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Chapter 5 

Intermezzo: Throwing Away the Ladder 
Before  Climbing it  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Those masterful images because complete 
Grew in pure mind, but out of what began? 
 
Now that my ladder’s gone,  
I must lie down where all the ladders start, 
In the foul rag-and-bone shop of the heart. 
 
W. B. Yeats, from ‘The Circus Animals’ 
Desertion’ (1939)  
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5.1 Historical Ladders 
 
As the whole New Wittgenstein debate testifies, the penultimate remark of the 
Tractatus remains up to our day one of the work’s most famous and discussed 
propositions: 
 

My propositions are elucidatory in this way: he who understands me finally 
recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out through them, on them, 
over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after he has climbed 
up on it.) 

 
He must surmount these propositions; then he sees the world rightly.1 

 
According to Wittgenstein, the propositions of the book are meant to function 
as a ladder first to be used (climbed), so that the reader finally gains the right 
perspective of the world, and then to be discarded, as these propositions (ladder) 
are senseless, at least according to the book’s own criteria. Despite the lack of 
any reference in the Tractatus to its origin, it is actually a metaphor that has been 
widely used, if not in the exact same way, in the philosophical tradition. The first 
names that come to mind, particularly after the relevant discussions in the 
previous chapters, are those of Fritz Mauthner – one of the few philosophers 
mentioned by name in the Tractatus and who actually uses the metaphor in a 
similar way in his writings –2 and Arthur Schopenhauer – by all accounts a major 
influence on Wittgenstein’s thought, especially in its early phase, and a possible 
influence not only for Wittgenstein’s, but for Mauthner’s use of the metaphor as 
well.3 In the attempts to trace the genealogy of the ladder metaphor, it has also 
been noted that Sextus Empiricus uses it in an analogous way: 
 

(480) […] For there are many things that put themselves in the same condition 
as they put other things. For example, just as fire after consuming the wood 
destroys itself as well, and just as purgatives after driving the fluids out of 
bodies eliminate themselves as well, so too the argument against demonstration, 
after doing away with all demonstration, can cancel itself as well. (481) And 
again, just as it is not impossible for the person who has climbed to a high place 
by a ladder to knock over the ladder with his foot after his climb, so it is not 
unlikely that the skeptic too, having got to the accomplishment of his task by a 
sort of step-ladder – the argument showing that there is not demonstration – 
should do away with this argument.4                

                                                
1. TLP 6.54 
2. See Ch. 3 p. 88-90 and the related notes above. 
3. See ibid. 
4. Against the Logicians, 2:480-81, p. 183 in the 2005 Cambridge edition. In the 
Wittgenstein literature, it is usually the names of Mauthner and Schopenhauer that are 
provided as references regarding prior uses of the metaphor. Nevertheless, Sextus 
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Another utilisation of a similar image is to be found in Nietzsche’s work: 
 

Those were steps for me, and I have climbed up over them: to that end I had to 
pass over them. Yet they thought that I wanted to retire on them.5  

 
While Nietzsche does not use the exact ladder-to-be-thrown scheme, as in 
Sextus and Mauthner, he still refers to steps that have first been climbed and 
then abandoned – in a parallel way to Schopenhauer’s use of the metaphor – 
leading finally to the same privileged position as the one that the climber of the 
imaginary ladder reaches, i.e. a demystified and insightful viewpoint. But this is 
not the only instance that Nietzsche attends to the image of a ladder, albeit with 
a twist, that leads to an enlightened point of view: 
 

With regard to philosophical metaphysics, I now see a number of people who 
have arrived at the negative goal (that all positive metaphysics is an error), but 
only a few who climb back down a few rungs. For one should look out over the 
last rung of the ladder, but not want to stand on it. Those who are most 
enlightened can go only as far as to free themselves of the metaphysics and 
look back on it with superiority, while here, as in the hippodrome, it is 
necessary to take a turn at the end of the track.6 
     

Our final example comes from another of the major philosophers of the 19th 
century, Hegel. In the preface of the Phenomenology of Spirit Hegel likens 
philosophy – as part of Science – to a ladder that starts from self-consciousness 
and through the “movement of its becoming”, by the continuous dialectic 
opposition (antithesis) between (ordinary) consciousness and Science, leads to 
the desired standpoint, that is absolute knowledge, the self-conscious Spirit: 

                                                                                                                
Empiricus’ use of the metaphor had already been noted, in relation to Wittgenstein’s 
case, in Chisholm (1941) and it occurs since then quite regularly in the relevant 
discussions – see for example Weiler (1958, p. 86), Black (1964, p. 377), and Hacker 
(2001a, p. 140). Note also, first, that the employment of a negation that in the end 
negates itself has taken various forms in the philosophical tradition apart from the 
ladder-to-be-thrown scheme (self-consuming fire, drugs that expel both diseases and 
themselves, raft that has to been thrown away once we reach the other shore) and, 
second, that it does not confine itself to the Western tradition, but on the contrary is a 
common argumentative or philosophical medium in the Eastern tradition as well. For 
more on this, see McEvilley (2002, p. 469-471).     
5. Nietzsche (1976, p. 472 (§42)). 
6. Nietzsche (2006a, p. 167-168 (§20)). Nietzsche uses the example of a ladder in various 
other instances and contexts. Among them, it is worth discerning the image of the 
climbing of the ladder as the indispensable route that leads to one’s “true being”, i.e. self-
consciousness in the sense of “know thyself”, that rests on the top (see Nietzsche 
(2006b, p. 144)) and the use of the ladder by Zarathustra, a ladder that resembles the one 
that Jacob envisions, whereas on the top, instead of heaven, one is to find truth and self-
realisation (see Nietzsche (2007, p. 72)). 
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Science on its part requires that self-consciousness should have raised itself into 
this Aether in order to be able to live – and [actually] to live – with Science and 
in Science. Conversely, the individual has the right to demand that Science 
should at least provide him with the ladder to this standpoint, should show him 
this standpoint within himself.7 

 
The above short genealogy of the ladder metaphor in the philosophical tradition 
highlights two of the metaphor’s characteristics that we should not fail to note 
before moving to our discussion regarding the New Wittgenstein debate. First, the 
ladder metaphor which Wittgenstein uses in TLP 6.54 is, philosophically, a 
heavily loaded one. Its wide use in the philosophical tradition by prominent 

                                                
7. Hegel (1977, p. 14-15 (§26)). An extensive and detailed discussion of how Hegel 
conceives the nature and function of the ladder in the Phenomenology of Spirit can be found 
in Harris (1997). For the different angles from which Hegel’s phenomenological ladder 
can be viewed as either dispensable (à la Wittgenstein) or indispensable, see ibid. p. 66-
67, 101, 199-200, 213, 229-230.  Actually, these two different conceptions of the role of 
the ladder, and subsequently of the nature of the standpoint it finally leads to, lie at the 
core of the problematics of the Hegelian scholarship – at least insofar as the 
Phenomenology of Spirit is concerned. According to the traditional, metaphysical 
interpretations, Hegel is treated mainly as either adopting a pre-Kantian, i.e. non-critical, 
stance and, thus, the standpoint that his work, as a ladder, leads to is the one of a 
metaphysical God’s eye viewpoint or as a philosopher who although trying to extend 
Kant’s agenda and at the same time overcome the problems that emerge within it, is still 
bewitched by the idea of elevating to the panoptic standpoint that his monist 
metaphysics, in the form of the Absolute Spirit, offers. Charles Taylor’s reading of Hegel 
is a prominent example of this latter variant of a metaphysical interpretation. According 
to the more recent, non-traditional, non-metaphysical interpretations, Hegel’s thought is 
not only placed in a post-Kantian context, but is also understood not as a metaphysical 
system, but as a continuously critical-dialectical enterprise that does not aim for a 
metaphysical all-embracing and all-seeing standpoint, but for a standpoint where self-
critical thought, in the form of absolute self-consciousness, turns against any dogmatic 
metaphysical system or any “myth of the given”, calling instead for self-realisation via the 
ceaseless openness to rational self-rectification. Thus Hegel is taken to extend the 
Kantian critical epistemological programme by opening the doors to the historical and 
the social dimensions of human existence that Kant’s formal approach kept shut. 
Different examples of these non-metaphysical readings of Hegel that either emphasise 
the epistemological rather than the metaphysical/ontological, aspects of his work, or 
focus on his dialectic method, and especially the mechanisms of negation and of 
negation of negation, can be found in the writings of J. N. Findlay, Robert Pippin, John 
McDowell, Klaus Hartmann and Slavoj Zizek. To conclude this footnote with an 
anticipatory remark: the situation regarding Hegel scholarship described above – and 
especially the different approaches that are based on the interpretation of the climbing of 
the (philosophical) ladder and the overcoming of its steps, by emphasising either the 
“elevational” (metaphysical) or “negational” (non-metaphysical) aspects of it – should 
look familiar to those acquainted with the contemporary situation in Wittgenstein 
scholarship, particularly in relation to the New Wittgenstein debate.  
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philosophical figures and the subsequent discussions that it has raised make this 
point clear. Second, we can discern two main tendencies in the various forms, 
similar or less similar between them, that the metaphor takes and in their 
interpretations. The first tendency (Sextus Empiricus, Mauthner, the non-
metaphysical readings of Hegel) puts emphasis on the “negational”, “skeptical”, 
“de(con)structive”, or “therapeutical” aspects of the climbing and the 
subsequent abandonment of the ladder and of its rungs. The second 
(Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, the metaphysical readings of Hegel) emphasises the 
“elevational”, “surmounting”, “transcendental”, or “metaphysical” character of 
this overcoming and the alleged privileged standpoint that this position offers. 
Bearing these two points in mind, we shall move now to the discussion of some 
of the characteristics of the New Wittgenstein debate beginning with the role that 
TLP 6.54 plays in it.8  
 
5.2 The Role of the Ladder Metaphor in the New Wittgenste in  
Debate  
 
If we were to single out the Tractarian remark whose different interpretations 
have played the most crucial role in the rise and development of the debate 
between the standard and the resolute readings of the work, that should be no 
other than TLP 6.54.9 According to the resolute readers, TLP 6.54 belongs, 
together with other remarks, to the ‘frame’ of the work, i.e. these remarks that 
are supposed to enable the reader to view the rest of the Tractatus (the non-frame 
part) strictly as austere non-sense, and thus to be elucidated – in the sense of 
being freed from the appeal exercised by the various metaphysical non-sensical 
theses (apparently) put forward in the other (non-frame) parts of the work. And 

                                                
8. An interesting question may be posed here regarding Wittgenstein’s own acquaintance 
with the metaphor. While there is no definitive account of how Wittgenstein became 
acquainted with the specific metaphor, if we take into account his personal readings and 
influences, then the most probable source for it is either Schopenhauer or Mauthner – 
see Ch. 3 p. 89-90 and the related notes above. Nevertheless, even definite knowledge 
concerning Wittgenstein’s original source for his use of the ladder scheme would not be 
of much exegetical help (i.e. how himself meant it to be read and understood), for it 
would not preclude a different use from Wittgenstein’s side – the way he deals with the 
conception of philosophy as Sprachkritik in relation to Mauthner in TLP 4.0031 is a 
characteristic example. It is very important to note also that, as we are going to see in the 
next sections of this chapter, the two tendencies in regard to the interpretation of the 
metaphor designated above need not be conceived as mutually exclusive. On the 
contrary, they can be viewed as equally constitutive aspects standing in a dialectic 
tension, which is intrinsic for the metaphor’s role and character.  
9. Actually there are hardly any contributions to the debate that do not address in some 
way the issue of the reading of TLP 6.54. See also Hutchinson and Read (2006, p. 23-24, 
n. 37).  
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TLP 6.54 is the remark par excellence in which Wittgenstein explicitly addresses 
the way in which the Tractatus and its author are to be understood.10 The two 
points that have just been raised above, about the philosophical load and the 
different directions with which the ladder metaphor employed in TLP 6.54 has 
already been associated in various phases of the philosophical tradition, suggest 
that the so-called New Wittgenstein debate is in fact not so new, for a major part of 
it can been viewed as the extension of a long-lasting discussion related to the 
interpretation of the specific metaphor. After more than 20 years during which 
the debate developed, the most significant points of each side have by and large 
crystallised and one often gets the feeling that from a certain point onwards the 
same arguments from both sides are being recycled.11 Hence, the current chapter 
is not meant to be part of it in a direct way by providing an exhaustive critique of 
the deficiencies of the one side and/or a demonstration of the merits of the 
other in relation to exclusively exegetical issues, such as the role and nature of 
nonsense or the saying/showing distinction. Our standpoint should be quite 
clear from the views developed in the previous chapters and will become even 
clearer by the unavoidable discussion of certain of the exegetical aspects of the 

