
Introduction: Difficulty, Ethical Teaching, and  
Yearning for Transformation in Wittgenstein’s  
Tractatus and Modernist Literature

Did he find the problem . . . of . . . possible social and moral redemption . . . 

easier of solution?

Of a different order of difficulty.
—James Joyce1

We understand by immersing ourselves and our intelligence in complexity . . . 

the complexity of life.

—J. M. Coetzee2

Are you a bad philosopher then, if what you write is hard to understand? If you 

were better you would make what is difficult easy to understand.—But who says 

that’s possible?!
—Ludwig Wittgenstein

People nowadays think that scientists exist to instruct them, poets, musicians, 

etc. to give them pleasure. The idea that these have something to teach them—

that does not occur to them.
—Ludwig Wittgenstein3

Resolute Modernism

A Different Order of Difficulty argues that reading  
modernist literature after Wittgenstein—that is, in light 
of his contemporaneous writing, and in the wake of re­
cent scholarly thinking about his philosophy—allows for 
a deeper understanding of the interwoven commitments 
related to the concerns with difficulty, oblique ethical  
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instruction, and a yearning for transformation that I argue lie at the core 
of both Wittgenstein’s philosophical method and literary modernism. 
These three central preoccupations, I claim, also go on to shape modern­
ism’s afterlife in contemporary fiction.

Wittgenstein’s declaration that his work was “strictly philosophical 
and at the same time literary” has served as a generalized point of de­
parture for a number of insightful and informative readings of his phi­
losophy in a literary and cultural context since it first came to light.4 And 
yet, in our work as literary critics or philosophers or both, we have in 
many ways only just begun to attend sufficiently to the rich relationship 
between Wittgenstein’s thought and the modernist literature that epito­
mizes his era’s predominant cultural movement. The current moment is 
a particularly exciting and timely one in which to engage in this ongoing 
comparative, interdisciplinary work. The years leading up to the cente­
nary of the completion of the Tractatus in 1918 saw an unprecedented 
proliferation of new work on Wittgenstein and literature that builds on 
earlier foundational scholarship spanning the fields of philosophy, intel­
lectual history, art history, and literary criticism.5

A Different Order of Difficulty seeks to feed a growing critical inter­
est in Wittgenstein and literature in a study that alternately engages, chal­
lenges, and complements existing treatments of the connections between  
them. My intervention into the question of Wittgenstein’s importance for 
literary studies here strives to overcome the disciplinary divides between 
philosophy and literature that often inhibit our grasp of this relationship 
and thus our understanding of the various ways in which Wittgenstein’s 
philosophy is part of a larger intellectual and cultural movement.

In this book, I explore the relationship between Wittgenstein and 
modernist literature by focusing attentively on a set of intersecting and 
mutually illuminating formal, linguistic, ethical, and spiritual or exis­
tential concerns that Wittgenstein’s philosophy shares with the modern­
ist monuments of his literary contemporaries and the works of their  
late-century heirs. These concerns coalesce around the three salient 
modes of engagement I designated above—difficulty, ethical teaching, 
and transformative yearning. Attending closely to these three core com­
mitments affords us new ways of understanding the reciprocal relevance 
of Wittgenstein’s early philosophy and twentieth-century literature. I 
work to make these new ways of understanding available in this book 
through critical readings focused primarily on a set of key texts and frag­
ments of literary high modernism and its afterlife—Franz Kafka’s par­
able “Von den Gleichnissen” (“On Parables”), Virginia Woolf’s To the  
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Lighthouse, James Joyce’s Ulysses, and J. M. Coetzee’s The Childhood 
of Jesus—each examined within the interpretive framework of a study  
of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.

My reading of the Tractatus in this book is itself informed by the ex­
panding so-called resolute program of Wittgenstein interpretation elab­
orated by philosophers James Conant and Cora Diamond, who remain 
its leading proponents.6 My aim is to make a literary-critical contribu­
tion to this interpretive program, one that sheds light on the relationship 
between Wittgenstein’s philosophy and modernist literature by attend­
ing closely to Wittgenstein’s own (decidedly modernist) commitments 
to difficulty, teaching, and transformation. These early commitments of  
Wittgenstein’s are largely obscured in more traditional literary-critical 
and intellectual-historical treatments of his thinking, and thus too often 
ignored in comparative literary-critical studies of Wittgenstein based on 
these conventional accounts of his philosophy.

Finding new uses for Wittgenstein’s thought in literary studies is this 
book’s point of departure and the main focus of each of its five chapters. 
A Different Order of Difficulty examines the Tractatus along resolute 
lines in a series of sustained critical readings, each dedicated to a dif­
ferent writer, and all attentive to the points of philosophical and aes­
thetic kinship with each other and with Wittgenstein.7 One of my central 
claims here is that understanding Wittgenstein’s philosophical project in 
this way enables us to see how his philosophy, and recent scholarly work 
in ordinary language philosophy and ethics conducted in a Wittgenstein­
ian spirit, has an unprecedented power to awaken literary critics and phi­
losophers alike to the ways in which the literature and philosophy of the 
twentieth century and beyond are enlivened by the shared interrelated 
commitments at the center of this study.

Conventional interpretations of the Tractatus, or what Conant and 
Diamond refer to as “standard sorts of readings,” broadly sketched, re­
gard Wittgenstein’s early book as one concerned with setting forth a se­
ries of substantive philosophical doctrines, each contributing to a meta­
physical account of the relation between the form of language and the 
form of the world.8 Such interpretations characteristically take at face 
value the constitutive propositions of the philosophical theory they sup­
pose Wittgenstein to be advancing in the work. But readers who take 
the aphoristic propositions of the Tractatus at face value must confront 
a problem, namely that to do so is to fly in the face of Wittgenstein’s 
abrupt assertion at the book’s conclusion that these same sentences are 
in fact einfach Unsinn, simply nonsense.
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Proponents of standard readings customarily try to handle this prob­
lem by claiming that readers of the book need not take its author’s bi­
zarre late-breaking declaration entirely literally. By pronouncing the 
sentences of the Tractatus nonsensical, they argue, Wittgenstein doesn’t 
really mean that they are only truly meaningless strings of gibberish. 
Rather, they claim, these sentences are nonsensical only in a technical 
sense, or that they embody a more elevated sort of nonsense, able to con­
vey to readers significant insights that will help them to grasp important 
aspects of the relationship between language and world that, in their 
view, Wittgenstein is keen to theorize in the Tractatus.

Resolute interpreters, on the other hand, reject this portrayal of Witt­
genstein’s project in the Tractatus. The text that standard readers en­
dorse as a work of metaphysical doctrine resolute readers depict instead 
as a complex work composed in the service of its author’s unswerving  
antitheoretical, antimetaphysical enterprise and dedication to disabus­
ing readers of what he saw as their misdirected attraction to the kind of 
metaphysical thinking he enacts on the surface of the text. Firm in their 
convictions that Wittgenstein’s shocking claim about his propositions’ 
nonsensicality should be taken literally, resolute readers rebuff standard 
attempts to solve the difficulty of Wittgenstein’s self-refuting announce­
ment by inventing an illuminating, meaning-conveying sort of nonsense. 
They denounce the impulse to take such a logically specious step as in­
dicative of a fundamental misunderstanding of the development of Witt­
genstein’s philosophical method and instructive aims.

My claim is that if we read the Tractatus resolutely, and against the 
background of the literature I examine here, Wittgenstein’s early text 
emerges in singularly stark relief as a complex ethical-aesthetic puzzle of 
a distinctly modernist stripe. The book purports in name to be a logical-
philosophical treatise—or so the title would seem to suggest. But as suit­
able as such a translation might seem, for Wittgenstein, it isn’t an apt 
one at all. In the various exchanges that led to his settling on the current 
title, he ultimately rejected Russell’s more modest alternative, “Philo­
sophical Logic,” in favor of the now familiar Latin title suggested by 
G. E. Moore, with its echo of Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-Politicus. 
“For although ‘Tractatus logico-philosophicus’ isn’t ideal,” he wrote to 
the book’s first translator, C. K. Ogden (who worried that title would 
hardly reassure readers of the book’s accessibility), “still it has something 
like the right meaning, whereas ‘Philosophic logic’ is wrong. In fact I don’t 
know what it means! There is no such thing as philosophic logic. (Un­
less one says that as the whole book is nonsense the title might as well be  
nonsense too.)”9
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Wittgenstein’s comments to Ogden rule out our describing the Trac-
tatus as a treatise on philosophical logic. They also speak to his under­
standing of his book as nonsensical, something he affirms officially in the 
second-to-last of its austere numbered entries. There he tells us that all 
the propositions that make up the book’s content are simply nonsense.  
Understanding him, he says, means recognizing this. The Tractatus turns 
out not to be a straightforward theoretical tract after all, but a pseu­
dodoctrine meant to be cast aside once it has served what its author 
claims is its “elucidatory” purpose: getting its readers to “see the world in 
the right way.”10

What’s more, Wittgenstein maintained that his Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus was really a book about ethics. To complicate things fur­
ther, he insisted that although the aim of the Tractatus is an ethical one, 
the ethical “part” of the book—the only part he says truly matters—is 
the part that appears nowhere among its spare aphorisms but is instead 
something its author chose to remain silent about. Over the course of 
the book, Wittgenstein explicitly takes up “the mystical,” value, and 
transcendence. He engages in brief first-person confessional disclosure; 
makes oracular-sounding pronouncements; describes sudden epiphanic 
insight; and addresses the “riddle of life” before culminating in the reli­
gious figure of a ladder in a gesture toward closure that remains as open-
ended and mysterious as it is revelatory (TLP 6.4312, 6.52, 6.521).

Wittgenstein’s own concession that the Tractatus would appear 
“strange,” then, hardly comes as a surprise.11 What is surprising is the 
idiosyncratic authorial method he uses in the book, the combination of 
various modes of difficulty he deploys in it, and the disjuncture between 
the dense project he appears to be engaged in—developing a metaphysi­
cal theory about how language relates to the world—and what he posits 
as the book’s overall ethical aim: to lead readers toward an enlightened 
kind of self-understanding gained through an improved relationship to 
language and life.

The Tractatus works toward realizing that ethical aim first by chal­
lenging readers to recognize that the consciously wrought faux argument 
Wittgenstein presents in the body of the text amounts to nothing more 
than the nonsense he says it is. Recognizing this, in turn, means coming 
to see that trying to make sense of the philosophical “theory” he has 
constructed (with an eye to seducing readers into grappling with the par­
ticular kind of cognitive and intellectual difficulty it poses on the surface) 
offers only the illusion of philosophical practice as he conceives it. As 
readers, we must learn to turn our attention away from the task of try­
ing to understand the Tractatus’s nonsensical propositions (there is, ipso 
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facto, no making sense of them) and focus instead on the question of 
how elaborating these propositions in the way he does serves the deeper 
and further-reaching philosophical and ethical aims of their wily author, 
utterer of nonsense and figurative language that he is. It is by respond­
ing to Wittgenstein’s tacit call for readers to redirect our attention in this 
way that we can begin to discover on our own something he does not 
spell out for us straightforwardly in the body of the text: that his tactical 
move of setting up a mock doctrine with the nonsensical propositions of 
his “book of ethics” functions as a part of the instructive strategy he uses 
to prompt readers to shrug off the allure of metaphysics and engage in­
stead in the clarificatory activity of the mind and spirit that he sees as the 
authentic task of philosophy.

