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Modernism is not in the dress of the Europeans; 
[…] or in the square houses with flat straight 
wall-surfaces, pierced with parallel lines of 
windows, where these people are caged in their 
lifetime […] True modernism is freedom of 
mind, not slavery of taste. It is independence of 
thought and action, not tutelage under European 
schoolmasters. It is science, but not its wrong 
application in life – a mere imitation of our 
science teachers who reduce it into a superstition 
absurdly invoking its aid for all impossible 
purposes. 
 
Rabindranath Tagore, ‘The Spirit of Japan’ 
(1916) 
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4.1 Early Wittgenstein and Modernism 
 
Usually, a discussion that refers in some way to modernism includes a definition 
of it, or at least an attempt at a definition, since despite its apparent plausibility, a 
single, widely accepted, uniform, and explicit definition of modernism is actually 
infeasible due to the term’s extremely diverse use and the resulting ambiguity and 
vagueness. The term ‘modernism’, like the vast majority of ‘-isms’, is a 
characteristic instance of what Wittgenstein describes in the Philosophical 
Investigations as a family-resemblance term, as it covers a multiplicity of cultural 
movements, intellectuals, and historic periods which are connected through a 
series of overlapping similarities rather than by a single common trait or a fixed 
set of common traits. In fact, certain modernist movements and intellectuals are 
in orthogonal opposition or even flat-out contradiction with each other.1 Hence, 
the term ‘modernism’ as it is used here does not designate a set of necessary 
shared properties that constitute the essence of modernism, but indicates the 
existence of certain attributes, such as ahistoricity, self-referential autonomy, 
constructivist impulses, and the demand for purity and authenticity, that allow 
for the characterisation of movements, works, and individuals of the 19th and the 
first half of the 20th century. The aim of our discussion of early Wittgenstein’s 
thought and modernism is to shed light on aspects that seem to be related, not 
to categorise Wittgenstein as a typical modernist (or non-modernist) thinker. The 
resistance of both Wittgenstein (as a person) and of his work to fit in sharply 
defined patterns and moulds, together with the diversity of the notions that are 
grouped under the concept of modernism, would make such an attempt rather 
futile.  
 
According to Terry Eagleton, who actually makes such an attempt to sketch a 
portrait of Wittgenstein as a philosophical modernist, the Tractatus “is the first 
great work of philosophical modernism” that “like many a modernist work of art 
[…] secretes a self-destruct device within itself” in its attempt to “occupy 

                                                
1. Compare, from a sociopolitical point of view, the humanistic, socialistically oriented 
craftsmanship of William Morris and, in general, the functionalistic – but anti-
industrialist to a certain degree – proto-modernism of the British ‘Arts and Crafts’ 
movement with the fetishisation and glorification of machine and war that are substantial 
for the often fascistically oriented Italian Futurism – and also how the fascist-leaning 
Italian Futurism is opposed to the communist-leaning Russian Futurism. Then again 
compare all the above politically engaged movements with the tendency to withdraw 
from social involvement and politics that a lot of adherents of the ‘l’ art pour l’ art’ dictum 
in the aesthetic modernism of art nouveau, like the later Klimt and the other members of 
the ‘Vienna Secession’, adopted. From an aesthetic point of view, consider, on the one 
hand, the prominent role of ornament in art nouveau and surrealism and, on the other 
hand, the polemics against ornament by Adolf Loos and the Bauhaus school.        
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philosophy itself from inside”.2 The linguistic turn that the Tractatus signifies in 
philosophy and especially the appliance of this philosophical approach on 
philosophy itself – through the investigation and critique of its essential medium, 
i.e. language – aiming on the one hand at self-referential autonomy, or rather 
purity, and on the other hand at holding “the world in a single thought”3 (a 
paradigmatic exhibition of essentialism) is the central point for Eagleton’s 
reading of the Tractatus as an exemplar of philosophical modernism. The 
profound self-referentiality that Eagleton takes as the fundamental modernist 
characteristic of the Tractatus indeed plays a key role for certain conceptions of 
modernism, to such an extent, that for those that are after a sharp and clear 
definition of modernism it is in fact this single feature that can be taken to form 
its essence. Hence, as Peters and Marshall suggest,4 Eagleton is in full accordance 
with Clement Greenberg’s famous definition of modernism as “the 
intensification, almost the exacerbation, of this self-critical tendency that began 
with the philosopher Kant”5. And Greenberg continues:  
 

Because he was the first to criticize the means itself of criticism, I conceive of 
Kant as, the first real Modernist. The essence of Modernism lies, as I see it, in 
the use of characteristic methods of a discipline to criticize the discipline itself, 
not in order to subvert it but in order to entrench it more firmly in its area of 
competence. Kant used logic to establish the limits of logic, and while he 
withdrew much from its old jurisdiction, logic was left all the more secure in 
what there remained to it. The self-criticism of Modernism grows out of, but is 
not the same thing as, the criticism of the Enlightenment. The Enlightenment 
criticized from the outside, the way criticism in its accepted sense does; 
Modernism criticizes from the inside, through the procedures themselves of 
that which is being criticized.6 

 
The above approach lends weight not only to Eagleton’s thesis, but also to Janik 
and Toulmin’s conception of Wittgenstein as a critical modernist. Nevertheless, 
we should note that Wittgenstein’s Sprachkritik in the Tractatus plays a two-fold 
role and Greenberg’s definition covers just one of them. Thus, while logic and 
language indeed seem to be left in “all the more secure possession of what is 
left” after the internal, definite, and sharp distinction that takes place in the 
Tractatus between what can be thought (said) and what cannot – exhausting, so to 
speak, a world that decomposes, disintegrates, or collapses (zerfällt) into logically 
contingent facts –7 at the same time Wittgenstein’s point is to show how little is 
achieved by that and to secure the important character and highlight the 

                                                
2. Eagleton (1993, p. 5-6). 
3. ibid. p. 6. For an expression of such an attitude in the Tractatus see TLP 5.4541.  
4. See Peters and Marshall (1999, p. 23). 
5. Greenberg (1973, p. 67). 
6. ibid. 
7. See TLP 1.2 and its analysis in Bramann (1985, p. 84). 



Chapter 4. Early Wittgenstein in context: modernism and modernity 

 

98 

significance of what remains ineffable. It is in light of this that the self-
destructive mechanism which Eagleton traces in the Tractatus is put into action; 
the self-referentiality of the work is pushed to the extreme, leading finally to its 
self-destruction and illuminating “the truth only in the dim glare created by its 
sudden self-implosion”.8 
 
Self-referential autonomy appears as one of the key features of various, even 
heterogeneous, modernist movements, either in the narcissistic direction of the 
‘l’ art pour l’ art’ dictum9 that the turn-of-the-century fin-de-siècle modernism of art 
nouveau followed – especially after the elimination of its radical aspects that 
came as a result of its embracement and absorption by the same bourgeois 
culture that was initially its target –10 or in the ethico-aesthetic and socio-
aesthetic directions of avant-garde movements like the critical modernism of 
Kraus and Loos in Austria, the arts-and-crafts movement of William Morris in 
England, and later the Italian and Russian futurism and the Bauhaus school. In 
these latter directions the autonomy of the artistic sphere does not function as a 
barricade that keeps art and society isolated from each other, but on the contrary 
provides the base on which art attempts to transform society itself. Hence, it is 
actually the Romantic issue of the autonomous status of art and its media that 
surfaces again in various modernist artistic movements, only this time in the 
light, or rather under the shadow, of the established industrialised capitalist 
society – the outcome of the age of modernity shaped by the Enlightenment – 
and becomes even more crucial in literary modernism. In modernist works of 
literature, it is not only the case that language and its words are the artistic media 
to be put in question in terms of form and style, but also this kind of reflection 
on the nature of language is often itself, explicitly or implicitly, part of the 
subject matter of the work. On this view, a two-fold relation between philosophy 
as critique of language and literary modernism is revealed. The outcomes of 
philosophical reflection on language provide certain points of view and stimuli 
regarding, on the one hand, the role and the limits of language as an artistic and 
                                                
8. Eagleton (1993, p. 6). Eagleton’s point gains even more weight if we take into account 
the numerous concrete examples of, usually ironic, self-reference – often to the extent of 
self-de(con)struction – that can be found in modernist (and post-modernist) art. 
Consider for example the famous turn in Eugène Ionesco’s play Rhinoceros where the 
actors start discussing the same performance in which they actually take part, the self-
referential paradoxes and regressions ad infinitum that lie in the heart of much of Jorge 
Luis Borges’s fiction, and the infinitely regressive ‘impossible structures’ in M.C. Escher’s 
graphic art.    
9. It is interesting to note that the dictum seems to have Kantian origins, although not 
coined by Kant himself, since it was probably first used by the French writer and 
politician Benjamin Constant in 1804 in connection with Kant’s aesthetics. See Beardsley 
(1975, p. 285-286).  
10. As we can see, for example, in the case of Klimt and the ‘Vienna Secession’. See Janik 
and Toulmin (1973, p. 96) and Paden (2007, p. 77-79). 
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expressive medium, thus having a direct connection to the novel modernist 
stylistic investigations, and, on the other hand, the character of the relation 
between language, humans, and the world – a central theme in modernist 
discussions with regard both to the autonomy and to the alienation of the 
individual in the (modern) world.  
 
It should then not surprise us that Mauthner’s Sprachkritik was a shared reading 
and a stimulating topic of discussion between two of the pivotal figures of 
literary modernism, James Joyce and Samuel Beckett, in the late 1930s. In these 
later years of his life during which his writing of Finnegans Wake was approaching 
its final stages, Joyce was reading and taking notes, after a certain point with 
Beckett’s help due to problems with his eyesight, of Mauthner’s Sprachkritik as 
part of his work on his book, whereas Beckett was still at the first stages of his 
career. Thus, while Mauthner’s work was probably for Joyce “an interesting 
collection of linguistic examples, ready to be plundered in order to enrich his 
own, almost finished work”,11 for Beckett this first contact with the work of 
Mauthner had a much greater impact. Mauthnerian themes came to play a 
pivotal role in Beckett’s works and notes. Themes like the isomorphism between 
language and thought, the game-like character of language and the use-based 
approach to it, the impossibility of overcoming the limits of language, the 
struggle for expressing the ineffable and the resulting paradoxes – in the form of 
self-reference and finally to the extent of self-destruction and absurdness – that 
lead to silence, epistemological skepticism and mysticism, and the existential 
implications of the role and the character of language for the individual.12  
 
What is important for our purposes is that the majority of the Mauthnerian 
themes that Beckett incorporates in his oeuvre are also Wittgensteinian themes 
that can be found either in the earlier or in the later phase of his thought. This is 
not left unnoticed by Marjorie Perloff, who in her work Wittgenstein’s Ladder: 
Poetic Language and the Strangeness of the Ordinary highlights and discusses the 
Wittgensteinian themes, focusing especially (but not exclusively) in 
Wittgenstein’s later work that are related, both in style and content, to certain 
works of such key figures for literary modernism as Gertrude Stein, Filippo 
Tommaso Marinetti, and Samuel Beckett. Through her discussions Perloff 
demonstrates the close relation of some of the key topics in Wittgenstein’s 
philosophical repertoire – like the limits of language and the demarcation of the 
ineffable, the simultaneous importance and strangeness of ordinary language and 

                                                
11. Van Hulle (2005, p. 56). 
12. For more on the relation between Mauthner’s work, Joyce, and Beckett see Ben-Zvi 
(1980), van Hulle (2005), and Feldman (2006). It is worth noting that Mauthner’s work 
provided a standard reading and a continuous source of inspiration for another landmark 
figure of literary modernism, namely Jorge Luis Borges. For more on this, see Ben-Zvi 
(1980, p. 185, p. 199 n.12), Borges (1998, p. 130), and Dapía (1993). 
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everyday activities, and the critical (therapeutic) character of philosophy, and 
especially of philosophy conceived more as a form of art and less as a science –13 
to the way that the above writers treat language both as their expressive medium 
and as a theme of their writings. The Wittgensteinian point of view from which 
she reads and discusses the works of the specific modernist writers helps her to 
provide us with novel insights into their works and to produce a high-level 
intellectual exercise, an insightful work of literary criticism and literary theory. 
Nevertheless, the complementary aspect of how a discussion of Wittgenstein’s 
relation to literary modernism can contribute new insights into his own personal 
and philosophical endeavour is not equally investigated, as Perloff is mainly 
occupied with Wittgensteinian poetics – as the works under discussion can be 
characterised due to their Wittgensteinian themes – and not with Wittgenstein’s 
own poetics. Thus, while connections between Wittgenstein and literary 
modernism are revealed in her work, these connections do not go further than 
illuminating the relevance of Wittgenstein’s thought to some of the problematics 
of literary modernism, an important step for our discussion, but not an 
exhaustive one.  
 
