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			Intellectual biography


			“A remarkable intellectual atmosphere”


			G. F.:


			Where were you born?


			John Searle:


			I was born in 1932 on July 31st in Denver, Colorado. My mother was a doctor and so she could pretty much choose whichever hospital I was going to be born in. I was actually born in a sanitarium - Porter Sanitarium in Denver. My father was an electrical engineer who worked for the telephone company. He was an engineer for the Mountain State Telephone Company, which was a branch of AT&T. And then I grew up in Denver until the Second World War


			Because of the war a lot of people were moved around in the United States. My father was transferred to the headquarters of AT&T in New York. And so we moved to the New York area and lived in a suburb of New York in Short Hills, New Jersey. And my mother worked at a hospital in New York, at Bellevue Hospital, as a doctor. My father worked in the Wall Street area for AT&T, which was then the world’s biggest private corporation.


			G. F.:


			I’ve read that you went to a special school in New York.


			John Searle:


			Yes. I did. When we lived in New York I went to an experimental school run by Columbia University called Horace Man-Lincoln, which was the original John Dewey School. It was the experimental school of the Columbia Teachers’ College and it was a remarkable school. The Teachers College lost so much money on it that eventually they just abolished it. The tuition we paid was nowhere near enough to cover the cost of it. I don’t know how valuable it was as a source of educational experiment, given the fact that the students were so unusual. They were selected from all over the City of New York and it was by competitive examination that one could get admission to the school.


			My parents were convinced that they ought always to get me into the best possible schools and this was the best school in New York, I believe. It was a very intense intellectual atmosphere.


			Unfortunately, my mother caught a disease from one of her patients and she died just at that time - she died the same day the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. I had just turned 13. So, anyway, after the war, my father was transferred to Wisconsin and remarried. I finished my high school education in Wisconsin and graduated from Shorewood High School.


			G. F.:


			I guess it was probably unusual at that time for a woman to be a doctor.


			John Searle:


			Very unusual. My mother graduated from medical school in 1930 and, if you look at the photograph of her graduating class, there were only two women in the whole class. It was very unusual and very difficult to have a career as a doctor because there was a great deal of discrimination against women and, incidentally, discrimination by other women. Other women often wouldn’t go to a woman doctor. In school, the women teachers would refuse to believe that my mother was a doctor. They’d say, “No, you must mean she’s a nurse.” They wouldn’t believe it when they asked, “What does your mother do?” and I would say that she’s a doctor. I held my ground and pointed out, “No, she’s not a nurse. She’s a doctor.” But that was unusual at that period in history. Now it’s very common, of course.


			G. F.:


			Did the fact that your mother was a professional medical doctor made you more open-minded, in the sense of thinking of women as equal members of the profession?


			John Searle:


			I think probably. I now realize that was an unusual environment in Denver because both my parents were highly educated, I had a mother who was active in the medical profession, and we had a house full of people who were more intellectual, certainly, than the average household. My parents’ friends included psychoanalysts who had been trained by Freud, who had escaped from Hitler and had moved to Denver. I remember there was one communist who used to come to the house regularly. That was unusual.


			G. F.:


			 “Here comes the communist!”


			John Searle:


			Well, nobody described him that way, but I was told he was a member of the Communist Party. It was an unusual environment in that respect. So, I didn’t lack for intellectual stimulation. Even at Shorewood High School, though I thought the high school education was very routine and conventional, I had a lot of friends who were intellectually inclined. So I never for a moment doubted that my primary interests were intellectual, even when I was 14 or 15 years old.


			“I had an unusual bunch of friends in high school and in college. And we were, now that I think about it, for sixteen-year-olds, we were pretty self-consciously intellectual. That is, we hated American popular culture. We had nothing to do with the culture of the fifties. We threw up when we heard Bing Crosby or Frank Sinatra. We thought that was just dreck, we wanted nothing to do with that. And we were self-consciously intellectual in our interests, and I think that was healthy.”


			From John Searle Interview: Conversations with History; Institute of International Studies, UC Berkeley.


			 (http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/people/Searle/searle-con0.html)


			G. F.:


			What college did you attend?


			John Searle:


			Well, I was only 16 when I graduated from high school. My father wanted me to go to Princeton, and I suppose I should have done that, but I was very depressed and unhappy, and I decided to go to the University of Wisconsin. I went to the University of Wisconsin, really, because it was convenient. A lot of my friends were going there and it was only an hour or two drive from where I lived in Milwaukee. In the end, it turned out to be a great educational experience for me, because they had a special program called Integrated Liberal Studies and they tried, for the first two years, to integrate the three major areas of investigation–the natural sciences, the social sciences and the humanities. And in addition to these three courses, students also took a course in English where they had to write essays for the other three subjects. And, of course, the integration was not intellectually successful because they were actually quite different areas of investigation. But, educationally, it was a great success. For the first time, I got a sense of intellectual history going from the Greeks to the present. And I got a sense of science as an activity that human beings engage in as part of intellectual endeavor. And though the social science part of this was probably the weakest, in the social science courses I did get a sense of history, a sense of historical change and development. And maybe one of the most important things I got, which I think any intellectual has to have, is the capacity to see yourself as part of history, as caught up in the cross-currents of historical development. So, my first two years at Wisconsin were very intellectually intense and that was a marvelous experience. I think I got a better education in those two years than most of my friends who went to more prestigious universities.


			Then at the end of my second year I did something that really changed my life. I got a job on a boat with a friend of mine, and we worked our way over to Europe. This was a boat that had been chartered for the Council on Student Travel. I worked in the kitchen.


			G. F.:


			What year was that?


