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Introduction







This short book was the last of the first – the last of my six early books to be published. It originally appeared in 1974, and, though I couldn’t have guessed it at the time, fifteen years were to go by before I wrote another one.


It is also the last to be reissued. The five early novels have remained in print for most of the time. Even the collections of old columns I used to write for the Guardian and the Observer have long since returned in various editions. This book, though, the odd one out in various ways, got left behind and forgotten about. Every now and then someone in a book-signing queue produces a copy, with its oddly contrasted silver boards and pages gone gold at the edges with age if not with wisdom. The last dregs of the original edition still left on my shelf, which I probably acquired at a knockdown price when the publisher remaindered it, are I think worth more now as collector’s items than the book ever earned in royalties.


As a result I have always had a defensive affection for it, and longed to see it make its way in the world like its siblings. Now here it is … and I’m not sure quite what I feel. As I re-read it for the first time in all these years I seemed to be coming face to face with a lost child who was at once familiar and a stranger. Not even a child – myself. Myself as I once was, and both am still and am no longer.


I can’t remember when I first started to write it. And of course to rewrite it. Short as it is, it took me many years, on and off. Where had I got to in my life by the time I decided it was finished, and sent it out on its travels? I had left my earlier career as a columnist behind six years earlier, and was coming face to face with the world again. My first job in journalism had been as a reporter on the Manchester Guardian; now I had begun to write long reporting pieces for the Observer, mostly about foreign countries, and was branching out into making television documentaries. As a novelist I had apparently come to a halt, but had made a start, not very successfully, as a dramatist.


I had what seemed to be a settled and happy family life, with a wife and three growing children, living in a house to which I was particularly attached, partly because it was in a co-operative development that I had helped to get built. I worked each day in a study looking out over the view described later in this book, of mown grass and six ancient elms. One of the Observer pieces that I wrote there in 1975 was an exploration not of a real country but of a fictitious one – the England created in the great sequence of novels that Anthony Powell had just completed, A Dance to the Music of Time – and what particularly struck me about it was Powell’s ability to suggest how great changes prepare themselves unseen beneath the apparently tranquil surface of one’s life and then deflect it into some new course entirely, in the way that a placid river suddenly goes tumbling through the rapids, before emerging to resume its tranquil course, but running now in some perhaps quite different direction from before. Did it ever occur to me as I worked on the article, no doubt turning every now and then to look out over the mown grass and the six elm trees, that my life was also about to plunge into the rapids? Whatever voice it was that I had heard in me when I wrote this book and its five predecessors was going to be heard no more, lost perhaps in the tumbling white waters around me, before the river finally settled into tranquillity again in quite a different landscape. For the next fifteen years I should be writing plays, where only the voices of my characters would be heard.


It’s not only I who have changed, of course. So has the world around me. The elm trees went before I did. I can’t now remember exactly when it happened. Even while I was writing my article on Powell, perhaps, I was already looking at yellowing foliage and bark infested by the unseen parasites. Perhaps already there were only the six sad stumps remaining. More general changes have occurred since. The ‘girl’ who goes to her lover’s flat in section 214 would in present usage be a woman. My evident scepticism about the simple political idealism that became fashionable after the events of 1968 has long since become more or less universal. If I looked it up right at the time there were evidently three and a half billion people in the world. When I looked it up again for my most recent book there were six billion.




 





I suppose the most obvious feature of Constructions is its brevity. I was encouraged by the example of Wittgenstein’s first book, the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, which I remember sometimes suggesting should be the measure of a legally enforceable standard for length. If Wittgenstein could attempt a survey of the entire logical structure of the universe in 20,000 words, I argued, this must be more than enough for any conceivable literary enterprise. An author who went beyond this limit should be charged for each extra word, and the proceeds distributed pro rata to others who had managed to complete their books in less.


Constructions is in fact about 35,000 words, so I should still be well over the legal limit, and in debt to the Exchequer. Even so, its relative shortness didn’t impress some reviewers, and I see with hindsight that it looked rather too much like the despised ‘slim volume’ of the amateur. I should have listened to the advice I had been given by Tom Maschler, then one of the most successful publishers in London. If I wanted to be taken seriously as an author, he told me, I should write a long book. I objected that I didn’t think I could write a very good long book. Whether it was good or not was beside the point, he said, provided it was long.


