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Wittgenstein on Logic as the Method of Philosophy: Re-examining the Roots and 

Development of Analytic Philosophy, by Oskari Kuusela. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2019. Pp. xi + 297. 

 

This book has two overall aims. The first is to describe in detail how Frege’s and 

Russell’s conviction that logical methods are central to philosophy is developed and 

transformed in the analytic tradition, and in particular in the works of Wittgenstein. It is 

uncontroversial to say that early Wittgenstein agreed with Frege and Russell that the 

devising and use of a logically perspicuous notation is key to the resolution of 

philosophical difficulties. Kuusela’s more controversial claim is that Wittgenstein never 

abandoned this view. According to Kuusela, the methodological tools introduced in 

Wittgenstein’s later works – language-games, ‘natural-historical’ descriptions of 

language use, and so on – should not be seen as breaking with Frege’s and Russell’s 

original approach, but as transformative extensions of their method. 

 The book’s second overall aim is to suggest that Wittgenstein’s development of 

the Fregean-Russellian programme constitutes a promising way forward for analytic 

philosophy today. ‘The underlying question that motivates this book’, says Kuusela, ‘is 

what analytic philosophy could be or become’; he ‘aims to rewrite parts of the history of 

analytic philosophy in order to uncover paths to the future that previous histories have 

covered up’ (p. 1). Thus, in opposition to those who think that the lasting significance of 

Wittgenstein’s later philosophy is tied to his rejection of Fregean, Russellian, and 

Tractarian views, Kuusela instead emphasizes what later Wittgenstein thought was right 

about the approach of his predecessors. According to Kuusela, the Fregean-Russellian 

programme – if properly purged of dogmatic elements that Kuusela agrees were present 

in its original versions – can help analytic philosophy get out of its current state of 

methodological confusion. 

 One may sense a tension between these two overall aims. If one wants to show 

how Wittgenstein’s philosophy is relevant today, why not simply apply it directly to 

contemporary problems and debates, rather than focus on its Fregean and Russellian 

origins? This worry may be reinforced by the observation that much recent historical 

research into the central works of early analytic philosophy has taught us how different 

Frege’s and Russell’s views of logic were from the post-Carnapian, post-Tarskian, model-

theoretic conception that is standard today. If Kuusela is right that Wittgenstein never 

abandoned his support for the Fregean-Russellian programme, then shouldn’t his 

conclusion be that Wittgenstein’s conception of logic and philosophy is obsolete? 

 One response to this charge would be to deny the underlying premise that a 

philosophical work can be of contemporary significance only if it shares presumptions 

that we nowadays treat as self-evident. If careful historical exegesis reveals fundamental 

differences in viewpoint between us and some philosopher in the past, mummification is 

not the necessary upshot. On the contrary, the recognition of such differences may have 

deep effects on our own thinking, as it can help us become aware of our presumptions as 

presumptions that can be questioned and whose alleged naturalness is more due to 

routine acceptance than to some inherent self-evidence. Kuusela certainly wants 

Wittgenstein’s philosophy to have this sort of effect. At the same time, however, he 

argues that the difference between Wittgenstein’s conception and our own should not 

be overestimated. In particular, he argues that already in his early work, Wittgenstein 

was closer to a contemporary conception of logic than is usually appreciated. According 



to Kuusela, a proper reading of the Tractatus shows that it involves a transition from the 

Fregean-Russellian conception of logic to one that is quite similar to the view Carnap 

would defend a decade later. This is one of the claims I will single out for closer 

discussion in what follows. However, I will proceed by describing the main themes of 

the book in the order they appear, and bring up topics for discussion as I go along. 

 Let me say at the outset that this is an in many ways superb book. It is 

beautifully written, in a lucid and accessible style. Kuusela demonstrates deep 

knowledge of Frege’s, Russell’s, Carnap’s and Strawson’s central works, and an 

impressive mastery of Wittgenstein’s Nachlass which he invokes frequently but always 

in a pertinent and well-balanced fashion. The arguments of the book are carefully 

crafted, honestly stated and often compelling. When one disagrees it is almost always 

clear exactly what it is that one disagrees with. The book is a must-read not only for 

Wittgenstein scholars but for anyone interested in the origins and future of analytic 

philosophy. 

