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Chapter 3 

Early Wittgenstein in Context:  
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I am a shadow far from darkening villages.  
I drank the silence of God  
Out of the stream in the trees. 
 
Cold metal walks on my forehead.  
Spiders search for my heart.  
It is a light that goes out in my mouth. 
 
Georg Trakl, from ‘De Profundis’ (1912) 
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3.1 The Issue of Ethics in Wittgenstein’s Work and Life 
 
To mention that ethics plays a very important role in both Wittgenstein’s work 
and life would be little more than a trivial remark nowadays. Regarding his life, 
the large number of biographies, memoirs written by his acquaintances, and 
collections of his personal notes1 point to a leitmotif consisting of a quest for 
ethical perfection, a struggle for clarity – a clarity that refers to ethics among 
others – a battle for a perspicuous view that opens a path leading to a decent 
human life.2 As far as his work is concerned, the treatment of the remarks on 
ethics in the Tractatus, i.e. mainly paragraphs 5.54-5.641 and 6.37-7, has altered 
compared to their initial reception, which was dominant until some years after 
Wittgenstein’s death. This initial reception can be traced back to Bertrand 
Russell’s reading of the Tractatus, as it is manifested in his, according to 
Wittgenstein misleading,3 introduction to it and in his comments about 
Wittgenstein of that period  – “I had felt in his book a flavor of mysticism, but 
was astonished when I found that he has become a complete mystic” –4 and was 
carried on by members of the Vienna Circle and of the movement of logical 
positivism through their interpretation of the Tractatus and personal acquaintance 
with Wittgenstein in the late 1920s and early 30s. Rudolf Carnap mentions:  
 

I had not paid sufficient attention to the sentences in his book about the 
mystical because his feelings and thoughts in this area were too divergent from 
mine. Only personal contact with him helped me to see clearly his attitude on 
this point.5 
  

And with regard to Wittgenstein’s attitude: 
  

His point of view and his attitude toward people and problems, even theoretical 
problems, were much more similar to those of a creative artist than to a 
scientist; one might almost say, similar to those of a religious prophet or seer.6  

                                                
1. For biographies of Wittgenstein see Bartley (1985), McGuinness (1988) and Monk 
(1991); for memoirs, recollections, recorded conversations, letters, and discussions of the 
context of Wittgenstein’s work and life see Engelmann (1967), Janik and Toulmin (1973), 
Rhees (ed.) (1981), von Wright (1982), Malcolm (2001), WCLD, VW, and WVC; for 
personal notes and diaries see NB, CV, and WPPO.  
2. “Now I might have an opportunity to be a decent human being, because I am face to 
face with death.” Entry in Wittgenstein’s diary (15/09/1914) quoted in McGuinness 
(1988, p. 221). 
3. See Monk (1991, p. 183-184). 
4. WCLD p. 112. This judgment comes from a letter of Russell to Lady Ottoline Morrell 
in 1919 sent from The Hague during the first meeting between Russell and Wittgenstein 
after the end of World War I. 
5 Carnap (1963, p. 27). 
6. ibid. p. 25. 
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We could describe Russell’s and Carnap’s stance towards the ethical part of the 
Tractatus and Wittgenstein’s views on ethics in general – taking into account their 
admiration and respect for the logical and technical aspects of his work – as a 
demonstration of tolerance towards the mystical eccentricity of a genius; 
tolerance towards a human caprice that can be clearly isolated from the 
ingenious remarks of Wittgenstein on language, logic, and the world.7 
 
The wide influence of logical positivism and empiricism, the absence of 
publication of almost any of the writings that Wittgenstein produced after the 
Tractatus until the 1950s, and of course the character of the Tractatus itself, with 
its ambivalences and tensions – characteristics of Wittgenstein’s personality as 
well – contributed to an image of the Tractatus as a mainly, or even solely, logical 
treatise about language and the world that just includes some extravagant 
remarks on ethics that appear to be in an enigmatic tension with the rest of the 
work, bearing nevertheless a mystical charm. It was after the 1950s, with the 
wider establishment of his name as one of the most important in 20th century 
philosophy and the rise and development of Wittgenstein scholarship – through 
the publication of Wittgenstein’s later work, diaries and notes, the philosophical 
work and the memoirs of his students and friends, the increased interest in his 
life culminating in biographies, and his major impact on influential individual 
philosophers and philosophical schools – that the above image gradually started 
to change. Wittgenstein’s relation to ethics was unavoidably set then on a 
different basis, as a large number of new relevant material was coming to surface 
and steps for its systematic study were taken as we can see for example with the 
publication in 1965 of both Wittgenstein’s ‘Lecture on Ethics’ (given in 1929) 
and of Rush Rhees’s article ‘Some Developments in Wittgenstein’s View of 
Ethics’. But again the issue of the ethical aspects of Wittgenstein’s life and 
thought was only slightly touched; it was Janik and Toulmin’s Wittgenstein’s 
Vienna published in 1973 that played a significant role in attracting some 
attention, especially with regard to his early phase, from the logical part of his 
work towards his wider (meta)philosophical and ethical concerns, not only from 
a systematic but also from a historical and contextual point of view.8 
 
While with regard to Wittgenstein’s early phase we can trace his views on ethics 
both in his work (the published version of the Tractatus and the notebooks that 
led to it, as also his ‘Lecture on Ethics’ that comes from the middle phase of his 
thought but is still close to his early one) and in various biographical data (e.g. his 

                                                
7. Much later – compared to Russell’s letter from 1919 and Carnap’s recollections from 
their meetings in 1927 – expressions of a similar kind of approach to the Tractatus can be 
found in Black (1964), Maslow (1961), and Stenius (1960). 
8. For a more detailed presentation of the development of the issue of the relation 
between the ethical and the (onto)logical aspects of the Tractatus see Stokhof (2002, p. 1-
34). 
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personal diaries of that period, the recollections from his acquaintances at that 
time like Russell, Moore, Engelmann, and the members of the Vienna Circle, the 
letter to von Ficker for the publication of the Tractatus),9 regarding his later 
period things are not so clear. The few direct references to ethical issues in his 
later works are not put forward in any systematic way and often occur in the 
least expected places, as for example we can see in the Remarks on the Foundation of 
Mathematics – a collection of Wittgenstein’s manuscripts and typescripts from 
1937 until 1944 mostly related to logic and mathematics, published 
posthumously – where Wittgenstein, while discussing Cantor’s diagonal method 
and the notion of ‘series of real numbers’, makes the following rather ethical 
remarks: 
 

The sickness of a time is cured by an alteration in the mode of life of human 
beings, and it was possible for the sickness of philosophical problems to get 
cured only through a changed mode of thought and of life, not through a 
medicine invented by an individual. 
  
Think of the use of the motor-car producing or encouraging certain sicknesses, 
and mankind being plagued by such sickness until, from some cause or other, 
as the result of some development or other, it abandons the habit of driving.10  

 
The issue of the ethical aspects of Wittgenstein’s perspective offers us a suitable 
starting point for our contextual approach to his life and work, i.e. an approach 
that attempts to address the issue of Wittgenstein’s relation to his times and the 
context of his life and thought. And this is so because it is in these aspects that 
we can see the line of distinction between his life and philosophical work to blur, 
something that has important metaphilosophical implications, as it is indicative 
of his attitude to the relation of philosophy to the rest of human activity and 
everyday life. In the next section we discuss how this amalgamation between the 
systematic and historical sides of Wittgenstein’s stance is to be conceived, 
especially in relation to the important role that biographical material and the 
broader context in its many forms (e.g. historical, social/political, intellectual) 
may play in approaching Wittgenstein’s perspective.       
 
 
 
                                                
9. See McGuinness (1988, p. 288) and Monk (1991, p. 178). 
10. RFM Part II 23 p. 132. Note that the book, like many of the posthumously published 
works of Wittgenstein, is an abridged compilation of various Wittgenstein manuscripts 
and typescripts and thus – as the editors (Anscombe, Rhees, and von Wright) admit in 
their preface to the revised edition – some of his remarks that they considered not to fit 
in with the main thematics of the book were omitted (see ibid. p. 29-33). For a short, but 
thorough account of Wittgenstein’s posthumous publications see Hacker (1996, p. 138-
43). 
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3.2 The Role of Biographical and Historical Material 
 
The issue of the pertinence of non-(strictly)-philosophical biographical and 
historical material to the understanding of a philosopher’s views and work is not 
a recent one – just bear in mind the case of Socrates with the complete absence 
of any work written by himself and his synchronic and diachronic status as a 
philosopher – but has emerged as a highly debatable issue in Wittgenstein 
scholarship.11 There seem to be three main reasons for the popularity of the 
issue among Wittgenstein scholars: i) Wittgenstein’s attitude towards his work; ii) 
Wittgenstein’s (meta)philosophical views and especially his views on the relation 
between philosophy and life; and iii) Wittgenstein’s life and its historical context.  
 
Starting with the last factor, we could say that Wittgenstein’s life and its historical 
context in a way are calling for an association with his work. A life with all the 
diversities and tensions, with all the acquaintances and influences, with the 
quantity and quality of experiences and events like Wittgenstein’s is very difficult 
to be left unnoticed; the same holds for his historical context, which includes the 
two World Wars and the rapid changes that the first half of the 20th century 
brought to both our intellectual activity and everyday life. Of course the fact that 
Wittgenstein lived a fascinating life in a historically interesting and important 
period cannot be used as a self-supporting valid argument for the legitimation, or 
even for the plausibility, of a lucid connection between his work and his life, but 
is adequate as a starting point for such an attempt, providing the “raw” 
contextual material from which certain connections can be drawn in 
combination with his work and his own conception of this connection. To make 
the above point clearer, it is useful to juxtapose Wittgenstein’s case with the case 
of one of the most important philosophers of the analytic tradition, W. V. O. 
Quine, whose life, as it is presented through his autobiography,12 does not seem 
to provide us with such a solid starting point for an attempt of the same kind. 
What a reader, who seeks a connection between Quine’s work and life aiming to 
a richer understanding of the former with the contribution of the latter, finally 
gets after reading his autobiography is the absence of such an illumination. While 
this may have to do with the specific quality of the relevant material (i.e. Quine’s 
style and his editorial choices about what to include) – indicating that the issue of 
the relation between a philosopher’s work and life cannot be treated in a uniform 
way and hence requires a case by case research in both his work and life –13 it is 
important to note that even the (apparent) absence of such a relation may have 

                                                
11. See Monk (2001), Conant (2001), Bartley (1985, p. 159-197), and Janik and Toulmin 
(1973, p. 13-32).  
12. See Quine (2000). 
13. See Conant (2001, p. 39). 
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interesting metaphilosophical implications regarding the nature and the role of 
philosophy for the specific philosopher in question.14  
 