To get a richer and more rounded picture of the relation of Wittgenstein’s early 
work to modernism, it is useful to turn from the systematic and theoretical 
observations of the previous paragraphs to a discussion of biographical material 
regarding early Wittgenstein’s artistic and aesthetic taste. We have already seen 
that Kraus, Weininger, Kierkegaard, Schopenhauer, Tolstoy, and Dostoyevsky 
were among the writers whose works Wittgenstein respected or admired in that 
early period of his life. This list can be extended with the names of Goethe, 
Schiller, Lessing, Nietzsche, Grillparzer, Nestroy, Uhland, Mörike, Keller, 
Kürnberger, and Lichtenberg.14 Although being within touching distance to the 
so-called ‘Bloomsbury Group’ – among others E.M. Forster, Virginia Woolf, 
Vanessa Bell, Duncan Grant, Clive Bell, and Lytton Strachey – thanks to his 
Cambridge acquaintances Russell, Moore, and Keynes, who was also a member 
of the group, Wittgenstein never held in high esteem their social gatherings and 
the artistic modernist output of the group’s members.15 At the same time, he 

                                                
13. “I believe I summed up where I stand in relation to philosophy when I said: really 
one should write philosophy only as one writes a poem.” (CV p. 28). 
14. See Engelmann (1967, p. 82-93) and McGuinness (1988, p. 33-38). See also the 
relevant remarks of Wittgenstein’s in CV. 
15. See McGuinness (1988, p. 118-120, 140-141) and Monk (1991, p. 48, 66-68, 256-258, 
272). It is interesting to note that the members of the ‘Bloomsbury Group’ also seemed 
to acknowledge the fact that Wittgenstein did not fit in their circle. See for example 
Monk (1991, p. 257-258) about the poem that Bells’ son, Julian, wrote satirising 
Wittgenstein’s views and style; a poem quite indicative of Wittgenstein’s image among 
the members of the Cambridge Apostles and the Bloomsbury Group. The poem, entitled 
‘An Epistle On the Subject of the Ethical and Aesthetic Beliefs of Herr Ludwig 
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seemed to be at least sensitive towards some of the views of Hugo von 
Hofmannsthal, a key figure of the aesthetic modernist group Jung Wien – thus a 
usual target of Kraus’s polemics – and later one of the most famous voices to 
express the ‘language crisis’ in the turn-of-the-century Austro-Hungarian empire, 
especially with his work The Lord Chandos Letter.16 As far as other modernist 
Austrian artists are concerned, despite Wittgenstein’s donations to a significant 
number of them, only a few seem to have met his aesthetic standards – namely 
the poets Trakl and Rilke and the architect Loos – and even in these cases this 
admiration does not hold without any qualification.17  
 
Regarding architecture, apart from his admiration for the work of Loos, whose 
“ethical” architectural modernism is at the same time both different from and 
precursive to the more socially and industrially oriented modernism of the 
Bauhaus school, Wittgenstein himself was occupied as an architect, collaborating 
with his personal friend and Loos’s pupil Paul Engelmann on the design and 
construction of his sister Margaret Wittgenstein-Stonborough’s house in Vienna 
from 1926 to 1928. A house in which geometrical proportion, minimalism, 
austerity, and usefulness are profound and which is regarded, not without 
debate, as a typical example of modernist architecture.18 In the same period 
Wittgenstein was also occupied with sculpture, carving the bust of a female 
friend of his in the studios of the modernist – member of the ‘Vienna Secession’ 
– sculptor Michael Drobil, a friend from the prisoner-of-war camp in Cassino, a 
task that he personally treated as a kind of clarification of Drobil’s work.19 The 
taste in music of the ardent music enthusiast Wittgenstein can be described as 
relatively narrow and rather classical. His favourite composers were Mozart, 
Beethoven, Schubert, Brahms, Haydn, and Labor; he was sympathetic towards 
the works of Schumann, Bruckner, and Bach, interested – often from a critical 
point of view – in Wagner and Mendelssohn, and remarkably hostile towards 
Strauss’s and Mahler’s music, despite acknowledging the talent of the latter.20 In 
a self-reflective remark in 1929 on his personal aesthetics, Wittgenstein puts it 
like this: 
 

                                                                                                                
Wittgenstein (Doctor of Philosophy) to Richard Braithwaite, Esq., M.A. (Fellow of 
King's College)’, can be found in WCLD p. 173-180. 
16. See McGuinness (1988, p. 37), and Ch. 3 p. 83 above. 
17. See McGuinness (1988, p. 205-209) and Monk (1991, p. 108-110). 
18. See Paden (2007, p. 33-38). Apart from Paden’s work, see also Wijdeveld (1994), 
Leitner (2000), and Last (2008) for discussions of Wittgenstein’s architecture and of its 
relation to his philosophy as well. 
19. See Monk (1991, p. 240) and CV p. 16. 
20. See McGuinness (1988, p. 112, 123-127), Monk (1991, p. 61, 78, 213), and again the 
relevant remarks of Wittgenstein’s in CV. See also Sharpe (2004) and Covell (2007). 
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I often wonder whether my cultural ideal is a new one, i.e. contemporary, or 
whether it comes from the time of Schumann. At least it strikes me as a 
continuation of that ideal, though not the continuation that actually followed it 
then. That is to say, the second half of the 19th Century has been left out. This, 
I ought to say, has happened quite instinctively and was not the result of 
reflection.21 

   
What hopefully has been achieved by the intense, but for our purposes 
unavoidable name-dropping of the last two paragraphs is a demonstration of 
how complicated things are as far as the issue of Wittgenstein’s relation to the 
various intellectual traditions and movements is concerned, especially if we take 
into account the related discussion of Wittgenstein’s influences in the previous 
chapter. The Enlightenment is there, as well as Romanticism and 19th Russian 
existentialism, and then, following Janik and Toulmin’s distinction, both critical 
and aesthetic modernism too. At the same time we should keep in mind the 
Kantian philosophical context and especially the historical context of the works 
of Frege and Russell – the two major influences for Wittgenstein’s work on logic 
– with the first reacting against both scientific naturalism and Hegelian idealism 
and the second against the British variant of Hegelian idealism. Nevertheless, the 
asymmetries and tensions that are revealed by the diverse and heterogeneous 
sources of influence and artistic sympathies regarding early Wittgenstein should 
neither surprise nor discourage us in our attempt to understand his relation to 
them; puzzlement and difficulties arise only if we seek a single feature that is 
common to all of them (in the form of a kind of essence) or attempt to 
categorise him as an exemplar of a certain movement or tradition. We may 
illustrate this claim through a quote that comes from a similar circumstance, 
where a key late modernist writer (Borges) discusses the literary precursors of a 
pivotal early modernist writer (Kafka) referring to another prominent early 
modernist writer (Eliot); a quote whose later Wittgensteinian aroma (especially 
with regard to the notion of family-resemblances) should not be left unnoticed: 
 

If I am not mistaken, the heterogeneous pieces I have listed resemble Kafka; 
if I am not mistaken, not all of them resemble each other. This last fact is 
what is most significant. Kafka’s idiosyncrasy is present in each of these 
writings, to a greater or lesser degree, but if Kafka had not written, we would 
not perceive it; that is to say, it would not exist [...] The fact is that each writer 
creates his precursors [footnote in the original: See T.S. Eliot, Points of View 
(1941), 25-26]. His work modifies our conception of the past, as it will modify 
the future. In this correlation, the identity or plurality of men doesn’t matter.22 

 
In the light of the above remarks, we shall now return to our discussion of Janik 
and Toulmin’s work and especially to their distinction between aesthetic and 

                                                
21. CV p. 4. 
22. Borges (2000, p. 365). 
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critical modernism and their characterisation of Wittgenstein as a critical 
modernist.  
 
Despite the undoubtedly influential role on Wittgenstein of various of the figures 
that are labeled by Janik and Toulmin as critical modernists, like Kraus and Loos, 
Wittgenstein’s own categorisation as a critical modernist is questionable due to 
the diversity of his influences and the heterogeneity of the features that can be 
traced in his philosophical enterprise and personal aesthetics. The fact that we 
can detect some of the characteristics of critical modernism in Wittgenstein’s 
stance is not a sufficient condition for considering him a critical modernist, since 
these characteristics coexist with a plurality of others that lead in divergent or 
even opposed directions. A striking example is how the features of early 
Wittgenstein’s life and work can be viewed as shared with the aesthetic 
modernists – an example that is by no means marginal for Janik and Toulmin’s 
task, seeing as they consider one of critical modernism’s defining qualities its 
opposition to aesthetic modernism. In his work Mysticism and Architecture: 
Wittgenstein and the Meanings of the Palais Stonborough, Roger Paden provides us with 
a list of such features. A list that includes the complete rejection of liberalism 
and the modern world, the retreat from politics, history, and society, the turn 
towards subjective states instead of theories, the focusing on the non-rational 
aspects of life, and the conception of the sphere of art as completely 
autonomous.23 For him the aesthetic modernist influences of early Wittgenstein 
manifest themselves in the ethical part of the Tractatus and spring from 
Wittgenstein’s change during his military service in World War I.24 Paden 
embraces Janik and Toulmin’s argument that it was under the influence of 
Krausian critical modernism that Wittgenstein developed his philosophical 
agenda prior to his studies in Cambridge and argues that Wittgenstein’s moving 
from his pre-World War I critical modernism to a kind of aesthetic modernism 
during and after World War I resulted in inherent inconsistencies and 
contradictions in his early philosophical – and later in his architectural – 
enterprise. Inconsistencies and contradictions which were the distinctive 
characteristic and at the same time the source of failure for both the Tractatus and 
his architectural project.25          

                                                
23. See Paden (2007, p. 190). 
24. See ibid. p. 189. For our discussion of Wittgenstein’s change during and after World 
War I see Ch. 3 p. 76-78, 91-92 and the relevant notes above. 
25. See Paden (2007, p. 188-192). According to Paden, the Tractatus mainly fails as an 
ethical enterprise and this can be seen in Wittgenstein’s inability to combine in a 
satisfactory non-paradoxical way his ideal of personal integrity that comes as a result of 
mystical insight with his Tolstoyan universal altruism, since he is bounded by his views 
on the ineffability of the mystical, the saying/showing distinction, and his commitment 
to silence (see ibid. p. 112-116, 184-188). Apart from its internal theoretical problems like 
the one above, Paden holds that the Tractatus was a practical failure too – and that it was 



Chapter 4. Early Wittgenstein in context: modernism and modernity 

 

104 

As should be obvious, most of Paden’s arguments and conclusions differ 
significantly from our own analysis of the relevant topics in the previous 
paragraphs. This having been said, we should not fail to mention that certain of 
his remarks highlight some interesting aspects of the issue of early Wittgenstein’s 
influences and his relation to critical and aesthetic modernism. The list of 
common characteristics between Wittgenstein and the aesthetic modernists that 
he provides us does indeed cover certain sides of early Wittgenstein’s thought, 
while these same characteristics can also be considered typical of the Viennese 
aesthetic modernism. But what is most interesting is that Paden, following 
faithfully Janik and Toulmin’s approach on this specific matter, seems to 
overplay the differences between aesthetic and critical modernism – which are 
considered to be two fundamentally opposed world views that are mutually 
exclusive – and is unavoidably led to a view according to which not only these 
different aspects of Wittgenstein’s thought are contradictory, but are 
incompatible in principle and thus their coexistence condemns early 
Wittgenstein’s philosophical project to failure. While on the one hand Paden’s 
account enriches our understanding of Wittgenstein as it broadens Janik and 
Toulmin’s Wittgenstein-as-a-critical-modernist image by shedding light on 
features of his thought that are shared with the aesthetic modernists, on the 
other hand it fails to capture the complexity of the issue, since it is based on a 
simplified linear conception of the evolution of Wittgenstein’s thought. Critical 
and aesthetic modernism are treated as influential on different phases of 
Wittgenstein’s life and thought, with the Great War being the turning point, an 
approach which apart from the problems it faces from a historical and a 
biographical viewpoint26 also treats the different directions of Wittgenstein’s 

                                                                                                                
later conceived by Wittgenstein himself as such – because it not only failed in its 
fundamental ethical goal, namely to convey a transformative effect into the lives of 
others, but it was read and interpreted, by his Cambridge acquaintances and the members 
of the Vienna Circle, in a way that undermined this very goal (see ibid. p. 123-124). 
Regarding the Stonborough house, which is treated as an exemplar of the transitional 
phase of Wittgenstein’s thought – where his methodology, but not his overall project and 
worldview, changes – it shares the same ethical orientation as Wittgenstein’s 
philosophical work; it is, like the Tractatus, an “ethical deed”, and thus facing the same 
kind of problems as the Tractatus in failing to function as a medium for ethical 
transformation. It was neither properly understood nor inspiring in such a way that it 
could achieve its aesthetic and ethical goals (see ibid. p. 171-172). For Paden, these 
theoretical and practical failures originate ultimately in Wittgenstein’s attempt “[…] in his 
work to combine two fundamentally opposed worldviews, aestheticist modernism and 
critical modernism” (ibid. p. 191). For more on Paden’s approach on the relation 
between the philosophical and architectural work of Wittgenstein and on his assessment 
of them see ibid. p. 156-178.   
26. For example, it was exactly in the period that Wittgenstein was at the front – the 
period that Paden takes to be the turning point in Wittgenstein’s philosophy – that 
Wittgenstein came closer to the Viennese critical modernist circles by his meeting, 
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early thought and work not as creative tensions but as fatal contradictions. In 
their works, Paden as well as Janik and Toulmin acknowledge, either implicitly or 
explicitly,27 the fact that there are indeed common features between critical and 
aesthetic modernism, but they still draw too sharp a distinction between them. A 
distinction that if loosened may play a much more illuminating role in 
understanding the modernist context of early Wittgenstein’s thought than the 
bipolar and quite restraining role it actually plays in the abovementioned works. 
The fact that critical modernism can be viewed as a reaction to aesthetic 
modernism does not necessarily mean that they are mutually exclusive. 
According to the paradigm regarding the Austro-Hungarian empire that the 
aforementioned authors follow, they both have the same starting point, namely 
the failure and the rejection (or criticism) of Austrian liberalism. They also share 
a concern for language, expression, and communication, while the distinction 
between the spheres of reason and fantasy and the belief in the autonomy of art 
are views that can also be found among proponents of both tendencies.28 Thus, 
the relation between aesthetic and critical modernism may be viewed as a 
dialectical one, with certain common themes and some profound differences, 
rather than as one of mutual exclusion resulting in a struggle for a sole position 
as true representative of modernism.  
 
