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This book, the title of which I would
translate as  Forms of Elucidating,
Literary-Philosophical Means of Present-
ation in Wittgenstein’s Works, comprises
and analyzes critically the most
important phases of almost a
hundred years of both English- and
German-speaking Wittgenstein scho-
larship on the form of Wittgenstein’s
literary-philosophical ~ presentation.
Furthermore, Erbacher demonstrates
a thorough first-hand knowledge of
Wittgenstein’s ~ manuscripts  and
manner of work, while at the same
time offering an elegantly
understated interpretation of the
Tractatus logico-philosophicus, as well as
of later works. This interpretation
takes into  consideration  both
Wittgenstein’s serious and intense
ethical and aesthetic preoccupations,
and his significant contributions to
logic and philosophy of language.
Despite its density, Erbacher’s
slender book of no more than 132
pages achieves an concise lucidity
and thus performatively shows the
unity of aesthetic-rhetorical form and

philosophical content, as well as the
ethical ideal of clarity at the core of
Wittgenstein’s concerns.

Erbacher emphasizes that Witt-
genstein considered his work an
“activity of elucidation” (TLP 4.112),
and not a static body of doctrine. His
main medium was conversation, not
a monologue — he had a genuine wish
to be understood, to show and
actualize for his students (and
readers) his manner of practicing
philosophy. One of the main theses
of the book is that this “showing” is
achieved primarily by means of
presentation of his philosophy, of its
literary form. Erbacher joins the ranks
of those Wittgenstein interpreters
(like Gottfried Gabriel), who view
the literary form of his work as
deliberate and essential to the
understanding of its content. By
contrast, according to Erbacher, the
tirst wave of Wittgenstein scholar-
ship, including the Tractatus reception
by Russell, Moore and later the
Vienna Circle, regarded its style as
incidental and due to Wittgenstein’s
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personal eccentricities. On this view,
which persists today in the works of
Hacker and Glock, it is up to the
exegete to painstakingly recreate the
premise-and-conclusion structures of
Wittgenstein’s writings, against the
grain  of his  “obscure” and
“idiosyncratic” style. Such a reading
in turn obscures the aesthetic
aspiration Wittgenstein invested in
his philosophical work, which is most
obvious in his remark that the
Tractatus  should be viewed as
philosophical as wel/ as literary and his
calling the Philosophical Investigations
“an album”, but also in his well-
known pronouncement that “philo-
sophy ought only be written as a
poetic composition”.

Erbacher reviews Alois Pichler’s
Vom Buch zum Album on the history
of the Investigations and its deliberate
dialogical and album-like aesthetic
qualities. Furthermore, thanks to his
acquaintance  with ~ Wittgenstein’s
manuscripts, he places Wittgenstein’s
often quoted pronouncement that
philosophy ought to be composed as
poetry (“Philosophy diirfte man eigentlich
nur dichten”) in the context of his
recurrent evocation of a search for
“the redeeming word” (“das erlosende
Wort”), the word that would satisty
philosophical questions and thus end
them. Erbacher emphasizes that it is
precisely a linguistic expression that
achieves this, the redeeming word, and
he reads it in the context of its
immediately preceding note on
poetically composed philosophy. On
this reading, the redeeming word,
which puts an end to philosophical
problems by dissolving  them
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(“erlosen”, “to redeem” in German
contains the root “/isen”; “to solve”),

is the perfected poetic expression.

Erbacher postulates “philosophi-
cal poeticity” in Wittgenstein’s work,
defining it in terms comparable to
Roman Jakobson’s conception of the
poetic function. Jakobson introduces
the concept of “pluri-functionality”
of language. Rather than being
limited to its referential function (or
to use Wittgenstein’s terms, truth-
functionality), language has wvarious
other emotive, imperative, meta-
linguistic etc. functions, including the
poetic function. Jakobson
characterizes  “poeticity” as the
linguistic quality of not referring to
any particular object, but to language
itself. This abstract definition is
especially productive when analyzing
poetic texts that are not literary in the
institutionalized  sense, such as
Wittgenstein’s philosophical works.

