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Preface

There has been a considerable revival of interest in Russell’s work during the past decade or so. Not that Russell has ever really been out of favour in one sense: his social and political works have sold consistently well and continue to do so; and his History of Western Philosophy still adorns student bookcases all over the world. In terms of academic philosophy, however, his reputation seemed to suffer a thirty-year dip, from the 1950s until the 1980s. Now, Russell is being reassessed more calmly, and his place among the greats of philosophy is assured. Recent biographies, particularly Monk’s (1996, 1999), and television documentaries (Reputations, BBC, 1997) have thrown new light on Russell’s personality, offsetting the hagiographie spirit of earlier writing about the venerable philosopher. Although Russell does not always come across as likable -most acutely in Monk’s work – his enormous energies and impulses cannot fail to impress. Indeed, anyone writing on Russell’s work is faced with an intimidating amount of material. To make matters worse, Russell, as is well known, frequently changed his mind about things – making a stable ‘Russell’ very difficult to pin down.

In beginning the research for this book I was repeatedly struck by two things. First, most professional philosophers I spoke to simply said that Russell was not interested in language; yet when I looked at his work, particularly from 1900 to 1950, I was surprised by the repeated emphasis on and turn to, linguistic considerations. Second, I realized that ‘linguistics’ and ‘philosophy’ were struggling in the twentieth century to define themselves and to create appropriate contemporary disciplines. They had much in common during certain periods, yet seemed to continue in almost total ignorance of one another. This negative relation has been noted in the past by Roy Harris, whose work provides some of the inspiration for this book. Taking those two aspects my aim in here is to provide the first full-length consideration of Russell’s varied work in language, and to read it in the context of developing contemporary (i.e. with Russell’s work) linguistic theory.

The main aims of this book, in focusing exclusively on Russell’s work on language throughout his career are to place Russell within the changing contexts of contemporary linguistic thought; to read Russell’s language-theories against the grain of his own linguistic practice; to assess the relationship between linguistic and philosophical thought during Russell’s career, and to reassess his place in the history of linguistic thought in the twentieth century. Following this preface the book is divided into five parts: contexts and connexions; language and the world; language and the mind; language and language-theory; modernism.

In Chapter 1, ‘Contexts and connexions’, I explore Russell’s relationship with philosophy and linguistics throughout his career. I assess, and reject, the claim that his philosophy was fundamentally ‘anti-linguistic’ and I read the development of his work against developments in linguistic theory and analytical philosophy.

In Chapter 2, ‘Language and the world’, I focus on issues of reference and denoting, egocentric particulars and vagueness, tracing Russell’s linguistic turn and relating his logico-linguistic model to Saussurean linguistics and modernist poetics. The Theory of Descriptions is seen in relation to linguistic theory and the view that it is fundamentally anti-linguistic is challenged. The chapter necessarily focuses on the central part of Russell’s career, from 1903—40.

In Chapter 3, ‘Language and the mind’, I investigate the relationship between Russell’s epistemology and his language work. In particular I assess the impact and development of his singular thought theory and its relation to theories of mind and language. I pay particular attention to An Inquiry into Meaning and Truth, focusing on the psychologism evinced in his analysis of the logical connectors. Further, I investigate Russell’s conception of the word and his theory of proper names.

In Chapter 4, ‘Language and language-theory’, I set Russell in the context of ordinary-language philosophy and other developing philosophical and linguistic theories such as cognitive linguistics and speech-act theory. I read Russell’s linguistic practice and theory against Wittgenstein’s, showing how Russell came to be considered ‘ossified orthodoxy’ during the heyday of Wittgenstein. I further investigate Russell’s work in relation to arguably the most influential linguist of the century, Noam Chomsky.

In Chapter 5, ‘Russell and modernism’, I develop more fully the analyses suggested in the introduction, looking at Russell’s relationship with two key literary figures: D. H. Lawrence and T. S. Eliot. In particular I show how Russellian philosophy influences Eliotic poetics and how Eliot’s modernism influenced Russell. It is in this part that I deconstruct Russell’s linguistic theories by reading them against his diverse linguistic and literary practice.


Chapter 1

Contexts and connexions

‘I like words to cut like a scimitar, clean, deep cuts...’

