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Abstract  

The aim of this paper is to make sense of cases of apparent nonsense in the writings of 

Kierkegaard and Wittgenstein. Against commentators such as Cora Diamond and James 

Conant, we argue that, in the case of Wittgenstein, recognising such a category of non-

sense is necessary in order to understand the development of his thought. In the case of 

Kierkegaard, we argue against the view that the notion of the 'absolute paradox' of the 

Christian incarnation is intended to be nonsensical. However, we recognise that Kierke-

gaard's discussion of Christianity uses a similar methodology to a Wittgensteinian gram-

matical investigation. We maintain that by making sense of their respective views on 

nonsense we are able more fully to appreciate their positions on, and approaches to, 

ethics and religion.  

I. 

In a recent series of papers, James Conant expresses his dissatisfaction with commenta-

tors who try to draw a certain kind of connection between Kierkegaard and Wittgen-

stein.1 The main focus of his attack, and that with which we are concerned, is to challen-

ge the idea that either of these thinkers seriously wished to advance the view that we 

must recognise something which is 'nonsensical but significant'.2 Thus, with respect to 

Wittgenstein, he argues against those who wish to maintain that "for the Tractatus the 

propositions of ethics and religion Ð as well as either all or only the most important pro-

positions of the Tractatus itself Ð are both nonsensical and deeply significant".3 In the 

case of Kierkegaard, the primary target is the allegedly nonsensical notion of the 'absolu-
te paradox' of the Christian incarnation.  

The aim of this paper is to make sense of these cases of apparent nonsense in the wri-

tings of these thinkers in such a way that reveals a more illuminating link between them. 

In doing so, we recognise the corrective value of some aspects of Conant's interpretative 

position. Nonetheless, in our view his reading, in places, is inadequate and too extreme. 

We begin by challenging Conant's reading of the early Wittgenstein, which underpins his 
understanding of the character of nonsense.4  

II 

A familiar way to read the Wittgenstein corpus is to see it as split into two periods during 

which two radically different accounts of the nature of language are advanced. Such gre-

at emphasis is often placed on this shift that it is common to speak of two 'Wittgen-

steins', the early and the late. Let us call this the 'doctrinal interpretation', as it suggests 

that what is important for the study of his work are his doctrines concerning language. 

Conant objects to this way of approaching the writings on the grounds that it cannot be 

squared with Wittgenstein's methodological claim that philosophy 'is not a body of doc-

trine'.5 He agrees with Cora Diamond who maintains that the doctrinal interpretation fails 

"to take seriously what Wittgenstein says about philosophy itself".6 With respect to his 

early thought, it inevitably generates what she regards as the 'chickening out' response, 

by which the Tractatus is treated as containing "numerous doctrines which Wittgenstein 

holds cannot be put into words".7 In contrast, to be consistent with his avowed method, 

which is to clarify by means of charting the limits of sense from the inside, we must give 



up the idea that any doctrines were ever advocated.8 Her recommendation is that insofar 

as the Tractatus gestures towards something metaphysically external to language, we 

must read it in an ironic sense.9 In her view "the notion of something true to reality but 

not sayably true is to be used only with the awareness that it itself belongs to what has 

to be thrown away".10 Her proposal, which Conant endorses, is that we adopt an austere 
(or resolute) reading which sees the Tractatus in terms of its therapeutic project.  

Under the auspices of what I dub the 'therapeutic interpretation', Conant is thus wont to 

"insist upon a greater continuity in [Wittgenstein's] work than most previous commenta-

tors have allowed".11 He qualifies and amplifies this remark by suggesting that we find in 

"his later practice a significant continuity in aim along with an equally significant discon-

tinuity in the form of the investigation through which this aim is prosecuted".12 The point 

is that the continuity in aim, during all periods, is "to take the reader from a piece of dis-

guised nonsense to a piece of undisguised nonsense".13 Consequently, both Conant and 

Diamond adopt the line that Wittgenstein's view of nonsense remained constant throug-

hout his philosophical career. All nonsense was from beginning to end simply 'garden-
variety' gibberish.14  

There is much that is admirable in this reading - both as a corrective and, especially in 

Conant's case, as a means of getting us to focus on largely neglected issues in Wittgen-

stein studies such as the character of his authorship.15 Excitingly, it makes the early 

writings as important as that later ones insofar as it is their shared end that matters. 

However, if taken to extremes, the therapeutic interpretation obscures some important 

aspects of the development of Wittgenstein's thought. Moreover, in doing so it can ob-

scure the very character of his thought, in a different but equally bad way as the more 

standard doctrinal interpretation. I will make a case for this by considering the different 
places and different ways in which nonsense is important in the Tractatus.  

III 

Notoriously, Wittgenstein says at the very close of the Tractatus:  

6.54 My propositions serve as elucidations in the following way: anyone who understands 

me eventually recognises them as nonsensical, when he has used them - as steps - to 

climb up beyond them. (He must, so to speak, throw away the ladder after he has clim-

bed up it). 

