic to problems in ethics or epistemology)  

- aspects of philosophical systems 
- presuppositions of philosophical schools 
- the relation of philosophy to other disciplines (for example, artificial 

intelligence, linguistics, or literature) 
- sociology of philosophy  
- the relevance of philosophy to social and political action 
- issues in the teaching of philosophy13 

 
The publication of the journal Metaphilosophy started in 1970 and it has 
significantly contributed to the attempts for the establishment of the field as a 
discrete area of philosophical inquiry. In the introduction to the journal’s very 
first issue, the then editors eschew providing a sharp definition of the term and 
instead try to delimit its scope by referring to the topics with which it is directly 
or loosely tied to.14 In the same issue, Morris Lazerowitz – himself a key figure 
for the development of metaphilosophy in the second half of the 20th century – 
does in fact provide a kind of a definition of metaphilosophy as “the 
investigation of the nature of philosophy, with the central aim of arriving at a 
satisfactory explanation of the absence of uncontested philosophical claims and 
arguments”.15 Lazerowitz takes the activity with which later Wittgenstein was 
occupied as an indicative case of such a kind of metaphilosophical investigation 
and applies Wittgenstein’s characterisation of his own work – “one of the heirs 
of philosophy” – to metaphilosophical inquiry itself.16 While Lazerowitz’s 

                                                
13. http://www.wiley.com/bw/aims.asp?ref=0026-1068&site=1 (last access: November 
2009). 
14. See Bynum and Reese (1970).  
15. Lazerowitz (1970). In his brief note, Lazerowitz claims that he was the one to have 
coined the term ‘metaphilosophy’ in a book review that was published in Mind in 1942. 
Indeed, in Lazerowitz (1942, p. 284) we find him characterising the question of “Why are 
no philosophical disputes ever settled?” as a metaphilosophical problem. Nevertheless, 
we should note that Wittgenstein already uses the term ‘metaphilosophy’, actually its 
German equivalent ‘metaphilosophie’, in MS-114 which dates from 1932 (see 
http://www.wittgensteinsource.org/texts/BTEn/Ms-114,83r[3], last access: January 
2010). The manuscript was later incorporated in TS-213 (the so-called Big Typescript) and 
was first published only posthumously in 1969 as Philosophische Grammatik. Wittgenstein 
uses the term ‘metaphilosophy’ in order to refer to the idea of “the calculus of all calculi” 
which he rejects, together with its foundationalist aspirations (see PG 72 p. 19). Note 
also that in 1938 Lazerowitz married Alice Ambrose, one of Wittgenstein’s close 
disciples and a member of the group of the students to whom he dictated the so-called 
Blue Book and Brown Book in the mid-30s. 
16. See Lazerowitz (1970). For an account of the anecdote in which Wittgenstein 
characterises his own work not as philosophy, but as “one of the heirs of philosophy” 
see Drury (1967, p. 68). 
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definition of metaphilosophy appears quite limited compared to the diversity of 
issues that the aforementioned list raises, we should recognise that it manages to 
capture and at the same time exemplify the ambiguity and the potential different 
readings of the term. On the one hand, metaphilosophy is taken to consist of the 
investigation of the nature of philosophy, while on the other hand it is also 
conceived as the kind of intellectual activity that from a temporal point of view 
follows and in fact comes to replace traditional philosophising, and is thus an 
“heir of philosophy”.17  
 
The indicative list of some of the issues with which metaphilosophy is occupied 
provided above can be expanded or reduced according to the specific approach 
that one adopts not only toward metaphilosophy as a distinct discipline, but to 
philosophy itself as well. And that is so, for it is a crucial characteristic of 
metaphilosophy that despite its apparent second-order character – a popular 
picture that originates in one of its definitions as “the philosophy of philosophy” 
and is demonstrated by certain uses of the term ‘meta-’ as we have just seen 
above – it does not cease to be part of philosophising, since we are engaged with 
the same kind of human activity or practice. Thus, reflection on philosophy 
(metaphilosophy) does not constitute a philosophical activity of a second-order, 
nor reflection on metaphilosophy (meta-metaphilosophy) one of a third-order 
and so on. They just designate certain fields of philosophical interest and practice 

