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Abstract 
Modern readings of the Tractatus focus on the concept of nonsense instead of the meta-physics 

presented in the book. In fact a resolute reading sees the body of the system as mere nonsense and 

calls it a “ladder that should be thrown away”1. Other readings have seen the Tractatus as conveying 

knowledge-how2 and some have seen the work as to be illustrating limitation of doctrinal systems 

such as the Mosaic Law3. In this paper it is argued that the Tractatus can be read as leading to a 

reductio ad absurdum read in its context. A reductive reading is presented that interprets the 

purpose of the book as conveying a method that can be used to defeat skepticism. The concept of 

nonsense as developed in the Tractatus is crucial for this understanding. It turns out that you can in 

fact discard the meta-physics of the book since when you have defeated skepticism you have come 

to a solid place. There is a way to determine the truth-value of all propositions about the world. Thus 

a resolute reading of the Tractatus is confirmed, when it comes to the meta-physical content, but the 

book still conveys knowledge how. 

                                                           
1 Cora Diamond, “Throwing away the ladder”, Philosophy, Volume 63 (243), pp. 5-27, 1998. 
2 Adrian W. Moore and Peter Sullivan, “Ineffability and Nonsense”, Aristotelian Society Supplementary, Volume 
77, pp. 169-223, 2003. 
3 Michael Kremer, “The Purpose of Tractarian Nonsense”, Noûs, Volume 35, pp. 39-73, 2001. 
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Introduction 
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus4 is a contradictory book. It starts by outlining a 

comprehensive meta-physical system. It contains many insights on logical notational systems. 

Further, the relationship between language and the world is described. However, in the end it claims 

that all sentences in the book are in fact nonsense. Is the main topic meta-physics, or is the main 

topic nonsense? Today, many new readers would like to answer that it is in fact the discussion of 

nonsense that is the main contribution of the book, a concept developed therein. A further 

addressed  issue is what the purpose of the book is, since Wittgenstein himself claims in the book 

that all numbered statements of the book are nonsensical5,.  

            There is a plenitude of interpretations of the Tractatus. According to a traditional reading, as 

for instance Anscombe’s6, the Tractatus most prominent part is its meta-physical system, with a 

theory about the world, language, and logic that connects them. Modern readers like Diamond7 

claim that Wittgenstein is actually trying to say that such talk about meta-physics should be left aside 

as nonsense, which is the conclusion that Wittgenstein draws by the end of his book. According to 

what is called a resolute reading8 of the Tractatus, the entire meta-physical system of the book must 

be thrown away. Other readings9 see the book as conveying knowledge-how and Kremer 10claim the 

purpose of the book is about overcoming doctrinal systems.  

            What I investigate in this paper is if modern readings are correct in that nonsense is the main 

concept under analysis in the Tractatus. Insights are drawn from different types or readings to 

archive an understanding of the Tractatus that resolves this issue.  I present in this paper a way to 

read the Tractatus reductively and claim that the Tractatus is to be read as leading to a reductio ad 

absurdum11 in its context. This main contribution of this paper is based on taking together insights 

from modern readings and reading the book given its context.  

            The outcome of the investigation is that the main content of the book is indeed connected to 

the introduction of the concept of the Tractatus concept of nonsense. Sentences that have no truth-

                                                           
4 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, English translation by Ogden(1922) , 1921.; hereafter 
referred to as simply the Tractatus. 
5 The Tractatus, 6.54 
6 Gertrud E. M. Anscombe, An Introduction to Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, University of Pennsylvania Press, 
Philadelphia, 1971. 
7 Diamond, 1998. 
8 E.g. Diamond, 1998 & Kremer, 2001. 
9 Moore & Sullivan, 2003. 
10 Kremer, 2001. 
11 Reductio ad absurdum is a method of argumentation. It is used to show that a statement is true due to that 
its denial leads to a false, untenable or absurd result. 
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conditions are nonsensical and I understand that sentences that are based on reason lack truth-

conditions and thus must be nonsense. Since meta-physics is based on reason it is nonsense, and the 

book is in fact not a meta-physical system. According to what I present it is instead demonstrating a 

method of analyzing language that can be used to prove skepticism as well as meta-physical systems 

to be nonsensical.  

            This result is congruent with the introduction of the Tractatus that the book determines the 

limits of language. Resolute readings take note of that, and according to the results of the 

investigation the meta-physics of the Tractatus according can ultimately be discarded as meaningless 

given the concept of nonsense. The statements of the book form a ladder that can be thrown away. 

An advantage of the presented reading is that it explains how you can throw away the ladder, since 

you have come to a solid place when you use the method. You use it to determine the limits of 

language and by doing so you can defeat skepticism, and there is no more a need for philosophical 

inquiry. Just as a description of a rule of inference is not needed to back up the usage of it, the book 

is not needed to enable someone to apply this method of analysis. 

Contents 
 I will start with a short description of traditional meta-physical interpretations of the Tractatus. 

Persons who are not familiar with Wittgenstein’s works might find it difficult to follow, and in fact 

although you have a sense of understanding his meta-physics at one point when you read the book, 

once you look further into it you come to understand it contains an incoherent theory of meta-

physics, since so many questions are left unanswered. But the description will give a short account of 

the meta-physical parts. 

            I will then go into describe the resolute reading of the Tractatus, and then two readings that 

are in between traditional and resolute reading. One of them, the elucidatory, seems to me to be 

close to traditional reading, but the knowledge-how reading gives input to the presented reading. 

After that I go through the Kremer12 interpretation of the Tractatus, where he compares the 

Tractatus with the Mosaic Law. 

            Finally, I go through my own reductive reading of the Tractatus. It is based on that you can 

prove that if there was a final doctrinal system then you come to an absurd conclusion; i.e. you can 

argue with a reductio ad absurdum that there is no final doctrinal system. I investigate the purpose of 

the book, and find that it is presenting a way to defeat skepticism, a method of philosophical 

analysis.  

                                                           
12 Kremer, 2001. 
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Traditional readings 

Meta-physical interpretations 
The traditional interpretation of The Tractatus is that it is a classical piece of meta-physics, 

determining the relationship between language, truth and the world. For example Wedberg13 titles 

of his three first sections in the introduction are: “Tractatus’ teachings of the world”14, “Tractatus 

teachings of language” and finally a “Tractatus teachings of philosophy”. The world and language are 

related and the relationship is described in the picture theory.  

            According to Wedberg the Tractatus should be interpreted as claiming that the world consists 

of atomic state of affairs, or atomic fact, let’s say p=“The cup is green”, and q= “The saucer is blue”. 

They can enter into logical relationships or complex facts like for example p&q= “The cup is green and 

the saucer is blue”. Each atomic fact can be further decomposed into things, the meta-physically 

simple, for example the cup in “the cup is green”.  In language there are atomic propositions and 

complex propositions, and finally a name would be used to refer to a thing. According to the picture 

theory language can and can only be used in such a way as that propositions mirror facts.  

            A central thesis according to Wedberg is also the teaching about truth functions15. Each atomic 

proposition16 can be true or false, as also can a complex proposition in general, and the truth-value 

of a complex proposition is a function of the truth-values of its atomic parts. For this reason some 

complex propositions are always true or always false. These are called tautologies17 and 

contradictions18. According to the Tractatus these are the only type of necessity there are19. 

