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A Note on Quotations

Within the limits of the constraints imposed upon us by Continuum’s house style, we try to follow Wittgenstein’s practice (as also explicated by Baker “Quotation-Marks in Philosophical Investigations Part One” (2002), Language and Communication 22: 37, 68). Briefly and roughly: we use double quotes for ‘actual’ quotes (whether real or imagined), while using single quotation marks for non-actual quotes, including ‘scare quotes’.


Foreword

Laura Cook

The readiness with which Wittgenstein’s work has been appropriated by literary critics often belies both the subtlety of Wittgenstein’s own work, and that to which it is applied. In his well-known essay, “Is There a Text in this Class?”1 Stanley Fish draws upon the ‘Wittgensteinian’ term ‘form of life’ in order to support his notion of the interpretative community as generating the meaning of a particular text. At base, this is a reformulation of what he tacitly takes to be the Wittgensteinian maxim of ‘meaning as use’. However, what Fish tacitly reads as a Wittgensteinian maxim or thesis is instead better regarded as a non-assertoric practical ‘reminder’ of the sort that would prove useful to the philosopher who, in his theorization, has ceased to use words in a way that we would normally consider to be meaningful. (Ironically, but not unusually, Fish is not ‘pragmatic’ or ‘pragmatistic’ enough in his appreciation/application of the working of language. Like virtually everyone else, he remains a theorist – and remains de facto mesmerized by the allegedly ‘central’ case of assertion.) In reminding us of the relevance of context as ‘determinative’ of meaning, Wittgenstein is not offering a theory to be applied in all contexts, for (to begin with) there is a great difference between everyday utterance or the ‘language game’ in play in a particular interpretative community, and the type of language employed in literary texts. Indeed, when we try to interpret texts via employing a theory, we are often struck by the way in which our interpretation necessarily leaves a ‘residue’ which our theorization has left untouched. We have a suspicion that there are aspects of the text which have been rendered inaudible, leaving our interpretation seeming somehow provisional and arbitrary. Whilst this type of interpretation may sometimes prove useful or interesting, it ultimately subsumes the literature which it seeks to elucidate into a pre-existing theoretical framework, thus overlooking the potency that the literature has in its own right. If we can state the meaning of a poem or piece of prose in propositional terms, then the literary work itself is rendered redundant.

The work of Fish provides us with a picture of Wittgenstein which is allied with the accounts of his work given by commentators such as Strawson and Malcolm.

Such ‘doctrinal’ readings2 are furthest from the sentiment of this book, since these commentators hold Wittgenstein as advancing theories of language use. However, whilst seemingly closer to the resolute reading offered here, it is the elucidatory reading of Wittgenstein which forms the prime target of our criticism. Read and I would argue that this account, advanced by commentators such as P. M. S Hacker, in fact presents a more insidious threat to the reception of Wittgenstein’s work than the ‘doctrinal’ account. Hacker et al. regard Wittgenstein as departing from a metaphysical account of relationship between language and world in the T-LP, to a non-theoretical description of language use in the later work PI. It is at this point, in the later work, that elucidatory commentators regard Wittgenstein’s philosophy as having a ‘therapeutic’ aim, for the meaning of words is regarded as fixed by the way in which they are used, and in furnishing us with descriptions of everyday language. Wittgenstein is held to be facilitating a ‘cure’ for our temptation to search for explanations. However, resolute readers of Wittgenstein contend that it is possible to speak of therapeutic endeavour in relation not only to the Tractatus (contra the standard account) but also the entirety of Wittgenstein’s corpus, arguing that this point has hitherto not been taken seriously – i.e. that the ‘elucidatory’ readers do not in the end take seriously Wittgenstein’s therapeutic intent and resolution3 in his later work. We (Read and I) follow Diamond et al. in diagnosing ‘elucidatory’ commentators as tending to assume that language can be surveyed from an external point of view. In the standard accounts we also find the ‘Ordinary’ tacitly and very dubiously treated as a form of supraevidence with which to settle philosophical arguments (as in the case of Fish, and, more obviously, in many of those purporting to follow both Austin and Wittgenstein4). Thus, albeit covertly, ‘elucidatory’ readers find themselves committing Wittgenstein to the very same position on language to which he is committed by his doctrinal readers.