Another intriguing trait of Paden’s account of early Wittgenstein’s relation to 
modernism is the parallels he draws between the Enlightenment, Romanticism, 
and critical and aesthetic modernism. Based on a conception of critical 
modernism as a reflection of the worldview of the Enlightenment and of 

                                                                                                                
through Loos, with Engelmann – a disciple of both Kraus and Loos – and his intellectual 
acquaintances (see Ch. 3 p. 77 above). It is also hard to imagine that Wittgenstein started 
feeling sympathies towards aestheticism in a period that he was so heavily influenced by 
Tolstoy’s The Gospel in Brief. While in this work Tolstoy reads and in some cases reworks 
the gospels in a radically subjective manner – seemingly in line with the subjectivism of 
aesthetic modernism – by advocating Christ’s life-stance and teachings, dismissing the 
dogmatism and the supernatural character of the organised Christian religion, and 
emphasising personal freedom and the importance of an immediate personal relation 
with Christ’s teachings, we should nevertheless keep three things in mind. First, that 
subjectivity, autonomy, and personal freedom in Tolstoy’s works always have a social 
orientation. Second, that Tolstoy is also the author of What is Art? where aestheticism 
becomes an object of harsh criticism and in which art has, more than anything, a social-
political role. And third, that the ascetic and anti-sexual stance that Tolstoy adopts in The 
Gospel in Brief stands in tension, to say the least, with the exaggeration and eroticism 
prominent in aesthetic modernism.      
27. See Janik and Toulmin (1973, p. 66, 81, 98, 111), Janik (2001, p. 41, 45, 49), and 
Paden (2007, p. 191). 
28. The concept of “creative separation” that Engelmann uses to describes the Krausian 
enterprise may be of help at this point (see Engelmann (1967, p. 130-131)). See also Ch. 
3 p. 82 above. 
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aesthetic modernism as a representation of a Romantic worldview, he attributes 
features of both Romanticism and the Enlightenment to Wittgenstein’s 
thought.29 While traces of both Romanticism and the Enlightenment can clearly 
be found in Wittgenstein’s work – in fact their coexistence results in one of the 
most fundamental tensions that make the understanding of his life and work 
such a distinctive case –30 Paden’s one-to-one correspondence between 
Enlightenment and critical modernism on the one side and Romanticism and 
aesthetic modernism on the other, despite its apparent utility, does not avoid the 
misstep of being schematic. The Enlightenment/Romanticism distinction faces 
the same kind of problems as the critical/aesthetic modernism distinction as far 
as their sharpness is concerned. If we take into account the standard view of 
Romanticism as a critical reaction to (scientific) Enlightenment or as a second 
wave of Enlightenment, then we can see the same scheme repeated in the case of 
aesthetic/critical modernism and it is a common feature of both cases that a 
defining quality of the one part of the distinction (Romanticism, critical 
modernism) is its opposition to the other (Enlightenment, aesthetic modernism). 
In other words, from the moment that we take Enlightenment and Romanticism 
to stand in a definiens/definiendum relation – and the same holds for aesthetic 
and critical modernism respectively – the question arises whether we are talking 
about two mutually exclusive, combating, fundamentally opposing movements 
(worldviews) or about the two poles of a dialectic tension, a dialectic tension that 
cannot hold unless some commonalities exist.31 Commonalities that result from 
the shared socio-historical background and context, from the common way of 
living as it is spatially and temporally determined by each specific milieu and era 

                                                
29. See Paden (2007, p. 192-195). Wittgenstein’s Romanticist side is attributed to his 
rejection of modern society, of the idea of ‘progress’, and of the concept of a moral 
theory, to the role that he prescribes to art as a medium that yields understanding, and to 
his embracement of the Romantic notion of ‘genius’. Characteristic qualities of the 
Enlightenment are traced in his work as a logician and his idealisation of rigorous 
thinking, in his humanist morality, in the functionalist point of view he often adopts, in 
his “technocratic” conception of culture, and in his anti-metaphysical stance.     
30. Many writers and scholars have pointed out affinities between Wittgenstein’s thought 
and Romanticism, with Stanley Cavell and Richard Eldridge being eminent examples of 
authors who, by focusing on Wittgenstein’s later thought, provide us with Romantic 
readings of the Investigations – the former in relation to modernism as well. See Cavell 
(1996a), Eldridge (1997), and Rowe (1994), while for a discussion of Wittgenstein’s 
relation to (scientific) Enlightenment and Romanticism see Stekeler (2004). The issue of 
Wittgenstein’s relation to (scientific) Enlightenment and its scientistic aspects is 
discussed in more detail in the next section.  
31. For example, the failure and (partial) rejection of liberalism in the case of aesthetic 
and critical modernism and the questioning and overcoming of theological authority in 
the case of the Enlightenment and Romanticism.  
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and not from a set of doctrines and theoretical positions: “That is not agreement 
in opinions but in form of life”.32  
 
While the thematics and the historical development of modernism make 
apparent the apposite-to-modernism and ongoing character of the dialectics of 
the Enlightenment and Romanticism – to the extent that both poles are taken to 
be constitutive of modernity resulting in the “divided unity of modernism” –33 a 
one-to-one correspondence to critical and aesthetic modernism respectively 
obscures the fundamental role of this tension for the whole gamut of modernist 
thinkers. Tensions such as the ones between the inheritance of Romanticism and 
the inheritance of the Enlightenment, between the “modernist” and the 
“modernizing” state,34 between the early modernism of art nouveau as “the 
culmination of this attempt to say the new in a version of the language of the 
old”35 and the driving force of the later modernism of the avant-garde artists 
which was “not a vision of the future, but a reversed vision of the past”,36 and 
finally between aesthetic and critical modernism, cannot simply be reduced to 
each other, since there are many overlaps between them that often point in 
different directions.37 These tensions are not always to be found at the same level 
– for example the tension between Romanticism and the Enlightenment can be 
viewed as already existing in each of the different aspects of modernism 
(whether aesthetic, critical, or something else). Parallels between these dialectical 
pairs can be drawn only to the extent that they indicate a difference in degree 
between the two poles of the one pair in relation to the poles of the other, and 
not a fundamental, dichotomising difference, based on an idealised and 
oversimplified exclusive one-to-one correlation.   
 

                                                
32. PI 241. 
33. See Murphy and Roberts (2004, p. ix-xiii). 
34. See Cavell (1996a, p. 372). 
35. Hobsbawm (1994, p. 232).  
36. ibid. p. 234. 
37. To illustrate that with an example, while according to Paden (2007, p. 193) “Kraus 
and Loos pushed him [Wittgenstein] in the direction of the Enlightenment, while 
Schopenhauer pulled him back to Romanticism”, was it not Schopenhauer who was also 
a major influence on Kraus (see Janik and Toulmin (1973, p. 74)) – the pivotal figure of 
critical modernism? The post-Kantian philosophical context of turn-of-the-19th-century 
Vienna, with its various orientations and characterised by Schopenhauer’s wide influence 
– one of the notable characteristics of Janik and Toulmin’s work is that almost every 
personality discussed in it, from Kraus, Mauthner, and Weininger to Mach, von 
Hofmannsthal, and Mahler, either shows respect towards Schopenhauer’s work or is 
directly influenced by it – provides us with an interesting example not only of the 
commonality of the agenda of the dialectics between critical and aesthetic modernism, 
but also of the diversity of influences that the dialectics between the Enlightenment and 
Romanticism had on modernist thematics.   
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The wider problematics of the last paragraphs is highlighted by Louis Sass in his 
article ‘Deep Disquietudes: Reflections on Wittgenstein as Antiphilosopher’ 
where he discusses the tensions, ambiguities, and conflicts that rise from 
Wittgenstein’s life and work from a psychological point of view. Basing his 
analysis on a treatment of Wittgenstein as a schizoid or schizothymic 
personality,38 Sass attempts to discuss – in a non-reductivist way – the 
ambivalent aspects of Wittgenstein’s thought, focusing mainly on his early phase, 
by shedding light onto the folds of his personality where a sense of inner 
dividedness is made apparent.39 There are three main points of Sass’s lengthy 
article that may contribute in a compelling way to our present discussion on 
Wittgenstein and modernism. First, Sass finds in Wittgenstein’s personality an 
exemplar of a modernist thinker, as he takes these characteristics that he labels as 
schizoid, like the detachment and isolation from the world and the self and the 
adoption of a sub specie aeternitatis point of view for viewing them, to be 
prominent among modernist intellectuals.40 According to Sass, the distinction 
between saying and showing that is so fundamental to Wittgenstein’s early 
thought services these schizoid features of his personality “by manifesting an 
utter autonomy, independence and integrity of being as well as by placing 
transcendental awareness – the schizoid self – in the charmed circle of the 
necessary and the self-evident, where it seems to exist beyond reach of all 
conceivable doubt or debate”.41 On this view, the concept of the ‘schizoid self’ 
seems to be close to what Wittgenstein in the Tractatus refers to as the 
‘metaphysical subject’, to the notion of a subject deprived of all the contingent 
characteristics of the placed-in-the-contingent-world psychological subject. A 

                                                
38. As maintained by Sass, “[…] the term “schizoid” describes not a mental disorder, but 
rather a particular style of being involving certain temperamental or emotional 
propensities and a distinct set of characteristic conflicts, concerns, and styles of 
psychological defense” Sass (2001a, p. 102). For his task, Sass employs three classical 
accounts of the concept of schizoid personality. In Kretschmer’s view, schizoid 
individuals are characterised by an attempt to combine two opposite tendencies in 
relation to their human and non-human environment, with the two extremes of this 
tension being identified with hypersensitivity and anesthesia. According to Laing’s 
account, schizoid individuals exhibit a dual split, as they “experience themselves as not at 
home in the world or with the others, and they feel divided within themselves, whether 
as a mind divorced from the body or as two selves interacting as if at a distance” (ibid. p. 
107). Finally, Guntrip, following Fairbairn, speaks of a dominant tendency “[…] to 
experience’s one life from a “free-floating” position, as if one were a press reporter at a 
social gathering or an observer from another planet” (ibid. p. 108). We should also notice 
that the non-pathological condition of schizoidism is sharply distinguished from the 
pathological state of schizophrenia (see ibid. p. 101). 
39. See ibid. p. 102-103. 
40. See ibid. p. 101. Sass also discusses in depth the relation between modernism, 
schizoidism, and schizophrenia in Sass (1992).  
41. Sass (2001a, p. 138). 
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metaphysical subject that can view the world under the aspect of eternity being 
autonomous and self-referent, to the extent of being self-contained, as a limit 
and as not a part of the world – recall the eye/visual field example that 
Wittgenstein uses in TLP 5.633-5.6331. A subject that manages to reach full self-
consciousness by being non-self-conscious – that means discarding all the 
contingent features of the self – maintaining integrity and avoiding hypocrisy and 
“theatricality”,42 and thereby achieving the ideal that modernist art, in the form 
of ‘absolute music’, formal painting, minimalist free-of-ornament architecture, 
and symbolist literature, is after.43  
 
The second point in the article that should not be left unnoticed is the dialectic 
relation between the schizoid and the anti-schizoid aspects of Wittgenstein’s 
personality. According to Sass, while Wittgenstein’s schizoid tendencies are 
salient in the early phase of his thought, in his later phase the anti-schizoid 
tendencies seem to be dominant, as he moves from his attempt “to detach 
himself from the dangers or temptations of the external world” to a concern – 
through the social character of his philosophy – about his “profound isolation 
from fellow human beings”.44 Having said that, Sass acknowledges that this 
tension is never completely resolved in Wittgenstein’s oeuvre, since it is a vital 
part of both his early and later thought – as we can see for example in the case of 
his oscillation about the importance of philosophising as a human activity. But 
even in the cases where the one pole of the tension seems to be more prominent 
in Wittgenstein’s worldview, it is always qualified by the other pole in a dialectic 
way. Hence, when Wittgenstein exhibits a schizoid stance in the Tractatus by 
seeking an external point of view detached from the contingent world, this is 
done in order to overcome the dividedness between the internal and the external 
sphere, between the subject and the world, so that they can finally be linked in an 
absolute – immune-to-skepticism – way. He is being schizoid as a means to fight 
the fragmentation, alienation, and skepticism produced by schizoidism, so that 

                                                
42. “If I realized how mean and petty I am, I should become more modest. Nobody can 
say with truth of himself that he is filth. For if I do say it, though it can be true in a sense, still I 
cannot myself be penetrated by this truth: otherwise I should have to go mad, or change 
myself.” (CV p. 37). And a few days later, differentiating himself from the Tractarian 
(God’s eye/top of the ladder) perspective: “You cannot write more truly about yourself 
than you are. That is the difference between writing about yourself and writing about 
external things. You write about yourself from your own height. Here you don’t stand on 
stilts or on a ladder but on your bare feet” (CV p. 38). See also our discussion of 
Wittgenstein’s views on the issue of autobiography in Ch. 3 p. 65 above.   
43. See Sass (2001a, p. 111, 131, 138). 
44. ibid. p. 102. See also ibid. p. 113-114. The feeling of absolute safety (from the 
external world, other humans, fate) plays a significant role – together with the attempt to 
reconcile the subject and the world – in Wittgenstein’s conception of ethics, at least in 
his early phase. See the related records in his wartime notebooks (e.g. in NB p. 73-76 
5/7/16-14/7/16) and the relevant discussion in LE p. 41-44.   



Chapter 4. Early Wittgenstein in context: modernism and modernity 

 

110 

solipsism, finally, coincides with realism (TLP 5.64). But even in the case of the 
Investigations, where the view-from-above and the notion of a private language are 
rejected, the fellow human beings have a constitutive role – through the social 
character of our language-games and of our form(s) of life – in each person’s 
being-in-the-world, and practical everyday activities gain weight in favour of 
misleading and illusionary intellectual activities like traditional philosophising, 
Wittgenstein still has to be actively engaged in such an alienating activity, despite 
its anti-alienating and therapeutic character and its practical orientation towards 
the ordinary. He still has to be a philosopher so that he can be an anti-
philosopher, he still has to be schizoid, at least to a certain degree, in order to 
put forward his anti-schizoid views.45  
 
The third point of Sass’s article that is of interest for our purposes is the role that 
he attributes to what he describes as a “curious amalgam of contrary impulses – 
of logical and mystical urges, of schizoid and antischizoid tendencies, involving 
what we might call post-romantic yearnings expressed in a protopostmodernist 
manner”.46 On the one hand, Sass holds that the Tractatus fails to show that 
which can only be shown and not linguistically expressed – the existence and 
importance of which is highlighted in the book itself – since it is a philosophical 
and not an artistic work. On the other hand, this failure is approached by Sass as 
not being inherent in the various tensions that lie in Wittgenstein’s work.47 
Regarding the first part of Sass’s conclusion, we should note that this sharp 
distinction between a philosophical and an artistic work is not irrefutable. The 
Tractatus can actually be viewed as a literary work which shows that which it 
cannot meaningfully express being a nonsensical, in the Tractarian sense, 
philosophical work – the tension between the philosophical and the literary 
aspects of the work need not to be resolved in favour of one of the two poles. In 
Wittgenstein’s own account, the Tractatus is a work that “[…] is strictly 

                                                
45. It is of paramount importance to point out that the anti-schizoid tendencies can be 
viewed as both a rejection and a further manifestation of the schizoid ones (see Sass 
(2001a, p. 142, n. 18)). While they can have a nonschizoid character by rejecting the 
detachment that is the main feature of schizoidism, this very rejection can also be seen as 
a further detachment, although a self-referential one – a detachment from detachment 
itself – and thus be treated as an additional characteristic of schizoidism. This double 
aspect that the anti-schizoid stance exhibits in the light of the existence of schizoid 
characteristics in a person can be found in what Sass refers to as the ‘in-and-out’ 
programme (see ibid. p. 117) and in Wittgenstein’s ambivalent attitude towards 
philosophy (see ibid. p. 120-124, 137) as he is “[…] marooned between earth and ice, at 
home in neither” (Jarman and Butler (1993, p. 142)). It is from such a perspective that 
the anti-schizoid tendencies can be viewed as an inherent characteristic of schizoidism 
itself. 
46. Sass (2001a, p. 139). 
47. See ibid. p. 103-104, 109. 
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philosophical and at the same time literary, but there is no babbling in it”.48 
Regarding the second part, it should be clear by now that for Wittgenstein’s early 
philosophical endeavour the tensions under discussion do not function as 
unavoidable inadequacies, but in a typical modernist (i.e. paradoxical or even 
absurdist) manner constitute the very foundation on which the whole clarifying 
enterprise is based. It is as if Wittgenstein “sets his affair on nothing”49 and then 
goes on to show how all philosophical problems dissolve in this way, since the 
existence of tensions, even to the degree of contradicting orientations, is a conditio 
sine qua non for his attempt to express the ineffable and to present a unified 
logico-ethical account of how language, world, and meaning are related. Thus, 
Wittgenstein’s later critical reaction to the Tractatus should not be attributed to 
the work’s unresolved tensions per se and to a subsequent growing 
dissatisfaction with them, but rather to the very end of the Tractatus towards 
which these tensions were just a means – we will come back to this issue in the 
next chapters. 
 