			John Searle:


			This would be 1951. When we got to Europe we just hitchhiked around and traveled around Europe. We went to Paris for the first month and then traveled around for the rest of the summer, hitchhiking around. Much of the time I was alone. I came back on the sister ship of this boat at the end of the summer and went back to Wisconsin. But I was determined then that I wanted to go to Europe. I wanted to be a student in Europe. Back in Wisconsin I discovered that I wasn’t really eligible. I was only a 19-year-old junior. I was only eligible to apply for a Rhodes scholarship, because for all of the other scholarships you had to be older, you had to be a senior and ready to do graduate work. So I applied for the Rhodes scholarship and I got it. That was a great thing for me.


			G. F.:


			Did you have very high grades?


			John Searle:


			I was not a superstar, in any sense, in high school. I did all right, but nothing unusual. I was very nervous when I got to Wisconsin. I wasn’t sure that I could succeed, so I worked hard. I got straight A’s and also became President of the student body. I became President of the student government when I was 18.


			G. F.:


			What got you involved in school politics?


			John Searle:


			Someone suggested to me that I should run for the student government and I did. I was very nervous and insecure about that. So I tried very hard and I succeeded spectacularly. I got a lot of people to vote for me. So I then went the next step and became President of the whole student government. But it didn’t really mean anything to me. My real passion was for intellectual values. So I did something that was unheard of. I resigned. I resigned my position as student body President because I really wanted to pursue my intellectual interests. I didn’t want to make a lot of speeches and attend a lot of meetings. I wanted to read a lot of books and get a lot of ideas, so I quit. And I haven’t really pursued politics professionally since then, although I was very active in the revolution in Berkeley, in the Free Speech Movement. At that time I devoted about three years of my life to political activities, but it was of an unconventional variety. It wasn’t a matter of running for office and having a political campaign. 


			Anyway, back in Wisconsin I had, on paper at least, an unusual CV, an unusual dossier, and that impressed the people who gave these scholarships and I got a scholarship to Oxford.


			G. F.:


			Had you already decided that you wanted to do philosophy?


			John Searle:


			No. I hadn’t really. I hadn’t decided what I wanted to do. My great love was literature. And, in fact, I spent a whole month in my junior year learning Joyce’s Ulysses. And I really got to know that book. Not by heart, but I knew every development in it, and I knew how it compared with the Odyssey. I had very good professors. My professors were really good people, who taught me just for fun. It wasn’t a regular course; I was interested in the book, and my professors were anxious to help me.


			So I’d have to say my great love was literature in those days. I loved philosophy, but it seemed to me a lot of it was hard to understand and I couldn’t see the point of a lot of the authors, like Leibniz and Spinoza, for example. So I didn’t really become committed to the study of philosophy until I got to Oxford.


			The Oxford Years


			John Searle


			I didn’t travel with the other Rhodes scholars. But, to save money, I traveled to Oxford, again, on a boat where I was employed. I arrived in Oxford, left my trunk, and again traveled around Europe for the summer. I went back to Oxford in the fall of 1952. That year was when I began to become interested in philosophy. I didn’t go to Oxford because it was especially good in philosophy. It was only after I was there that I found it was the center, it was the world’s best place for philosophy at that time. 


			G. F.:


			So you didn’t really have any idea of what was going on there before you arrived?


			John Searle:


			No. Most of the people that I subsequently worked with I had never heard of. I had heard of Gilbert Ryle because my best teacher in Wisconsin was Julius Weinberg and he had told me that I should get in touch with Gilbert Ryle. But his lectures were disappointing. They were very slow, they had very little content, and they were addressed at a very low level.


			My first year there was more or less disappointing. I mean, I had to study British constitutional history. I had to take the preliminary exams because I had no degree. I had to start from the beginning, like the other freshmen. I had to take exams in French, in British constitutional history and in economics. It didn’t hurt me to do that, but my first year at Oxford was not really an intense intellectual experience. It was only at the end of my first year that I started to do philosophy and I met other undergrads that were also interested in philosophy.


			Let me explain a little bit about Oxford because it’s not a regular university. The basic teaching of undergraduates is done in tutorials. You write an essay each week for your tutor.


			You have three terms in a year, and each term lasts 8 weeks. In any term you will study two subjects. So you’d write two essays a week. In my case, I might do an essay in philosophy and an essay in economics each week. You’d bring your essay to your tutor and you’d read it aloud and then the tutor would criticize it and discuss it.


			The basic part of your education as a student is the tutorial system. Now, in addition to that, there are lectures. You go to the lectures really for supplement, for entertainment, for inspiration, for amusement. But the bulk of the work that you do, you’d do it by yourself in a library, preparing your essays. And then you’d go to lectures to supplement this.


			There were also graduate seminars, but often undergraduates would be prevented from going to seminars if the seminars were crowded.


			The faculty was divided into two kinds: the college tutors who worked for the colleges, and the professors, who did not tutor undergraduates but lectured to the whole University. There were only three professors in philosophy - Austin, Ryle and Price. There were 60 or 65 philosophy tutors spread throughout the university, who might also give lectures. You didn’t get to know the professors well while you were an undergraduate. The only exception to that was that the professors did hold informal instruction for undergraduates, and I went to Austin’s informal instruction.


			I did go to a lot of lectures. But I also have to say that I think the most intense philosophical education was arguing philosophy with my fellow undergraduates. There was an intense group of people who were passionately interested in philosophy, who were students at the time. It included many people who later became well known, like Ronald Dworkin, Charles Taylor, Frank Cioffi, and David Wiggins. We were all undergraduates together. And then there were others who were good at philosophy, but who went on and did other things like Nigel Lawson, who became Chancellor of the Exchequer.


			G. F.:


			People like Charles Taylor or Ronald Dworkin are not average philosophers. I think they all have in common certain wideness in their views; they have written works that span over many subjects.


			John Searle:


			Right. Ronny Dworkin was always interested in politics and law. And Charles had a very deep interest in politics and political philosophy. In fact, he was active in Canadian politics for a while, and actually ran for political office. So, Oxford was often said to be very narrow, and in a way it was, because we were obsessed with language. But, in fact, it was not as narrow as people make it out to be.