Read uncritically these remarks suggest that, as a work of philosophy, the Tractatus at-

tempts to say what cannot be said. In one sense, it uses words in an intelligible way; yet 

according to its own account of sense, it must be nonsense. If we understand (and ac-

cept) what its propositions seemingly say, and especially those concerning the way in 

which propositions 'picture' reality, then we will realise that the entire book is an attempt 

to say what cannot be said. Its propositions are improper. This is because any genuine 

proposition pictures some possible state of affairs - a state of affairs which may or may 

not hold in the world. That is the general condition in order for a proposition to have a 

sense. But the propositions of the Tractatus are not of this kind. We cannot imagine a 

possible (Tractarian) world in which they are not the case. They tell us things like: the 

substance of the world resides in simple, indestructible objects; these objects combine to 

create states of affairs; the states of affairs which actually hold are the facts of the 

world; and so on. For this reason they are, strictly speaking, nonsensical. Put another 

way, if we take such 'propositions' very seriously (i.e.. believe their apparent content) 

then they reveal to us that we must not treat them seriously (i.e. not like genuine propo-
sitions).16  

Given this, we are in a position to consider two possible readings of the book's internal 

revocation. The purely therapeutic reading provides a way of making sense of Wittgen-



stein's plea that we 'must throw away the ladder' without committing us to the idea that 

the work had culminated, as is standardly thought, in an unreconcilable paradox. Dia-

mond sees the key to these remarks in the sentence: 'anyone who understands me 

eventually recognises them as nonsensical'. She makes great play of the fact that Witt-

genstein writes about understanding him as opposed to the propositions of the Tractatus 

itself.17 She claims that the remarks in the preface and in the last section act as part of 

the 'frame' the book; instructions for reading it.18 The remarks at the beginning tell us 

that the project is to set a limit to what can be said wholly from the inside of sensible 

language. Similarly, on her view the closing remarks come over as a final reminder of his 

message - for those who might be tempted, despite his rare internal indications, to mis-

understand his project and purpose. On the purely therapeutic reading, he self-

consciously employs a 'strictly incorrect' method for therapeutic purposes.19 The aim is 

to get his readers to see the impossibility of 'traditional' philosophy by first letting them 

'imagine' they can find sense in its pseudo-propositions and then by pulling away the rug. 
It is a question of giving them enough rope.20  

It is interesting in this regard that despite having an aim which is continuous throughout 

all his writings, Wittgenstein alters his later approach so substantially (as Conant ad-

mits). For we may ask: Why he has he abandoned the 'strictly incorrect' method for the 

less deceptive one of offering up reminders?21 Why does he tells us in the preface to the 

Investigations that "...since beginning to occupy myself with philosophy again, sixteen 

years ago, I have been forced to recognize grave mistakes in what I wrote in that first 

book"?22 Which mistakes are present in what he had written in the Tractatus?23 Why 

has his style changed so drastically while his aim remained wholly intact? Why is he 

using ordinary sentences, questions, paragraphs and short passages instead of neatly 

numbered propositions? I believe it isn't possible for the purely therapeutic view to pro-

vide adequate, principled answers to these questions by appeal to what we know of Witt-
genstein's life and work.  

However, if we read Wittgenstein's remark at 6.54, not as a note of guidance but as re-

vealing a problematic conclusion, we can then regard it as a spur for his future develop-

ment and an impetus for the refinement of his philosophical approach.24 On the deve-

lopmental view the revocation is a realisation of a tension that is genuinely present in his 

philosophy. He had uncritically inherited views about the essence of language as being 

representative of the factual which resulted in his vision of the general form of the propo-

sition.25 But such a view is at odds with the transcendental way in which the Tractatus is 

written. On such a reading the book is a great first attempt to deal with these issues sys-

tematically - but it is an imperfect work; one which fights against itself. This is not a sim-

ple re-statement of the doctrinal reading. The developmental reading attempts, in an 

explanatory mode, to identify the continuities and discontinuities in Wittgenstein's 
thought which other readings either play down or ignore completely.26  

One might wonder: How does this square with Wittgenstein's claim that 'philosophy is 

not a body of doctrine'; a remark upon which both Conant and Diamond place great 

emphasis? I would argue that if Wittgenstein genuinely recognised the paradox of his 

account then he must also have recognised that it was impossible for philosophy to ad-

vance any doctrines which were not strictly nonsense. Perhaps, then, the less than per-

fect solution would be just what Conant and Diamond deny, that he wished his readers to 

understand both what the Tractatus was trying to say while accepting its self-destructive 

nature. It could still act as cure to all forms of traditional philosophy in this way. This 

reading, which regards him as aware of the tension, is also consistent with the fact that 

he should express himself by asking his readers to understand him rather than the pseu-

do-propositions found in his book. It should also help to explain at least some of the 
changes in the direction and style of his later philosophy.27  

Apart from raising the issue in his closing remarks, Wittgenstein critically deploys his po-

sition on nonsense in his attack on the view that logical constants represent objects.28 



As Peterson notes, that there are 'no such objects' is indeed his fundamental thought 

(Grundgedanke).29 His analysis of the so-called 'propositions' of logic reveals them to 

be, strictly speaking, without sense. In the prelude to his attack on 'logical objects', he 

introduced the idea of 'formal concepts' to contrast with our notion of proper concepts. 