                                                
10. We could say that while all the parts of the Tractatus belonging to the frame are equal, 
some are more equal than others, and TLP 6.54 is certainly among them. As can be 
expected, the whole idea of the frame of the Tractatus is still a controversial one. Conant 
provides us with an indicative list of the parts of the Tractatus that belong to the frame, 
namely, the preface and TLP 3.32-3.326, 4-4.003, 4.11-4.112, 6.53-6.54 – see Conant 
(2002, p. 457, n. 135). For problems regarding both the content and the overall notion of 
the “framing material” of the Tractatus, see Schönbaumsfeld (2007, p. 93-96). Note also 
that some resolute readers, such as Rupert Read, reject the notion of the frame, as they 
hold that all the content of the Tractatus is to be conceived as nonsensical – see Read and 
Deans (2003). 
11. The publication of Diamond (1988) is considered to constitute the starting point of 
the debate, although discussions of some of the relevant themes (nonsense and the 
saying/showing distinction in the Tractatus, the continuity of Wittgenstein’s thought) 
were certainly not absent in Wittgenstein literature before the publication of Diamond’s 
article. An interesting account of how the debate between the “orthodox” and the 
resolute readers developed can be found in Conant (2007). It is worth quoting from the 
same article how Conant synopsises the debate: “At a minimum, what a resolute reading 
seeks to avoid here is the mess that commentators get into when they refuse to (allow 
that they are, at the end of the day, supposed to) throw away the following paradoxical 
idea: The author of the Tractatus wants its reader to reject the sentences of the book as 
nonsense on principled grounds; yet, in the very moment of rejecting them, the reader is 
to continue to retain a grip on these grounds by continuing to identify, grasp, and believe 
that which these sentences would say, if they had a sense. Let’s call this “the paradox.” 
To be resolute in one’s approach to the Tractatus involves taking this paradoxical idea 
itself to form a part of the ladder that we, as readers, are meant to climb up and throw 
away (rather than taking it to be an account of what it is to throw away the ladder).” 
(ibid. p. 45). For an illuminating account of the debate see also Stokhof (2011, p. 275-
279). 
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debate.12 Rather, the current chapter constitutes a critical commentary of a more 
general character that has as its departure point TLP 6.54 and focuses on the 
issue of continuity in Wittgenstein’s thought, while in the end tries also to 
approach resolute readings, in light of their exegetical shortcomings, as non-
exegetical endeavours. But before continuing, it would be useful to turn once 
again to the ladder schema, albeit viewed from a different angle this time, 
namely, how the later Wittgenstein views it.  
 
We have already turned our attention to Wittgenstein’s remark from 1930 where 
he rejects the (philosophically valuable) role of the ladder metaphor:13 
 

Our civilization is characterized by the word progress. Progress is its form, it is 
not one of its properties that it makes progress. Typically it constructs. Its 
activity is to construct a more and more complicated structure. And even clarity 
is only a means to this end and not an end in itself. For me on the contrary 
clarity, transparency, is an end in itself.  
 
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.  
  
Each sentence that I write is trying to say the whole thing, that is, the same 
thing over and over again and it is as though they were views of one object seen 
from different angles.  
 
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. 14  

 
It is clear from the above remarks that Wittgenstein, already in 1930, repudiates 
the place that the climbing of the ladder leads to, whether this is the linguistically 
transcendental, panoptic standpoint to which we are led – via showing – by the 
“deep nonsense” of the Tractatus, as traditional readers of the work have it, or 
the one where the cured reader stands after the demystifying dialectic 
therapeutics of the work have been put into play, as the resolute readers hold. 
                                                
12. See for example Ch. 3 p. 92 and Ch. 4 p. 134-135 above. McGinn (1999), Hacker 
(2001a), Proops (2001), Kitching (2003), Hutto (2003), and Schönbaumsfeld  (2007) have 
already demonstrated in an emphatic way the immense problems that the resolute 
readings face from both a historical or biographical and a systematic or exegetical point 
of view.  
13. See Ch. 4 p. 134-135 and the relevant notes above. 
14. CV p. 9-10. 
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Rephrasing TLP 6.54, we could say that now Wittgenstein (and the reader) must, 
so to speak, throw away the ladder before he has climbed up on it. It is of crucial 
importance for our discussion that with his above remarks Wittgenstein decides 
to attack the ladder metaphor and, consequently, the image(s) that it puts 
forward. Paragraph 6.54 of the Tractatus constitutes for the resolute readers not 
only the frame proposition par excellence, a proposition meant by Wittgenstein 
to be recognised as having sense and to provide instructions on how the whole 
work is to be read, but also the very climax of the work.15 Wittgenstein’s later 
rejection of TLP 6.54 seems to affect weak resolute readings, i.e. the ones which 
hold that the frame propositions are somehow semantically privileged, more 
than the strong ones, i.e. the ones that hold that the whole Tractatus is meant to 
be nonsensical: for the weak resolute readings, what is being rejected is the very 
mechanism that enabled the therapeutic function of the work. But the situation 
is not much different for the strong resolute readers either, since, although they 
have already disowned the sensefulness of the metaphor in the Tractatus and thus 
can claim that Wittgenstein in 1930 simply reaffirms the view that he already had 
in mind when completing the work, it is still a remark that challenges the idea of 
too strong a continuity in Wittgenstein’s thought.16 For, as we will come to see 
below, the alleged resolutely therapeutic role of the Tractatus is still very different 
from the alleged resolutely therapeutic role of Wittgenstein’s later works. 
 
Lately, and through the development of the debate, resolute readers such as 
Conant and Diamond have been aiming at maintaining a position which on the 
one hand tries to remain faithful to a resolute reading of the Tractatus while, on 

                                                
15. Conant finds the understanding of TLP 6.54 to lie at the centre of the dispute 
between the resolute readers and their critics and characterises the paragraph as a 
climactic moment in the Tractatus (see Conant (2006, p. 173)). And while under a strong 
resolute reading Hutchinson and Read take TLP 6.54 to be as nonsensical as the rest of 
the Tractatus, at the same time – and this is highly problematic – they recognise in it the 
culmination of the whole text (see Hutchinson and Read (2006, p. 23, n. 37)). 
16. Whilst a detailed critique of strong resolute readings exceeds the purposes of this 
chapter, we should note that they do not provide a satisfactory account of how the 
Tractatus, from the moment that it consists entirely of nonsense, is to be understood and 
play its (therapeutic) role. In general, we could say that from a standard reader’s point of 
view, strong resolute readings seem to suffer from the same problems that weak resolute 
readings already suffer, but with the addition of problems of a deeper and more general 
character, such as the one just mentioned above, making it a position which is even more 
difficult to defend. For a critique of zealous mono-Wittgensteinianism (strong resolute 
readings) from the side of mild mono-Wittgensteinianism (weak resolute readings) – to 
follow the terminology coined by Conant, as for him the difference is not to be found in 
the degree of resoluteness of the readings, but in the position regarding the continuity of 
Wittgenstein’s thought – see Conant (2007, p. 90-93, 128-132, n. 93-103). Our discussion 
in the next sections focuses on the weak resolute readings and the mild type of mono-
Wittgeinsteinianism that thinkers such as Conant and Diamond embrace. 
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the other hand, attempts to exhibit sensitivity to the differences between 
Wittgenstein’s early and later philosophising and especially later Wittgenstein’s 
criticism of his early philosophical phase that are hard to remain blind to. This is 
done by treating some of the philosophical positions that standard readers take 
to be part of the content of the book as belonging to a sphere of underlying 
commitments that constitute “an entire metaphysics of language tacitly 
embodied in his earlier method of clarification”.17 This move as such is going to 
be discussed in more detail in the next section. What is of interest for our 
present discussion is that despite the fact that Conant and Diamond 
acknowledge the substantial differences between the early and later phase of 
Wittgenstein’s thought, they still adhere to the idea of ‘mono-
Wittgensteinianism’, as Conant coins the term, of a continuity that even though 
of a mild form, is still of a different – and, importantly, of a stronger – character 
than the picture that is adopted by most of the standard readers with respect to 
the development of Wittgenstein’s thought. In a way, they invert the standard 
conception of Wittgenstein’s philosophical development by shifting the point of 
emphasis; the schema of a continuity which serves as the base for highlighting 
the profound discontinuities in Wittgenstein’s thought – the traditional schema – 
is replaced by a schema of discontinuities that serve as the base for highlighting 
the continuity in his thought – the mild resolute schema. To say that 
Wittgenstein’s philosophical development can be viewed, once the proper 
viewpoints are adopted, as exhibiting both continuities and discontinuities would 
be nothing more than a truism. What is at the core of the difference between 
standard readers, or those that embrace poly-Wittgensteinianism, in Conant’s 
terms, and resolute readers as the above, is thus the significance of the changes 
in Wittgenstein’s thought in relation to his philosophical goals and 
metaphilosophical stance in general.               
 
Conant holds, and with good reason, that later Wittgenstein’s self-critical 
remarks do not address only his early, but his middle phase as well.18 This makes 
Wittgenstein’s rejection of the ladder schema quoted above, which dates from 
1930, even more crucial. Even if we take the Tractatus to constitute a resolutely 
therapeutic enterprise, the repudiation of the key remark of the text already in 
Wittgenstein’s middle phase does not leave enough space for a picture of a 
strong continuity between the Tractatus and the Philosophical Investigations. The 

                                                
17. ibid. p. 87. Apart from Conant (2007) see also Diamond (2004) and Conant and 
Diamond (2004) for more on this position about early Wittgenstein’s underlying 
metaphysical commitments, which nevertheless remain unconscious and implicit and 
hence do not take the form of philosophical positions that he actually defends through 
the content of his work. For detailed lists compiled of early Wittgenstein’s allegedly 
unwitting metaphysical commitments, see Conant (2007, p. 85-86) and Conant and 
Diamond (2004, p. 82-83).      
18. See Conant (2007, p. 132, n. 103). 
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therapeutic aspects of the Tractatus – it is difficult to find a Wittgenstein scholar 
nowadays who does not discern any therapeutic aspects in it at all – that are 
supposed to free the reader from metaphysical/philosophical nonsense are 
intertwined with the metaphysical aspects of the work; the therapy that the 
ascending of the ladder intends to lead to is a kind of a metaphysical therapy from 
metaphysics. The place that can be reached by the ladder is vital for the 
Tractarian therapy, as it is the only place that allows for the recognising of the 
nonsensicality and the paradoxical character of the work. And it is the only place, 
because the Tractatus is not a piecemeal work,19 but an intended-as-coherent 
construction, or rather a philosophical edifice, and thus it is only at the top of 
the ladder that one can gain a proper view of it – and simultaneously of the 
world. The elucidation that follows the discarding of the Tractarian ladder still 
comes from above; it is a top-down therapy which is completed only once the 
reader has finally reached the top of the ladder, and that is no other than the end 
of the book. It is no coincidence that paragraph 6.54 is the penultimate remark 
of the work and there are no other explicit calls by Wittgenstein to regard the 
Tractatus as merely nonsensical before it.20 This kind of therapy is substantially 
different compared to the one that is put into play while we remain at the “rough 
ground” of our everyday language and practices as in the case of later 
Wittgenstein’s writings, where indeed there is no need for a ladder anymore – the 
piecemeal problems are treated with piecemeal therapies, always based on and 
anchored to the biologically and culturally conditioned human form(s) of life. 
Later Wittgenstein’s expressed indifference to the places that can be reached by a 
ladder shows that it is not only the (so-called) non-frame propositions of the 
Tractatus that suffer from metaphysical symptoms, but the (so-called) frame itself 
as well. When Wittgenstein, in the sketch for a preface quoted above, criticises 
the modern craving for progress that takes the form of construction and 
immediately afterwards continues by jettisoning the ladder metaphor, it is 
                                                