			G. F.:


			Was Georg Von Wright also at Oxford?


			John Searle:


			No. Von Wright was not in Oxford at the time and as far as I know I’ve never met him. I have corresponded with him and he seems to be a very nice man. He’s a very civilized, intelligent man. He had been at Cambridge and had been close to Wittgenstein. There is a paradox in his life, in that of the people who were close to Wittgenstein, he was probably the most intelligent. He really was a superior philosophical intellect. But he didn’t think at all like Wittgenstein. His whole approach to philosophy is quite different from Wittgenstein’s, the method is totally different, and so it’s not at all clear to me what kind of a relationship they had. And I’m not sure about this, but I think Wittgenstein actually admired Von Wright more than any of his other students.


			G. F.:


			What about Stephen Toulmin?


			John Searle:


			Yes. He was in Oxford and I actually attended his lectures. He was an Oxford Don. I don’t know what his title was, but he did give lectures at Oxford and I did go to his lectures. They were about reasoning and I thought they were disappointing. I mean, they were like John Dewey. They were sort of, well, this is pragmatic and we’ll just use it because it’s useful this way. He gave the lectures in Oxford that later became The Uses of Argument. [1]


			G. F.:


			And you are not sympathetic to his approach.


			John Searle:


			I’m not, no. It would be a little bit hard after all these years to try to remember it, but the way I remember it, it was in the style of pragmatism. Where you just think, “this is a useful way to proceed.” Whereas my own view is that there are criteria of what’s right and wrong, what’s true and false, what’s valid and invalid. And that these are not, so to speak, up for grabs. We’re not in a situation where anything goes.


			G. F.:


			Yes, but I think that his claim that traditional logic has been fascinated with a geometrical ideal is very interesting. He attempts to explain why logic cannot give an account of the kind of reasoning we use in everyday situations. And so he takes up the idea of “good form”, or “good procedure,” which he imports from juridical or legal contexts. For instance, when you go to court you have to keep with certain formalities. And I thought that in a way that move was similar to Austin’s, at least to Austin’s understanding of the formal features of speech acts in terms of felicity conditions, which are formal criteria, but are not strictly logical criteria. 


			John Searle:


			Well, that’s interesting and that may be the right way to look at it. But when it came to questions like truth, Austin was in no sense a relativist, and he believed in the correspondence theory of truth and, though I never talked to him about logical validity, I think that he would similarly have a fairly strict attitude. I never thought that you might do an analogy between Toulmin’s approach and Austin’s.


			By the way, you know, Toulmin married John Austin’s sister. There’s a famous story about how Toulmin once addressed Austin by his first name. This did not go over very well with Austin. Austin said, according to people present, “Austin is also a Christian name.” Meaning “you should address me as Austin.” 


			[image: 1.jpg]


			Anyway, this was a very exciting time to be in Oxford and there were a lot of very good people who covered all sorts of different aspects of philosophy. It wasn’t just ordinary language philosophy, but there were people like Isaiah Berlin and Stuart Hampshire, who were interested in other parts of philosophy besides ordinary language. There were also people who had more interest in logic, like Michael Dummett. So I had a broad education in philosophy, in the sense that there was never a party line. It was never ideologically as narrow as people sometimes pretend that Oxford was.


			My education did have peculiar holes. I never really learned the history of philosophy. I was doing a degree in Philosophy, Politics and Economics, P.P.E., which was a regular cluster of subjects. We didn’t do much philosophy before Descartes. I did learn the history of modern philosophy, especially Descartes, Locke, Berkeley and Hume. But I didn’t learn any Kant or Leibniz or Spinoza, and I certainly didn’t learn very much Plato or Aristotle.


			G. F.:


			You weren’t required to learn ancient Greek or Latin?


			John Searle:


			No. I would have been if I had taken the other philosophy program, which was called Greats, or Literae Humanioraes. And there you had to know Greek. In PPE, I did have to master Plato’s Theatetus, and Aristotle’s Categories and De Interpretatione. But basically, in the history of the subject, I was very poorly trained, and I am to this day. I don’t really know much about the history of philosophy. I think it’s probably just as well. I think my career would have been different if I had spent a lot of time trying to master historical characters.


			G. F.:


			And there is a certain weight of tradition…


			John Searle:


			That’s right. And I never felt that. I never felt any weight of tradition bearing down on me.


			G. F.:


			Has the fact that you started doing philosophy by working on ordinary language determined your general frame of mind? For instance, would you say that your habit of comparing philosophical insights with everyday intuitions comes from there?


			John Searle:


			I don’t think so. I was never really one of the religious fanatics about ordinary language in Oxford. Oddly enough, I never thought of myself at Oxford as a follower of Austin. Austin had many followers. In fact, there were many debates among the students as to how good his work was and whether or not he was really the best. People had varying opinions about Austin’s project. I was never fully a supporter of the project that you could solve all or most philosophical problems by attending to the use of words. Now in his official moments, Austin himself never said that. He always said, “This is one way of doing philosophy, there are of course other ways.” But at times he would also say things like, “There are about a thousand philosophical problems left and if we really got to work we ought to be able to solve all of them.” I never believed that – that we could make a list, assign different people jobs, and we’d go out and solve all the problems. We could have a division of labor and we would go out and solve all philosophical problems. I never believed that.


			However, I did get one thing in Oxford, although it may have been something I had already: the feeling that you better not say anything that’s obviously false. If somebody tells you that we can never really know how things are in the real world, or that consciousness doesn’t exist, or that we really can’t communicate with each other, or that you can’t mean “rabbit” when you say “rabbit,” I know that’s false. I know if you get a ridiculous result, you made a mistake and you better go back and find the mistake. You don’t say anything that is ridiculous. That sort of stuff that you get in Derrida and people like that. I was never, in any way, tempted to that.


