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USTIN'S FLYING ARROW: A MISSING METAPHYSICS OF
LANGUAGE AND WORLD

pAvVID WEINBERGER
Stockton State College

Introduction

If John Austin these days is considered to bea 5¢mnd-rahl: philﬂaupher
— a charming duck, but not to be taken too seriously - ilt 15 pmbatlﬂy
in large part due to the fact that he does what he does without teﬁlhng
much about how or why what he does works. He offers us a techmque,
demonstrates it in a small body of works, and only now and then won-
ders about the technique’s philosophical underpinnings. When he does
wonder, he does not wonder very long or all that well.

It seems that Austin has no positive philosophy to offer. Instead, he
gives us a way of criticizing other philosophies. In this essay I want t.”
use Austin’s technique to criticize his own philosophy. F1_rst, we w%Il
examine his treatment of A.J. Ayer’s philosophy of perception; we will
see that Austin does more than he thinks he is doing. Then wu. sharll
lock at some of the remarks Austin makes by way of r::-'.Frlammg !'IIIS
own techniques. We shall apply to these passages _th:: technique ﬁ_wstn}
uses against Ayer. We shall find that Austin’s notion of thr.t_ n_:iatlfj'}i'i
world and language is inadequate. Finally, ir:- Ipmper ﬂusum;lm spiri :
I will nor try to round out this negative criticism by prcscntujg. SOme
positive doctrine of my own of the proper relation of world and lan-

uage.

; ':fi\'ﬂn that 1 have just announced I intend to point uult wca_kncals;e*ﬂ
In Austin's thought, I want here to state that I began this pa‘::_ue-:t Li|
cause | find Austin’s technique quite valuable. My a.:nm;llu.amn wi
not be that the technique does not work, but that Austin Imi1 nf;-t
adequately explained its success. | rnight_ :E.I.]SG note that my fon 'r‘_lf*
for the company of Austin's thought ~::nngmallr,* T.G{}klm::. Ey Eﬁliﬁnkj
for I am (what other would call) a Hl:uluggu}'ta::c;&il:ll:ﬁ::;n ,&.ustir;
can better account for the success of huf:-m:a S
can, and this paper may be taken as prelimind y
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1

reluctant to present a positive philosophy of hj
Perhaps we can infer one, but from his writing
we get first-order applications of his method, and occasional secong.
order hints or rough guidelines (admittedly incomplete, as in “A Pl
for Excuses’) on how to use that method. Further, as is typical of
much of 20th-century English philosophy, his method is one for up.
derstanding other philosophies. He aims at clearing up the errors and
confusions of those professional philosophers who have preceded him
and at preventing future philosophers from making the old mistakes,
Now, there is something positive about taking us off the wrong tracks
as long as this involves (as it does for Austin) putting us on to the right
tracks, but overall in his written work most of his effort is spent in the
former pursuit and little on the latter.

Let us use as our example one of his most extended pieces of philo-
sophical criticism: the witty and delightful Sense and Sensibilia,' in
which Austin aims at dismantling the sense data theory, particularly
as expounded by A.J. Ayer -1 The Foundations of Empirical Knowl
edge (although he makes reference also to H.H. Price’s Perception and
G.J. Warnock’s Berkeley). Austin presumably feels that the sort of dif-
ficulties he finds in Ayer's work can be found in other presentations
of the sense data theory.

Sense and Sensibilia proceeds mainl
used important (although cometimes inobtrusive) words in important
ways. Ayer has made the typical mistake of philosophers, namely,
stretching the meaning of ordinary words until the words are virtually
meaningless.* Words only have meaning in context, so that it 1s mean
ingless to ask “What does ‘Fire’ mean?"”, for stripped of its context we
cannot tell if it means there is a fire somewhere in the building, orif it
is an instruction to a firing squad, or if it is the answer to the question:
“Which island did you go to? Block Island or Fire Island?” Philosophers
take perfectly good ordinary words, the meanings of which in context
would give us no difficulty, and rip them out of their ordinary context.
But words get their meanings from their ordinary contexts, s0 philoso-
phers tend to use words meaninglessly.