The psychological portrait of Wittgenstein in connection to schizoidism that we 
have just discussed offers us the opportunity to turn our discussion to 
Wittgenstein’s relation to another key aspect of modernism, which is no other 
than the rise of psychology, both as a discipline and a central theme of modernist 
art. Regarding the first aspect, the works of Sigmund Freud at the turn of the 
19th century on psychoanalysis constitute one of the landmarks in the history of 
psychology as a scientific discipline. Not only did they occupy a central position 
in the discipline’s future course – as an almost unavoidable point of reference for 
everyone involved, including both proponents and adversaries – but it was also 
through them that the discipline was brought to the attention of other 
intellectual and scientific domains and of the wider public as well. It is not 
strange then that Freud’s work is conceived as a key aspect of modernism, 
exhibiting features like “the interpretive transformation of cultural traditions into 
ciphers of personal destiny, the intellectual transformation of social crisis into 
individual drama and the therapeutic transformation of the self through 
expressive experiment and mastery”50 that are characteristic of the modernist 
agenda regarding the critique of the Enlightenment’s model of nature and 
human rationality. With the Wittgenstein family being a significant player among 
the Viennese intellectual circles and especially with Wittgenstein’s sister Margaret 
being a patient and a close personal friend of Freud,51 it would be hard for him 

                                                
48. Extract from a Wittgenstein’s letter to von Ficker (undated, but probably written in 
October of 1919) quoted in von Wright (1982, p. 81). 
49. “Ich hab ‘Mein Sach’ auf Nichts gestellt”: A phrase that originates in Goethe’s work and 
the title of the first chapter of Max Strirner’s The Ego and its Own (1844) – see also CV p. 
16.  
50. Brenkman (2004, p. 173). See also Janik and Toulmin (1973, p. 46-48). 
51. See Monk (1991, p. 16) and McGuinness (2002a, p. 225). 
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to remain unaware of or indifferent to Freud’s intriguing ideas, at least as a case 
of osmosis, as McGuinness puts it.52 But Wittgenstein’s contact with Freud’s 
views was much more direct than just through osmosis. He had actually read 
some of his most important works (The Interpretation of Dreams, Jokes and their 
Relation to the Unconscious, The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, and probably Studies on 
Hysteria),53 while Freud’s psychoanalytical programme and especially its 
application to the interpretation of dreams was a theme he would often discuss 
and reflect on in his later phase, albeit not in a systematic way.54 Moreover, the 
nature of psychological concepts and their role in our language and life is also 
one of the topics he would extensively write about in the last decade of his life.55  
 
Wittgenstein’s stance towards Freudian psychoanalysis was rather ambivalent. 
He would speak of himself during World War II as a disciple or a follower of 
Freud,56 having found upon his first readings of Freud’s work at last a 
psychologist “who has something to say”57 and who had managed to reach “an 
extraordinary scientific achievement”.58 At the same time, he would find the 
fanciful pseudo-explanations – brilliant nonetheless – of Freud and his 
psychoanalytical programme in general to be dangerous and doing a disservice to 
the individual and society and he would characterise Freud’s thinking as “fishy”, 
exhibiting both “great imagination and colossal prejudice”.59 A detailed study of 
the relation between Wittgenstein and Freud’s thought exceeds the scope and 
the aims of this section;60 however, we shall point to some of the main attributes 
of this relation. Wittgenstein’s self-characterisation as a disciple of Freud can be 
viewed as exhibiting two aspects: a characterological one, in which Wittgenstein 
sees himself, by adopting a Weiningerian point of view, as sharing the same kind 
of “reproductive Jewish thinking” with Freud,61 and an intellectual one, where 
Freud’s psychoanalytical programme – not conceived as a scientific endeavour, 

                                                
52. See McGuinness (2002a, p. 224). 
53. See Bouveresse (1995, p. 4) and Monk (1991, p. 356, 406). 
54. Our main sources for Wittgenstein’s views on Freud and psychoanalysis are the notes 
that Rhees kept from their conversations on the topic – they can be found in LAPR p. 
41-52 – memoirs or letters from his students – see Malcolm (2001, p. 100-101) and 
Drury (1981b, p. 151) – and his own personal remarks in his notebooks – see CV p. 16, 
39, 42, 50, 51, 53, 62, 78, 99. 
55. For Wittgenstein’s writings on the so-called ‘philosophy of psychology’ see mainly 
the second part of the Philosophical Investigations – PI Part II p. 148-197 – and RPPi, RPPii, 
LWPPi, and LWPPii.  
56. See Rhees’s introductory note in LAPR p. 41. 
57. Drury (1981b, p. 151). 
58. Letter in 6/12/45 to Malcolm, quoted in Malcolm (2001, p. 101). 
59. ibid. p. 100. See also Drury (1981b, p. 151), LAPR p. 26, 51, and CV p. 62. 
60. For more detailed discussions of the issue see Bouveresse (1995), Cioffi (1998), 
McGuinness (2002), and Sass (2001b). 
61. See CV p. 16, 42. 
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like Freud himself did conceive it, but as a powerful potentially illuminating 
mythology that may help us in adopting a perspicuous viewpoint on issues about 
which science is of no help and thus change our way of thinking –62 is in 
accordance with Wittgenstein’s own therapeutic clarifying philosophical 
enterprise. Hence, while Wittgenstein’s remark that “Being psychoanalysed is in 
a way like eating from the tree of knowledge. The knowledge we acquire sets us 
(new) ethical problems; but contributes nothing to their solution”63 resembles, 
albeit in a milder way, Kraus’s polemics against psychoanalysis,64 Wittgenstein 
does not reject psychoanalysis as an activity in principle. His main problem with 
it is the role that it plays in modern society: a mythology, disguised in science, 
that claims to provide explanations beyond criticism or doubt – an enterprise 
that seeks to demystify hidden aspects of human personality, bringing a kind of 
harmful irreligiousness,65 and which in the end offers nothing more than another 
myth masked in the façade of science. Whilst some of Freud’s explanations may 
be insightful and illuminating on a case-by-case level, his craving for generality, 
essentialism and reductionism that lead to the formation of theories, to the 
(pseudo)scientific character of his enterprise, and to its conception as such by 
society, undermine any latent positive outcome.66 
 
Our discussion in the previous paragraph of Wittgenstein’s stance towards 
psychoanalysis and Freud is based on material that dates from the later phase of 
Wittgenstein’s thought. According to Rhees, Wittgenstein first read something 
written by Freud soon after 1919, while before 1914, including the years in 
Cambridge, he thought of psychology as a waste of time.67 That is not a surprise, 

                                                
62. See LAPR p. 42-52. 
63. CV p. 40. 
64. For example, his famous aphorism that “Psychoanalysis is that spiritual disease of 
which it considers itself to be the cure” quoted in Janik and Toulmin (1973, p. 75). For 
some more details on Kraus’s attack on psychoanalysis see ibid. p. 75-77. 
65. See Malcolm (2001, p. 101) and Drury (1981b, p. 151). 
66. “Freud’s fanciful pseudo-explanations (just because they are so brilliant) performed a 
disservice. (Now every ass has them within reach for ‘explaining’ symptoms of illness 
with their help.)” (CV p. 62-63). It is interesting to note that this remark of Wittgenstein 
from 1946 and in general his objections against the scientistic character of psychoanalysis 
in modern society precede the ‘antipsychiatry movement’ of the 1960s – as it is expressed 
for example in the works of Michael Foucault and Thomas Szasz – and the 
contemporary discussion on the nature of psychological disorders, their treatment as 
sicknesses and the role of the mental health care professionals, experts and companies. 
We should also pay attention to the questions raised by Wittgenstein’s – circumstantial, 
yet problematic – reference to Freud’s endeavour as a “scientific achievement” (Malcolm 
(2001, p.101)). A possible way out is the reading of ‘scientific’ in this particular case in 
the sense of useful, innovative, or well-worked and not in the sense of explanatory or 
theoretical.   
67. See Rhees’s introductory note in LAPR p. 41. 
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especially if we take into account the nature of Wittgenstein’s philosophical work 
and his interest in mainly logical issues at the time, combined with the legacy of 
anti-psychologism inherited by the works of Frege and Russell. Be that as it may, 
we already saw how the character of his early work changed during the war years, 
taking an existential/ethical turn, a turn that calls for a discussion of the relation 
between Wittgenstein’s early thought, as expressed in his wartime notebooks and 
the Tractatus, and psychology.68 While Wittgenstein maintains in the Tractatus that 
psychology, as a natural science, bears no special relation to philosophy and cuts 
the umbilical cord that connects epistemology with logic by identifying the 
former with the philosophy of psychology – thus unessential for his way of 
philosophising – at the same time he acknowledges that his own method also 
faces the danger of getting caught in this kind of psychological investigations 
(TLP 4.1121). Wittgenstein’s sensitivity on the issue and his attempt to exclude 
epistemology and thus psychology from his endeavour are more than apparent in 
his early work, as for example in TLP 5.541-5.5421 where he discusses 
propositional attitudes in relation to the notion of the (psychological) subject and 
in his remarks concerning solipsism, the will, and the distinction between the 
metaphysical (willing) and the psychological (knowing) subject.69 However, it is 
through these very points and with his ethical remarks in general that 
Wittgenstein does indeed get entangled with psychological issues, albeit of a 
different kind compared to the ones that psychology – as a scientific discipline – 
sets. His reflection on ethics and the resultant remarks, especially in his 
notebooks, about good and evil, happiness and unhappiness, wish and will, fear, 
hope, death, the meaning of life, conscience, and God lend an existential 
orientation to his work, leading his philosophical inquiry into territories where 
the psychology of the individual plays a prominent role. Hence, remarks like 
“The world of the happy is quite another than that of the unhappy” (TLP 6.43), 
“Only from the consciousness of the uniqueness of my life arises religion – science – 
and art”70 and the overall solipsistic – in the qualified 
Schopenhauerian/Tractarian sense –71 approach that he embraces regarding the 
aforementioned issues not only place individual psychology inside the realm of 
Wittgenstein’s early philosophy. They also place the author Ludwig Wittgenstein 
beside thinkers like Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Tolstoy, and 
Dostoyevsky and their modernist intellectual descendants like Conrad, Kafka, 
Joyce, T.S. Eliot, Camus, Beckett, and Borges at the core of whose work lies the 

                                                
68. Note that something similar happens in Wittgenstein’s later phase as well, as it is 
during (the last stages of) World War II that Wittgenstein gradually stops being occupied 
with the philosophy of mathematics and becomes more and more involved with issues 
pertaining to the philosophy of psychology (see Ch. 6 p. 186-188 below).  
69. See TLP 5.1362, 5.631, 5.641, 6.423 and the relevant entries in NB p. 50 23/5/15, p. 
73-89 11/6/16-19/11/16. 
70. NB p. 79 2/8/16 – emphasis in the original. 
71. See Ch. 3 p. 69-72, 85 and the related notes above. 
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problem of the human condition, with the psychology of the individual being 
put in the spotlight. 
 
Reaching the end of our discussion of the relation between early Wittgenstein’s 
thought and modernism, we shall devote some more remarks on the literary 
characteristics of the Tractatus. The literary style of the Tractatus – this unique 
fusion of a hierarchical numbering structure with Kraus-like and Lichtenberg-
like non-argumentative aphorisms that are put forward in an authoritative 
austere assertive tone, like a prophet in direct connection to God intending to 
put an end to every philosophical dispute by communicating sub specie aeternitatis 
truths – is an issue that has not escaped the attention of Wittgenstein 
scholarship.72 The numbering system that Wittgenstein adopts for his remarks 
has been a continuous source of puzzlement. Despite Wittgenstein’s footnote – 
actually the only footnote in the Tractatus – which states that the number before 
each separate proposition indicates its “logical importance”,73 it is quite obvious 
that he does not remain absolutely faithful to this commitment – in fact some of 
the most important insights of the work are folded deep in its structure.74 The 
resemblance to the numbering structure of Russell and Whitehead’s Principia 
Mathematica, to which the Tractatus is undoubtedly indebted since a significant 
number of Wittgenstein’s remarks on logic are either direct or indirect responses 
to it, as well as to that of Spinoza’s Ethics75 is almost unavoidable, but we should 
not fail to note that a similar numbering scheme is also to be found in Tolstoy’s 
The Gospel in Brief, the important role of which in Wittgenstein’s life and work has 
already been emphasised many times above. Whatever the influences, motives 
and goals were for Wittgenstein’s employment of that specific hierarchical 
numbering scheme, the aesthetic result that he achieves gives the Tractatus a 
certain formalist and constructivist appearance; a modernist sense that brings it 
close to the formalist painting, as this is represented by the works of the 
members of the De Stijl movement and the Russian Constructivists and 
Suprematists,76 and to the formalist architecture, as mainly expressed by the 

                                                
72. See for example Nordmann (2005, p. 92-125), Schulte (1992, p. 39-46), Perloff (1996, 
p. 41-48), and von Wright (1982, p. 33-34). 
73. See TLP footnote p. 31. 
74. For example, Wittgenstein’s Grundgedanke (fundamental thought) that the logical 
constants do not represent is found in TLP 4.0312. For the central role of the 
Grundgedanke in Wittgenstein’s early philosophy see McGuinness (2002c).  
75. Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-Politicus provided the inspiration for Moore’s suggestion 
for the title of the English version of Wittgenstein’s work which he (Wittgenstein) found 
suitable enough (see Monk (1991, p. 206)), while the view sub specie aeternitatis that plays 
such an important role for Wittgenstein’s conception of logic, aesthetics, and ethics 
originates in Spinoza’s Ethics.  
76. Terry Eagleton finds in the Tractatus “the shimmering purity of an Imagist poem or 
Suprematist canvas” – see Eagleton (1993, p. 9).   
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Bauhaus school, of the era.77 From such an angle, this form of internal 
organisation of the text lends weight to a conception of the Tractatus as an 
ordered edifice or a systemic construction, especially in contrast to the “[…] 
travel over a wide field of thought criss-cross in every direction”78 and to the 
“[…] sketches of landscapes which were made in the course of these long and 
involved journeyings”79 of the Investigations. And from the same viewpoint, 
Wittgenstein’s self-reflective remark from 1930 “I am not interested in erecting a 
building but in having the foundations of possible buildings transparently before 
me”80 can be read as another instance of the criticism that Wittgenstein exercised 
during his later phase towards the formal and constructivist aspects of his early 
thought.   
  