			So it wasn’t so much ordinary language, but just sheer respect for facts. Just the sheer basic facts of how the world is and how it works. That’s the first thing. And then the second thing is, in Oxford I got a kind of self confidence that I could do this, and that you needn’t be intimidated by the fact that there are all these people who have huge reputations, and know so much, and know so many languages, and have read a lot of Plato and Aristotle, and know mathematical logic. And it’s easy for young philosophers to be intimidated by the burden of the history of the subject and the technical character of many of the questions, and the distinction of the existing workers in the field. I was never scared by any of that.


			I was to some extent intimidated by the fact that I wasn’t very good at mathematics and I thought, “Well, I’ll never be able to do the kinds of things that Frege and Russell did.” But even that, I’m not so much afraid of anymore. I’ve written an article about the philosophy of mathematics, and what numbers are. So, I did get two things at Oxford, even though and I don’t know if I got them there, or if I had them before and that was; 1) a sheer respect for the facts, and 2) a certain amount of self-confidence, that I could actually do this subject. And those are things that I try to give my students. A sense that “you can do this.” It’s something that’s done by a lot of famous people, but you do it anyway. And secondly, when you do it you better respect the facts. You better not say anything that’s just plain, obviously false. You make enough mistakes anyway, but don’t start off with some ridiculous falsehood.


			John Austin


			John Searle:


			Austin, who had a big influence on me, regarded the history of philosophy mostly as a history of confusion. He used to describe it as, “All that old stuff!” Now, he thought that if we were going to do this kind of philosophy, we had to do it with impeccable scholarship. He thought that if you were going to write about Leibniz you have to know Leibniz’s works better than Leibniz himself. But he didn’t think that was the exciting part of philosophy. He thought the exciting part of philosophy was contemporary philosophy, and especially the investigation of ordinary language.


			G. F.:


			When did you meet John Austin?


			John Searle:


			It was during my second year at Oxford. I had heard Austin was very famous so I went to some lectures. They were about speech acts and I thought it was all very boring. I thought it was so boring that I stopped going (laughing). So it wasn’t until later that I realized, no, there’s something interesting here. In fact, Austin inspired my first book and I eventually became a professional in the field of speech acts. But when I first heard Austin lecture about speech acts I did not think that it could be important or that it could be interesting. I just thought it was dull. I stopped going because he seemed to be fussing about all these English verbs and it didn’t really seem to be getting to the real meat of the philosophy. So it wasn’t until my second year at Oxford that I really began to be seriously interested in philosophy, and to seriously think about pursuing it as a career.


			G. F.:


			Had you heard about Wittgenstein before getting to Oxford?


			John Searle:


			I didn’t really know about Wittgenstein. I had heard the name, but Wittgenstein died in 1951, and I didn’t arrive in England until 1952. So it was really after his death that I found about Wittgenstein. I never met Wittgenstein, but I did meet a lot of his students, like Elizabeth Anscombe and Yorick Smythies, and various other people.


			When I first tried to study Wittgenstein, I insisted that we study it with Austin. Austin was hopeless with Wittgenstein because he was unsympathetic.


			G. F.:


			Was that the Tractatus?


			John Searle:


			No. The Philosophical Investigations had just come out and this was in 1953 or 1954.


			G. F.:


			Seen in a historical perspective, Austin and the later Wittgenstein always seemed to me to share a common attitude, and a whole set of similar core assumptions.


			John Searle:


			There are, as Wittgenstein would say, family resemblances. But Austin’s style of philosophy was profoundly opposed to Wittgenstein’s. Wittgenstein was often obscure, oracular; and he spoke in this grand style. Austin thought it was all very confused.


			Austin’s approach to Wittgenstein was very unsympathetic. He insisted on taking everything absolutely literally. So if Wittgenstein said, “Well, suppose everyone has a beetle in the box,” Austin said, “Next week everyone bring a box with a beetle in it.” Now he meant that sarcastically, but that was his approach. And when we went over that passage he said, “Look, Wittgenstein is just contradicting himself. First he says everybody’s got a beetle in his box and then later on he says maybe the box is empty. It’s a plain contradiction.” So, Austin was very unsympathetic to Witters (pronounced Vitters), as he called him, you know, in his English schoolboy slang.


			And maybe the most unintelligent thing I ever heard Austin say about Wittgenstein was: “It’s all in Moore!” He thought all of Wittgenstein’s ideas were in G. E. Moore. Austin admired Moore because Moore was careful and cautious and tried to speak the truth and speak it clearly. Austin learned nothing from Wittgenstein; and he didn’t like Wittgenstein’s followers in Oxford either. Especially Elizabeth Anscombe. He referred to her as “that ninny.”


			G. F.:


			So would you say that there was no influence of one on the other?


			John Searle:


			I think not. I think they were both part of a movement in Britain, and indeed in Europe generally, that emphasized language. It came to Austin by way of Prichard, Cook Wilson, Moore, and Russell. Russell influenced Moore, and Moore influenced Austin. But I don’t think Austin learned much of anything from Wittgenstein. And I’m certain Wittgenstein didn’t learn anything from Austin. Wittgenstein and Ryle were close at one time, but Ryle and Austin weren’t all that close.


			G. F.:


			It’s ironic that sometimes, when scholars try to present a pragmatic approach to language, they put Austin and Wittgenstein together.


			John Searle:


			That’s a confusion. Austin really thought: if we’re going to make progress in philosophy, the way to do it is to examine the ordinary use of English expressions, especially English verbs.


			Now, I thought there were other ways of doing philosophy. I didn’t think that was the only way of doing it, but he thought that was the most fruitful way at this particular phase in history, and it’s what he knew how to do. And he tried to be very careful at it. He was constantly telling me that he thought I should spend more time on particular verbs, speech act verbs for example. 