Letter to Ottoline Morrell, July 1918

‘The distinction between the emotional and the logical use of words is illusory.’

Russell, ‘The Meaning of Meaning’ 1926

It is widely recognized that Bertrand Russell’s writings represent a phenomenal output over more than eighty years. The volume alone is simply staggering: about sixty million words written during his adult life. It is also widely assumed that Russell was deeply suspicious of language’s function in relation to mathematics and philosophy and that he was appalled by language-centred philosophical practice, by philosophy that focused on language rather than the world. The orthodox view of Russell’s philosophy is that it is consistently ‘anti-linguistic’ in character, although this view is based largely on a reading of his relationship with the Oxford ‘ordinary language’ philosophers, influenced substantially by the later Wittgenstein, of the 1950s. Such a reading would also admit that Russell certainly used language, however – and used it prolifically. It is estimated that he wrote an average of two thousand words a day throughout his adult life, and although some of the writing is bound to be trivial and ephemeral, the bulk is of more significant interest. From the earliest letters to his grandmother and Uncle Rollo (circa 1882), to the ‘Greek Exercises’ of his youth (1889-9); from his Cambridge Fellowship dissertation on the foundations of geometry (1892), to his last major work in philosophy, Human Knowledge: Its Scope and Limits (1948); from his prolific outpourings to Lady Ottoline Morrell in the 1910s, to the last open letter protesting about Israel’s air-raids on Egypt just before his death in 1970; from his adolescent essays, 1 to his last essay on freedom in 1967, Russell’s life was a life in words.

As I have intimated, however, few would suggest that his was a life about words. Yet considerations about language and linguistic theory litter Russell’s works throughout his life. It is often maintained that Russell held no philosophy of language, a view which is once again based on his more vehemently anti-linguistic writing from the latter stages of his philosophical career. But it is clear that he invariably approached philosophical problems with at least an implicit assumption that issues of language were at the heart of the problem, even if he did not agree that such issues were the whole problem. Moreover as Gordon Baker (1988) points out, somewhat startlingly, Russell was pivotal in determining linguistic thought in the first half of the century and beyond. Some linguists may find that judgement surprising, for if we were to list the pioneer linguists of the first half of the twentieth century it is doubtful that Russell’s name would be among them. Rather, we would have Jesperson, Sweet, Gardiner, Sapir, Whorf, Bloomfield and Trubetzkoy, among others. This of course depends on how we read the term ‘linguistics’, but it reveals much about the relation between the two disciplines. One inference to be made here is that Russell was apparently pivotal in a discipline that virtually ignored him and that he himself barely recognized.

A different view altogether is expressed by Ray Monk (1996a), Russell’s biographer, who is convinced that Russell was never much interested in language. If we put the two judgements together we have a view of a philosopher uninterested in language, yet crucially determining the nature of linguistic thought. This situation, if we are to believe it, is brought about in two ways: the mutual ignorance of philosophy and linguistics in the first half of the twentieth century, and the assumption that Russell’s remarks concerning ordinary-language philosophy stand as representative of his philosophy throughout his life. Although Monk’s thesis is not that which is represented in this book, it is easy to see how such a conclusion could be reached, for Russell himself periodically complained of language’s misleading signs. He also, however, very often exclaimed that a focus on language in philosophical issues was essential, and that, for instance, the structure of language can tell us much about the structure of the world. With regard to this issue, however, Russell’s conclusions are far from clear, as I show in Chapter 3; but the fact is that whether he perceived language as misleading or truth-telling, it was something he constantly investigated. And the fact is, of course, that language has always been of central concern to Western philosophy; from the Ancients, in particular Aristotle, who developed subject-predicate logic; to the mediaeval modistae, who looked to grammar as a reliable record of facts; to the Renaissance humanists, who prized language over thought; to the scientific rationalists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, who looked for a ‘rational grammar’ and to the idealists and the logicists of the modernist world. Russell contributes to a long tradition despite the fact that he sometimes, particularly in his most productive period from 1900-10, appears to wish to eradicate linguistic issues from analysis. But the problems of the relation of language both to the world and the philosopher’s vision are naturally in part linguistic: it is almost tautological to say so. What gives rise to the disbelief about Russell’s contribution to the philosophy of language is partly accounted for by the rise of what we now call ‘linguistics’ in the twentieth century, and its separation from philosophy.