                                                
17. The prefix ‘meta-’, stems from the Greek term ‘µετά’, which is translated as after, 
beyond, or ‘post-’ and usually denotes a change in a certain position or condition. Some 
philosophers, like Henri Lefebvre, have used the term ‘metaphilosophy’ exclusively in 
that sense of ‘meta-’, referring to a (new) philosophical approach that comes to succeed 
the traditional ones – see, for example, Lefebvre (1991, p. 405). In the standard 
contemporary uses of the term, ‘meta-’ is often employed (for example, in the case of 
logic and mathematics) to denote a recursive self-reference that is being put in play – X 
about/of X – and is usually read as signifying a movement to a higher level of 
abstraction or an occupation with problems of the same nature, but of a more 
fundamental and foundational character. Such an example is the case of 
metamathematics, which was conceived by Hilbert as a project aiming to provide the 
foundations of mathematics. The ambiguity regarding the prefix ‘meta-’ can be traced 
back to the first edits of Aristotle’s works and the birth of ‘metaphysics’. Aristotle 
referred to the (ontological) issues that we now call ‘metaphysics’ as ‘first philosophy’, 
‘first science’, ‘wisdom’, and ‘theology’ without ever using the term ‘metaphysics’ itself. 
Around 60 BC, Andronicus of Rhodes, the man responsible – according to Plutarch and 
Porphyry – for the preservation and the editing of the works of Aristotle, placed the 
works of Aristotle concerning the issues of ‘first philosophy’ after the books concerning 
the issues of physics. Thus, these books were named as ‘τα µετά τα φυσικά βιβλία’ (‘ta 
meta ta physica biblia’), the books after the physics books. From this title stemmed the 
term ‘metaphysica’ (‘µεταφυσικά’) in Medieval Latin, which was identified with the 
content of Aristotle’s books and gave its name to the distinct philosophical branch of 
metaphysics. For more on this issue see van Inwagen (2009).  
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inside the family of the numerous fields and activities that philosophising 
covers.18 The most interesting thing is that due to this kind of philosophical self-
reference, where philosophy is both the object and the means of the 
investigation, the metaphilosophical stance that one adopts is still part of one’s 
overall philosophical stance and cannot be treated separately. Taking that into 
account, both the definition of metaphilosophy as the “philosophy of 
philosophy” and the assessment of “What is philosophy?” as the fundamental 
question to which metaphilosophy is called to provide an answer run certain 
risks and give rise to specific problems. From the moment that one accepts 
metaphilosophy as a philosophical task, a paradox comes to the surface, a 
paradox which the whole metaphilosophical enterprise is based on. Since 
metaphilosophy is still a form of philosophy, and one that tries to examine 
philosophy’s own nature, then, in order to move on with the metaphilosophical 
investigation, one needs to put the cart before the horse, so to speak. And that is 
so, since in examining the nature of philosophy, one already needs to have taken 
a philosophical stance regarding the question through the (philosophical) way 
(i.e. method, perspective, etc.) one is dealing with the issue. The whole enterprise 
can be viewed then as begging the question. Moving successively to the alleged 
higher levels of investigation, from philosophy to metaphilosophy, then to meta-
metaphilosophy and so on, and examining each time the nature of the lower 
level does not lead anywhere, or, in fact, it leads to a regression ad infinitum, 
unless one believes in the discovery of a ‘God’s eye’ viewpoint in philosophy that 
could provide the absolute foundations of the discipline.19 Hence, there is no 