 Roughly the first half of the book is devoted to Wittgenstein’s early philosophy. 

In the first chapter, the Fregean and Russellian background is described. Kuusela then 

situates his own reading in relation to the dispute that has played such a central role in 

Tractatus scholarship during the last two decades, between ‘metaphysical’ and ‘resolute’ 

readings. He agrees with resolute readings on two central points. To begin with, he 

argues that early Wittgenstein rejects philosophical theses or theories as proper 

expressions of logical necessity and possibility. Second, he argues that the purpose of 

logic in the Tractatus is not to offer prescriptions that draw the line between meaningful 

and nonsensical uses of language. However, if logical necessity and possibility are not 

stated in theses or theories, and if logic does not issue prescriptions for what can and 

cannot be said, how is the relevance of logic in the Tractatus supposed to be 

understood? According to Kuusela, the crucial thing for Wittgenstein is the clarity 

achieved by a logically perspicuous notation. The syntactical rules of such a notation are 

the proper expressions of logical necessity and possibility, as such necessities and 

possibilities are exhibited in the use of signs rather than stated by descriptions of 

reality. Thus Kuusela’s Wittgenstein is emphatic that the development of such a notation 

cannot be justified by reference to theses or prescriptions. Rather, the notation 

articulates a tacit grasp of logic already possessed by any thinker and language-user 

simply qua thinker and language-user, and it is precisely because this tacit 

understanding is presupposed in the comprehension of any theses or prescriptions that 

the articulation of logic cannot itself be based on substantive or normative claims – 

‘logic takes care of itself’. Philosophy is a clarificatory activity, and the logically 

perspicuous notation that it articulates is the final and adequate expression of what may 

initially appear as substantive metaphysical views. 

 However, Kuusela’s sympathy with resolute readings does not extend to what he 

calls ‘therapeutic’ varieties, according to which Wittgenstein offers no positive insights 

at all but only tries to make us give up philosophical theorizing. According to Kuusela’s 

Wittgenstein, even if the development of a logically perspicuous notation is neither 

based on nor results in theses or prescriptions, it nonetheless constitutes a positive 

contribution to logic. Kuusela claims that therapeutic readers share with metaphysical 

readers the following assumption: to the extent that there are positive philosophical 

insights to be had at all, such insights must be possible to state as theses. The rejection 

of this assumption is central to his interpretation of the Tractatus. According to Kuusela, 



no matter how resolute Wittgenstein is, he clearly believes that there is a distinction to 

be made between better and worse attempts to develop a logically perspicuous 

notation, and that a good notation is richer in philosophical insight than a bad one. 

 How, then, are we to make clear sense of the idea that a logically perspicuous 

notation can be the adequate expression of philosophical insights? And what, exactly, 

are the procedures by means of which we can distinguish between better and worse 

attempts to design such a notation? Chapter two looks closer at these vexed issues, as 

they are dealt with within the Tractarian framework. Part of the difficulty here is to 

understand in what sense an articulation of a tacit, pre-theoretical comprehension of 

logic can be deemed adequate otherwise than by reference to a substantive thesis or 

theory about the actual reasoning of real-life language-users. Kuusela notes that one 

criterion of adequacy of a notation is the absence of anomalies and contradictions. 

However, this does not seem to fully address the most fundamental question here, 

namely, what it means for logic to articulate the self-understanding involved in thinking 

and speaking. I take it that one of Wittgenstein’s later criticisms of the Tractatus is that 

its author does not appreciate the depth of this problem. After all, the articulation of 

logic offered in the Tractatus seems quite far from anything that real-life language-users 

would be able to recognize as involved in their own thinking and speaking; and so the 

question arises how this articulation can live up to the notion that it involves no 

substantive thesis but only clarifies what any thinker and language-user must grasp qua 

thinker and language-user. 