As Wittgenstein sees it, participation in this philosophical activity 
entails a deep kind of work on the self, work toward overcoming one’s 
linguistic and personal confusions through a transformative process of 
making the radical shift in ethical perspective one must make in order to 
regard philosophy, language, and the world with the sort of clarity he 
prompts his readers to strive for. The philosophical and poetic power of 
Wittgenstein’s peculiar brand of ethical teaching in his strange hermetic 
book thus depends on his tactical use of difficulty, and on his conception 
of the extended way it stands to work on committed readers by leading 
us to face up to the rather different order of difficulty at issue in the text 
as a whole.

Therapy, Tactic, and Transfiguration

By reading Wittgenstein’s book in this way, and in the context of a study 
of the literature of his time with attention to the interaction between 
these strategic and aspirational aspects of Wittgenstein’s ethical peda­
gogy, I bring to the fore in this book the salient philosophical and aes­
thetic affinities between Wittgenstein and the modernist literature of the 
(long) twentieth century. Paying attention to each of the distinguishing 
features of Wittgenstein’s method in the Tractatus allows us to regard 
Wittgenstein’s esoteric book as a complex modernist puzzle as revolu­
tionary in its experimental form, transformative ambitions, and dedica­
tion to everyday language’s myriad possibilities as many of the “big” 
(and small) works we have come to see as exemplary of the twentieth-
century literary canon.

A Different Order of Difficulty first examines Wittgenstein’s thought 
with an eye to the philosopher’s own formative literary sensibilities 
and distinctive, formally inventive writing style, and with a consider­
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ation of how his deployment of the tactical pedagogical devices he uses  
in the Tractatus serves as a catalyst for the dialectical strategy (of a Kier­
kegaardian stripe) on which the method of his book turns, if under­
stood resolutely.12 In the chapters that follow, I examine the impact of 
each of these aesthetic concerns on Wittgenstein’s philosophical think­
ing and on the development of the unusual mode of ethical instruction he 
adopts in his early work. I highlight the distinction between the alleged 
treatise and its author’s conception of the book’s overall ethical aim and 
transfigurative aspirations, accounting for the very different nature of 
the specific exertions required by each of these facets of the text. By pay­
ing attention to both, and to the complicated relationship between them, 
I work to bring to light features of the Tractatus that help us to recognize 
compelling connections between Wittgenstein’s creative exploitation of 
the different orders of difficulty in that perplexing philosophical project, 
and his modernist literary contemporaries’ own notorious experimenta­
tion with difficulties of various hues.

Reading a set of perplexing texts of literary modernism and its af­
terlife alongside Wittgenstein’s early work compels us to return to an 
examination of modernism’s trademark difficulty with attention to the 
nuanced complexity of that enticing, absorbing, and often formidably  
exigent standout feature of twentieth-century literature. The compar­
ative investigation of Wittgenstein’s philosophy and modernist and neo­
modernist literature that I undertake here shows how the various texts 
I examine effectively thrust modernism’s multivalent difficulty on us as 
a point of inquiry. The Tractatus, after all, is a difficult text. It looks 
difficult in the way we might imagine a logical-philosophical treatise 
should look. But the trick is that the real challenge of the book lies in the 
personally transformative work it demands of readers, work that begins 
only after we have figured out, with the help of Wittgenstein’s carefully 
orchestrated authorial tactics, that the logical theory we first thought 
made the book hard going was really not its true difficulty at all. The 
work of self-transformation that the Tractatus demands of its readers 
poses a deeper and more indefinite sort of difficulty, and with far higher 
ethical stakes, than the more (apparently) straightforward intellectual 
challenge posed by his (apparent) logico-philosophical treatise.

In the excerpt from Ulysses that inspires the title of this book, Joyce’s 
fictional hero, Leopold Bloom, draws an implicit distinction between the 
two broad classes of difficulty exemplified in these alternate aspects of 
the Tractatus. Within the first category fall the largely resolvable, con­
tingent problems of scientific fact, which test our discernment at a cogni­
tive or intellectual level. At issue in the second are the significant moral, 
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spiritual, and existential preoccupations whose quality of difficulty ex­
ceeds the intellectual challenges and calls for erudition associated with 
the first. In the passage, Bloom pointedly links concerns of this second 
type to a contemplation of the possibilities of “social and moral redemp­
tion,” to the labor of coping with the nagging, unanswerable questions 
of meaning and being, and to a sustaining devotion to quests for solu­
tions to such riddles of life that perseveres even in the recognition of their 
representative insolubility. The commitment to the thoughtful activity 
of questing that Joyce exemplifies in the meandering character of Bloom 
himself is one that remains steadfast in the face of a prevailing modern 
worry, even conviction, that such pursuits are but otiose exercises, the 
toil they require but a vanity of vanities. The conundrums that arise in the 
second category that Bloom delineates in the novel, he thinks, pose prob­
lems “of a different order of difficulty” (U, 699).

This different order of difficulty operates at the center of each of the 
texts I examine in this book. My claim here is that the project of bringing 
to literary studies the understanding of Wittgenstein made available by 
resolute readings, while simultaneously exploring the resonance of Witt­
genstein’s ideas and writing style with twentieth-century letters, puts  
us in a position to see how the Tractatus functions as a formally innova­
tive aesthetic medium for its author’s communication of his unortho­
dox brand of ethical teaching. Wittgenstein’s idiosyncratic pedagogical  
approach involves conscripting readers into a course of indirect inter­
pretive training designed to prime us to respond more fully to the de­
mands of the “different order of difficulty” at stake in his book, a genre 
of difficulty that is also a central fixation of a body of twentieth-century 
literature rooted in high modernist modes of technical and philosophical 
experimentalism.

In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein doesn’t move to resolve his readers’ 
problems by giving us direct answers to our philosophical or moral ques­
tions. He imparts no definitive, decipherable lesson or message. He lays 
out no designated path toward the redemptive enlightenment coincident 
with “seeing the world in the right way,” nor does he give us a specific 
picture of what things will look like from such a perspective. Wittgen­
stein offers no explanations of how to read his book, nor does he sup­
ply readers with a systematic theoretical program to follow in the quest 
for clarity he seeks to put in motion with it. What he does instead is to 
call on attentive readers to put our own moral imagination to the task of 
figuring out how to respond to the text’s initial provocation by setting 
ourselves to the work of trying to rise to its strenuous demand that we  
go on to transform our ways of seeing, living, and using language. It is by 
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taking up this personal work at the book’s prompting that readers come 
to engage with the ethical dimension Wittgenstein ascribes to it. We are 
to recognize, in the course of our efforts to grapple with the book’s com­
pressed nonsensical sentences, the need to throw them away when they 
have served their salutary purpose of prodding us toward the activity of  
achieving the kind of ethical clarity that will help us in our struggles  
with linguistic confusion, life’s most perplexing questions, the search for 
elusive answers, and the longing for transformative understanding.

Wittgenstein’s early pedagogical method depends on his use of a de­
liberate authorial strategy. He artfully deploys a provocative, tactical 
kind of difficulty at a formal level, demanding that readers first confront 
that difficulty if we are ultimately to rise to the occasion of the different 
order of difficulty at issue in the text. This significant difficulty resides 
in the challenge Wittgenstein levels at his readers to undertake the hard 
work of effecting a radical change in the attitude or spirit with which we 
look on the world, use language, and live our everyday lives. Soliciting 
readers’ engagement in this difficult, transformative work with the aim 
of getting us to “see the world in the right way” is his ultimate ethical 
aim in his book. The Tractatus is thus a text whose instructive force lies 
in the formidable exegetical gauntlet it throws down for readers with the 
aim of engaging us in the therapeutic activity of clarification Wittgen­
stein saw as the true work of philosophy.

Reading the Tractatus this way, I argue here, not only changes our 
perception of the therapeutic method Wittgenstein uses even in this early 
formulation of an ongoing philosophical project; it opens up a new di­
mension for studies in Wittgenstein and literature. Taking this approach 
to Wittgenstein also helps to reshape our conception of the decisive cre­
ative forces that propelled the cultural spirit of his particular time and 
milieu, the same zeitgeist that animated the high-modernist literary texts 
it engendered. Reading the Tractatus along these lines provides com­
pelling new understandings of its author, who famously remarked that 
“philosophy ought to be written as one would write a poem,” by em­
phasizing the importance of the literary to his early formulation of a 
lifelong philosophical project and fostering a renewed appreciation of 
Wittgenstein as a decidedly modernist writer (CV, 24). Looking at Witt­
genstein’s first work from this perspective also helps us to recognize in 
the Tractatus a very different set of distinguishing features than the ones 
that become apparent when the book is scrutinized according to a more 
traditional construal of that spare text as a work of theory, untouched 
by authorial guile. By the lights of antimetaphysical readings of the Trac-
tatus, a set of unanticipated (and underexamined) traits emerge to attest  
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to the thematic, formal, and tactical complexity of Wittgenstein’s first 
work, guaranteeing its high-modernist bona fides.

Readers are first struck in this regard not only by Wittgenstein’s treat­
ment in the book of the problems of language and meaning that gripped 
the minds of so many early twentieth-century thinkers and writers, but also 
by the unusual experimental form in which he composes his puzzling book 
of ethics. Further experience of the text alerts us to an evident, though un­
accustomed, brand of authorial cunning. Indeed, the task of finding our 
way to a better understanding of how the book works, and how it is meant 
to work on us, begins with a recognition of a principal tactical component 
of Wittgenstein’s instructive method—the stunning disjuncture he strate­
gically posits between the (nonsensical) logical-philosophical content he 
lays out explicitly for readers in the body of the text, and the transforma­
tive ethical ambition he envisions for the work as a whole.

Wittgenstein’s way of communicating this ambition to his readers 
turns on his use of the Socratic-Kierkegaardian brand of irony that fu­
els his final self-destructive gesture vis-à-vis his own nonsensical propo­
sitions. These propositions serve as a kind of structural facade for the 
quest for clarity and authenticity he urges readers to take up on their own  
at his book’s oblique behest. The solemnity with which Wittgenstein con­
veys his maieutical aspirations acts as an equipoise to the purposive au­
thorial irony he employs as a catalyst to his reader’s engagement with the 
text and the work toward radical change it solicits.

Further, Wittgenstein’s concerted efforts simultaneously to employ 
and break with past conventions of philosophical thinking and writ­
ing, along with his manner of questioning the limitations of traditional 
genres of philosophical composition, show his work to be consistent 
with two of the basic features of modernism that Cavell points to in 
his discussion of the Philosophical Investigations as a modernist work.13 
The combined presence of these textual attributes, among others estab­
lished consistently in dedicated studies of literary modernism, strength­
ens the case for regarding the Tractatus as a high-modernist work in its 
own right. Conversely, reading Wittgenstein resolutely also offers us new  
ways of understanding literary modernism and its legacy in contem­
porary fiction, for it calls on us to reexamine the mutually enlightening 
ways in which both twentieth-century literature and philosophy are en­
livened by modernism’s trademark affinity for textual difficulty, as well 
as by a less explored set of interrelated aspects I see as equally definitive: 
a fixation on existential questions and quests for significance; an attrac­
tion to varieties of spiritual and transcendent experience; and a yearning 
for profound transfigurative change.
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Cavell was among the first to regard Wittgenstein as a modernist 
philosopher, focusing on the Investigations, rather than the Tractatus. 
If modernism is characterized by the stress put on the interpenetration 
of form and content, he argues, then the Investigations, whose form is 
internal to its instruction, should be considered a modernist work. The 
modernist text Cavell sees in the Investigations is a humanist one, gener­
ally forthright in its inquiry, dialogic and therapeutic in its communica­
tion, catholic in its ethos, its questions grounded in an everyday marked  
by a return to a post-Romantic investment in nature that informs his in­
vestigations of the complicated relations between grammar and the world, 
natural history, and forms of life.

