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INTRODUCTION



Ludwig Wittgenstein was born in Vienna in 1889. He came to Britain to study aeronautical engineering at Manchester University in 1908. A growing interest in the foundations of mathematics and logic took him to Cambridge in 1911 to work with Bertrand Russell. There he began work on what was to become his first great masterpiece. With the outbreak of war, he returned home to enlist in the army. Despite his involvement in heavy fighting on the Russian and Italian fronts, by 1918 he had completed his book: the Tractatus Logico-philosophicus, which was published in 1921. Its primary themes were the general nature of representation, the limits of thought and language, and the character of logical necessity and of the propositions of logic. Its greatest achievement was its elucidation of the truths of logic, not as the most general laws of thought (as they were commonly conceived to be) or as the most general truths about the universe (as Russell held), but rather as tautologies which are true come what may and say nothing at all, but which constitute forms of proof. The book was the primary inspiration for the Vienna Circle, the fountainhead of the movement known as ‘logical positivism’ which flourished in the inter-war years. It was also the major influence on the Cambridge school of analysis in the 1920s and 1930s. The Tractatus engendered the ‘linguistic turn’ characteristic of twentieth-century analytic philosophy, directing philosophical investigation and methodology towards the study of the logic of our language and its use.


After completing the Tractatus, Wittgenstein abandoned philosophy for a decade. In 1929 he returned to Cambridge and resumed work. The first years were spent dismantling the philosophy of the Tractatus, in which he now saw grave flaws, and replacing it with a diametrically opposed viewpoint. Over the next sixteen years he worked on what was to become his second, posthumous masterpiece: the Philosophical Investigations (1953). In it he presented a revolutionary conception of philosophy, a completely new approach to the philosophy of language and a highly original philosophy of mind. Side by side with this, he worked extensively on the philosophy of mathematics, in which his results were no less radical than in the other parts of philosophy on which he wrote. Although he published nothing, through his teaching and his pupils he exerted great influence upon the development of analytical philosophy in Britain in the post-war years. After his death in 1951, the flood of his posthumous books ensured that his thought dominated Anglophone philosophy for the next quarter of a century.


Wittgenstein’s philosophical psychology undermined the Cartesian, empiricist and behaviourist traditions. In place of the Cartesian res cogitans – a spiritual substance which is the bearer of psychological properties, Wittgenstein put the human being – a psychophysical unity, not an embodied anima – a living creature in the stream of life. For it is human beings, not minds, who perceive and think, have desires and act, feel joy and sorrow. By contrast with the Cartesian and empiricist conception of the mental as an inner realm of subjective experience contingently connected with bodily behaviour, Wittgenstein conceived of the mental as essentially manifest in the forms of human behaviour which give expression to ‘the inner’. While the Cartesians and empiricists alike thought of the inner as ‘private’ and truly known only to its introspecting subject, Wittgenstein denied that introspection is a faculty of ‘inner sense’ or a source of knowledge of private experience at all. On the other hand, he insisted that others could often know perfectly well about what is thus ‘private’ to oneself. While Cartesians and behaviourists represented behaviour as bare bodily movement, Wittgenstein emphasized that human behaviour is, and is experienced as being, suffused with meaning, thought, passion and will.


The very conception of the nature of a human being that had dominated the philosophical tradition was distorted. It had been distorted not through folly or blindness, but by the pressure of philosophical questions concerning the essence of the self, the nature of the mind, the possibility of self-knowledge, the relation of mind and body, and the possibility of knowledge of other minds. It was in the struggle to answer such questions, which seemed to demand certain kinds of answer, that the Cartesians and empiricists subtly and progressively twisted our concepts of person, human being, mind, thought, body, behaviour, action and will out of all recognition. Hence it is these puzzles that must first be solved or dissolved before we can hope to attain a correct human point of view and to see ourselves aright.


In this book, I shall sketch some of Wittgenstein’s reflections on these great themes. It will be fruitful to do so against a backcloth of his radical conception of philosophy, for the movement on centre-stage will be highlighted by the setting.