As for the first factor, the only philosophical works of Wittgenstein to be 
published during his life15 were the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus in 1922, published 
originally in German as Logisch-philosophische Abhandlung in 1921, and the article 
‘Some Remarks on Logical Form’ in 1929 – with which he was openly not 
satisfied.16 The vast number of his works that were published posthumously 
originate from manuscripts, typescripts, dictations and notes, both his and his 
students’. Wittgenstein is (in)famous for both his perfectionism and ambivalent 
and protean stance regarding the quality of his work, factors that played an 
important role in not publishing any of his transitional and later work. On the 
other hand, in a typically Wittgensteinian – this means paradoxical at first glance 
– way, he appointed three literary executors through his will, his students and 
friends G. H. von Wright, G. E. M. Anscombe and Rush Rhees, providing them 
the copyright and total freedom over the future publication of his unpublished 
writings, which number to more than 20.000 pages – the intellectual legacy of 
Wittgenstein known as his Nachlass.17 The size, diversity and complexity of the 
material that constitutes the Nachlass – writings from different phases of his life 
that were discovered in various periods and places, scattered personal remarks 
and remarks on “non-philosophical” issues in the middle of “philosophical” 
work, remarks that have been revised and obtained a final status together with 
remarks in primordial form – give rise to a number of interpretative problems. 
At the same time, the peculiar character of the Nachlass is indicative of an 
absence of a sharp categorisation, for example between philosophical and non-
philosophical remarks, in Wittgenstein’s own treatment of the issues that were 
occupying his thought. This fact not only justifies an appeal to biographical and 
contextual material which may potentially contribute to resolving some of the 
interpretative difficulties or give rise to new points of view regarding certain 
aspects of his perspective. It also signifies the non-discriminating stance of 
Wittgenstein towards life and philosophical work. 
                                                
14. Like for example the conception of philosophy as an ahistorical enterprise exceeding 
the context of each philosopher’s life and the rejection of what Conant calls the ‘Socratic 
motivation to philosophy’ (see ibid. p. 47-48 n. 46), the conception of philosophy not as 
a technical task, but as a way of life.  
15. Wittgenstein also published a short review of Coffey’s book Science of Logic in 1913, a 
spelling dictionary for Austrian elementary school students in 1926 and a letter to the 
editor of Mind (G.E. Moore) in 1933 about an article of Braithwaite discussing 
Wittgenstein’s older and (then) current views on philosophy. The review, the letter, and 
Wittgenstein’s preface to the dictionary can be found in WPO p. 2-3, 156-157, and 14-27 
respectively.  
16. See WPO p. 28. The paper can be found in ibid. p. 29-35. 
17. For more details about Wittgenstein’s Nachlass see von Wright (1993a) and Klagge 
and Nordmann (1993). 
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That is made clearer, and now we come to the second factor, once we trace 
Wittgenstein’s expressed views on the topic of the relation between philosophy 
and life. It is a fact that at the end of 1929, upon his return to philosophical 
activity after a ten-year hiatus, Wittgenstein was considering writing an 
autobiography.18 This task was conceived by Wittgenstein as a dangerous one, 
since he felt that vanity was always around the corner threatening his personal 
goals of decency and clarity.19 What is very important to notice here is that this 
endeavour for personal decency is not separate from the philosophical clarity 
that Wittgenstein was looking for, but it just constitutes another form of 
expression of the same struggle – philosophical clarity and ethical decency are 
two sides of the same coin. As James Conant and Ray Monk comment 
respectively: 
 

Yet if you wish to think of yourself as practicing philosophy in anything like the 
spirit of Wittgenstein, then these two struggles must become for you – as they 
did for Wittgenstein – twin aspects of a single struggle, each partially 
constitutive of the other.20 
 
“Nothing is hidden” is, for Wittgenstein, an ethical as well as a logical remark.21  

 
Consider also the following remarks of Wittgenstein:  
 

[…] But how can I be a logician before I’m a human being!22  
 
Work on philosophy – like work in architecture in many respects – is really 
more work on oneself. On one’s own conception. On how one sees things. 
(And what one expects of them).23 
 
If you are unwilling to know what you are, your writing is a form of deceit. If 
anyone is unwilling to descend into himself, because this is too painful, he will 
remain superficial in his writing.24 
  

It is clear through the above remarks that Wittgenstein does not hold a (sharp) 
distinction between philosophical and non-philosophical (personal) problems, 
between his work and his life – he views life and (philosophical) work as one. 
 
                                                
18. See Monk (1991, p. 281-282). 
19. “The spirit in which one can write the truth about oneself can take the most varied 
forms; from the most decent to the most indecent” – Wittgenstein’s notebook remark in 
28/12/1929 quoted in ibid. 
20. Conant (2001, p. 27).  
21. Monk (2001, p. 10).  
22. WCLD p. 63. 
23. CV p. 24. 
24. Wittgenstein’s remark in February 1938 quoted in Rhees (1981, p. 193). 
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Wittgenstein’s views on the subject indicate that the relevant biographical and 
historical material may contribute in the formation of a more complete picture of 
his perspective, by highlighting aspects of his life and thought that often do not 
receive the attention they should, or in the creation of new ways of approaching 
his personality and work. The contributions of James Conant and Ray Monk in 
the collection of essays Wittgenstein: Biography and Philosophy25 do provide us with a 
very thorough account not only of the legitimacy and the merits, but also of the 
dangers that such a project faces. Before proceeding, we shall briefly discuss the 
danger that appears the most prominent, namely the danger of what Conant calls 
‘reductivism’,26 i.e. the situation where the understanding of a philosopher’s work 
is reduced to an explanation based on biographical facts and data of a psychological 
or social character. The key terms here are ‘reduction’ and ‘explanation’, two 
terms that are often closely related. If what is at stake is a causal explanation of 
why a philosopher holds the views that (s)he actually holds, then reduction to 
psychological or social factors is unavoidable, a reduction that results in the 
formation of various hypotheses which on the one hand can never be verified or 
falsified in the desired science-like way27 and on the other hand are presented as 
the sole true objective way – the ‘scientific’ – to understand the philosopher’s 
work. As our contextual approach is opposed to what Conant calls 
‘compartmentalism’,28 i.e. the sharp distinction between a philosopher’s work 
and life and the commitment to the idea of the irrelevance of the latter to the 
former, and in order to avoid the trap of reductionism, we have to look for a 
non-explanatory role for biographical and historical material, while at the same 
time its use should succeed in shedding light on our understanding of 
Wittgenstein. Thus, what we are after, following Wittgenstein, is a different kind 
of understanding compared to the “scientific” one, an understanding that stems 
from description itself – and not from explanation – and is demonstrated in 
practice by seeing connections,29 without these connections conceived as some 
kind of quasi-scientific “hard data”.30 This task will hopefully lead us to look at 
things from a different point of view (in comparison to the dominant ones that 
focus on Wittgenstein’s reflections on the core analytic philosophical areas, viz. 
philosophy of language and mind, metaphysics, and logic) and ideally from many 
different points of view so that through that pluralistic state we achieve some 
clarity in the form of a “perspicuous representation” of Wittgenstein’s 

                                                
25. See Klagge (2001). 
26. Conant (2001, p. 17-19).  
27. Consider for example whether a claim that Wittgenstein’s views can be explained in 
terms of his sexual life can ever be verified or falsified. With regard to that see also 
Bartley (1985, p. 168-191) and Monk (2001, p. 6, 13-14).  
28. Conant (2001, p. 17-19).  
29. See PI 122, 681-684, 689, and WPO p. 143. 
30. See Monk (2001, p. 5-7) and Conant (2001, p. 39-42).  
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φιλοσοφία.31 A clarity about his life stance as love for wisdom and not about a 
set of doctrines extracted from his writings and presented as his “philosophy”, a 
decontextualised product appearing to come out of nowhere. And a suitable 
starting point for this, as we have already mentioned, is Wittgenstein’s early 
views on ethics, science, and humanity. 
 
3.3 Early Wittgenstein on Ethics, Science, and Humanity  
 
In the aforementioned and nowadays famous – at least in Wittgenstein 
scholarship where it is often quoted – letter of 1919 to the editor of the literary 
periodical Der Brenner Ludwig von Ficker, Wittgenstein, aiming for the 
publication of the Tractatus and trying to explain the book’s basic point, writes: 
 

[…] the book’s point is an ethical one. I once meant to include in the preface a 
sentence which is not in fact there now but which I will write out for you here, 
because it will perhaps be a key to the work for you. What I meant to write, 
then, was this: My work consists of two parts: the one presented here plus all 
that I have not written. And it is precisely this second part that is the important 
one. My book draws limits to the sphere of the ethical from the inside as it 
were, and I am convinced that this is the ONLY rigorous way of drawing those 
limits. In short, I believe that where many others today are just gassing, I have 
managed in my book to put everything firmly in place by being silent about it. 
And for that reason, unless I am very much mistaken, the book will say a great 
deal that you yourself want to say. Only perhaps you won’t see that it is said in 
the book. For now, I would recommend you to read the preface and the 
conclusion, because they contain the most direct expression of the point of the 
book.32 

 
And in the preface of the Tractatus, composed in 1918, he emphatically 
pronounces: 
 

I am, therefore, of the opinion that the problems have in essentials been finally 
solved. And if I am not mistaken in this, then the value of this work secondly 
consists in the fact that it shows how little has been done when these problems 
have been solved.33 

 
We have already referred to the chronic underestimation of the ethical aspects of 
the Tractatus and the fact that these very aspects are the most important 
according to Wittgenstein himself strikes us as highly ironic. Wittgenstein was 
expecting such difficulties in the understanding of his work as we can see not 

                                                
31. ‘Φιλοσοφία’ is the Greek word for philosophy and its original meaning is ‘love for 
wisdom’: love (φιλο) – wisdom (σοφία).  
32. Quoted in von Wright (1982, p. 83). 
33. TLP Preface p. 29. 
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only in the passage of the letter quoted above – “Only perhaps you won’t see 
that it is said in the book” – but also in the preface of the Tractatus, where he 
states that: “This book will perhaps only be understood by those who have 
themselves already thought the thoughts which are expressed in it –- or similar 
thoughts. It is therefore not a text-book”.34 This kind of concern about the 
reception, the understanding, and the influence of his views and works kept 
occupying him throughout his life35 and are discussed again later as part of our 
discussion of Wittgenstein’s relation to his times. 
 
What Wittgenstein has written about ethics during his early phase can be found 
in the related parts of the Tractatus (mainly paragraphs 5.6-5.641 and 6.37-7) and 
his notebooks of that time, especially, but not exclusively, in his notes from 
11/06/16 until 10/01/17,36 when he was working on the manuscripts – while 
serving in the Austrian army and fighting on the Russian front – which would 
later culminate in the Tractatus. What has to be made clear from the beginning of 
our short presentation of early Wittgenstein’s views on ethics,37 is that he does 
not put forward or embrace any typical ethical theory in his writings. On the 
contrary, one of the main aims of his remarks is to attack the very notion of an 
ethical theory, as the cornerstone of his remarks is that ethics is transcendental 
and ineffable (TLP 6.421). Ethical values are not to be found in the world (TLP 
6.41), as everything that is part of the world is contingent while the sense and 
values of the world is the absolute basis on which the contingency of the facts of 
the world is possible and thus cannot be contingent (i.e. in the world) itself. The 
isomorphism between language and world that Wittgenstein describes in the 
Tractatus, the shared logical form of sentences (language) and facts (world) (TLP 
2.18), draws a strong line between what can be said and what not. Ethics, 
together with aesthetics (TLP 6.421) and logic (TLP 6.13), is transcendental and 
they all belong to the ineffable, to the mystical (TLP 6.522); they constitute a 
condition – a limit – of the world and not a part of it (TLP 6.45), they cannot be 
depictured by language and thus discussed sensically, they can only show themselves 
(TLP 6.522). 
 