The shortness of the individual sections also aroused suspicions. It suggested that they were offered not as part of a continuous argument but as detached and random musings – as pensées, or aphorisms, lapidary forms which may be acceptable in classical and foreign writers, but which seem as insubstantial as éclairs to readers brought up on the solid fruit-cake of most English literature.


My then editor, the late Richard Ollard at Collins, certainly saw the book in this light, and told me frankly how averse he was to such offerings. He didn’t exactly reject it, but his acceptance was so reluctant that I thought I had better let us both off the hook, and my agent took it to a small new publisher called Wildwood, just set up by two renegades from Penguin, Dieter Pevsner and Oliver Caldecott. They were enthusiastic, I think because they saw in it some supposed similarity to the kind of mystical texts that were popular with younger readers at the time, and they thought it might be saleable in this market if it were elegantly packaged. They printed the book in huge type, which was perhaps more likely to recommend it to the elderly than the young, and certainly served to emphasise rather than conceal its slimness, then bound it between silver boards, rather like something from a high-class confectioners’.


Re-reading the book now I think there is some truth in the suspicions of Richard Ollard and others. I did at the time have a bit of a weakness for pensées and aphorisms. I don’t think I’d read Lichtenberg then, but as a student I had been greatly taken by the short sections of luxuriously well-bred and well-read melancholy offered by Cyril Connolly in The Unquiet Grave, and by the French writers he quoted so freely, particularly Chamfort and Sainte-Beuve. I had also both read and written about Andrei Sinyavsky, the dissident Soviet writer who concealed his identity for many years under the pen-name Abram Tertz, before being unmasked and sent to the Gulag, and whose collection of religious aphorisms, Thoughts Unaware, I had found particularly unsettling. And of course the gnomic and oracular utterances of Wittgenstein in the Tractatus had left their mark on me. It is the aphorisms in this first published book of Wittgenstein’s that readers tend to remember. A lot of people can quote the beginning (‘The world is all that is the case.’) and the end (‘What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence.’), not so many the bits between, which are often more extended and technical.


The style of my sections as well as their shortness no doubt suggested aspirations in the same direction. Shortness implies sharpness. The aphorism is a knowing and dandyish form. It goes with cool and undeceived observation, a crisp and authoritative tone of voice. There is no room for the indefiniteness and ambiguity that was already beginning to seem to me characteristic of so much of our relationship with the world, or for the reservations and conditions that (I increasingly realise) need to be attached to any attempt at generalisation. I evidently knew more then than I do now. Or thought I did.


The numbering of the sections may have reinforced these impressions. My conscious intention was merely to provide a helpful reference. No one, after all, objects to the numbering of pages or chapters or stanzas – or even of mere paragraphs, when it’s done by the authors of the Bible. Probably, I have to confess, I also had Wittgenstein in mind once again. Not the Wittgenstein of the Tractatus, where the sections are numbered according to a version of the Dewey decimal system used in libraries (though he apparently got the idea from a textbook on mechanics), so that (for example) paragraphs 5.01 and 5.02 are comments on or developments of paragraph 5.0, and paragraph 5.1 is a more subtantial advance on 5.0 … and 5.1311 is a slight modification of 5.131, etc. In so far as my numbering was suggested by Wittgenstein, it derives, as does much about the whole style, tone, and direction of the book, from his later work, which is different in every way.


This is part of Wittgenstein’s greatness as a philosopher – that he changed his mind. For ten years after he finished the Tractatus in 1919 he did no philosophy. When he returned to Cambridge at the end of the twenties and took the subject up again he began to think that his earlier work had been based upon what he now saw as ‘grave mistakes’. In the Tractatus he had visualised the world as a series of states of affairs which are mirrored in the propositions of language. This is in essence a dramatically explicit version of the classical view that had informed philosophy and science since they were first practised; and the authority and elegance with which it is expressed have contributed to the spell that this short text has cast upon so many people, by no means all of them of a philosophical outlook.


Now, though, he began to see language quite differently, not as a static natural reflection of the universe, but as a human activity – in fact as a series of often quite disparate activities – a kit of ad hoc tools improvised, like all human tools, for getting things done. If we want to understand how language means what it means, he now argued, then we have to see it in a context where it is actually being used for some everyday non-philosophical purpose. (‘Back to the rough ground …! The confusions which occupy us arise when language is like an engine idling, not when it is doing work … One must always ask oneself: is the word ever actually used in this way in the language-game which is its original home?’) Wittgenstein’s stock has fallen among philosophers since I first read him as a student, but this insight still seems to me to be both novel and profound.