                                                
18. Wittgenstein uses a lucid metaphor to make the above point clear: “One might think: 
if philosophy speaks of the use of the word ‘philosophy’ there must be a second-order 
philosophy. But it is not so: it is, rather, like the case of orthography, which deals with 
the word ‘orthography’ among others without then being second-order.” (PI 121). From 
such a perspective, we come to an understanding of the metaphilosophical problematics 
according to which “philosophical reflection upon the nature of philosophy is just more 
philosophy” Baker and Hacker (2005a, p. 259). 
19. There are two possible ways of escaping the paradox caused by the fact that in 
metaphilosophy philosophy is both the subject and (among) the means of the 
investigation. First, to go on in a dialectic way, similar to the one Hegel followed: “[…] 
the examination of knowledge can only be carried out by an act of knowledge. To 
examine this so-called instrument is the same thing as to know it. But to seek to know 
before we know is as absurd as the wise resolution of Scholasticus, not to venture into 
the water until he had learned to swim.” Hegel (1975, p. 14). A second option is to adopt 
a wider conception of metaphilosophy where metaphilosophy is not defined anymore as 
the “philosophy of philosophy”, but as a kind of “discourse about philosophy” and the 
question of the ontological status of philosophy (i.e. “What is philosophy?”) ceases to be 
the fundamental metaphilosophical question, being now just a question among the many 
others that the discourse about philosophy includes. This way, not only non-(strictly)-
philosophical fields, such as history and sociology of philosophy, may significantly 
contribute to the metaphilosophical problematics, but through the blurring of the 
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metaphilosophical approach which can claim to be philosophically neutral and it 
is very natural then that disagreement in metaphilosophy occurs as often, and in 
fact plays as vital a role, as in philosophy. For example, our conception above 
with regard to the non-high-order character of metaphilosophy goes against 
some of the established accounts of metaphilosophy as a higher-order 
enterprise,20 accounts which, like our own, are based on certain philosophical 
presuppositions. Thus, the roots of the disagreement can be traced back to 
certain differences in the philosophical stance that one adopts, as in the 
opposition between the descriptive or normative character of philosophy, its 
cognitive or non-cognitive nature, its conception as an activity or as a set of 
doctrines (or truths), its conception (and practice) as an art or a science, etc. 
Every metaphilosophical stance and dispute is still and foremost a philosophical 
one or, to put it differently, the distinction between philosophy and 
metaphilosophy is not a vertical, hierarchical one, but a horizontal one that 
places both at the same level.21  
 
The above point is made clearer once we consider some of the most prominent 
contemporary metaphilosophical approaches and works on metaphilosophy, like 
the ones of Rescher, Williamson, and Jackson.22 A common feature of all those 
approaches is their normative character, or, in other words, their attempt to 
provide mostly normative answers to the metaphilosophical questions with 

                                                                                                                
traditional borders that delimit the philosophical discipline as a normative venture, 
philosophical approaches of a different character, like a descriptive one, come into play. 
This last issue is discussed in more detail below. 
20. See for example the definition of metaphilosophy in the Cambridge Dictionary of 
Philosophy, according to which: “The philosophical study of first-order philosophical 
inquiry raises philosophical inquiry to a higher order. Such higher-order inquiry is 
metaphilosophy.” Audi (ed.) (1999, p. 561).  
21. At first sight it appears that the fact that philosophy includes metaphilosophy is a 
unique and distinguishing characteristic of philosophy, as this does not happen for 
example with chemistry and metachemistry (see Wang (1988, p. 10)). Nevertheless, this 
conclusion can be drawn only on the basis of the limited conception of metaphilosophy 
as the “philosophy of the philosophy”. Once we move from the “philosophy of 
philosophy” definition to a conception of metaphilosophy as the “discourse about 
philosophy” this picture seems to change. For more on this, see Benado, Bobenrieth, 
and Verdugo (1998). Note also that the move from the “philosophy of philosophy” to 
the “discourse about philosophy” does not mean that metaphilosophy is no longer 
conceived as a form of philosophising. The use of the term discourse just designates a 
different conception of philosophising that distances itself from the primacy of the 
ontological/epistemological questions in philosophy and philosophy’s paradigmatic 
normative character, while at the same time offers space for philosophical insights that 
can emerge from non-(strictly)-philosophical fields.      
22. See Rescher (1994, 2005, 2006), Jackson (1998), and Williamson (2007). 
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which they are occupied.23 In general, we could say that these works aim at 
providing answers not to the question of what philosophy actually is and/or has 
been, but to the question of what philosophy should be by sketching or 
elaborating in depth certain methodological programmes for philosophy. Hence, 
Rescher puts forwards his ideas about what he calls philosophical standardism 
and orientational pluralism as a middle way between dogmatism and relativism, 
Jackson about philosophy as conceptual analysis, and Williamson about 
philosophy as a discipline continuous with the sciences, which can still, 
nevertheless, be pursued by traditional armchair methods. In our approach we 
focus on some of the views of Rescher, who – having first embraced a 
conception of metaphilosophy as “a part and parcel of philosophy itself” –24 
goes into providing a certain line of justification for the exclusively normative 
philosophical character of metaphilosophy: 
 