There are three points on which we shall focus in our discussion of ethics in 
Wittgenstein’s early thought. The first is the issue of the role of ethics in the 
Tractarian edifice and especially the relation between the ethical remarks and the 
(onto)logical parts of the work. The fact that both logic and ethics are 

                                                
34. ibid. p. 27. 
35. See for example PI Preface p. x. 
36. These notes can be found in NB p. 72-91. 
37. A longer presentation and discussion of the issue exceeds our current aims. For a 
detailed study of the issue and especially of the relation between ethics and ontology in 
Wittgenstein’s early thought see Stokhof (2002) whose line of argumentation we follow 
in general.  
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transcendental for Wittgenstein is not a coincidence. There is an intrinsic relation 
between them and this relation is based on their common function as limits of 
the world. As the limits of the world are identified with the limits of logic (TLP 
5.61), shaped by tautology and contradiction (TLP 4.463) and defining logical 
space (the totality of possible facts (TLP 1.13)), ethics, in the form of good or 
bad will, defines the limits of the world – my world –38 as well (TLP 6.43), a 
world viewed as a limited whole (TLP 6.45). So, we are in a state where both 
logic and ethics define the limits of the world – the limits of one and the same 
world, from an ontological point of view, which is viewed in two different ways 
– providing us two different ways of interacting with it.39 Logic in the Tractatus 
constitutes the necessary condition for meaningful discourse and as an absolute 
demand it cannot itself be part of the contingent meaningful discourse, hence it 
is transcendental, cannot be represented, and thus is inexpressible (TLP 4.0312), 
it reflects the world (TLP 6.13), and shows itself in language (TLP 4.121) and in 
the world (TLP 6.22). In a parallel way, ethics constitutes the necessary condition 
for the world viewed sub specie aeterni, for the attitude of signification and valuing 
of the world – of addition or loss of meaning40 and of thinking of good and bad 
in the first place.41 And again, as an absolute demand, like logic, it cannot be 
expressed, it is the mystical feeling (TLP 6.45) and shows itself in our life stance, 
in our will42 and actions (TLP 6.422). It is on the basis of this parallel function of 
logic and ethics that “The world and life are one” (TLP 5.621).  
 
Let us now turn to the second point that calls for our attention. We saw in our 
discussion of the previous point that Wittgenstein holds that ethical values and 
the meaning of the world are not to be found in it and that ethics is 
transcendental. On the other hand, he seems to acknowledge, even in a non-
direct way, that absolute values can be found – in a certain sense – in the world, 
as he holds that “There must be some sort of ethical reward and ethical 
punishment, but this must lie in action itself” (TLP 6.422) – and of course our 
actions are located in the world – together with all the relevant remarks regarding 
will as the bearer of good and evil.43 The employment of the Schopenhauerian 
notion of the ‘will’, with the distinction between the individual and the 
metaphysical will, combined with his treatment of the issue of the ‘subject’, again 
with the related distinction between the psychological/individual and the 
metaphysical/willing subject,44 allow Wittgenstein to overcome the apparent 

                                                
38. In the Tractatus solipsism coincides with realism (TLP 5.64), the world is my world 
(TLP 5.62) as the limits of the language (defined by logic) are the limits of my world. 
39. See Stokhof (2002, p. 237). 
40. See NB p. 73 6/7/16. 
41. See Rhees (1965, p. 25). 
42. See NB p. 86 4/11/16. 
43. See TLP 6.43 and NB p. 72-88 11/6/16-4/11/16.  
44. See NB p. 79 2/8/16. 
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contradiction between the simultaneous immanent and transcendent character of 
absolute ethical values.45 It is through the will, which is intrinsically related to our 
actions and is the bearer of good and evil, that ethical values find their place in 
the world. The ethical problem for him, the quest for absolute good, consists in 
the harmonising of the individual will with the metaphysical will, with the one 
“world soul”46 or God’s will47 which is nothing other than “how things stand”,48 
meaning the totality of logical space – the sum of all that is possible.49 Thus, 
ethical good, or the “happy life” as Wittgenstein calls it, can be found in the 
world as the identity of the actions of the psychological/individual subject – the 
knowing subject that is part of the world and interacts with it through language 
and thought – with the will of the metaphysical subject – the willing subject that 
is the limit of the world and hence views it as a limited whole.50 From this angle, 
the transcendental character of ethics, as Stokhof suggests, does not lead to an 
ontological or an epistemological transcendence, but to a linguistic one, as it is 
demonstrated by its ineffability: 
 

The connection between ethics, logic and reality is as follows. Ethical value is in 
the world. It is an intrinsic aspect of our actions and our actions are clearly part 
of the world. In this sense the world has an ethical dimension and value is 
immanent. But these intrinsic ethical properties cannot be expressed in 
language and hence in the world as it appears in our language, and hence in our 
thought, value is not to be found. In that sense value is transcendent. 
Immanence and transcendence are logical and not ontological categories, since 
the world and its limits is a logical and not an ontological notion. Only in this 
way can the Tractatus be read as a coherent whole.51 

 
The third issue that stands out is the ethical point of the book. As we have already 
mentioned, the Tractatus has been object to various kinds of (mis)interpretations, 
a large number of which share the common theme of distortion, 
underestimation, or rejection of its ethical remarks.52 The sharp distinction that 
Wittgenstein draws in the book between what can be meaningfully said and what 
cannot – with the ineffable ethics belonging to the latter – may easily lead, under 
a strong positivist interpretation, to the identification of the ineffable with the 
impossible, non-worthy, or non-existent. To be sure, a claim such as “Only what 
we can speak about is important (or even exists)” will not sound strange to a lot 
of ears, even of people who would not be characterised as positivists. But 

                                                
45. See Stokhof (2002, p. 186-249). 
46. NB p. 49 23/5/15. 
47. ibid. p. 75 8/7/16. 
48. ibid. p. 79 1/8/16. 
49. See Stokhof (2002, p. 216). 
50. See TLP 5.632 and NB p. 79 2/8/16. 
51. Stokhof (2002, p. 238). 
52. See Ch. 3 p. 60-62 above. 
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undoubtedly, as we see in Wittgenstein’s preface to the Tractatus and in his letter 
to von Ficker, this was not his intention. The ineffability of ethics does not 
function for early Wittgenstein as a way of discarding it; on the contrary, it is a 
way, and for him the only way, of safeguarding something of the highest 
importance from contingency, speculation, and dogmatism. “Whereof one 
cannot speak, thereof must one be silent”;53 silent, not ignorant, indifferent or 
apathetic; silent, but with eyes wide open so that one can see what shows itself 
even when it is presented unavoidably in a nonsensical form as the Tractatus itself 
(TLP 6.54). 
 
Regarding natural science, it is identified in the Tractarian construction with the 
totality of meaningful discourse, with everything that can be said (TLP 6.53). 
Hence, the area of the effable, and thus of the cognitively knowable, is exhausted 
by the propositions of natural sciences. What we should bear in mind, however, 
is that everything that is included in this area of the effable is logically 
contingent. Taking into account the contingency of language and world54 
together with the absolute character of logic and ethics, as the necessary 
conditions for a contingent world, it comes as no surprise that for Wittgenstein 
science is just a means for the description of the world (TLP 6.341) and not an 
explanation of it (TLP 6.371), where the term explanation is used not in the 
scientific sense, but in the ethical – as the route to the meaning of life. As we saw 
above, Wittgenstein holds that the sense of the world is not to be found in it; so, 
his acknowledgement of science’s authority over the description of the world, 
which he shares with the logical positivists, does not lead to the stance that the 
latter adopt, where science is treated as the ultimate explanation of the world 
providing a total understanding of it. On the contrary, it is exactly because 
science is the way to gain knowledge over the world that it cannot fulfill the role 
of explaining it. Science answers the question of how the world is and cannot 
address the issue of its existence, since that the world is, belongs to the ineffable 
mystical where neither answers nor questions can be formed (TLP 6.44-6.51). It 
is in this way, through the disappearance of the problem itself, that the problem 
of life – of its meaning and of the existence of the world – is solved (TLP 6.521). 
A problem that in the first place rises due to the incompetence of science to 
provide answers about it,55 despite science’s appealing – nevertheless, illusionary 
– status in the modern world as the ultimate explanation.56  
 

                                                
53. TLP 7, the ultimate remark of the book. 
54. See TLP 1.21, 2.013, 2.014, 2.061, 2.062, 2.2-2.225, 4.462-4.464, 5.634, and NB p. 80 
12/8/16. 
55. See NB p. 51 25/5/15 and TLP 6.52: “We feel that even if all possible scientific 
questions be answered, the problems of life have still not been touched at all”. 
56. See TLP 6.371-6.372. 
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Wittgenstein’s reference above to the “modernen Weltanschauung” is one of the very 
few remarks in the Tractatus that have, even in an indirect way, a social or 
anthropological character – main characteristics of his later work. The human 
element of the world is treated in the Tractatus through the remarks on the 
notions of ‘subject’ and ‘solipsism’, as Wittgenstein focuses on the individual and 
not on the community, on ‘I’ and not on ‘we’.57 Of course this in not accidental, 
as we have already seen that it is the metaphysical subject that bridges, through 
its will as demonstrated in its actions, the effable with the ineffable, the cognitive 
world with the ethical values that belong to the mystic. It is only through the 
(metaphysical) subject that good and evil enter the world and this is an essential 
prerequisite for the absolute character of ethics.58 The fundamental and absolute 
nature of both logic and ethics that constitute the two different but interrelated 
delimitations and conditions of the world does not leave free space for any kind 
of social diversity. There is just one world soul/spirit, with which every subject 
gets acquainted through its own soul/spirit and it is through the latter that a 
soul/spirit can also be attributed to other living beings and lifeless things.59 
Hence, early Wittgenstein not only treats human diversity as something 
superficial (something that is also demonstrated for example in his treatment of 
the phenomenon of the vagueness of everyday language, which (his kind of) 
logical analysis is supposed to resolve) and thus intentionally ignores it, but also 
takes the very notion of humanity as not bearing any exceptional weight on its 
own terms, apart from the one it has as part of the much broader and more 
significant world spirit. Thus in the end the human factor is almost absolutely 
absent from the Tractatus and does not mediate for the relation of language to 
the world, a relation which according to early Wittgenstein is a matter of a 
mirroring based on their shared logical form for which humans do not play any 
constitutive role.  
 