His new view of language implies also a new view of human beings (new for empiricist philosophers, at any rate) as active participants in their world, as doers, and of their multifarious doing as an essential part of their identity. So far as I know he was not influenced by evolutionary ideas, but his new  approach surely brings men much closer to the species as it is now seen by biologists and ethnologists. Perception and language have evolved in the course of the struggle that human beings share with all living creatures to secure their survival and propagation (even if language, like many other human skills, has been transmitted more culturally than genetically), and they take the form they do because they have proved useful in that struggle. Although some of the ideas in Constructions plainly stem from the Tractatus (in particular the notion of the limiting case), it is the shadow of Wittgenstein’s later work that most obviously lies across it.


The results of his new thinking were first published (in 1953, two years after his death) as Philosophical Investigations. The style of the Investigations is quite different from that of the Tractatus. There are occasional aphorisms (the most famous is probably ‘If a lion could talk, we could not understand him.’) Brevity and concision, though, are abandoned, and Wittgenstein circles round and round his subject-matter, appealing to his audience’s experience, fielding imaginary questions and supposed objections, translating the abstract and the general over and over again into the concrete and the particular. He says he is offering ‘as it were, a number of sketches of landscapes which were made in the course of long and involved journeyings.’ The sections (numbered, where they are numbered at all, simply 1, 2, 3, etc) are offered modestly as what he calls ‘remarks … short paragraphs, of which there is sometimes a fairly long chain about the same subject, while I sometimes make a sudden change, jumping from one topic to another … The essential thing was that the thoughts should proceed from one subject to another in a natural order and without breaks.’ After several unsuccessful attempts to weld these remarks together into a continuous narrative, he says, he realised that he was never going to succeed. ‘My thoughts were soon crippled if I tried to force them on in any single direction against their natural inclination.’


Even if I was influenced by the brevity of the Tractatus, I was rather more taken by the substance of the Investigations, and by Wittgenstein’s arguments for presenting the work as ‘remarks’. What we do not wish to speak about (as one might say) we would do well to pass over in silence.


And what we do wish to speak about (I can’t help feeling now) we would do well not to say quite so much in Wittgenstein’s tone of voice.




 





After Constructions was published ideas continued to come, and I went on writing them down, for myself, even if I was not writing for publication. And of course I went on rewriting them, until thirty years later they were to be published as The Human Touch. I wish I could claim that in this long interval I was to make the same kind of great leap forward as Wittgenstein. A few things would change, it’s true. I would come much closer to taking Tom Maschler’s advice, though I’m not sure that it quite achieved the result he had suggested. But many echoes of the Investigations would persist, and in what follows I see that I have begun to sketch out some of the ideas that I was to explore more fully in the later book – on faith and numbers, for example.


I have also begun to pursue some of that book’s central arguments about the unthinkability of a universe unmediated by the apparatus provided by human thought, and about its inconceivability without a particular standpoint in space and time to conceive it from. It was only later, though, that I should try to be more explicit about our simultaneous knowledge of the converse – that the human presence is irrelevant to the existence and nature of the universe – and that I should try to accept and explore this paradox.


Some readers of The Human Touch seem to have thought that I was proposing a form of Berkeleyan idealism – a universe whose only existence is in the ideas and impressions inside our heads. Far from it. Pictures of this sort offer no explanation of why we have the ideas in our heads that we do. Their origins can surely be explained only through our interaction with something external to ourselves, as the product of our struggle to survive by mastering the givens of our environment.


That mastery, moreover, has historically been achieved through our interactions with others – in the common purposes we make with them, and in the categorisations and symbolisms we construct to facilitate those interactions. The picture that I am  beginning to suggest in Constructions, and developing in The Human Touch, is closer to a much older philosophical model – nominalism, the view that classes of things are identified not by the possession of some common essence, or by their approximation to some ineffable model, but simply by the names that we give the classes; in other words through the uses we make of them.


Scientists and mathematicians tend to be suspicious of views like these. They see them as anthropocentric, as failing to explain a universe where man is a very late, very peripheral, very brief, and entirely dispensable sideshow. For some physicists they are a modern trahison des clercs – a capitulation to a slack and modish relativism that allows any interpretation of reality – animism, creationism, and so on – to be just as valid as any other. If you talk to working physicists and mathematicians you find that they tend to regard the abstract entities through which they lay hold on things – in particular numbers and the laws of physics – as natural components of the universe, waiting only to be discovered; not as our generalisations of contingent reality but as its determinants.