 What mostly interests Kuusela, however, is a somewhat different aspect of this 

issue. If logic is as fundamental as the Tractatus claims, so that any account of logic must 

already presuppose logic, then it would seem as if we can never adopt a meta-

perspective from which such an account of logic can be assessed – since the assessment 

itself will take for granted the logic allegedly under scrutiny. According to Kuusela, 

however, this piece of reasoning involves an equivocation. Certainly, Wittgenstein thinks 

the very idea of assessing the norms of logic makes no sense. However, Kuusela argues, 

Wittgenstein would not deny that it is quite possible to assess attempts at providing a 

perspicuous articulation of those norms. Even if there is no such thing as stepping 

outside the norms of logic, we can step outside any particular way of formulating those 

norms, and in this sense adopt a ‘meta-perspective’ from which to evaluate the 

suggested clarification. Indeed, Kuusela argues, if Wittgenstein did not think that this 

sort of assessment was possible, then how could he criticize Frege’s and Russell’s 

conceptual notations in the first place, and then go on to sketch one that he himself 

thought was better than theirs? 

 In some sense, Kuusela must surely be right here. If there is no distinguishing 

between better and worse conceptual notations, then the very idea of a logically 

perspicuous notation seems otiose. However, it is still not entirely clear to me that he 

manages to spell out the nature of the envisaged ‘meta’-perspective in a fully 

satisfactory manner. 

This is immediately connected with the claim he defends in chapter three, that 

early Wittgenstein’s conception is very close to Carnap’s view of logical syntax. In 

Carnap, the idea of a meta-perspective is fully explicit and whole-heartedly embraced; it 

is the perspective adopted when we use the ‘syntax-language’ to describe or determine 

the syntax of the ‘object-language’ under study. Now, one might think that Wittgenstein 

cannot sympathize with this conception, since he emphasizes precisely that sentences 



cannot be used to state logico-syntactical determinations. However, Kuusela thinks this 

difference does not go very deep. According to Kuusela, ‘with his saying-showing 

distinction Wittgenstein is drawing essentially the same distinction as Carnap with his 

distinction between syntax- and object-language, i.e. a distinction between the logico-

syntactical determinations concerning language on the one hand, and language use as 

governed by those logico-syntactical determinations on the other’ (p. 102).  

Now, as Kuusela does acknowledge, there is a noteworthy difference between 

Wittgenstein’s and Carnap’s conceptions of logical syntax. Whereas Carnap adopts a 

Hilbertian, formalistic conception according to which syntactical rules ‘apply to 

uninterpreted signs or characters’, for Wittgenstein ‘only signs with a meaningful use 

have a syntax or logic, and logic for him presupposes the meaningfulness of language’ (p. 

79). Kuusela even acknowledges that this difference is ‘very important’ (ibid.). However, 

it seems to me that the significance of this difference is even greater than Kuusela 

admits. For the difference means precisely that the sense in which logical clarification 

involves and relies upon our self-understanding as thinkers and speakers disappears 

from view in Carnap’s work. Carnap’s conventionalism, tolerance, and his tendency to 

think of syntax in terms of construction and conceptual engineering, are not accidental 

but natural consequences of his viewpoint. To the extent that he asks whether a given 

syntactical system captures some actual, real-life use of language, he tends to treat this 

as an empirical question. By contrast, as Kuusela himself points out, it is essential to 

Wittgenstein’s conception that logical clarification proceeds from within an 

understanding of language and thought as already meaningful. I would conclude that it 

is at best misleading to call the perspective from which we assess the adequacy of such 

clarifications a meta-perspective. For Wittgenstein, ascending to a perspective from 

which language gets treated as a set of uninterpreted characters means losing sight of 

syntax altogether. The very identification of symbols hangs on our ability to recognize 

their meaningful employment, so in abstraction from this use we no longer engage in 

anything recognizable as logical clarification. 

