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[Progress] annoys nature and says it has 
conquered it. It has invented morality and 
machinery in order to rid nature and man of 
nature and it feels sheltered in a structure of the 
world which is held by hysteria and comfort. 
Progress celebrates Pyrrhic victories over nature. 
Progress makes purses out of human skin. 
 
Karl Kraus, ‘The Discovery of the North Pole’, 
Die Fackel 287 (1909) 
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8.1 Later Wittgenstein, Autonomy, and Progress 
 
In chapters 3 and 4, we explored the relation of Wittgenstein’s early thought and 
life to his historical context from various angles, focusing on some of the 
modernist characteristics of the Tractatus and also on some of the aspects of early 
Wittgenstein’s (meta)philosophical perspective, such as scientism, essentialism, 
and dogmatism, that constitute characteristic qualities of modernity and that 
Wittgenstein in his later phase positions at the centre of his criticism. Then in 
chapter 5 we addressed the issue of the continuity between the early and the later 
phase of his thought, while in chapters 6 and 7 we examined his later 
(meta)philosophical perspective and life together with their broader historical 
context and their socio-political ramifications, focusing on Marxism. At the end 
of chapter 7 we also highlighted, apart from the affinities between Wittgenstein’s 
approach and Marx(ism), some of the points where they diverge, and as we saw, 
these points are the same points that later Wittgenstein emphasises, from a 
critical point of view, with regard to modernity in general, but also with regard to 
his own earlier approach in the Tractatus. In the present section of this 
concluding last chapter, we shall touch upon some of the points warranting 
further examination against the background of our discussion of Wittgenstein’s 
life and thought, especially with regard to the issues of human autonomy and 
progress. In the next section we shall then make some general remarks regarding 
the position of our approach in the contemporary (meta)philosophical landscape. 
 
As we saw in the last two chapters, there are certain characteristics of later 
Wittgenstein’s therapeutic perspective that may be viewed as being concerned 
with the issue of human emancipation, for example how certain illusionary 
pictures regarding language, the world and our relation to them, hold us captive 
and from which Wittgenstein tries to liberate us. One of these pictures is the 
reificatory conception of language and meaning, that is, the picture which puts 
forward the idea that language and meaning are autonomous entities separated 
from their human producers and their doings and sayings. Wittgenstein 
challenges this idea by repeatedly highlighting the priority of human praxis 
within the various (human) communities and its constitutive, but often 
concealed, role for our language games and our form(s) of life. By doing so, 
Wittgenstein makes a case for the autonomous character of the human form(s) 
of life, i.e. the fact that except some basic natural (viz. biological and 
psychological) conditions, the other features of our various forms of life (e.g. 
rules and laws, traditions and cultures, discourses, behaviours, etc.) are self-
instituted, that is, they are instituted by nothing other than the human 
communities themselves. As Bernstein puts it with regard to Rorty’s position, 
but applicable to Wittgenstein’s as well: “There is nothing that we can rely on but 
ourselves and our fellow human beings. There is no outside authority to which we can 
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appeal – whether we think of it as God, Truth, or Reality”.1 Thus, in the end, the 
various kinds of autonomy which Wittgenstein highlights – the “autonomy of 
language (grammar)”,2 the “autonomy of humanistic understanding”,3 etc. – are 
nothing more, or less, than different manifestations of the self-instituting 
character of the human forms of life. Wittgenstein’s broader struggle for clarity is 
centred around clarity regarding this very fact. Wittgenstein’s constant general 
struggle for clarity is at the same time a struggle for emancipation from 
illusionary and alienating pictures that present a heteronomous conception of 
human life and activity. When he says that he is not interested in erecting a 
building, but in having the foundations of possible buildings transparently before 
him,4 these foundations of possible buildings is nothing other than the different 
forms that the self-institution of human communities may take. It is very 
important to note that from such a point of view, the self-institution of human 
communities is not a goal to be reached in a future utopia; it is already here, and 
has been throughout the course of human history, as a constitutive aspect of our 
mode of being. As Castoriadis observes, every human society – no matter how 
just or unjust, democratic or totalitarian, etc. – has been a self-instituted one, 
since it is always (some of) its members that have created their own institutions 
and determined their forms. Thus, the crucial distinguishing factor between an 
autonomous and a heteronomous society is not their self-institutional mode, but 
the fact that in an autonomous society the self-institution of society is permanent 
and explicit, to wit, the various communities (and ideally that means all of their 
members) are aware of their self-institution, i.e. that their institutions are their 
own creations, and have become capable of regarding them as such and thus 
potentially transforming them.5 From such a perspective, later Wittgenstein’s 
therapeutic approach, which aims at turning our attention to the self-institutional 
aspects of our various modes of being (language, mathematics, science, 
knowledge, etc. as products and/or manifestations of human praxis) by making 
them explicit, may constitute a significant contribution to the cause of human 
(social) autonomy,6 a theme worthy of further investigation in the future.7  