Let me be absolutely clear – or as clear as I can be about something that lurks so elusively at the edges of the thinkable. The various ways that the human race has found to read the world have very different explanatory powers. The staggeringly complex structure of thought built by the often disparate disciplines grouped as sciences is surely among the  greatest of all human achievements. I do understand that all our laws and principles are constrained by an external reality against which they have to be tested. Some are plainly more widely explanatory and more predictive than others. It doesn’t seem to me to belittle the achievements of science to see them not simply as revelation but as invention – the creation of a set of instruments that give the world graspable form.


Even if scientists are often hostile to this view it is actually implicit in what many of them have written about scientific method – in some cases entirely explicit. It was only from reading the obituaries of the late John Wheeler, one of the founding fathers of modern physics, while I was writing this, that I realised he had long since proposed what he called a ‘participatory universe’, the existence of which depended upon a conscious observer. According to quantum theory, he argued, ‘man, or intelligent life, or communicating observer-participators are the whole means by which the very universe is created: without them, nothing.’ Since no single actual state of affairs could exist until it was selected by an observer from the superimposition of quantum states, the universe did not exist until consciousness evolved.


In any case science is changing. Some version of the questions raised in my two books, about the inseparability of our conception of the world from our presence in it and interaction with it, has now become a live issue in cosmology – though mostly from the converse point of view. Any account of the universe, many cosmologists now think, must include an explanation of the human presence. The physical conditions of the universe have had to be, in so many ways, and at so many points since the Big Bang, so precisely what they were for life to be possible that probability seems to be defied on the most staggering scale. To restore probability they have been prepared to venture constructions of thought on an even vaster scale – constructions that must forever remain constructions because they are theoretically unverifiable. This universe, they propose, is only one in an infinity of parallel universes, all of them out of contact with each other. The fundamental laws and conditions in each of these universes, they argue, may be quite different from the ones in ours. In only a small and therefore statistically satisfactory number will life have developed.


This particular line of argument seems to me to be based on a misunderstanding of probability, and I have explained why in The Human Touch. Some cosmologists, though, have begun to take an interest in the existence of our little human tribe for reasons with which I have much more sympathy – because they feel that it is impossible to make sense of things without the idea of a particular standpoint in time, a present that divides future from past. The treatment of time by Newton and Einstein as simply another dimension like space suggests a closed universe which it is very difficult to reconcile, not just with our ordinary experience, but with modern biology and with quantum theory. If the future consists only of probabilities then the question of which particular ones will be selected remains open. The future, unlike the past, cannot even in theory be a settled state of affairs – its logical nature is entirely different. How can the two be separated without some concept of a present? How can a present be identified without the idea of a conscious observer?


Even the desperate expedient of multiple-universe theory fails (it seems to me) to address this problem. If each quantum event creates a new universe (as multiverse theorists maintain), this creation occurs at a particular moment in the history of the originating universe. The totality of universes beyond that point is not the same as the totality before. The universe of universes has changed. Until each change its state after the change remains probabilistic. There is still a past and a future, different in kind from each other, and still a standpoint implied from which they are observed.




 





The nature of consciousness is obviously central to the kind of views I am proposing. It remains the most elusive of philosophical and scientific problems, and my treatment of it in Constructions now seems to me entirely inadequate. There are other things I have changed my mind about, too. Our capacity for metaphor I now recognise as a particular example of a more general and fundamental ability to see analogies – including quite simply the analogies between one finger and another finger, one tin of baked beans and another tin of baked beans. Another change: my understanding of what constitutes a conceptual standpoint is not now quite as apparently anthropocentric. In this book I suggest that a universe might be constructed through the perceptions of animals – but ‘only in so far as I can imagine myself into their skins.’ I now think that any living organism that has to distinguish between the eatable and the uneatable, or the mateable and the unmateable, in some sense creates a universe for itself quite independently of my imaginative efforts. Long before human language or conscious thought, the biological necessity for choice and action requires the development of a capacity for discrimination and analogy, and thereby identifies the unidentified and categorises the uncategorised.