WITTGENSTEIN’S CONCEPTION OF PHILOSOPHY



Throughout its history, philosophy has always been thought to be part of the general quest for truth. The physical sciences aim at knowledge of the laws of nature; the a priori mathematical sciences were conceived to give us knowledge of the laws of number and space. Since philosophy was likewise thought to aim at knowledge, it too must have a subject matter of its own. This was variously conceived. According to Platonists, the aim of philosophy is the investigation of abstract objects – Platonic Ideas or Forms – which will disclose the essential natures of all things. Aristotelians thought of philosophy as continuous with the sciences, distinct from the special sciences primarily in its generality. Its role is to investigate the fundamental principles of each science and of reasoning in general. Cartesians held philosophy to be foundational. Its task is to lay the foundations of all knowledge on secure and indubitable grounds. The British empiricists, by contrast, thought of philosophy as an investigation into the origins of our ideas, the extent and nature of human knowledge. The Kantian revolution shifted ground: the task of philosophy is to uncover the preconditions for the possibility of knowledge in any given domain, the upshot of which should be an array of propositions which are both necessary truths about the realm of experience and nevertheless known independently of experience. Common to this long tradition was the conviction that philosophy is a cognitive discipline: that is, that it aims at truth, and strives to add to human knowledge.


Despite two and a half millenniums of endeavour, there is no agreed canon of philosophical knowledge. There are no well-established philosophical laws or theories on the model of the empirical sciences, nor are there proven philosophical theorems on the model of the a priori theorems of mathematics. It is tempting to explain this fact by reference to the intrinsic difficulty of the subject, but to argue that philosophy is now on the brink of delivering its long-awaited results. Such promises ring hollow, for they have been made with tiresome regularity over many centuries by successive philosophers. The failure of philosophy to establish a body of certified knowledge needs a more convincing explanation.


It was characteristic of Wittgenstein not to take sides in pre-existing philosophical debates, weighing up the pros and cons of the arguments and siding with the most persuasive. Rather, he strove to uncover the points of agreement between the disputing parties, the shared presuppositions which were taken for granted by all, and to challenge these. ‘One keeps forgetting to go right down to the foundations,’ he wrote. ‘One doesn’t put the question marks deep enough down’ (CV 62). In the debate about the nature of philosophy, he questioned the assumption that philosophy is a cognitive discipline in which new knowledge is discovered, theories are constructed, and progress is marked by the growth of knowledge and well-confirmed theory. He wrote ironically:


I read ‘Philosophers are no nearer to the meaning of “Reality” than Plato got …’ What an extraordinary thing. How remarkable that Plato could get so far! Or that we have not been able to get any further. Was it because Plato was so clever? …


You always hear people say that philosophy makes no progress and that the same philosophical problems which were already preoccupying the Greeks are still troubling us today. But people who say that do not understand the reason why it has to be so. The reason is that our language has remained the same and always introduces us to the same questions. As long as there is a verb ‘to be’ which seems to work like ‘to eat’ and ‘to drink’; as long as there are adjectives like ‘identical’, ‘true’, ‘false’, ‘possible’; as long as people speak of the passage of time and of the extent of space, and so on; as long as all this happens people will always run up against the same teasing difficulties and will stare at something which no explanation seems able to remove. (BT 424)


Philosophical problems arise primarily out of misleading features of our language, for our language presents very different concepts in similar guise. The verb ‘to exist’ looks no different from such verbs as ‘to eat’ or ‘to drink’, but while it makes sense to ask how many people in College don’t eat meat or drink wine, it makes no sense to ask how many people in College don’t exist. To be red is a property some things have and other things lack, but is existence a property some things have and others lack? Things may come into existence and later cease to be – but does that mean that they acquire a property they initially lacked and later lose it? It makes sense to investigate the nature of various things that exist, but it makes little sense to investigate the nature of existence or ‘Being’, let alone of non-existence or ‘Nothing’ (as Heidegger tried to). In philosophy we are constantly misled by grammatical similarities which mask profound logical differences. So we ask questions which are intelligible when asked of certain categories of things, but which make no sense or a very different sense when asked of things that belong to a different category. Philosophical questions are frequently not so much questions in search of an answer as questions in search of a sense. ‘Philosophy is a struggle against the bewitchment of our understanding by means of language’ (PI §109).
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