			G. F.:


			Did you get this type of training with him? Like opening a dictionary on a random page, picking out a word, and discussing what it meant?


			John Searle:


			Yes. Austin’s style in conversation was very precise. So once I used the word “suppose” and he said, “what does the ‘sup’ mean in suppose?” I mean, he thought we ought to have that kind of detailed knowledge every step of the way. Austin would stop in the conversation and say, “Why did you use the subjunctive?” He was very precise in niceties of ordinary usage, both in ordinary conversation and in his professional work. There was nothing loose or relaxed about Austin. In fact, Austin’s most savage criticism of anything would be to say, “It’s just loose!” And he thought that was the worst crime a philosopher could commit. He used to shake his head sadly and say, “There’s a lot of loose thinking in this town.” As if this was a terrible problem we had, all this loose thinking going on all over Oxford, and there’s nothing we could do to stop it. So Austin was very much in favor of a great deal of precision and he felt this was the way to make progress in philosophy.


			I once asked him: “how soon can we hope that your William James’ lectures will be published?” thus giving him an opening I should never have done. He responded immediately, “You can hope it will be published any time you like”


			From John Searle’s article on John Langshaw Austin


			G. F.:


			Now, to summarize the contrast with Wittgenstein…


			John Searle:


			Well, I think Wittgenstein really thought the point of examining ordinary language was to solve traditional philosophical problems. He thought that, if you see how the language game is played, then you will no longer be tempted toward a skeptical conclusion. But Austin wanted to go to the next step. He thought ordinary language was absolutely fascinating as a field of research in it’s own right. And we weren’t trying so much to solve philosophical problems when we did the theory of speech acts, but we were trying to, in effect, create a new branch of philosophy.


			Now there’s an irony about Austin’s life. During his life he had a reputation as someone who had no interest in a general theory, but was just interested in detailed minutia of linguistic distinctions. Now, in fact, I think his greatest contribution was the development of the beginning of the general theory of speech acts. When he was alive, people thought, “Not interested in generalities, only interested in specific details, but he’s terrific on the details.” In my experience, he got the details wrong a lot of the time, but he was a kind of genius at developing a general theory of language, and that’s where he had the most profound influence on me.


			But you see, he gave these lectures. And I used to argue with him after the lectures. In those days you didn’t discuss something in the lecture. You didn’t raise your hand and ask questions in the lecture. But after the lecture, I’d talk to him. He thought that his theory was, as he put it, too half-baked. I wanted him to publish it, because I wanted to criticize it, but he thought it was incomplete. He would not have published How To Do Things With Words in its present form if he had lived, because he didn’t think it was good enough. 


			“Oxford had a long tradition of not publishing during one’s lifetime, indeed it was regarded as slightly vulgar to publish (…) As far as having a career and making a reputation were concerned, the attitude in Oxford was that the only opinions that really matter are the opinions of people in Oxford, and perhaps a few in Cambridge and London…”


			“[Austin] was hated for much the same reason that Socrates was hated – he seemed to destroy everything without leaving anything substantive in its place. Like Socrates he challenged orthodoxy without presenting an alternative, and equally comforting, orthodoxy. All Austin offered, again like Socrates, was a new method for doing philosophy.”


			From John Searle’s article on John Langshaw Austin


			Peter Strawson


			John Searle:


			The best teacher I had as an undergraduate was Peter Strawson. Strawson really made a big difference in my life because he taught me how to do the subject at a high level. He tutored me for less than one term, but he did have a big impact on me. I saw in the way that he did philosophy a certain model of rational argument and careful assessment.


			Peter Strawson was unusual in that he insisted to have my essays a day in advance, and he then read them himself and prepared comments on them. So it was not a typical tutorial. And, in fact, what was so unusual about Peter is that he would express my views better than I could. He’d ask me, “Now is this what you’re trying to say?” And I would think, “Yes, that’s exactly what I was trying to say. You said it better than I did.” And then he’d proceed to show me that it was totally mistaken. He would say something like “there do appear to be four difficulties with this view” and then he’d annihilate it.


			It was not easy being tutored by Peter Strawson. He could be absolutely devastating, but he was inspiring. I saw how you could do philosophy at a very high level.


			So, the Oxford system of education is not like other universities. The basic heart of it is tutoring. My official tutor was Jim Urmson, but I was also tutored by other people. Urmson was pretty good, but I have to say my best tutor, by a long shot, was Peter Strawson.


			Bertrand Russell


			G. F.:


			Did you ever meet Bertrand Russell?


			John Searle:


			I only met Russell once. When I was an undergraduate we had a society called the Voltaire Society. We used to have annual dinners either with Russell or Ayer, but the favorite ones were with Bertrand Russell. He was the patron of the Voltaire Society. And we would go off to London and have dinner at a restaurant in a private room. We were a bunch of undergraduates. And I was the President, I sat next to Russell and I talked to him all evening. It was quite interesting.


			I remember that he felt that Wittgenstein’s late work was just terrible. He thought it was a terrible falling off from the great work that he’d done as a young man. I asked him what he thought about the Philosophical Investigations, and I remember what he said verbatim. He said, “I don’t think there’s a word in it worth having been written.” But he did preface it by saying, “I suppose I must be wrong about this.” I mean, you’d have to imitate Russell’s accent [with a strong British accent]: “I must be wrong about this, but I don’t think there’s a word in it worth having been written.” And he was quite adamant that Wittgenstein had this terrible falling off, that he had stopped being a serious philosopher. “It’s all pragmatics.” For Russell it was all kind of, you know, not serious logical studies.


			And that’s when he made his famous remark about God. Did I tell you about that? Russell was then 85 and, well, nobody’s going to live forever. And we asked him, “You’ve been an atheist all your life. If you died and went to Heaven and it was true, they let you into Heaven, what would you say to Him? What would you say to God?” And he said, “I would say: You didn’t give us enough evidence.” That was his attitude. He thought God had an epistemic job to do. If God exists, he is not doing his epistemic job. God should have given us more evidence.