19. Conant and Diamond argue for the piecemeal character of the Tractatus based on a 
distinction between the method and its application. Hence, while acknowledging that 
from the method of the Tractatus Wittgenstein moves to the multiple methods of the 
Investigations – and that from this viewpoint the Tractatus is not a piecemeal work – they 
still hold that this one method in the Tractatus is conceived as a piecemeal process – see 
Conant (2007, p. 118-119, n. 39) and Diamond (2004). Apart from the systematic and 
historico-biographical problems that such an approach raises, which have been widely 
discussed in the criticism of the resolute readings by standard readers, there is also 
another issue, namely, why the (supposed) piecemeal application of a single method 
should be regarded as a piecemeal approach and not as a wholesale one, since there is 
just one method which is consecutively exercised. Successive repetition and appliance of 
the one and only method in the context of a single philosophical work, even if applied to 
(supposed) different partial problems, does not rid the philosophical stance of its 
wholesale character.      
20. Note also that TLP 6.54 first appears in Wittgenstein’s writings no earlier than in the 
so-called Prototractatus – see Ch. 3 p. 91 n. 145 above and Wittgenstein (1989, p. 178-179).  
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difficult to read the former remark as exhibiting a spirit different from the spirit 
of the latter, which is clearly a self-critical one.21 
 
Resolute readers who acknowledge the significance of the differences between 
the early and the later phase of Wittgenstein’s thought, like Conant and 
Diamond, discern the strongest features of continuity in his metaphilosophy – 
almost all of Wittgenstein’s metaphilosophical remarks in the Tractatus not only 
are considered to be part of the frame of the book, but also to constitute the 
base for his (apparently) similar mature metaphilosophical position.22 Hence, 
Wittgenstein’s metaphilosophy takes priority over his philosophical positions and 
in this way the continuity of his thought is highlighted. However, this emphasis 
on Wittgenstein’s metaphilosophy and the subsequent claim that in spite of the 
(profound) differences between his early and later philosophy, his 
metaphilosophy remains, by and large, the same – and thus the idea of relatively 
a strong continuity can still be maintained – are not unproblematic for the 
following reasons. First, the distinction between method and its application that 
Conant employs to argue for the piecemeal character of the Tractatus23 is at odds 
with the position described just above, as in the former case the continuity is 
seen in how Wittgenstein’s practices, or rather intends to practice, philosophy 
and the discontinuities are seen at the metaphilosophical level – as he moves 
from the single method of the Tractatus to the methodological pluralism of his 
later phase. Moreover, despite the apparent similarities between the 
metaphilosophical positions of young and mature Wittgenstein, there are still 
deep discontinuities to be found. Although both early and later Wittgenstein’s 
metaphilosophy are linguistically oriented, his conception of language changes 
profoundly, and with this deep change, the metaphilosophy differs as well. In 
other words, key terms in Wittgenstein’s metaphilosophy, such as ‘language’, 
‘activity’, ‘practice’, ‘nonsense’, ‘clarity’/‘clarification’, ‘elucidation’, etc., have a 
certain meaning in the philosophical context of the Tractatus and gain another 
different meaning in the already differentiated philosophical context of the 
Investigations.24 Thus, it is not the case that “Wittgenstein’s view of philosophy, 
rather than his view of meaning, […] plays the pivotal role in his thought”,25 but 
actually the interaction of the two. The shift from the metaphysical (standard 
readings) or unwittingly metaphysically committed (weak resolute readings) point 
of view of the Tractatus to the anthropological point of view of his later works is 
not without consequences for Wittgenstein’s metaphilosophy – at least so far as 

                                                
21. See also our discussion regarding the style and structure of the Tractatus, emphasising 
on its formalist and constructivist aspects, in Ch. 4 p. 115-116, 134 above. 
22. See for example Conant (2007, p. 66-71, 105-107). 
23. See Ch. 5 p. 148 n. 19 above. 
24. See also Rhees’s remarks in PG p. 487-88. 
25. Horwich (2004, p. 107). 
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metaphilosophy is not conceived as a foundational enterprise, but as flesh of 
philosophy’s flesh.26 And that is not to say that Wittgenstein’s metaphilosophy 
does not constitute a very important aspect of his thought or that there are no 
signs of continuity in his metaphilosophical development. To conclude with a 
more general comment, we could say that what underlies the existence of 
problems like the above, is a conception of too sharp a distinction, to the degree 
of total separation in the form of conceptual autonomy, between 
metaphilosophy and philosophy or between method and content – a content 
which being void in the case of resolute readers, is substituted by the application 
of the method. When moderate, the above distinctions can offer valuable 
(meta)philosophical insights, but once pushed to their extremes they seem to be 
misguiding, for they force us to put unequal emphasis on issues that we should 
try to treat in a balanced way – as for example in the question of priority with 
regard to Wittgenstein’s metaphilosophy and his views on language, or his 
philosophy in general. 
 
Conant, by quoting Ricketts and elaborating on his resolute reading, provides an 
account of the piecemeal character of the Tractarian method, where the rungs of 
the ladder, i.e. certain (sets of) propositions in the Tractatus, on the one hand 
contribute to the overcoming of the metaphysical confusion that the rest of the 
rungs create and on the other hand themselves become subject to this 
overcoming as we ascend the ladder.27 But even if we follow this line of thought, 
it is still, despite the partial elucidations, not until we reach the top of the ladder 
that the non-frame part of the Tractatus can be rejected (being metaphysical 
nonsense) as a whole. Here, there emerges a crucial issue for our discussion, 
namely, whether and how the Tractatus is to be read as a (coherent) whole. 
Nowadays, one of the main aims of both standard and resolute readers, with the 
possible exception of those who, following a strictly positivist reading à la 
Vienna Circle, reject, or at least set in quarantine, the ethical part of the work, is 
to try to read the Tractatus as a whole. This attempt may take various forms, as 
we see the work being treated, among the standard readers, as either a coherent 
or a not coherent whole28 – with the term ‘whole’ in this case signifying the 
effort to do justice to the essential relation between the logical and the ethical 
aspects of the work – or, in the resolute readers case, as a whole which consists 
in the consecutive, and without exceptions, unfolding of its dialectical 
therapeutic strategy.29 The problem with the resolute readings at this point is that 

                                                
26. See Ch. 1 p. 13-15 and the relevant notes above. For more on this issue, see also our 
discussion of Wittgenstein’s later metaphilosophy in Chapter 6. 
27. See Conant (2007, p. 62). 
28. See Stokhof (2002) for a characteristic example of the first case and Hodges (1990) 
for an indicative example of the second.  
29. See Conant (2007, p. 63-64). 
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such a conception of the general character or spirit of the book treats the 
Tractatus as a whole only by name and not in a substantial way.  
 
To begin with, the very distinction between frame and non-frame parts of the 
book, even if conceived as a methodological tool with no sharp boundaries, it 
still creates a schism inside the work that cannot be bridged. Under this scheme, 
there are always two distinct sets of Tractarian remarks – no matter what the 
extension of each one of them is – and the distinction is such that it is not only a 
methodological, but an evaluative one as well. To wit, a resolute reader might 
hold that it is only in the context of the whole work that this distinction comes 
into play, and so the two discerned parts, through their respective roles of 
bewitching the readers and “therapising” them, are equally constitutive of the 
general strategy of the book. And yet, at the same time this very distinction – 
between the sensical (as instructive) and the nonsensical parts of the work – 
already demonstrates a value judgment as well.30 Moreover, the supposed 
piecemeal character that the therapeutic strategy demonstrates in the Tractatus, 
puts forward an image of the work as a fragmented piece that is not able to fully 
capture the interplay between its various parts and the way they are constitutive 
of the work as a whole. The parts on metaphysics, language, logic and ethics are 
treated, mostly due to the underlying tensions between (some of) the views 
presented in them, as successively undermining each other; as rungs that upon 
consecutive readings of the text – the routes of which are in no way 
predetermined according to the resolute readers – are being thrown away. But 
under this interpretative strategy lies a fundamental presumption: that there is a 
need for resolving all the tensions that emerge through the development of the 

                                                
30. At this point it would be useful to consider Wittgenstein’s remark from 1947 in CV 
p. 70 about the evaluative implications of the Tractarian distinction between sense and 
nonsense that was already discussed in Ch. 4 p. 127-128 above. Yet, one could say that 
this is the whole point of the resolute readings: to deprive the actually nonsensical parts 
of the Tractatus of their apparent sense. Nevertheless, we should keep in mind that, first, 
later Wittgenstein’s critical stance toward the identification of what is meaningfully said 
with the propositions of science (and thus of the distinction between sense and nonsense 
as it is developed in the Tractatus and subsequently of TLP 6.53 which is supposed to be 
part of the frame under the resolute readings) constitutes a weighty point of discontinuity 
in his philosophical approach. Second, the way the resolute readers treat this distinction 
– namely, as one that is not based on a set of predetermined criteria, but constitutes a 
personal task (see Conant (2007, p. 122-123, n. 54)) – not only remains problematic in 
the light of the aforementioned later Wittgenstein’s remark, but also, especially through 
the way it is employed for the resolute readers’ goals, preserves the evaluative 
implications and demonstrates a kind of scientism – we come back to this point in the 
next section. 
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text.31 This leaves no space for a reading of the text that does not aim to resolve 
the various tensions that are developed within it, and also downplays the role of 
the base on which these tensions were formed in the first place; a base that is a 
result of the sustainment that each part of the Tractatus provides for the rest – an 
aspect of the work highlighted in most contemporary standard readings and 
especially in those aiming to understand the Tractatus as an (intended) coherent 
whole.  
 
Finally, there is one more point that needs to be mentioned apropos of the 
relation between the conception of the Tractatus as a whole and its alleged 
piecemeal characteristics. Some of the resolute readers have come to 
acknowledge the fact that in the early phase of his thought Wittgenstein was 
indeed held captive by the image of a ‘Big Question’ or of a “whole single great 
problem”32 in philosophy, be that what it may – the nature of language, the way 
the language relates to the world, the dissolution of the Big Question itself, etc.33 
It is then even more difficult to apprehend: i) how the Tractatus is to be 
understood as a piecemeal enterprise when the problem is not piecemeal, the 
method is not piecemeal either and only the application of the method is 
(supposed) to constitute a piecemeal procedure; ii) how this does not constitute a 
deep discontinuity in the development of Wittgenstein’s thought, once compared 
to the all-level (problem(s), method(s), application of the method(s)) piecemeal 
approach that Wittgenstein follows in the Philosophical Investigations; and iii) how 
we are to understand the Tractatus as a whole, when in spite of all the signs in 
favour of the contrary (single problem, single method), we are called by the 
resolute readers to interpret it as not aiming for a single wholesale answer – even 
if this answer is the (wholesale) dissolution of the (wholesale) problem itself.  In 
any case, a reading of the Tractatus that deprives the vast majority of its remarks 
of all sense can hardly be characterised as one that regards it as a whole, if this 
whole is to be understood in a substantial way, i.e. as signifying a stance that 
treats all parts of the work with equal seriousness and aims to apprehend the 

                                                
31. This point is tightly connected to the issue of the paradoxical character of the work, 
as we have already seen in Ch. 5 p. 144 n. 11 above and which will also be discussed in 
the next section. 
32. “Don’t get involved in partial problems, but always take flight to where there is a free 
view over the whole single great problem, even if this view is still not a clear one” NB p. 
24 2/11/14 – emphasis in the original. Apart from Wittgenstein’s explicit reference to 
the whole single great problem, note also the use of expressions such as “take flight to” 
and “free view over” which gives much more weight to the image of the Tractarian 
therapy as a wholesale, metaphysical, transcendental therapy or elucidation from above in 
comparison to the image of the successive piecemeal therapeutic approach that Conant 
and Diamond embrace.   
33. See Conant (2007, p. 118-119 n.39, p. 135-136 n. 119) and Diamond (2004, p. 206-
211).  
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integrity of both text and author. From this angle, the resolute readings appear to 
resemble the positivist ones, as they share a fragmentary conception of the work 
with the latter isolating the ethical part and the former the non-frame part of the 
content.34 
 
5.3 Metaphysics, Ethics, and Therapy in the Tractatus  
 
We have already mentioned one of the resolute readers’ key moves that enables 
them to remain faithful to the resoluteness of their readings and at the same time 
to cope with the barely deniable important discontinuities in Wittgenstein’s 
thought. While they do not take the positions that Wittgenstein puts forward in 
the Tractatus at face value, or rather they hold that he does not put forward any 
philosophical positions within the text at all, they still hold that Wittgenstein was 
embracing certain philosophical positions, albeit unwittingly in the form of 
underlying commitments, of implicit philosophical preconceptions. What is most 