3.4 Wittgenstein’s Early Life and Thought (1889-1918) 
 
In the previous section we focused on those parts of Wittgenstein’s early 
thought that relate to ethics, science, and humanity as they appear in his writings 
of the period – preliminary notes and the final published version of the Tractatus. 
What we try to do in the remainder of the current chapter and in the next one is 
to view Wittgenstein’s early thought in the light of the biographical and historical 
context of that specific phase. Despite the fact that nowadays a great deal of 
biographical facts about Wittgenstein is well known, even to people not showing 
a special interest in (his) philosophy, we shall start with a brief outline of his 
family background, as well as of his life and work until 1918, so that we set the 

                                                
57. “There are two godheads: the world and my independent I” NB p. 75 8/7/16. 
58. See NB p. 79 2/8/16. 
59. See NB p. 49 23/5/15 and p. 85 15/10/16. 
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necessary frame of reference for the discussion of the context of his early phase 
to follow.60  
 
Ludwig Wittgenstein was born on April 26, 1889 in Vienna, Austria, then part of 
the Austria-Hungarian empire, and was the youngest of eight children – he had 
three sisters and four brothers, three of whom committed suicide in 1902, 1904, 
and 1918. He was of Jewish origin, but baptised as a Roman Catholic, like the 
rest of his siblings – his mother was also a Roman Catholic, while his father was 
a Protestant. The Wittgenstein family belonged to the Austrian upper bourgeois 
class, enjoying most of the aristocratic luxuries as one of the wealthiest families 
in Austria-Hungary, with Ludwig’s father Karl being a leading figure in the 
European iron and steel industry. Nevertheless, the social and political power of 
the family was quite restricted, as the political impact of capitalism in the form of 
liberalism was still marginal in Hapsburg Austria, where the centre of the 
political scene was occupied by the conservative and monarchist Christian Social 
Party, the socialist Social Democratic Workers’ Party, and the nationalist and 
anti-Semitic Pan-German Party. Hence, the main field of expression for the 
Wittgenstein family’s wealthy state was that of culture.61 Wittgenstein’s father 
was a well-known and respected patron of the arts, owning a famous collection 
of paintings and sculptures, financing exhibitions, galleries, and artists, and 
sharing with his wife Leopoldine, a woman remarkably cultivated in music, an 
intense passion for it. As a result their house frequently hosted musical 
performances by composers like Johannes Brahms, Gustav Mahler and Josef 
Labor – the latter being a personal favourite of Ludwig. Painters like Gustav 
Klimt and Oskar Kokoschka belonged to the close circle of family friends, and 
all the family’s children were highly educated and gifted, both intellectually and 
artistically. The status of the family together with the father’s will that his sons 
get actively involved with the family’s financial and industrial business led to the 
private, home education of the children and it was only after 1903, when they 
were informed about the first suicide in the family that the children could have 
more control – albeit not complete – over their future studies.62 Thus, in that 
same year, Ludwig was enrolled in the Realschule, a technically oriented secondary 
school, in Linz, Austria and studied there until 1906, a rather unhappy period for 
him – with thoughts of suicide – during which he became aware of his absence 
of faith in religious dogmas and came into contact with the more philosophically 
oriented works of physicists Heinrich Hertz and Ludwig Boltzmann and – 
through his sister Margaret who was both well-read and the family member who 

                                                
60. Our sketch of the early phase of Wittgenstein’s life is mainly based on Monk (1991, 
p. 3-137) and McGuinness (1988). 
61. See Monk (1991, p. 10-11). 
62. See Monk (1991, p. 14-15) and McGuinness (1988, p. 50). 
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was most up to date and open to new ideas – with the ideas of writers and 
philosophers like Arthur Schopenhauer, Karl Kraus, and Otto Weininger.63 
 
In 1906, after finishing his studies in Linz, Wittgenstein moved to 
Charlottenburg in Berlin, Germany to study mechanical engineering in the 
Technische Hochschule, obtaining his diploma in 1908. In that same year, he moved 
to Manchester, U.K. to continue his engineering studies in the form of research 
on aeronautics, first by studying the behaviour of kites in the upper atmosphere 
of the earth in the Kite Flying Upper Atmosphere Station near Glossop and then 
by designing and constructing a propeller with a small jet engine on the end of 
each blade as a research student registered to the Engineering Department of the 
University of Manchester.64 As part of his aeronautical research, a deeper study 
of mathematics was required, a study that triggered his interest in the 
foundations of mathematics and led him to the works on logic of Gottlob Frege 
and Bertrand Russell. Wittgenstein, driven by a refreshed interest in 
philosophical issues combined with his continuous unhappiness, thoughts of 
suicide, and personal struggle to find the exact duty he had to fulfill in his life65  
– a high sense of duty that was imposed to all the children of the Wittgenstein 
family by the successful industrialist father –66 visited Frege in Jena, Germany in 
the summer of 1911 in order to present him his thoughts on logic and 
philosophy and to see if there was any point in being further occupied with these 
fields. Frege’s response was quite positive and he advised him to visit Russell and 
to study with him. Thus Wittgenstein, despite still being registered as a research 
student in the University of Manchester, visited Russell in Trinity College, 
Cambridge, U.K. in the autumn of the same year and started studying logic with 
him. In the academic year to follow, he not only received Russell’s advice to 
abandon his engineering studies in favour of philosophy, but soon became his 
protégé – as Russell saw him as an ideal successor – and started to impress the 
philosophical and intellectual circles of Cambridge through his understanding of 
and remarks on the foundations of the then still fresh field of formal logic and 
the related programmes of logicism and logical analysis. Russell believed that he 
had found in Wittgenstein not only the person that would take the next big step 
in philosophy, but a soulmate that shared with him the same worldview based on 
a common “theoretical passion”.67 But it soon became apparent that 
Wittgenstein’s passion was not so much a theoretical one and that the 
differences between their characters and worldviews were fundamental. The 
theoretical passion for clarity that Russell believed to share with Wittgenstein 

                                                
63. See Monk (1991, p. 18-26) and McGuinness (1988, p. 36-53). 
64. For a detailed account of Wittgenstein’s interests, studies, and research on 
aeronautics, as well as of their relation to his early philosophy, see Sterrett (2006).   
65. See Monk (1991, p. 15, 27, 35-36, 41,45) and McGuinness (1988, p. 54). 
66. See McGuinness (1988, p. 24-29). 
67. See Monk (1991, p. 53-55). 
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was not merely theoretical for the latter, but existential. For Wittgenstein logic 
was not just a theoretical or professional occupation, but an absolute duty, as 
ethics, towards himself; logic and ethics – philosophical clarity and personal 
integrity – for him were one.  
 
Despite the differences that were constantly emerging on both philosophical and 
personal terms between them, Russell’s respect towards Wittgenstein did not 
diminish; on the contrary, in the next academic year (1912-1913) Wittgenstein 
was no longer Russell’s protégé, but an equal interlocutor with an influential 
opinion. While in the first year he was mainly occupied with the issue of the 
nature and role of logical constants, during the second year he focused on 
Russell’s ‘Theory of Types’ and on elementary propositions and their connection 
to the world.68 Despite the fact that his moving to Cambridge and involvement 
with logic seemed at first to balance his depression and thoughts of suicide, the 
struggle with the fundamentally difficult problems of logic and his quest for 
decency, combined with his contempt for most of his Cambridge acquaintances, 
did not offer him any chance for peace and calmness. Hence, Wittgenstein 
moved in the autumn of 1913 to Skjolden, Norway, a small and quite isolated 
village at the end of Sognenfjord, in search of a place that would allow him to 
work on logic undistracted. Before leaving for Norway, Wittgenstein allowed a 
secretary to take notes as he was explaining his then current views to Russell and 
also dictated some relevant remarks so that they were recorded. It is in these 
notes that we first find the germ of the theory of symbolism that would later be 
fully developed in the Tractatus, as well as some metaphilosophical remarks which 
characterised his views on philosophy for the rest of his life, as for example the 
view that philosophy is a purely descriptive enterprise.69 
 
Wittgenstein stayed in Norway until the summer of 1914 and these months were 
some of the most fruitful and productive of his life. A lot of his previous ideas 
now crystallised, as the one that logical propositions are either tautologies or 
contradictions, and his main target, in his view the fundamental problem of 
logic, was to show how the theory of signs that he had already sketched could be 
developed so that it could make all tautologies recognisable as such in a uniform 
way.70 In the spring of 1914 G.E. Moore visited Wittgenstein and the latter 
dictated him a series of notes on logic,71 based on his current work entitled Logik 
which he planned to submit as a dissertation for his bachelor philosophical 
studies in Cambridge. In these notes we can find Wittgenstein’s previous ideas 

                                                
68. See ibid. p. 70-72. 
69. See ibid. p. 92-93. The dictated notes are now known as ‘Notes on Logic’ and can be 
found as an appendix in NB p. 93-107. 
70. See Monk (1991, p. 95-96). 
71. See ibid. p. 102. These dictated notes can be found as an appendix entitled ‘Notes 
Dictated to G.E. Moore in Norway’ in NB p. 108-119. 
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further developed – as the ones about the tautological character of all true logical 
propositions, the non-representative nature of logical constants and the core of 
his theory of symbolism – together with some crucial characteristics of what later 
would become the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, like the saying/showing 
distinction and the view that logical propositions do not say anything, but show 
the logical basis of language and world. These notes as such did not meet the 
formal criteria of Cambridge University for a Bachelor thesis and Wittgenstein 
enraged by this outcome and depressed and exhausted from the intensive work 
of the previous months returned in June of 1914 to his family estate in Hochreit, 
Austria, planning to return to Norway and complete his work after the summer 
vacation. In that summer Wittgenstein became acquainted with the intellectual 
circles of Vienna as he decided to donate – through Ludwig von Ficker, an 
acquaintance of Karl Kraus and editor of the journal Der Brenner – an amount of 
money from the fortune he inherited after his father’s death in 1913 to Austrian 
artists that were with no means. Through von Ficker, in Vienna Wittgenstein 
met the architect Adolf Loos, one of his beneficiaries, like Rainer Maria Rilke, 
Georg Trakl, Oskar Kokoschka, and Theodor Haecker.  
 