            Similarly Soames20 has an entire chapter on the meta-physics of the Tractatus. Wittgenstein 

discerns the meta-physically simple, the basic building blocks of reality and language, and thus the 

content of the Tractatus can in part be interpreted as a logical atomist theory. He also formulates a 

theory of how the pieces can meaningfully be put together, to form propositions that state 

something about reality, i.e. has truth-conditions. Wittgenstein seems to put forth a direct reference 

theory of naming. The world is built up of object substances that are meta-physically simple. They 

                                                           
13 Anders Wedberg, ”Inledning av Anders Wedberg”,  Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Swedish translation by 
Wedberg, Bonniers, Stockholm, 1962. 
14 Each title is translated into English by the author of this paper. 
15 Wedberg, 1962. 
16 Sentences with a truth-condition, as well as tautologies and contradictions (see below) will be called 
propositions throughout this text, as a subset of sentences. 
17 A tautology is something that is true no matter the content of constituting propositions in a complex 
expression, for example p^~p. Either p or q must be true, and thus p^~p is always true. It is a tautology since it 
does not matter which proposition p is. 
18 A contradiction is the opposite of a tautology, necessarily false. 
19 Scott Soames, Philosophical Analysis in the Twentieth Century, Volume 1: The Dawn of Analysis. University 
Press, Princeton, 2003, p. 253. 
20 Soames, 2003, pp. 197-254. 
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don’t have such thing as material properties for example color, but they can enter into configurations 

with other objects, i.e. they can have relational properties that connect them to other objects. 

Traditional readings of the nonsense concept in the Tractatus 
 The concept of nonsense and Wittgenstein’s views on philosophy in the Tractatus are not 

emphasized in the meta-physical interpretation. There are many different views. Soames21 claims 

that there are two ways of seeing the Tractatus. The first one is to view it as self-defeating and/or 

self-contradictory. Although there are many illuminating insights on many philosophical matters the 

system must be rejected, and we should strive to find ways of preserving its insights while avoiding 

its clear inadequacies. The other view is that Wittgenstein deliberately violated the rules of language 

to show us something about the rules of thought and language. 

            According to Wedberg22, Wittgenstein wants to say something about philosophy. He claims 

that Wittgenstein draws a clear line between philosophy and science. According to Wittgenstein all 

meaningful sentences are empirical and since philosophy is not empirically grounded, sentences in 

philosophy are meaningless. You should then be silent about such matters. Wedberg claims that 

there is a compromise to be taken. He claims that according to the Tractatus there is a domain, 

namely to figure out the logical structure of language, to find its syntax or grammars. Philosophy 

should be an activity where you criticize language. The true philosophy is to prove all other 

philosophy nonsense. So Wedberg opens up for the idea that Wittgenstein thinks there is a domain 

for philosophical reasoning and that is about language criticism and logic. 

The ineffable truth interpretation23 

Special traditions have developed in the interpretation of the nonsense concept. You somehow have 

to deal with the fact that by the end of the Tractatus Wittgenstein comes to the conclusion that the 

system of statements that the Tractatus presents itself cannot be preserved. The question is since 

Wittgenstein claims that his sentences lack truth-conditions, and are thus meaningless, what was the 

purpose of writing them down. 

            If they are not meaningful sentences, and not tautologies or contradictions, they are according 

to the Tractatus nonsense. In traditional interpretations nonsense is not something that should 

immediately be discarded. A traditional type of answer by Hacker is:  

That these sentences, while nonsensical, somehow gesture at something that is 

going on, some inexpressible state of affairs or true but inexpressible thought.24 

                                                           
21 Soames, 2003, pp. 252-253. 
22 Wedberg, 1962. 
23 As described by Sullivan in Moore & Sullivan, 2003. 



9 
 

This means that Wittgenstein tries to communicate ineffable truths. Then an ineffable truth would be 

sort of a proposition (as expressed thought) that could not really be expressed in language. Although 

a sentence according to language theory is nonsense, it might try to say something that is of concern, 

however be inexpressible and thus not sayable in an ordinary way. 

            As a possibility in this tradition of interpretation you might want to believe that a truth is 

simply a proposition that is true and although language expresses thoughts by propositions there 

could be thoughts that language is not able to express. This could be correct since philosophy 

according to Wittgenstein is not concerned with sentences that can be true or false. Then the 

question is what it is that Wittgenstein is able to to convey in his meta-physical system. The ineffable 

truth interpretation does claim that it is something that he gestures at. In such a way the burden, the 

labeling of philosophy as meaningless, comes from the situation that you cannot express certain 

matters in language. In Wittgenstein’s notebooks, Wittgenstein claims that “Thinking is a kind of 

language”25. Therefore it would be a thought that cannot be thought. This is a contradiction and thus 

with this addition the view that Wittgenstein’s statements express ineffable truths is not coherent, 

assuming that an ineffable truth is a thought that cannot be said. 

What can be said and what can be shown26 

 Another common view is Anscombe’s27 traditional interpretation according to which the Tractatus 

with its nonsense concept is illustrating that there is a distinction between what can be said and 

what can only be shown (or displayed). What Wittgenstein tries to convey with his system is thus 

somehow again what would be true if it could be said. What is shown is counted as the object of 

understanding. 

            How can you show something with language without saying it? That would perhaps require 

some concept of propositions that are not really propositions, or perhaps thing that are sort of true 

but in fact does not really have truth value. Sullivan28 maintains however that this view does not 

require the postulation of things as quasi-truths or quasi-propositions. Instead there is an attempt to 

express something and that it is understood by the receiver. This is what Moore29 calls to have 

ineffable understanding. Someone actually uses a sentence to communicate what can only be 

shown. Then that sentence conveys knowledge to the receiver. But that something must be the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
24 Peter Hacker, “Was He Trying to Whistle It?”, in A. Crary and R. Read eds. The New Wittgenstein, Routledge, 
London, pp. 353-88, 2000 as cited by Sullivan in More & Sullivan, 2003. 
25 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Notebooks 1914-1916, Edited by G. H. von Wright and G. E. M. Anscombe; with an 
English translation by G. E. M. Anscombe; index prepared by E. D. Klemke (1979), University of Chicago Press, 
Chicago, 1914-1916, p. 86. 
26 As described by Sullivan in More & Sullivan, 2003. 
27 Anscombe, 1971. 
28 Sullivan in Moore & Sullivan, 2003. 
29 Moore in Moore & Sullivan, 2003. 

http://info.sjc.ox.ac.uk/scr/hacker/docs/Was%20he%20trying%20to%20whistle%20it.pdf
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content of the sentence, and it can only be considered nonsense in some special way of seeing it. 

There are thus nonsense sentences that have nothing behind them, and nonsense sentences that 

have something true but unsayable behind them. As Sullivan points out there is still an underlying 

commitment to ineffable truths, i.e. truths that are communicated. It also commits to that nonsense 

has content. It seems as if the position that Wittgenstein’s nonsense presents mutual ineffable 

understanding is just as incoherent as if it directly contains ineffable truths, because the ineffable 

understanding relies on ineffable truths. 

            However, the claim by Sullivan that you don’t need quasi-propositions and quasi-truths I think 

should be interpreted as that communication is something that you do, or show, and not something 

you say, it is an instance of knowledge-how, that you communicate, and can be shown by doing it, 

but not by saying it. So at the core you don’t need any concept of a quasi-language, since it is of 

another type, doing, not saying. 