Russell certainly produced important work in linguistic theory without ever being committed to the kind of analysis it spawned in the middle and latter half of the twentieth century and without ever acknowledging it as essentially ‘linguistic’. Baker’s judgement of Russell’s language work and its influence, cited above, is very much a philosopher’s judgement, for the linguists of the period in question do not demonstrate their concurrence. Indeed, for much of the early part of the century linguists are as silent about philosophers as philosophers are about linguists. What Baker is really referring to is not ‘linguistic thought’ but ‘philosophico-linguistic thought’, the relationship between the two being one of the main strands of this book. However, Baker has shown one of the many ironies encountered when considering Russell’s linguistic work. The ‘linguistic turn’ taken by Western philosophy during the early part of the century (though some would date the turn after the publication of Wittgenstein’s Tractates), where language itself became the central focus of philosophical study, was in part begun by Russell and then ultimately used against his own theories, both by Russell himself and later contemporary philosophers such as Gilbert Ryle. As Baker further notes, Russell’s best work on language was undertaken when language per se was not explicitly his concern. But linguistic issues are central to his philosophy, whether Russell himself would have recognized this fact or not.

One of the aims of this book is to reassess Russell’s position in the philosophy of language and linguistic philosophy; another is to situate Russell in the context of contemporary linguistic thought. These aims arise from my belief that, contrary to what many critics have assumed, language and linguistic theory are not merely peripheral concerns in Russell’s philosophy. A further, though much less central, aim is to investigate Russell’s own use of language, not merely for stylistic purposes, but in order to show the relationship between linguistic theory and linguistic practice. For those familiar with the so-called ‘Continental’ philosophical tradition, this method of reading a subject’s habitual linguistic practice against his or her considered linguistic theory is well known, but for those working within the tradition of analytic philosophy, it is much less so; and when it is known it is generally disparaged. However, it is not my express purpose to submit Russell’s rhetoric to the scrutiny of Derridean deconstructive practice, or to apply modish techniques of rhetorical analysis to Russell’s linguistic traits. Rather, it is to use certain aspects of deconstructive methodology in order to read Russell ‘against the grain’. Russell offers a seductive binarism in this respect: for Russell, language is Janus-faced in that it can ‘cut like a scimitar’, yet obscure the logical form of things; it can sometimes tell us about the world and sometimes lead us into errors of perception about the world; it is at once the object and tool of analysis.

It is fair to say then, I think, that on the whole Russell was suspicious of language’s role in relation to the phenomenal world, while admitting its crucial importance. Yet, as I have suggested, his was a life in words. I do not mean to imply that Russell was a man who wrote rather than did, however. Time and again in his writings we encounter philosophical programmes such as the refusal to let grammar, ‘dictate to ontology’, and the admission of the centrality of an external world separate from representations of it (‘things are what they are, and there is an end of it’, he says, in ‘Vagueness’, CPBR 9:148). He never allowed a theory of symbolism to deflect him from the attempt to see beyond language; yet the problems of defining an adequate symbolism, of which language is the most important and pervasive, abound in his work. It needs to be remembered that Russell’s most famous work, that ‘paradigm of philosophy’ as Frank Ramsey called it, the Theory of Descriptions, is in part a theory of language focused on a single linguistic element, viz. the definite article. This may be a paradigm of philosophical analysis, but it is also linguistic analysis of a first order too, although as I shall show in subsequent chapters, it is very much a philosopher’s linguistic theory. Although Dummett (1991) locates the ‘linguistic turn’ in philosophy at a precise moment in Frege’s Die Grundlagen der Arithmetik (1893 and 1903), one might also note a completely independent linguistic turn in Russell, albeit a much harder one to pin down, leading up to the publication of ’On denoting’ in 1905. That moment in Frege’s work comes about through a discussion about the nature of number followed by a reflection upon the meanings of sentences containing number words and expressions. Thus the investigation slips seamlessly from mathematics to linguistics, from ‘2’ to ‘the even prime’. The precise nature of this linguistic turn is still being debated, but it seems to foreshadow developments much later in the twentieth century, developments in linguistics and philosophy centring on the meaning of words in relation to their use. In Russell the linguistic turn comes gradually through a number of papers between
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