He writes:  

4.126 When something falls under a formal concept as one of its objects this cannot be 

expressed by means of a proposition.  

The thought is that the nature of a formal concept can only be shown in the way it is em-

ployed. It not something which can be expressed by propositions (which picture states of 
affairs).  

4.1272 Thus the variable name 'x' is the proper sign for the pseudo-concept object.  

What Wittgenstein is telling us is that there is no 'thing' that the apparent name 'object' 

(or variable, x) goes proxy for. There is no super-object of a Platonic character which 

answers to the name. Our understanding of the general term 'object' is revealed or 

shown in the employment we make of the logical variable in relation to the kinds of gen-

uine objects which can substitute for that variable. Likewise, the components of the so-

called propositions of logic are to be regarded as purely formal in this sense as well. Lo-

gical 'names' have no corresponding objects and logical 'propositions' picture no states of 
affairs.  

The point, again, is that this only makes sense against the backdrop of the 'picture the-

ory' of sense which articulates the conditions for the possibility of representation inherent 

in the way factual language operates. Hence, we might also see his 'fundamental 

thought' as amounting to the claim that the 'propositions' of logic are non-

representational (or to borrow Peterson's phrase - syntactic).30 He appeals to alternative 

notations so as to show us how symbolism can obscure what is most important in under-

standing the nature of logic; that is its purely 'formal' character. To achieve this he ma-

kes us focus on the use of logical symbols in order to prevent us from mistakenly thin-
king of them in terms of their capacity to represent.  

Here, the therapeutic reading is apposite and the developmental view is in concordance. 

It is in these sections that we can best see at work Wittgenstein's idea that philosophy is 

an activity of clarification with the aim of avoiding philosophical nonsense. Here, in a 

genuine way, the real continuity between the early and later works is visible.31 For 

example, read developmentally, it may be that it is an expansion of this 'fundamental 

thought' that drives the later Wittgenstein to reject the idea that language has a general 

form altogether and to adopt a conception that directs us to focus instead on the use of 
language in particular contexts.  

This idea is particularly compelling when we consider the importance he places on devi-

sing alternative language games as a philosophical tool.32 We are asked to imagine situ-

ations in which 'others' use concepts differently for the express purpose of getting a clear 

view of the grammar of our language.33 Consider, for example, why he introduces us to 

the possibility of other language games which might surround the concept pain as in the 

extreme case described in Zettel,. He imagines a tribe which employs two different con-

cepts of pain - "one is applied where there is visible damage and is linked with tending, 

pity etc. The other is used for stomach-ache for example, and is tied up with mockery of 

anyone who complains".34 Accordingly, unless members of this tribe can locate some 

kind of outer bodily damage they will not regard the person as experiencing what-we-

would-call-'pain'. Their notion of what counts as pain cuts much more finely than would 

ours. Or as Wittgenstein puts it they "have concepts which cut across ours".35 I claim 

that one of his vital aims in encouraging us to engage in these exercises of imagination is 



to get us to realise that: "We are not analysing a phenomenon (e.g. thought) but a con-

cept (e.g. that of thinking), therefore the use of the word".36  

Compare this to the deployment of alternative logical notations, in the central sections of 

the Tractatus, in order to cure us of the practice of mythologising logical objects. The 

truth-tabular analysis is meant to reveal the misleading nature of the symbolism of Rus-

sellian notation. The truth tables are devices for showing that the signs for logical con-

nectives do not correspond to anything. For instance, the so-called logical relation 'if p 

then q' can be represented by using the truth table as an alternative sign. Representing 

'if p then q' in the form of a truth table removes the temptation to think that there are 

logical objects in some 'transcendental realm'.37 The point is that if we see Wittgenstein 

as expanding the scope of this kind of approach to include all forms of symbolism (i.e. 

ordinary words and names, etc.) in his later period, then the 'developmental reading' is 

no less consistent with his occasional remarks about the nature of 'proper' philosophical 

method than the purely therapeutic reading. In both periods all genuine grammatical 

investigations have the aim of clarifying; getting a clear view.38 The attention to logical 

symbolism, like the attention to our everyday use of language, is designed to prevent the 

bewitchment of our intelligence by language.39 But in order to see this one does not ha-

ve to treat the metaphysical and semantical aspects of the Tractatus as ironic attempts 
at therapy.  