The Tractatus, meanwhile, is a trickier text. It is an artfully orches­
trated puzzle, one available only to readers attentive to its author’s use of 
Socratic-Kierkegaardian irony. It is also a darker text, more informed by 
an acute cultural pessimism representative of what Charles Taylor points 
to as a resolutely Augustinian “world is fallen” movement characteris­
tic of the avant-garde works of the early twentieth century.14 Language 
itself comes into focus for the Wittgenstein of the Tractatus as an object 
of inquiry because (to allude to Heidegger’s 1927 Being and Time) the 
world and nature have nothing to offer. The world has no value. Hu­
man nature is not the source of anything particularly good. Logic must 
take care of itself (TLP 5.473). The Tractatus is thus a text that holds to 
the fallenness and the mystery of the world. The transformative teach­
ing Wittgenstein offers in the book announces itself in the quiet bombast 
of its magisterial prophetic tone. Wittgenstein’s complex textual puzzle 
is one that works strategically to perplex readers in order ultimately to 
deliver us from the thrall of metaphysical confusion and nonsense (while 
simultaneously nurturing our experience of wonder and bewilderment 
in the face of mystery and upholding the significance of our nonsensical 
attempts to give expression to that experience). Evident in the Tractatus 
is Wittgenstein’s Nietzschean investment in redemptive creative inspi­
ration, and a dedication to careful aesthetic craft—put to the service of 
the book’s ethical aim. In it, Wittgenstein also faces the pessimism of his 
age with a measure of hope that shows forth in his solemn commitment 
to the promise of its ultimate goal. In consideration of these combined 
defining aspects, I argue, the Tractatus is in general closer in its ethos to 
the works of Kafka, Woolf, and Coetzee than the Investigations is.

Wittgenstein shares with his literary modernist contemporaries a 
fixation on the problems of language that merges with a commitment to 
unconventional methods of ethical instruction and an enticement to the 
work of self-improvement. This commitment is rooted in a modernist  
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investment in a striving for a secular-spiritual kind of transformation. 
The preoccupation with transfigurative change that becomes such a 
pressing concern of aesthetic modernism shows forth in a number of 
ways in the works I examine here. Common to each is the close atten­
tion they pay to the power of human longing for creative moral, spiri­
tual, and existential enlightenment. Each of these diverse texts offers its 
own unique treatment of the dual sense of bewilderment and possibility 
that drives their respective internal characters’ or targeted readers’ var­
ied modes of engagement in quests for the kind of clarity and authentic­
ity that can be achieved only through a radical shift in worldview. The 
change in ethically imaginative ways of seeing and being that is the goal 
of the quests these writers explore promises to bring a new quality and 
depth to our understanding of human experience, our existence as selves 
among others, and our attitude toward ordinary language and life.

As I have noted above, Wittgenstein saw philosophy not as a body of  
theory, but as an activity, one whose aim is to clarify. The work of cla­
rification that he takes to be philosophy’s main concern contrasts mark­
edly with scientific pursuits of certainty that involve making new discover­
ies. For Wittgenstein, the aim of philosophy is not to discover anything at 
all. Its task instead is to get us to see clearly the world we already inhabit, 
the language we already master, and to reveal to us who we are and the 
possible shape of our continued authentic development. While the natu­
ral sciences are underwritten by a dedication to providing explanations of 
the physical world, the work of philosophy as Wittgenstein understands it 
doesn’t consist in seeking out explanations or in mounting theories. The 
clarity that Wittgenstein asks us to strive for, and which is a driving con­
cern for his literary contemporaries and their successors, is clarity that is 
shaped by its complex relationship with opacity and open-ended questions.

Each of the authors I examine here treats clarity not as something 
that comes to us completely, all at once as in a moment of conversion, 
but as something achievable only through an ongoing process of work­
ing through the confusions and difficulties of language and life. As these 
writers construe it, the improved understanding that clarity brings is 
something we stand to gain through the experience of reading challeng­
ing texts like theirs, deliberately written to be as opaque as life can some­
times be. And yet the clarity they are after is not a clarity that, once at­
tained, will succeed in doing away with all forms of obscurity. Rather, it 
brings with it the recognition that some aspects of life—those that give 
rise to our most persistent existential questions—will remain as mysteri­
ous and unresolved as the questions themselves.
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In their different explorations of the labor of working through con­
fusion and obscurity in search of such clarity, the texts I deal with in this 
book are also willfully invested in effecting a kind of parallel shift in the 
outlook of their most dedicated and perceptive readers. By way of their 
internal portrayals of a yearning for improved clarity of vision, then,  
they also seek to perform the accompanying task of refining our inter­
pretive capabilities to help us to become more attentive and perspicuous 
thinkers and readers.

Yearning for clarity and personally transformative change runs 
through each of my central texts. Whether (and how) we, as readers 
with our own parallel senses of longing, are able fully to respond to the 
communicative gestures of these texts in a way that truly allows them 
actively to hone our capacities to read well and live well (in order, that 
is, to bring their ethical aims to fruition in our own lives and the other 
lives we touch), however, is not something they can ensure in and of 
themselves. Written into each of these texts is the idea that reading them 
with the kind of moral attention that can make us “finely aware and 
richly responsible,” in Nussbaum’s words—attention that will help us to  
recognize what the work they want us to do might entail, and imagine 
what that work will look like on the landscape of our individual lives— 
is something that each of us must do for ourselves.15

The Tractatus, Common Experience, and Moral Perfectionism

Wittgenstein’s own understanding of the transformative ethical aim in 
the Tractatus merits some further consideration here.16 In that book, 
Wittgenstein seeks to engage readers in a philosophical activity of cla­
rification that is centrally focused on an ongoing work on the self (and 
one’s attitude toward language and life). Just above, I described this ac­
tivity as “the work of self-improvement,” to which Wittgenstein was 
dedicated, along with a number of other modernist writers. To be sure, 
such a description might well suggest that Wittgenstein’s approach to 
this kind of work bears (unfortunate) similarities to current neoliberal 
ideas about the ethics of entrepreneurial self, or to commercialized no­
tions of “self-actualization” and “self-care.” That Wittgenstein’s moral 
perfectionism in the Tractatus does not serve such consumerist ends, 
however, should already be rather obvious (Beth Blum’s persuasive re­
cent accounts of the relationship between modernism’s fixation on self-
improvement and the concomitant rise of the popular self-help narrative 
and success manual notwithstanding).17
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Less obvious, perhaps, is the fact that for Wittgenstein, work on 
the self is not the work of self-absorption. First, Wittgenstein’s chosen 
method of ethical teaching, therapeutic even in his early text, demon­
strates that his conception of the work on the self that goes hand in hand 
with achieving the transformation toward which his book tends is not an 
exclusively individual concern. Wittgenstein’s instructive effort to guide 
readers in making a change in outlook that will bring clarity to our lives 
and use of language demands the concerted ethical work of striving to 
understand the linguistic and personal struggles of others. And, to make 
a point to which I will return in subsequent chapters, the work of under­
standing another person entails a Cavellian form of acknowledgment and 
a responsiveness to her particular confusions. This, in turn, depends on 
what Diamond describes as the activity of imaginatively “entering in” to 
the other person’s way of seeing things.18 Wittgenstein’s way of acknowl­
edging his readers and treating their attraction to nonsense with under­
standing is to enter imaginatively into their illusion and then respond to it 
by adopting his own kind of self-aware nonsense and then communicat­
ing it back to them. In order to understand the Tractatus, then, readers 
must responsively try to understand its author, as he says at proposition 
6.45, by entering imaginatively into his own (purposefully employed) non­
sensical expression. Despite its alienating esotericism, then, the Tracta-
tus does foster in its community of readers a form of communicative ex­
change and desire to work toward mutual understanding.

Whether the work on the self that the Tractatus demands will have 
the valuable consequence of generating a wider common experience of 
clarity and the well-lived life is another story. To begin with, as I said 
just above, the Tractatus is a deliberately arcane work. As such, if it so­
licits the understanding of its readers (as it quite explicitly does), it also 
manages to push some away and to isolate others. And in the way that 
difficult parables do, the Tractatus makes its most robust, overt, and ar­
guably even elitist appeal to the “one person” who will read it with un­
derstanding. The common experience of the Tractatus, considered at the 
most mundane, workaday level, is the contingent common experience 
created by its arduous interpretive demands. And given its difficulty, if 
the book has been the occasion of a gathering together of a community  
of ambitious (or exhausted) scholars, it has surely sequestered and de­
feated far more.

I would argue that Wittgenstein shares Cavell’s basic commitment to 
seeing the work of self-transformation and self-realization as a pursuit 
that is not intrinsically individualist or elitist. That said, and as I show in 
chapters 2 and 5, the deliberately puzzling, sometimes alienating, para­
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bolic mode of instruction Wittgenstein uses in the Tractatus nonethe­
less prompts us, by its very form and method, to question whether this  
early text really functions to elicit transformative engagement from all 
readers, or whether a sort of elitism subsists at its core.

To speak on a more serious level to the question whether the work 
on the self with which the Tractatus is concerned can have an extended 
effect on common experience, I would first say this: The Tractatus is not 
only an arcane book, it is also an idiosyncratic one. And the work on the  
self (of “seeing the world in the right way”) that Wittgenstein leaves his 
community of readers to continue beyond the final pages of his book 
will undoubtedly take equally idiosyncratic shapes, to equally idiosyn­
cratic effects. One consequence of Wittgenstein’s abiding distrust of the­
ory and eschewal of explanations and easy answers is that the Tractatus 
does not give us a rigidly ordered body of rules, nor a template to which 
our work on the self must conform. It offers us no set of directives we 
must follow to the letter. Nor does it give us a recipe for how to “see 
the world in the right way.” He doesn’t even tell us what the right way 
to see the world is. He tells us only that if we work to understand him 
(and what he is trying to get us to recognize with the help of his strange 
book), we will. What Wittgenstein gives us in the Tractatus, as he says, is 
a method. The ongoing ethically imaginative work of figuring out what 
seeing the world in the right way might possibly come to, might eventu­
ally be, is something he leaves up to us.