In Part II, Etbacher reads the
Tractatus in terms of the search for
“the redeeming word”, in the sense
of the aspiration to philosophical
poeticity, of language showing itself.
However, he first summarizes the
main strands of competing inter-
pretations of this work. On the one
hand, he (perhaps too) amply quotes
the influential positivist exegetes who
view the style in which the work was
written as a “‘formidable obstacle”
rather than a worthy object of
investigation. ~ Consequently,  he
summarizes “the resolute reading”
introduced by Cora Diamond and
James Conant. In contrast to the
positivists, resolute readers pay
attention to the form of the Tractatus.



Nordic Wittgenstein Review 5 (No. 1) 2016

Diamond and Conant identify an
“interpretatory  frame”, originally
consisting of the foreword of the
Tractatus, and its ending, with special
focus on 6.54, later adding other
sentences of the Tractatus to the
frame. Conant approaches Wittgen-
stein’s work with the stance that its
form is not merely ornamental, but
that its “mode of presentation bears a
profoundly intimate relation to its
philosophical ambition”. Despite his
sympathy for the resolute reading,
Erbacher criticizes it, as well, on the
charge of arbitrarily  assigning
propositions of the Tractatus to “the
frame” or to the main body of work,
and of sacrificing the content of
Wittgenstein’s actual insights in the
work, such as the general form of the
proposition, to a content-negating,
“deconstructive” attention to form.

As an alternative to both the
positivist and the resolute reading,
Erbacher  draws  attention  to
Wittgenstein’s own characterization
of his work as “ethical” and to the
many propositions within the Tractatus
that serve ethical aims. For this, he
draws on Janik und Toulmin’s
Wittgenstein’s  Vienna, which place
Wittgenstein’s ideas in the — until
then largely overlooked context — of
the cultural, artistic and political
discussions of Viennese intellectual
life Wittgenstein was very much
rooted in. The journalist Karl Kraus,
whom Wittgenstein explicitly named
as one of his greatest influences, was
an opponent of scientism. With
Loos, Kraus propagated the idea that
ethics is not exhaustively definable
via natural science and that it is

“shown” in the way life is lived,
primarily — in the s#l of speaking
and writing. Kraus and Loos speak —
not of ethics being a matter of taste —
but of an “ethics of clarity” that is
shown  aesthetically, stylistically.
Therefore, the “philosophical poet-
icity” Erbacher is introducing in the
analysis of Wittgenstein’s work as a

whole, is not reducible to an
intransitive, merely self-reflective
aestheticism, but the “redeeming

word” has an ethical dimension, and
clarity for its object.

In his interpretation of the
Tractatus, Erbacher finds its literary
quality in the 7rbetorical style of the
work. He identities rhetoric as proto-
structuralist analysis, in line with
Jakobson’s  frequent focus on
rhetorical tropes. For instance, in
accordance with the principle of the
thetorical device of adiectio, or
“repetition”, Erbacher presents us an
intricate network of interlinked pro-
positions in the Tractatus, connected
by the repetition of key words or
phrases. Thus, rhetoric provides him
with  conceptual resources for
determining ~ which  propositions
belong to the frame, and which to
the main body of the work. In
contrast to the resolute reading,
Erbacher identifies not one, but two
frames. First an outermost frame,
based on the repetition of the call to
silence in the foreword as well as in
7, as well as an inner frame, based on
the repeated reader address in the
foreword and in 6.54, and within
these two frames a  gradatio
(culmination) of mutually inter-
connected smaller steps linking 1 and
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6. Whereas 3, which introduces the
logical picture, is the only unpaired
colon of the work acting as an axis or
a mirror and mediating between
sentences on the world (1-2) and on
language (4-6). The climax of the
gradatio 1s 6, the general form of the
proposition. Erbacher presents his
findings in a clarifying illustration,
showing the graphic form of the
work (much in the same expressive
way a poem’s graphic form can be
said to express its meaning).