                                                
1. Bernstein (2008, p. 22). 
2. See Glock (1996, p. 45-50). 
3. See Hacker (2001b).  
4. See CV p. 9. 
5. See Castoriadis (1997a, p. 29-32). 
6. While the self-institution of human communities, as we noted above, should not be 
approached as a goal waiting to be achieved, since it has in fact always been a 
constitutive part of the human form(s) of life, the same does not hold for social 
autonomy (as explicit and permanent self-institution) which still constitutes a cause to be 
pursued. And we should also note that while Wittgensteinian therapy (as awareness of 
the self-institutional aspects of the human form(s) of life) may initially seem to be more a 
personal than a social endeavour, that is actually not the case, as we saw in our discussion 
in Ch. 7 p. 231-236 above. 
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The autonomy-related aspects of Wittgenstein’s later (meta)philosophical 
perspective highlight a way in which the later phase of his thought, in spite of its 
radical opposition to some of modernity’s basic tenets, may still be seen as 
following one of the Enlightenment’s fundamental goals, that of human 
autonomy. But Wittgenstein’s opposition to the scientistic, essentialist, dogmatic, 
and individualist aspects of modernity, gives a significantly different content to 
the goal of human autonomy. Instead of the Enlightenment’s prioritisation of 
individual autonomy based on an essentialist and foundationalist conception of 
human subjectivity (paradigmatically in the form of reason), Wittgenstein’s 
approach, with the conception of human subject as socially constituted and 
socially instituting, emphasises the social aspects of human autonomy. And in 
opposition to modernity’s identification of autonomy with progress 
(paradigmatically scientific and/or technological), Wittgenstein disengages the 
one from the other, maintaining the goal of the autonomous (as consciously self-
instituting) human form(s) of life, but rejecting what von Wright, influenced by 
Wittgenstein, called the “myth of progress”.8 The belief in progress, “not just 
temporary progress or progress contingent upon the lasting good will of men, 
but progress unbounded and everlasting, progress as something ‘natural’ and 
necessary”.9 The idea of progress is supposed to cover all three of modernity’s 
core autonomous spheres of human activity, namely, knowledge, morality, and 
art. But from the very beginning of modernity and in accordance with the 
development and dominance of the imperialism of science in the form of 
scientism – what von Wright describes as the reification of value, the 
transformation of questions of value of ends into questions of the value of 
means (to those ends) –10 progress has been primarily conceived in terms of 
scientific and technological innovation and furthermore, within the capitalist 
mode of production, as economic growth. Hence, the myth of progress is usually 
accompanied by what has been called the “technological imperative”, i.e. the 
doctrine that if something is technically possible then it ought to (as a moral 
imperative), must (as an operational requirement) or inevitably will (in time) be 
done,11 or, as von Wright puts it, “the inertia of the wheel of technology kept in 
motion by science”.12 