In opposition to the ‘standard’ interpretations, Diamond and Conant have newly proposed a ‘resolute’, ‘therapeutic’ reading of Wittgenstein, which has become increasingly influential. This approach takes nonsense seriously as a term of criticism: nonsense is not a special or hidden kind of sense, and there is no content to what nonsense is trying to say, if it could only succeed in breaking the ‘linguistic rules’ it allegedly violates. Rather, nonsense is a ‘resolute’ failure to mean, and nothing more. The unwitting (or witting) purveyor of nonsense is failing to choose which way to use her words, ‘hovering’, such that the words ‘flicker’. The resolute reading sees continuity in Wittgenstein’s thought, with the Tractatus regarded as anticipating the later work in a profound way that has been overlooked by the ‘standard’ readings – principally, in being already fully committed to such an ‘austere’ conception of nonsense, and thus being identified as itself a therapeutic work, irreducible to propositional expression, of whatever kind.5

Except at its opening, in the opening sections of Part 1, the present book is not (except on occasion, in passing) an exegetical work. Read assumes throughout the broad viability and indeed correctness of the resolute approach to Wittgenstein’s entire post-1918 corpus.6

And thus, in advancing a ‘resolute’ reading, we regard Wittgenstein as possessing no ‘positive’ vision of philosophy (or of language) at all, ‘only’ a ‘negative’ account of the temptations to illusion and nonsense to which we are all subject. We must therefore consider the sentence-forms Wittgenstein uses as (at moments when we want to lean on them) deliberately coming apart from his philosophical aim.7 When Wittgenstein succeeds, we shall not imagine ‘everyday language’, ‘forms of life’, or ‘the use of language’ as technical terms, or as entities at all. The challenge, presented to us by Wittgenstein, is for us to attempt to philosophize, to think, without putting forward any ‘position’ at all. It should be evident then, that it is congruent with the aims of this book that a textual re-examination of Wittgenstein’s work should occupy a relatively small space, since to apply Wittgenstein is not to muse in the abstract over how his terms ‘work’. In fact, one might suggest that Wittgenstein scholarship tends to foster an ‘attachment’ to his words, in which phrases like ‘form of life’ come to be reified, and treated as quasi-technical terms. Instead, the more controversial claim offered here is that to practise ‘therapy’, to truly apply Wittgenstein, does not necessarily even mean using (any of) the ‘terminology’ offered in his corpus.8 For when Wittgenstein invites us to see what some words are being used to do, he is not relying on an implicit theory, nor even putting forth a ‘view’.9

Thus, this work seeks to ‘apply’ Wittgenstein in a way that does not depend upon a covert theorization of phrases such as ‘meaning as use’, or the employment of phrases such as ‘form of life’ as technical terms. Rather this application of Wittgenstein evidences a serious attempt to ‘do’ philosophy without reliance on theory, or any purveyance of controversial theses.10 Thus, the structure of this monograph, albeit possessing a certain linearity, might be said also to comprise a series of circles, which overlap, mutually inform each other, and yet resist the temptation to offer a theoretical underpinning. In this sense, the structure of this book perhaps parallels Wittgenstein’s own method in his Philosophical Investigations, which similarly resists and undermines the generation of a philosophical thesis or system.

With these considerations in mind, we are in a position to say that the method according to which Read applies Wittgenstein is roughly thus: a ‘New Wittgensteinian’11 perspective is brought to bear upon a particular issue or problematic of ‘interpretation’, such as how we are rightly to ‘understand’ the prose of Faulkner, or how we are to read (and question) Dummett’s philosophy of time. In doing so, the aim is to perspicuously present the phenomenon examined (literature; mental experience (normal and pathological); time ‘itself’), so that we are disabused of our desire to theorize. This, in turn, is related back to, and is shown to inform the Wittgensteinian conception/method(s) of philosophy, including the way that commentators have failed to resist the temptation to theorize Wittgenstein’s own work. Thus, the structure of the monograph facilitates a genuine dialogue between philosophy and the perhaps seemingly disparate subject areas that Wittgenstein’s method is here applied to, where the conception of philosophy is enriched in acknowledging its own intrinsically rhetorical and ‘literary’ nature.