I am merely gesturing at a worry whose proper articulation and justification 

would require much more space than what is available in a review such as this. Let me 

now move on to the second half of the book, in which Kuusela discusses Wittgenstein’s 

development after the Tractatus. Chapter four deals with the transitional period in the 

1930’s. It focuses on Wittgenstein’s attempt to understand the nature of logical 

clarification once he has given up his early conception that our ostensibly messy use of 

language must have an underlying structure corresponding to the extremely simple, 

‘crystalline’ logic envisaged in the Tractatus. According to Kuusela, Wittgenstein’s 

criticism of this early conception does not mean that he gives up the ideals of exactness 

and simplicity. For Kuusela’s Wittgenstein, these ideals are crucial to logic qua logic, so 

just casting them aside would mean giving up the very idea of logical clarification. 

Instead, Kuusela’s Wittgenstein comes to see these ideals as definitive of the way in 

which language is approached in logical investigations: ‘Rather than features of the 

objects of investigation of logic, simplicity and exactness are […] to be understood as 

part of the form or mode of examination of the discipline of logic’ (p. 129). 

The upshot is that in Wittgenstein’s later work logical calculi still have an 

important clarificatory role to play, but only as objects of comparison. Their aim is not to 

do full justice to real-life language use in all its fluctuating complexity, but rather to 

emphasize one limited part or aspect of this use – admittedly at the expense of others. 



Their point may even be to make us realize the complexity of our everyday practices, 

precisely by offering a stark, overtly simplistic contrast. What specific point such calculi 

serve in particular cases will depend on the philosophical problem we are trying to 

solve. According to Kuusela’s Wittgenstein, philosophical problems and paradoxes often 

arise because we already have a tendency to think of our uses of words in oversimplified 

ways, and to unwittingly dither between two or more such oversimplified and mutually 

incompatible schemes. Logical calculi can then serve to bring out the structure of such 

schemes and clearly exhibit our hovering between them. 

In chapter five, Kuusela describes Wittgenstein’s use of language-games in 

similar terms. As Wittgenstein explicitly states, the notion of a language-game is 

different from that of a logical calculus, in that it is meant to emphasize that speaking is 

something real-life human beings do. This is a crucial element in his rediscovery of 

language as a ‘spatial and temporal phenomenon’ rather than some ‘non-spatial, non-

temporal phantasm’ (Wittgenstein 2009,  §108). However, Kuusela nonetheless insists 

that the method of language-games is not a break with but a development of the method 

of logical clarification.  The point of language-games is not empirical accuracy but clarity 

in thought: like logical calculi they make transparent one or another aspect of how 

words are used, clarify dialectical patterns, or serve as stark contrasts to the 

complexities of everyday usage. Their task is to address philosophical confusions by 

contributing to perspicuity through simplification.  

Chapter six discusses what Kuusela sees as Wittgenstein’s most radical 

expansion of logic: the use of ‘natural history’ or ‘quasi-ethnology’ as a method of 

clarification. This method involves detailed accounts of how uses of language are 

anchored in worldly and cultural circumstances. It may seem as if such an account must 

necessarily involve empirical hypotheses, and, hence, that it cannot legitimately be 

counted as logic even in Kuusela’s fairly liberal sense of the term. However, Kuusela 

insists that a ‘natural history-based model, when employed to clarify language use, need 

not be used to make an empirical assertion about language use any more than a 

statement of a rule must be used for such a purpose’ (p. 185). So, again, Kuusela argues 

that Wittgenstein employs natural history in a characteristically non-empirical, 

clarificatory fashion, which allows us to say that it functions as a method of logic. And 

again a crucial part of such a clarificatory use is the model’s employment as an object of 

comparison: real or invented natural history can serve to bring out one specific aspect of 

our practices, in order to help us deal with philosophical confusions that arise due to our 

forgetting about or misunderstanding that particular aspect of use. 