                                                                                                                
7. Valuable material for such an investigation may be found particularly in the notes of 
Smythies from Wittgenstein’s lectures on the freedom of the will, published in WPO p. 
427-444. 
8. See also Bouveresse (2011) for a discussion of the criticism of Wittgenstein and von 
Wright (and also of Kraus) against the myth of progress. 
9. See von Wright (1993d, p. 205). 
10. See ibid. p. 217. 
11. See Chandler (2000). A representative example of the technological imperative can be 
found in Jacques Soustelle’s – minister of information, minister of state, and minister of 
colonies in a series of de Gaulle’s governments – (in)famous comment with regard to the 
atomic bomb: “Since it was possible, it was necessary” (quoted in Ellul (1964, p. 99)). 
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In the previous chapters we already saw some of the forms that Wittgenstein’s 
criticism against the myth of progress takes.13 What is important to stress is that 
later Wittgenstein’s critique of progress and modernity is not just complementary 
to his philosophical work. Rather, as our discussion so far has hopefully 
highlighted, it is a central point of his later (meta)philosophical perspective, as 
suggested by the very motto of the Investigations: “Überhaupt hat der Fortschritt das 
an sich, dass er viel grösser ausschaut, als er wirklich ist”(Anyway, the thing about 
progress is that it looks much greater than it really is).14 The motto is often taken 
to have been used by Wittgenstein to refer to his own work, being an attempt to 
downplay its importance.15 Wittgenstein’s many discussions and remarks on (the 
ideal of perpetual) progress as a constitutive characteristic of modern Western 
civilisation (his ‘Sketch for a Foreword’ from 1930 being one of the most 
characteristic examples),16 together with the original context of the quote,17 
indicate that probably that is not the case. Rather, its reading as a criticism of the 
myth of progress is the interpretation that makes the most sense, out of its many 
possible different ones.18 And we should also note that Kraus, who was a great 

                                                                                                                
Ellul describes the technological imperative as the principal law of our age, dictating that 
“everything which is technique is necessarily used as soon as it is available, without 
distinction of good or evil” (ibid.). ‘Progress (or production, construction, innovation) 
for progress’s (or production’s, construction’s, innovation’s) sake’ is a related 
reformulation of the same core idea that lies embedded in the technological imperative.  
12. von Wright (1993e, p. 190). 
13. See for example Ch. 4 p. 122-124, 133-135 and Ch. 7 p. 275-278 above. 
14. The motto comes from Nestroy’s play Der Schützling (The Protégé), Act IV, Scene 10. 
We are following here Stern’s translation of the motto (see Stern (2002, p. 427)).  
15. See for example Malcolm (2001, p. 51) and Baker and Hacker (2005a, p. 29). This 
approach is also supported by the fact that Wittgenstein actually quoted the same phrase 
from Nestroy in relation to his own work in a letter to Schlick in 1930 (see Stern (2002, 
p. 428)). 
16. See CV p. 8-11. 
17. At that point of the play, the main hero criticises the overestimation of progress in 
the form of scientific and/or technological innovation, observing how it is not 
accompanied by ethical progress at the same time (see Stern (2002, p. 430-1)).  
18. Stern, in his detailed study of the motto, points out that the use of Nestroy’s phrase 
by Wittgenstein as a motto decontextualises it. Thus, he suggests that it should be 
approached from a broader perspective that is not after a definite reading of it, since its 
decontextualisation opens many different ways for it to be understood. This multitude of 
paths includes the two aforementioned approaches – which Stern describes as the 
genetic (the reading of the motto as a criticism of scientific and technological progress, 
like in Nestroy’s original text) and the immanent (the reading of the motto as a self-
reference to how little Wittgenstein’s work in the end achieves) – but also Stern’s own 
account of it. Stern treats the motto as a general, intentionally ambiguous, guide to how 
the Investigations should be read, aiming to emphasise the ambiguity, context-dependency, 
and in the end the open-ended character not only of language in general, but of 
Wittgenstein’s remarks in particular as well (see Stern (2002, p. 433-4)). 



Chapter 8. Epilegomena 

 

286 

admirer of Nestroy and a source of significant influence for Wittgenstein, alludes 
to a similar position when he remarks that progress is a “mobile decoration”, a 
“standpoint” that “looks like movement”.19 Wittgenstein’s approach to progress 
in the aforementioned ‘Sketch for a Foreword’ as the very form of modern 
Western civilisation in which (perpetual) construction is an end in itself and 
clarity only a means to this end (while for him clarity is an end in itself),20 show 
us a way in which his stance towards progress may be viewed as an opposition to 
the technological imperative and to the doctrine of ‘progress for progress’s sake’. 
That is further supported by his later remarks (in 1947) about the scientific and 
technological age as the beginning of the end for humanity,21 and about science 
and industry causing “infinite misery” and deciding wars.22  
 