Modern readings 

Diamonds resolute reading30 
Diamond takes note on the fact that Wittgenstein is insisting that he is not expressing any 

philosophical sentences in the Tractatus. Instead Wittgenstein’s contention is that it would have 

been an impossible task, and Diamond thinks that the only reasonable way of reading the Tractatus is 

to consider all philosophical sentences as nonsense.  Central to this way of reading is the distinction 

between what can be said and what can only be shown. And what cannot be said simply mustn’t be 

said. It is nonsense, and just a waste of time to say. It is if no more use than other types of gibberish. 

Wittgenstein statement in the Tractatus, that you should be silent of things you cannot say, becomes 

understandable in this interpretation. 

            Diamond cites Peter Geach31 who has identified something similar to the distinction between 

what can be said and what can only be shown with Frege. He finds that some things can be said in a 

formal system of language and some things can only be shown. To explain, in Freges framework 

there is a clear distinction between functions and objects. However, as Frege has found out, 

whenever you try to make a proposition about such a distinction, it fails. Frege’s conclusion is that it 

is as a matter of fact impossible to express such a distinction. Instead the difference can only be 

shown in the use of the things under discussion; objects and functions. 

                                                           
30 Diamond, 1988. 
31 Peter Geach, “Saying and Showing in Frege and Wittgenstein", Acta Philosophica Fennica, Volume 28, pp.  54-
70, 1976. 
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            So, there is a similarity with Wittgensteinian nonsense that there is a distinction between 

functions and object; that you can show it but cannot say it. Geach goes further and claims that “a 

great deal of the Tractatus is best understood as a refashioning of Frege’s function-and-argument 

analysis in order to remove mistaken treatment of sentences as complex names”32. The difference is 

the same as between a proposition and a proper name, and Wittgenstein holds that a proposition 

will count as a wholly different sort of linguistic item than any type of name. Any proposition can 

then according to Geach be said to have features that are reflections of features of reality. Features 

that can only be reflected in propositions and cannot themselves be said to be features of reality. 

Thus language expressions again are some sort of representations of reality, which has features of 

their own. According to the picture theory it shares the same logical form as reality and cannot be 

said to be a derived representation, but rather to be a direct one. However, in the same way as the 

distinction between function and objects you cannot say what the reflections are with language; i.e. 

what distinguishes sentences and names. 

Throwing away the ladder 

The essence of Diamonds33 resolute reading of the Tractatus is to take seriously the claim that the 

ladder must be thrown away34. Anyone who understands Wittgenstein must realize that all 

philosophical propositions, as the ones in the book, are mere nonsense. For example the logical form 

of reality is something beyond reality and any talk of such thing is nonsense. Diamond calls it 

chickening out to maintain that something is left, once you throw away the ladder. It is wrong that 

you should keep on thinking that there are such things as the logical form of reality, features of 

reality, or meta-physical statements that correspond to some ineffable truths. This is also true for 

what shows itself. 

            Another way of seeing the Tractatus would be that it contains philosophical statements that 

themselves do not fulfill the criteria to count as sensible, and are as such nonsense, but after 

throwing away the ladder due to this you are left with something that Wittgenstein has really not 

been able to say and that according to Wittgenstein is unsayable. Diamond considers this as 

chickening out and the true way to understand Wittgenstein is actually to consider all the 

propositions as mere nonsense. As Diamond puts it “To chicken out is to pretend to throw away the 

ladder while standing firmly, or as firmly as one can, on it”35.  

                                                           
32 Geach, 1976, p. 64. 
33 Diamond, 1988. 
34 In the next to last statement of the Tractatus (6.54) it is explained that the one who understands 
Wittgenstein shall come to see that his propositions are nonsense, that they form a ladder and that the reader 
must throw them away, since he has climbed it. 
35 Diamond, 1988, p. 20. 
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The Tractatus as a refutation of transcendental idealism 

Hacker36 thinks that Wittgenstein puts forward in the Tractatus sentences about what Hacker calls a 

realism of possibility. In the world each thing has a number of fixed possibilities, i.e. can be attributed 

to having relations and properties of a limited set. These can be called the possible occurrences in 

facts, the possible descriptions of an object, that you can express, that each thing of the same 

category shares. This is independent of language, but with words we can state in a proposition that 

one of the things has some relations or properties, i.e. state an occurrence. It is according to Hacker 

impossible to say to which category an object belongs to. The Hacker point of view is that you can 

show that a thing is an object of a category, by stating that it has the properties required, however 

we cannot say that it belongs to that category. This is since, according to Hacker’s view, categories do 

not exist in reality. Diamond view is that this is chickening out, since they simply don’t exists at all 

according to Wittgenstein (in Diamonds interpretation). 

Nonsense as elucidations 
McGinn37 thinks that there is another way of understanding the Tractatus than the ineffable and the 

resolute reading.  As she says, she also opposes to the traditional reading of the Tractatus, and thinks 

it should not be read as a book that presents a meta-physical theory, stating for example such things 

as that our language is grounded in intrinsic features of an independent reality. It is neither a book 

that at least as the resolute reading proclaims that the body contains only mere nonsense, or 

gibberish. Wittgenstein provides insight into the status of logic and the nature of propositions that 

has a major impact on his conceptions of the aims and working methods of philosophy.  

            The problem with the resolute reading is that it is paradoxical as the Tractatus on the one 

hand expresses these insights, and on the other claims that the sentences about logic are mere 

nonsense, with the illusion of sense. Once you’ve climbed the ladder you are to throw it away. 

McGinn rhetorically asks how we can have got anyway by climbing the ladder, if the ladder is an 

illusion. She thinks that there is an advantage to the meta-physical reading by focusing on the 

saying/showing distinction and not the sense/nonsense distinction, except for that you can make 

something out of most of the content of the book, the meta-physical parts. McGinn tries to find a 

middle way since none of the above accounts are satisfactory. 

            The solution according to McGinn is to regard Wittgenstein’s nonsense as elucidatory. They 

are not regular sentences about the world that makes sense. One of the reasons is that the outcome 

does not make sense when you describe language by language. The line of reasoning is that since as 

                                                           
36 Hacker, 2000 as cited by Diamond, 1988. 
37 Marie McGinn, “Between Metaphysics and Nonsense: Elucidation in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus”, in The 
Philosophical Quarterly, Volume 49, pp. 491-513, 1999. 
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already established, in any of the logical notational languages that Russell, Frege and Wittgenstein 

developed, you cannot state things about the logical notational systems themselves. It seems 

Wittgenstein thinks this also holds for regular language, and it seems likely that this is due to that he 

thinks that the logical notation can capture anything that can be said in regular language. So in his 

book he uses the picture theory which is a metaphor that shows how language works. It does not 

directly say how language works, but elucidates how using language sort of makes a picture of the 

world with statements. 

What is elucidated 

What Wittgenstein elucidates with his sentences is a plentitude of matters. One matter is that 

sentences about logic are different from sentences about the world. Sentences about logic are true 

and McGinn calls them essential. Wittgenstein holds that only logical tautologies are necessary 

sentences or propositions. Other propositions, propositions about the world are contingent, i.e. can 

be true or false, thus have a truth value. This means here that any essential sentence in philosophy, 

as Kant’s categorical imperative, is a non-contingent sentence, i.e. has no truth-condition, and thus is 

meaningless. 

            The Tractatus also elucidates that there is no philosophical system of propositions that can be 

used to support any system of logic itself. The reason is that any such system seems to rely on the 

idea of self-evidence, which for example Russell and Frege relies on. The solution that Wittgenstein 

presents is that any such system itself must be mere nonsense, these rules show themselves, but 

cannot be said.  So the elucidations themselves cannot be claiming anything substantial, but 

elucidates these kinds of facts. It is a way to discern a pattern in language. 