The discussions in these three chapters are deep, rich and nuanced, and I cannot 

even begin to do justice to them here. Let me just raise one but central worry. As I have 

already suggested, Kuusela ties the use and function of calculi, language-games and 

natural history models in Wittgenstein’s later work very closely to the treatment of 

specific philosophical confusions. These methodological tools serve to deal with 

difficulties in which ‘[w]hat is problematic is an internal conflict in one’s thinking which 

expresses itself as an anomaly’ (p. 189). This is why empirical adequacy is not to the 

point: A description provided by such a tool ‘is not wrong or false merely because it 

deviates from some established ways of using language’ (p. 189). Consider a couple of 

examples from Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations: In real life, no one buys 

apples like in the shopper example in §1, and there are no human reading machines as 

envisaged in §157 – and yet those and similar descriptions serve clarificatory purposes 



within the context of Wittgenstein’s inquiry. Now, one might think that this emphasis on 

the problem-relativity of philosophical clarification makes Kuusela’s reading of later 

Wittgenstein come dangerously close to being purely ‘therapeutic’. However, he clearly 

thinks a therapeutic interpretation is mistaken also as a reading of the later works. In 

this connection, he emphasizes the importance of offering not just negative criticism but 

a positive alternative picture or model that provides a different way of looking at the 

matter at hand. This alternative model is not meant to give the correct description of the 

phenomenon, but to envisage a possible alternative viewpoint – a viewpoint whose very 

possibility will dissolve that sense of inevitability that makes the troubling anomaly 

seem both intolerable and unavoidable. For example, according to Kuusela, when 

Wittgenstein asks us to conceive of verbal expressions of pain as replacing crying 

(Wittgenstein 2009, §244), his point is not to give us the correct description of how such 

expressions function, but to show that it is not necessary to think of them as names or 

descriptions; and losing this sense of necessity is crucial to the dissolution of the 

troubles associated with the ‘privacy’ of ‘mental objects’.  

However, it still remains somewhat unclear to me how, exactly, the nature of the 

positive contribution made by the introduction of language-games and natural history 

models is to be understood. Consider Kuusela’s observation that ‘just as an idealized 

picture of reality, such as a map, can make it clearer how things relate to one another in 

reality, similarly an ideal language can make logical relations clearer’ (p. 237). I assume 

he wants to say something similar about language-games, and perhaps also about 

natural history models. But it is not clear how well the analogy works for his purposes. 

For even if a map is an idealization, and might be said to give just one among several 

possible perspectives on its subject matter – consider a map of the London 

underground, for example – its accuracy is partly an empirical matter, and the map will 

be wrong or false if it deviates from reality in relevant ways. So the question remains: 

how can calculi, language-games and natural history-models provide genuinely positive 

insights if empirical adequacy is not an aim? 

The seventh and final chapter discusses how Wittgenstein’s methods are related 

to the conflict between the so-called ideal language and ordinary language schools in 

analytic philosophy (represented by Carnap and Strawson respectively). Unsurprisingly, 

Kuusela argues that there is a bit of truth and a bit of falsity in both, and that 

Wittgenstein can show us that the good bits are fully compatible and should be unified. 

According to Kuusela, the ideal language school is right that idealization is important in 

philosophy, but insufficiently aware that ideal models must be used non-dogmatically, 

as objects of comparison. By contrast, the ordinary language school is right that 

idealized models do not capture real-life language use in all its complexity, but 

insufficiently aware that rejecting idealization altogether means depriving philosophy of 

powerful tools and indispensible rigour. 

 As I hope to have made clear, most of this book is devoted to its first overall aim, 

to provide a detailed account of how the Fregean-Russellian conception of logic as the 

method of philosophy is inherited by Wittgenstein and other main figures in the analytic 

tradition. But what about the second aim, to ‘uncover paths to the future’ for 

contemporary analytic philosophy? In a very brief epilogue, Kuusela returns to this 

issue. However, it has to be said that the directions offered are rather vague. In the end, 

this book is only a preamble to reflections on what, exactly, contemporary analytic 

philosophy can learn from Wittgenstein. As such, it is indeed a very important 



contribution to contemporary methodological discussions. It offers a much more 

attractive and truthful Wittgenstein than many of the caricatures that are still in 

circulation – Wittgenstein the conservative language-police, Wittgenstein the anti-

philosophical ironist, and so on. The discussion is deeper, more informed, and more up 

to date on current scholarship than many other recent attempts to show the 

contemporary significance of Wittgenstein’s thought, including Horwich 2012 and 

Maddy 2014. Kuusela’s book is a pleasure to read and to think with, both when one 

agrees and when one disagrees with the arguments and interpretations given. 
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