                                                
34. A distinction here between the substantive (as organic) and the formal (as 
instrumental) conceptions of the unity of the Tractatus could be of help. According to the 
(weak) resolute readings, it does not make any actual difference what kind of content the 
standard readers – or the resolute readers in their almost unavoidable first traditional 
readings before turning to resolute ones – (are tempted to) ascribe to the non-frame part 
of the work, to all the rungs of the ladder that are to be thrown away – see Conant (2007, 
p. 57-60). Thus, the role of the non-frame remarks is solely an instrumental one, for they 
simply serve as a means to the end of elucidation. In contrast to resolute readers, for 
most of the standard readers the unity of the work, the character of the work as a whole, 
is not constituted by the instrumental function of the frame and non-frame parts, but 
rather consists in the organic function of its various thematically and not instrumentally 
differentiated parts – although there are of course standard readers who still downplay 
the importance of certain parts of the work, with the ethical part being the example par 
excellence. In other words, while under the resolute readings most of the Tractarian 
remarks remain devoid of sense and thus contribute only formally – that means just with 
their form as nonsense and not with any content – to the grasp of the aim of the book, 
under the standard readings the strictly nonsensical remarks still signify by pointing in 
one or in different directions. By following these directions, we are led through the 
substantive unity of the book – a unity nevertheless based on numerous dialectic 
tensions, as we will discuss in the next section – towards the comprehension of the 
book’s and its author’s goal(s). Hence, we could say that for standard readers the 
Tractatus forms a substantive whole, for resolute readers a formal whole and for the 
(strongly) positivist ones it does not form a whole at all. Positivist readings, with the 
possible exception of those that take the “emergency exit” of emotivism (see Ch. 4 p. 
128 n. 129 above), resemble the resolute ones in that they introduce a fragmentation of 
the text, but differ from both resolute and standard in that they do not attribute any role, 
either formal or substantive, to one of its parts, namely the “mystical” remarks about 
ethics.       
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interesting about this move, and something that Conant seems to be aware of,35 
is the fact that this set of commitments coincides, or at least is compatible or 
tightly connected, with the non-frame resolutely nonsensical part of the work. 
Hence, the resolute readers’ move amounts to nothing more than a relocation of 
the philosophical theses that the early Wittgenstein endorses from the text itself, 
where they can be found either directly or indirectly, to the sphere of the 
author’s unconscious commitments. Commitments towards which Wittgenstein, 
according to the resolute readers, remained blind in the early phase of his 
thought unaware of how they were at odds with his (allegedly) purely therapeutic 
(i.e. not embracing philosophical positions) enterprise.36 Thus we are prompted 
by this resolute schema of reading the Tractatus to hold: i) that Wittgenstein was 
in fact metaphysically committed in the Tractatus; ii) that, nevertheless, he was 
only implicitly metaphysically committed; and iii) that despite the fact that these 
metaphysical commitments emerge from or reveal themselves in the text, we 
should still maintain that these philosophical positions demonstrating 
Wittgenstein’s unwitting philosophical commitments are to be understood as 
empty resolute nonsense that Wittgenstein intends to reject in an absolute way. 
We are led in this way to a position which obviously is far from unproblematic. 
At any rate, it would be nothing less than awkward – and no less paradoxical 
than the paradox that Conant takes the standard readers to base their 
interpretation on – to argue that the philosophical presuppositions that young 
Wittgenstein held, or their counterparts in the Tractatus that the commitments 
emerge from or are demonstrated in, were at the same time resolutely devoid of 
sense for him. 
 
Interestingly enough, we can discern a quite similar attitude in how resolute 
readings à la Conant treat the issue of ethics in the Tractatus. As in the case of the 
Tractarian remarks concerning ontology and language, resolute readings deprive 
                                                
35. See Conant (2007, p. 84-90). Although Conant tries in various way to suggest that 
these unconscious commitments are not to be reduced to the specific theses to be found 
in the text of the Tractatus – aiming, in contrast to the standard readers, to maintain a 
distinction, albeit a non-sharp one, between the list of the metaphysical commitments 
and the list of the philosophical positions that are (apparently) put forward – he still 
acknowledges that they are “preconceptions about how things must be that figure 
centrally in the book” (ibid. p. 85).      
36. Note that the (indicative) list of early Wittgenstein’s metaphysical commitments that 
Conant provides (ibid. p. 85-86) overlaps to a significant extent with the signs of 
scientism, essentialism and dogmatism that we discussed in the relevant section of 
Chapter 4 above – with some of the standing characteristics of modernity’s agenda. 
Moreover, as Conant himself points out (ibid. p. 89, p. 128 n. 91) all of the items 
mentioned in his list may easily be part of the list of philosophical positions that standard 
readers ascribe to early Wittgenstein. Be that as it may, Conant holds, from a more 
general point of view, that there are still significant differences to be found, based on 
other aspects of the debate between standard and resolute readers.       
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the “ethical” remarks of the work of both meaning and their metaphysical 
aspects. Conant holds that “it is a necessary condition of understanding the 
ethical point of the book that one discover that its ethical point is not to be 
found in anything that the ‘ethical’ propositions in it purport to say”,37 since it is 
the point and not the subject matter of a proposition that makes it an ethical 
one. Hence, in the same way that the whole book, through the elucidatory 
function of its nonsensical content, helps us clear up the confusions regarding 
logic and language, likewise it helps us see what the confusions with regard to 
ethics are and thus leads us to see clearly what ethics is. But then again, when 
Conant faces the question of what gives a proposition its ethical point, he is not 
able to provide a satisfactory answer, being unable to overcome the issue of the 
“ineffability” that resolute readers are so eager to discard as a pseudo-problem. 
What he provides as candidate expressions for describing this ethical point are 
actually views that are already contained, either directly or indirectly, in the parts 
of early Wittgenstein’s writings (i.e. from his wartime notebooks and the Tractatus 
up to his ‘Lecture on Ethics’)38 that are concerned with ethical issues, the very 
parts that employ “ethical” vocabulary that the resolute readers call us to throw 
away. The parallel with their treatment of the metaphysical aspects of early 
Wittgenstein’s philosophical position is clear.39 Furthermore, the rejection from 

                                                
37. Conant (2005, p. 72). 
38. While the ‘Lecture on Ethics’ was given by Wittgenstein upon his return to 
philosophy in 1929 and can be considered as one of the starting points of his transitional 
middle period, it nevertheless exhibits strong affinities with the Tractatus and thus can 
also be viewed as one of the ending points of the early period of his thought. See also 
our discussion of the transitional phase of Wittgenstein’s thought in Ch. 6 p. 190-192 
below. 
39. When spelling out the ethical point of the Tractarian propositions, Conant finds it to 
consist in something like the attempt “to express an attitude towards the world”, to 
change our way of “looking at or being in the world”, or to clarify what is problematic in 
our current “attitudes towards life and world” – see Conant (2005, p. 70). Yet, it is very 
hard to see how this purportedly resolute construal of the ethical point of the Tractatus 
differs not only from the ineffable ones that the resolute readers want to oppose, at least 
as far as their starting points are concerned – see for example Stokhof (2002, p. 186-249) 
where Tractarian ethics is treated as a certain way of viewing or living in the world as 
well as being intrinsically related to action – but also how it differs from the propositions 
of the Tractatus, such as TLP 5.632, 5.633, 5.641, 6.44, 6.45 and the other relevant 
“ethically oriented” remarks in the early phase of Wittgenstein’s thought, that the 
resolute readers treat as austerely nonsensical. In addition, Conant’s exclusively negative 
account of Tractarian ethics fails to do justice to the relation between ethics and morality 
in early Wittgenstein’s thought, as reconstructed for example in Stokhof (2002, p. 225-
241) and briefly highlighted in the next paragraphs of the current section about the 
ethical aspects of Phyrronian-like therapy, since he seems to take for granted the 
identification of the nonsensicality of ethical discourse with the absence of content. An 
identification which seems unwarranted not despite, but because of the “practical” 
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the resolute readers’ side of the ineffable conception of ethics in early 
Wittgenstein’s thought, as expressed for example through the repudiation of the 
conception of his enterprise as an attempt to run up against an obstacle, namely, 
the limits of language in our specific case,40 comes into sharp conflict with 
Wittgenstein’s explicitly expressed views on the issue, forming an unsurpassable 
hindrance from an exegetical point of view.41 
 
What underlies both these parallel moves is too continuous – and too narrow 
and “negative” – a conception of the role that therapy plays in Wittgenstein’s 
(meta)philosophy, both early and later. There are indeed therapeutic aspects to 

                                                                                                                
characteristics of early Wittgenstein’s conception of ethics. Wittgenstein, following and 
extending Moore’s definition of ethics, explicitly describes it as the enquiry into what is 
good, what is valuable, what is really important, the meaning of life, what makes life 
worth living, or into the right way of living (see LE p. 38)). If the Tractarian ethical point 
is an attempt “to give voice to a way of looking at/living in the world” (see Conant 
(2005, p. 70)) according to which “through seeing what is confused in our philosophical 
thought ‘about’ ethics, we come to see more clearly what ethics is” (ibid. p. 71), then an 
account that deliberately avoids the issue of what we actually come to see more clearly – 
the ethical dimension of the world, with ethics being conceived as above, i.e. essentially 
nonsensical, but essentially experienceable as well – and that also avoids the relevant 
practical and moral consequences, cannot be regarded as complete, especially given the 
numerous “ethical” remarks of early Wittgenstein on this very issue.  
40. See ibid. p. 45. 
41. Standard readers have brought up this point many times in their criticism of resolute 
readings. Two of the most characteristic instances of Wittgenstein’s account of ethics as 
a struggle against the limits of language can be found in his ‘Lecture on Ethics’ (“My 
whole tendency and, I believe, the tendency of all men who ever tried to write or talk 
Ethics or Religion was to run against the boundaries of language” LE p. 44) and in his 
conversations with the members of the Vienna Circle recorded by Waismann 
(“Nevertheless, we do run up against the limits of language […] This running up against 
the limits of language is ethics […] In ethics we are always making the attempt to say 
something that cannot be said, something that does not and never will touch the essence 
of the matter […] But the inclination, the running up against something, indicates 
something” WVC p. 68-69). The above quotes, and in general both the whole ‘Lecture on 
Ethics’ and the whole relevant passage in Wittgenstein’s discussions with the members of 
the Vienna Circle, do not only contribute to distinguishing the exegetical inadequacies of 
the resolute construal of the ethical but also, as we are going to see next, in our 
understanding of the point of convergence of ethics and therapy in the Tractatus. Be that 
as it may, and despite the problems regarding the resolute conception of the Tractatus as a 
whole discussed above, we should acknowledge that Conant at least takes the ethical 
aspects of Wittgenstein’s thought to be of essential importance for our understanding of 
him as a philosopher, in contrast to some of the standard readers such as Hacker (see 
Conant (2005, p. 40-43)), and that he tries to provide an account of the Tractatus where 
logic and ethics are not departmentalised, but constitute interwoven fibres in 
Wittgenstein’s philosophical composition.       