A knowledge-how interpretation38 
Moore39 claims that the traditional vs. resolute dispute can be resolved by seeing that they do not 

firmly take into account that what is shown should be interpreted as what would be true if it could be 

said. In Anscombe’s discussion40 

 

4.1212 What can be shown, cannot be said.41 

 

                                                           
38 Moore & Sullivan, 2003. 
39 Moore in Moore & Sullivan, 2003. 
40 Anscombe, 1971. 
41 The numbered statements of the Tractatus are simply cited as they are in the translation by Ogden. 
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 is interpreted in such a way. Since it cannot be said, it is neither true and thus it does not, according 

to what Diamond claims, have to convey something as a regular proposition.  Moore proposes that 

we have many types of knowledge that we cannot express for example the skills to play piano, it can 

never be written down, but its content of understanding is still something of significance. Thus as 

Moore proposes Wittgenstein’s nonsense in the Tractatus expresses ineffable understanding that 

cannot be said. In my opinion this is congruent with the second interpretation of Soames42 that 

Wittgenstein deliberately violated the rules of language to show us something about the rules of 

thought and language. 

            Moore’s claim is that the nonsense in the Tractatus is not merely gibberish. It is actually 

helpful nonsense, and must be distinguished from other types of nonsense. And further to that, 

Moore views its content as of a profoundly illuminating kind. This is a completely different 

perception than the resolute view, which does not classify Wittgensteinian nonsense as a special 

type of nonsense. They claim that Wittgensteinian like all other nonsense is mere gibberish or simply 

unintelligible. Other new interpreters claim that Wittgensteinian nonsense has a particular type, for 

example it could be said to be “intelligible ingredients combined in an illegitimate way”43 or it 

“expresses a logically incoherent thought”44.  

The limits of thinking 

One of the aims of the Tractatus as described in the introduction is in fact to draw a limit to thinking. 

On one side there are sensible sentences and expressions and on the other side there are 

nonsensical ones. From that alone one would immediately like to draw the conclusion that nonsense 

must be unintelligible or mere gibberish since it is cannot be thought at all. In the following section it 

is stressed however that the limit can only be drawn in language. According to Moore, 

Wittgensteinian nonsense presents an illusion. The words fail to express what is attempted to say, 

and the intention itself when recognized makes possible from a receiver to connect to the particular 

illusion.  Then Moore is able to explain that communication occurs with Wittgensteinian nonsense 

although the rules of language are violated. Thus Wittgensteinian nonsense must be something 

completely different from mere nonsense, i.e. unintelligible combinations of letters. 

            In the words of to Sullivan45 the resolute reading of the Tractatus Wittgenstein tries to dispel 

transcendental idealism. The argument seems to be that since all sensible language and thought 

concerns the world, there is no room for transcendental knowledge. Let’s say there where. Then any 

                                                           
42 Soames, 2003, p. 253. 
43 James Conant, “Two Conceptions of Die Berwindung der Metaphysik”, in T.G. McCarthy and S.C. Stidd eds. 
Wittgenstein in America, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 2001, p. 14. 
44 Conant, 2001, p. 14, 21. 
45 Sullivan in Moore & Sullivan, 2003. 
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statement of it would be nonsense, because it is not of the world. Sullivan claims that Wittgenstein 

stays sympathetic to transcendental idealism in the Tractatus. The room for transcendental 

knowledge must then be the same as practical knowledge. This would otherwise indeed support the 

notion that there is not even a thing such as nonsense, since categories are not real. 

Wittgensteinian nonsense as knowledge-how 

Moore argues that we cannot understand the concept of truth independently of what can be 

expressed. What can be expressed is effable and what cannot be expressed is ineffable. My 

understanding of this claim is that if there was a truth it is the same as that it could have been 

expressed. Any truth is thus by definition expressible.  Otherwise it would not have been something 

that could be true or false. Moore leans on Donald Davidson’s46 ideas about sentences in other 

languages that would be untranslatable to ours. If it was, then it would according to Donald Davidson 

be an activity within that is not speech behavior, and thus such sentences do not exist. A problem 

with this argument is that our language trivially could be incomplete; lacking some words that are 

needed to express all propositions, i.e. truths and falsehoods.   Then it would be inexpressible in our 

language; however that could easily be fixed by introducing more words and corresponding concepts 

and language objects. 

            What this leads to is that there exist other types of knowledge than such which can be 

expressed, knowledge which does not contain true and false elements. Moore has in mind 

knowledge-how, for example how to play the violin, or whistle a tune. Further, he does complete the 

argument, and claims as Schiffer47 and Koethe 48that knowledge-how is not a species of knowledge-

that (propositional knowledge). Moore also gives an example of ineffable knowledge. People do 

obviously know what is for an object to be green. But, what is it really? There is no explanation to it 

other than simply “what it is for an object to be green”, but we can’t express what it is. It is thus 

something ineffable. This relates back to Wittgenstein’s notion of a limit between nonsense and 

sensible sentences in such a way that meta-knowledge of the world and language cannot be 

expressed in itself since you come to an end where the components cannot be broken down to 

smaller pieces. 

                                                           
46 Donald Davidson, and Patrick Suppes, and Sidney Siege, Decision-Making: An Experimental Approach, 
Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1957. 
47 Stephen Schiffer,  ”Amazing Knowledge”, The Journal of Philosophy, Volume 99, pp. 137-255, 2002 as cited by 
Moore & Sullivan, 2003. 
48 John Koethe, “Stanley and Williamson on Knowing How”, The Journal of Philosophy, Volume 99, pp. 325-328, 
2002 as cited by Moore & Sullivan, 2003. 
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A reconciliatory view             

Moore sees this as reconciling traditional and new readings of the Tractatus. In the traditional view 

the Tractatus contains illuminating nonsense, and in the new view mere nonsense. To support the 

traditional reading one must assume that there are some propositions that are inexpressible. If this 

assumption is false, the new reading follows. However, Moore suggests that other things are 

ineffable than truths.  

            Moore seems to say that statements in philosophy usually only have the illusion of a sense. 

Take for example the meta-physical statement “The world exists as a limited whole”49.  On the 

surface level it seems to be a sensible sentence, since all words are proper words and grammatically 

correct. However, in fact it does not say anything about the world in the proper Wittgensteinian way 

of seeing it. According to the Tractatus only sentences which state something about things in the 

world are sensible. So, if everything in the Tractatus is nonsense according to Moore’s reading; i.e. 

conveys only ineffable understanding, and one could perhaps say that by writing these illusions he 

illuminates the limits of language. Possibly one could then interpret Wittgenstein in such a way that 

once you realize that these have just the illusion of a sense you can throw them away, to become a 

wiser man. There is no reason to say such words. The only reason would be in fact to illustrate that 

such philosophical propositions are nonsensical. 

            There is another argument against the resolute reading. The fact that these sentences are 

nonsensical is itself nonsense, simply because it does not say anything about the world. Then it 

cannot even be true that nonsense is mere nonsense. Moore points out that philosophy is more of 

an activity than a set of doctrinal propositions. If there where such doctrinal propositions they would 

not even be true, as they purport to be. This means that instead of trying to base your behavior on 

some final axioms or general doctrines, you should follow the lead of those before. Learn the activity 

and don’t try to write it down, since it would be impossible in itself. 