It is crucial to bear in mind that the myth of progress is not exhausted in the 
doctrine of progress for progress’s sake. More specifically, in the capitalist mode 
of production and consumption, the myth takes the form, as von Wright 
observes, of the myth (and ideal) of the “perpetual economic growth and 
expansionism”,23 where economic growth, as a self-perpetuating necessity is, 
actually or supposedly, “a condition of the solution to the problems that 
intensified and rationalized industrial production itself creates”.24 That is one of 
the reasons why progress appears greater than it actually is, since even when it 
does solve problems, they are most often problems that it has created itself and 
which could have been avoided in the first place. And with regard to the 
problems that technological innovation and economic growth do solve, or in 
general to their overall positive contribution, paradigmatically in relation to our 
material well-being, there is always the question whether it finally outweighs the 
consequences of the problems that itself creates and still remain unsolved, for 
example those of an ecological, social, and psychological nature. One can even 
wonder whether “the lifestyle promoted by science-based technology in 
combination with the industrial mode of production is biologically suitable for 
man”,25 i.e. whether it threatens the very survival and existence of humanity. 
Finally, it is also important to note that within the capitalist mode of production, 
technology is not socially neutral. As Castoriadis observes:  
 

Capitalism does not utilize a socially neutral technology for capitalist ends. 
Capitalism has created capitalist technology, which is by no means neutral. The 
real intention of capitalist technology is not to develop production for 

                                                
19. See Bouveresse (2011, p. 302). 
20. See CV p. 9. 
21. See ibid. p. 64. 
22. See ibid. p. 72. 
23. See von Wright (1993e, p. 182) and von Wright (1993f, p. 200). 
24. See Bouveresse (2011, p. 302). 
25. von Wright (1993e, p. 181). 
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production’s sake: it is to subordinate and dominate the producers. Capitalist 
technology is characterized essentially by its drive to eliminate the human 
element in productive labour and, in the long run, to eliminate man altogether 
from the production process.26  

 
And that is why perpetual progress, in the form of (the ideal of) endless scientific 
and technological innovation and economic growth, not only is not 
emancipatory, but in fact functions against the goal of human autonomy as self-
institution, since it contributes further to the alienation of humans – and thus 
into their hetero-determination – both as producers and as consumers.    
 
We have many times pointed out that the opposition to (basic aspects of) 
modernity and to the idea of (perpetual) progress, often taking the form of 
cultural pessimism, need not necessarily be identified with a conservative 
philosophical and/or political stance. The quest for a form of social autonomy 
and emancipation that is disengaged from the goal of perpetual (technological, 
scientific, and economic) progress as was sketched above – the engagement 
between autonomy and progress being a characteristic quality of modernity – 
shows us one more way in which an anti-modernity, or anti-progress attitude 
may be a non-conservative one, and in fact an often radically socialistically 
oriented one. From at least the very beginning of the Industrial Revolution, as 
the example of the Luddites in Britain in the first decades of the 19th century 
shows, movements have developed which on the one hand are after the goal of 
human emancipation, while on the other hand treat technological progress not as 
a prerequisite for, but in fact as an antagonistic factor to that cause. More recent 
examples can be found in (leftist) radical movements such as anarcho-
primitivism (largely based on the embracement and the development of Henri 
David Thoreau’s ideas), deep ecology (based on the works and views of Arne 
Naess), and the movement of degrowth (originating in the views of Tolstoy and 
based on the works of thinkers such as Jacques Ellul and Ivan Illich). We should 
also note that skepticism with regard to the idea of perpetual progress has been 
developing, usually in the form of an ecological problematics, in most of the 
recent (post-)Marxist movements, for example in philosophical/political 
autonomy, with Castoriadis in France and Negri in Italy being two of its main 
figures. At the same time, it has become part of many centre-left, classical liberal 
(i.e. not neoliberal) positions as well, in the less radical form of the idea of a 
‘sustainable development’ – an idea that may be viewed as an oxymoron, as often 
the more radical critics of progress (like the proponents of the degrowth 
movement) observe. On the base of the above and taking into account the 
points of convergence and divergence between later Wittgenstein and Marx(ism) 
as discussed in the previous chapter, we may claim now that Wittgenstein’s 
opposition to certain aspects of modernity and especially to its myth of  

