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  Context


  Ludwig Wittgenstein was born in 1889 into one of the richest families in Austria. His father was a self-made man and a steel magnate. Ludwig was the youngest of eight children and grew up in a very musical family. His brother Paul had a successful career as a concert pianist even after losing his right arm in the First World War. As a child, Ludwig was not an exceptional student, and he was sent to a technical school in the hope that he would learn engineering and follow his father in the family business. For one year, he was a pupil at the same school as a younger boy named Adolf Hitler.


  Wittgenstein developed an interest in the nascent field of aeronautics and went to the University of Manchester to study aeronautical engineering. While he was there, he became increasingly preoccupied by mathematical and philosophical questions. Understanding that the highest authority on these questions at the time was Bertrand Russell, Wittgenstein impulsively traveled to Cambridge in 1911 and requested that Russell take him on as a student. Russell was hesitant at first but was soon impressed by Wittgenstein’s intelligence. Within a year, the roles were reversed, and Russell was looking up to the young Wittgenstein as the greatest hope for the field of logic.


  Wittgenstein’s work on logic was interrupted by the First World War. Wittgenstein enlisted in the Austro-Hungarian army and served on the eastern front. Driven by a desire to face his own mortality, he constantly requested the most dangerous assignments and was twice decorated for bravery. While in the trenches of the eastern front, Wittgenstein completed his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, which he believed solved all the problems of logic and philosophy. After the war, Wittgenstein gave his large fortune away to his siblings and, satisfied that he had nothing more to offer philosophy, took a position as a schoolteacher in the mountains of rural Austria. Gradually, he became convinced that the Tractatus was flawed and that he had more to contribute to philosophy, and by 1929 he found himself back at Cambridge.


  For nearly twenty years, Wittgenstein taught on and off at Cambridge, never entirely happy with his role as philosopher but unable to abandon his calling. He was known for his severity and his unusual teaching style, and he persuaded many of his brightest students to abandon philosophy for more practical pursuits. During these years, he kept extensive notebooks outlining his thoughts. The only notes he deemed fit for publication are the 120-odd pages that make up the first part of the Philosophical Investigations, but many of his other notebooks have survived and have been published. Wittgenstein requested that none of his work be published during his lifetime. He died of cancer in 1951, and the Investigations were published in 1953.


  The Vienna of Wittgenstein’s youth was a place of tremendous decline and reinvention. On one hand, Vienna was the seat of the declining Habsburg Empire, whose internal conflicts were among the leading causes of the First World War. On the other hand, the decline of the old order led to tremendous intellectual and artistic innovation, as the Viennese struggled to build a new order. Turn-of-the-century Vienna was the birthplace of psychoanalysis with Freud, of modern music with Schönberg, and of modern architecture with Adolf Loos, and it was home to such innovative artists as Gustav Klimt and Egon Schiele. One would not be remiss in identifying Wittgenstein’s revolutionary work in the Tractatus as a further manifestation of the innovative spirit of early twentieth-century Vienna.
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