Seeing the work on the self that Wittgenstein demands in the Trac-
tatus in this way, it becomes easier to understand how the transforma­
tive activity at stake in the book is unlikely to rouse legions to cohere in 
a common experience of (working together toward achieving) ethical 
transfiguration. Wittgenstein’s philosophy is certainly revolutionary; but 
the radically new ways of thinking he puts forward in his work do not 
foment communal revolution conceived along familiar lines. The work 
of self-transformation so central to Wittgenstein’s first book is neither au­
tomatically nor easily enacted on a grand scale.19

It’s not that Wittgenstein doesn’t feel the attraction of such a com­
munal outlook. Important aspects of his thinking about the transforma­
tive ethical work at the heart of the Tractatus, after all, evolved under 
the influence of figures like Tolstoy, whose own transformative quest 
for the meaning of life and the best way to live it led him finally to find, 
in his embrace of Christianity, acetic morality, and the Russian peasant 
community, the attitude of ethical clarity that resolved his questions and 
granted him peace. There is nothing in Wittgenstein’s early thinking that 
would rule out, a priori, then, the possibility that leading his readers to 
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make a radical change in outlook might have extended effects on their 
wider social community. Wittgenstein’s project in the Investigations 
lends itself more readily to a more grounded, democratic goal of achiev­
ing social justice. But that effect is not his primary aim in the Tractatus.

In many ways, Wittgenstein’s ethical work of “self-improvement” 
is best understood as exemplifying a method engaged with a dimension 
of moral life and thought (rather than any competing ethical theory) 
that Cavell calls “moral perfectionism.” Cavell describes perfectionism’s 
concerns variously across his writing, and especially in his most com­
prehensive treatment of the issue in his 1988 Carus Lectures. Cavell’s 
own brand of moral perfectionism (informed by the later Wittgenstein, 
Nietzsche, Emerson, Thoreau, and others) entails facing with courage 
the struggle to “come to see [oneself] and hence the possibilities of [our] 
world, in a transformed light,” to work toward “self-knowledge,” “be­
coming intelligible to oneself,” “being true to oneself,” “being lost to 
oneself,” and “finding one’s way” in the course of becoming the person 
one is. His moral perfectionism is concerned with the enduring rever­
berations of the fundamental Socratic question of how one should live,  
and with “what used to be called the state of one’s soul, a dimension that 
places tremendous burdens on personal relationships and on the pos­
sibility or necessity of transforming oneself and of one’s society.” For 
Cavell, as for Wittgenstein, there is no reaching a perfect state of the soul, 
only endless steps toward reaching what Emerson calls an “unattained 
but attainable self.”20 Wittgenstein’s moral perfectionism in the Trac-
tatus, like Cavell’s, works toward achieving self-understanding and the  
realization of inherent potential of the self through education and trans­
formative work whose aim is not the perfected state of the self, but the 
journey toward a more authentic self.

Moral Perfectionism and Unbearable Conflict

On the subject of Wittgenstein’s own engagement with the continuing 
need for change and readjustment in the ongoing ethical work of striv­
ing for authenticity, it is worth pausing briefly to consider the shift in 
method and conception of the workings of ordinary language that marks 
the evolution of his thinking from the Tractatus to the Investigations, 
something I will return to in chapter 4.

In pursuit of improved clarity and authenticity in his own thinking 
and writing as his philosophical work developed, Wittgenstein contin­
ued to struggle to be “true to himself” by working to overcome the grip 
of his own attraction to (and self-imposition of) illusory metaphysical 
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ideals, and to fine-tune his views about how philosophy works to clear 
up our confusions about language and the myriad ways in which it en­
ables us to express our experience of life in the world.

He completed his ambitious Tractatus with the conviction that it 
was, as Diamond describes it, a work “marvelously . . . fully achieved.”21 
For in it he had reached, or so he thought at the time, a satisfactory reso­
lution of the philosophical problems he was confronting. And yet the 
criticism of his early thought that he offers in the metaphilosophical pas­
sages of the Investigations (PI §§ 89–133) shows that he had gradually 
come to see his first work as deeply flawed, marked by what he called an 
“unbearable conflict” at its core (PI §107).22 Wittgenstein was to remain 
throughout his lifetime committed to his early conception of philosophy 
as an activity of elucidation, rather than as a theoretical tool for making 
new discoveries. But the remarks Wittgenstein makes in those sections 
of the Investigations speak to his recognition over time that his most en­
trenched view in the Tractatus—that there is an essential logical order 
that lies hidden beneath the surface of the varied expressions of our ac­
tual ordinary language—had been for him something akin to what Hein­
rich Hertz describes in his Principles of Mechanics (a book that he first 
read as a teenager and that would continue to influence him throughout 
his career) as a “confused wish” that gives rise to confused questions 
and what Hertz calls “painful contradictions.”23 Diamond figures Witt­
genstein’s confused wish in terms of its development into a “shaping 
timeless principle, a kind of injunction for his thinking . . . unopposed 
and indeed, in his thought, unopposable.”24 But the notion that there is 
a crystalline ideal order to language that we can discover with the help 
of philosophical analysis is an idea that is fatally at odds with the con­
trast Wittgenstein insisted on between the activities of philosophy and 
science, and his commitment to the idea that the practice of philosophy 
entails work of clarification of our existing language and life, rather than 
that of imposing requirements, summing up, or uncovering.

If we follow Diamond’s recent suggestions about Wittgenstein’s own 
dawning sense of the intolerable contradiction at the heart of the Tracta-
tus, the result of what she describes as “his own imposition of a kind of 
myth on his thinking,” we see that the moral perfectionism at issue in his 
early work is something that also extends to its author’s own process of 
“coming to self-conscious awareness of the unconscious structuring of 
[his] life” in a way that accounts for the radical changes he made in his 
therapeutic philosophical method over time.25

Wittgenstein’s self-conscious realization that a “false necessity . . . had 
shaped his thought” was an ethically transformative one, in a Tractarian  
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sense.26 It offers us a single concrete philosophical example of the kind 
of step the Tractatus suggests a person can take in order to revise his 
way of thinking in his ongoing quest to see things “in the right way” in 
Wittgenstein’s sense. For he recognized that in his philosophical think­
ing at the time he wrote the Tractatus, he had been—in the language of 
the Investigations—bewitched, held captive by a picture of his own mak­
ing (PI §115). To appeal to one of the phrases Cavell uses to describe 
moral perfectionism as he understands it, Wittgenstein came eventually 
to see that he had been, in a way, “lost to himself,” needing to find a new 
approach in his pursuit of greater authenticity. Finally, in the psycho­
analytic terms Jonathan Lear uses to describe a case that provides Dia­
mond with an illuminating comparison, Wittgenstein recognized a need 
to work through and resist his own attractions to dogmatism and to re­
shape his life going forward in an effort to bring about a radical psychic 
change that would yield a clearer understanding of language and world 
that would translate into his philosophical work.27 In the ongoing de­
velopment of his thinking, as Diamond describes it, Wittgenstein strives  
consciously to “own [his] past philosophy in a new way.”28 Indeed, at­
tending consistently to the voices of temptation that he works to over­
come and that harken back to his earlier ways of thinking is part of the 
characteristic form of his later philosophy.29

Secular, Spiritual, Surface, and Depth

The overarching attraction to spiritual or transcendent experience in the 
work of the authors I examine in the following chapters makes it clear 
that even in the literature or philosophy of each of these avowedly agnos­
tic or atheistic writers, secular modernity does not correlate to wholesale 
Weberian disenchantment.30 The philosophical and literary projects of 
this book’s central authors are all, to cite Joyce’s portmanteau, “theolo­
logicophilolological” (U, 205). Their respective works feature a distinc­
tive combination of the theological with the philosophical and the logi­
cal in their treatment of the struggles associated with a human striving to 
inhabit the space between the extremes of a concrete everyday on the one 
hand and a yearning for transcendence on the other.

Against the background of Wittgenstein’s engagement with difficulty 
and complex ethical pedagogy in the Tractatus, I explore in the first 
chapters of this book writing by Kafka, Woolf, and Joyce, three chief 
figures of the high-modernist canon. In the final chapter, I turn to recent 
fiction by Coetzee, a living author writing in current dialogue both with 
Wittgenstein and with his modernist literary precursors. Thus, although 
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A Different Order of Difficulty is focused primarily on recasting the 
significance of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus for studies in literary modern­
ism (and vice versa), and thus on expanding the New Modernist canon 
horizontally from within by means of the comparatist interdisciplinarity 
of this study, its reach nonetheless extends beyond those parameters in 
two ways.31

First of all, I conduct my discussion of Wittgenstein’s deployment of 
difficulty and commitment to an ethically instructive aim in the Tracta-
tus with an eye to the continuity of these concerns in his later writing, 
despite the shift in philosophical and pedagogical method that distin­
guishes his posthumously published Philosophical Investigations from 
his early work. Second, by addressing Coetzee’s work in the concluding 
chapter, my study moves beyond the temporal limits of literary modern­
ism, traditionally construed, to touch on important ways in which Witt­
genstein’s thinking also sheds light on works of transnational contem­
porary fiction that represent what David James has called “modernist 
futures” because of their continued efforts to grapple stylistically, inter­
textually, and philosophically with the crises of language, identity, and 
faith so characteristic of the realistic spirit of the novels of thinking of 
the long twentieth century.32

A Different Order of Difficulty also departs substantially from two 
dominant trends in modernist studies today, namely (1) cultural studies 
and (2) the demand for formalism that underpins readings of modern­
ist texts from New Criticism through deconstruction and other forms of 
poststructuralism. With his strident antitheoretical position and com­
mitment to looking and seeing, Wittgenstein, is quite organically “post­
critical,” in the sense articulated by Rita Felski and others in recent 
influential work.33 My own examination of twentieth-century literature 
in terms of Wittgenstein’s focus on everyday language and life, and on 
the therapeutic and transformative ethical instruction that characterizes 
his philosophy, is thus framed by the ideas of a foundational figure of 
a tradition of ordinary language philosophy that naturally circumvents 
the logic of demystifying critique. In that regard, A Different Order of 
Difficulty implicitly coincides with an emerging body of scholarship ded­
icated to finding and developing compelling alternatives to modes of cri­
tique driven by a prevailing poststructural commitment to the herme­
neutics of suspicion.34

I should add, however, that the ideas of the same framing figure I 
have just cast as a kind of postcritical philosopher avant la lettre also in­
form my departure in this book from certain postcritical approaches—
those that advocate “surface reading,” and others whose efforts to  
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render the valuable service of freeing literary studies from the prolonged 
dominance of suspicious or symptomatic reading entail a suppression, if 
you will, of the critical impulse to attend to a text’s depth, as well as its 
surface (not to mention the vital interaction between them that is so cru­
cial to puzzle texts like the Tractatus).35 The past decade or so has seen 
the long-overdue flourishing of postcritical thinking that has evolved 
since the 1960s in a series of attempts by literary critics to cure critique 
of the obsession, nurtured under the sway of suspicious hermeneutics, 
with plumbing the depths of the textual unconscious to expose the hid­
den, deep-seated agendas lurking there. But such curative challenges to 
the limits of critique prove misdirected and overzealous as long the rem­
edy they prescribe derives solely from an overly reductive, critically lim­
iting conception of what depth can be (i.e., other than a mere site for her­
meneutic excavation and unveiling), or how its underlying presence in 
a text can function (i.e., by contributing complexity and significance to  
the experience of reading, rather than just raising our interpretive hack­
les and soliciting our participation in an enterprise of shrewd interroga­
tion). Postcritical approaches that call, in one way or another, for rel­
egating to the critical scrapheap all types of textual depth and all modes 
of interpretive engagement, it seems to me, risk throwing the baby out 
with the proverbial bathwater.36

Wittgenstein would later reject the idea he shared with Russell in his 
early philosophy—that the underlying realities of language are not vis­
ible on the surface, and that it is up to us to plumb the depths of what  
lies beneath actual language to get to its hidden logical essence. But as 
he makes clear in the 1946 remark that serves as the third of the three 
epigraphs with which this book begins, he is a philosopher given to ex­
pressing his ideas about the difficulty of life, philosophy, and the search 
for new ways of thinking and seeing in terms of both surface and depth. 
Wittgenstein of course famously remarks in the Philosophical Investiga-
tions that “everything is open to view,” and that “what is hidden . . . is 
of no interest to us” (PI §126). Toril Moi makes Wittgenstein’s claim 
that “nothing is hidden” a ready motto for her own postcritical work 
of bringing ordinary language philosophy to bear on literary studies. 
But for the purposes of my own project of bringing Wittgenstein to the 
study of twentieth-century literature here, it is also important to note 
that in his philosophical thinking and teaching, he was equally invested 
in significant kinds of depth (and its textual uses).37

I would argue further here that Wittgenstein’s conception of the 
Tractatus, and of how it functions at the different levels of instruction he 
puts into play within it, does not stand in the sort of truly stark conflict 
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with his later claim about everything being open to view that would  
suggest that we should neglect his consistent attentiveness to depth in fa­
vor of his commitment to openness and clarity. Wittgenstein composed 
the Tractatus to lead readers to clarity through obscurity, and his teach­
ing in it depends on both. He saw the ethical aim of his early book not so 
much as hidden in it as something that becomes available only to those 
readers who, recognizing the text as a deliberately layered one, turn their 
attention to what lies beneath its surface.