Finally, and most importantly for this paper, a developmental reading is vital if we are to 

understand the proper role of the Tractarian remarks concerning ethics, aesthetics and 

religion which have been regularly identified as the very heart of the work.40 They are 

regarded as transcendental and nonsensical, in part for the reasons that logic was so 

regarded. That is, they are non-representational; which is to say, they cannot be captu-

red in factual language.41 But as Peterson notes, they are non-representational in a way 

different than are logical 'statements'. As he rightly insists, they involve 'what lies outside 

of language' whereas logic concerns what is internal to it (given the Tractarian view of 
language).42  

It is here that we find the key tension in Diamond's version of the therapeutic account.43 

Since she does not take the picture theory to have been advanced in a serious mode she 

is put in an awkward position when it comes to accommodating the importance that 

Wittgenstein places on the ethical. She attempts to circumvent this problem by distin-

guishing the attractiveness of the ethical from other pieces of nonsense. She writes: "if 

we read the Tractatus right, the upshot of the book will be different in regard to the two 

sorts of utterers of nonsense. The attractiveness of philosophical sentences will disappear 

through the kind of self-understanding that the book aims to lead to in philosophers; the 

attractiveness of ethical sentences will not. But if we understand ourselves, ourselves the 

utterers of ethical nonsense, we shall not come out with ethical sentences under the illu-

sion that we are talking sense".44 But if all nonsense is on a par - it is all like saying 

"piggly wiggle tiggle"45 - then how is it that one bit of nonsense can be more attractive 

than another? Her response is that we should treat ethical cases as "cases of understan-

ding a person as saying in his heart something that makes no sense, [as] something 

which we have the imaginative resources to grasp as attractive where that imaginative 

capacity is tied to our own capacities as moral agents".46 This gets the general focus on 

our responses right, but encourages us to ask: Why does nonsense in an ethical context 
affect us as it does?  

My proposal is that we can begin to answer this question if we convert Diamond's claim 

about 'imaginative resources' to a more sophisticated one about the context in which 

such remarks occur in concert with the nature of our responses to them.47 Such an ap-

proach fits with Wittgenstein's mature position concerning language games which relate 

to particular domains and the attention he demands that we give to context our activities 

and the roles they play in our lives. It also fits with the idea that he was aware from the 

first, even if only negatively, that ethical talk is not a form of 'factual discourse'. For 



example, the fact that he regarded ethical remarks as strictly 'nonsensical' Ð given a 

Tractarian theory of sense Ð but nonetheless important, was a vital, if only partial, in-
sight into the essence and function of ethical language.  

I agree with Diamond that to think Wittgenstein was suggesting that there could be ethi-

cal 'doctrines' or 'propositions' would be very poor. However, what we should not lose 

sight of is that her reading also rules out a more sophisticated understanding of the ethi-

cal remarks; one which ties in with Wittgenstein's evolving conception of language. This 

is consistent with the idea that there is a genuine tension in his early writings. He was 

committed, given his views at the time, to the idea that there were 'profound forms of 

nonsense' because of the framework theory of sense with which he was working (as con-

trasted with the case of nonsense with respect to logic which was not profound - just 

confused). As his 'imposed conception' of the essence of language faded, certain arenas 

of discourse needed no longer be regarded as nonsensical merely because they lie outsi-

de the bounds of the factual. Nevertheless, their profundity remains. Ethics remains as 

important as ever and logic, which was the transcendent basis of factual language, is 

replaced by forms of life which are 'given'48 as the ground for our linguistic practice. But 

seeing this kind of continuity in his thought is ruled out by a reading that doesn't first 

allow us to take the 'picture theory' seriously.49 And it is only against this background 

that we can make sense of the idea that there is something about the ethical, which sets 

it apart from other kinds of 'nonsense': something which is worthy of further investigati-

on and explication. That Wittgenstein was prepared to allow for the existence of profound 

forms of nonsense in his early work is vital to an understanding of the man and what he 
found important.  

Does this indicate the therapeutic reading is wholly misguided? No. The continuity thesis 

which is part of such a reading is both exciting and important for a proper understanding 

of Wittgenstein's writings. The argument of this section has only been that in its stron-

gest form such a reading threatens a proper, developmental understanding of his 

thought. When we consider the links and breaks between different areas of the early and 

later writings, it becomes clear that it is a mistake to think that all that is regarded as 
nonsensical in the Tractatus can be treated alike.50  

By adopting the developmental reading we are able to both respect the importance of his 

remarks concerning philosophical method while, at the same time, making sense of his 

changing views on the scope of 'nonsense' in a way which emphasises the continuity of 

his view about the importance and unique function of ethical language. Furthermore, re-

casting our approach in this way reveals a much more interesting link between the way 

Kierkegaard and Wittgenstein understood the ethical and the religious. For example, in 

Wittgenstein's conversation with Waismann he explicitly drew the connection between 

their work in the following way: "All we can say can a priori be only nonsensical. Never-

theless we dash ourselves against the boundaries of language. Kierkegaard also had seen 

this throwing oneself and even described it in a very similar way (as throwing oneself 

against a paradox)."51 We can see Kierkegaard and Wittgenstein as both deeply concer-

ned to understand the particular forms of life which give ethical and religious language 
games their sense.  