At the same time that Wittgenstein had meetings in Vienna with von Ficker over 
the allocation of his donation, the war between Austria and Serbia, which very 
soon would lead to World War I, broke out. Wittgenstein, despite the fact that 
he was exempted from military service due to a rupture he had suffered a year 
before, decided to enlist voluntary, mainly based on personal rather than 
nationalistic or patriotic reasons. Apart from the sense of duty to his country, he 
treated the experience of war as a chance to become “a decent human being”, a 
chance for self-improvement as “the nearness of death will bring light into 
life”.72 Wittgenstein spent the first months of his service in Austrian Galicia, 
being in a depressive mood, still carrying thoughts of suicide, and feeling 
alienated towards the rest of his fellow soldiers. It was then that he acquired a 
copy of Leo Tolstoy’s The Gospel in Brief, a book that had a great effect on him, at 
a personal level in that period as it admittedly helped him to stay alive and later, 
when he would be at the front “eye to eye with death”, at a philosophical level as 
well, as the purely logical work of the previous years would take an existential 
twist.73 From the start of the war until the spring of 1916, Wittgenstein remained 
behind the lines, mainly in Galicia and Krakow, refining his previous work on 
logic and further extending it, work that was now recorded together with 
personal remarks in his notebooks.74 Phases of high productivity – for example 
the autumn of 1914 when he developed his now famous as the ‘picture theory of 

                                                
72. See Monk (1991, p. 111-112, 138) and McGuinness (1988, p. 211-213, 221).  
73. See Monk (1991, p. 115-116, 132) and McGuinness (1988, p. 220). 
74. A selection of notes from Wittgenstein’s notebooks dating from 1914 up to 1917 can 
be found in NB p. 2-91. 
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meaning’75 and the spring and summer of 1915 when he developed the analytic 
part of his ‘logical atomism’ with language being analysable into 
atomic/elementary propositions (Elementarsätze) and the world into facts 
(Tatsachen), into the obtaining (or not) of atomic facts/states of affairs 
(Sachverhalten) – were giving place to phases of idleness. During all that period 
Wittgenstein continued to feel depressed and suicidal, urgently wanting to be 
transferred to the front, something that he finally managed to achieve in March 
of 1916 when he was transferred to a fighting unit on the Russian front near the 
Romanian border. 
    
Wittgenstein remained on the Russian front until March of 1918 and it was in 
these two years that the character of his philosophical work underwent a major 
change. The constant danger of death worked for him as an enlightening 
religious experience that not only brought him closer to God – the prayers and 
religious references in his notebooks of that period are more abundant than ever 
– but also helped him to see life and the world from a different, and according to 
him clearer, point of view. His remarks were no longer focused on the 
foundations of logic and the relation between language and world, but extended 
to the “essence of the world” – life, religion, ethics, the will, solipsism, realism, 
death; personal reflection was unified with philosophical, ethics and logic 
became intrinsically related aspects of both personal life and philosophical 
work.76 The main question now for Wittgenstein was how exactly – in what way – 
were these wider reflections on the “essence of the world” connected with his 
work on logic.77 To use a metaphor from chemistry, he had all, or almost all, the 
required substances in hand and what was missing was the appropriate catalyst 
that would make the reaction possible. The catalyst was found in the person of 
architect Paul Engelmann, student of Adolf Loos – through whom Wittgenstein 
met him in October of 1916 in Austria during a pause in the combats – and 
disciple of Karl Krauss, and his Austrian intellectual circle.78 This circle in 
general and especially Engelmann, who would become Wittgenstein’s close 
friend and future collaborator in the designing and construction of 
Wittgenstein’s sister’s house in Vienna, provided the link to the writers and 
thinkers who were of interest for a significant part of the Austrian intellectuals 
and with whose writings Wittgenstein was already acquainted in his Viennese 
youth, like Karl Kraus, Otto Weininger, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Friedrich 
Schiller, Fyodor Dostoevsky, Leo Tolstoy, Arthur Schopenhauer, and Søren 
Kierkegaard. Their discussions offered the stimulus for Wittgenstein’s formation 
of the base on which he could treat logic, ethics and aesthetics as one, a base 

                                                
75. Wittgenstein calls it “theory of logical portrayal”. See NB p. 15, 17, 19 20/10/14-
27/10/14. 
76. For a brief account of the content of these views see Ch. 3 p. 67-72 above. 
77. See Monk (1991, p. 141-145) and McGuinness (1988, p. 239-246). 
78. See Monk (1991, p. 147-151) and McGuinness (1988, p. 246-256). 
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comprising their common ineffability and self-manifestation. What started 
before the war as some scattered remarks on the foundations of mathematical 
logic was ready to become a coherent logico-philosophical treatise with an 
ethical spirit and indeed by the spring of 1918, when the fighting on the Russian 
front came to an end and before Wittgenstein was moved to the Italian front, an 
early version of a book composed of a selection of his remarks was ready.79 By 
the summer of 1918 and during a short return of Wittgenstein from the Italian 
front to Austria, what we now know as the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus took its 
final form, with Wittgenstein believing to have solved all the philosophical 
problems that were puzzling him and longing for the publication of his work, 
despite his fear that it would not be properly understood. 
 
3.5 Wittgenstein’s Vienna and Wittgenste in’s  Vienna  
 
Wittgenstein’s Vienna holds an intriguing position in Wittgenstein scholarship. 
Written by Allan Janik and Stephen Toulmin, the latter being a student of 
Wittgenstein in Cambridge in 1941 and in 1946-47, and published in 1973, 22 
years after Wittgenstein’s death and during a continuously increasing interest in 
his work and life (both inside and outside academia), it was the first work of 
major impact to focus on the socio-historical, cultural, and scientific context – 
the context of late 19th and early 20th century Vienna – in which Wittgenstein’s 
thought and personality were shaped. Moreover, it also offered a radical, at least 
for the period of its publication, reinterpretation of his work – discussing mainly 
the Tractatus, which was no longer considered as exclusively or mainly a work on 
logic and philosophy of language succeeding the related works of Frege and 
Russell, but as an attempt to answer the question of the relationship of language 
to the world from an ethical point of view.80 The following passage from the 
introduction of the book about the difficulties that both Wittgenstein and his 
pupils in Cambridge were facing in understanding each other gives us a clear 
picture of the writers’ intentions: 
 

If there was an intellectual gulf between us and him, it was not because his 
philosophical methods, style of exposition and subject matter were (as we 
supposed) unique and unparalleled. It was a sign, rather, of a culture clash: the 
clash between a Viennese thinker whose intellectual problems and personal 
attitudes alike had been formed in the neo-Kantian environment of pre-1914, in 
which logic and ethics were essentially bound up with each other and with the 
critique of language (Sprachkritik), and an audience of students whose 

                                                
79. This early version of the Tractatus is now known as the Prototractatus – see Monk 
(1991, p. 152). For more on the Prototractatus and the origin of the Tractatus in general, see 
von Wright (1982, p. 63-109).  
80. See also Ch. 3 p. 60-62 above. 
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philosophical questions had been shaped by the neo-Humean (and so pre-
Kantian) empiricism of Moore, Russell and their colleagues.81 

 
Acknowledging not only the legitimacy and importance, but also the difficulty 
and the dangers of the task,82 in this section we first provide a reconstruction 
and then a critical assessment of the themes that shape the core of the work.  
 
In their attempt to understand Wittgenstein’s goals and to read the Tractatus as a 
consistent and coherent whole and not just as a work on logic supplemented 
with some mysterious personal ethical remarks – an approach that was more or 
less common to the standard interpretations of the Tractatus at the time of the 
publication of their book – the authors investigate the milieu out of which 
Wittgenstein came: the milieu of Viennese modernism. Their main claim is that 
Wittgenstein had already shaped the philosophical problems that he intended to 
answer with the Tractatus before becoming acquainted with Frege, Russell, and 
their works. These philosophical problems had their origin in the context of his 
Viennese upbringing and Wittgenstein’s occupation with logic was part of his 
attempt to find the proper method or tools that would allow him to bring these 
problems to a solution.83 Thus, according to the authors “[…] we must look 
directly at the Vienna of Wittgenstein’s childhood – at its social and political 
problems, its cultural preoccupations and above all at that general philosophical 
framework which was the common possession of musicians, writers, lawyers and 
thinkers of all kinds […]”.84 Having set their agenda, Janik and Toulmin go on to 
their enterprise by first discussing the social and political context of Habsburg 
Vienna.85 They focus on the paradoxes of the Austro-Hungarian empire, with its 
multinational composition and the developing nationalistic movements that it 
faced at the turn of 20th century, on the authoritarian atmosphere of the Kaiser’s 
leadership and the cosmopolitan nature of fin-de-siècle Vienna, and on the 
prominent bourgeois view of life, which in combination with the order and 
traditions of the monarchic past led to a society of exaggeration, artificiality, 
hypocrisy, and sexual oppression. The most important factor that contributed to 
this specific character of the Viennese bourgeois society is traced to the political 
failure of liberalism in the Habsburg monarchy, despite the rising urban growth, 
industrialisation, and in general capitalist turn of the state’s economy. Liberalism 
per se failed to have a significant political impact on society, but gave rise on the 
one hand to an active involvement of the bourgeoisie with art as a field of 
expression of both financial wealth (as ‘art consumers’) and of the 
disappointment caused by the failure of liberalism – leading finally to the 
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84. ibid. p. 29. 
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rejection of its values through aestheticism (aesthetic modernism) and the 
embracement of the dictum ‘art for art’s sake’ (as ‘art producers’) – and on the 
other hand to the various political formations, which appeared as a response, 
either sympathetic or inimical, to the traditional liberal values.86  
 
After having presented their analysis of the sociopolitical context, Janik and 
Toulmin move to the cultural context of the pre-World War I Vienna, where the 
life and work of artists and intellectuals like Karl Kraus, Otto Weininger, Adolf 
Loos and Arnold Schönberg is discussed. The aforementioned thinkers are 
treated as sharing a common stance towards modernity, a stance that Janik 
subsequently would describe as ‘critical modernism’. The main characteristic of 
this stance is its critique of both modernity (and of its values as they are found in 
liberalism) and of the initial reaction towards liberalism and modernity that was 
expressed in the form of aesthetic modernism (aestheticism); in Janik’s own 
words “the reaction of what might be called the second generation of postliberal 
Viennese intellectuals to the first”.87 Hence, while aesthetic modernism, through 
its turn from the exploration of reason to the exploration of irrationality, the 
emphasis shifting from content to form, its self-referentiality, a-historicity, and 
solipsism offered a “rejection of modernity pure and simple”,88 critical 
modernism was after “an immanent critique of its limits”89 that was “combating 
the narcissistic, theatrical solipsism that was part and parcel of both the Viennese 
religion of art and its ‘politics of fancy’ which was the correlative of that 
narcissism”.90 Janik and Toulmin take Wittgenstein to be a critical modernist – in 
the term’s sense that was described above – with Karl Kraus and Adolf Loos 
being the most important influences on him. The authors offer us an insightful 
account of the life and work of both Kraus91 and Loos92, revealing a torrent of 
interesting information about them and highlighting their influential role in the 
intellectual circles of turn-of-the-century Vienna and especially in those ascribing 
to the stance that Janik labeled as critical modernism. For our purposes, what is 
mainly of interest is the characteristics of their attitude and work that can be seen 
as reflected in Wittgenstein. 
  