Kremer and the Purpose of the nonsense in the Tractatus50 

Ethical doctrines as instances of the sin of pride 

Kremer tries to find what the purpose of Wittgensteinian nonsense is. One way of reading the 

Tractatus would be that Wittgenstein believes that most of philosophy is actually nonsense, and that 

Wittgenstein presents his own views that are not nonsensical. Readers like for example Peter 

Carruthers51 thinks that the claim that philosophy is nonsense can be accepted without damage to 

                                                           
49 An example by Moore in Moore & Sullivan, 2003, pp. 189 (see also the Tractatus 6.45). 
50 Kremer, 2001. 
51 Peter Carruthers, The Metaphysics of the Tractatus, Cambridge University Press, 1990 as cited by Kremer, 
2001. 
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the rest of the propositions in the Tractatus. However, the claim is actually that the entire ladder 

should be thrown away52, and that includes 6.54 and 7. To accept any of the statements would mean 

to ignore that part of the claim.  

            The resolute reading takes Wittgenstein seriously in that we should actually throw the ladder 

away.  All sentences of the Tractatus are in fact nonsense. The introduction of the Tractatus says that 

the book is actually about drawing a limit to expression of thought. On one side we have sensible 

language and on the other mere nonsense. Accordingly, a book could be interpreted as a tool in the 

activity of clarifying how language can be used, and how ambiguities and confusions arise, the limit 

of language. Diamond53 uses the word frame for those propositions that tell us how to read the 

Tractatus. These are first of all the introduction and the last propositions that state that all other 

propositions as nonsense, but also propositions in the rest of the work. It is not the position but the 

role of the propositions that determine if it is a part of the frame or the body. Such framing 

propositions are not included among those proclaimed as nonsense, but instead reading instructions. 

Thus you can view all philosophy as nonsense, but not the sentences in the frame, since they do not 

require any philosophical understanding. Nonsense arises when you write sentences containing 

words that lack meaning. Wittgenstein takes the example “Socrates is identical”54, where the word 

identical is meaningless (as reproduced in this particular sentence), since there is no property of 

being identical. Any statement of identity obviously needs two nouns. As Kremer understands it 

meaningful sentences are sentences that are useful, and say something. To sum up Kremer’s account 

of the resolute reading, some sentences withstand the disintegration of an illusion of a sense, which 

is the frame and the rest is the ladder that is to be discarded. 

            Kremer also points out that the traditional reading is incoherent, since Wittgenstein indeed 

did say a lot of what cannot be said. Kremer thinks that in this regard the traditional interpretation of 

the Tractatus contains a remarkable philosophical blind spot. As Diamond calls it the traditional 

reader is “chickening out”, and call such readings “irresolute”. Diamonds believes that when reading 

the Tractatus one must read it literally, that the picture theory and the theory of isomorphism 

between propositions and facts and such are nonsensical. The problem according to Kremer with the 

resolute reading is simply why Wittgenstein would write a book which almost exclusively contains 

nonsense. According to irresolute readings Wittgenstein, through writing them, gave insights into 

those things that cannot really be put into words. The resolute reader might answer that this 

requires that there exists something like quasi-propositions that can express what cannot be said. 

Thus says when cannot be said, and that must be a contradiction. 

                                                           
52 The Tractatus, 6.54. 
53 Diamond, 1988 as cited by Kremer, 2001. 
54 The Tractatus, 5.473.  
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            Kremer tries to filter out an explanation from Diamond’s and Conant’s various writings on the 

Tractatus. Kremer finds that in a letter to Ludwig Ficker55 Wittgenstein says that “the point of the 

book is ethical”. Diamond56 suggests that the goal of the Tractatus is to overcome an attraction to 

philosophy. This is interesting of course because if the aim is ethical then the interest is not a bad 

thing in itself, it is just something that you have to overcome by realizing that philosophy is nonsense, 

only then you become wise. 

            Kremer asks what the source of this interest is and what the ethical aim of the Tractatus really 

is. He answers by finding a parallel in St. Paul’s57 and St. Augustine’s58 writings. St. Paul argues in the 

Epistle to the Romans, that obedience to the Mosaic Law cannot provide justification before God, 

instead it brings condemnation. Justification is not through works under the law, but through faith. 

Kremer’s reading on this is that “the law condemns us not just because we are unable to obey it, but 

because our need to justify ourselves through obedience to it is itself a sign that we are sinful”59. My 

understanding of Kremer’s reading is that no matter what we do, God knows that we are sinners 

even if we follow all his commandments. The act of justification can be seen as a way of trying to 

convince God that we are not in the wrong. But, that would be an act of pride. The path to 

justification is actually through faith. As Kremer says this does not nullify the Mosaic Law, but rather 

frees us from following its commands. When we are saved by God in this way, we desire only to be 

good.  

            St. Augustine clarifies this by stating that we are creatures and only God creator, an 

asymmetrical relationship. Pride is to envy God, his creative powers and omnipotence, and contains 

the desire to take his place. Humility is the opposite, to accept ones position in the creators and ours 

common existence. By rejecting the ruler’s authority, we become incapable of living our own lives, 

we do things against our better judgment, cannot control our desires, even when they lead us astray. 

We come in conflict with others and seek to rule and master them. What we lose is what St. 

Augustine characterizes as peace, a positive and harmonious life.  

            St. Augustine further finds that pagan philosophers often try to construct systems of ethical 

doctrines that tell us how to govern life. It is a false hope to in fact rule the universe as is Gods realm 

to govern. Thus such ethical systems are instances of pride.  

                                                           
55 Ludwig Wittgenstein, “Letters to Ludwig Ficker”, in C.G. Luckhardt ed. Wittgenstein: Sources and 
Perspectives, Cornwell University Press, Ithaca, 1979. 
56 Diamond, 1998 as cited by Kremer, 2001. 
57 Bible: the new testament, The Epistle to the Romans. 
58 Aurelius Augustine, City of god, English translation by H. Bettenson (1984), Penguin books, London, 5th 
century. 
59 Kremer, 2001, pp. 48. 
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The Tractatus is about finding harmony 

The reading of the Tractatus as sinful ethical doctrines, as I understand Kremer, is that it is similar to 

that the Mosaic Law is not to be the way to find God’s grace, but rather surrendering. Wittgenstein 

wants us to throw away the ladder after we have climbed it. He transforms our understanding of the 

activity of philosophy from a theory of the world, the language and the mind, into clarifications. In 

such away there is no end result of philosophical true doctrines, but only an activity that can be used 

to deepen our understanding of the things that we are interested in.  

            In Kremer’s understanding we find ourselves in the need to justify our thoughts, words and 

deeds, thus feel out of harmony, not at peace, with ourselves, others, or our world. The cure is 

justification. We try to construct ethical and logical systems but will fail to justify ourselves and the 

solution suggested by Wittgenstein is to relieve ourselves of the need for justification itself. It is not 

possible to be successful since any attempt can be put in question and we end up in infinite regress. 

The purpose of an ultimately justifying proposition is to be in itself impossible to question and since it 

does not fulfill its promise it is in fact meaningless nonsense, meaningless since it does not fulfill any 

purpose as promised, and nonsense since it is meaningless, and neither necessarily true or false. 

            One fallback according to Kremer is the saying/showing distinction. Since we cannot find 

ultimate justification on words, we try to place it internally, so that it cannot be said, only be shown. 