                                                
26. Castoriadis (1997b, p. 62). 
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progress, an opposition that often takes the form of cultural pessimism, does not 
lead to a (romanticist) uncritical nostalgia of the past, but mainly into a criticism 
of the present with the hope of a better future. As Wittgenstein’s remarks point 
out,27 one can be a (cultural) pessimist, i.e. see that things are getting worse 
without having any evidence that they are going to improve, and still believe and 
hope that they will get better and fight for that. Cultural pessimism implies 
neither conservatism nor fatalism.28 And from such an angle as the one adopted 
here, those remarks of Wittgenstein’s can be viewed as reflecting aspects of his 
own personal attitude as well.29 It would thus be an interesting theme for future 
investigation how later Wittgenstein’s philosophy and stance relate and may 
contribute to the themes and questions raised by approaches and (leftist) 
movements which are opposed to the idea of perpetual progress like the 
aforementioned ones. And that would be interesting especially in times like ours, 
a period of succeeding financial and ecological crises, or rather in a period of a 
prolonged state of shock, where the deep ecological and economical problems 
become rather the norm than the exception (crisis). 
 
There are two more themes with regard to Wittgenstein which the current work 
does not properly address, but touches upon, and may be further examined. The 
first is highlighted by our discussion above about the disengagement of the 
question of human autonomy from industrial, scientific, and technological 
progress, a position which constitutes a prominent characteristic of various 
postmodernist movements,30 and has to do with the relation of Wittgenstein’s 
thought to postmodernity and postmodernism. Our discussions of modernity 
and modernism (and of their relation) in Chapters 3 and 4 (emphasising the 
family-resemblance character of the terms and the often antagonistic relation 
between them – and between the various modernist movements as well – but 

                                                
27. See Ch. 7 p. 276-277 above. 
28. The view that things are getting worse (or not going well) does not necessarily imply 
the view that things in the past were good (or better). What it does entail is that the 
direction of the change is not improving things. Thus the problem may not have to do 
with change itself, as a conservative stance would have it, but with the direction of the 
change.  
29. As von Wright remarks: “Wittgenstein was much more anxious to combat and 
distance himself from a prevailing climate of opinion than to work for the restoration of 
one which was already fading. He is as little nostalgic in his thinking as are Dostoevsky 
and Nietzsche” von Wright (1995, p. 6). And as Bouveresse puts it, it is a “gross 
exaggeration to say that Wittgenstein did not believe in the possibility of improving 
things. What is true is simply that he did not believe in the possibility of improvement 
through continuing development in the current direction” Bouveresse (2011, p. 310). 
30. For example, Baudrillard, who together with Lyotard constitute two of the key 
figures in the establishment of the use of the term postmodern in relation to philosophy, 
was also a fierce critic of the myth of perpetual progress and a key figure in the 
formation of the degrowth movement.   
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also the characteristics which they share) show us a way these notions could be 
approached that accounts for the great diversity of their use.31 And apart from 
the various systematical links that may be discerned between Wittgenstein and 
certain postmodernist thinkers and movements, not only with regard to the issue 
of progress, but also to the rejection for example of foundationalism, 
essentialism, reductionism, and scientism, there is also a strong historical link. 
This comes from the influence that (later) Wittgenstein had on the views Lyotard 
develops in The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, a work that was 
published in 1979 and which was the first philosophical work to adopt the term 
postmodernism and, more generally, one of the most defining and influential 
books, for better or worse,32 for the broader popularisation of the term beyond 
the sphere of art. And the issue of Wittgenstein’s influence on postmodernist 
thought brings us to the second point we alluded to but standing in need of 
further investigation, namely, Wittgenstein’s position in continental philosophy. 
The links that we have drawn in the current work between Wittgenstein and 
various thinkers that belong to the broader continental tradition constitutes a 
first hint. An even stronger hint comes from Negri, who remarks that 
Wittgenstein not only is one of the two great turning points in the history of 20th 
century philosophy, the other being Heidegger, but also that “Wittgenstein, 
much more than Heidegger, was the one who enabled us to enter into the 
postmodern”, by emphasising the role of “immaterial production”, and that 
“continental philosophy would be unthinkable today without the Wittgensteinian 
heritage”.33 While the position of Wittgenstein in analytic philosophy is a topic 
that has attracted some attention,34 his position in continental philosophy has 
not become the object of any systematic study so far, despite the many examples 
of significant continental philosophers that have been engaged with and 
influenced by Wittgenstein’s work, as we can see in the cases of Habermas and 
Apel in Germany, of Lyotard, Bourdieu, and Badiou in France, and of Negri, 
Cacciari, Virno, and Agamben in Italy.      
 
