






4 5 CONTINUITY 

additions from various periods; and this is surrounded by a 
rnultitude of new boroughs with straight regular streets and 
uniform hauses.· 

The picture evoked was already implicit in aremark that Wittgen­
stein made in 1931: "General explanations of the world and of 
language do not exist" (llO:201f).5 

Wittgenstein's thought is not only conservative in its style, but 
also contains the elements of a conservative anthropology. His later 
writings, beginning with his manuscripts of 1929-1931, convey an 
image of man which stands in obvious contrast to the liberal ra­
tionalist outlook. The concept of the human subject aeling by the 
light of his own sovereign reason, reveals itself as absurd in the face 
of the realization that the meaning of a word is not a mental image, 
but the use to which the ward is put. Thinking, believing, expecting, 
and hoping are not private mental processes; mathematicallnsight is 
grounded in exercise, in drill; every action is ultimately unrelated to 
any kind of rational reflection. 

Wittgenstein's conservative anthropology employs predomJnantly 
negative formulation: it moves like all conservative thinkiI?g, within 
a system of coneepts that is partly alien to the conservative mind, 
that has been partly borrowed from the rationalist worldview to 
which it is opposed. Thus it 15 entirely explainable that Wittgenstein 
engages "in a struggle with language" (110:273) and that he must set 
his hopes on the "inexpressible" (1538: 130), By 1930, what is inex­
pressible seemed more inaecessible to reason than Wittgenstein had 
believed earlier. The historical surroundfngs of the younger Witt­
genstein had still preserved traces of an established order-wh1ch 
was seen to embody a conservative social theory, The world in 
which Wittgenstein Hved after the War was altogether different: to 
an Austrian conservative such as himself, it may have appeared to be 
entirely alien. 

Fania Pascal, who taught Wittgenstein Russian at Cambridge in 

'Ludwig Wittgenstein, Phllsophl$che Untersuchunger., trans. G.E. M. Anscombe 
(O:dord, 1958) 48. An English translation. Ph/losophical InVe.ltlgotions appeaes on 
alternate pages with the German text. 

'This passage, like others in the text, come from Ludwig Wittgenstein's Nachlas:i, 
which the author has collSulted in the Wittgensteln Archive at the University of TUb· 
ingen. ParentheUcal page references In the text follow the nllmbering in the archival 
coUection of W!ttgenstein's unpubllshed comments and refl€ctions. 

WrITGENSTEIN AS A CONSERVATIVE 

the mid-1930s, writes that "At a time when intellectual Cambridge 
was turning Left, he was still an oId-time conservatfve of the late 
Austro-Hungarian Empire."6 Just as Franz Grillparzer (1791-1872), 
the playwright and contemporary of Beethoven, possessed a 
"simplicity and purity. . . that he sought in vain to keep alive amid 
his contemporaries," so Wittgenstein glorified pre-War Austria dur­
ilig the troubled decades after the War. 7 "The Austrians," he wrote 
to Bertrand Russell in 1921, "have sunk so miserably low since the 
War that it is too dismal to talk about."8 

Wittgenstein's reverence for Grillparzer , who was Austria's 
greatest playwright, represents one more element of his conservative 
worldview. It may be explained as an attitude inherited from his 
maternal family, the Figdors, and especially frorn his grandmother 
Fanny Figdor, who had been personally acquainted with the writer. 
But there was also aspiritual affinity that drew the conservative 
Wittgenstein to the conservative Grlliparzer. Fram Grillparzer was 
important to Wittgenstein as adefender of traditionalist values. 

Paul Engelmann rnentions a work by Grillparzer which par­
ticularly appealed to Wittgenste:ln, the play Ein treuer Diener seines 
Herrn, written in 1828. Engelmann stresses the importanee for 
Wittgenstein oE the "self-sacriHclng loyalty" that the hero of this 
piece displays. A loyalty of trus kind, as Engelmann has made clear, 
was a traft that rnarked Wittgenstein's attitude toward life in 
general. g The theoretieal expression of th15 attitude in his later 
remarks often recalls lines frorn Grillparzer's writings. Wittgenstein 
believed that one must "recognlze certain authorities in order to be 
able to make judgments at all," authorities such as ones school, or 
an inherited picture oE the world: these are basic moral principles in 
relation to which every doubt is hollow. In a similar vein, 
Grillparzer has the Emperor Rudolf, who dominates the tragedy Ein 
Bruderzwist in Habsburg (1848), praise "this whole whose justifica­
tion is th at it exists": 

'Fania Pascal, "Wittgenstein: A,Personal Memoir," Encounter (August, 1973),25. • 
'J.P. Stern, "Das Wtln Grillparzers," Wort in der Zeit, IX, 6 (1963), 47. U (.(.. 
'Ludwig Wittgenstein, Letters to RusselI, Keynes. und Moore, 00. G.H. von Wright 

(O:dord, 1974), 97. 
"Faul Engelmann, Ludwig Wlttgenstein. Brleje und Begegnungen (Vlenna, 1970), 

67. 
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Test not the foundations; improve them not! 
Your human work destroys the spiritual prop, 
Doubt begets doubt; aod onee reverenee is broken, 
It lives again only as ambition and fear. 