IV 

To expand upon this in Kierkegaard's case, recall that what is supposed to be 'nonsensi-

cal but significant' here is the 'absolute paradox' of the Christian incarnation. This section 

of the paper aims to argue the following. Firstly, I shall show how Conant takes the stra-

tegy of Kierkegaard's Concluding Unscientific Postscript to be ironic, culminating in the 

allegedly nonsensical account of the absolute paradox. Secondly, I shall argue that we 

can take on board his illuminating suggestion that the Postscript, rather than advancing 

original theses, offers us 'grammatical remarks' which function as reminders of what we 



already knew (but had forgotten, or had become confused about). However, we can do 

this without committing ourselves to the view that any of these reminders are themsel-

ves nonsensical.52 Finally, and relatedly, I shall offer a more detailed discussion of Cli-

macus's53 account of the absolute paradox, concluding that there is no good reason to 

view this, in particular, as being, or intended to be, simple nonsense. Conant's view rests 

upon an inappropriate reading of Climacus through the lenses of an austere view of non-

sense derived from the Tractatus. Moreover, he also overlooks the significance of the 

later Wittgenstein's recognition that the limits of sense are determined with respect to 

the language games appropriate to different forms of life.  

Conant argues that the Postscript forwards no doctrine; no 'teaching that we can quote 

approvingly'.54 Despite appearing to offer 'an elaborate argument in support of a sub-

stantive conception of Christianity and a conception of the kind of truth that is appropria-

te to it',55 in the Appendix Climacus indeed denies having any 'opinions'. Taking this to 

mean that he advances no doctrines, Conant notes that Climacus then immediately revo-

kes the text: 'what I write contains the notice that everything is to be understood in such 

a way that it is revoked [tilbagekaldt], that the book has not only an conclusion [Slut-

ning] but has a revocation [Tilbagekaldelse] to boot.' (CUP 619)56 However, he conti-

nues, 'to write a book and revoke it is not the same as refraining from writing it' (CUP 

621). Why? Conant's answer trades on Climacus's description of himself as a 'humorist', 

in that, seizing upon the link the Postscript makes between humour and 'contradiction' 

[Modsigelse], he concludes that Climacus, qua humorist, aims to 'bring out the ludicrous-

ness of certain contradictions...particularly...[those that] arise when the neo-Hegelian 

speculative philosophers of his day attempt to comprehend and clarify the nature of 

Christianity'.57 'The humour of Climacus's doctrine', Conant asserts, 'is that it gradually 

subverts any possible hope for a ground upon which the integrity of a distinction between 

the absurdity of the paradox and mere nonsense could be drawn'.58 This is because, 

according to Conant's account, the Postscript moves from propositions which can be gi-

ven a clear sense (provided that we understand that their meanings are dependent upon 

a specifically religious context), through those which 'teeter on the brink of sense'59 

(where mere truisms are presented as philosophical theses) to sheer nonsense: the 'af-

firmation of objective absurdity'60 found in the 'absolute paradox'.61 According to Co-

nant, Climacus's 'argument' culminates in a claim that 'from the standpoint of objective 

thought, the object of faith must be maximally indigestible to reason'.62 But as he notes, 

Climacus also says that the believer 'cannot believe nonsense against the understan-

ding...because the understanding will penetratingly perceive that it is nonsense and hin-

der him in believing it'. (CUP 568) Underlying such claims, Conant argues, must be the 

idea that the believer retains his understanding; for it is precisely this which enables him 

to distinguish between 'the objective absurdity of Christian doctrine and less repulsive 

forms of nonsense...Climacus's analysis therefore commits him to a distinction between 

mere absurdity and "objective absurdity" - a category of deep nonsense which is suppo-

sed to be qualitatively more repellant to reason than ordinary nonsense'.63 But this view 

is itself nonsense. We cannot 'rank incomprehensible "thoughts" by the degree of their 

absurdity'.64 There is no way that we can judge one nonsensical statement to be more 

nonsensical than the latter, since nonsense does not come in 'a spectrum of degrees'.65 

Hence Conant damns virtually all previous commentators for having totally overlooked 

the 'incessant activity of irony' in the Postscript, and the significance of the fact that the 

book is revoked.66 Hence his final conclusion that what appears to be the doctrine of the 

book turns out to be a pseudo-doctrine. Like the Tractatus, the Postscript is, on this rea-

ding, a ladder which can be thrown away once we have climbed up it. Climbing up it in-

volves eagerly following Climacus through each stage of his thoughts, eventually realising 

that this culminates in his speaking nonsense. Once we have seen this, and thus recogni-

sed that Climacus gets himself embroiled in precisely the kind of confusions to which we 

ourselves are susceptible, the book has served its purpose, having had a curative and 
therapeutic effect.67  



I do not wish to deny that Conant notes important, interesting features of the Postscript, 

such as that what appear to be theses are actually akin to 'grammatical remarks'.68 But 

I do not hold that the 'absolute paradox' is intended to be nonsense.69 Conant suggests 

that there is no sense in claiming a paradox to be 'absolute'. If - as Climacus indeed 

claims - Christianity requires us to believe 'dialectical contradictions', then this, he ar-

gues, is utter nonsense, since a contradition is contentless: there is no 'it' to believe. 