In remarks Wittgenstein makes over the course of his lifelong philo­
sophical investigations about the issues that most occupied him—logic, 
grammar, thoughts, questions, the “problems of life,” “problems aris­
ing through a misinterpretation of our forms of language,” as well as reli­
gious ritual, humor, and literary form—he frequently refers to these im­
portant concerns as being rooted in, or having the character of, depth 
(CV, 42, 62, 53; PI, §111).38 Wittgenstein contrasts surface difficulty 
with the difficulty that requires us to dive deep down in order to get hold  
of them (CV, 48). He distinguishes “depth grammar” from that of a “sur­
face” variety (PI, § 644), He claims that “the problems of life are insoluble 
on the surface and can only be solved in depth” (CV, 74).

I have argued here that the Tractatus can be read as a consciously 
crafted puzzle. As such, I have been concerned to show, it operates, quite 
by design (as puzzles do, and must), both on a surface dimension (on 
which we find the apparent metaphysical theory), and on a dimension 
of depth (in which resides in the book’s unspoken ethical aim of lead­
ing readers to the clarity with which to overcome our reliance on such 
theories and see the world in the right way). To read only the surface of 
the text, ignoring completely its unspoken ethical “point,” and deeper 
enigmatic aspects (aspects we intuit only through attention to Wittgen­
stein’s ironic stance regarding his pseudopropositions) is to miss out on 
the transformative illumination the book promises (because we have ne­
glected the tactical interplay between surface and depth on which the au­
thor depends in his aim of bringing this illumination about). Taken only 
at face value, the Tractatus does not reveal itself to be a book with very  
different stakes than we first thought it had and thus does not become for  
us the wholly different book than we first thought we were reading.39

On a superficial reading, the Tractatus is legible not as a book with 
an “ethical” pursuit, but as the presentation of a metaphysical doctrine. 
But the metaphysical doctrine that represents the book’s content is pre­
cisely what Wittgenstein asks us to overcome, along with our need for 
the book’s nonsensical propositions (expendable, we are told, once 
they have served their purpose of elucidating something to us readers).  
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Wittgenstein does not spell out for us overtly just how the disposable 
nonsensical theory that unfolds on the text’s surface could ever man­
age to shed light on what he is trying to do (or make us do) with the text 
as a whole. To figure that out, readers must look at how Wittgenstein’s 
“treatise” works at deeper level. Doing so, we gain a very different and 
richer experience of the text. Wittgenstein’s method in the Tractatus, in 
its trickiest strategic aspects, relies on surface appearance and deeper 
complexity alike. This method depends on readers’ ability not only to 
recognize both of the book’s dimensions as distinct, but also to grasp the 
relationship between them. Unless readers come to appreciate the vital 
interaction of the different demands of the book—superficial and deep—
Wittgenstein’s Tractarian method will not work on readers in the way 
he designed it to do.

Acknowledging Wittgenstein’s embrace of both depth and surface 
helps us to see that the (proto-)postcritical work in which his philoso­
phy engages us does more than represent a satisfying alternative to the 
hermeneutics of suspicion. Wittgenstein’s balanced attention to both di­
mensions also serves to temper some of the manifesto fervor that drives 
some proponents of postcritical work to cast depth itself into suspicion. 
As Moi shows in her recent work, drawing on Wittgenstein’s philosophy 
in the study of literature has the potential to expand, rather than con­
tract, the limits of interpretive possibility. But he also reminds us by his 
own example that the work of postcriticism, construed broadly enough to 
include him, need not be conducted at the expense of depth.

A Study of Coincidence

To be clear, A Different Order of Difficulty does not posit a direct 
intellectual-historical link between Wittgenstein and the literary writ­
ers that I explore here. My treatment of the relationship between Witt­
genstein and twentieth-century literature in this book does not repre­
sent what one might call a “study of influence.” As I show in chapter 2, 
Wittgenstein had only the briefest taste of Kafka’s writing and found it 
not to his liking.40 The only connection between Wittgenstein and Joyce 
was their mutual admiration for Tolstoy’s “How Much Land Does a 
Man Need?,” which Wittgenstein declared his favorite, and Joyce pro­
nounced “the greatest story that the literature of the world knows.”41 To 
be sure, Woolf did occasionally cross paths with Wittgenstein in Cam­
bridge and Bloomsbury circles and knew of his reputation from common 
acquaintances like Russell, Keynes, and others. But, as I show in chap­
ter 3, although Ann Banfield and Jaakko Hintikka are both correct to  
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argue that the impact of the Tractatus in Cambridge philosophy also re­
verberated in Bloomsbury, where it surely transformed the discourse of 
Woolf’s cultural milieu, her links to Wittgenstein remained ever remote, 
and their mutual regard one of benign indifference.42

Rejecting the designation of “influence study” is thus hardly a feat, 
given the absence of any thriving personal or intellectual exchange be­
tween Wittgenstein and the literary figures I examine in this book. The 
living exception to this rule is of course Coetzee, whose fiction I discuss 
in the concluding chapter 5. Coetzee is uniquely positioned among the 
writers whose work I explore “after Wittgenstein,” as the subtitle of 
this book indicates, to regard, from a late twentieth- and early twenty-
first-century standpoint, the philosopher whom Coetzee’s eponymous 
character Elizabeth Costello calls the “Viennese Destroyer.”43 Coetzee, 
whose fiction I read here, as I do that of Kafka, Woolf, and Joyce, in re­
lation to Wittgenstein’s thinking, is thus unique among the four fiction 
writers I deal with here in being historically situated quite literally, “af­
ter Wittgenstein.” Coetzee came of age in a generation in which Witt­
genstein was no longer the emblem of a new philosophical epoch, ush­
ering in the “linguistic turn” that his works helped to set in motion, 
but an established entity of twentieth-century philosophy, whose body 
of work has long been the subject of research, scholarly debate, and  
controversy.

Coetzee himself undoubtedly gained familiarity with Wittgenstein’s 
philosophy in his capacity as a linguist and academic. And although he 
remained on the whole quiet about Wittgensteinian themes in his writing 
before 2003, in his later fiction, especially in his 2013 novel The Child-
hood of Jesus, Coetzee takes a more discernible Wittgensteinian turn. 
The etiology of this shift can be attributed in part to Coetzee’s collab­
orative involvement with philosophers Jonathan Lear, Robert Pippin, 
and Raimond Gaita. But Coetzee’s more overt interest in Wittgenstein 
in recent years is most productively understood in relation to the work 
of a number of resolute Wittgensteinian philosophers (and others largely 
sympathetic with the moral thinking developed within that program) 
who have responded to the strong attraction Coetzee’s later fiction has 
exerted on their own thinking in a set of publications that not only have 
gone on to exert their own influence on subsequent philosophical work 
in literature and moral thought, but have, arguably, helped to make the 
shape of Wittgenstein’s thinking more visible on Coetzee’s radar. Most 
influential of these publications is Cora Diamond’s essay “The Difficulty 
of Reality and the Difficulty of Philosophy,” to which I turn in my dis­
cussion of Virginia Woolf in chapter 3.44
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Wittgenstein has also proved a figure of persisting fascination for a 
range of musicians, poets, playwrights, and fiction writers who draw 
on his thinking in their own work. Coetzee’s later work secures him a 
prominent place in this last group, among such writers as Ingeborg Bach­
mann, Thomas Bernhard, Peter Handke, W. G. Sebald, Ricardo Piglia, 
and David Foster Wallace. The collective work of these authors attests 
to the varied ways in which Wittgenstein’s thinking and writing has in­
formed their own.45

As I have said, my decision to examine the work of my chosen con­
stellation of fiction writers together in relation to Wittgenstein is not 
based on any sustained interaction they had with the philosopher or his 
ideas, nor certainly he with theirs. The conventional designation for the 
opposite of an influence study, while it might seem a bit too predictable 
to serve as a worthy alternative, and a bit too imprecise to be entirely ap­
posite, does nonetheless offer a useful way to begin to describe the na­
ture of the comparative project in which I am engaged in this book. For 
in a most general, primary sense, A Different Order of Difficulty does 
indeed entail a study of coincidence. In it, I attend to the remarkable 
points of concurrence of Wittgensteinian thinking and the thematic mo­
tifs and formal concerns of literary modernism exemplified in my central 
authors’ diverse treatments of them. Rather than account for this con­
currence by positing any strictly causal relation between these entities, or 
by grounding my analysis primarily in biography or intellectual history, 
I explore a representative set of the shared philosophical and literary 
affinities that make this concurrence show forth. I show that recognizing 
the connections among the philosophical, formal, and pedagogical in­
vestments common to Wittgenstein and his literary contemporaries and 
their inheritors allows us to see their respective works as pointedly de­
voted to modes of ethical instruction that seeks, through the deployment 
of various, mutually dependent orders of difficulty, to bring about a kind 
of transfigurative change in their readers. Attending to the transforma­
tive pedagogical aspects of these works generates a wealth of interpretive 
possibilities for comparative studies in Wittgenstein and literature, how­
ever contingent the word “coincidence” might also suggest the connec­
tions between them to be.

Works by Kafka, Woolf, and Joyce, the first three literary figures I fo­
cus on here, have of course long been recognized as definitive of the high-
modernist cultural moment they inhabited along with Wittgenstein. The 
works by Coetzee that I examine here exemplify the millennial “novels 
of thinking,” shaped by the continuing influence of the narrative themes, 
allusive intertextuality, ethical concerns, and formal techniques endemic  
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to a philosophical and literary modernism it continues to elaborate and 
transform in its wake.46 My justification for making these disparate 
figures cohere by reading them in conjunction with one another, and 
each in relation to Wittgenstein, does not derive from the uncontrover­
sial fact of their shared canonicity. Looking comparatively at this partic­
ular set of representative modernist figures is instructive, for the relative 
absence of any other productive links between them induces us to focus 
our attention on their different modes of experimenting with form and 
idea, authorial aim and readerly engagement, and thus on the significant 
points of convergence of their commitments to difficulty, teaching, and 
transformation. This, in turn, leads us toward a new conception of these 
three commitments as the crucial driving concerns of modernism viewed  
in its broader interdisciplinary and temporal context.