Another intriguing approach to the Tractatus that focuses on stylistic aspects that 
position it at the very heart of modernism is the one which treats it as a 
polemical81 text aiming to accomplish a revolutionary project, as a manifesto, like 
the Communist and the Futurist, which was a common literary medium for 
conveying the theses of various modernist and avant-garde movements.82 The 
aphoristic style of the Tractatus lends credence to such a treatment, with its 
aphorisms playing a double role, as both polemical/programmatic declarations 

                                                
77. In the light of the above, certain remarks in the Tractatus that discuss the nature of 
Wittgenstein’s project, like for example TLP 5.4541 (“The solution of logical problems 
must be neat for they set the standard of neatness. Men have always thought that there 
must be a sphere of questions whose answers – a priori – are symmetrical and united 
into a closed regular structure. A sphere in which the proposition, simplex sigillum veri, 
is valid”), bear not only a metaphilosophical, but an aesthetic weight as well. 
78. PI Preface p. ix. 
79. ibid. 
80. CV p. 9. 
81. The word “polemic” etymologically originates from Greek ‘πόλεµος’ (war). In 
modern Greek “polemic” translates into ‘πολεµική’ as a feminine noun. But the word 
‘πολεµική’ is also used in modern Greek as a feminine adjective denoting relation to war. 
The Tractatus, as both form and content, seems to fully capture the ambiguity of the term 
in modern Greek, since it can be read as a polemical text but  is also inherently related to 
war as most of its remarks were formulated by Wittgenstein during the Great War. 
Placed in such a war context, certain remarks in Wittgenstein’s war-time notebooks and 
the Tractatus, for example the ones on the absolute logical contingency and independency 
of the state of affairs, the ethical aspect of the feeling of absolute safety, the 
independency of the world from the will, and death as not an event of life, may be 
understood in their full existential mode as being the outcome of the reflections not of 
an armchair philosopher, but of an intellectual soldier whose own life was at stake. For 
more on the relation between the Tractatus (as a philosophical and literary work) and 
World War I see Perloff (1996, p. 25-48). 
82. See Puchner (2005, p. 290-300). 
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and revelatory manifestations.83 According to Martin Puchner, the 
polemical/programmatic declarations in the Tractatus exhibit the performative 
dimension of the text. Although non-sensical by the Tractatus’s own standards, 
they try to achieve a certain practical result, that of both challenging the 
established views, as shaped by traditional metaphysical philosophising, on the 
discussed issues84 and of inspiring an ethical transformation, justifying the ethical 
spirit of the work and resulting in a different way of life. The revelatory aspects 
are indicative of the religious dimension of the manifesto genre, something that 
is in full accordance not only with early Wittgenstein’s dogmatic tone, but also 
with his frequent employment of religious vocabulary.85 On this view, it is 
exactly this form of the Tractatus as a manifesto, with its eminently quotable 
remarks, that made its adoption and use by the Vienna Circle and the logical 
positivists – despite their misinterpretations with regard to Wittgenstein’s 
original intentions and the general spirit of the work – so important, easy, and 
natural for their own polemics.86 In the light of the above, Wittgenstein’s remark 
about the hitting of the nail on the head87 is not only indicative of the staccato, 
austere, and precise style of the work,88 but also of his goal. Nobody hits nails in 
the air without a certain purpose. The nails are being hit so that Pandora’s box 
that contains the gassing of traditional philosophy is sealed once for all; so that 
the traditional philosophical problems are finally (dis)solved.89         
 
4.2 Early Wittgenstein and Modernity 
 
In the previous section, we concentrated on the relation between the early phase 
of Wittgenstein’s life and thought and various aspects of modernism. As part of 
that discussion, we often focused on the intrinsic connection between 
modernism and characteristic features of modernity, viewing several expressions 
of modernism as either a radical opposition to and rejection of modernity or as 
an internal critique aiming at modernity’s reformation. In this section, we shall 
once again address Wittgenstein’s relation to his times, shifting our focal point 
this time from modernism to modernity. In doing so, our starting point is no 
longer provided by the differentiating qualities of modernism in relation to the 
values of modernity. Rather, it comprises the common characteristics of 
modernism and modernity, i.e. the features that shape their common – albeit 
often antagonistically formulated – agenda. By highlighting the points where 
modernity and modernism converge and then discussing them in connection to 

                                                
83. See ibid. p. 297. 
84. See ibid. p. 292, 296. 
85. See ibid. p. 299-300. 
86. See ibid. p. 286-292. 
87. See TLP Preface p. 29. 
88. See Schulte (1992, p. 41) and Puchner (2005, p. 293-294). 
89. See TLP Preface p. 29. 
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Wittgenstein’s early thought, we intend to show that despite its modernist traits 
and its hostility towards modernity, he was still committed to features of 
modernity, such as scientism, essentialism, and dogmatism, that not only 
survived modernism, but became ingrained characteristics of it. We take 
Wittgenstein’s later remarks that criticise certain aspects of his early thought to 
be indicative of this and as a clear sign that his attitude towards modernity was 
less sharp and solid in his early phase than in his later.90 In this later phase, where 
the rejection of modernity is much more radical, Wittgenstein moves from the 
modernist character of the Tractatus to remarks that anticipate specific themes 
and ideas of postmodernist thought. 
 
The claim that the Enlightenment and its development resulting in the flowering 
of modernity have dogmatism and essentialism as two characteristic qualities 
sounds almost trivial nowadays.91 A significant part of the intellectual activity of 
the late 19th and 20th century, and especially after World War II, was devoted to 
criticising modernity from many viewpoints and angles; dogmatism and 
essentialism and their character, place, and role in modernity could not escape 
that critique. Whole philosophical schools, for example the Frankfurt School, 
placed the critique of the Enlightenment at the core of their agenda,92 while 

                                                
90. The legitimacy and usefulness of the “orthodox” distinction between early and later 
Wittgenstein and the problematics that is set by the proponents of the New Wittgenstein 
interpretation is discussed in the next chapter. Suffice it to say, for the purposes of the 
current section, we adopt the standard early/later Wittgenstein distinction (setting the 
turning point in Wittgenstein’s return to philosophy in the early 30s), while at the same 
time we maintain that Wittgenstein’s break with the early phase of his thought was a 
gradual one and thus: i) many of Wittgenstein’s critical remarks after the mid-30s can be 
viewed as addressing not only the Tractatus, but his “early later” or “middle” phase 
(roughly from 1929 up to the mid-30s) as well; ii) it is for this reason that most of the 
post mid-30s remarks are more radically distanced from his early views compared to the 
reflections of the “middle” phase; and iii) this can also be seen in remarks first conceived 
in the early 30s, but reworked to take a more radical character after the mid-30s – see  
Conant (2007, p. 141-142, n. 136). 
91. Like ‘modernism’, the term ‘modernity’ is taken to be a family-resemblance term and 
is used here as indicating a socio-historico-cultural concept that covers the period from 
the rise of the Enlightenment up to the first half of the 20th century. This period exhibits 
features such as the rise of liberalism, the dogmatisation of the Enlightenment principles, 
the dominance of reason over faith and its exclusive authority over knowledge in the 
form of scientific rationality, the conception of (scientific and technological) progress as 
a goal in itself and not as a medium, the enhanced role and status of the bourgeois class, 
the development and establishment of (private and/or state) capitalism, the 
industrialisation of the world, and the objectification and mastery of nature. 
92. The magnum opus of the Frankfurt School Dialectic of Enlightenment (1947) written by 
Adorno and Horkheimer, still remains one of the most famous and acknowledged critical 
works on the Enlightenment and modernity. Based on the dialectic relation between the 
Enlightenment (reason) and mythology, the authors highlight some of the ways in which 
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prominent members of the Frankfurt School were also proponents of artistic 
modernism and of various avant-garde movements.93 Certain of the founders 
and embracers of the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School did have the self-
reflective clarity and awareness to diagnose the persistency and adaptability of 
the objects of their critical enterprise. Adorno would maintain in the midst of the 
60s, almost two decades after the publication of the Dialectic of Enlightenment, that 
“Dialectics is the consistent sense of nonidentity”,94 that “If negative dialectics 
calls for the self-reflection of thinking, the tangible implication is that if thinking 
is to be true – if it is to be true today, in any case – it must also be a thinking 
against itself”,95 and that “It lies in the definition of negative dialectics that it will 
not come to rest in itself, as it was total”.96 In the above quotes we may not only 
discriminate a direct attack against dogmatism and essentialism – a thinking that 
does not rest in itself, but in fact turns against its very self is of course a thinking 
hostile to any notion of dogmatism or essentialism. We may also discern 
Adorno’s anguished attempt to prevent his thought from exhibiting the same 
characteristics that were the targets of his polemic, to avoid the kind of self-
assurance that would lead to the fetishisation of his methods and views, resulting 
in a revival of the stances he was fighting against. However, this was not the 
attitude which most of the modernist movements, especially the ones of the 
early pre-World War I era, had adopted or manifested.  
 
Marshall Berman, introducing his discussion of the modern condition from a 
Marxist and modernist perspective – a discussion in which he is notably critical 
of the views of postmodernist thinkers like Foucault – states that: 
 

To be modern is to find ourselves in an environment that promises us 
adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of ourselves and the world – and 
at the same time that threatens to destroy everything we have, everything we 
know, everything we are.97  

 

                                                                                                                
essentialism, dogmatism, and scientism became defining qualities of the Enlightenment, 
contributing in this way to the self-destruction of reason. 
93. See for example the works on art and aesthetics of Adorno and Benjamin. Note also 
that both Adorno and Benjamin were well-acquainted with the work of Karl Kraus and 
that Adorno lived in 1925 in Vienna and among other interesting activities – like 
studying music under his teachers and friends Berg and Schoenberg – he attended 
lectures and readings of Kraus (see Müller-Doohm (2005, p. 92, 399)). Moreover, in the 
same period Benjamin had a close friendship and collaboration with Hugo von 
Hofmannsthal (see Witte (1997, p. 64-67, 87)).       
94. Adorno (1973, p. 5).  
95. ibid. p. 365.  
96. ibid. p. 406.  
97. Berman (1983, p. 15). 
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In the above illustrative passage the elements that justify the common etymology 
of the terms ‘modernism’ and ‘modernity’ are made clear, but the commonalities 
are not exhausted in this shared etymology and in the simultaneous liberating 
and threatening feeling of the new, of the upcoming, of the modern. Regardless 
of one’s stance towards the so-called postmodernist thinkers or ‘philosophers of 
difference’ – whose works are indebted to a significant extent to the works of 
the members of the Frankfurt School – it must be admitted that one of the basic 
merits of their critique of modernism and modernity is the further ventilation of 
the issue of modernism’s relation to the very matters that a great number of 
modernist thinkers accused modernity and the Enlightenment of, namely 
essentialism, dogmatism and scientism. In one of his later writings Michel 
Foucault would characterise modernity as “the will to ‘heroize’ the present”,98 
referring to modernity not as a historical phase, but as an attitude, a stance, an 
ethos. Thus, the concept of modernity comes to include not only the 
development of the Enlightenment, but modernism, in the form of the 
modernist movements, as well. Foucault then goes on to discuss his rejection of 
what he calls “the blackmail of the Enlightenment”,99 the false dilemma of being 
either for or against the Enlightenment, pointing out that both options are based 
on the same foundations since they both are “simplistic” and “authoritarian” 
alternatives.100 These characterisations point towards the crucial role that 
essentialism and dogmatism play in the creation of such pseudo-dilemmas which 
finally extend rather than change the agenda of modernity. More specifically, is 
not the manifesto – a propagandistic medium par excellence that various 
modernist movements chose as a means for their polemical enterprises – 
indicative of the dogmatism of their approach? Or are not the diverse aspects of 
formalism that came to be so central in modernist arts, philosophy, and science, 
together with the aimed artistic purity of the ‘art for art’s sake’ dictum, exemplary 
of the long-lasting influence of the essentialist tradition? In his investigations on 
modernity Toulmin diagnoses in the avant-garde movements, especially after the 
Great War, a choice to “revive the rationalist dream of a clean slate” and “a 
return to abstract fundamentals”.101 He sees in the modernist art (Schoenberg 
and Berg in music, De Stijl and constructivism in painting, Mies van der Rohe 
and the Bauhaus School in architecture), in the sciences (pure analysis and 
differential geometry in mathematics, logicism and the rise of formal logic, 
axiomatic projects in psychology, sociology, and biology), and in the philosophy 
(logical positivism and the Vienna Circle) of the years that followed the end of 
World War I “a move away from the historical, concrete, or psychological 
toward the formal, abstract, or logical”, and is thus led to the conclusion that: 
 

                                                
98. Foucault (1984, p. 40). 
99. ibid. p. 43. 
100. ibid. 
101. Toulmin (1990, p. 153). 
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[…] the movement we know as “modernism” in the arts echoed the founding 
themes of 17th Century Modernity as surely as did the philosophical program 
for a formally structured unified science: so understood, the “modernism” of 
architecture and fine arts in the 1920s shared more with the “modernity” of 
rationalist philosophy and physics than we might otherwise suppose.102    

 
Note that according to Toulmin’s account there is a gap between these two 
rationalising phases of modernity, a gap that extends from the middle of the 18th 
century until the outbreak of World War I – hence one that includes 
Romanticism and early modernism.103 Nevertheless, and despite the significant 
changes that were caused in the intellectual and scientific agenda of modernity 
during that period, both Romanticism and early (aesthetic and critical) 
modernism were still following the rules of the game as set by the doctrines of 
the Enlightenment. This is something that Toulmin does not fail to notice, as he 
treats Romanticism as the mirror-image of rationalism that fails to overcome the 
dualisms (like mind/body, reason/emotions, and facts/values) that came to play 
such an important role in the development of modernity.104 Having sketched 
some of the points at which modernism and modernity converge, we shall now 
move on to discuss early Wittgenstein’s relation to certain aspects of modernity. 
 