                                                
31. A characteristic example of the opposing directions that postmodernist thought can 
take may be found in the discussions with regard to the postmodernist notion of the 
“end of history” which Fukuyama treats, from a neoliberal perspective, as the 
culmination of progress in the global domination of capitalism, while Baudrillard 
approaches it as the collapse of the very idea of progress, a collapse that is in tandem 
with the rhetorical employment of the notion in order to conceal, through its function as 
an illusion, the contradictions of capitalism and their devastating consequences.   
32. The book was originally written as a report, being the result of an official commission 
from the Council of Universities of Quebec and was later practically denounced by 
Lyotard. For the position of the work in the history of postmodern-centred discourse see 
Anderson (1998, p. 24-27).   
33. Negri (2004, p. 176-7). 
34. See Hacker (1996) and the various reviews of and responses to the work, e.g. Sluga 
(1998). 



Chapter 8. Epilegomena 

 

290 

8.2 Postface    
 
The current work had two general goals. The first and main one was to highlight 
certain aspects of Wittgenstein’s philosophy and life that often go relatively 
unnoticed, and thus to enable us to approach Wittgenstein from a different 
angle; an angle different from the more or less standard picture of Wittgenstein 
within analytic tradition as a philosopher whose work has, exclusively or mainly, 
to do with the philosophy of language and mind, epistemology and metaphysics 
(broadly construed), and logic. Although there have already been approaches that 
highlighted the “marginal” or “neglected” aspects of Wittgenstein’s philosophy, 
like the metaphilosophical, ethical, social, and political ones, our approach differs 
by emphasising and investigating how these aspects relate to various facets of the 
broader historical context of Wittgenstein’s early and later life and work. That 
brings us to the second goal of our approach, namely, the emphasis on why and 
how such history-sensitive approaches may help us not just in viewing certain 
philosophical positions in a different light, but moreover in approaching and 
understanding philosophy as the product of the work of philosophers situated in 
concrete historical, social, cultural, and economic settings and contexts and not 
as some kind of an eternal phantom entity that creeps through the centuries 
revealing truths about the world. Our discussion of Kuhn’s paradigm-based 
scheme with regard to philosophy showed us how philosophy can be 
(contextually) approached as a human practice. That did not only provide us 
with the background for viewing the connections between philosophy (either in 
general or of a particular philosopher) and its context. It also allowed us with 
regard to Wittgenstein to characterise the radical shift from the early to the later 
phase of his thought as a kind of a philosophical paradigm-shift. But we should 
note that this paradigm-shift had to do with Wittgenstein’s personal 
philosophical outlook and not with philosophy in general, since, despite its 
influence, Wittgenstein’s later philosophy did not lead to the radical change in 
our (not only philosophical) forms of life that Wittgenstein was after.  
 
Both our aforementioned goals go against certain established pictures about 
Wittgenstein and the nature of philosophy and thus call for what Wittgenstein 
discussed, not only in general as a phenomenon, but also in relation to his own 
philosophical work, as a change of aspect. This change of aspect is not an easy 
thing. As Wittgenstein has emphasised, it is more a matter of will than of 
intellect,35 and, in many cases, the philosophical contribution to this attempt for 