Modernism and Its Difficulties

I begin my exploration of the three concerns of difficulty, oblique ethical 
instruction, and a yearning for transformation that Wittgenstein shares 
with the literary writers I examine here with a focus on the difficulty in 
which I take each of these other common concerns to be rooted. Look­
ing at the different uses of difficulty at play in the Tractatus leads us to  
attend in more perspicuous ways to the notorious obsession with (and 
strategic deployment of) different modes of textual and existential diffi­
culty that took hold of the cultural productions of the age in which Witt­
genstein wrote.

T. S. Eliot, William Empson, and George Steiner all sang the praises 
of modernist difficulty. Laura Riding and Robert Graves, I. A. Rich­
ards, F. R. Leavis, and Helen Gardner all offer comprehensive analyses 
of modern poetry in terms of its complexity.47 The proliferation of criti­
cal writing attesting to early scholarly excitement about the difficulty 
endemic to modernism would generate so much discussion in modernist 
studies that it ultimately had the loosely paradoxical effect of making 
talk about the difficulty of modernist texts into something simplistic, 
even trite—the stuff of entries in glossaries of modernist topics and key­
words. Indeed, as Leonard Diepeveen notes, to say that modernism is 
commonly seen as difficult seems almost “beyond argument” to anyone 
“with some knowledge of twentieth-century high culture.”48

Nonetheless, a handful of critics, Diepeveen among them, have in re­
cent years turned their attention toward a reconsideration of difficulty 
as a powerful social and aesthetic force in the formation of modernism. 
In The Difficulties of Modernism, Diepeveen looks at how modernism 
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first began to solidify as a recognized object of academic study around 
the pronouncement of difficulty as modern poetry’s central character­
istic. It was by means of the reception and assertion of the distinguish­
ing difficulty of modernist literature that modernism was first “accom­
plished,” brought to “completion” as an artistic happening that was no 
longer in flux, but was established as a matter of record.49

As Michael Levenson notes, the difficulty of modernist texts created 
a need for a rhetorically effective doctrine of structure, order, and form 
that critics could use to explain and justify a growing body of work.50 
Difficulty conferred legitimacy on a set of texts thus deemed “great art” 
by thinkers like Theodor Adorno. Adorno argued that art that chal­
lenges us to really look and see the world around us must be difficult. Art 
that is too familiar or accessible is too easily consumed. Because it does 
not make us uncomfortable, it does not make us think about the com­
plexity and ambiguity that characterizes real life.51

Another critic who famously declared that modern poetry had to be 
difficult in order to respond adequately to the complexity of the mod­
ern world is, of course, T. S. Eliot. In his frequently quoted comment on  
difficulty in twentieth-century Anglo-American literary culture, Eliot epi­
grammatically observes:

We can only say that it appears likely that poets in our civiliza­
tion, as it exists at present, must be difficult. Our civilization 
comprehends great variety and complexity, and this variety and 
complexity, playing upon a refined sensibility, must produce vari­
ous and complex results. The poet must become more and more 
comprehensive, more allusive, more indirect, in order to force,  
to dislocate if necessary, language to his meaning.52

As John Guillory and Craig S. Abbott have each argued, Eliot, 
Cleanth Brooks, and the New Critics not only recognized the strain of 
difficulty that characterized so many modern works; they valorized it 
as an integral part of a formalist agenda of revaluing literature and po­
etry.53 Under the New Critics, modernist difficulty was made into a ped­
agogical concept to be deployed in the creation of a twentieth-century 
canon that would insure the cultural capital of modernist works. Guil­
lory writes:

Let us first of all acknowledge that for the New Critics the lan­
guage of poetry, and of literature in general, was intrinsically 
difficult. This was not a difficulty which could be removed by 
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the glossing of sources, or by recourse to information about the 
author’s life or beliefs, it was a difficulty which did not disappear 
in the process of interpretation so much as it was confirmed. 
One may go further than this and say that difficulty itself was 
positively valued in New Critical practice, that it was a form of 
cultural capital, just by virtue of imparting to cultural objects a 
certain kind of rarity, the very difficulty of apprehending them.54

The New Critics made difficulty into a benchmark of literary value, 
sophistication, and erudition to which they could appeal in their ap­
praisal of the select set of literary and poetic works on which they sought 
to confer canonical status. Challenging poetic works by figures like El­
iot, Pound, and Stevens, for example, were distinguished not so much 
from poetry dedicated to the simplicity that would seem to represent 
difficulty’s more obvious opposite, but from “popular” verse deemed 
more accessible to mass audiences, and thus a less worthy object of aca­
demic study. From the very inception of critical studies in literary mod­
ernism, then, the New Critics’ mandarin esteem for difficulty made it all 
too easy to equate scholarly efforts to pay attention to this salient, multi­
farious feature of modernist texts with an outlook of reactionary elitism. 
Their zeal in designating the highly variable quality of “difficulty” as an 
emblematic feature of literary modernism has made touting difficulty’s 
importance into something of a critical truism at best, and tantamount 
to defending an outmoded highbrow polemic at worst.

But what Guillory says about what the New Critics originally rec­
ognized about the difficulty of high-modernist texts still certainly holds 
true for any reader who finds herself wrestling with the most perplexing 
examples of modernist poetry or fiction. For such works do often resist 
our attempts to resolve our confusion in the face of their difficulty by ap­
peal to the glossing of sources, or through recourse to information avail­
able to us about a given author’s life or beliefs. In Ulysses, Joyce self-
reflexively calls attention to the plight of the reader who tries to resolve 
the “difficult problems in imaginary or real life” by appeal to “the litera­
ture of instruction” in just this way. In the novel, Bloom (himself a char­
acter whose wanderings are charted in a notoriously, self-consciously 
challenging modernist tome), searches for solutions to difficult problems 
posed in difficult literature only to find that certain strains of difficulty 
are impervious to resolution by such means. What Bloom discovers is 
something that readers of difficult modernist works know all too well. 
For “in spite of careful and repeated reading of certain . . . passages, 
aided by a glossary,” Bloom derives only “imperfect conviction from 
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the text, the answers not bearing on all points” (U, 677). What’s more, 
among the many “difficult problems in imaginary or real life” that we 
encounter in our reading, there are some that seem to elude answers 
on all points. Such difficulties seem simply unresolvable (or, at the very 
least, to defy immediate solution). Alternately, as I show in an explora­
tion of Wittgenstein’s, Joyce’s, and Diamond’s various treatments of rid­
dles in chapter 4, bringing such difficulties to resolution may ultimately 
depend on our ability as readers imaginatively to expand our notions of 
what can count as resolution in the first place, before we can recognize a 
solution when we see it, or invent a suitable one when we cannot.

Guillory’s comment from that same passage above—that one of the 
aspects of modernist poetry that first caught the attention of the New 
Critics was that it entailed “a difficulty which did not disappear in the 
process of interpretation so much as it was confirmed”—also calls to mind  
the example of Kafka’s writing, and Coetzee’s (often Kafka-inflected) fic­
tion. For as I show in my discussion of Kafka’s parable in relation to Witt­
genstein’s Tractatus and “Lecture on Ethics” in chapter 2, and in my 
discussion of the difficulty of Kafka’s parable in relation to Coetzee’s 
enigmatic, parabolic Childhood of Jesus in chapter 5, the crux of Guil­
lory’s observation in that passage also serves as a point of departure for 
much early commentary on Kafka’s work, Theodor Adorno’s and Wal­
ter Benjamin’s in particular.55

Both philosophers, among the earliest of Kafka’s critical admirers, fo­
cus closely on how the peculiar difficulty of Kafka’s writing pushes readers 
to the very limits of understanding while refusing us the comfort of expla­
nation. Kafka solicits interpretation in every sentence, they each announce, 
while at the same time strenuously defying it. And even now, equipped 
with all the historicizing critical studies accumulated over the course of 
the past seventy-odd years, readers and critics continue to give voice to 
their sense that the difficulty at stake in Kafka’s works remains ever intact, 
confirmed by our very failure to resolve it entirely with any combination of 
outside assistance and our own wits. But this same experience of struggle 
and failure that Kafka’s difficult writing and active defiance of definitive 
interpretation gives rise to in readers also attests to the enduring power of 
the unique kind of teaching and interpretive training that Kafka has to of­
fer. Equally inconclusive are the questions about the meaning of life that 
resound throughout Woolf’s novels. Woolf’s fascination with irresolvable, 
existential questions of what Bloom calls “a different order of difficulty” 
flourished in her writing under the influence of the same “Great Russians” 
who influenced Wittgenstein while he was writing the Tractatus.
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Fourfold Difficulty

As George Steiner notes in his classic essay on the topic, “On Difficulty,” 
when we describe a text as being difficult, we may mean a number of  
very different things.56 Faced with trying to account for the functions and 
effects of the complex character of twentieth-century aesthetic forms,  
our critical practice requires some classification of different sorts of dif­
ficulty. Steiner offers a typology of four principal modes of difficulty that 
characterize modern poetry and literature: contingent, modal, tactical, 
and ontological. His taxonomy offers a helpful delineation of the dif­
ferent orders of difficulty at issue in the works of Wittgenstein, Kafka, 
Woolf, Joyce, and Coetzee that I examine in the chapters below.

Contingent difficulties are posed by the unfamiliar words and allu­
sions readers encounter in modernist literature and poetics marked by a 
shift toward a new demand of literacy that requires the “archival gath­
ering” necessary to understand the “museum-catalogue” of such works 
as Eliot’s Waste Land, Pound’s Cantos, or Joyce’s encyclopedic Ulysses 
(OD, 26). Faced with unaccustomed vocabularies and obscure refer­
ences, readers of such texts turn to dictionaries, concordances, or en­
cyclopedias for clarification. We resolve these lexical forms of difficulty 
rather easily by looking them up.

As Joyce’s Leopold Bloom attests, however, in his comment in “Ith­
aca” about appealing to “literature of instruction” to aid us in our task 
of reading difficult literature, the work of resolving contingent difficulty 
with the help of glossaries and compendiums can nonetheless leave read­
ers with a lingering sense of having “derived imperfect conviction from 
the text” (U, 677) Modal difficulties occur when a text still seems opaque 
to us even after we have looked up all there is to look up and have  
rendered its lexical-grammatical components as clear as we can make 
them. We confront modal difficulties when the art work before us artic­
ulates a stance toward human conditions that we find somehow alien, 
or when we feel we are not a part of the audience for which it seems  
destined.