			Dagmar Carboch


			G. F.:


			What happened when your fellowship was over?


			John Searle:


			I had the Rhodes scholarship for three years and I finished my B.A. in 1955. I had to go to graduate school somewhere. I applied at various places in America and I was admitted. At that time, the best place to do the kind of philosophy I was interested in was Cornell. So I accepted Cornell. But I then applied for a scholarship at Oxford and I got it. I got a senior scholarship at St. Anthony’s College, which was then a new college for graduate students only, so I decided to stay on at Oxford. Then during my first year of graduate work I got a job, and this was common in those days, you could get a job even with a B.A. I got a job as a Research Lecturer, what’s called a Prize Fellow in other colleges.


			G. F.:


			Were you teaching classes?


			John Searle:


			No, I was a research lecturer of Christ Church and my responsibility was to tutor part-time. I taught a maximum of six hours a week and the rest of the time I did research. That’s when I decided to do an Oxford D.Phil., which, is the equivalent of a Ph.D. I did the Oxford doctorate degree and that took me, in effect, the next three years after I got my job. So I was in Oxford for a total of seven years – three years as an undergraduate, one year as a graduate student at St. Anthony’s, and three years again at Christ Church, my old college, as a Don, a faculty member.


			G. F.:


			Ok, what happened after you got your doctorate at Oxford? . 


			John Searle:


			I had this job as a Research Lecturer at Christ Church, and I lived in college in a way that was typical of what we called “bachelor Dons”. I had no wife, I lived in college, and I took all my meals there. They didn’t pay me very much, but since I had a free place to live, I didn’t need much to live. But then, I met a woman who was a refugee from Czechoslovakia. I met her in 1956, oddly enough in Austin’s office. I met my wife, Dagmar, in Austin’s office. He introduced me to her. She had just come from Australia.


			G. F.:


			So, Austin introduced you to your wife!


			John Searle:


			(Laughing) Yes, Austin had a bigger influence on me than I realized. He introduced me to my wife, he got me my first job at Berkeley, and he inspired my first book. When he was alive I never really regarded myself, in any sense, as a follower of Austin. I thought I could beat him in argument. I thought the person I most admired was Peter Strawson, but I realize now that Austin had a bigger influence on me in the long run. And, certainly, he had a personal influence because he got me a job at Berkeley and he introduced me to a woman I later married.


			But, in any case, Dagmar and I got married on Christmas Eve in 1958. And I needed more money, because I had to support a wife. And so I moved out of college and took a job as a full-time tutor of Christ Church, which was better paid.


			Therefore, during my last year at Oxford I was a regular lecturer at Christ Church, not a research lecturer. But I knew I wanted to leave England, and Austin, in effect, arranged for me to come to Berkeley. I had other offers, for instance, I had an offer from Cornell. But Austin had been at Berkeley, and loved it, and thought it was a great place with a great future. So, in the summer of 1959, my wife and I came to Berkeley and we’ve lived here since.


			“People didn’t believe me when I told them I wasn’t going to spend my life at Oxford: [with a heavy upper-crust British accent:] Oh, that’s frightfully amusing that you say that, but we don’t take you seriously for a moment; we can’t imagine you in the United States. With whom would you possibly speak?”


			Extracted from “A conversation with John Searle”,” Carlifornia Monthly, February 1995


			Dagmar did philosophy in Oxford and she got a B-Phil degree. And when we came here, our hope was that she could get a job teaching philosophy, but there was discrimination against women then. Her B-Phil was supposed to be a graduate teaching degree in England, but the Americans had never heard of it and didn’t understand it, and they thought she ought to get a Ph.D. In the end, what she did was go into the law. And she did get a law degree. She pursued a legal career. She’s now retired.


			G. F.:


			Are all your books dedicated to Dagmar? 


			John Searle:


			I dedicated The Campus War and Expression and Meaning to my two sons, Thomas and Mark. All the other books are dedicated to Dagmar. And there’s no question that my wife is my chief inspiration. I never publish anything unless she’s read it.


			The Birth of Speech Acts


			G. F.:


			I assume that part of what you later published in Speech Acts was developed during the Oxford years.


			John Searle:


			Yes, but the great topic, the passionate subject in that period, was reference, and the theory of descriptions and proper names. And that’s what my thesis was about: sense and reference. I wanted to embed that inside an account on speech acts, but it wasn’t until later, after I left Oxford, that I really began to develop a general theory of speech acts.


			In the 1960’s I wrote an article called What is a Speech Act? and then a whole lot of things came clear to me. I then wrote the book Speech Acts. The materials in the thesis formed a kind of nucleus, the central chapters. [He gets up and looks for the doctoral thesis]. This is my thesis. And you can see there’s a chapter on speech acts but, mostly, it’s about reference. And it was only after I came back to the United States that I began to take seriously the idea of developing a general account of speech acts.


			G. F.:


			So, there was a lot of Frege and Russell in there.


			John Searle:


			Exactly. Of the historical figures in philosophy, the biggest influence on the thesis was Frege. I wrote a very Fregean account of reference. My first published article was called “Proper Names.” And it was, in effect, an essay I wrote for Peter Strawson. I had just finished my B.A. when I wrote the little essay on proper names and Peter said, “We’ll send it to the journals and have them publish it,” and so it was, although it took three years to get published.


			John Searle:


			When I came to Berkeley I was a beginning Assistant Professor. I was 26 years old when I left Oxford. I had a wife with a baby on the way. And we moved into an apartment in Berkeley Hills. I taught three courses a semester. That was pretty hard teaching then, because I taught a large lower division course, an upper division course, and a seminar every semester. I didn’t, in fact, write very much during my first years in Berkeley; and I now think I was foolish not to.