In fact, however, two different agendas are at issue: the normatively defined 
agenda of issues that philosophy ought to consider, and the descriptively defined 
agenda of issues that philosophers do in fact consider. And in general the two 
go off in rather different directions. Indeed only for someone of the Hegelian 
persuasion that “the real is rational” […] will the two have to coincide. […] 
Descriptive metaphilosophy is not a part of philosophy at all. At this level we are 
dealing with a ranch of factual inquiry – with the history of philosophy and 
perhaps its sociology. […] However issues of how philosophy should be done – 
of significant questions, adequate solutions, and good arguments – is something 
very different. And, obviously, this normative metaphilosophizing regarding the 
correct or appropriate problems, methods and theses of philosophy is always a 
part of philosophy itself.25 

                                                
23. That is not to say that the abovementioned authors, and especially Rescher, do not 
show any kind of descriptive (as historical) sensitivity. Still, the descriptive (historical) 
parts of the works are being mostly used as providing either justification or targets of 
attack for the defended normative (meta)philosophical accounts.    
24. Rescher (2005, p. 55) Although through such an account Rescher seems to oppose 
the conception of metaphilosophy as a second-order philosophy, he stills maintains quite 
a privileged position for metaphilosophy, since “What the proper mission of philosophy 
is in fact one of the definitive and most significant issues of the field […] And this 
question of what the agenda of philosophy properly is – should actually be – is itself one 
of the crucial items on philosophy’s agenda.” (ibid.) Note how in this last quote the 
privileged position of metaphilosophy is interwoven with its (exclusively) normative 
character.    
25. ibid. p. 55-56. Moving from the disciplinary to the individual level, the scope of 
descriptive metaphilosophy changes for Rescher from covering history and sociology of 
philosophy to covering now intellectual biography. For a defense of the idea of pluralism 
in the individual level as well, in opposition to Rescher’s pluralism that is restricted 
exclusively to the disciplinary level, see Benado, Bobenrieth, and Verdugo (1998). In the 
above paper, we find also a kind of a defense of descriptive metaphilosophy, in the sense 
of acknowledging the significance of the two descriptive, but still non-philosophical, 
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The distinction between the descriptive and normative aspects of 
metaphilosophy seems to be justified to an extent, for in the end their difference 
can be taken to signify two different approaches regarding philosophising.26 But 
the exclusion of the descriptive aspects from the philosophical character of 
metaphilosophy is not, since it is based on a rather limited conception of the role 
of description in philosophical inquiry as an activity just pursuing the 
identification of actuality and propriety. Once we come to consider a different 
role for description, in which it is no longer identified with factual inquiry but, 
on the contrary, stands in opposition to (quasi-scientific) explanation, then 
descriptive metaphilosophy can be viewed as an equally legitimate philosophical 
enterprise. A role that does not consist (exclusively) in the description of the 
actuality of a specific object(-in-itself) of investigation, but also has two other 
important dimensions. The first is the role of the description of the broader 
context of the object under investigation and of the connections that can be 
drawn between the object of inquiry and its context. The second is what later 
Wittgenstein describes as a descriptive engagement not with (factual) 
phenomena, but with “possibilities of phenomena”.27  These characteristics can 
be found, for example, in Kuhn’s descriptive and contextual brands of 
philosophy of science, in Foucault’s genealogical endeavours, and in 
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, where description is employed as an antidote to 
dogmatism and as an anchor to ordinary (everyday) conditions of the human 
form(s) of life, helping us in acquiring a perspicuous representation of the issues 
under (philosophical) investigation. What underlies Rescher’s identification of a 
descriptive (meta)philosophical approach with factual inquiry and its subsequent 
exclusion from the scope of philosophy, are assumptions such as: i) philosophy 
is a purely cognitivist enterprise of a normative nature aiming at and/or based 