Of Steiner’s four types of difficulty, it is the last two, tactical and on­
tological, that are my main concern in this study. Before moving on to an 
overview of the ontological difficulty that is closest to the “different or­
der of difficulty” at the center of this book, I offer a preliminary account 
of tactical difficulty, in the various modes in which it manifests itself as a 
central component of the five primary texts that are my focus in the suc­
ceeding chapters.
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Tactical Difficulty

Tactical difficulties are created by design; they result from an author’s 
deliberate moves to deal in obscurity. Writers use difficulty strategically 
in a number of formal contexts in order to achieve various results. In 
the chapters below, I examine tactical difficulty in three main aspects. 
Most simply, such difficulty arises in the context of the formal and nar­
rative experimentation characteristic of modernist innovation. Second, 
tactical uses of difficulty offer a means of baffling readers in instructive  
contexts—whether by endowing a set of works with cultural capital, and 
thereby luring readers to institutional academic study, or engaging read­
ers instead in the creative interpretive work demanded by the kind of 
ethical teaching offered in parables and other extended parabolic works 
that operate in deliberate perplexity more generally. Third, this purpo­
sive use of obscurity serves to generate a more attentive and responsive 
communicative relationship between reader and text.

First of all, then, a text’s difficulty can result, whether by accident or 
design, from a writer’s calculated efforts to reinvigorate the language and 
form of his or her art, or to transform an existing instrument of thought 
or logical system through formal or linguistic experimentation directed 
at rising to a Poundian epochal challenge to “make it new.” Think of the 
odyssey of different styles Joyce invites us to navigate anew in each of 
the episodes of Ulysses, for example (of which the alienating catechism 
of “Ithaca” is but one); or of the initially bewildering narrative compres­
sion of time and the syntactic innovation that characterize the overlap­
ping fragments of free indirect discourse that Woolf uses so artfully in 
her novels to prompt readers to enter imaginatively and intimately into 
other minds; or, finally, of Wittgenstein’s efforts in the Tractatus to lead 
readers to an authentic practice of philosophy (and way of living in the 
world) by acting as a kind of trickster or, in Steiner’s words, “logical ter­
rorist.” With his aphoristic work of consciously deployed nonsensical 
propositions, Wittgenstein seeks to confer on his readers a new perspec­
tive of clarity by exploding from within the “soiled organon” of the illu­
sory philosophical systems to which they are attracted (OD, 34).

In the second aspect with which I am concerned here, tactical diffi­
culty functions to baffle the unsolicited reader, at least temporarily, and 
can also serve to beckon to a select coterie of elite readers—or indeed to 
the ordinary readers intent on accumulating the knowledge and sophis­
tication required to attain the highbrow cultural literacy that will grant 
them entry into such an in-group. As Guillory and others have argued, 
the celebration of tactical forms of difficulty that function to exclude in  
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this way has contributed to canon formation and justified the creation 
of attendant courses of academic study established to teach that canon 
to the uninitiated.

The tactical use of difficulty to bewilder the layperson while appeal­
ing to an elect readership is also a central feature of a very different mode 
of instruction that, as I have already indicated, is central to my study 
here: the parable. As I show in my discussion of Kafka and Wittgenstein 
in chapter 2, these miniature stories convey moral or spiritual teaching 
via simple illustrations, with the ostensible aim of making their point 
more readily understood by readers or hearers. But the simplicity of the 
genre is deceptive; parables function not to make interpretation easy for 
us, but often quite the contrary. To understand what a parable aims to 
teach us, we must perform the challenging creative work of bridging the 
gap between the figurative language of the telling and the view of real­
ity it strives to illuminate through its teaching. Unlike some allegories 
can do, however, parables do not resolve into a single fixed message or 
clearly legible moral lesson applicable to corresponding real-life situa­
tions but can generate a proliferation of meanings. The point of parables  
is to engage readers in exegetical struggles that sharpen our critical fac­
ulties, making us more adept readers and thinkers, and possibly even 
fuller moral beings. For the ultimate aim of parabolic instruction is to get 
us to the point where we can go on to incorporate the imaginative skills 
acquired through our interpretive engagement with the parable form into 
the way we live our lives and communicate with others.

In The Genesis of Secrecy, Frank Kermode poses a crucial question  
about the availability to readers of the kind of moral instruction offered 
in parables. His question offers implicit guidance in my literary and phil­
osophical investigations throughout A Different Order of Difficulty, and  
particularly in my reading of Kafka’s, Wittgenstein’s, and Coetzee’s 
texts, each of which I argue works to challenge readers in a broadly 
parabolic way. The question is essentially this: do the Christian para­
bles (and the wider genre of literary parables, Kafka’s among them, for 
which Jesus’s instructive mode in the Gospels serves as a model) strive 
to be accessible to all readers seeking a deeper understanding? Or, alter­
nately, does their opacity function tactically to exclude all but an elect 
few among them?57

The question whether parabolic texts are destined for a select reader­
ship and work principally to impede the access of the unsolicited reader 
resonates in my reading of Kafka’s inconclusive metaparable and in my 
discussion of Wittgenstein’s and Coetzee’s more extended parabolic 
works, and the method of ethical and religious instruction they epitomize.  
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In each of their instructively provocative works, these three writers share 
a particularly strong belief in the ethical and spiritual valence of litera­
ture and an equally strong commitment to the transformative possibili­
ties of tactically difficult texts.

Wittgenstein’s “book of ethics” functions parabolically in its own 
use of tactical difficulty to bring readers to the enlightenment of “seeing 
the world in the right way”—at least the readers who, as he says, will 
take “pleasure” in the book, and read it “with understanding” (TLP,  
p. 27). But are we then to attribute to Wittgenstein a spirit of pedagogi­
cal generosity, and ascribe to his text a potentially universal availabil­
ity? Some things Wittgenstein says suggest that in spite of its daunting 
complexity, the Tractatus is a democratic book, written to appeal to the 
general reader’s capacity of understanding. And yet, he opens his pref­
ace with the proviso that the book “will perhaps only be understood by 
those who have themselves already thought the thoughts which are ex­
pressed in it—or similar thoughts,” thereby leaving open the possibility 
that the book’s difficulty serves to draw insiders still further in, while re­
stricting the access of the uninitiated (TLP, p. 27).

Wittgenstein’s opening gambit in the Tractatus thus reaffirms the 
ambiguity Kermode identifies in his question about the general accessi­
bility of the scriptural parables he considers, along with Kafka’s latter-
day riffs on parables uttered within that biblical tradition. The question 
also lingers in my treatment of the parabolic teaching at issue in Coe­
tzee’s enigmatic Childhood of Jesus. I return to this guiding question in 
my discussion of Coetzee’s fiction at the end of chapter 5 (and the book  
itself), where I consider whether we should understand challenging par­
abolic works like these as composed with the aim of reaching anyone 
truly committed to seeking understanding (or the saving Word, literary 
or religious), or whether the teaching they have to offer stems instead 
from a commitment to remaining exclusive of all but the few already en­
dowed with a certain baseline receptiveness to it.

In the third aspect I explore in this book, tactical difficulty operates 
to block or delay the interpretive process in a way that can deepen and 
intensify the experience of reading. By maneuvering readers into a state 
of perplexity that slows our apprehension, authors who deliberately 
deploy difficulty effectively compel committed readers to reflect more 
thoughtfully on the text at hand, and to pay meticulous attention to the 
particular textual features that give rise to our confusion. Attending to 
these features can offer guidance that galvanizes our resumed textual in­
vestigations. By imposing on readers both bewilderment and the delay 
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in understanding needed properly to work through that bewilderment, 
writers who deploy difficulty in this way are better able to engage read­
ers in the ongoing task of creatively grappling with our own sense of puz­
zlement with the aim of reaching the ultimate insights the text has to offer.

Wittgenstein’s own tactical maneuvers in the Tractatus (his creation 
of a so-called treatise, made up of nonsense sentences that function ironi­
cally as a part of an instructive method meant to serve the consistently 
earnest ethical aim of promoting a radical change in his reader’s out­
look) are calculated, like the tactical difficulty my other central authors  
use in their own texts, to lead readers toward transformative under­
standing by imposing on us the delay in interpretation that gives us time 
to focus on the questions our perplexity gives rise to, and which go on to 
offer important guidance in our ongoing investigations.

The tactical use of difficulty that finds creative expression in Wittgen­
stein’s self-proclaimed “strange” Tractatus is part of willed effort on his 
part to use a carefully wrought aesthetic work to reach his readers at a 
deep, ethical level. His method of doing so involves engaging us, step by 
step, up his proverbial ladder in a dialectical exchange in which he first 
uses Socratic-Kierkegaardian irony to subvert our misplaced allegiance 
to theory by tricking us into recognizing our confused attraction to non­
sense. Once he has led his readers to such clarity, the text that got us 
there has served its purpose. Readers are to relinquish the book and set 
ourselves to the ongoing transformative work on the self only we can do. 
The difficult work toward which Wittgenstein seeks to guide us in the 
Tractatus, however, and which we must continue even once we have re­
sponded to the dialectical strategy he uses in the text, exceeds the merely 
tactical. It comes closer to the broad class of difficulty Steiner calls “on­
tological.” The Tractatus, and each of the literary texts I examine along­
side it in this book, are centrally occupied with this order of difficulty 
along with the others.

A Different Order of Difficulty

The three classes of difficulty I have examined so far are, ultimately, re­
solvable. But difficulties of the fourth category, ontological, cannot sim­
ply be looked up. They cannot be resolved by readjustment of sensibility, 
and do not result from intentional techniques of creative uncertainty. 
Ontological difficulty confronts us with unanswerable questions about 
the nature of human language, meaning, and significance, and the ulti­
mate purpose of the being and the work of art. This category of difficulty 
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becomes a desideratum in the turn to obscurity in the early twentieth cen­
tury and continues to thrive at the center of contemporary literature like 
Coetzee’s, elaborated in conscious relation to the ideas and formal con­
cerns of his precursors.

Modernism’s attraction to such difficulty arises in part from a cul­
tural desire to break with the authority of traditionalism, and also from a 
sense of the inauthentic situation of humankind in a climate of an eroded 
relation to language. It manifests itself in the homeward turn to the old­
est of questions and quests for answers featured so prominently in the 
Ithacan catechism at the heart of the Nostos of Joyce’s modern Odys­
sey. It also shows forth in the questions of meaning and existence that 
plague Tolstoy during the life crisis he describes in his Confession, and in 
Wittgenstein’s own meditations on these same questions under Tolstoy’s 
and Dostoevsky’s sway. Questions about the meaning of life also sound 
on relentlessly and inconclusively throughout Woolf’s novelistic works, 
themselves written under what she calls “the Russian influence.”58 Ques­
tions of this sort also fuel the quest for self-transformation and a “new 
life” that both determines the form and propels the narrative of Coe­
tzee’s Childhood of Jesus. The formal inconclusiveness of Kafka’s “On 
Parables” and its meditation on the meaning of poetics in everyday life 
emphatically performs the irresolvable nature of problems of ontological 
difficulty. In his concern in the Tractatus with the “problem of life” and 
the quest for its solution, Wittgenstein joins the literary writers I examine 
in this book in his engagement with this type of difficulty (TLP, 6.521).

Discussions of philosophical and literary struggles with questions 
of the meaning of life as a particularly twentieth-century fixation most  
readily calls to the popular imagination the later French existentialism  
of Sartre, Beauvoir, and Camus that emerged under the influence of Hei­
degger (whose thinking was informed by writing by Nietzsche, Kierke­
gaard, Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky).59 By looking instead at Wittgenstein 
(whose early thinking, like Heidegger’s, was differently shaped by these 
same figures), A Different Order of Difficulty offers an alternate approach  
to understanding modernism’s peculiar attraction to these age-old con­
cerns of existence. My attention to the fixation in the twentieth century 
and beyond on existential questions and quests for meaningful answers 
speaks to the extent to which both Wittgenstein’s philosophy and the 
work of my central literary authors are rooted in existential ideas that 
are deeply related to, yet elaborated outside of, an established existen­
tialist tradition.