Chapter 5. Intermezzo: throwing away the ladder before climbing it 

 

157 

be discerned in the Tractatus, but these are, first, different to those that are to be 
found in Wittgenstein’s later writings and, second, of a different kind – and this 
holds for the therapeutic aspects of the Investigations as well – compared to the 
purely de(con)structive notion of therapy that resolute readers ascribe to both. 
To begin with the second point, according to the resolute readings one of the 
main common features of the early and later phase of Wittgenstein’s 
philosophising, despite the differences between them, is their exclusively 
therapeutic character and aim. An aim that consists solely in the exposition of 
apparently meaningful (philosophical) propositions as strictly nonsensical and 
thus leaves no space for any substantive philosophical positions. Clarity, in the 
form of consciousness regarding the circumstances under which a certain 
proposition is bearer of sense, becomes not just central to Wittgenstein’s 
metaphilosophy, but in fact exhausts the whole field. Hence, therapy, i.e. the 
activity through which we come to recognise philosophical propositions as 
nonsensical and to free ourselves from the appeal that the apparent sense of the 
actually nonsensical propositions exercise on us (and from the related ill-based 
preconceptions, misconceptions, illusions, and commitments), emerges under 
the resolute readings – supposedly according to both early and later Wittgenstein 
– as the only proper function of philosophy, exhibiting solely “negative” 
characteristics, in the sense of critical and in contrast to the “positive” 
counterpart of holding a philosophical position. However, this “negative” 
conception of therapy is not the only way to apprehend the therapeutic aspects 
of Wittgenstein’s philosophy and their differences in the different phases of his 
thought – in other words, under a rather standard reading one can still 
acknowledge the therapeutic aspects of both early and later Wittgenstein’s 
philosophy, while maintaining that they are significantly different and that they 
both are not of a purely “negative” character.42                       
 
Wittgenstein in one of the remarks of the Philosophical Investigations states that: 

 
To say “This combination of words makes no sense” excludes it from the 
sphere of language and thereby bounds the domain of language. But when one 
draws a boundary it may be for various kinds of reason. If I surround an area 

                                                
42. We should still admit that the resolute readings have at least succeeded in 
highlighting the important role that the therapeutic philosophical activity plays for 
Wittgenstein’s metaphilosophy. Thus, contemporary traditional readings are prompted 
now not only to abandon equally reductionist or dogmatic conceptions (as for example 
in the case of standard readings such as Hacker’s where in the place of the resolute 
schema ‘therapy only’ we find the traditional schema ‘conceptual analysis only’), but to 
provide a reading which while faithful to its non-resoluteness is able to do justice to the 
therapeutic aspects of Wittgenstein’s (meta)philosophy. For more about the distinctive 
social character of therapy in Wittgenstein’s later (meta)philosophy see our relevant 
discussions in the following chapters on the later phase of Wittgenstein’s life and 
thought.   
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with a fence or a line or otherwise, the purpose may be to prevent someone 
from getting in or out; but it may also be part of a game and the players be 
supposed, say, to jump over the boundary; or it may shew where the property 
of one man ends and that of another begins; and so on. So if I draw a boundary 
line that is not yet to say what I am drawing it for.43 
 

Resolute readers seem to reduce the aim of drawing a boundary between sense 
and nonsense, which plays such a central role not only for the therapeutic part, 
but for Wittgenstein’s whole philosophising (both early and later), to only the 
first of the reasons that Wittgenstein provides us in the above quote, namely, the 
prevention of going beyond the limits of (meaningful) language – or, the mirror 
image, the prevention of nonsensical discourse getting in the area of the 
meaningful. This is how their conception of therapy acquires an exclusively a 
negative character. On this view, Wittgenstein’s early and later therapeutic 
strategies function in a similar way to the ‘Scared Straight’ programme, as 
Stokhof insightfully observes,44 with the goal now being to keep the possible 
victims aware of and away from the bewitchment caused by 
metaphysical/philosophical nonsense. And this is a view that is in accordance 
with the distorted image of Wittgenstein that Julian Bell sketches in his satirical 
poem about Wittgenstein45 or with the one that many philosophers share about 
Wittgenstein and his followers as “assassins of philosophy” who through their 
purely destructive means try to impose “a system of terror” in regard to language 
and philosophy,46 with the caricature of Wittgenstein as a ‘language policeman’ 
who patrols the borders of the meaningful. The above identification from the 
side of the resolute readers allows no space for the rest of the potential reasons 
that Wittgenstein mentions in the quote, a plurality of reasons which once taken 
into account provides us with a much broader conception of what the drawing 
of a limit between sense and nonsense and its subsequent manifestation in the 
therapeutic philosophical practice may lead to. While it is probably a 
commonplace between both standard and resolute readers that preventing 
someone from getting inside or outside the limits of sense (and its specific 
manifestation as the avoidance or rejection of metaphysics) is an indispensible 
feature of Wittgenstein’s philosophy – both early and later – the resolute readers 
distinguish themselves in maintaining that this is the aim governing his whole 
philosophy, ultimately providing it its strong form of continuity or unity. They 
dismiss a conception of the Wittgensteinian distinction between sense and 
nonsense under which the above characteristic is not the unique essential one, 
but just one out of many that may well coexist in both Wittgenstein’s early and 

                                                
43. PI 499. 
44. See Stokhof (2011, p. 278 n. 9). 
45. See Ch. 4 p. 100-101 n. 15 above. 
46. These are the characterisations that Gilles Deleuze uses with regard to Wittgenstein 
and his followers as part of a lengthy interview given to Claire Parnet in 1988-1989.    
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later thought, together with the rest of the reasons that Wittgenstein mentions in 
the above quote. 
 
Regarding this specific point, a characteristic instance of the resolute readers’ 
approach can be found in the way they treat TLP 6.5347 and PI 46448, namely, as 
not only just different formulations of the same point, but also as key 
propositions for conceiving the exclusively therapeutic character of 
Wittgenstein’s lifelong philosophical attitude. Conant reconstructs the point as 
follows:  
 

Early Wittgenstein aimed to practice a conception of philosophy in which 
philosophy is not a matter of putting forward theses, doctrines, or theories, but 
consists rather in an activity of elucidation; and any apparent theses that are put 
forward in the course of that activity, if it succeeds in its aim, are to be revealed 
as either (1) initially philosophically attractive yet in the end only apparently 
meaningful (Unsinn), or (2) either genuinely meaningful (sinnvoll) or merely 
tautologous (sinnlos) but only once clarified and hence drained of their initial 
philosophical eros.49  

 
The above are indicative of the underlying scientism that conditions resolute 
readings – and to some extent those of the standard readings that embrace a 
conception of Wittgensteinian philosophy as merely conceptual analysis – as 
Stokhof points out.50 A scientism that stems from the rejection of the notion of 
a substantial philosophy and is based on the preconception of an intrinsic 
relation between content and argument,51 or, to put it otherwise, on the 
identification of substantial philosophy, i.e. a philosophy that makes points and 
holds positions, with the conception of philosophy as it emerges from the 
philosophical tradition, i.e. a philosophy that is based on theories, theses, and 
rational argumentation.52 This picture of Wittgenstein’s philosophy, either as an 
intended goal or as an actual practice that emerges from his writings, not only 

                                                
47. “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what can be 
said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing to do with 
philosophy: and then always, when someone else wished to say something metaphysical, 
to demonstrate to him that he had given no meaning to certain signs in his propositions. 
This method would be unsatisfying to the other – he would not have the feeling that we 
were teaching him philosophy – but it would be the only strictly correct method.” (TLP 
6.53).  
48. “My aim is: to teach you to pass from a piece of disguised nonsense to something 
that is patent nonsense.” (PI 464). 
49. Conant (2007, p. 43). 
50. See Stokhof (2011, p. 279-284). 
51. See ibid. p. 281. 
52. It thus “leaves no room for anything but rational argument as a companion to 
cognitive content” (ibid.). 
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fails to capture its polymorphic character, of which both therapy and conceptual 
analysis are features – but not the only ones and, in any case, features that do not 
stand in a relation of mutual exclusion – but also fails to show the deeply radical 
character of its later phase, as highlighted in the chapters to follow. While in the 
Tractatus, as we have already seen in our discussion in Chapter 4, the signs of 
scientism – together with the signs of other characteristics of modernity like 
essentialism and dogmatism – are clearly discernable, we should keep in mind 
two other observations from that chapter. First, these signs are at the same time 
part of the (philosophical) tradition as it historically evolved into modernity – 
certain manifestations of which early Wittgenstein admittedly intends to go 
against – and, second, that these very same characteristics of his early thought 
were decisive, as later Wittgenstein’s self-critical remarks show, for his later 
radical opposition to the Tractatus.53 The opposition is radical in that it breaks the 
(vicious) circle of trying to fight modernity from within, with its own means.54 
And this opposition to some of the main tenets of the tradition of modernity 
that the Investigations give voice to need not be reduced to the rather trivial motto 
of the “end of (substantial) philosophy” that the negatively constituted scientistic 
conceptions of (Wittgenstein’s) philosophy, either resolute or standard, adopt; an 
attitude that if anything, is not original, as it can be found throughout the whole 
history of philosophy in its various skeptical manifestations.55 

                                                
53. Thus, it is not despite of the signs of scientism – as the resolute readers conceive 
their void-of-substance conception of (Wittgenstein’s) philosophy to signify a radical 
break with the tradition – but due to them, together with the rest of its features that it 
has inherited from the agenda of modernity, that the Tractatus (as a final result) does not 
actually oppose a rather traditional conception of philosophy, or even less a substantial 
one. What distinguishes early Wittgenstein’s work from the tradition is not its novelty, 
but the persistence with which it leads the tradition to its limits.  
54. What the Tractatus and the scientistic resolute readings of Wittgenstein’s philosophy 
share is the false consciousness of scientism and modernity or, in Wittgenstein’s 
phrasing, in direct reference to TLP 4.5: “A picture held us captive. And we could not get 
outside it, for it lay in our language and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably” 
(PI 115). The author, and the readers of his work who understand him – as the resolute 
readers emphasise this specific point – come to believe that their conception of 
philosophy goes against the tradition, when actually it is its outcome and manifestation. 
But in early Wittgenstein’s case, and this is the crucial point, these aspects do not exhaust 
his philosophical stance, since the tradition is also incorporated in a direct way, as we can 
see for example in its metaphysics, conception of language and logic, and remarks on 
ethics.  
55. What Wittgenstein in both the early and later phase of his thought intends to 
repudiate is not substantial philosophy per se, but the form that it took in the course of 
the tradition as a theory-driven, explanatory, argumentative, and knowledge-revealing 
endeavour, as a quasi-scientific project putting forward foundationalist claims and theses. 
In opposition to the underlying scientism of resolute readers’ conception of philosophy, 
an account of philosophy such as the one that we find in Stokhof (2011, p. 284-291) 
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To return to the issue of the many faces that the sense/nonsense distinction may 
take, the Tractatus can be viewed not only as an attempt to safeguard ethics from 
speculation (a goal explicitly stated by Wittgenstein and corresponding to the 
goal of drawing a boundary to keep people from getting in or out),56 but also, 
and at the same time, as an attempt to jump over this very same boundary – 
Wittgenstein’s remarks about ethics are telling.57 Moreover, the distinction that 
Wittgenstein draws in the Tractatus between saying and showing, and the effable 

                                                                                                                
appears to be closer to Wittgenstein’s philosophical attitude. It is an account that tries to 
find space for a kind of substantial philosophy that does not coincide with the traditional 
conceptions and takes the “ethical-aesthetical” and “empirical” roads, on the one hand 
focusing on aspects of the human form of life which, while withstanding description and 
explanation, still play a vital role for it and, on the other hand focusing on concepts of a 
hybrid – part natural, part cultural – character and the area of interplay between concepts 
and facts. Stokhof establishes a link between the above conception of philosophy and 
the work of Francisco Varela, especially in connection to the point of convergence 
between the aforementioned directions that a non-traditional, yet substantial 
philosophising may take, as in the case of the concept of ‘subject’ (see ibid. p. 289-290). 
Following and extending this link, we could discern a related philosophical stance in the 
work of Cornelius Castoriadis – himself critically engaged with and influenced by the 
work of Varela – and in particular in his employment of the notions of ‘magma’, 
‘imaginary’, ‘autonomy’, and ‘autopoiesis’ in his attempt to delve into the territory where 
the interplay between facts and concepts takes the form of the dissolution of the 
dichotomy between them. A projection of this dissolution can be seen in the hybrid, 
“Janus-faced” concepts with which philosophy is often occupied – such as 
‘consciousness’, ‘knowledge’, and ‘meaning’ – that Stokhof refers to and leaves us with 
an indeterminate magma of imaginary social significations, as Castoriadis describes it, 
which is not constituted by facts or concepts, but is itself constitutive of them. This 
magma constitutes the substratum on which what Castoriadis terms as the tradition of 
the “identitary-ensemblist” thought is based, the kind of thought that is paradigmatically 
exemplified in (both natural and human/social) sciences and traditional philosophy and 
demonstrates an attitude that places individual and social creation outside the sphere of 
the individual and the society. While this mode of thought is also constitutional of our 
“reality”, as it is forms the first stratum of the “given”, it cannot in any way exhaust the 
magmatic substratum. To put it in a different manner, the indeterminate magma of 
imaginary social significations cannot be reduced to the determinate modes of the 
“identitary-ensemblist” logic, for these determinate modes are nothing but determinate 
self-creational glimpses of an essentially indeterminate flux. Substantial philosophising, 
then, remains, or rather finds its space outside the frame of reference of the “identitary-
ensemblist” thought, and by adopting an anthropological point of view, i.e. a stance that 
intends to reconcile reality with its specifically human dimensions and everyday 
experience, it focuses on the self-constitutive, self-institutional, self-conceptional, and 
performative aspects of the human form(s) of life as viewed from within these very 
human forms of life. For an exemplary demonstration of Castoriadis’ philosophical 
positions discussed above see Castoriadis (1987).  
56. See Ch. 3 p. 67 above. 
57. See Ch. 5 p. 156 n. 41 above. 
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and the ineffable, could be taken to constitute an instantiation of a demarcation 
that aims to demonstrate where the scope of a certain field ends and where the 
scope of another one begins, as we can see in the last example he brings up in PI 
499. Regarding the Philosophical Investigations itself, the quest for clarity with 
respect to the nonsensical character of metaphysical statements is again a 
prominent theme of the work – together this time with the parallel privileging of 
everyday language and practices as the home of sense and the call for the 
abandonment of the metaphysical point of view in favour of the everyday, 
anthropological, practice-based one. We can also discern the other aspects of the 
sense/nonsense demarcation in the still unavoidably parasitic (in the sense of 
distanced or alienated) character of the philosophical elucidatory practices in 
relation to our actual everyday ones – this connects to the point concerning the 
(attempt for) overcoming of the boundary – and in the methodological notions 
of language games, family resemblances and forms of life that later Wittgenstein 
employs in his work, with one of the main features of this employment being the 
distinguishing of the scope of the different forms of human activity.58 