In the first Part, on language, the author12 begins by applying Wittgenstein’s remarks on meaning to language, examining the consequences our conception of philosophy has for the ways in which we talk about meaning. We should not imagine would-be Wittgensteinian phrases such as “Meaning is use” nor even thought-provoking sentences like “[T]he given … is forms of life” as informing us of anything, nor even in the end as instructing us to do something (though that imagined understanding of them is certainly a lot better than the first). To understand Wittgenstein aright is to understand him (negatively) as inviting us to engage in a process of overcoming. Wittgenstein’s own terms and phrases, let alone more troubling ‘Wittgensteinian’ ‘slogans’ such as “meaning is/as use”, need to be ‘worked through’; for most philosophical questions – and the positions which we take up in response to those questions – are based in and on an unsatisfactory relationship between us and our words, a kind of linguistic confusion in which we want to say things that (we ourselves uncomfortably acknowledge) don’t make any sense. We must throw away the sentences about ‘forms of life’, and even about ‘use’, and about ‘language-games’, that Wittgenstein leads us into; they really are, at the end, entirely empty. Without such overcoming, the struggle that is Wittgenstein’s philosophy is unfulfilled.

In the first Part, on language, the author12 begins by applying Wittgenstein’s remarks on meaning to language, examining the consequences our conception of philosophy has for the ways in which we talk about meaning. We should not imagine would-be Wittgensteinian phrases such as “Meaning is use” nor even thought-provoking sentences like “[T]he given … is forms of life” as informing us of anything, nor even in the end as instructing us to do something (though that imagined understanding of them is certainly a lot better than the first). To understand Wittgenstein aright is to understand him (negatively) as inviting us to engage in a process of overcoming. Wittgenstein’s own terms and phrases, let alone more troubling ‘Wittgensteinian’ ‘slogans’ such as “meaning is/as use”, need to be ‘worked through’; for most philosophical questions – and the positions which we take up in response to those questions – are based in and on an unsatisfactory relationship between us and our words, a kind of linguistic confusion in which we want to say things that (we ourselves uncomfortably acknowledge) don’t make any sense. We must throw away the sentences about ‘forms of life’, and even about ‘use’, and about ‘language-games’, that Wittgenstein leads us into; they really are, at the end, entirely empty. Without such overcoming, the struggle that is Wittgenstein’s philosophy is unfulfilled.

Of course, it is undoubtedly difficult to disabuse ourselves of the temptation to talk of language without recourse to theory. In order to assuage this difficulty, Part 1 offers a reminder in the form of a distinction between presumption and ‘assumption’ in our ‘philosophical’ talk about the supposed ‘underpinnings’ of language. The term ‘presumptive’ is intended to bring into prominence that there are ‘assumptions’, which must be made in the course of language-use, which are so fundamental that the very word “assumption” itself starts to risk misleading us, with its connotations of ‘Whatever one can assume, one can also not assume.’ In speaking of ‘necessary presupposition’ – of presumption – we must try to see “(meaningful) consequences” as indissoluble from, and presumptive for, further linguistic behaviour/action. So: what could actually be meaning, what has the consequences of meaning, cannot be inner items or experiences.13 An important distinction is thus to be drawn between meaning (and its interleaved consequences, without which it is not meaning at all) on the one hand and ‘grammatical’ effects on the other. Inner processes have effects – including “grammatical effects”, effects upon one which result from systematic aspects of the language, such as we are much subject to in the operation of good poetry, and these effects can be much more than mere individual psychological associations. But it is meaning in its ordinary sense – it is actual use – which has consequences, which is consequential.

To return to the example of Stanley Fish, we can now see the way in which this ‘reminder’ may prove salutary; for Fish treats literary works as if they could be held to mean in a consequential way, i.e. in the same way in which everyday language works. Contra Fish, we might argue that the effect (and affect) of much poetry and literature is instead the result of grammatical effects, rather than (of) working language. To use Guetti’s expression: in poetry we see language ‘idling’, ‘thematizing’ its own
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