The picture of Karl Kraus that the authors choose to sketch – among the many 
that can be drawn for such a multifarious personality – is the one of a polemicist 

                                                
86. Janik and Toulmin’s analysis of the sociopolitical context of the Hapsburg empire 
and fin-de-siècle Vienna is largely indebted to Arthur May’s and Carl Schorske’s works on 
the subject. See Janik and Toulmin (1973, p. 278-280) and Janik (2001, p. 27-56). 
87. Janik (2001, p. 31). 
88. ibid. p. 40. 
89. ibid. 
90. ibid. p. 41. 
91. See Janik and Toulmin (1973, p. 67-91). 
92. See ibid. p. 92-101. 
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and satirist trying to save the decadent Viennese society from the forthcoming 
collapse. The means for his polemical enterprise was Die Fackel, the periodical 
journal that he published from 1899 up to 1936 – from 1911 he actually wrote 
each issue himself – his main target being the hypocrisy and duplicity, as a sign 
of moral corruption, that was widespread all over the different aspects of the 
Viennese society: in the arts as aestheticism; in journalism as the mixture of the 
objective with the subjective; in science as psychoanalysis; in social, political, and 
legal issues as the enforced silence over sexuality, the laws against prostitution, 
feminism, the corruption of the police, and later the futility of World War I. At 
the core of Kraus’s thought lies a strong distinction between reason and 
emotion, rationality and imagination, a distinction that is rooted in his 
conception of womanhood, as both an influence and a revolt against the related 
ideas of Otto Weininger93 in his 1903 work Sex and Character.94 While Kraus 
shares with Weininger the view that ‘rationality’ is an exclusive characteristic of 
the masculine as is ‘emotion’ for the feminine, he does not end in the same, 
rather misogynistic, conclusions as Weininger; on the contrary, where Weininger 
sees the feminine and its characteristics as the source of all disaster in human 
history, Kraus sees – influenced by Schopenhauer – the fantasy that is the source 
of all creativity and inspiration.95  
 
For Kraus reason (masculine) and fantasy (feminine) work complementarily, 
with fantasy having the leading role, since reason is just an instrument, and what 
lies at the heart of the problems of the modern world is the inversion of this 
scheme, as fantasy is oppressed in different forms and by various enemies. The 
strong distinction between reason and fantasy leads him to a similarly strong 
distinction between facts and values – a distinction that is already familiar to us, 
since we have seen it reflected in the distinction that early Wittgenstein draws 
between the cognitive world of facts and the mystical sphere of ethical values. 
And it is the mingling of these distinct spheres, according to Kraus, that leads to 
hypocrisy, as for example in the case of his contemporary press and feuilletons, 
where subjective views, usually in fear of censorship and in attempt to satisfy the 
interests of bourgeoisie, were presented as objective facts with a garniture of an 
elegant – but nevertheless superficial, narcissistic and manipulating – 
presentation that led to a kind of literary aestheticism. Hence, language was the 
domain where the problem of hypocrisy itself could be most clearly viewed and a 
critique of language, by means of the distinction between factual discourse and 
literary art, was an indispensable part of Kraus’s polemical enterprise, in which 
an acute sensitivity to the use of language is more than apparent. His answer to 
the hypocrisy of his times was integrity. Despite being a ‘political animal’, as it 

                                                
93. See ibid. p. 71-74. 
94. Wittgenstein was also ambivalent towards Weininger’s ideas. See Rhees (1981, p. 195-
208) and Monk (1991, p. 312-313).    
95. See Janik and Toulmin (1973, p. 74). 



Chapter 3. Early Wittgenstein in context: setting the background 

 

82 

should be obvious by now, Kraus tried to keep himself distant from ideologies 
and dogmas. His attempt to change the society he was part of was not to be 
mediated by politics; what he aimed at was every individual’s personal 
reformation, with integrity as the absolute goal. Despite all the aforementioned 
distinctions that he strongly held, integrity was for Kraus the link between the 
man and his actions, the artist (his beliefs and life) and his work, the point where 
aesthetics meets ethics. The leading role that he attributed to fantasy (creativity) 
over reason put the demand of originality and being true to oneself as both an 
ethical and aesthetical duty. Hence, his polemic against aesthetic modernism was 
not only, or in some cases not at all, just a matter of artistic taste, but the result 
of the discontinuity he traced between the artist’s life and work; the man and the 
work were not one and thus hypocrisy was unavoidable.96 
 
Karl Kraus identified the task he had undertaken in the field of language with the 
one that Adolf Loos had undertaken in design and architecture, viewing both 
tasks as aiming for a ‘creative separation’ between reason (facts) and fantasy 
(values).97 For Loos this creative separation was projected in the sphere of design 
and plastic arts as a clear distinction between the objects for (everyday) use and 
the items of art; hence, the main goal of his own polemic, as it is expressed in his 
most famous essay Ornament and Crime, was the elimination of decoration from 
functional articles. Loos’s work, both in theory through his writings and in 
practice through the houses he designed, set the base for ‘architectural 
functionalism’ which would be expressed by the works of architects like Le 
Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe and Walter Gropius and would be dogmatised in 
the manifestos of the Bauhaus School. Loos himself was not as radical in his 
functionalism as his successors, since he held that decoration could still be 
significant provided that it was organically related to the artifact and to the 
culture which the artifact is an expression of. Thus, as Janik and Toulmin put it, 
“his attack was mounted against the fetish of ornamentation, both among the 
well-to-do classes in Vienna and among the rebellious representatives of ‘new 
art’”.98 On this view, his critique was two-fold, being addressed both to the 
notion of ‘good taste’ as it was established in the Viennese bourgeoisie, where 
ornament had become an end in itself resulting in an extravagant mixture of 
decorations and styles from various places, eras and cultures,99 as well as to the 
reaction against it by the ‘Vienna Secession’100 and its art-nouveau aestheticism. 
In relation to the latter, Loos did not see in the works of Gustav Klimt and his 

                                                
96. Note that Wittgenstein’s views on personal integrity, on the inseparability of a 
person’s life and work, and on aesthetics and ethics as one (see Ch. 3 p. 65, 66, and 68-69 
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97. See Janik and Toulmin (1973, p. 89, 93). 
98. ibid. p. 99. 
99. See ibid. p. 97. 
100. See ibid. p. 94-98. 
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colleagues and pupils a radical departure from the bourgeois standards of good 
taste that their creators were striving for, but just a transformed view on 
decoration that not only failed to hit, but actually embraced the principal target – 
the parasitic role of ornamentation on articles of use. Embellished objects of use, 
from utensils to houses, were for Loos a product of a sacrilegious mixture 
between the spheres of facts and values, as the first is determined by the factual 
character of the needs and the functions that the object has to serve and the 
second by the revolutionary character of artistic impulse and fantasy that 
signifies the world from a specific point of view. 
 
Janik and Toulmin do not limit their discussion of the cultural context of the 
Hapsburg Vienna to Kraus and Loos, but they extend it to include intellectuals 
and artists linked in various ways to the tensions and problems of the period as 
reflected in both Austrian society and culture. Thus we read about the writer 
Hugo von Hofmannsthal101 and the wider prevailing aestheticism of the Jung 
Wien group as an attempt to overcome the restrictions and hypocrisy of the 
Austrian bourgeois society;102 the playwright Johann Nestroy, a key influence for 
Kraus, and especially the satirical and critical aspects of his work;103 the 
composer Arnold Schönberg, his extension of the Krausian project in the sphere 
of music – by the creative distinction between the language of music and its logic 
on the one side and the composer’s fantasy on the other, which leads to a 
musical composition that constitutes an expression of the integrity of the 
composer – and the development of the twelve-tone technique in musical 
composition;104 the novelist Robert Musil and his concern with the ineffability of 
the deepest aspects of the person’s subjectivity, with the “[…] incapability of 
language to explain men’s innermost being to others”.105 Subsequently, by 
summing up the results of their discussion of the sociopolitical and cultural 
context of turn-of-the-20th-century Vienna, the authors conclude that: 
 

[…] by the year 1900, the linked problems of communication, authenticity and 
symbolic expression had been faced in parallel in all the major fields of thought 
and art – by Kraus and Schönberg, Loos and Hofmannsthal, Rilke and Musil. 
So the stage was set for a philosophical critique of language, given in completely 
general terms.106   

                                                
101. See ibid. p. 81-84 and 112-118. 
102. See ibid. p. 65-66 and 80-81. 
103. See ibid. p. 85-87. Wittgenstein used the quotation “It is in the nature of all progress 
that it looks much greater than it really is” from Nestroy’s play Der Schützling (The 
Protégé) (act 4, scene 10) as the motto for the Philosophical Investigations. For a discussion 
on the motto’s role see Stern (2002). See also our discussion of the motto in Ch. 8 p. 285 
below.  
104. See Janik and Toulmin (1973, p. 102-112). 
105. ibid. p. 118. 
106. ibid. p. 119. 
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Henceforth, their analysis continues by emphasising the philosophical milieu of 
the era as shaped by the post-Kantian discussion on the limits of reason and the 
central role that language came to play in it, through the importance of 
judgments – as representations – and of their (logical) form for the Kantian 
enterprise.  
 
In that philosophical context, there are three main points that call for our 
attention with regard to Wittgenstein. The first is the discussion in philosophy of 
science between the Austrian philosopher and physicist Ernst Mach107 on the 
one side and the Austrian physicist and philosopher Heinrich Hertz108 and the 
German physicist and philosopher Ludwig Boltzmann109 on the other, 
concerning scientific knowledge, with the notion of ‘representation’ playing a 
significant role. Mach, a highly influential figure in Austrian society both within 
and outside philosophical circles, set the base for neopositivism, based on 
Hume’s antimetaphysical stance and empiricism, with a reduction of all kinds of 
knowledge to sensation (his own term for sense-data is ‘elements’). For him the 
world is the totality of elements (sensations), with the mental and the physical 
being two sides of the same coin – developing this way a kind of monism – and 
with science playing the role of describing these elements; representations in 
science have a descriptive role by naming sensations. Hence, scientific theories 
try to describe sense data in the most sufficient way – with simplicity being a 
determining factor for sufficiency. But as a descriptive, and thus essentially 
linguistic enterprise, they face the danger of incorporating notions that do not in 
fact describe sensations, giving rise to metaphysical speculation and confusion. 
Hertz and Boltzmann follow the agenda that Mach sets, but where Mach plays 
Hume, they play Kant. While Mach seeks to reduce scientific knowledge, with 
mechanics as his case study, to statements concerning sense data and thus tries 
to delimit its sphere – protecting it from metaphysics – externally, Hertz and 
Boltzmann’s project aims to draw the same limits from within. In order to 
achieve that, they consider ‘representation’ not as a naming of sensations 
through description as Mach does, but rather a picture (Bild) as a (logico-
mathematical) model which itself sets the limit of its application over the field, 
an internal structure which itself defines the limits of all possible experience in 
the domain of mechanics, keeping it pure from metaphysical speculation; it is a 
Darstellung rather than a Vorstellung.110 
 