Against this view, I shall argue that this objection misunderstands the ways in which Cli-

macus uses such terms as 'contradiction', 'paradox' and 'the absurd'. It overlooks the 

Hegelian context in which the Postscript was written, and the fact that Climacus follows 

Hegel in using terms such as 'contradiction' extremely broadly.70 Closer attention to Cli-

macus' uses of these terms, and particularly paying careful attention to how the term 

'absolute paradox' is used in Philosophical Fragments, the text in which the idea is dis-

cussed in most detail, will show how describing something as 'absolutely' paradoxical can 
make sense.71  

Much scholarly ink has been spilled over whether the absolute paradox is supposed to be 

a logical contradiction.72 I shall not cover this ground again in detail here, but simply 

make some observations about Climacus's uses of the terms 'contradiction', 'paradox' 

and 'the absurd'. It is clear from this use that Climacus does not intend 'contradiction' to 

be construed as narrowly as Conant assumes. For instance, Climacus considers 'the co-

mic' to be based upon 'contradiction', but amongst the examples he gives to justify this 

claim is a man falling into a cellar because he is gazing upwards at a shop window dis-

play. Climacus claims that 'the contradiction is in the movement, the upward direction of 

the head and gaze and the underground direction down into the basement' (CUP 516n). 

Manifestly, there is no logical contradiction involved here, and such is the case in the vast 

majority of Climacus's examples. As several commentators have suggested, a better En-

glish word would perhaps be 'incongruity'73 or 'tension'. But such a usage of 'contradic-

tion' should come as no surprise when we bear in mind the Hegelian context within which 

Climacus was writing, and the above-mentioned broadness of Hegel's use of the term. 

(For instance, Hegel refers to nature as a contradiction.)74 Merold Westphal draws out 

three aspects of Climacus's talk of 'contradiction'. As well as the incongruity point above, 

many of the contradictions referred to are 'existential rather than epistemological',75 

such as that between a tutor wanting her students to do well on her exam, but also fee-

ling obliged to give genuine, honest marks. Given the importance that the Postscript as-

cribes to 'subjectivity' in orienting oneself to ethical and religious questions, this dimensi-

on should not be overlooked. Finally, where contradiction is intended epistemically, 

Westphal argues that 'it lies in the incongruity between the content of a particular belief 

and a larger frame of reference that excludes that belief but whose normative credentials 
are open to question'.76 We shall shortly see the importance of this final point.  

The term 'paradox' is also used in a way which stops short of nonsense. The absolute 

paradox is indeed identified with 'the absurd', and the absurd is said to be that 'God has 

come into existence in time...as an individual human being' (CUP 210). But this is said 

not to be absurd per se, but absurd from the standpoint of 'objective reflection' (cf. CUP 

210). And a major point of the Postscript is to explain why we should not approach ethi-

cal and religious issue by means of 'objective reflection'.  

Once we understand Climacus's usage of these terms, we can see that to ask someone in 

faith to affirm a 'contradiction' is not to ask them to embrace simple nonsense. It is to 

ask them to have faith despite an apparent tension or incongruity in the object of faith. 

But someone may still want to ask: can we coherently talk about the absolute paradox? 

Wherein lies its 'absoluteness'? In an attempt to answer this question, let us turn to the 
most extended discussion of the absolute paradox in the Climacus writings.  

The term is introduced in Chapter 3 of Philosophical Fragments.77 Climacus describes as 

'the ultimate paradox of thought: to want to discover something that thought itself can-

not think' (PF 37). Against this background, the (human) understanding is described as 



colliding with 'the unknown' (PF 39); an unknown which Climacus labels 'the god [Gu-

den]' (PF 39) and 'the absolutely different' (PF 44, my emphasis). The understanding 

seems ambivalently related to this unknown: 'the understanding does not go beyond 

this; yet in its paradoxicality the understanding cannot stop reaching it and being enga-

ged with it' (PF 44). The idea seems to be that the understanding has imperialistic78 

ambitions, and aims to go beyond its capabilities. We may delude ourselves into thinking 

that we have got a handle on 'the unknown', but this is indeed a delusion, since 'the un-

derstanding cannot even think the absolutely different' (PF 45). Not that that stops it 

from trying. The understanding's reaching beyond what it can legitimately make its own 

leads it into the realm of fantasy. We create gods which are, ultimately, in our own ima-

ge. In inventing its gods, the understanding continually confuses what is absolutely diffe-

rent with what is only relatively different. (This is because anything we could know, or 

even 'think', cannot, by definition, be absolutely different from the human understan-

ding.) Any god we can imagine is merely a fantastic creation of our own minds, and thus 

not the god of Climacus's thought-experiment, who is 'the unknown', the 'absolutely dif-

ferent'.79  

The central point to note is that at the heart of this argument is God's alterity: the idea 

that God is radically other than the human. It is precisely this that figures such as Feuer-

bach ('all theology is anthropology') and the Danish Hegelians had denied, and which 

Climacus wants to insist upon as being an indispensable part of Christian teaching. This is 

the first sense of 'absolute': the absolute otherness of God.  