                                                
58. Resolute readers address the problematics raised by this remark by seeing in it 
another candidate point of continuity in Wittgenstein’s thought. Thus, Conant includes 
the proposition “Anyone who understands me eventually recognizes certain of my 
sentences as nonsensical” (TLP 6.54) in his list of propositions showing continuity in 
Wittgenstein’s thought – see Conant (2007, p. 105-107). However, as Conant himself 
recognises, this depends totally on the character of the (resolute) reading of 
Wittgenstein’s work that one embraces and hence the very same items of the list could 
be also viewed (by resolute readers) as remains of early Wittgenstein’s mode of 
philosophising that later Wittgenstein comes to treat as problematic. What is interesting 
for non-resolute readers is that through the resolute reading of these items of the list, the 
alleged continuity in Wittgenstein’s thought takes the form of a “reformulation of his 
earlier ideas into his preferred later idiom” (ibid. p. 107). But what most resolute readers 
fail to recognise is that this change of idiom – which of course is not just a 
linguistic/literary shift, but, foremost, a philosophical one – affects the content of the 
ideas expressed and is thus more than a mere reformulation. Regarding the issue of the 
nonsensical character of philosophy that is, directly or indirectly, raised in both the 
Tractatus and the Investigations, while indicating a thematic continuity – as many of the 
problems with which Wittgenstein was occupied throughout his whole life and work – is 
still treated in significantly different ways in each phase of Wittgenstein’s thought. On 
the one hand, in the Investigations the jumping over the boundary that delimits sense 
(everyday language) from nonsense (metaphysical or philosophical language) – an 
attempt that is not characteristic only of ethics, as we have already seen, but of 
philosophy (as a struggle to “understand”) in general as well (see PI 119) – is instantiated 
when Wittgenstein takes a few steps back and distances himself from the stream of 
everyday activities and language games in order to highlight their priority. Philosophical 
activity, even based on the anthropological point of view that the later Wittgenstein 
adopts, still faces the problem of language that goes on holiday (see PI 38), even if this is 
now much milder than in his early philosophy. It still has to encounter the metaphysical 
use of words in order to bring them back to their everyday use (see PI 116) and this is 
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Wittgenstein’s crisscrossing through the different points of the sense/nonsense 
distinction, or the centrality of this distinction for the therapeutic characteristics 
of his philosophy in particular and for his whole philosophising in general, in 
both the early and the later phase of his thought may strike us as a sign (or the 
sign) that speaks for a case of strong continuity between them; and this issue 
leads us accordingly back to our first point regarding the therapeutic aspects of 
the Tractatus, namely, the ways in which they differ from the ones demonstrated 
in his later works.  
 
Regarding the centrality of the distinction between sense and nonsense in 
Wittgenstein’s thought and the subsequent investigations of the various faces 
that this distinction may have, we should note once more that this constitutes a 
sign of a thematic and not of a substantive continuity in his philosophical 
approach. As we have just indicated in our discussion of the specific case of the 
different ways in which ethics, and philosophy in general, can be viewed as an 
attempt to run against the limits of language, while the theme may be common, 
the ways in which Wittgenstein treats it and the philosophical positions that he 
takes in order to do so in the early and the later period of his work differ 
significantly. It is not just a case of a reformulation of the same Tractarian ideas 
into the idiom of his later philosophical account, as most of the resolute readers 
hold. The essentially linguistic character of Wittgenstein’s (meta)philosophy, 
both early and later, on the one hand may signify the thematic continuity of 
Wittgenstein’s philosophical project, as language is in all the different phases of 
Wittgenstein’s thought one of the main points, if not the point par excellence, of 
philosophical concern and practice, but, on the other hand, Wittgenstein’s 
conception of language alters through time – and this is something that resolute 
readers, at least those that follow Conant and Diamond in accepting early 
Wittgenstein’s (purportedly unwitting) metaphysical commitments with regard to 
language, do acknowledge. But this change of course, especially due to the key 
role that language continuously plays for Wittgenstein’s philosophy, has wide and 
                                                                                                                
why “the real discovery is the one that makes me capable of stopping doing philosophy 
when I want to” (PI 133) – but also keep in mind that as Wittgenstein put it later on: 
“You know, I said that I can stop doing philosophy when I like. That’s a lie. I can’t” 
Drury (1981b, p. 186, n. 9). On the other hand, in the Tractatus, Wittgenstein’s 
conception of philosophy as essentially nonsensical and its manifestation in the attempt 
to overcome the limits of language are based on a panoptic point of view that is reached 
once we come to see the world as a limited whole, once we have climbed the ladder and 
have reached the top that it leads us to. To illustrate this, and to connect it with 
Wittgenstein’s own topological metaphors, we could say that in the Tractatus the 
boundary that delimits sense from nonsense is not drawn at the ground, like a fence or a 
line, as in the Investigations – a boundary which of course is in itself of a very different 
nature from the one of the Tractatus, as it is much less concrete and sharp, like a 
discontinuous line or a fence having holes – but is more like the Kármán line that 
delimits earth’s atmosphere from outer space.   
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strong implications for almost every other part of Wittgenstein’s philosophical 
stance, making the claims about a strong continuity in his thought difficult to 
maintain. As the metaphor employed in our last footnote suggests, the landscape 
(that is both the object and the means of delimitation) that Wittgenstein’s 
metaphilosophical topological remarks, i.e. PI 499, apply to, changes from the 
Tractatus to the Investigations. Parallel to the above, we come to see the therapeutic 
aspects of Wittgenstein’s philosophy alter as he moves from the early mode of 
his thought to the later one. Therapy (from metaphysics) in the Tractatus is still of 
a metaphysical character in all the different forms that it may take following the 
different aspects of the sense/nonsense distinction, as this distinction is based 
(unwittingly for the resolute readers, consciously for the standard ones) on a 
certain metaphysics of language that Wittgenstein adheres to; a metaphysics of 
language that in its logically and linguistically transcendental character is radically 
different from the position on language that the later Wittgenstein embraces, a 
position that, as we see in the next chapters regarding the later phase of 
Wittgenstein’s life and thought, has as its main features the adoption of an 
anthropological point of view and of a humanist spirit, together with the “socio-
historisation” and “practicisation” of the phenomenon of language through the 
prioritisation of everyday, and essentially social, human practices. The brief 
sketch of how some of the aspects of the Tractarian therapy could be 
reconstructed that follows, will hopefully make the above points clear, while at 
the same time it will provide us both a perspicuous view of their ethical character 
as it emerges from Wittgenstein’s early thought and the appropriate background 
for the discussion that completes the current section in regard to the essentially 
paradoxical makeup of the work. 
 
It has often been noted that resolute readings (of both the Tractatus and the 
Investigations) tend to emphasise the Pyrrhonian aspects of Wittgenstein’s 
philosophy, since its exclusively therapeutic character appears to be akin to the 
particular kind of skepticism that Pyrrhonism, as exemplary demonstrated in the 
works of Sextus Empiricus, advances – a skeptic philosophical approach that is 
both an instantiation and a refutation of skepticism, leading to a no-position 
philosophical position. While the discussion inside Wittgenstein scholarship of 
Wittgenstein’s relation to skepticism in general and to Pyrrhonism in particular, 
especially in relation to the New Wittgenstein debate, is an ongoing one covering 
many different interesting facets of the issue, for our purposes we focus on the 
ethical side of Pyrrhonism and its relation to the ethical and therapeutic aspects 
of the Tractatus.59 On the one hand, the correlation of early Wittgenstein’s 
thought to Pyrrhonism seems to be a tenable one, at least to a certain extent. As 
we have seen in the first section of the current chapter, not only does the ladder 

                                                
59. For some indicative approaches to the relation of Wittgenstein’s philosophy to 
Pyrrhonism see Plant (2004), Sluga (2004), Stern (2004), and Fogelin (1987, 1994). 
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metaphor used in TLP 6.54 already occur in the work of Sextus Empiricus, it 
also helps us in positioning the resolute readings in relation to the philosophical 
tradition, that is, to view them as a continuation of those readings of the 
metaphor that emphasise its negational and skeptical aspects. On the other hand, 
some of the most prominent elements of the ethics of Pyrrhonian skepticism, 
which shows some notable similarities to the ethics of the other Hellenistic 
philosophical schools, i.e. Stoics, Cynics, and Epicureans despite the numerous 
differences and oppositions between them, can also be discerned in the views on 
ethics that Wittgenstein expresses in his early writings (the wartime notebooks, 
the Tractatus, and the ‘Lecture on Ethics’) – the views that for resolute readers 
are put forward in Wittgenstein’s work only to be rejected as merely 
nonsensical.60 The most characteristic instance of this kind of convergence can 
be traced in the key role that the “experience of feeling absolutely safe” plays for 
early Wittgenstein’s conception of ethics61 – it is one of the three personal 
examples that he gives in the attempt to articulate what one may mean by 
“absolute or ethical value”,62 which in 1929 is still significantly ineffable –63 and 

                                                
60. It is interesting to compare Conant’s treatment of Tractarian ethics and his reading of 
the ladder metaphor in the Tractatus as a plea for the jettison of the whole ladder –
including the top rungs of the ladder, to wit, ethics (see Conant (1991, p. 351)) – to 
Nietzsche’s use of the ladder metaphor and his appeal to climb back a few steps after 
reaching the top (see Ch. 5 p. 141 above). This “retrograde movement” is dictated for 
Nietzsche by the necessity of understanding “both the historical and psychological 
justification in metaphysical ideas” Nietzsche (2006a, p. 167 (§20)) – a view that is not 
uncongenial to Wittgenstein’s later philosophical attitude, at least as the counterpart of 
his endeavour to bring words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use. While 
the same can hardly be stated for the Tractatus – with the requirement of the crystalline 
purity of logic leaving history and psychology out of the picture – early Wittgenstein still 
appears to take this retrograde step, at least as far ethics and philosophy are concerned, 
in order not to “rob himself of mankind’s finest accomplishments to date” (ibid.); the 
concluding remarks in his ‘Lecture on Ethics’ and the related remarks in his 
conversations with the members of the Vienna Circle provide us strong signs of such an 
attitude (see Ch. 5 p. 156 n. 41 above and p. 165-166 n. 63 below). 
61. See LE p. 41-43. While Wittgenstein does not use the exact same expression in his 
early notebooks or in the Tractatus, his remarks in TLP 6.373, 6.431, 6.4311, 6.4312, 6.5, 
6.521 and, especially, in NB p. 73-75 11/6/16-8/7/16, p. 76-81 21/7/16-13/8/16 point 
in the same direction. 
62. The other two examples of experiences of ethical value that Wittgenstein mentions in 
his ‘Lecture on Ethics’ are the wonderment at the existence of the world and the feeling 
of guilt – we could also possibly add to this list what Wittgenstein earlier had described 
as the experience of nearness of (standing eye to eye with) death (see Ch. 3 p. 76 and the 
relevant notes above). 
63. Regarding the ineffable nature of ethical value and of ethics in general, Wittgenstein 
in the ‘Lecture on Ethics’ while often stressing the nonsensical character of ethical 
propositions and of ethical language in general, also points out that the experiences he 
mentions “seem to those who have experienced them, for instance to me, to have in 



Chapter 5. Intermezzo: throwing away the ladder before climbing it 

 

166 

the equally important one that the kindered notion of ataraxia (tranquility) plays 
for the Hellenistic philosophical tradition as it is pluralistically constituted by 
schools such as the Pyrrhonians, the Epicureans, the Cynics, and the Stoics. 
 