Erbacher is thus able to preserve
Wittgenstein’s ~ substantial — contri-
bution to logic and philosophy of
language by showing that the
aesthetic form of the work highlights
precisely 6, and not 6.54 as the
resolute  reading assumes. The
outermost frames do not serve
merely as reading guidelines (as in the
resolute reading), but performatively
show the limits of language.
Furthermore, Erbacher shows that
Wittgenstein’s presentation of the
picture theory of language relies on

the notion of  mathematical
projection (Abbildung), but also on
poetic  images  (sprachliche  Bilder),

namely rhetorical tropes such as
metaphors and metonymies. The
object of philosophical clarity is
achieved, not solely by means of
exact logical analysis, but by a
rhetorically  benevolent  dialogical
engagement of the reader that begins
in the Tractatus’s foreword, and that
balances the virtues of brevitas
(concision) and perspicuitas (compre-
hensibility) throughout the work.

Part III studies Wittgenstein’s
Nachlass between 1929 and 1951. It is
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precisely this diachronic investigation
of his later works that reveals the
activity aspect of Wittgenstein’s
work: it is an activity of elucidating.
In contrast to the Tractatus, where the
smallest units of language were
identified to be elemental propo-
sitions, and Jakobson’s poeticity
criterion was applied to repetition of
such elemental units (e.g. “we must
be silent”), Wittgenstein’s later
writings are structured through a
repetition of whole grammatical
structures, which have a similar
function in the text (in keeping with
Wittgenstein’s own shift of focus
from the propositional form to
grammar). As examples of these,
Erbacher focuses on the grammatical
structures he calls “case study”
(Fallbeschreibung) as developed by
Wittgenstein until 1932/33, and the
diachronic development of Witt-
genstein’s punctuation practice in this
early period of the “late Wittgen-
stein”. By thus shedding light on one
phase in the long course of the
becoming of The Philosophical Investi-
gations, Erbacher reveals Wittgen-
stein’s  very deliberate, at times
painstaking search for the redeeming
word.

In terms of criticism, Erbachet’s
reception of the resolute reading as
content-negating, or “decon-
structive”, does not match its
proponents’ self-understanding. For,
resolute readers see their position as
affirming Wittgenstein’s own concern
to satisfy, not annihilate, philosophical
questions. Their reading goes hand in
hand with Wittgenstein’s persistent
anti-representationalism, and what
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they are after to “deconstruct” is not
the content of Wittgenstein’s philo-
sophical insights, but mistakenly
reifying interpretations of these very
insights.

Furthermore, from the point of
view of literary studies, Erbacher’s
introduction of rhetoric as a means
of elucidation is curiously optimistic.
It is presented as straight-forwardly
and transparently transporting the
intended philosophical meaning. By
contrast, rhetoric is traditionally
viewed with mistrust as a device of
persuasion by means of deft
concealment of logical relations. In
addition, Erbacher does not devote
much attention to one of Jakobson’s
central theses — that poeticity implies
a plurality of possible interpretations.
Erbacher does concede that his
poetic-philosophical reading of the
Tractatus is one possibility among
many, and emphasizes the scholar’s
power of judgment in choosing the
appropriate conceptual frameworks
to address both the aesthetic and the
epistemological aspirations of the
text. However, he does not in detail
reflect on how the ambiguity of
meaning intrinsic to Jakobson’s
understanding of the poetic function
relates to the, otherwise strongly
argued, isomorphy of poetic form
and  philosophical  content in
Wittgenstein’s work.

However, it is a strength of the
book that it raises further questions
and opens new vistas for trans-
disciplinary engagement with
Wittgenstein’s  work. From  the
perspective of literary studies, it is
exciting to analyze Wittgenstein’s

philosophical work with methods of
literary  criticism. Even though
Erbacher’s analysis in terms of
classical rhetoric does not exhaust
the poetic potential of Wittgenstein’s
text, it is a convincing demonstration
of just this potential, and invites
further  investigations into the
synergy of poetic and logical form.
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