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gen (CV, pp. 18-20). Almost immediately after this series of entries there 
follows the remark concerning the lewishness in Rousseau (MS 154, 
p. 21; CV, p. 20), with a further chain of reflections, relating to the history 
of the lews in Europe - and including Wittgenstein's reference to the 
inadequate "rigour" of Mendelssohn. 

The cause of this interest on Wittgenstein's part in the lewish mind and 
in the peculiarities of the lewish character seems to have been a deeply 
personal one. By this is meant not so much the fact of his own partially 
lewish extraction, but much rather the circumstance that - to his distress 
he believed hirnself to have detected in his own personality, as it seemed, 
those traits which had been held in the literature - for example in 
Weininger's Sex anti Character, a work whose subject matter was of the 
deepest personal significance to Wittgenstein - to be precisely characteris
tic of the lews. The significance of this problem of his own lewishness 
can be gauged, for example, by the dream which he describes in an entry 
in his notebook of the 1st of December 1929. The central character in this 
dream is an evil man, who had disowned his lewish descent. His name is 
given by Wittgenstein alternatively as "Vertsagt" and "Vertsag", but is 
written also as "Verzagt" and interpreted by Wittgenstein as "verzagt" 
(disheartened). There is, however, a more obvious interpretation, which is 
nevertheless avoided by Wittgenstein: that he (who is not of course 
versagt: betrothed) is worried by the fact that as a human being and as a 
philosopher he has versagt (failed), and that it is versagt (denied) to hirn, 
as a lew, that he should create adecent and profound work. - After this 
dream, almost a year goes by before the theme of lewishness is once 
again mentioned by Wittgenstein in his writings. In the meantime he has 
made decisive theoretical advances, and completed the manuscript of a 
book which, although (or indeed because) it has been written by a lew, is 
not adapted to "the current of European civilization" (MS 109, p.206; 
CV,p.6). 

Wittgenstein's draft foreword to this book, from which these words 
have been extraeted, derives from the 6th of November 1930. One day 
earlier Wittgenstein had entered into his notebooks the passages concern
ing Renan's Histoire du Peuple d'[srael (MS 109, pp. 200-202) which 
have been published in the Vermischte Bemerkungen (CV, pp. 5 f.). In the 
first of these passages there is so much that recalls the commentary to 
Frazer, that it does not come immediately to light: although Wittgenstein 
speaks here of primitive man and primitive peoples he is in fact referring 
to the ancient Jewish people. Had he wanted to concern himself simply 
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with primitive peoples and customs he then would cenainly not have 
chosen Renan as bis scientific reading matter. His driving motive seems 
much rather to have been a personal and subjective interest in that which 
was Jewish - as does indeed become clear from the second passage, 
which follows imrnediately after the first in the manuscript also: UWhat 
Renan calls the 'bon sens precoce' of the semitic races (an idea which had 
occurred to me too a long time ago) is their unpoetic mentality, which 
heads straight for what is concrete. This is characteristic of my 
philosophy".25 Now, however much Wittgenstein may have found to 
disagree with in Renan's elucidations, he must nevertheless have found 
the perspective in which Renan set the Jewish problem to be of profound 
interest. In the foreword to his book Renan had characterized uthe 
founders of Christianity" as udirect descendants of the prophets",26 and 
had acknowledged the opposition between Christianity and the uliberal 
rationalism of the Greeks": "Christianity will leave behind ineradicably a 
trace, and liberalism will no longer rule the world alone".27 ''The history 
of the Jews and of Christianity", he goes on, 

have been the joy of a full eighteen centuries, and even though half conquered by 
Greek rationalism they still possess an astonishing power for ethical benennent. The 
Bible in its different fonns remains, in spite of everything, the great book, the 
comforter of mankind. It is not impossible that the world, in becoming exhausted by 
the repeated declarations of the bankruptcy of liberalism will become once more 

28ludeo-Christian... 

As had been mentioned already, Wittgenstein's remarks on Renan are 
then followed by sketches for a foreword - entered into his notebooks on 
the 6th and 7th of November (CV, pp. 6 f.) - in which Wittgenstein 
distances hirnself from Western "civilization", and on the 8th of Novem
ber he writes that most familiar version of the foreword which was 
published in the Philosophische Bemerkungen. Thus his thoughts on the 
Jewish spirit on the one hand, and his remarks on culture and civilization 
(i.e. his most directly conservative remarks) on the other hand, are 
connected inseparably together. And in his manuscripts the topic of 
Jewishness, around 1930, is bound up in turn with themes - for example 
with the ideas of the fundamental role of common sense and of concrete
ness - which will permeate his later writings. 

Wittgenstein did not, however, have a comprehensive or coherent 
conception of Jewish history, or of the Jewish inheritance, the Jewish 
character and intellect. His references are, in general, impressionistic in 
form, having no special claims to validity (as when he says, for example, 
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that "the Jew is a wasteland, beneath the thin layer of rock there lie 
however the fiery-fIowing masses of the spirit", MS 153a, p. 161, cf. CV, 
p. 13). It would be mistaken to see in Wittgenstein's later work the 
incorporation of any definite current of thought that would normally be 
conceived as traditionally Jewish. Nevertheless Wittgenstein's interest in 
Jewishness is not merely a psychological or biographical fact. It can, first 
of all, help to explain the interconnections which obtain between his later 
work and German neo-conservatism. But more profoundly, considered 
from the perspective of religious typology, one recognizes that bis 
thought does not simply exhibit strongly Catholic traits, as was the case 
with neo-conservatism in general, but rather precisely those traits which 
are common to Catholic and Jewish thought, but alien to Protestantism, in 
particular to Lutheranism. It would perhaps be not incorrect to turn back, 
at this point, to the already mentioned special issue of the Süddeutsche 
Monatshejte. Here the fundamental characteristics of the Jewish religion 
were presented by Leo Baeck. This religion is, Baeck wrote, 

a religion of commandment and of the deed.... The word, even the word of confes
sion, and the expression of faith in general, has less weight within it than does action. 

To speak of God 

is only to attempt to make the inexpressible capable of expression. This ultimate 
futility is sensed with such an intensity that one covers over with silence the ancient 
word for the etemal God. For him who seeks to find his way on this earth, it is only 
the deed that fulfils God's command, that becomes a manifestation of Hirn. 

Jewish religiousness is a "religiousness of the deed", and "wherever a 
Jewish community has preserved the old forms of life", there exist 

manifold customs and practices, extending into the most minute, of which he who 
perceives them from the outside must suppose that they conceal and strangle religion, 
and of which he who possesses and practises them can leam that they consecrate 
everyday life.29 

It is known, however, that the Catholic Church too declares faith to be 
insufficient, and accordingly makes that which is good dependent not 
upon faith alone, but upon its becoming proved through deeds - where the 
Protestant conception recognizes as good works only those deeds which, 
as is said, fIow from out of the living faith. Wittgenstein thus shows, in 
fact, that the Protestant, in particular Lutheran, conception must be false. 
It is impossible, he shows, to speak meaningfully of intentions, of 
purposes, of willing and believing - outside, that is, a context of deeds, 
customs and practices. 