                                                                                                                
components of metaphilosophy that Rescher distinguishes, namely ‘institutions of 
philosophy’ and ‘taxonomies of philosophy’, while the third one, ‘conceptions of 
philosophy’, remains, as in Rescher’s approach, a philosophically normative component. 
See also our discussion of the potentially philosophically valuable role of the broader 
biographical material, focusing on the case of Wittgenstein, in Ch. 3 p. 63-67 below.         
26. That is not to say that the two philosophical approaches are mutually exclusive and 
that there is a sharp dichotomy between them. On the contrary, the descriptive and 
normative aspects of (meta)philosophy stand at the two ends – unreachable in their 
alleged ‘pure’ form – of a spectrum that emerges from the mutually-defining unresolved 
tension between the philosophical uses of ‘is’ and ‘should’. To wit, the (more) descriptive 
philosophical approaches are already shaped to some extent by certain normative 
principles and exhibit themselves some normative characteristics as embraced 
philosophical positions and exercised philosophical stances. But also the (more) 
normative ones appeal and employ various kinds of description(s) of what is actually the 
case in order to be able to suggest what the case should be. Thus, characteristics of both a 
descriptive and normative character coexist in all different kinds of (meta)philosophical 
activity (see also Kuhn (1996, p. 207-208)).   
27. See PI 90.  
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upon the search for the one and only, objective, and cognitive truth; ii) 
description has a limited (or no) role as a philosophical methodological tool;28 
and iii) the reduction of the many and varied methodological roles of description 
to the one that it has in science. This reduction is an indicative instance of the 
contemporary imperialism of science, with the scientistic identification of 
description with factual (empirical) inquiry becoming the norm. And with regard 
to descriptive metaphilosophy, it is reduced through Rescher’s approach to the 
application of sciences such as history, sociology, or psychology  – the scientific 
(with ‘scientific’ construed as in natural science) status of the aforementioned 
disciplines is of course a vast debate of its own. Such an approach does not do 
justice to the various roles that description may play in (meta)philosophy (i.e. 
context, possibilities), nor to the valuable philosophical insights, but not 
foundations, that those non-philosophical disciplines may offer. While history, 
sociology, and psychology of philosophy may be significant parts of a descriptive 
metaphilosophical project, the project itself cannot be reduced to (one of) them, 
for there is a distinct philosophical aspect in descriptive metaphilosophy as well. 
 
There is one more issue raised by Rescher’s sharp dichotomy between 
descriptive and normative metaphilosophy and his subsequent exclusion of the 
former from the scope of philosophy. Just a few pages after the previous quote, 
Rescher states that:  
 

The normative agenda represents a particular position’s view of the matter. But 
philosophy-at-large is of course something greater than any particular position: 
it has to include the whole gamut of such positions. And so its view of the 
agenda is bound to be larger. But “its view” of course here means “its view as 
constituted from the descriptive standpoint”. Philosophy-at-large does not – 
cannot – have any normative position.29 

 