It will show itself in the life that we live and the words that we speak. Trying to put it into words will 

zap them of their justifying power.  When it comes to ethical systems it is easy to see that they are 

used to justify our way of living, but what about systems of logic. Actually we use them to justify our 

sentences and our words. Kremer thinks that, the demand for justification, in this case, arise when a 

system is put in question.  However, the answer can be put in question itself and thus we end up in 

infinite regress. The fallback to fuzzy and unclear concepts like things that can only be shown, meant, 

grasped and communicated or be quite correct, i.e. ineffable things, is only a temptation that leads 

to illusion, confusion and nonsense. In fact, according to Wittgenstein logic and ethics is 

transcendental and thus beyond the category of things, and cannot be said at all, not even with fuzzy 

concepts. Wittgenstein urges us to resist the demand for justification by anything fuzzy. This is the 

only way to resolve our difficulties.  

            The only thing to do with any ultimate justifiers, like for example axioms in the case of logic or 

mathematics is to assert them. And that assertion itself must be backed up with other words. 

Wittgenstein thinks that we should simply be silent about these things and let logic and life speak for 

themselves. For example rules of inference could be interpreted as a mean to justify our use of them. 

However, as the rule stands, it must be justified how they justifies the use of them. Thus 

Wittgenstein thinks that rules of inference are nonsense and he thinks that they are instead shown in 

the way we use them.  Since ethics is transcendental there is no way to express it, i.e. there are no 
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ethical propositions. The principles that we try to establish as guidelines and justifications for our 

lives can all be put into question. Kremer argues that Wittgenstein tries to bring meaningfulness back 

into our lives, simply as I understand it that there really is no need to justify our existence. 

A resolute way of reading 

The conclusion that Kremer draws is that all of the Tractatus is nonsense according to its own 

concept of nonsense, and since that concept is nonsense to, you have to use a regular 

conceptualization of the word “nonsense” to grasp what nonsense is. Wittgenstein frees us from the 

burden of justification. This is like St. Paul who frees Christians of the need to follow the Mosaic Law, 

by considering faith the only thing needed.  Kremer goes on to state that he thinks that Wittgenstein 

tries to inculcate humility, and the love for ones neighbor. However I do not find any parts of the 

Tractatus that would support such a claim. He also claims that Wittgenstein suggest that we cannot 

make ourselves happy – i.e. follow sets of rules to obtain happiness, only when we give up that 

intention we may actually become truly happy. 

            Kremer thinks that his reading has advantages to other resolute readings. One is that it can 

easily explain how the Tractatus expresses thought and speaks truths, and also that ethics, the 

mystical, exists. Resolute readers often deny the existence of ineffable truths and the question is 

what Wittgenstein meant with such propositions about truth. The explanation Kremer puts forth is 

that Wittgenstein is showing us a way to live, a sort of true way, another type of mystical truth. It is 

not possible to write that down in any commandment, however can be shown by living, as the rules 

of logic reveal themselves by use. They saying/showing distinction is about the different between 

knowledge-that and knowledge-how, and Kremer does not think that you can reduce knowledge-

how to knowledge-that. The example is that you can communicate for example Air on a G-String by 

whistling it, but you cannot say how to do it. 

            Another advantage according to Kremer it that it gives a way to understand that the 

inexpressible can be contained in what’s expressed as Wittgenstein writes in a letter to Engelman60. 

Is the inexpressible then not expressed in itself? An example of such a thing is the poem Count 

Eberhard’s Howthorn61. In the poem a man life is depicted and he is described as “brave and true”62. 

This might be viewed as an ideal to live after. However there is no such proposition or quasi-fact 

expressed in the poem itself. It is implicated but not said.  

                                                           
60 Paul Engelmann, Letters from Ludwig Wittgenstein. With a Memoir, Horizon Press, New York, 1968 as cited 
by Kremer, Michael, 2001. 
61 Ludwig Uhland, Graf Eberhards Weißdorn, J. G. Cotta’sche Buchhandlung, Stuttgart und Tübingen, 1815 pp. 
263-264. 
62 Uhland, 1815, p. 263. 
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Proposed reading 
As a consequence of studying the above readings of the Tractatus, I present a resolute way of 

reading of the Tractatus that has an advantage. It explains how Wittgenstein can say that once you 

have understood the book you can throw it away since you have come to a safe place. I don’t claim 

that I have been able to write down exactly what Wittgenstein conveys with his book, but given the 

proposed reading you can bind together Diamond’s, Moore’s and Kremer’s readings in a new way. 

            The proposed reading takes into account that the Tractatus is written in the context of 

philosophical dispute. The idea is to read the Tractatus as demonstrating that the very existence of a 

meta-physical system would lead to a reductio ad absurdum in its context. In this context, it is not 

uncommon that writers try to formulate meta-physical systems, and the assumption would then be 

that you can express such a system in doctrinal form. The reading applies to ethics as well as meta-

physics. 

            As Kremer63 says Wittgenstein wants to free us of doctrinal systems, and has an explanation to 

why Wittgenstein wants to free us of them, that any such system is not sustainable to further 

criticism. You simply cannot state its preconditions within itself. So as you would be using the Mosaic 

Law to claim that you are free from sin, which itself would be a form of pride. To come up with a final 

doctrinal system and claim that it will be able to withstand any criticism would from that seem quite 

difficult.  

            A problem is that the Tractatus is presented in the form of such a book, with self-evident 

propositions. Therefore the question how reading something that is nonsense can give you insight 

into the field of philosophy since the sentences of the Tractatus are nonsense themselves must be 

answer. According to the proposed reading it is that it demonstrates a method.  The reductio ad 

absurdum interpretation of the book in its context will be followed by a knowledge-how 

interpretation of the purpose of the book.  Then these two perspectives on the Tractatus are 

combined into an coherent account of how you can thrown the content of the book away and still 

stay in a stable place. According to the proposed reading the meta-physics of the book is of the sort 

of language expressions that you should be able to surmount. I believe that this is a therapeutic 

method to free you of doubt of the existence of the world, and fits with Moore’s64 and Kremer’s 

readings.  

Concepts and further background to support the proposed reading 
To interpret the Tractatus it is crucial to have the vocabulary clear. What is nonsense and what is 

meta-physics in Wittgenstein’s view as presented in the Tractatus must be determined. I do not 

                                                           
63 Kremer, 2001. 
64 Moore in Moore & Sullivan, 2003. 
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suggest that I have found the conclusive interpretations on the concepts that Wittgenstein use and 

define in the Tractatus, but the reader needs to be informed about how the Tractatus concepts of 

nonsense and meta-physics support the proposed reading. 

             I do believe that the concept of nonsense is a bit wider that the definition in this section but it 

is not relevant for the present purpose; it is thus partly a stipulative one. As an example a non-

grammatical sentence is nonsense according to the Tractatus, like “Soctrates is identical”. Other 

sentences that follow grammatical rules can also be nonsense for example all numbered statements 

in the Tractatus itself. In general it could perhaps be interpreted as any expression of language that 

purports to be a sentence with truth-conditions, but is not. As an example a nod would not be 

nonsense in that interpretation but meta-physics and non-grammatical sentences would be. I focus 

on the status of statements within knowledge disciplines like science and philosophy and not non-

grammatical statements. First I will define what a proposition is according to Wittgenstein. 