While a detailed discussion of the notion of tranquility exceeds the scope and the 
role of this section, we should not fail to refer to the centrality of its role for the 
Hellenistic tradition from both an ethical and an epistemological perspective – 
which in some cases, as for example in Pyrrhonism, goes to the extent of an 
identification between tranquility and the telos (ultimate aim, final end) of the 
specific philosophical approach – and to some of its characteristics as these 
emerge from the different meanings that the notion takes in the context of each 
specific school. Characteristics such as the detachment from the (either 
contingent or teleologically viewed) world and from possessions, bodily unruly 
desires, and pleasures; the suspension of judgment; the freedom from distress, 
disturbance, fear, and, ultimately, (the anxiety of) death; the recognition of peace 
of mind as the moving force behind the perpetual inquiry for happiness and as 

                                                                                                                
some sense an intrinsic, absolute value”  (LE p. 43). It is thus due to the limits of 
language and to the essentially nonsensical character of ethical statements that “we cannot 
express what we want to express” (ibid. p. 44), ending up in the state that all we say 
about ethics, in an absolute sense, remains nonsense as we try to go beyond the world 
and (sensical) language. Yet, for Wittgenstein this human tendency still indicates 
something, as it entails a different (non-factual and non-contingent) way of looking at the 
(factual and contingent) world, in an experience of the ethical dimension of the world 
that is revealed only once the world is seen sub specie aeternitatis, in the attempt to elevate 
from the contingent world that is exhausted by the propositions of natural science to the 
(non-contingent, thus, absolute) sphere of supernatural – as Wittgenstein assesses in the 
‘Lecture on Ethics’ – ethics. Hence, Wittgenstein’s paraphrase of Augustine, “What, you 
swine, you want not to talk nonsense! Go ahead and talk nonsense, it does not matter!” 
(WVC, p. 69) – a translation of Augustine’s original phrasing goes: “And woe to them 
that speak nothing in thy praise, seeing those that speak most, are dumb” (Confessions, 
Book 1, Ch. 4, p. 9 in the Loeb Classical Library edition) – and his final remark in the 
‘Lecture on Ethics’, “But it is a document of a tendency in the human mind which I 
personally cannot help respecting deeply and I would not for my life ridicule it” (LE p. 
44), are indicative of a stance that does not entail a dismissal of ethics (and of its 
discourse) as purely and simply nonsensical. Nor can this attitude be reduced to just a 
simple act of irony as some resolute readers hold – insofar as it involves something that 
Wittgenstein in his own words would never in his life ridicule (see Schönbaumsfeld 
(2007, p. 27, 97-100) for a detailed discussion of the same point). It is rather an attempt 
to avoid the relevant “gassing” (see Ch. 3 p. 67 above) and “claptrap” (see WVC p. 69) 
about something that not only does exist, albeit being ineffable and supernatural (see LE 
p. 40, 43), but is also of great personal value for him. Parallel to Spinoza’s and 
Kierkegaard’s attempts to protect religion from theology, Wittgenstein tries in the 
Tractatus to protect ethics from moral theories with the target being not ethics, or 
philosophy as we discussed above, per se, but their cognitive and quasi-scientific 
pretensions. 
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the fundamental principle for conducting a virtuous and happy life; the 
agreement and harmony of the subject with nature and the world as constitutive 
of goodness and happiness; the primacy of living in the present and the rejection 
of the idea of an afterlife; and the ways in which the notion of tranquility is 
related, first, with the Delphic dictum crucial to ancient Greek thought “Gnothi 
Seauton” (Know thyself) – and its important, for ancient Greek and Hellenistic 
philosophy, practical (in the manner of a way of living or mode of being) 
dimension of “take care of your self”, as Foucault has in many occasions 
suggested –64 and, second, with such related notions as eudaimonia, aponia, 
apatheia, etc.65 What is the most interesting for our discussion is that early 
Wittgenstein’s ethical values (not as a set of articulated principles, but as 
attempts to describe the ineffable ethical experiences) are significantly akin to 
most of the aforementioned aspects of the Hellenistic conception of the ethical 
with regard to the notion and ideal of tranquility.66 As the epistemological and 
ethical aspects of Hellenistic thought are intrinsically related and rotate around 
the goal of tranquility, in a similar manner ethics and logic in early Wittgenstein’s 
thought are united, with intellectual and ethical clarity being two of the facets of 
the same goal,67 a goal that exhibits a kinship with tranquility. Thus, to return to 
the resolute readings, the (Pyrrhonian) therapeutic aspects of Wittgenstein’s early 
thought, although discernable and not to be underestimated, are not only already 
spelled out, or at least sketched, in the (supposedly resolutely nonsensical) 
Tractatus and the rest of early Wittgenstein’s life and work, but are themselves 
instantiations, as the Tractatus as a whole, of the culmination of the intellectual 

                                                
64. See for example Foucault (1997, 2004). 
65. Discussions of the nature and role of the notion of tranquility constitute one of the 
most prominent themes in ancient Greek and Hellenistic philosophy scholarship. For an 
introduction into the relevant problematics see Nussbaum (1994), Striker (1996), and 
Parry (2009). 
66. See Ch. 5 p. 165 n. 61 above for some of the places in early Wittgenstein’s writings 
where similar positions are embraced. See also Stokhof (2002, p. 186-249) for a 
reconstruction that draws parallels with the Eastern philosophical tradition. Note also 
the affinities that can be discerned between the Eastern traditions and early Christianity 
(see ibid. p. 33-34, 260 n. 72) and those between early Christianity and Hellenistic 
philosophy (see for example Malherbe (1989, 1992)) – Wittgenstein refers to the 
description of the experience of feeling absolute safety as feeling “safe in the hands of 
God” (LE p. 42) and Malcolm draws a connection between this feeling and the Christian 
tradition in Malcolm (1993, p. 7-8). Regarding Wittgenstein from a 
biographical/historical point of view, indirect links with both Eastern and Hellenistic 
philosophy can be detected in his acquaintance with the works of Schopenhauer, 
Mauthner, and Nietzsche – see also Stokhof (2002, p. 33) and Sluga (2004, p. 99–117). 
67. See also Ch. 3 p. 65 and the related notes above. For early Wittgenstein the happy life 
does not consist only in being in agreement with the world (see NB p. 75 9/7/16), but 
also in the life of knowledge (ibid. p. 81 16/8/16).   
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tradition – as it runs from ancient thought to modernity – that takes place 
through the work’s composition.68 
 
As a conclusion to this section, let us turn our attention to an issue that has 
already emerged in various points of our discussion so far, namely, the 
paradoxical character of the Tractatus69 – a characterisation of the work with 
which resolute readers, as well as some of the standard, feel uneasy.70 In relation 
to this issue, resolute readings can be viewed as an attempt to resolve what they 
see as the ostensible paradox that is created by the simultaneous nonsensical and 
substantive aspects of the work, by jettisoning the latter. However, this paradox 
is nothing more than the tip of the iceberg, since it is based on numerous 
dialectical tensions that run through the whole work, like the ones between 

                                                
68. The above discussion offers us another interesting angle from which we can perceive 
the contrast between the Tractatus and the Investigations – especially concerning their 
therapeutic aspects. On the one hand, the therapeutic aspects of the Tractatus, as 
construed above in relation to the ideal of clarity as tranquility, could be taken as a 
response not only to the misery and the amenities of the world (see ibid.), but also to the 
question of death (see ibid. p. 73-75 11/6/16-8/7/16), with the adopted and propagated 
goal of a sub specie aeternitatis view providing the coveted detachment from (everyday) life 
and liberation from the world – see also Ch. 5 p. 165 n. 61. And with regard to that, see 
also Ch. 3 p. 76-78 and Ch. 4 p. 116 n. 81 above for some of the biographical and 
historical dimensions of Wittgenstein’s early life and thought with regard to World War I. 
On the other hand, the Investigations, with its emphasis on (everyday human) life and the 
nexus of praxes that it entails, could be viewed as a response, no longer to the hardships 
of the world and the question of death, but to the joy and value of the ordinary, as 
revealed in our everyday practices of our autonomous, self-instituting human form(s) of 
life. A response that is not given anymore from an external viewpoint, but from within, 
or, rather, from as within as possible, human life itself – everyday language as the original 
home of meaning – with its therapeutic aspects consisting of the intended liberation 
from the tyranny of certain pictures that hold us captive (see PI 115), from the kind of 
false consciousness that gives rise to a specific kind of human alienation in the form of 
the strangeness of the ordinary – note that for later Wittgenstein “it is one of the most 
important facts of human life that such impressions sometimes force themselves on you” 
(WPO p. 435). This issue is further discussed in Chapter 7. 
69. See also Ch. 4 p. 96-98 above for a discussion of the paradoxical characteristics of the 
Tractatus in relation to modernism and Ch. 4 p. 108-111 for a discussion of how these are 
related to the schizoid signs of Wittgenstein’s life and work that are discerned in Sass 
(2001a).    
70. Hence, the resolute readers criticise the standard ones for refusing to discard the 
paradoxical conception of the Tractatus – this very conception (the Tractatus as substantial 
nonsense) being part of the ladder to be thrown away and not an account of how the 
metaphor is to be understood (see Ch. 5 p. 144 n. 11 above) – and certain standard 
readers, such as Hacker, find resolute readings to “appeal to the postmodernist 
predilection for paradox characteristic of our times” (Hacker (2001a, p. 108)) through the 
self-destructive character that the work gains under them.    
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saying and showing, its ethical and logical aspects, its negational/de(con)structive 
and elevational/illuminating pretensions, the conception of philosophy as 
therapy and as (conceptual) analysis, the transcendental and immanent character 
of ethical attitudes, the psychological and metaphysical subject, the world viewed 
(sub specie aeternitatis) as a limited whole from an ethical/logical point of view and 
the world viewed as a set of contingent atomic facts. Such tensions do not 
dialectically deconstruct each other, as a resolute reading would have it, but 
rather constitute the scaffold of a work that cannot end in any other way than a 
paradox – and paradox does not necessarily imply skepticism or the need for its 
resolution by providing answers that dismiss one of the poles of the created 
tension.71 The goal of clarity, of intellectual integrity, is for Wittgenstein a goal in 
itself, no matter what this demystification brings about, and in the case of the 
Tractatus what is brought about is a paradox in the form of the “ineffable”.72 
Non-resolute readers have been accused from the very start of the New 
Wittgenstein debate of “chickening-out” for not showing the resolve to eliminate 
the paradox that an ineffable reading of the Tractatus gives rise to.73 But it is 
difficult to see how the elimination (resolution) of the paradox is a braver move 
than the non-resolute attempt to meet it.74    
 
 

                                                
71. Note the similarities and the differences in the character of the dialectical tensions 
that can be discerned in the Tractatus and the Investigations. In both the former and the 
latter the dialectical tensions that emerge are constitutive of the literal and philosophical 
character of the works. But, the dialectical tensions in the Investigations take the form of 
dialogues between interlocutors (bringing the meaning of the term ‘dialectic’ closer to the 
one it had in ancient Greek philosophy – dialectic as διάλογος (dialogue) – than to the 
Hegelian conception of it as a fundamental aspect of reality, a conception to which the 
Tractarian dialectical tensions seem to be closer due to their common monistic account 
of intersubjectivity. 
72. “Nevertheless we do run up against the limits of language. Kierkegaard too saw that 
there is this running up against something and he referred to it in a fairly similar way (as 
running up against paradox). This running up against the limits of language is ethics” 
(WVC p. 68). In relation to Kierkegaard and the notion of the paradox, Schönbaumsfeld  
(2007) provides us with an account of the relation between Kierkegaard’s work and the 
Tractatus that does not identify paradox with irony, a characteristic of Conant (1993). For 
another non-resolute approach on the issue see Lippitt and Hutto (1998).   
73. See Diamond (1988).  
74. It is worth mentioning that this is the verb – ‘meet’ – that Wittgenstein actually uses in 
order to describe the way he treats the paradox (of ethics) that “a fact should seem to 
have supernatural value” (see LE p. 43). Wittgenstein, discussing paradoxes in a 
mathematical context this time, would later put it like this: “Something surprising, a 
paradox, is a paradox only in a particular, as it were defective, surrounding. One needs to 
complete this surrounding in such a way that what looked like a paradox no longer seems 
one” (RFM Part VII 43 p. 410).   
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5.4 Synopsis: Resolute Readings as (non-)Exegetical Endeavours   
 