Modernism’s attraction to this class of difficulty emerges in a dis­
cursive convergence of early twentieth-century philosophers and writers 
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responding to the fragility and complexity of modern life and the cata­
clysm of war with an urgent attention to obscurity that brings them back 
to the very oldest of riddles and questions of existence. This attraction 
to difficulty shows forth as an obsession with the transformative power 
of puzzles and enigmas, and the hard work of figuring out meaningful 
solutions. The problems that Leopold Bloom designates as posing “a 
different order of difficulty,” as I have shown, exceed the multiple intel­
lectual challenges or calls for erudition the self-consciously crafted “Big 
Works” of high modernism also notoriously entail. At stake within them 
is a search for answers to the elusive problems of existence: the mean­
ing of life (and the quest for how best to live it), as we have seen, but 
also the problems of the self and other minds; the possibility of redemp­
tive change; the contrast between how things are in the world and their 
significance from the point of view of the “higher,” for example. En­
during existential problems like these, which have driven humanistic in­
quiry since the Enlightenment, become an especially pressing concern in 
the fiction and philosophy of the early twentieth century. Exploring the 
ways in which these difficulties are handled in the work of Wittgenstein,  
Kafka, Woolf, and Joyce is my task in chapters 1–4 of this book.

In chapter 1, “Wittgenstein’s Puzzle: The Transformative Ethics of 
the Tractatus,” I offer an account of to the key aspects of the “resolute” 
program of Wittgenstein interpretation I have adumbrated in this intro­
duction. I also examine Wittgenstein’s 1921–22 work in relation to the 
different philosophical and cultural contexts out of which it arose. I turn 
in the chapter to Wittgenstein’s claim in the Tractatus that “ethics and 
aesthetics are one” (TLP, 6.421), relating that claim to his more general 
views about the ethically instructive capacity of certain works of litera­
ture. I account for the impact of these views on the unique aesthetic form 
of the book, and the relationship of Wittgenstein’s stylistic craft to his 
teaching method in the book and conception of its transformative ethi­
cal aim. I go on to consider the literary character of Wittgenstein’s philo­
sophical writing, returning to a remark of his that I cited briefly at the 
beginning of this introduction: that “philosophy ought really to be writ­
ten only as one would write a poem” (or perhaps rather that “philoso­
phy should really only be poeted [Philosophie dürfte man eigentlich nur 
dichten]”). Wittgenstein makes it clear that his commitment to this view 
was hardly a weak one, for as he avers, it effectively “[sums] up [his] at­
titude to philosophy” (CV, 24). At the end of the chapter, I take up the 
question of how Wittgenstein’s aesthetic commitments and ethical aspi­
rations in the Tractatus contribute to the book’s engagement (and ours) 
with the different orders of difficulty at issue within it. I explore how 
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these commitments inform Wittgenstein’s reliance on number of differ­
ent orders of difficulty in his chosen way of leading his readers to clarity 
by way of obscurity. Wittgenstein’s embrace of opacity and obscurity in 
the Tractatus, I suggest, speaks to the connection between his work and 
Kafka’s.

In my second chapter, “The Everyday’s Fabulous Beyond: Nonsense, 
Parable, and the Ethics of the Literary in Kafka and Wittgenstein,” I 
continue my exploration of the uses of obscurity in the oblique modes of 
teaching offered in Wittgenstein’s and Kafka’s different modernist texts, 
turning to a discussion of the resonances between Kafka’s brand of para­
bolic teaching (exemplified in his metaparable “On Parables”) and the 
parabolic aspects of Wittgenstein’s own method of ethical instruction in 
the Tractatus. The chapter addresses the rigorous exegetical demands of 
Kafka’s and Wittgenstein’s respective texts. Both require readers to take 
up the combined cognitive and affective work necessary (though not 
sufficient) to the task of trying to figure out what they would have us rec­
ognize and come to understand about (modern) life via our engagement 
with the indirect teaching and training conveyed in their philosophical-
poetic texts. The point of these works is not to deliver knowledge or cer­
tainty. In their authors’ attempts to lead readers to change their ways of 
seeing, speaking, both texts remain deliberately open-ended, unresolved, 
and fraught with ambiguity.

In the context of a reading of Kafka’s parable, I examine Wittgen­
stein’s commitment in the Tractatus and informal 1929 “Lecture on Eth­
ics” to the view that “ethics and aesthetics are one” (TLP, 6.421), and 
that ethics includes “the most essential part of what is generally called 
Aesthetics.”60 I explore that commitment in terms of its connection with 
another view Wittgenstein held in these early texts: that ethical sentences 
are nonsensical by their very nature, and that all our attempts to give 
expression to our ethical or religious experience of the world will nec­
essarily result in nonsense (LE, 36–44). Like the “ethical” sentences we 
use to give voice to our experience of the joy and difficulty of life, meta­
phorical figures, seen from a Tractarian perspective, amount to expres­
sions of nonsense. Yet Wittgenstein’s desire to disabuse his readers of an 
attachment to metaphysical nonsense does not keep him from valuing 
figurative language any more than he does the human tendency to come 
out with nonsense when it comes to expressing our ethical experience 
of life. I argue in the chapter for the potential significance and literary-
critical uses of these facets of Wittgenstein’s ethical teaching for literary 
studies. Reading the Tractatus and “On Parables” together sheds im­
portant light on the intimate relationship among both authors’ various 
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uses of nonsense, obscurity, and figurative language. It works to clarify 
how Kafka’s and Wittgenstein’s different ways of embracing obscurity, 
nonsense, and their textually instructive uses hang together with their 
keen shared interest in the communicative power of poetic and figurative  
language—the kind we find not just in “high literature,” but in the figu­
rations that animate jokes, parables, stories, and ordinary turns of phrase.  
If these are sometimes dark, they are no less illuminating for it.

In one way or another, each of the succeeding chapters of A Differ-
ent Order of Difficulty continues the work of grappling with the central 
question Kafka puts before us in his short, late work: how do literature 
and the humanities guide us in the perplexity of existence and the strug­
gles of life in the face of the apparent gap between the everyday real and 
the always unattainable yet still longed-for “higher”?

Chapter 3, “Woolf, Diamond, and the Difficulty of Reality,” attends 
to the abiding modernist obsession with the question of life’s meaning 
that shows forth especially vividly in Woolf’s writing in the expressions 
of a longing for painfully out-of-reach answers to the perennial existen­
tial questions “why?” that pervade the godless ordinary world of her 
novels. The chapter focuses specifically on Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, 
for it is in that elegiac novel that these preoccupations arise with great­
est urgency. Woolf’s fixation on question, quest, and the yearning for 
a revised understanding of life in the novel offers a way of coping with 
the specific category of “different-order” difficulty that Diamond calls 
“the difficulty of reality” and describes as the experience of an ordinary  
sublime so astonishing that it resists our very cognitive powers.61 Dia­
mond’s account of this weighty order of difficulty creates a new philo­
sophical context in which also to understand Woolf’s treatment of the 
difficulties of life in her writing. Reading Woolf with reference to Dia­
mond shows us how matters that lie at the heart of Woolf’s novelistic 
form intersect with the Wittgensteinian and Cavellian preoccupations 
that inform Diamond’s own thinking about literature and moral phi­
losophy. Making connections among Wittgenstein’s, Diamond’s, and 
Woolf’s different treatments of these issues brings into clearer focus the 
philosophical sympathies that attest to the mutual significance of each of 
their particular brands of modernism.

In chapter 4, “Wittgenstein, Joyce, and the Vanishing Problem of 
Life,” I examine how Wittgenstein’s Tractatus and the “Ithaca” episode  
of Joyce’s Ulysses both explore problems of “a different order of diffi­
culty” through the guise of the more routinely difficult “propositions of 
natural science” (TLP, 6.53). Both texts are structured in a catalogue of 
questions and ordered assertions that gives the appearance of progressing 
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toward a conclusion that the author ultimately withholds. Both rely on 
pseudoscientific precision in their treatments of moral and existential 
matters; make similarly performative use of dogmatic, didactic tones; and 
echo the language of scripture alongside that of science and logic. Joyce 
and Wittgenstein challenge readers to work to understand their respec­
tive authorial (and deauthorizing) strategies and the relationship of their 
distinct faux doctrines to the literary, ethical, and philosophical aims of 
their works. Significantly, both the Tractatus and “Ithaca” gesture at a 
grounded, secular kind of transfiguration, characterized by what Witt­
genstein describes as the “vanishing” of one’s problems that goes along 
with “seeing the world in the right way” (6.521, 6.54). I argue in the 
chapter that in Leopold Bloom, Joyce creates a modern literary exemplar 
of a person who has come to see the world rightly in just this way. He 
adopts a creatively willed attitude of reflective peace and resolution that 
grants him temporary rest from the onslaught of questions with which he 
is confronted in the “impersonal catechism” that provides “Ithaca” with 
its form. Bloom’s ethical perspective is one I liken to the outlook Witt­
genstein calls “happy,” and which he says makes the world “become 
quite another” (TLP, 6.43). In the Tractatus, I argue, Wittgenstein aims 
to steer his readers toward a sort of secular-spiritual transfiguration simi­
lar to the one Bloom achieves in “Ithaca.” The transformative impulse of 
Wittgenstein’s early work is in many ways galvanized by his reading of 
Tolstoy, but it also coincides with Nietzsche’s conception of authentic 
redemption as a secular, post-Christian form of transfiguration.

Joyce’s move away from an interest in epiphany in his early work 
to a depiction of Bloom’s protracted, counter-epiphanic transfiguration 
by the end of Ulysses runs parallel to the transition that occurs between 
Wittgenstein’s early and later work in the philosophical method with 
which he approaches the search for clarity. Looking at these two works 
together gives us new purchase for understanding both the continuity 
of Wittgenstein’s philosophy (from early to late) and also the change he 
makes from the method of the Tractatus to that of the Investigations.

My discussion of Wittgenstein’s conception of a “happy” attitude 
toward the world and of the transfigurative, yet inconclusive, end to 
Bloom’s meandering quest and Wittgenstein’s clarificatory philosophi­
cal activity anticipates my discussion in chapter 5, “A New Life Is a New 
Life: Teaching and Transformation in Coetzee’s Childhood of Jesus.” 
That chapter deals with Coetzee’s depiction in his enigmatic, highly in­
tertextual novel of a very different (and equally inconclusive) quest for 
a “new life,” and critical assessment of the “happy” as an ideal goal for 
the work of ethical self-transformation. This concluding chapter, a point 
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of synthesis of many of the book’s overarching concerns, examines Coe­
tzee’s treatment of an unrelenting longing for new ways of seeing, and 
living, and being at home in language and the world. In it, I argue that in 
The Childhood of Jesus, Coetzee draws on the form of the parable, and 
also on Wittgenstein’s thought and instructive method, in his own at­
tempt to use his own suggestive parabolic text to train us therapeutically 
to be more attentive readers and ethical thinkers.
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