The second point of attention is the philosophical origins of the discussion on 
the distinction between facts and values that we saw to be of prime importance 
for the Austrian intellectuals. Kant again sets the departure point with his 
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distinction between bounds and limits, a distinction that is related to reason’s 
innate tendency to overcome its limits (of the actual) so that it reaches its bounds 
(of the conceivable).111 By shedding light on this predisposition of reason that 
leads to the confusion of metaphysics-as-science, Kant is able to make a 
distinction – albeit not a sharp one – between the domain of facts, as natural 
science’s field of application and the limit of the speculative function of reason, 
and the domain of values, where reason itself in its practical function constitutes 
the foundation of morality. Arthur Schopenhauer provides us with a 
transformed continuation of Kant’s work, with practical reason being aligned to 
will and speculative reason to representation (Vorstellung). He tries to avoid the 
traps he considers Kant to have fallen into and to find a solution to the 
problems that the distinction between subject and object creates, by taking 
representation as the starting point.112 His idea of will and representation as the 
two separate aspects of the same world, combined with the Hindu mysticism 
that culminates in his unique brand of solipsism  – a solipsism that is based on 
sympathy and compassion – allows him to completely disjoin morality from 
reason, the sphere of values from the sphere of facts. Søren Kierkegaard follows 
Schopenhauer’s path as far as the separation between ethics and rationality is 
concerned, but his account of morality is founded on a subjectivist solipsism, 
since morality is conceived this time as an immediate relationship, based not on 
reason but on faith, between man – and in fact each individual man – and God.113 
In such a spiritual relationship, where a direct connection between finite man 
and infinite God is established by reflection and action in virtue of the absurd, 
there is no space for speculation (either by science or religious dogmas); 
rationality and objective facts cannot contribute anything to the quest for the 
meaning of life; the separation between facts and values is absolute. The line of 
thought we have sketched above takes a more practical turn and a more general 
public appeal in Leo Tolstoy’s work.114 The kind of Christian anarchism he puts 
forward shows parallels to both Schopenhauer’s “social solipsism” and 
Kierkegaard’s rejection of dogmatism. Science for Tolstoy cannot provide 
answers to the fundamental question for every human – the question of the 
meaning of life – a question that he himself tries to answer by simple moral 
teachings based on art that address the needs of the general public (and 
especially of the poor manual labourers and peasants). Therefore, art is not only 
the medium for communicating feelings, which in opposition to reason 
constitute the condition of (moral) values, but has in principle a social and moral 
role, a role that was underestimated or even abandoned by aestheticism in its 
privileging of form over content, resulting in an alienation between art and 
laymen.    
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In the work of the Bohemian born journalist and philosopher Fritz Mauthner,115 
and that brings us to our third point, we see most of the key themes that we 
discussed above converge. Like Kraus, he was one the fiercest critics of the 
society they both were members of, basing his sociopolitical and moral critique 
on his wider philosophy that took the form of a critique of language 
(Sprachkritik). Advocating a radical nominalism, Mauthner reduced all 
philosophical problems to problems about language arguing both that thought 
and language are isomorphic and that language – that means not only general 
and abstract terms, but names as well – does not offer knowledge of the world, 
but a metaphorical description of it. Influenced by Schopenhauer on the one 
hand – transforming the Kantian/Schopenhauerian concept of nature as a 
product of reason into the concept of nature as a product of language – and by 
Mach’s positivism and the traditional British empiricism of Mill, Locke, and 
Hume on the other hand, Mauthner maintains that knowledge is based 
exclusively on the sensations of each individual. Hence, language (either everyday 
or philosophical/logical), which is nothing more than an evolutionary product 
that helps people to survive and is essentially a conventional social activity, is a 
medium of conveying emotions, through metaphor, and not real knowledge; it is 
a poetical and not a scientific vessel. In fact, Mauthner espouses a kind of 
cultural relativism based on the reduction of logic and science to social 
psychology and thus, having abolished the notions of universal natural laws, 
language, and logic, he ends up with a radical skepticism, where the notion of 
truth remains devoid of content, even for his own critical enterprise. The 
apparent contradiction, which in fact raises the problem of the limits of 
language, has for him only one solution and that is no other than mystical 
silence; a silence that oversteps the metaphoring, in the sense of distorting, role 
of language and allows us to see clearly exactly this very fact, thus leading to an 
ethical stance involving a total rejection of metaphysics, theology, and 
dogmatism – or any theoretical scheme claiming to possess the one and only 
truth – as mere sources of confusion, deception, and intolerance. 
 
The above reconstruction of the sociopolitical, intellectual, and philosophical 
milieu of Wittgenstein’s youth, based on the main themes that Janik and 
Toulmin touch upon in their work, helps us to set Wittgenstein’s claims about 
the (broader) ethical spirit of the Tractatus in context and provides us with a point 
of view from which we can read it as something different (and as something 
more) than a work, even one of monumental significance, on logic and the 
philosophy of language.116 Nevertheless, if we want to go further than Janik and 
Toulmin’s analysis and our reconstruction of it in order to see to what extent it 
may actually offer us a fuller understanding of (early) Wittgenstein’s life and 
work, we have to examine the character of the relation between Wittgenstein and 
                                                
115. See ibid. p. 120-132. 
116. For Janik and Toulmin’s own reading of the Tractatus, see ibid. p. 167-201.  
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the discussed personalities and movements – something which, as we have 
already noted, is extremely difficult if we rely solely on the hermetic aphorisms 
of the Tractatus. A source for such a kind of investigation can be Wittgenstein 
himself, through his diaries and notebooks, the memoirs of the people that were 
personally acquainted with him, and the relevant biographical material – a 
material which despite its unavoidably circumstantial nature can function as a 
useful guide in drawing helpful connections. In one of his rare remarks referring 
to the people that influenced him, Wittgenstein mentions Boltzmann, Hertz, 
Schopenhauer, Frege, Russell, Kraus, Loos, Weininger, Spengler, and Sraffa and 
in a typically extreme self-critical mode he judges his own work not as something 
really innovative, but just as an incorporation of the views of the aforementioned 
thinkers for his own philosophical and clarificatory purposes.117 To start with 
Kraus, Wittgenstein was acquainted with his writings from a relatively early age 
and also had personal contacts with him after World War I,118 while one of the 
attempts to publish the Tractatus was through Kraus’s publisher Jahoda119 and 
Wittgenstein’s remarks regarding Kraus go up to a few years before his 
(Wittgenstein’s) death.120 We have already seen in our short biographical sketch 
that Wittgenstein had personally met Loos before World War I and that it was 
through Loos’s agency that he first befriended and then collaborated with one of 
the latter’s students, and Kraus’s acquaintance, the architect Paul Engelmann, 
while Weininger was another writer whose work Wittgenstein was engaged with 
in his youth and exhibited a lifelong interest, despite his objections, in it.121 
Regarding Boltzmann, Wittgenstein intended to study Physics under him at the 
University of Vienna after his studies in Linz – during which he had read 
Boltzmann’s Populäre Schriften and Hertz’s The Principles of Mechanics Presented in a 
New Form – a plan that he had to abandon in favour of going to Berlin to study 
engineering due to Boltzmann’s suicide in 1906.122 Hertz provided a constant 
source of influence, inspiration, and admiration to the extent that Wittgenstein 
devotes several remarks in the Tractatus for a discussion of mechanics from a 
Hertzian point of view, while the quote from Hertz’s introduction to the 
Principles “When these painful contradictions are removed, the question as to the 
nature of force will not have been answered; but our minds, no longer vexed will 

                                                
117. See CV p. 16. 
118. See McGuinness (1988, p. 281). For the relation between Wittgenstein, Kraus and 
Loos see also Engelmann (1967, p. 122-132).  
119. See McGuinness (1988, p. 266) and Monk (1991, p. 156-157). 
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Chapter 3. Early Wittgenstein in context: setting the background 

 

88 

cease to ask illegitimate questions”123 was considered by Wittgenstein as a 
possible motto for the Investigations.124  
 
Schopenhauer was the philosopher under whose influence Wittgenstein 
developed his first philosophical worldview, a kind of transcendental 
epistemological idealism,125 a significant influence for the ethical remarks of the 
Tractatus,126 and an often-occurring subject of his notebook remarks.127 Another 
life-long intellectual companion was Kierkegaard – popular in pre-World War I 
Viennese intellectual circles due to Theodor Haecker’s German translations of 
his works hosted in von Ficker’s periodical Der Brenner –128 who was for him not 
only “by far the most profound thinker of the last century [19th]”,129 but also “a 
saint”. We already saw130 the important role that Tolstoy, and especially his work 
The Gospel in Brief, played in Wittgenstein’s life and work during his military 
service. But for Wittgenstein Tolstoy was not just a provisional foothold – even 
one of a crucial role – that helped him through one of his toughest periods of his 
life. He had got familiar with and been impressed by Tolstoy’s works before 
World War I131 and kept referring to Tolstoy and recommending his works – as 
well as Dostoyevsky’s ones – to his acquaintances for all his life,132 while the 
major changes that took place in his post-World War I life, which we discuss 
later, bear, so to speak, a Tolstoyan aroma.133  
 
Mauthner’s case is more complicated compared to the previous ones. The only 
point in his writings where Wittgenstein refers directly to Mauthner is in TLP 
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4.0031 where he states, on the one hand, that all philosophy is indeed a 
Sprachkritik, but, on the other hand, that it is a critique of language not in 
Mauthner’s sense of the term. This should come as no surprise, since despite 
their common starting point of philosophy as Sprachkritik, Wittgenstein’s view of 
language as isomorphic not only with thought, like Mauthner holds, but with the 
world as well through the common logical form they share, is in total opposition 
to the latter’s radical nominalism. The unbridgeable chasm between language and 
world that leads Mauthner to epistemological skepticism ceases to exist for 
Wittgenstein, as logic is the absolute bond that links language and the world. 
While for Mauthner the ideal language of logic, like everyday language, is nothing 
more than metaphorical and therefore cannot play any epistemological role, for 
Wittgenstein the critique of language is indeed based on logic, as it demarcates 
the limits of meaningful discourse from within. The propositions of logic, while 
they are not themselves bearers of knowledge – being devoid of meaning – are 
still the ones to show how knowledge is possible and how the contingent true or 
false propositions of language mirror the contingent positive or negative 
Tatsachen of the world – the obtaining (or not) of Sachverhalten (TLP 2.06). But 
these differences between the approaches of Mauthner and Wittgenstein do not 
constitute the end of the story of the relation between their works. Sharing the 
starting point of philosophy as Sprachkritik and then diverging from each other 
with their different approaches on how this critique of language should be 
exercised, Mauthner and Wittgenstein converge again as far as their goals are 
concerned. For both, Sprachkritik bears an essential ethical aspect, an ethical 
dimension that reaches its highest degree of completion in mystical silence, 
where ethics is safeguarded from dogmatism, hypocrisy, speculation, and 
“gassing”.134 According to Mauthner: 
 

As soon as we really have something to say, we are forced to be silent.135 
 
If I want to ascend into the critique of language, which is the most important 
business of thinking mankind, then I must destroy language behind me and in 
me, step by step: I must destroy every rung of the ladder while climbing upon 
it.136 
 
Critique of language […] is the last attempt, it is the last word, and because it 
cannot be the solution of the riddle of the sphinx, so it is at least the redeeming 
act that forces the sphinx into silence, because it destroys the sphinx.137 

 