One straightforward error: I have belatedly realised that ‘the ancient Greek whose extant writings consist of five words, “A dry soul is best,”’ was Heraclitus, who left a slightly more extensive literary legacy than this. It consists mostly of scattered fragments, it’s true, many of them equally opaque (‘It disperses and gathers, it comes and goes … To souls it is a joy to become wet … A man when he is drunken is led by a beardless youth, stumbling, ignorant where he is going, having a wet soul …’). You can see why he was nicknamed ‘the Riddler’, but he also had a coherent vision of a universe in which all things are in a state of flux, encapsulated in the much-quoted dictum about the impossibility of stepping in the same river twice (or,  as he actually said, more ambiguously and perhaps even more interestingly: ‘We both step and do not step in the same rivers. We are and are not.’)


I think with hindsight that I should have included some acknowledgments. Most particularly to Jonathan Bennett, who taught me philosophy (or attempted to) at Cambridge. I left him out only because I didn’t want to embarrass him professionally by associating him with the work of an amateur. I did acknowledge him in The Human Touch, however (and mentioned his fundamental reservations), so it seems illogical not to do it here as well. He not only read the manuscript of Constructions and saved me from some embarrassing errors (of which the worst was perhaps an imaginary universe where all the propositions were false – a logical impossibility, he pointed out, since in formal logic for every false proposition there must also be a true one, the negation of the false proposition) but also reviewed the book sympathetically when it appeared – like someone helping with a production backstage, then running round the front to generate some applause.


One of the things that I am grateful to him for is his obstinate resistance, when he was teaching me, to Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein had held the chair at Cambridge until 1947, and died only in 1951. Most of the faculty had been profoundly awed by his charisma, cowed by his authoritarianism, and marinated in his ideas. Jonathan, who had just arrived in Cambridge, was (at that time) maintaining a ferocious resistance to the prevailing orthodoxy, which meant that to immerse myself in it as I longed to do I had to argue with him. Jonathan loved to argue, and was adept at keeping an unequally-matched opponent on his feet so that the fight could continue. I recall supervisions that began at noon and continued through lunch in the pub next door – then sometimes on through the afternoon until dinner-time. The advantage of argument as a teaching method is that it requires you to find out at any rate a little about what you are arguing in favour of.


And while I’m thanking people I should mention Eric Korn, perhaps the sheerly cleverest human being I have ever met, first a zoologist and then an antiquarian bookseller, also the author of an idiosyncratic (and world-famous) column in the Times Literary Supplement and one of the stars of Round Britain Quiz. It was he who first awakened my interest in Wittgenstein; I can remember his showing me a copy of the Tractatus, one day when he was reading biology at Oxford, in his lodgings at the corner of the High Street and Queens Lane, distinguishable from afar as the home of a scientist by a large wooden pestle and mortar outside the window, though this may have been intended to identify Culpepers the herbalists in the shop beneath.


I should have acknowledged him long before now, in the notes to many of my plays and books. I first met him when we were doing National Service together, and training as Russian interpreters. I  knew nothing, he knew everything, and I caught a little of the overflow. It was he who first introduced me to quantum mechanics and the uncertainty principle, and to Bohr and Heisenberg; not to mention Indian and Chinese food, Jewish lore and customs, Jonathan Miller, Oliver Sacks, the Observer crossword, mentholated cigarettes, clip-on bow ties, marine biology, Isherwood, Eliot, Mayakovsky … Not all of these interests have endured in my life, but a lot of them have, and you can find many traces of them in what follows.




 





One or two points that might need elucidation:




 





16 – Ximenes. The author of the Observer crossword (until 1972, when he was succeeded by Azed).


19 – Stephen Vizinczey: The Rules of Chaos (1969)


105 and 124 – Blaise Pascal: Pensées (1670)


147 – Eric Berne, inventor of transactional analysis and author of Games People Play (1964).


155 and 156 – ‘Rates’: the forerunner of Council Tax.


156 – Michael Argyle (1925– 2002), psychologist, author of The Psychology of Interpersonal Behaviour (1967)


161–3 – R. D. Laing, author of The Divided Self (1960), and proponent of the idea that insanity was a sane response to an insane world.





John Wheeler’s remarks in this introduction are quoted from an interview in ABC Radio’s Science Show, 18 February 2006, accessible at: http://www.abc.net.au/rn/scienceshow/stories/2006/1572643.htm


Enough, though, or the introduction will be longer than the book.


Michael Frayn, 2009
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