                                                
28. See for example Russell’s assessment of Wittgenstein’s, characteristically descriptive, 
later philosophy as a product of a philosopher who “seems to have grown tired of 
serious thinking and to have invented a doctrine which would make such an activity 
unnecessary” Monk (1991, p. 472). Another potential misunderstanding regarding later 
Wittgenstein’s resort to description may be found in the construal of his appeal to the 
description of everyday language and the contexts of its use as merely an appeal to some 
kind of empirical facts. A detailed discussion of why this would actually be a 
misunderstanding can be found in Kindi (1998) – see also Stokhof (2011, p. 288-289) for 
a short discussion of the role that empirical data play in later Wittgenstein’s philosophical 
approach. In both the above misunderstandings of the role of description in 
Wittgenstein’s later (meta)philosophy, as either trivial or coinciding with 
scientific/factual inquiry, what is at stake is the philosophical role of description and its 
opposition to the conceptions of philosophy that prioritise its normative 
(meta)philosophical aspects. 
29. Rescher (2005, p. 57). 
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With that move, while Rescher appears to acknowledge the crucial role of the 
descriptive metaphilosophical standpoint, he still takes it to stand outside 
philosophy as necessarily bearing no philosophical content. For this is an 
acknowledgment that covers only the disciplinary level – philosophy-at-large – 
not the level of the individual philosophers as well. Descriptive metaphilosophy, 
according to Rescher, seems to contribute only to an all-comprising 
depersonalised (non-philosophical) view and is not a distinctive philosophical 
position in itself. What we find reflected again here is one of the key 
characteristics of Rescher’s (meta)philosophical stance, namely, the narrow scope 
of his perspectivism/pluralism. A narrow scope that is adopted in order to avoid 
some of the problems that relativist, or pluralist approaches in general, face, like 
the one of self-refutation. But this kind of narrow-scope pluralism as a middle 
way between relativism and dogmatism may finally result in facing many of the 
problems of both and, in our case, Rescher’s rejection of a descriptive approach 
in metaphilosophy as part of philosophy clearly exhibits signs of dogmatism.30 
 
It would be rather trivial to mention that the continental philosophical tradition 
has historically shown much more sensitivity towards metaphilosophical 
problematics, and especially its descriptive, historical, and contextual aspects, 
compared to the analytic.31 What is at stake between the different approaches of 
                                                