As we have already stated, the issue of Wittgenstein’s relation to his times has 
not been left unnoticed by the extensive Wittgenstein scholarship. Apart from 
the works that focus mainly or exclusively on his influences and the broader 
intellectual and historical context of his life and work, some of which were 
discussed in the previous section, there are also a number of works focusing on 
Wittgenstein’s actual stance towards his epoch and modernity in general.105 With 
the exception of the preface of the Tractatus, its remarks about science, the few 
relevant notes in Wittgenstein wartime notebooks, and biographical material in 
the form of letters and memories of acquaintances, most of the material 
regarding Wittgenstein’s attitude towards modernity stems from the middle and 
later phase of his thought – meaning the late 1920s and onward. Wittgenstein’s 
view of the modern world, as expressed mainly in his remarks collected as Culture 
and Value and in the relevant discussions with friends and students, is often 

                                                
102. ibid. p. 156. 
103. ibid. p. 145-152. 
104. ibid. p. 148. Note that the fact/value distinction that is of prime importance for 
many modernist intellectuals and movements – manifested paradigmatically in the ‘l’ art 
pour l’ art’ dictum – has its roots in the works of Enlightenment philosophers like Hume 
and is a constitutive feature of modernity, often taking the form of a trichotomy between 
science (knowledge), ethics (morality), and aesthetics (art) – see Habermas (1991, p. 162).   
105. See for example Bouveresse (1991), McGuinness (ed.) (1982), DeAngelis (2007), 
and Klagge (2011). 
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characterised as “Spenglerian”.106 The characterisation leans mainly on 
Wittgenstein’s own acknowledgment of the influence that Spengler exercised on 
him107 and on Wittgenstein’s views regarding the scientific and technological 
spirit of the industrialised Western societies and his alienation from it.108 Still, 
characteristically, Wittgenstein is not explicit about the exact nature of Spengler’s 
influence and the points where he makes a direct reference to him not only 
involve discussions of modernity, but extend to issues such as the notion of 
‘family-resemblances’, a concept for the formation of which Spengler’s work 
appears to have been a significant influence.109 Moreover, Wittgenstein’s 
criticism of modernity, and especially its cultural pessimism, which is often taken 
to be a clear Spenglerian influence, is an instantiation of a stance which at the 

                                                
106. “Many readers will no doubt be struck by the strongly Spenglerian nature of 
Wittgenstein’s attitude to his times.” von Wright (1982, p. 212). 
107. See CV p. 16.  
108. The best-known instantiation of Wittgenstein’s attitude to his times can be found in 
the sketch for the foreword of his then work-in-progress written in late 1930 (CV p. 9-
10). This work would result in 1933 in TS 213 (according to von Wright’s numerical 
system of reference to Wittgenstein’s manuscripts and typescripts – see von Wright 
(1993a)), the typescript more widely known as The Big Typescript, large parts of which were 
published in PG by Rush Rhees (see Hilmy (1987, p. 190-191, p. 301 n. 429)). In this 
rough draft of the preface, Wittgenstein not only adopts and accordingly makes use of 
the Spenglerian distinction between culture and civilisation – according to which 
civilisation is the decadent phase in the organic course of culture – acknowledging that 
human intellectual activity has moved from arts to technics, but also – even when he 
does not take this disappearance of culture to be indicative of the disappearance of 
human value – he emphatically states that he contemplates “the current of European 
civilization without sympathy, without understanding its aims if any”. 
109. See von Wright (1982, p. 213). For direct references to Spengler in Wittgenstein’s 
writings see CV p. 12, 16,17, 21, 23, 31, 53, WPO p. 133, and PG p. 299. Notice that 
apart from historico-cultural issues and the notion of ‘family-resemblances’, Wittgenstein 
also mentions Spengler in some of the above remarks in relation to his fundamental 
notion of a ‘perspicuous representation’ and the important role of seeing connections 
(see Monk (1991, p. 302-303)). There has also been discussion about another central 
concept for Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, the one of ‘form(s) of life’ and the possible 
Spenglerian influence on its employment and use by Wittgenstein (see DeAngelis (2007, 
p. 24-28)). It suffices to say at this point that in general terms Wittgenstein’s later thought 
was influenced by Spengler’s so-called morphological or physiognomic method – largely 
influenced itself by Goethe – and that the practical turn that can be observed in 
Wittgenstein’s later writings bears striking resemblances with certain views that Spengler 
maintains, for example in Man and Technics – a work that is meant to function as a 
clarification of the ideas presented in the vast Decline of the West – and his views about 
language (see Spengler (1932, p. 52-56)) and the role of forms of life (see ibid. p. 66). For 
a detailed discussion of the relation between Spengler’s views and Wittgenstein’s stance 
towards his times and later philosophy see DeAngelis (2007).   
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time was widespread and adopted by diverse intellectual and movements.110 
Regarding this very notion of cultural pessimism, one of the reasons why 
Wittgenstein has been characterised as a conservative thinker,111 the following 
passage, discussing Weber’s and Spengler’s brand of pessimism, vividly describes 
Wittgenstein’s case too: 
 

Both Weber and Spengler differed from the host of German so-called “cultural 
pessimists” who, especially after the turn of the century, abandoned themselves 
to mourning the unity of being lost through the workings of modernity. There 
was no lamentation in the thought of Weber and Spengler. What they urged 
was not escaping from Kulturkrise into the past or into a romantic never-never 
land – Weber talked about the “mystic flight from reality” – but a facing and 
coming to terms with the dissonances of the harsh and inhospitable world in 
which we live.112    

 
What is often labeled as conservative in relation to one’s critical stance to 
modernity is just a form of critique that surpasses the limits set by the immanent 
critique exercised by modernity’s own proponents. The case of the Frankfurt 
School, from Adorno to Habermas, again provides us with an apt example. Its 
critique of modernity is often deep and penetrating, but still immanent or 
reformational rather than radical. This kind of internal critique does in fact 
square with the claimed critical, liberal, self-corrective character of the basic 
Enlightenment principles, but is still quite limited, since it refrains from 
challenging some of the fundamental principles of modernity. And these 
limitations often function as a basis for a rather dogmatic stance, since the 
rejection (as opposed to a simple reform) of certain fundamental tenets of 
modernity, for example (scientific and technological) progress, is in many 
occasions hastily treated as a conservative attitude, facilely identified with a naïve 
heroisation of historical phases that preceded modernity.113 We will return to the 
issue of Wittgenstein’s alleged conservatism in the following chapters.  

                                                
110. An interesting link may be found in Adorno (1981) where Adorno discusses 
Spengler’s work, making apparent the tremendous differences in their views and at the 
same time his admiration and respect for certain aspects of Spengler’s reflections on 
modernity. An intriguing example of the affinities between these two so very different 
thinkers can be found in Spengler’s conception of scientific theories as myths (Spengler 
(1932, p. 82)) and in the central role that myths, and their status in modern societies, play 
for the critique of modernity in the Dialectic of Enlightenment.    
111. Examples of such an approach to Wittgenstein’s stance towards his times and later 
philosophy are found in Nyiri (1982), Gellner (1959), and Bloor (2000).  
112. von Klemperer (2001, p. 34). 
113. For a characteristic instance see Habermas (1991). While Habermas distinguishes 
between three different kinds of critiques of modernity, the “Young Conservatives” 
(antimodernism: Nietzsche, Foucault, Derrida), the “Old Conservatives” (premodernism: 
Leo Strauss), and the “New Conservatives” (postmodernism: early Wittgenstein, Carl 



Chapter 4. Early Wittgenstein in context: modernism and modernity 

 

124 

Wittgenstein’s antipathy to the spirit of modern Western civilisation – as 
manifested for example in the, alien to Wittgenstein, aesthetics and intellectual 
activity of the time, the vital role of industrialisation for the societies, the 
idolisation of progress, and the imperialism of science – is usually taken to 
constitute one of the constant reference points regarding his life-stance and 
philosophising, irrespective of the specific approach that one adopts to the 
question of the continuity and development of his thought. Von Wright, for 
example, seems to suggest that there is a fairly strong continuity in Wittgenstein’s 
stance to modernity, as he holds that Spengler’s work may not have actually 
influenced Wittgenstein’s view of life, but rather “reinforced and helped him to 
articulate this view”.114 Taking into account the changes in Wittgenstein’s 
thought and work that took place during his military service in World War I115 
and the fact that the first volume of Spengler’s Decline of the West was originally 
published in 1918 (the second was published in 1922) this sounds plausible. 
Nevertheless, it is important to note here – and this is in fact one of the things 
we argue for in this section – that Wittgenstein’s attitude to modernity is not 
something that was developed once and for all during the early phase of his 
thought and remained unchanged for the rest of his life. Rather, it developed 
gradually, undergoing numerous changes, reaching a more stable, but in no case 
final, shape in the 1930s, when Wittgenstein’s remarks about his influences and 
his stance towards the modern civilisation were written.116 In other words, while 
the claim that Wittgenstein’s view of modernity exhibits a continuity in the 
different phases of his thought can be assessed as accurate up to a point, it 
should not stand without qualification, since the issue, especially regarding the 
early period, is more complex than it initially appears to be. Before we proceed 
to our main discussion, a final remark about the influence of Spengler’s work on 
Wittgenstein is in order. It is intriguing that where Wittgenstein is critical of 
Spengler’s approach, he focuses on two tendencies that could be characterised 
under the labels of dogmatism and essentialism.117 These tendencies constitute 
typical qualities of modernity and are often closely connected with the 
idealisation, idolisation, and ideologisation of science in the form of scientism.      

                                                                                                                
Schmitt), the common alleged conservative character of all is attributed to their different, 
but still strong, ties to themes, values, and concepts of historical periods that precede 
modernity.    
114. von Wright (1982, p. 213). 
115. See Ch. 3 p. 77-78, 91-92 above. 
116. Von Wright describes this stabilisation of Wittgenstein’s stance towards his 
influences as follows: “The remark was written in 1931, but I doubt that Wittgenstein 
would have added to the list later in life” von Wright (1982, p. 213). 
117. See CV p. 21, 31 for Wittgenstein’s comments – in relation to Spengler – on the 
dogmatic attitude resulting from the confusion of the prototype with the object under 
comparison and on the prejudices of essentialism in the form of the craving for 
generality. 
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Given the small number of remarks that refer directly to the subject matter of 
the current section in Wittgenstein’s early writings, our approach has to be based 
both on Wittgenstein’s expressed early interests, views, and their implications 
and on his later retrospective critical reflections. To start with the former, the 
Tractatus and the character of the rest of his early writings provide us our starting 
point. ‘Notes on Logic’, ‘Notes Dictated to G. E. Moore in Norway’, and the 
culmination and development of their main ideas in the Tractatus show that 
formal logic – its nature, foundations, and role – was undoubtedly Wittgenstein’s 
central research interest up until World War I.118 No matter what position one 
embraces on the complex issue of the relation between logic, mathematics, and 
science, the occupation of a thinker in the 1910s with the still fresh discipline of 
mathematical logic indicates at least the absence of any kind of hostility from his 
side towards the systematic approach so typical of the archetypal scientific 
modus operandi.119 Moreover, the form of the Tractatus, this unique hybrid of an 
apparent axiomatic system and a polemical manifesto, as well as its content, 
which from a certain point of view can be seen as constituting an attempt to 
explain that which can only be shown – namely the way that language and the 

                                                
118. See Ch. 3 p. 75-76, 91-92 and the relevant notes above. 
119. Gavin Kitching in his article ‘Resolutely Ethical: Wittgenstein, the Dogmatism of 
Analysis and Contemporary Wittgensteinian Scholarship’ illuminates how early 
Wittgenstein can be considered to be under the spell of science. Kitching draws 
arguments from both the relevant historical and biographical data (Wittgenstein’s 
previous studies on mechanical and aeronautical engineering, his interest and achieved 
competence on logic, the Russellian/Fregean “analytic” influences – see Kitching (2002a, 
p. 186-187)) and Wittgenstein’s later remarks and works, but his main argument is based 
on his own intriguing account of logical analysis (of the Frege, Russell, Moore, and early 
Wittgenstein kind) as a scientific, or scientific-like, enterprise. By highlighting how logical 
analysis appears to be modeled on scientific analysis (see ibid. p. 186-192, 204-205), 
examining young Wittgenstein’s relation to them (see ibid. p. 199-200, 202-204), 
comparing his early with his later views in terms of both form (see ibid. p. 210-213) and 
content (see ibid. p. 206-208, 213-214), and defending the “traditional” Wittgenstein 
reading against the “resolute/New Wittgenstein” one (see ibid. p. 193-198, 200-202) 
Kitching detects signs of scientism (see ibid. p. 187-189, 191, 199, 204, 206-207), 
essentialism (see ibid. p. 188, 191, 195, 200), and dogmatism (see ibid. p. 195-198, 202-
203, 206, 211-213) in early Wittgenstein’s thought. Thus, he concludes that “[…] 
Wittgenstein’s lifelong intellectual debate with science moved him from a position in 
which he believed that natural science could indeed provide knowledge of everything 
(but this knowledge left untouched the important questions of human life) to one in 
which he became increasingly uncertain whether knowledge was one kind of thing at all 
(or whether therefore any single method or procedure – including ‘analysis’ – could 
prove it)” (ibid. p. 206). While a conception of Wittgenstein, even in the early phase of 
his thinking, as an almost full-blooded scienticist may sound extravagant, Kitching’s 
account of Wittgenstein’s change of attitude towards scientism, essentialism, and 
dogmatism is certainly much more cogent than the usual portrait of Wittgenstein as a 
life-long adversary of scientism and critic of the modern condition.   
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world are linked through logic – give the work a distinct quasi-scientific aura. 
And this should not surprise us, once we take into account the early studies of its 
author. As we have seen, after finishing the Realschule in Linz in 1906 
Wittgenstein intended to study with Boltzmann, who was then professor of 
Physics at the University of Vienna – a plan that was cancelled due to 
Boltzmann’s suicide that summer. He then went on to study mechanical 
engineering in Berlin (1906-1908), was trained afterwards as an aeronautics 
engineer and conducted research in Manchester (1908-1911), before finally 
moving to Cambridge to study logic and philosophy with Russell, whose high 
regard of science and overall scientific conception of philosophy need no further 
elaboration. It is also important to note that, first, science appears to be an issue 
with which Wittgenstein is occupied, albeit in different contexts, in most of his 
writings120 and, second, that Wittgenstein was never polemical against scientific 
methodology per se, as a medium to and a bearer of knowledge. His objections 
are against scientific imperialism, i.e. the application of scientific methodology in 
domains, like philosophy, that do not belong to the realm of science and against 
the ideological project of science, as the measure of everything, in the form of 
scientism.121 At first glance, Wittgenstein’s antagonism toward scientism seems 
to pervade his whole oeuvre. There are his early remarks about science’s 
incompetence to provide answers to the “problems of life”122 and its illusionary 
status – fundamental for the modern worldview – as the exclusive, universal, and 
indubitable medium for providing explanations.123 These appear in line with his 
Spenglerian remarks of the 1930s mentioned above and his insistence on the 

                                                
120. For a brief but lucid general account of Wittgenstein’s views on science see Glock 
(1996, p. 341-345). See also Ch. 3 p. 71 above for a short account of Wittgenstein’s views 
on science in the early phase of his thought. 
121. From this point of view, Wittgenstein’s use of the term “business-like” as evidence 
of appreciation apart from indicating his preference of praxis over theory inherited by his 
businessman father (see Drury (1981b, p. 125-126)) can also be viewed as a sign of 
respect for the typical rigor, practicality, and efficiency of science. In one of his late 
remarks he even puts it like this: “Is scientific progress useful to philosophy? Certainly. 
The realities that are discovered lighten the philosopher's task, imagining possibilities” 
(LWPPi 807). Moreover, Wittgenstein often discriminates between good (true) and bad 
(pseudo, false, misleading) science (see CV p. 82, LAPR p. 27, and Malcolm (2001, p. 
101)). Notice also Wittgenstein’s reference in 1916 to science, together with religion and 
art, as a manifestation of the consciousness of the uniqueness of each human life (see 
NB p. 79 1/8/16) and compare it with the numerous polemical remarks after 1930 
concerning both the ideological status and role of science and its methodological 
imperialism especially in connection to philosophy (see PI 109, CV p. 7-9, 20, 33, 46, 48, 
56, 64, 69-70, 72-73, 91, PG p. 370, 375, BBB p. 18, LAPR p. 11-29, and Malcolm (2001, 
p. 101)).    
122. See TLP 6.52 and NB p. 51 26/5/15. 
123. See TLP 6.371-6.372 and NB p. 72 11/5/16. See also Ch. 3 p. 71 above. 
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non-existence of essential scientific problems,124 but also with his later remark – a 
variation of his early remarks from a self-reflective point of view – concerning 
their secondary importance.125 Nonetheless, a closer look into some of the other 
components of Wittgenstein’s early thought – especially in the light of his later 
remarks – makes clear that his early anti-scientistic stance was still not as 
sophisticated and integrated with the rest of his views as it would become in his 
later phase. This results in what we could characterise as ‘scientistic lapses’ in 
Wittgenstein’s early work – an outcome of the heritage and influence of 
modernity that is so deeply rooted and thus difficult to escape. 
 