The Tractatus concept of a proposition 

To clarify what I mean when I use the concept of a proposition in relation to what the Tractatus 

claims is crucial since it does not mean for example a sentence in general, not even a well formulated 

one.  A proposition expresses something: 

3.1 In the proposition the thought is expressed perceptibly through the senses. 

and is not just a random collection of words:  

3.141 The proposition is not a mixture of words (just as the musical theme is not a 

mixture of tones).The proposition is articulate. 

Instead it expresses something as I think is the meaning of “is articulate”. What it represents is a fact: 

3.14 The propositional sign consists in the fact that its elements, the words, are 

combined in it in a definite way. The propositional sign is a fact. 

The definition of proposition would be something like: 

an expression of language that signifies a fact. 

It is crucial that a fact can be verified with measurements, and thus any proposition can be, as will be 

evident when nonsense in interpreted in the following subsection. 
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Nonsense interpreted 

I understand the concept of nonsense as relevant for the present purpose as sentences that are not 

verifiable. That is the essence of the concept although the Tractatus describes it in other sentences, 

as unsayable, or perhaps even unthinkable.  When you can verify a sentence with measurement you 

can determine its truth-value, thus it has truth-conditions. In this way sentences that are only 

verifiable by reason are not meaningful according to the Tractatus since they don’t have truth-

conditions. Only sentences verifiable by measurement remain. 

            I base this on a subset of sentences in the Tractatus: 

2.1511 Thus the picture is linked with reality; it reaches up to it. 

2.1512 It is like a scale applied to reality. 

3 The logical picture of the facts is the thought. 

3.1 In the proposition the thought is expressed perceptibly through the senses. 

2.1511 and  2.1512  state that measurability is a requirement of a (logical) picture. 3 in combination 

with 3.1 establish that this applies to propositions. 

            Thus the definition of nonsense becomes: 

an expression of language that on the surface level seem like propositions but 

cannot be verified by measurements. 

Meta-physics (as a attempt to revert skepticism) 

Since Wittgenstein claims in the Tractatus that every meaningful sentence is scientific I understand 

meta-physics as other sentences within for example philosophy that purports to claim anything 

outside of physics (or perhaps more accurately behind physics).  In particular I interpret the concept 

of meta-physics as presented in the Tractatus as a way to reduce the meaning of propositions about 

the world into sentences that are based on reason.  

            The definition of meta-physics would be something like: 

an expression of language that tries to formulate how physical propositions are 

grounded in propositions validated by reason as base of its meaning. 

Meta-physics it is almost per the definition given above nonsense, if you don’t believe that 

propositions can be validated by measurement and reason in combination. 
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Modus ponens 

Modus ponens is a common rule of inference and most philosophy students should be familiar with 

it. However since it is important for my argument I will take it in detail. Modus ponens is a rule of 

inference according to which you from two premises, an implication and the antecedent of the 

implication, entail the consequence of the implication: 

1. If P, then Q. 

2. P. 

3. Therefore, Q. 

You can write this in logical notation as 

(P->Q & Q)->P. 

The later form is a tautology and according to the Tractatus a tautology does not say anything; i.e. 

lack meaning. It is not nonsense though since it does show something about language. It shows how 

you can use language. If 1 and 2 are true, 3 is true. However, this is actually entailed in 1 and 2 and 

does not depend on the expressed rule. The rule just clarifies the relationship between the premises 

and the consequent. Thus it is important to take note of that the written form of the rule is not 

needed to back up the usage of it. 

The Tractatus leads to a reductio ad absurdum given its context 
 The way the Tractatus leads to a reductio ad absurdum, I suggest, is that if there was a meta-physical 

system, then the picture theory would be true. However since you cannot depict the picture theory, 

you come to a contradiction. If the picture theory is true, you would be able to say it with a 

proposition, but you cannot say that according to the system itself, i.e. the system abandons itself. 

There seems to be no way out in this line of reasoning.  Since the picture theory would have been the 

foundation for a philosophical doctrinal system, there is actually no such system at all. I do not 

suggest that Wittgenstein intended to convey this particular instance of the argument, but believe it 

captures the intention of its contradictory content. 

Definitions for used expressions 

To make the interpreted argument simpler I use expressions in particular ways. First I define a final 

doctrinal system as 
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a system of propositions that explains something else but is not itself in the need for 

explanation. 

The reason to choose final doctrinal system instead of meta-physics is that it is mentioned in the 

Tractatus that ethics has similar problems as meta-physics. 

            Second the Tractatus appear to contain meta-physics and it is convenient to give it a name. It 

is below simply called “the picture theory” since the theory of logical pictures is a pivotal part of the 

apparent meta-physics of the Tractatus. However, it includes the logical atomist view as well.  

The specific argument 

            I here summarize what I believe Wittgenstein conveys by writing the Tractatus given its 

context: 

 

1. If x is a final doctrinal system, x explains everything within its scope. 

2. If there is a final doctrinal system, the Tractatus is the only final doctrinal system. 

3. If the Tractatus is a final doctrinal system, the picture theory is true.  

4. If the picture theory is true, nothing can explain the picture theory. 

5. The picture theory is in the scope of the Tractatus. 

6. There is a final doctrinal system. 

7. (From 7&2) The Tractatus is the only final doctrinal system. 

8. (From 7&1) The Tractatus explains everything within its scope. 

9. (From 7&3) The picture theory is true. 

10.  (From 8&4) The picture theory cannot explain the picture theory. 

11.  (From 10&5) The Tractatus does not explain everything within its scope. 

12.  (From 11&7) Contradiction 

13.  (From 12) There is no final doctrinal system. 

 

Let’s look at the premises. In the argument 1 is a definition of a final doctrinal system, and then must 

be true. 2 is true since the Tractatus is written as if the propositions are self-evident and it is 

explained how all physical propositions are true of false, and 3 since the picture theory is contained 

in it. 4 is a consequence of the picture theory. 5 is just stating the obvious that the Tractatus has the 

picture theory in its scope of explanation. So 2-5 comes from the book; either its content (4, 5) or its 

presentational form (2, 3). 

            6 is an assumption I think you safely can say is not uncommonly held by scholars of 

philosophy. It is what is to be tested, and is the context of the Tractatus. The Tractatus read in its 
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context according to the proposed reading thus leads to a contradiction. The conclusion is that there 

is no final doctrinal system. This means that there is no idea to try to construct one. 

            Note that there is no problem to hold 4 and 5 as true even if the statements of the Tractatus 

are nonsensical. The premises are not nonsense due to that the picture theory is nonsense. For 5 the 

picture theory can still be seen as the content of the Tractatus. Further for 4, if the picture theory is 

nonsense, it cannot be true so there is actually to condition since the antecedent is false. 

            A problem however lies in that 13 is construed as a proposition, however as a negative 

existential it has no truth-condition, thus it is nonsense. This boils down to a problem that is present 

in empiricism65 in general, since you cannot empirically verify that all sentences must be empirically 

founded. Event a statement that there is no final doctrinal system cannot be verified and so such 

statements are meaningless. I do not aim to solve this problem with this paper. 

            Another problem from the above is to generalize from the fact that the Tractatus is not a final 

doctrinal system to other systems. You need only to believe that 2 is false then Wittgenstein’s 

contention that meta-physics is meaningless does not generalize to other doctrinal systems.  You 

would have to think that other systems can be ruled out on grounds that are not mentioned. Thus 

given the specific argument, it is left open that another doctrinal system can be true, considering that 

2 could be false.  