30. The exclusion of descriptive metaphilosophy from the philosophical domain is a 
dogmatic gesture for the following reason, among others. If one is to adopt a thorough 
pluralist philosophical stance, the descriptive aspects of philosophy can no longer be 
excluded from philosophy’s scope. Once we take metaphilosophy to belong to the same 
kind of activity as philosophy, then in a similar way we cannot exclude its descriptive 
aspects from the scope of philosophy, at least without our stance losing its thorough 
pluralist character. A conception of (meta)philosophising where its normative and 
descriptive aspects coexist in a dialectic tension (see Ch. 1 p. 17 n. 26 above) seems to 
face far fewer problems in regard to dogmatism, since the descriptive features are 
interwoven with the normative ones, without excluding each other.    
31. Both the terms ‘analytic’ and ‘continental’ are used here as family-resemblance terms 
in a way similar to the one in which Glock and Sluga have approached analytic 
philosophy. According to Glock: “What holds analytic philosophers together is not a 
single set of necessary and sufficient conditions, but a thread of overlapping similarities 
(doctrinal, methodological and stylistic). […] At the same time, a family-resemblance 
conception of analytic philosophy once more overshoots the acknowledged extension of 
the term. This shortcoming is avoided by combining a family resemblance with a genetic 
or historical conception. According to the latter, analytic philosophy is first and foremost 
a historical sequence of individuals and schools that influenced, and engaged in debate 
with, each other, without sharing any single doctrine, problem, method or style. This 
historical conception conforms to common practice.” Glock (2008, p. 19-20). And 
according to Sluga: “The outcome of all this is that it may be hopeless to try to 
determine the essence of analytic philosophy, that analytic philosophy is to be 
characterised in terms of overlapping circles of family resemblances and of causal 
relations of ‘influence’ that extend in all directions and certainly far beyond the 
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the two traditions is not only the rigidness of the distinction between the 
historical and the systematic aspects of philosophy, but also the whole scope of 
the metaphilosophical field, with the continental tradition exhibiting a much 
broader and pluralist stance. That is not to say that the analytic tradition has 
remained blind to the metaphilosophical issues being raised. First, as we have 
already indicated, most of the philosophical views already gestate certain 
metaphilosophical attitudes, even if just implicitly.32 And second, philosophers 
and movements that are labeled under the analytic school, such as Russell, 
Wittgenstein, the members of the Vienna Circle, and Rorty (as far as he is taken 
to belong to the analytic tradition), have engaged in significant metaphilosophical 
reflection, making such a claim sound rather absurd. Nevertheless, there are just 
a few cases of philosophers in the analytic tradition that find the scope of the 
metaphilosophical problematics to extend beyond the issues of the nature, aims, 
and methods of philosophy, including the rest of the issues mentioned in the 
lists of metaphilosophical areas of interest provided above. This is also closely 
related to the fact that descriptive (meta)philosophical approaches, or 
(meta)philosophical approaches in which description plays an important role as a 
tool for reflection, seem to be much more popular in the continental tradition 
than in the analytic, where the normative ones hold the lion’s share. Even when 
enterprises in such fields as the history or sociology of philosophy, where 
description is expected to play a crucial role, emerge in the analytic tradition, they 
tend toward either the Scylla of not being actually descriptive or historical, as in 
the case of Soames’ “history” of analytic philosophy,33 or the Charybdis of 
reductionism, as in the case of Collins’ sociology of philosophy.34 

                                                                                                                
boundaries we hope to draw. So our question should not be: what precise property do all 
analytic philosophers share? But: how can one draw the boundaries of analytic 
philosophy most naturally and most usefully and to what uses are we putting the term 
when we draw them in one way rather than another?” Sluga (1998, p. 107). 
32. We could distinguish here between explicit metaphilosophy, i.e. the explicitly stated 
views of a philosopher over metaphilosophical issues, and implicit metaphilosophy, i.e. 
the metaphilosophical implications of a philosopher’s philosophical positions (on 
metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, philosophy of language, social and political 
philosophy, etc.).   
33. See Soames (2003a, 2003b). For two different critical approaches to the work of 
Soames, stressing how Soames downplays the descriptive, contextual, and 
metaphilosophical aspects of such an endeavour in favour of an approach that consists 
of summaries of or essays on certain philosophers’ views, see Hacker (2006) and Rorty 
(2005). 
34. See Collins (1998). While Collins acknowledges the danger of reductionism in 
sociological approaches to philosophy, he seems to fall prey to it himself in various 
points of his work. For more on this see Paget (2001), Munz (2000), and Hattiangadi 
(2000). For a reply of Collins, see Collins (2000). See also Fuller (2000a) for a discussion 
of the ways in which Collins’ overall account remains too close to professional analytic 
philosophy’s (rather limited) own understanding of its history. 



Chapter 1. Prolegomena 

 

21 

In our approach in the current work the descriptive metaphilosophical 
perspective mainly takes a contextual form. At the level of philosophy as a 
discipline that means the treatment of philosophy as a practice interwoven with 
the rest of the nexus of human praxis. At the level of individual philosophers the 
contextual character of our metaphilosophical approach results in an 
investigation of the various facets (e.g. historical, social and political, intellectual, 
artistic, etc.) that the broader context of a philosopher’s life and thought, in our 
specific case Wittgenstein’s, takes. In the next chapter we focus on the first case, 
on philosophy-in-general, while in the rest of the work we mainly focus on the 
second, on Wittgenstein’s case. For our contextual approach to philosophy as a 
discipline and as a practice in the next chapter, Kuhn’s similar approach to 
science provides us with a suitable paradigm and point of departure. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