At the end of each chapter of Fragments, a rather humourless interlocutor appears. In 

chapter 3, the interlocutor angrily asks why he should be concerned with 'a caprice so 

curious or so ludicrous that it probably has never occurred to anyone and, above all, is so 

unreasonable that I would have to lock everything out of my consciousness in order to 

think of it' (PF 46). Climacus replies: 'This is exactly what you have to do, but then is it 

justifiable to want to keep all the presuppositions you have in your consciousness and 

still presume to think about your consciousness without any presuppositions?' (PF 46). 

Climacus's account seems ludicrous to the interlocutor because he holds certain assump-
tions which he does not recognise as assumptions. Which?  

These assumptions relate to revelation. Fragments is in large part an attempt to clarify 

the grammar of the Christian concept of revelation, and how a world-view which has re-

velation as its distinguishing feature differs from various views Climacus labels 'imma-

nent' and 'Socratic'. A vital part of the difference lies in the view of the power of the hu-

man understanding to cope with its existential plight. For Socrates, the truth we need is 

'within' us, and can be attained through recollection. For Christianity, by contrast, we are 

radically separated from God through our state of sin: a state characterised by hubris, 

disobedience to God and an inappropriate desire to be as God. For this reason, it is clai-

med, God needed to intervene in human history to bring about 'the condition' needed for 

our salvation. Climacus implies that the interlocutor has not taken on board the full rami-

fications of this outlook. How so?  

One point overlooked by Conant is that Climacus talks about the 'absolute difference' 

between God and man not solely in terms of the metaphysics of incarnation, but in terms 

of the concept of sin. Here is the passage: 'Thus the paradox becomes even more terri-

ble, or the same paradox has the duplexity by which it manifests itself as the absolute - 

negatively, by bringing into prominence the absolute difference of sin, and positively, by 

wanting to annul this absolute difference in the absolute equality' (PF 47). God is without 

sin; humanity is sinful, and requires God's intervention. What the interlocutor has failed 

to take on board is this dimension of the 'absolute' difference between God and man. It is 

one which imports both epistemic and practical standards which are - from the point of 

view of 'immanence' - new. Revelation radically challenges our view of ourselves and our 

capabilities, and as such is 'the strangest thing of all' (PF 101). This is because it violates 

what we had previously thought about ourselves, including both the capabilities of our 



understanding and the worthiness of our lives. In Emmanuel's words, 'revelation is not 

absurd or paradoxical in the sense that it violates fundamental principles of logic, but in 

the sense that it disturbs our common sense view of ourselves and our values'.80 It is 

vital to realise that this is no merely intellectual problem. Remember Conant's claim: that 

there is no ground on which the distinction between the absolute paradox and mere non-

sense could be drawn. I have argued elsewhere that the distinction is the existential alle-

giance which the paradox demands.81 We see here how far-reaching this allegiance is. 

According to Christianity, we are - without God - in a far worse position than we realised. 

In Gordon Kaufmann's words, 'Revelation, if it is revelation, judges us and our standards; 

we are in no position to judge it'.82 In other words, beliefs such as that are the criteria, 

not the object, of assessment.83 According to Climacus, this idea of revelation meets 

with either 'faith' or 'offence'. We can now see why the absolute paradox appears offensi-

ve: because it requires us to rethink both the limitations of human understanding, and 

also what kind of beings we are. (It demands of me that I should see myself as a sinner, 

unable to save myself, and thus in need of a divine saviour.) What Conant doesn't seem 

to take on board is that one of Fragments' central themes is that the Christian faith, in 

Robert C. Roberts' words, 'transforms any concept of rationality that we may start with' 

and that thus 'Christians carry on their lives by a set of epistemic and practical standards 
that presuppose the incarnation for the knowledge of self and situation and telos'.84  

V 

This is the grammar of revelation of which Climacus is aiming to remind us. As Conant 

rightly sees, these are indeed 'grammatical remarks': in reminding us of what Christiani-

ty teaches, Climacus is not saying anything new, but rather uttering 'old-fashioned or-

thodoxy' (CUP 275n). Yet rather than the absolute paradox being intended to be seen as 

simple nonsense, I have argued that one can find in the Climacus writings a meaningful 

sense which can be given to the use of the term in a Christian life. It refers, firstly, to the 

'absolute difference'; the radical otherness, of God. Secondly, it draws our attention to 

the centrality of revelation within the Christian world-view, and the radical alteration of 

our view of ourselves and our values that this demands.  