                                                
35. “Tolstoy: the meaning (importance) of something lies in its being something 
everyone can understand. That is both true and false. What makes the object hard to 
understand – if it’s significant, important – is not that you have to be instructed in 
abstruse matters in order to understand it, but the antithesis between understanding the 
object and what most people want to see. Because of this precisely what is most obvious 
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a change of aspect may not be enough, standing thus in need of further impulses 
from different directions.36 And we should further note that even when such a 
change of aspect is initiated, things do not immediately get easier or clearer. 
Despite, or rather, because of their deceiving character, the challenged 
established pictures have for a long time been functioning as a source of 
intellectual alibis, and their rejection, although justified, often leaves a gap and 
creates an uneasiness that needs much more effort and courage to be overcome. 
But this is the cost that one has to pay for jettisoning the idea that our form(s) of 
life are determined by some kind of separate-from-humans authority, be that the 
will of God, scientific and quasi-scientific laws of nature, or ghostly eternal moral 
or aesthetical imperatives.37  
 
As our discussion in the previous section has already indicated, a common theme 
between our two goals, as both an aspect of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy and 
a base from which philosophy as a human activity may be approached, is the 
view that humans are a self-instituting species and that without the realisation of 
that fact, there can be no full human autonomy. The many ways in which human 
activity and life have been traditionally approached as a matter of hetero-
determination may have provided answers to crucial questions, but these answers 
in the end are nothing more than illusions, “houses of cards”.38 Our 
comprehension and acceptance of that is a hard choice, since certain weights in 
the form of (both personal and social) responsibilities and duties are now piling 
up on our own shoulders, there no longer being a deus ex machina, in the form of 
religion, science, nature, etc., to carry them for us. A most lucid illustration of 
this demystification comes from C. P. Cavafy’s renowned poem ‘Waiting for the 
Barbarians’, which is worth quoting in full: 
 
 What are we waiting for, assembled in the forum? 
  
             The barbarians are due here today. 
  
 Why isn’t anything happening in the senate? 
 Why do the senators sit there without legislating? 
  
             Because the barbarians are coming today. 
             What laws can the senators make now? 
             Once the barbarians are here, they’ll do the legislating. 
  

                                                                                                                
may be what is most difficult to understand. It is not a difficulty for the intellect but one 
for the will that has to be overcome” (CV p. 25). 
36. See ibid. p. 70. 
37. “You could attach prices to ideas. Some cost a lot some little. [Broad’s ideas all cost 
very little.] And how do you pay for ideas? I believe: with courage” (ibid. p. 60). 
38. See PI 118. 
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 Why did our emperor get up so early, 
 and why is he sitting at the city’s main gate 
 on his throne, in state, wearing the crown? 
  
             Because the barbarians are coming today 
             and the emperor is waiting to receive their leader. 
             He has even prepared a scroll to give him, 
             replete with titles, with imposing names. 
  
 Why have our two consuls and praetors come out today 
 wearing their embroidered, their scarlet togas? 
 Why have they put on bracelets with so many amethysts, 
 and rings sparkling with magnificent emeralds? 
 Why are they carrying elegant canes 
 beautifully worked in silver and gold? 
  
             Because the barbarians are coming today 
             and things like that dazzle the barbarians. 
   
 Why don’t our distinguished orators come forward as usual 
 to make their speeches, say what they have to say? 
  
             Because the barbarians are coming today 
             and they’re bored by rhetoric and public speaking. 
  
 Why this sudden restlessness, this confusion? 
 (How serious people’s faces have become.) 
 Why are the streets and squares emptying so rapidly, 
 everyone going home so lost in thought? 
  
             Because night has fallen and the barbarians have not come. 
             And some who have just returned from the border say 
             there are no barbarians any longer. 
  
 And now, what’s going to happen to us without barbarians? 
 They were, those people, a kind of solution.39 
 
A whole (civilised, but probably in decay as Kavafy’s descriptions indicate) 
community is hetero-determined, since their form(s) of life are shaped on the 
base of the supposed arrival of the barbarians (and thus also on the 
presupposition of their existence). That is the only answer that one of its 
members gives to all the questions regarding the acts of the community: 
“Because the barbarians are coming today”. But then comes the moment that 
the community realises that there are no barbarians any more. “And now, what’s 
going to happen to us without barbarians?” The question of self-determination 

                                                
39. Cavafy (1904).  
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suddenly becomes explicit and pressing. The barbarians were, after all, a kind of 
solution. It is now only up to us – ourselves and the communities that we form 
and belong to – to provide new (dis)solutions. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