                                                
134. See Ch. 3 p. 67 above. 
135. From Mauthner’s Beiträge zu einer Kritik der Sprache, quoted in Janik and Toulmin 
(1973, p. 131). 
136. From Mauthner’s Beiträge zu einer Kritik der Sprache, quoted in Weiler (1958, p. 80). 
137. ibid. p. 85. 
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The resemblance of the themes of the above quotes to the ethical remarks of the 
Tractatus and especially to remarks 6.5-7 – silence as an ethical stance, the ladder 
metaphor for the overcoming of the limits of language, the solution of the 
problem in the dissolution of the problem – is more than apparent. That is not 
something unexpected, since for example the ‘ladder metaphor’ can be seen as 
indicative of their common Schopenhauerian influences.138 Nevertheless, we 
should still note that this is a resemblance and not an identity of views, since the 
application of silence in Mauthner is much wider than in Wittgenstein, as it does 
not cover only the non-scientific discourse as in Wittgenstein’s case, but 
language as a whole. This is the reason why while for Mauthner skepticism is 
unavoidable, for Wittgenstein it is simply nonsensical.139  

 
Despite the many insightful points of Janik and Toulmin’s approach to the 
Viennese context of Wittgenstein’s life and thought, their account is not 
completely unproblematic. A major drawback of their approach is that in their 
attempt to shed light on aspects of Wittgenstein’s thought to which not much 
attention was paid by contemporary Wittgenstein scholars, namely ethics, the 
authors seem to undervalue the rest of the aspects of Wittgenstein’s work. 
Differentiating themselves from the standard logical or technical readings of the 
Tractatus, Janik and Toulmin provide us with an alternative ethical reading 
according to which the role of logic in the Tractatus is just instrumental; it is a 
means to the ethical end of the book as “[…] what Frege and Russell did for him 
was to provide new techniques, using which he was able to solve his own 
preconceived problems”.140 Thus, the scheme of the standard technical readings 
of the Tractatus ‘work on logic plus mystical ethical remarks’ is now replaced by 
the scheme ‘ethical work realised through logical techniques’. What is common 
in both these approaches is a tendency to try to resolve the tension between the 

                                                
138. “But to him who studies in order to gain insight books and studies are only steps of 
the ladder by which he climbs to the summit of knowledge. As soon as a round of the 
ladder has raised him a step, he leaves it behind him. The many, on the other hand, who 
study in order to fill their memory do not use the rounds of the ladder to mount by, but 
take them off, and load themselves with them to carry them away, rejoicing at the 
increasing weight of the burden. They remain always below, because they bear what 
ought to have borne them” Schopenhauer (1909, p. 256). See also Weiner (1992, p. 42-
43).  
139. See TLP 6.51. Another very interesting aspect of the relation between Wittgenstein’s 
and Mauthner’s works is the resemblances between the later works of the former and the 
latter’s Sprachkritik, as Mauthner holds views that are strikingly similar to some of the key 
notions and ideas of later Wittgenstein (e.g. meaning as use, language as language-games, 
the diagnostic/therapeutic role of philosophy, the intrinsic social character of language 
and the rejection of the idea of a private language). For more on Mauthner’s Sprachkritik, 
including discussions of its relation to the work of Wittgenstein (both early and later) see 
Weiler (1958, 1970). 
140. Janik and Toulmin (1973, p. 169). 
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ethical and the logical aspect of the work by giving priority to the one over the 
other, but this fails to do justice to an essential characteristic of the work, namely 
the showing of the intrinsic relation between logic and ethics;141 in the Tractatus 
logic and ethics, world and life, are one.142 According to Wittgenstein not only 
“Ethics must be a condition of the world, like logic”,143 but also “A bad life is an 
unreasonable life”.144  
 
Apart from systematic observations concerning the role of ethics and logic in the 
Tractatus, there are also historical and biographical facts that make Janik and 
Toulmin’s claim that the problems with which Wittgenstein was occupied and 
took to have solved in the Tractatus were conceived prior to his arrival in 
Cambridge somewhat problematic. As we have already seen, the so-called ethical 
sections of the Tractatus (5.6-5.641 and 6.37-7) originate in the notes of 
Wittgenstein’s wartime notebooks from 1914-1916 and the early version of the 
Tractatus known as the Prototractatus from the winter of 1917-1918.145 In all the 
documents available to us from Wittgenstein’s pre-World War I work – ‘Notes 
on Logic’ from 1913 and ‘Notes Dictated to G.E. Moore in Norway’ from April 
1914 – there are no direct references, at least not in an apparent way, to the 
issues that Wittgenstein’s treats in the aforementioned remarks of the Tractatus. 
That does not mean of course that before World War I and his active 
engagement with it Wittgenstein was not interested in ethics. His Viennese 
intellectual background and several anecdotes from his pre-World War I years at 
Cambridge, as they are mainly revealed by his contacts with Russell, show that 
that is not the case. A person who suggests Tolstoy’s Hadji Murat to Russell as a 
reading,146 who while pacing in agony for hours in Russell’s room and upon 
being asked “Are you thinking about logic or your sins?” replies “Both” in a 
completely straightforward and convincing manner,147 and who feels that the 
reading of William James’s Varieties of Religious Experience does him a lot of good 

                                                
141. See Stokhof (2002, 10-12). 
142. See TLP 5.61, 5.621, 6.13, 6.421, 6.45. Otto Weininger (see Ch. 3 p. 81, 87 above) 
put it this way: “Logic and ethics are fundamentally one and the same thing – duty to 
oneself” Weininger (2005, p. 139). 
143. NB p. 77 24/7/16. 
144. Remark in Wittgenstein’s diary (12/8/16), quoted in Monk (1991, p. 146). 
145. Remarks 5.6-5.641 of the Tractatus – with the exception of remark 5.61 that can be 
first found in the Prototractatus (Winter 1917-1918) – grew out of Wittgenstein’s notes 
between 23/5/15 and 20/10/16 with most of them having been written from August of 
1916 until October of 1916. Remarks 6.37-7 of the Tractatus originate in the notes of 
1/5/15-8/1/17 – again with the exception of remarks 6.37, 6.375, 6.4, 6.42, 6.4312, 
6.432, 6.4321, 6.44, 6.5, 6.522, 6.54, 7 that are first to be found in the Prototractatus, with 
most of them having been written between May and July of 1916. See Wittgenstein 
(1989, p. 134-141, 168-179).   
146. See McGuinness (1988, p. 33). 
147. See Russell (2000, p. 330). 
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and helps him improve as a person148 cannot be taken to be indifferent to ethical 
issues. But it is not until Wittgenstein’s military service during the war, his 
acquaintance and fascination with Tolstoy’s The Gospel in Brief, and especially his 
moving to the front in March of 1916 and the start of his friendship with Paul 
Engelmann in October of 1916 – a friendship that drew a straight connection to 
persons and ideas of his Viennese background – that his interest and reflection 
on ethical issues culminates in recorded notes, radically changing the character of 
a work whose starting point can be traced back to the discussion of Russell’s 
‘Theory of Types’ and the nature of logical constants. What underlies Janik and 
Toulmin’s overestimation of the Viennese milieu over the rest of Wittgenstein’s 
influences and stimuli is an idea of too strong a continuity in Wittgenstein’s life 
and work.149 Undoubtedly, there are certain aspects of Wittgenstein’s life and 
work that appear to be continuous, even in the strong sense of the term – the 
issue of continuity in Wittgenstein’s work is one of the most highly debatable 
ones in Wittgenstein scholarship and is treated in Chapter 5 below. But this is a 
completely different claim than positing that almost the whole of his 
philosophical and personal agenda was determined by his Viennese origins. The 
pre-Cambridge Wittgenstein and the pre-World War I Wittgenstein studying in 
Cambridge were different not only from each other, but also compared to the 
wartime and the post-World War I Wittgenstein, with the latter in a radical break 
in his life disposing the huge fortune he had inherited after his father’s death and 
going on a nearly ten-year-long philosophical hiatus. And these phases of 
Wittgenstein’s life are even more different compared to the post-hiatus 
Wittgenstein of the 1930s and 40s, as we shall see in the next chapters. For 
example, as we discuss in the next chapter, early Wittgenstein’s thought as 
expressed in certain parts of the Tractatus, was caught to some extent in the net 
of a kind of essentialism and scientism and this is made apparent especially in the 
light of his later differentiated stance and writings that consist in a harsh critique 
of his earlier views. 
  
Another related issue that calls for our attention is Wittgenstein’s portrait in 
Wittgenstein’s Vienna as a critical modernist. Without dismissing the significant 
influence on Wittgenstein of personalities that Janik and Toulmin categorise as 
critical modernists, the claim that Wittgenstein can himself be considered as a 
critical modernist is too strong. Wittgenstein is famous for his constant struggle 
for intellectual autonomy and for his ardent resistance to any kind of 
categorisation and pigeonholing of his views – and indeed this is one of the 
aspects of Wittgenstein’s life and work that show a remarkable continuity – a 
stance that he not only adopted personally, but tried to convey to his friends and 
pupils as well. Wittgenstein’s remark that “The philosopher is not a citizen of 
                                                
148. See McGuinness (1988, p. 129). 
149. For Janik and Toulmin’s conception of continuity in Wittgenstein’s thought see 
Janik and Toulmin (1973, p. 202-238). 
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any community of ideas. This is what makes him into a philosopher”150 is both 
the outcome of self-reflection and an exhortation. By reflecting Wittgenstein’s 
own stance, the remark is addressed both against ideologies and doctrines151 and 
against his own potentially negative impact on his pupils as his heavy influence 
on them might work as a barrier for their own autonomous creativity and 
intelligence. As Rhees recollects Wittgenstein’s position on the issue: “[…] in 
philosophy you have got to be ready constantly to change the direction in which 
you are moving”.152 This view does not only sustain our claim about the 
significant differences that can be traced in the various phases of his life and 
work, but moreover helps us understand Wittgenstein’s often critical stance 
towards the persons and works that influenced him and functioned as stimuli for 
his own way of philosophising. Therefore, it should not surprise us to find that 
Wittgenstein upon his return to Vienna after the end of his captivity in the 
prisoner-of-war camp in Monte Cassino in the autumn of 1919 was “horrified 
and nauseated” after a meeting with Loos, who he found “infected with the most 
virulent bogus intellectualism”,153 while at the same it was expected of Kraus not 
to be able to understand the Tractatus due to his “repulsive vanity”.154 Our use of 
such unavoidably circumstantial biographical material155 does not aim at 
downplaying the important role of the personalities we have already discussed 
for the development of Wittgenstein’s thought, but in showing that Wittgenstein 
could never be an acolyte of any intellectual or philosopher, school or movement 
– although he actually was the one to play an important role, even despite his 
own will, in the development and establishing of certain philosophical 
movements – and thus any strict categorisation of him could be assessed as 
running a lot of risks. Our discussion of the relation of early Wittgenstein to 
modernism and modernity in the following chapter will hopefully make the 
above claim even clearer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
150. Z 455. 
151. See Rhees (1981, p. 229-230). 
152. ibid. 
153. Engelmann (1967, p. 17-19). 
154. See McGuinness (1988, p. 281). See also CV p. 27. 
155. For such kind of negative remarks of Wittgenstein on Weininger see Drury (1981, p. 
106), Rhees (1981b, 198), and Monk (1991, p. 312-313); on Schopenhauer see CV p. 41 
and Drury (1981, p. 95); and on Kierkegaard see Drury (1981a, p. 103). 