In the above sections we highlighted some of the problems that the New 
Wittgenstein debate faces, and especially the side of the resolute readers.75 One of 
the main issues to which we turned our attention was the continuity in 
Wittgenstein’s thought. Synopsising our thoughts on the issue, we could say that 
one of the major differences between resolute and non-resolute approaches, or 
rather between those who embrace “mono-Wittgensteinianism”, to follow 
Conant’s terminology, and those who embrace “poly-Wittgensteinianism”, can 
be viewed in relation to the character of the undeniable changes that took place 
in Wittgenstein’s thought; changes that the former tend to account for in a 
quantitative manner, with the broad sense of the term ‘quantitative’, while the 
latter see them in a more qualitative manner. The difference can be seen for 
example in the discussion on the piecemeal or wholesale character of the 
Tractatus, where the relevant changes in Wittgenstein’s philosophical approach 
are apprehended by the resolute readers as a move from the method of the 
Tractatus to the plurality of methods of his later phase, with the (piecemeal and 
resolutely therapeutic) character of the method(s) remaining by and large the 
same in all phases.76 A similar attitude can be discerned in the way that resolute 
readers treat certain views (or terms) defended (or used) in the Investigations as a 
mere “reformulation of his earlier ideas into his preferred later idiom”.77 A 
typical example is the relation between the Tractarian notion of ‘logic’ and the 
notion of ‘grammar’ in the Investigations – as a sign of strong continuity that even 
non-resolute readers accept as such – which are taken to stand in a more or less 
genealogical relation.78 However, what underlies such an account of the specific 
relation is an apprehension of the changes in Wittgenstein’s philosophical 
attitude in quantitative terms, as if the ‘grammar’ of the later phase that comes to 
substitute Tractarian ‘logic’ is a set of rules that distinguish sense from nonsense, 
according to non-resolute readers, or a set of guidelines for the clarificatory 

                                                
75. This does not imply a dismissal of the therapeutic aspects of Wittgenstein’s thought, 
but of their resolute (as exclusive and monolithic) character. In a way, what resolute 
readers try to do is to save the Tractatus from the fierce attack of Wittgenstein’s later 
writings – thus wanting to have their cake (early Wittgenstein’s philosophical stance) and 
eat it (led through later Wittgenstein’s stance for which the criticism of many of the 
positions held in the Tractatus plays a constitutive role). Thus, they downplay the fact that 
later Wittgenstein does not simply reject the Tractatus as an answer to certain 
(philosophical) problems, but rejects the very problems themselves, or, to put it more 
accurately, the very viewpoints from which the problems are approached in the Tractatus. 
The thematics of his later phase may appear similar, but has in fact changed significantly 
in its character.       
76. See Ch. 5 p. 148 n. 19 above. 
77. Conant (2007, p. 107). See also Ch. 5 p. 162-163 n. 58 above.  
78. See Conant (2004, p. 168-169). 
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process, according to resolute readers, whose extension changes while 
Wittgenstein moves from the crystalline purity of logic to the rough ground of 
the (grammar of) everyday language. The shift from ‘logic’ to ‘grammar’ does not 
only involve a change in the number of elements that are to be categorised, it 
also involves a change in their nature. Thus, ‘grammar’ in the Investigations does 
not just function as a “less austere” (i.e. more pluralistic) Tractarian logic, but 
signals a radically different approach to language that highlights its intrinsically 
social character and this can be properly apprehended not by merely focusing on 
the “philosophy of language” parts of the Investigations, but also with regard to 
the metaphilosophical and ethical aspects of Wittgenstein’s later philosophical 
stance. As a last general remark regarding the quantitative character of the 
resolute readings in relation to the changes in Wittgenstein’s thought, we could 
say that resolute readers treat the later phase of Wittgenstein’s thought as an 
intensification  – or as a more resolute (and thus successful) embracement – of 
the philosophical practice and attitude that is already exemplified, even if only 
partially or unsuccessfully, in the Tractatus; Wittgenstein, having jettisoned his 
earlier metaphysical presuppositions, supposedly frees himself from the obstacles 
and problems of the Tractatus and thus is now able to apply more resolutely (and 
more successfully) his (life-long) exclusively therapeutic and clarificatory 
strategy(-ies).79 
 
One of the most conspicuous features of the resolute readings is their essentially 
anachronistic character. It is more than obvious that the resolute programmes 
for interpreting the Tractatus could not have been developed, at least in their 
current form, without prior acquaintance with Wittgenstein’s later writings – 
both the views that are ascribed to early Wittgenstein and the terminology in 
which these views are reconstructed by resolute readers make this point clear 
enough. But apart from that, resolute readings tend to decontextualise the 
various phases of Wittgenstein’s thought, as the biographical and historical facts 
regarding Wittgenstein’s life and work usually present to them significant 
exegetical obstacles. As a result, the limited sensitivity to the various and 
complex ways in which Wittgenstein’s thought is related to the specific historical 
(broadly conceived) context of each of its phases – a phenomenon that is not 
only limited within the resolute readers’ circles – leads to the function of their 
readings of Wittgenstein’s later work as a “pair of glasses on our nose through 
which we see whatever we look at”.80 Young Wittgenstein’s work is viewed 

                                                
79. See for example Conant (2007, p. 140-142, n. 135-136). So resolute readers in order 
to remain faithful to their advocation of the significance of the continuities in 
Wittgenstein’s thought, tend to turn a blind eye to the “transition from quantity to 
quality” – a phenomenon that plays a very important role in both the Hegelian and 
Marxist dialectical tradition and to which Wittgenstein himself certainly did not remain 
insensitive (see PI 284, CV p. 84, and RPPii 145).      
80. PI 103. 
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exclusively through the glasses of mature Wittgenstein’s work and this is an act 
of anachronism par excellence. It is also a move that is totally justified as far as 
we are situated in the sphere of hermeneutics, but remains far from being 
unproblematic as long as we delve into the sphere of exegesis. And it is exactly 
due to the insistence of resolute readers on the exegetical character of their 
approaches that their readings’ scope is limited, failing to do justice to the radical 
shift in Wittgenstein’s thought from the metaphysical panoptic viewpoint of the 
Tractatus to his later anthropological perspective(s).81 Once we adopt a 
conception that no longer treats them as exegetical endeavours, i.e. explicating 
how the text was understood by the author and meant for his readers, but as 
hermeneutical, i.e. explicating how the text may be understood by present-day 
readers, then not only do some of the (exegetical) problems become irrelevant, 
but also some of their debatable methodological moves can now be viewed as 
established practices, albeit of a different game. For example, the reading of the 
Tractatus through the glasses of later Wittgenstein, ceases to be merely an act of 
anachronism and becomes a hermeneutic methodological move, seen as a case 
of a fusion of horizons between the horizon of the, later-Wittgenstein-informed, 
present-day reader and one of the many horizons, namely the therapeutic, that 
such an open text as the Tractatus offers.82 Be that as it may, there still remains a 
persisting problem that resolute readings, even of the non-exegetical character 
described above, face and this is no other than the symptoms of an underlying 
scientism, as demonstrated in resolute readers’ non-substantial conception of 
philosophy in general, and of Wittgenstein’s (meta)philosophy, both early and 
later, in particular. 
 
As we have already discussed,83 those scientistic characteristics are not distinctive 
of resolute readings, but are in fact shared with many traditional readings that 
                                                
81. A shift not so surprising for a philosopher who has been quoted supporting that “in 
doing philosophy you have got to be ready constantly to change the direction in which you 
are moving” Rhees (1981, p. 229). 
82. We should keep in mind that the “hermeneutical” approach suggested above – with 
the signaled shift in the point of emphasis of the readings of the work from exegesis to 
interpretation – does not limit itself only within the philosophical tradition of 
hermeneutics, but has been a long and well-established philosophical practice. We could 
find typical examples of such an approach in the way that the left Hegelians situated 
themselves in relation to Hegel’s thought, neo-Kantians in relation to Kant’s work and 
the various strands of Marxist, neo-Marxist and post-Marxist thought in relation to 
Marx’s thought. Hence, resolute readings could be treated as distinct Wittgensteinian 
philosophical enterprises and not anymore as attempts of exegesis of Wittgenstein’s 
thought. We should also note that it is often not clear where exegesis ends and 
hermeneutics begin, as the author’s intentions are always fused with those of the readers 
of his work.   
83. See our discussion, in reference to Stokhof (2011), in Ch. 5 p. 159-161 and the 
relevant notes above.  
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identify (Wittgenstein’s) philosophy with conceptual analysis. From that 
perspective, the scientism that characterises the non-substantial conceptions of 
philosophy can be viewed as underlying a great deal of accounts of 
(Wittgenstein’s) philosophy within the analytic tradition, keeping in mind, first, 
the specific (and unique) position that Wittgenstein occupies in analytic 
philosophy and, second, the fact that the New Wittgenstein debate developed 
overwhelmingly within analytic circles. Thus, the emphasis on the logical, 
epistemological and ontological aspects of Wittgenstein’s philosophy that is so 
typical of the analytic approaches – and is exemplified in the specific character 
that the New Wittgenstein debate has taken with regard to the sense/nonsense 
distinction – can often be treated as a further manifestation of those scientistic 
preconceptions. This becomes even more prominent once we contrast these 
analytic approaches to the continental accounts of Wittgenstein’s philosophy that 
have displayed much more sensitivity to its broader ethical and 
metaphilosophical aspects. Even in those cases where, while still under the 
established paradigms of the analytic tradition, attention is drawn to the ethical 
aspects of Wittgenstein’s thought, we usually end up with a rather abstract idea 
of a neutralised ethical “return to the ordinary”. This neutralisation comes as a 
result of the “negative” construal of the ethical, as in Conant’s case, with the 
conception of the ethical as deprived of content, and as in Cavell’s case, where 
Wittgenstein’s return to the ordinary and the ethical sides of his highly anti-
foundationalist (later) philosophical stance, although emphasised, are 
“negatively” delimited by their association with the issue of skepticism. While 
Cavell recognises that later Wittgenstein through the essentially social (as shared) 
character of language and the human form of life, holds that there is nothing else 
but us, i.e. individual human subjects constitutive of and constituted by human 
communities/societies, to serve as foundation for meaning and knowledge, he 
mainly focuses on the question of the implications of this stance for the issue of 
skepticism, as a simultaneous affirmation and refutation of it. Contrastingly, 
some of the most prominent philosophers in the continental tradition who are 
acquainted with Wittgenstein’s work – certainly freed from the burden of 
scholasticism that analytic Wittgenstein scholarship carries – take this anti-
foundationalist stance of later Wittgenstein as bearing “positively charged” 
philosophical content in relation to the central issue of human (social) 
autonomy.84 Why Wittgenstein’s thought should feel at home, despite resolute 
readers claims, with such a substantial and content-rich philosophical stance is 

                                                
84. Interestingly enough, this kind of influence is probably the most distinctive 
characteristic of Wittgenstein’s place in contemporary continental philosophy, a position 
very different from the one that Wittgenstein occupies within the analytic tradition, 
where issues of a concrete ethical (as social or political) and metaphilosophical (as the 
relation of philosophising to our human form(s) of life) character, such as the issue of 
human autonomy, are relatively rarely touched upon, especially with regard to 
Wittgenstein.  



Chapter 5. Intermezzo: throwing away the ladder before climbing it 

 

174 

one of the questions that the next chapters attempt to answer by setting later 
Wittgenstein’s life and thought in context, highlighting their ethical, social, 
political, and metaphilosophical aspects.       
 

 