			Partly it was just arrogance. I had heard that the Americans had this system of “publish or perish” and I decided I wasn’t going to do that. They were going to have to take me the way I was. But I would never publish anything if people thought it might be because I wanted to get promoted. I was what I was and I would do the work I did at my pace. And then I did go away a lot. I got offered a better job in Michigan and I went there for a year to try it, but my wife didn’t like being in the Midwest, and I didn’t like it either. We liked California better so we came back. And then in 1963 I got an American Council of Learned Societies’ Study Fellowship to take a year off and study linguistics with Noam Chomsky at MIT and then go back to Oxford.


			And that’s really when I did a lot of writing. That was the academic year of 1963- 1964. I finished my book on speech acts in that period.


			G. F.:


			Did you actually work with Chomsky?


			John Searle:


			Yes. They were awfully good to me at MIT. They gave me an office – Chomsky had several offices. And we had countless discussions together, so I really got to know what Chomsky was doing then and what work was going on at MIT.


			G. F.:


			In Chomsky’s Reflections on Language[2] I have read harsh criticisms of your theory of speech acts.


			John Searle:


			We have never agreed completely, and every time I have published a criticism of Noam, he has always published four or five replies to it. I mean, I’ve published criticisms in a book review, an article in the Times Literary Supplement, and then he replied to my criticisms in several books. So, Noam and I don’t agree on certain fundamentals, but he was very helpful to me. They were very hospitable at MIT in accommodating my intellectual needs.


			The problem was that when I came back to Berkeley in 1964, the revolution broke out and I put the book aside and didn’t work on it, I didn’t finish it until 1967. And then it took the publishers forever. I submitted it in 1967 and it wasn’t until the beginning of 1969 that they actually brought it out. Cambridge Press was very slow then. They were faster in the 17th century at producing a book than they were in the 1960’s. And the reason was, of course, that they put you in a long line of books waiting to be published.


			So, the publication of Speech Acts was delayed and, oddly enough, I thought, “Well, this book’s coming out too late.” When I finished it in 1964 that would have been the right time to publish it, but it came out five years too late. Well, in fact, it became a kind of classic. I mean, it was translated into a lot of languages. So it worked out all right.


			Berkeley and the Free Speech Movement (FSM).


			G. F.:


			About your involvement in the Free Speech Movement, I find it interesting that, while working on speech acts, you were also concerned about free speech.


			John Searle:


			Well, let me talk a little bit about that. One of the reasons that I wanted to come back from England and live in the United States is that I wanted to be a member of a community and not an expatriate or a foreigner. This was especially difficult for me during the Suez Crisis of 1956. During that period there was a tremendous tension in England between the younger generation and the older generation. People of my generation felt that the involvement in the Suez battle was monstrous; that what the British government was doing was just terrible. We felt the way then that we felt later about the Americans in Vietnam, though it didn’t last as long. But I felt as a foreigner that it was not really my position to become politically active: I thought, “I am here as a guest in this country.”


			So there were terrible fights in Oxford among Dons and I was involved in those fights at a personal level, but I didn’t feel that I could do anything. I couldn’t sign any petitions or engage in marches, or that sort of thing. I was just too circumspect, too principled to engage in something where I thought I would be over-extending the rights of a guest. So I wanted to go back and live in the United States where I could be a full citizen and my children could grow up as citizens of the United States, and we could be full members of the community. And when I came back here I was active against the witch-hunts of the time of McCarthy.


			I should mention that when I was a student at Wisconsin I had been Secretary of an organization called Students Against McCarthy. We were opposed to Senator McCarthy. Even as a 17, 18 year old I was active against McCarthy and in favor of free speech, the freedom of expression, and the freedom of association. So when I got back to California, I was also active against the equivalent of McCarthyism during the late 1950’s and early 1960’s. That was called the House UnAmerican Activities Committee, which, similarly, was trying to run these witch-hunts. They held sessions in San Francisco and I was in the demonstrations against these sessions. That was in May of 1960.


			Later on, the House UnAmerican Activities Committee made a movie called Operation Abolition in which they tried to show that people like me had been either Communist agents or had been under the influence of Communist agents. I was outraged at this movie. So I made a speech against it when it was shown and, since I’m a good public speaker, I was asked by various people: “Would you be willing to make a speech about this movie?” So I did. And then I got a call from a professor at the law school, an assistant professor like me. He wanted to show the movie and he wanted me to comment on the movie afterwards. Now, an hour before the movie was to be shown we received a call from the Chancellor’s office saying that my speech would not be allowed. They said that it violated some University rule, that they hadn’t been given seven days notice, that it was a controversial issue, that they required somebody on the other side, etc. But that was an outrage because I was a professor and those rules were never designed to apply to me.


			These events had a profound influence on my life. I, a professor at the University of California, was forbidden to address students at the University of California when invited by another professor. So I had to address them at a fraternity house across the street, in a bar. This was an outrage. 


			G. F.:


			Did you actually do that?


			John Searle:


			I did. I addressed them in the barroom. The students looked at me as if I was some dangerous Communist, some kind of dangerous radical. At that point I knew the University of California was not committed to free speech. I didn’t know what to do about this. I went to the various University committees and they, obviously, were just stonewalling me. They were just trying to cover this over. I was an Assistant Professor, I could easily be fired, and I had a wife and a baby. So I was in a very weak position to fight the University.


			But, some years later – this was in 1961 that this incident happened –in 1964, a group of my students came to me and said, “The University is restricting our freedom of speech. Will you help us?” And they found in me a sympathetic audience.


			So, I began making speeches on behalf of what came to be called the Free Speech Movement. And the Free Speech Movement was successful beyond the wildest expectations. Indeed, I should take you and show you some photographs that are over in Sproul Hall of me marching with the FSM.