In the tragedy Libussa whieh he eompleted the same year es Ein 
Bruderzwtst in Habsburg, Grillparzer appeals to: 

A single power that unites optnions: namely, 
Reverence which does not rest upon proof. 

This attitude of reverence before that whieh eannot and should not 
be proven, characterized Wittgenstein's criticism of rationalist ap­
proaches to ethics. For example, he remarks, "Good is what God 
eommands," and not: God commands the good because it 15 good. 
The course of "every explanation 'why' something is good" rnust at 
some point corne to an end. 1O His attitude here contrasted sharply 
with the attitude typical among other modern philasophers. One 
may apply to Wittgenstein a eulogy bestowed on Grillparzer: "He 
never revolted, but co~stantly rebelled, and indeed from a cor.ser­
vative inclination, as a believer in a hierarchical order and as a 
ö.e~ender of traditional values."ll 

Between 1929 and 1931 Wittgenstein wrote of Grillparzer in at 
least three places-all of them reproduced in the Vermischte 
Bemerkungen. 12 The last of these entrles is by no means clear, 
although it does become more intelligible in the context of Wittgen­
stein's notebook. It is part of a single thought, whlch i5 taken up in 
:hree successive paragraphs. If one wanders what idea connects 
6ese three passages-which concern the qualities and the history of 
the Jews., the Nordic and the Alpine peoples and the "power of 
language to make everything the same"-then the answer is the idea 
of an original multiplicity . Philosophieal rationalists deny the kind 

'OLudwlg Wlttgenstein und der Wiefler Kreis. Gesprliche aufgezeichnet von 
Friedrieh Waismaml, 00. B.F. McGuinness (Frankfurt, 1967), 115. This work is 
Volume Three of Ludwig Wittgenstein, Schriften and will hereafter be citOO as 
Gespritche. 

"]oseph Roth, "Crillparzer: Ein Portrllt" in ]oseph Roth, Werke, IV (Vienna, 
1937), 306. 

'"Ludwig Wittgensteln, Vermischte Bemerkungen: Ein Au.swahl aus dem Nachkw;, 
00. G.H. von_Wrighl (Frankfurt, 1977),43. 
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of diversity which conservatives affirm. In the passage cited, 
Crillparzer is just a name; for no reference is made to, his thinldng. 

Yet this i5 not so in the remaining two passages. One of thern is an 
entry from November 7, 1929: 

The [quality of the] good Austrian (Grillparzer, Lenau, 
Bruckner, Labor) i5 especiaIly difficult to understand. It i5 in a 
certain sense more subtle than everything else, and its truth is 
never based on plausibility. 

Among the entries of the next day, we find a passage on philosophy 
and the confusion of language, which is also included in the 
Philosophische Bemerkungen: 

In philosophy it is always a matter of the application of aseries 
of utterly simple basic principles that any child knows; the 
enormous difficulty comes from applying these in the confu­
sion which our language creates. It 15 never a question of [look­
ing for] the latest results of experiments with exotlc fish or at 
developments in mathematlcs. The difficulty of applying 
simple basic principles shakes our confidence in the principles 
themselves (107: 186) .13 

Wittgenstein alludes to the opposition between the concrete use of 
language and speculative chatter in quoting an epigram from 
Grillparzer: 

How easily one moves amongst that whieh 15 gIeat and distant,
 
How hard ta grasp that which is near and particular:
 
Instead of learning sensitively, quietly, from the grammarian,
 
You are set in awe by the man of freedom. H
 

Three pages further in his notebook we find an entry that has also 
been included on page 41 of the Vermischte Bemerkungen: 

"See also Ludwig Wittgenstein Philosophl.whe Bemerkungen, ed. Rish Rhees (Ox­
ford, 1964), ~33. 

"Franz Grillparzer, Werke, 00. August Sauer (Vienna), Sectlon I, Vol. XII, 86. The 
editorial board of Contlntdty is responsible for this and other translations of 
Grillparzer that appear in the text. 