Interesting instances of such scientistic lapses can be found in the rigid and 
interrelated dichotomies between saying and showing, fact and value, and the 
effable contingent and the ineffable mystical.126 Wittgenstein’s identification of 
the totality of what can be said with the propositions of natural science127 is a key 
characteristic of his attempt to protect fields, like ethics, that lie outside science’s 
scope from the perils that result not only from the contingency of the world, but 
from science’s own imperialistic tendencies as well. Having said that, this is not 
the only way in which the above dichotomies may be, and actually were, 
employed – just bear in mind how some of the logical positivists interpreted and 
employed the Tractarian dichotomies. On the one hand, the maintenance of a 
sharp distinction between the effable and the ineffable seems to achieve 
Wittgenstein’s goal of safeguarding domains such as ethics and aesthetics from 
discursive disputes by providing them an absolute global status outside the 
sphere of the contingent meaningful. On the other hand and at the same time, 
the assignment to science of the exclusive authoritative status over meaningful 
discourse overestimates the role of science and in fact reinforces its imperialistic 
tendencies over the other aspects of human thought, activity, and life. Consider 
the following entry by Wittgenstein from 1947:  
 

The use of the word “science” for “everything that can be said without 
nonsense” already betrays this over-estimation. For this amounts in reality to 

                                                
124. “By the way, in the old conception – roughly that of the (great) western 
philosophers – there were two sorts of problem in the scientific sense: essential, great, 
universal, and inessential, as it were accidental, problems. Our conception on the 
contrary is that there is no great essential problem in the scientific sense” (CV p. 20). 
125. “Scientific questions may interest me, but they never really grip me. Only conceptual 
and aesthetic questions have that effect on me. At bottom it leaves me cold whether 
scientific problems are solved; but not those other questions” (ibid. p. 91). 
126. In early Wittgenstein’s case – as well in the case of the logical positivism – we are 
not talking about mere distinctions, that may well be open-ended, flexible, and loose, but 
for rigid, sharp, fixed dichotomies – or even trichotomies if we consider the additional case 
of the tautological (hence, senseless) propositions of logic and accordingly the relevant 
analytic/synthetic dichotomy in the domain of the “sensical” discourse.     
127. See TLP 4.11 and 6.53. 
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dividing utterances into two classes: good and bad; and the danger is already 
there. It is similar to dividing all animals, plants and rocks into the useful and 
the harmful.128  

 
This remark does not only function as a critique against the overestimation of 
science (targeted to the positivists?),129 but may also gain a certain self-critical 
force. The dichotomy that Wittgenstein’s uses to discriminate between the 
effable and the ineffable is based on the premise that “what can be said at all can 
be said clearly”.130 The term ‘clearly’ coincides with the Tractarian notion of 
‘sensical’ and thus refers to what is both logically analysable (read: scientifically 
or quasi-scientifically analysable) and scientifically objectified (read: the sensical 
propositions as propositions of natural science). As such, it does not leave any 
room for the discourse that has been placed once and for all in the realm of the 
ineffable (religious, ethical, and aesthetical). It also creates linguistic “grey areas” 
that neither belong to the ineffable nor are capable of being logically analysed. 
These linguistic practices, like cursing, play-acting, singing or the making of a 
joke, are ignored, or even uncritically relinquished, to the exclusive authority of 
science over sense thus exemplifying the scientistic dispositions of Wittgenstein’s 
early thought.131  
 
The remark quoted above does not constitute the only example of Wittgenstein’s 
retrospective awareness of the underlying scientistic features of his early thought. 
In fact, upon his return to philosophy after 1929 and throughout the rest of his 
life Wittgenstein would often comment on the issue. Already in a lecture in 1932 
he would distinguish a “deeper mistake” in the Tractatus, no other than 
“confusing logical analysis with chemical analysis”.132 And elaborating on this 
conception of logical analysis modeled on the standards of science – highlighting 
at the same time a point at which his approach and Russell’s converged and 
hence emphasising their shared scientistic illusion – he would add:  

                                                
128. CV p. 70. 
129. Note that the emotivist approach to the “non-sensical” linguistic areas – as it was 
embraced by some logical positivists and is put forward for example in Carnap (1959) 
and in Ayer (1971) – is nothing more than an attempt to reconcile the fact that “non-
sensical” discourse (from literary art to value judgments) does indeed play an important 
role in human life with the fundamental dichotomising doctrines of logical positivism. In 
this approach, the assigning of emotive content to the “non-sensical” kind of judgments 
– in opposition to the cognitive content of the “sensical” propositions – may be viewed 
as both an indication of awareness of the danger Wittgenstein’s above remark refers to 
and an attempted response to this danger.   
130. TLP Preface p. 27. 
131. The list of language-games in PI 23, to which the examples used above belong, 
provides us with many indicative cases of such Tractarian linguistic “grey areas”. 
132. From Moore’s Unpublished Notes of Wittgenstein’s Cambridge Lectures 1930-33, quoted in 
Proops (2001, p. 392). 
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Russell and I both expected to find the first elements, or “individuals”, and thus 
the possible atomic propositions, by logical analysis. Russell thought that 
subject-predicate propositions, and 2-term relations, for example, would be the 
result of a final analysis. This exhibits a wrong idea of logical analysis: logical 
analysis is taken as being like chemical analysis. And we were at fault for giving 
no examples of atomic propositions or of individuals. We both in different 
ways pushed the question of examples aside. We should not have said “We 
can’t give them because analysis has not gone far enough, but we’ll get there in 
time”. Atomic propositions are not the result of an analysis which has yet to be 
made. We can talk of atomic propositions if we mean those which on their face 
do not contain “and”, “or”, etc., or those which in accordance with methods of 
analysis laid down do not contain these. There are no hidden atomic 
propositions.133 
 

In the above remarks, as well as in the rest of his numerous remarks that are 
critical of his early thought,134 Wittgenstein does not refer to the imperialistic 
tendencies of the scientific approach or to the ways in which the Tractatus was 
held captive by them in isolation from the other aspects of modernity’s 
dominant worldview – he does not even use a specific term, like ‘scientism’, to 
characterise them. On the contrary, he discusses the phenomenon in connection 
with the interrelated tendencies of dogmatism135 (using here this exact term) and 
essentialism (without using the term itself).136      
 
Wittgenstein’s criticism of the dogmatic features of the Tractatus centres mainly 
on two issues, which could be characterised as the dogmatism of logical analysis 
and the dogmatic role of the ideal case. As far as the first is concerned, 
Wittgenstein detects dogmatic tendencies in the Tractarian method of logical 

                                                
133. WLC p. 11. 
134. Proops (2001) – a critical response to the proponents of the New Wittgenstein reading 
of the Tractatus – provides us with a detailed account of later Wittgenstein’s criticism to 
the Tractatus, mainly through an extensive list of Wittgenstein’s quotes, the majority of 
which are related to the issues under discussion in the current section. See for example 
Wittgenstein’s repeated direct references to the Tractarian analysis as modeled on 
scientific conceptions of analysis in PG p. 210-212 and Proops (2001, p. 394). Adopting 
this point of view, Wittgenstein’s critique against “our craving for generality” and the 
relevant “preoccupation with the method of science” in BBB p. 18 can also be viewed as 
a kind of self-critique. 
135. For Wittgenstein’s direct remarks on dogmatism in general, see PI 131 and CV p. 
21-22, 30, 32-33, and in explicit relation to the Tractatus see WVC p. 182-186. See also 
Wittgenstein’s remarks concerning the notion of the ‘ideal’ in PI 81, 88-107, Part II p. 
167-168, CV p. 45, Z 440, PG 18 p. 55-56, p. 211-212, 356, and RFM Part VII 35 p. 401.     
136. For some of Wittgenstein’s remarks about essentialist approaches in general and the 
essentialist attributes of his early thought in particular see PI 23, 46-47, 65-81, 89-116, 
164, CV p. 94, LWPPii p. 64, Z 444, PG 35 p. 74-75, 75-78 p. 119-123, RFM Part I 32 p. 
50, 74 p. 64, 105 p. 75-76, and BBB p. 17-19, 124-125. 
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analysis, since, in line with its quasi-scientific character, it maintains the idea of a 
“future discovery” of some hidden truth, product, or result. The indifference 
that he demonstrated in the early phase of his thought towards the lack of any 
concrete examples of such concepts as ‘object’, ‘state of affairs’, ‘elementary 
proposition’, etc., illustrates a messianic belief that further application of the 
method will finally lead to the expected (or actually desired) results. This is the 
main reason why Wittgenstein upon his return to philosophy characterised his 
previous conception of analysis not only as confused, but as dogmatic indeed. As 
for the dogmatic role of the ideal case, the general form of the proposition and 
the role that names play in the Tractatus offer us two (out of many) indicative 
instances of idealised conceptions that were taken to function not as a prototype, 
unit of measurement, or object of comparison (as Wittgenstein would later treat 
the ‘ideal’), but “as a preconception to which everything must conform”137 – the 
demonstration of dogmatism par excellence.138 Regarding essentialism, three 
closely interrelated themes can be distinguished in Wittgenstein’s later criticism. 
The first is what Wittgenstein labels “the craving for generality”, our disposition 
to look for properties that are, or rather must be, common to all the instances of 
the application of a general term. According to Wittgenstein this disposition has 
as its main source the predominance of scientism, or, in his words, “our 
preoccupation with the method of science”.139 It should be clear by now that this 
craving for generality constitutes one of the driving forces behind the 
construction of the Tractarian system. This is not only due to the abstract and 
general character of notions like ‘object’, ‘name’, ‘fact’, ‘state of affairs’, 
‘proposition’, ‘language’, and ‘simple’, which exhibits what Wittgenstein refers to 
as “the contemptuous attitude towards the particular case”140 – the absence of 
examples in the Tractatus is, again, telling. It also stems from the simultaneous 
attempt to draw sharp boundaries in the use of these terms, sharp boundaries 
founded on the common features that are taken to characterise every application 
of each one of them.  
 
Early Wittgenstein’s approach to these common features, and now we move to 
the second theme, was a formal one. The Tractarian terms cited above were 
taken to express formal concepts and both their attributes and the relations 
between them – the rules of the logical calculus governing language and 

                                                
137. CV p. 30. 
138. See Hilmy (1987, p. 256-260, n.228). Hilmy (1987), an extensive and detailed 
discussion of later Wittgenstein’s philosophising based on several of Wittgenstein’s 
typescripts and manuscripts, but focusing mainly on TS 213, is illuminating with regard 
to Wittgenstein’s later criticism to his prior views. In relation to the theme of the current 
section, see also the Wittgenstein quotes and Hilmy’s discussion of them in Hilmy (1987, 
p. 79-87, 210-226 and the relevant notes in p. 255-263, 307-320 respectively). 
139. BBB p. 18. 
140. ibid. 
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reflecting the logical construction of the world – were conceived as bearing a 
“formal unity” essential for their ultimately general character. In his later phase 
Wittgenstein would acknowledge that the formal unity of logic that pervades the 
whole of both language and the world in the Tractatus141 was in fact another 
demonstration of the essentialist mode of thinking.142 The “crystalline purity” of 
logic was nothing more than a requirement imposed on our real needs 
concerning the investigation of language. As such, it was unable to do justice to 
the roughness, pluralism, and diversity that our words and deeds, and hence our 
language, world, and life, exhibit.143 The formal unity that demanded, and at the 
same time ensured, the exclusively representational nature of language was to be 
substituted in later Wittgenstein’s writings by another kind of unity. This is a 
unity that consists of detecting overlapping similarities, seeing connections, 
making comparisons, and providing specific examples. In this way, it challenges 
the essentialist approach of the Tractatus, according to which language and world 
are isomorphic, with the concept of logical form being revealed as the underlying 
hidden common essence of both. It is at this point – the third theme in 
Wittgenstein’s critique of essentialism that coincides with his remarks on 
dogmatism – that the intrinsic bonds between dogmatism and essentialism 
become most apparent, paradigmatically manifested in the Tractatus through the 
concept of the ‘general propositional form’. The predisposition to the idea of the 
existence of a common hidden essence behind our everyday uses of language 
and the dogmatic adherence to the revelatory function of logical analysis become 
one.144 The existence of universal characteristics regarding the nature of language 
and world is posed as an unquestionable premise that can be approached only by 
the most simple and general means, and the Tractarian logical calculus is the 
perfect candidate for this role; Simplex sigillum veri.145  
 
What is most impressive once we attempt to view the Tractatus as a whole in the 
light of later Wittgenstein’s (self-)critical remarks, is that, because of its high 

                                                
141. See for example WLC p. 75-76 and TLP 5.524.  
142. See PI 107-108.  
143. In Wittgenstein’s conversations with the members of the Vienna Circle in 1929 – 
that means right upon his return to philosophy and during the first steps of the major 
changes in his thought – we already see his assessment of his early approach, 
characterised by the search for a formal unity and the identification of clarity with the 
ideal of a crystal clear logical point of view, as being a dogmatic procedure that is 
“legitimate only if it is a matter of capturing the features of the physiognomy, as it were, 
of what is only just discernible” (WVC, p. 184). And according to Wittgenstein that was 
“his excuse” for the character of his early approach. He continues: “I saw something 
from far away and in a very indefinite manner, and I wanted to elicit from it as much as 
possible. But a rehash of such theses is no longer justified” (ibid.).  
144. In addition to our relevant analysis in Ch. 4 p. 128-130 above, see also VW p. 132-
135. 
145. See TLP 5.4541. 
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internal coherence and the integral relation of its form to its content, the signs of 
scientism, essentialism, and dogmatism appear to spread across various aspects 
of the work. In fact, there are several key parts of the Tractatus, in addition to the 
ones discussed above, which can be treated as exemplifications of these 
tendencies. For example, the character of the Tractarian logical analysis is 
decisive for most parts of the work due to the central role that it plays as a 
device to reveal the logical construction of the world and language.146 Thus, apart 
from the scientistic and dogmatic features that Wittgenstein discerns in analysis 
itself, viz. its being modeled on the scientific modes of analysis and the 
subsequent expectations of future discoveries, we can also discern similar 
symptoms in specific views that Wittgenstein holds in the Tractatus that are 
intrinsically related to his conception of analysis, for example his position on the 
uniqueness and completeness of analysis and the determinacy of sense.147 But 
also the general character of his philosophical method, as Sprachkritik by means 
of logical analysis, certainly does not remain unaffected. From the same point of 
view, similar attributes of dogmatism and essentialism can be distinguished in 
early Wittgenstein’s embracement of logical atomism – Wittgenstein’s reflections 
on his early conception of analysis are telling with regard to its consequences for 
the nature of elementary propositions and for the logical atomism scheme in 
general.148 And the so-called ‘picture theory of meaning’ held in the Tractatus, 
according to which language exhibits an exclusively representational role since 
the mirroring of the state of affairs of the world is the constitutive condition for 
language, provides yet another example.    
 