			It was a very intense time of my life. It had an unfortunate consequence, in that we succeeded far beyond any expectations that I ever had. And the result was that though we did get free speech, we managed to destroy the duly constituted authority. [Showing a photograph:] That’s me right smack in the middle, right there. That is me.


			[image: 2.jpg]


			We had tremendous success, but beyond my expectations what happened was that we simply destroyed the official duly constituted authority of the University. We wiped out the Chancellor. There was no recognized authority. We produced a revolutionary situation in that the regular authorities had collapsed and there was a tremendous sense of possibility. 


			In a revolutionary situation, when the existing structure of authority collapses, there is an exhilarating sense of possibility. People feel like “we can remake this University to be something utopian”. I never felt any of that. I was already 32 years old. So I thought that’s a childish attitude. But a lot of people felt like “this is going to be the greatest thing that ever happened”. And I think people even thought “we were going to create a social revolution that will spread over the whole world and it’s all going to start right here in Berkeley”. I didn’t think any of that. I wanted a first rate academic university.


			When the new University administration came in, the Chancellor, Roger Heyns, in effect said to me: “You tore it down, now put it back together.” We needed to restore the structure of authority in the University. And I spent two years of my life doing that. I did no research work at all. 


			G. F.:


			That must have been very uncomfortable for you after participating in the FSM.


			John Searle:


			Very much so. 


			G. F.:


			Now you’d have to stop the same people who had been on your side before.


			John Searle:


			Many people felt I had betrayed the revolution. My own attitude is that the revolution had betrayed me. That I had certain specific goals, I achieved those goals, then stopped. No more. But a whole lot of people felt, “No, now we’ve achieved these goals, now we must go on. The movement must grow. We must have ever-new objectives, ever-new demands.” And I saw it as damaging the intellectual structure of the University. And, essentially, I was alone. The conservative people hated me since they thought I was responsible for the revolution. The revolutionaries hated me because they thought I was a traitor. So I had a small number of friends in the University Administration that I worked with – the Chancellor, and the Vice Chancellor, and other friends. But, basically, I was somewhat isolated.


			According to a young philosophy professor named John Searle, who has probably been the faculty member closest to the F.S.M., the problem should be stated another way. “The militants were forced into the leadership of the F.S.M. because of the intransigence of the administration on an issue on which they were clearly in the wrong,” Searle says. “Of course these people are absolutists. They are radicals. They perform a useful function in society as gadflies, but they have no loyalty to the structure, and once you’ve forced the population to adopt them as leaders, you have trouble. The problem is not how to handle them. The problem is how not to get in a position where a mass movement has to turn to them for leadership.”


			From “LETTER FROM BERKELEY”, by Calvin Trillin. Published originally in The New Yorker, March 13, 1965


			G. F.:


			How did you manage to deal with that situation?


			John Searle:


			We drew the line and made it clear you can’t go over this line. That is, if you go over this line we will respond. And one day I had the police arrest 11 friends of mine. That was very difficult.


			G. F.:


			To go over the line would be…?


			John Searle:


			To violate University rules. You have to say: “this is what you can do and this is what you can’t do; this belongs to you, and this belongs to the University, and if you go over this line we will arrest you.” And of the 11 arrested we got 10 convictions in front of a Berkeley jury. That’s amazing. I mean, it’s very hard to get a conviction from Berkeley juries, especially in a political case.


			Indeed, my life was threatened. My wife was told that I would be murdered. So I had no sympathy with the idea that these were idealistic, young people committed to the highest principles of non-violence. I knew it was total nonsense. Many of them were mentally ill, they had become unhinged by the FSM, they had aspirations that vastly exceeded the aspirations we set out in the FSM. This is why I’ve never been sympathetic with these revolutionary movements, like Castro’s or Che Guevara’s. I’ve always thought these were dreadful and monstrous people, and the people they want to kill are people like you and me.


			“The right is so stupid that it’s not even worth discussing. But the left is evil.”


			(From an interview published in the Los Angeles Times, December 28, 1999).


			I never had any illusions about these people and I never had any illusions about the revolutionaries in Berkeley. I wanted free speech, but that was very much within the tradition of liberal, constitutional democracy. I did not want a Marxist revolution in this country and I didn’t want a small Marxist revolution on this campus. And I did everything I could to fight against it.


			And I succeeded. In two years, we had created the mechanisms whereby the University could function as an intellectual institution rather than as a political institution. It wasn’t easy, but we did that. That meant that in 1968, when the rest of the world blew up, we had no serious problems in Berkeley. I went to Paris in the Spring of 68 and found it in an upheaval. Various places in England were also having upheavals. But by that time Berkeley was under control


			G. F.:


			So you did no philosophy at all during those three years.


			John Searle:


			No. But it was a difficult time in my life. It was very stressful for my wife who was then a law student. The whole thing was extremely difficult because we had two children, and I was first running a revolution, and then running a counterrevolution, and making a lot of enemies, having sleepless nights… it was a stressful period in my life.


			G. F.:


			You summarized that experience in your book The Campus War. That’s the only one of your books that I wasn’t able to buy a copy of.


			John Searle:


			The Campus War was politically incorrect. It came out at a time when people wanted to be told that this is the most wonderful generation of students in American history and they’re doing all these wonderfully idealistic things. And it’s a kind of miracle that they’re so successful. And the miracle is that their idealism is overcoming the corruption and cynicism of the ruling classes.


			My own view was quite different. I was interested in the question, “How could these people succeed, and what sorts of people were involved?” And I wrote a book that was not celebratory. It wasn’t sympathetic to the right wing because I didn’t say, “This is all a Communist plot run from Moscow and Cuba.” That was nonsense. But I was not sympathetic to the student movement, certainly not to its more revolutionary aspirations. So the book was not popular. I think it was more popular in France and England. It also came out in a French translation.
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