Let us turn now to the question of what outlook would have to be in place in order to 

judge the 'absolute paradox' of the incarnation as simple nonsense. To do so would pre-

suppose that the world-view available to us, and with which we aim to form such a 

judgment, is in order. But we have seen that this is precisely what Christianity denies. 

Thus we are faced with a moment of existential choice, to be embraced in faith or rejec-

ted in offence. Any justificatory reasons given would be circular. This is the sense in 

which Climacus' infamous 'leap' is a leap. But a further point is this: if the claim of the 

absolute paradox was simple nonsense; utter gibberish, how could we find it offensive at 

all? In order to do so, wouldn't we need to be able to make some kind of sense of it?  

Some light can be shed on the above by a final comparison with Wittgenstein. In the la-

ter writings, Wittgenstein clearly recognises that what counts as nonsense will vary from 

one context to another.85 Likewise, I am suggesting that we cannot occupy a position 

from which we can justifiably claim that the absolute paradox is nonsense simpliciter. 

Such a move represents what Phillips has described as 'a deep philosophical prejudice', 

one characteristic of which is 'the craving for generality, the insistence that what consti-

tutes an intelligible move in one context, must constitute an intelligible move in all con-

texts'.86  

With direct reference to religious utterances, Wittgenstein, in 1937, claims:  

In religion every level of devoutness must have its appropriate form of expression which 

has no sense at a lower level. This doctrine, which means something at a higher level, is 



null and void for someone who is still at the lower level; he can only understand it 

wrongly and so these words are not valid for such a person.  

For instance, at my level the Pauline doctrine of predestnation is ugly nonsense, irreli-

giousness. Hence it is not suitable for me, since the only use I could make of the picture 

offered would be a wrong one. If it is a good and godly picture, then it is so for someone 

at a quite different level, who must use it in his life in a way completely different from 

anything that would be possible for me.87 

There are two points to note here. First, that Wittgenstein explicitly acknowledges the 

possibility of different 'levels' of religious devoutness. (Note that elsewhere Wittgenstein 

includes Kierkegaard amongst those whom he puts at a 'higher' religious level than him-

self.88 He remarks that 'Kierkegaard was by far the most profound thinker of the last 

century. Kierkegaard was a saint.',89 and that 'Kierkegaard is far too deep for me...[h]e 

bewilders me without working the good effects which he would in deeper souls').90 The 

point is that Wittgenstein acknowledges the possibility that he is unable to see something 

that would be more apparent to someone with greater religious sensitivity.  

Second, note the talk about sense and nonsense in the above passage. The view 'which 

has no sense at a lower level' of devoutness 'means something at a higher level', even if 

the person at a lower level (such as Wittgenstein) can make no sense of it. ('These words 

are not valid for such a person' seems to mean, in this context, that such a person has 

not appropriated them; has not found a use for them in his life.)91 This sounds like so-

meone who would say, with Stanley Cavell, that just as 'to understand a metaphor you 

must be able to interpret it', so 'to understand an utterance religiously you have to be 

able to share its perspective'.92  

Something similar might be said about the absolute paradox. It will appear to be nonsen-

se (perhaps even 'ugly nonsense'; offensive nonsense) to many. But to some, it 'means 

something'. This can easily be misunderstood as the claim that the Christian has privile-

ged access to a knowledge which others lack. This is not what I am claiming. Climacus 

claims that the absolute paradox will always remain a paradox; this is another dimension 

of its absoluteness. But the point is that in and through appropriating a theological con-

cept; finding a meaning for a concept like the absolute paradox (and the kenotic concep-

tion of God which it includes), the believer makes a certain sense of this apparent non-

sense. Again, this does not mean that she understands, purely intellectually, something 

the non-believer does not, but that she discovers a meaning for ideas like revelation and 

kenosis in her life. As Phillips likes to point out, it is to the lives and practices of religious 

believers that we must look if we are to understand religious concepts in their natural 

contexts. In doing so, we take up an important part of what Conant is arguing. But we do 

not take up Conant's assumption that because the paradox appears to be nonsense, that 

therefore it is nonsense. He is misled by reading back into Climacus an inappropriately 

austere view of nonsense.  

VI 

Ours has been an attempt to recognise some of the important aspects of the readings of 

Diamond and Conant while challenging their suggestion that we should read Wittgenstein 

and Kierkegaard as sponsoring a uniform view of nonsense. For, despite drawing our at-

tention to something vitally important in Wittgenstein and Kierkegaard's respective views 

on the ethical and the religious, their strong line on the straightforward nonsensicality of 

such discourses threatens a full and proper understanding of how the ethical and the re-

ligious can affect us as they do. By making sense of Wittgenstein and Kierkegaard's 

views on nonsense we are able more fully to appreciate the subtlety of their positions 

and the focus of their remarks on ethics and religion.  
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