Approaching the end of this section, we shall first treat some remarks of 
Wittgenstein’s that reveal in a thought-provoking way his later overall 
estrangement from the aspects of his early thought that he took to have been 
held captive by scientistic, essentialist, and dogmatic dispositions. Then we shall 
conclude the current chapter with a discussion of those points of Wittgenstein’s 

                                                
146. The issue of early Wittgenstein’s conception of analysis is extensively discussed in 
Kitching (2002a). Kitching distinguishes five main characteristics in the Tractarian 
analysis, namely the employment of highly abstract terms, their consequent reference to 
abstract entities, the attempt to describe, or rather discover, their essence in the form of 
their shared common attributes, the formal manifestation of these attributes and of the 
relations between them, and the quest for the discovery of truths about the abstract 
entities of ‘language’ and ‘world’ and the way in which they are related (see ibid. p. 199).     
147. See TLP 3.23-3.25, 5.156. For more about Wittgenstein’s early and later views on 
the determinacy of sense, the uniqueness of analysis and their relation to the issues of 
dogmatism and essentialism see Glock (1996, p. 98-101. 203-208) and Baker and Hacker 
(2005a, p. 145-190). See also Baker and Hacker (2005b, p. 201-216, 224-226, 263-269, 
297-299, 327, 340-344) for a discussion of later Wittgenstein’s critique – focusing on the 
relevant remarks in the Investigations – of essentialism and dogmatism (in connection with 
the Tractatus as well). 
148. See Ch. 4 p. 128-130 and the relevant notes above. 
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early endeavour where themes of both modernity and modernism appear to 
converge. Wittgenstein’s reflections in his ‘Sketch for a Foreword’ of 1930149 are 
usually considered to constitute the demonstration par excellence of his 
alienation from the spirit of the modern Western civilisation shaped by the 
thematics of modernity.150 While Wittgenstein’s general remarks in the first 
paragraphs about the modern Western condition usually receive most attention, 
we will focus on two of his more personal reflections concerning his own stance 
and goals. Having discussed the role that the concepts of ‘progress’ (it does not 
characterise one single property of our civilisation, but its very form) and ‘clarity’ 
(a means to an end, rather than an end in itself) play in the modern world and 
treating ‘construction’ (the production of more and more complicated structures) 
as its typical occupation, Wittgenstein differentiates himself from the goals that 
dominate modernity, maintaining that “clarity, transparency, is an end in itself” 
and states:  
 

I am not interested in erecting a building but in having the foundations of 
possible buildings transparently before me. So I am aiming at something 
different than are the scientists and my thoughts move differently than do 
theirs.151  

 
At a lecture at Cambridge in the same period (late 1930) Wittgenstein would put 
it even more radically:  
 

What we find out in philosophy is trivial; it does not teach us new facts, only 
science does that. But the proper synopsis of these trivialities is enormously 
difficult, and has immense importance. Philosophy is in fact the synopsis of 
trivialities. In philosophy we are not, like the scientist, building a house. Nor are 
we even laying the foundations of a house. We are merely ‘tidying up a 
room’.152 

 
In these metaphilosophical reflections, Wittgenstein’s attempt to explicitly 
distance himself and his conception of philosophy from the scientistic spirit of 
the age as manifested in the craving for progress and construction is obvious. 
Still, the remarks gain a whole new weight if we approach them as self-critical 
and reflect on the extent to which they can be viewed as being addressed not 
only to the widespread scientific conception of philosophy or to the scientistic 
tendencies of the modern world in general, but to the Tractatus itself and its 

                                                
149. See Ch. 4 p. 122 n. 108 above. 
150. Bouveresse (1991) and von Wright’s ‘Wittgenstein in Relation to his Times’ in von 
Wright (1982, p. 201-216) are typical cases of articles on Wittgenstein’s relation to his 
times where the discussion of this ‘Sketch for a Foreword’ plays a significant role for the 
development of the authors’ arguments.    
151. CV p. 9.  
152. Quoted in Monk (1991, p. 298-299). 
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metaphilosophy in particular. In the light of our previous discussion, it is 
difficult to remain indifferent to the constructivist inclinations of the Tractatus as 
far as both its form (hierarchically structured numbered remarks) and content 
(especially the metaphysics of logical atomism and the scaffolding role of logic) 
are concerned. That is not to say that the adoption of logical atomism in the 
Tractatus functions as a means to some constructivist end such as a purified, 
ideal, and thus artificial/constructed (meta)language.153 Nor is it because of early 
Wittgenstein’s constructivist tendencies that logical atomism is put forward in 
the Tractatus – such a reductivist claim would entirely miss the point. But what 
seems to be the case is that specific aspects of the Tractatus square in interesting 
ways with the constructivist inspirations of the modern era.154 
   
The second remark from the ‘Sketch for a Foreword’ that calls for our attention 
comes almost immediately after the one discussed above and reads as follows:  
 

I might say: if the place I want to reach could only be climbed up to by a ladder, 
I would give up trying to get there. For the place to which I really have to go is 
one that I must actually be at already. Anything that can be reached with a 
ladder does not interest me.155  

 
There are two observations to be made here. First, Wittgenstein’s reference to 
the abandonment of the attempt to reach the God’s-eye viewpoint that the top 
of the ladder offers156 does not signify a vague repudiation of his early 
philosophical work. It rather constitutes a specific dismissal of the goals that 
made the climbing of the ladder necessary in the first place. Amongst these 
                                                
153. Still, the crucial role that compositionality plays in early Wittgenstein’s work can be 
regarded as a further manifestation of the constructivist tendencies of the Tractatus. And 
it is at this point that (logical) analysis comes to be viewed as the mirror image of 
synthesis (as construction), both sharing a “building-block” picture of language and the 
world. See Stokhof (2008) for more on compositionality and its role in the Tractatus. 
154. The fast and easy way in which the Tractatus became such a key text for the logical 
positivists – without ignoring the fact that Russell’s own reading of it as expressed in his 
introduction played an important role – lends additional weight to this view. We should 
also keep in mind that the discussed reflections of Wittgenstein’s come from a period of 
his life when there was an established contact with members of the Vienna Circle. After 
all, are not the whole ‘Unified Science’ project of the Vienna Circle or Carnap’s Logische 
Aufbau der Welt clear demonstrations of these constructivist tendencies that Wittgenstein 
discusses? For interesting discussions of the constructivist characteristics of both Vienna 
Circle’s enterprises and Wittgenstein’s Tractatus see Puchner (2005, p. 290, 294) and 
Galison (1990, p. 726-727, 731-734).   
155. CV p. 10. 
156. An admittedly transcendental point of view. But in the case of the Tractatus the 
transcendence is of a linguistic character and not of the traditional 
metaphysical/ontological or the Kantian epistemological one. See Ch. 3 p. 70 above and 
Stokhof (2002, p. 235-239).  
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goals, the essentialist chimera of grasping and manifesting the single universal 
essence of language and the world through the dogmatic requirement of the 
crystalline purity of logic is the most prominent one – thus, “Back to the rough 
ground!”157 Second, and that is the most striking, in the above reflection 
Wittgenstein turns against one of the most crucial remarks of the Tractatus, the 
penultimate remark (TLP 6.54) with the famous ladder metaphor, a remark that 
functions in the Tractatus as nothing less than the very escape hatch, or rather 
safety guard mechanism, of the whole enterprise. For it is this remark that, in 
spite of the fact that according to the Tractatus’s own sharp authoritative criteria 
its propositions are nonsensical, allows for their revelatory elucidating character 
and attempts to make the tension between saying and showing tenable.158 Hence, 
Wittgenstein’s attack on the conception of his work as a ladder which after 
leading to a crystal-clear point of view should be discarded and on the very role 
of the panoptic viewpoint itself can be viewed as a direct acknowledgment of the 
dangers of such an approach – namely, essentialism and dogmatism – and the 
extent to which the Tractatus succumbed to them. It is from this perspective that 
the rejection of the Tractarian ladder-scheme signifies a radical shift in 
Wittgenstein’s philosophising159 and thus has deep implications with respect to 
the question of the continuity of his (meta)philosophy, exemplifying a 
paradigmatic case of “turning our whole examination round”.160    

                                                
157. PI 107. 
158. Note also the important role that the specific remark plays for the different readings 
of the Tractatus and particularly for the whole New Wittgenstein debate. For example, for 
both James Conant and Cora Diamond (see Crary and Read (eds.) (2000, p. 197-198, 
155-156 respectively)) TLP 6.54 is not just part of the “frame” of the book – with the 
propositions of the frame to be taken at face value as they stand in contrast to the other 
out-of-the-frame and resolutely nonsensical remarks of the book. It is the Tractarian 
frame-proposition par excellence, which reveals the illusionary character of most of the 
other remarks of the work and triggers the elucidatory understanding, from the side of 
the reader, not of the strictly nonsensical and ironically used propositions of the book, 
but of its author’s intentions and therapeutic philosophical method. 
159. In 1932, that is two years after Wittgenstein’s rejection of the ladder metaphor and 
in a period during which his thought was still more or less in a transitional phase, 
Wittgenstein – discussing the shift in his personal (meta)philosophical paradigm – would 
observe: “My main movement of thought is a completely different one today from 15 to 
20 years ago. And this is similar to when a painter makes a transition from one school to 
another” WPPO p. 149.  
160. PI 108. From the same point of view adopted in the current section, the scope of 
many other of later Wittgenstein’s critical remarks extends to cover, albeit not explicitly, 
features of the Tractatus too, as for example in PI 131 where the discussed dogmatism – 
in the form of imposition of preconceived ideas onto reality – can be related not only to 
other philosophers and logicians, but also to “the author of the Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus” (PI 23) himself.     
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In this chapter we discussed the relation of Wittgenstein’s early thought to 
various aspects of modernism and modernity. What hopefully has been made 
clear is not only that the Tractatus occupies an intriguing position with regard to 
the historico-intellectual context of the era, but also that it has a multifaceted 
relation to modernity and modernism. Once the proper viewpoints are adopted, 
many of its features, despite the cryptic character of the text, appear to fit firmly 
with parts of the agendas of both modernism and modernity. At the same time, 
this very fact – the coexistence of elements from both modernism and 
modernity and the subsequent emerging tensions between them – disqualifies 
any attempt to categorise early Wittgenstein as either a typical modernist or a 
typical modernity thinker. Even more interestingly, the tension between the 
modernist and the modernity components of the Tractatus gains a dialectical 
character as we come to see that the opposition to aspects of modernity 
exhibited in numerous modernist endeavours shares to a significant extent some 
of modernity’s prerequisite qualities. Thus, the whole dispute is based on a 
common background in which chronic tendencies like essentialism and 
dogmatism can be clearly discerned. In other words, the rejection of modernity 
demonstrated by some modernist movements is often not a rejection based on a 
radical break with the tradition of modernity, but an attempt to fight against it on 
its own territory and with its own means and weapons. The above picture seems 
to do justice to Wittgenstein’s early work since its modernist and anti-modernity 
(in the form of anti-scientism/safeguarding ethics) traits are simultaneous with 
scientistic lapses and an essentialist and dogmatic approach. The Tractatus is not 
merely an attempt to put an end to metaphysics. It is rather the point where 
traditional philosophising, as shaped from antiquity to modernity, is forced to its 
limits and turns against itself. It is an attempt to be itself the end of traditional 
philosophising, to be its teleiosis.161 The full-frontal polemics of the Tractatus does 
not signify the radical break with the past that its author intended. It tries, so to 
speak, to fight the system from within or to change the rules of the game by 
following at the same time these very same rules. Wittgenstein’s radical break 
with the tradition – and that is foremost the tradition of modernity – would in 
fact be signified by the guerilla warfare approach, to continue with the military 
metaphors, of his later writings where the centralised and unified approach of his 
early work gives place to a multiplicity of approaches, focusing on specific cases, 
of a distinctive anthropological ethos. An anthropological ethos which, as we see 
in the following chapters regarding Wittgenstein’s later life and thought, gives to 

                                                
161. It is difficult to find an apter characterisation for the Tractatus and its relation to the 
philosophical tradition than ‘teleiosis’ (τελείωσις), a term used and discussed in the 
works of Aristotle, Plato, and the Sophists as well as in Plutarch and in the New 
Testament – still surviving in modern Greek as τελείωση. ‘Teleiosis’ carries 
simultaneously the meanings of both perfection and finishing or completion, describing 
as vividly as possible the position of the Tractatus with respect to the philosophical 
tradition.    
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his later (meta)philosophy not just a general character of a philosophy of culture, 
but certain important social and political dimensions as well. 