The main purpose of the book must be convey knowledge-how 
If the Tractatus fail as a doctrinal system what is it? I suggest that the content of the Tractatus could 

be seen as sort of a cook-book of philosophy, i.e. as knowledge-how. A cook-book describes how to 

do something, in this case philosophy. The methodology Wittgenstein states in the Tractatus: 

6.53 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. 

So, the picture theory does not in the end use propositions to say that that the limit of thinking is, 

since they are nonsense. Instead it is a demonstration of his method of philosophical analysis, which 

                                                           
65 It is assumed here that the reader is familiar with empiricism. The criterion of meaning for non-analytical 
statements is that it can be verified with observation. Meta-physical statements are not meaningful, since they 
are not analytic. See, e.g., Soames 2003, pp. 271-298, for the philosophical shortcomings of empiricism. 
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is a valid way to discern the limits of thinking. It is its surface level knowledge-that form which 

Wittgenstein urges the reader to throw away, but you can still keep the philosophical method. The 

knowledge-that form of writing fails for philosophy and final philosophical doctrinal systems cannot 

be formulated. If you write down philosophy in knowledge-that form you get the kind of self-

supporting systems that the Tractatus is, and since they purport to be self-supporting they must fail. 

            Once you know how to approach philosophical problems you don’t need the picture theory 

itself. In fact it might just be a tool to avoid diverting into skepticism. According to Wittgenstein 

skepticism can be discarded as nonsense: 

6.51 Skepticism is not irrefutable, but palpably senseless, if it would doubt where a 

question cannot be asked. For doubt can only exist where there is a question; a 

question only where there is an answer, and this only where something can be said. 

Skepticism is a doubt on the existence of the world and the true reality of the world, and urges one 

to find a base in reason, thus meta-physics might be a solution. According to the Tractatus meta-

physics is not verifiable however and thus have no truth-condition and the same applies to skeptical 

statements. The problem lies in skepticism according to the Tractatus. There is really no need to 

doubt sentences about the world per se, since you can verify them by measurement.  

            That is why you can throw it away as a ladder; once you have overcome skepticism you have 

come to a solid place where you can stay: 

6.54 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. 

The method of philosophy is explained in short form in 6.53 and the conclusion or outcome of 

philosophical activity is then: 

7 Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent. 

In the end you just shouldn’t worry about skepticism, and then you are out of trouble. 

            To further support this view I mean that it would be that the methodology that is inexpressible 

in doctrinal form, but you can still understand something from the book. For that you need the 

concept of methodological validity. The method as such is obviously valid according to Wittgenstein; 

in the same way everyone who has understood modus ponens knows that it is valid. But expressing 

how and why modus ponens is valid in language turns out to be impossible, since you cannot prove it: 
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6.1264 The significant proposition asserts something, and its proof shows that it is 

so; in logic every proposition is the form of a proof. Every proposition of logic is a 

modus ponens presented in signs. (And the modus ponens cannot be expressed by a 

proposition.)  

 You use modus ponens but should not worry about its validity. Since the validity of a method is 

inexpressible, the method itself as expressed is meaningless. It is a method of inference, i.e. you 

cannot verify it by measurements. However the method would survive. The following statement 

would make existence but inexpressibility of a method possible: 

6.522 There is indeed the inexpressible. This shows itself; it is the mystical. 

because in 

6.127 All propositions of logic are of equal rank; there are not some which are 

essentially primitive and others deduced from these. Every tautology itself shows 

that it is a tautology. 

it is mentioned that tautologies shows themselves. I understand at least that is in fact a subset of 

what exists but is inexpressible according to 6.522. 

The general method 
How does this relate to the reductio ad absurdum above?  The method is that simply from the fact 

that you cannot explain an expression with itself (i.e. self-evidentiality does not validate a 

proposition) you can draw the conclusion that a final doctrinal system is meaningless. What if you 

can use a more general template argumentation? The following does not contain the distinction 

between the Tractatus and the picture theory but instead between a final doctrinal system and an 

expression of language. Thus it is not exactly the same: 

 

1. If x is a final doctrinal system, x explains everything within its scope. 

2. If x is a final doctrinal system, x is in the scope of x. 

3. If x is a final doctrinal system, x is the content of an expression of language. 

4. If x is the content of an expression of language, x cannot explain x. 

5. There is a final doctrinal system d.  

6. (From 3&5) d is the content of an expression of language. 

7. (From 4&6) d cannot explain d. 

8. (From 2&5) d in the scope of d.  
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9.  (From 1&5) d explains everything within its scope. 

10.  (From 8&9) d explains d. 

11.  (From 10&7) Contradiction. 

12.  There is no final doctrinal system d. 

 

This is a method that you can use to prove skepticism wrong and show that there is no reason to look 

for meta-physical or more generally final doctrinal systems. The very notion of a final doctrinal 

system is invalid as can be shown by this method, basically since any expressed fact of language 

cannot explain itself. It seems that you don’t need the picture theory or the like to come to the main 

conclusion, but still sustain the same argument. But you have to rely on the generalization that any 

expression of language cannot explain itself. 

            The Tractatus in this interpretation teaches you how to discern the limits of language use.  

There is no room for meta-physics or final doctrinal systems. Once you know how to use language 

you don't even need to keep the book, simply use language as you should.  And further, once you 

know how to defeat skepticism you don’t need to worry, as you in reality don’t need a written rule of 

modus ponens to justify its use. The writing of the method is just a description of how to do 

something. It does not guaranty its validity, as nothing expressed in language can. I believe that 

Wittgenstein is saying that the sentences that describe the picture theory are nonsensical as part of a 

meta-physical system and those nonsense sentences are just the sort of sentences that you should 

be able to defeat.  

Conclusions 
I have written down an argument which according to the presented reading Wittgenstein conveys 

given its context. It demonstrates in its general form how you can counter all attempts to solve 

skepticism with final doctrinal systems. That you can make this argument is supported, since it is has 

been based on modern readings. The Kremer66 reading support what I have called the context as 

something to take into account when you read the Tractatus. The context is an underlying hypothesis 

that you can write a final doctrinal system, which is what Wittgenstein challenges. The Diamond67 

reading supports that you can throw away at least the picture theory of the book, which according to 

my definition is most of it. I don’t think that the proposed reading takes into account everything that 

Wittgenstein explicates with the Tractatus, but believe my interpretation can contribute to an 

understanding of it. 

                                                           
66 Kremer, 2001. 
67 Diamond, 1998. 
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            I have interpreted the book as conveying knowledge-how which fits with Moore’s68 reading. 

Wittgenstein emphasizes use of language, and the limit of language is the limit of its use. I draw the 

conclusion that he believes that this method of philosophical analysis is valid but that it cannot be 

written down in doctrinal form in a meaningful way. Methods don’t really say anything but can guide 

language use. Teaching someone modus ponens helps the student to apply the rule and clarifies the 

limits of language. 

            Given the proposed reductive reading of the Tractatus I conclude that the main purpose of the 

Tractatus is not to describe a metaphysical system. It is instead an illustration of a method of how to 

defeat skepticism. That means that modern readings are correct in that it is not the meta-physical 

system that is the main contribution, rather the distinction of what is nonsense and what is not, the 

limits of language. The reading suggests that the meta-physical content indeed can be discarded. And 

once you have learned the method to defeat skepticism you don’t need to keep it in a written form 

in the same way as that you don’t need modus ponens in a written form. Instead you have come to a 

safe intellectual state. This again would be supported by the Kremer reading that the book is about 

how to find harmony. 

 

                                                           
68 Moore in Moore & Sullivan, 2003. 
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