If this is Aver's problem, the possibility is open that Ayer
formulate his theory in such a way that it might now be acceptable 10
Austin and yet be no different in substance from the original version.
This seems to be an implication of part of ’

Austin shows that an uneducated prisoner
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precisely when describing an incident in which he scalded someone to
death, whereas the judge and attorneys. in trying to be precise {or at
least highfalutin), use excuse words quite sloppily. Here the judge and
attorneys, if they paid attention to Austin, could reformulate their re-
marks 1 perfectly clear ordinary language with nothing of substance
missing. Is that what Austin is saying about the sense data theory as
well? In other words. is Austin merely turning back Ayer's paper with
remarks such as “Poor word chojce ™ “Awkward construction” and
“Unclear™ in the margins, with the expectation that Ayer will re-sub-
mit the same ideas in a clear idiom? If so, then Austin may be per-
forming an important service all professors perform when they cor-
rect the spelling and grammar of their students’ papers, but this service
5 not yet a fully philosophical one. In fact, it is a service necessary to
B¢l @ paper into proper form so that it may for the first time be as-
sessed philosophically. But that trivializes Austin’s contribution. He
becomes an English teacher perhaps the best English teacher this
tentury has seen, but an English teacher nonetheless.

I do not think Austin’s work is trivial. To defend him. I will try to
show that Ayer could not reformulate his sense data theory in a sen-
sible way, Although at times Austin plays English teacher, at least in
scctions of Sense and Sensibilia he does more- he is both English
teacher and philosopher,

Austin begins with the beginning of Ayer's book, and 1 propose we
do the same with Sense and Sensibilig Let us take Chapter 11 as our
txample. In it. Austin dismantles the opening paragraphs of Aver's
book, which contrast the ordinary man’s view of things with the
Philosopher’'s Philosophers. says Aver,

are not, for the most part, prepared to admit that such objects
45 pens or cigarettes are ever directly perceived, What, in their
Opinion, we directly perceive is always an object of a different
Kind from these- one to which it is now customary to give the
Mame of *sense-datum’.?

Austin quotes more of this passage, but I wish to direct our attention
‘@ his important criticism of the lines I have quoted. Austin homes in
On what might strike us as the least contentious word in them: he does
10l go after Ayer's use of ‘philosophers’, ‘object’ or ‘perceive’. He
father chooses the word ‘directly’, which Austin calls “one of the less
“nspicuous snakes in the linguistic prass. "4

dIt of the Joy of reading Austin js reveling in his ability to draw
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signiflicance from an apparently insignificant term such as ‘direct]y
But he is not just showing off. It is fully part of his philosophic methgg
to discuss the inconspicucus, for it is the ordinary word which the
philosopher is likely to get wrong. Words with precise, stipulateg
definitions, such as ‘deontological’ and ‘nomological’, are much less
likely to mislead. When ordinary words, however, are given technica]
stipulated meanings, it will be much easier 1o go wrong, for it is easily
forgotten that these words are not being used in their ordinary meap,.
INgs.

Austin raises six points for us to ponder about ‘directly’: (1) We
only use the term ‘directly’ (in ordinary language) in relation to per.
ception when we have some reason to distinguish it from indirect per-
ception. If someone were to ask us, for example, if we were viewing
the parade through a periscope, we might reply, "No, I'm viewing i
directly.” (2) Perceiving ‘directly’ seems most at home when there js
a change in the direction of sight, as when we view something in 3
mirror. (3) Indirect perception only makes sense when sight is the sort
of perception we are talking about, and this is perhaps because of (2)
(4) It is uncertain how far the idea of indirect perception can be ey
tended, but there is a line somewhere to be drawn. (5) If X can be said
to be perceived indirectly, it has to be the sort of thing which we (or
suitable others) could perceive directly under other circumstances,
Thus, if we see the path of a charged particle in a cloud-chamber, we
are not seeing the particle indirectly, but are instead seeing a sign of
the particle (or a trace of it, as we might say 1n the current American
idiom). (6) In ordinary language, we will usually prefer to use the
more explicit description of which ‘indirectly’ is a vague metaphor.
Instead of saying, ‘I can see the ships indirectly,” we would much more
likely say, “I can see the blips of the ships on the rader screen.”

Now, some of these points are of interest without having much to
do with Ayer's use of the term. Austin has. in other words, done what
he thinks Aver should have done before publishing his book: he has
explained in some detail the ordinary language rules for the employ-
ment of the term ‘directly’. What does Austin make of this? He con-
cludes that “it is quite plain that the philosophers’ use of ‘directly
perceive’, whatever it may be, is not the ordinary, or any familiar, use;
for in that use it is not only false but simply absurd to say that such
object as pens or cigarettes are never perceived directly.”® The phile-
sophers break several of the rules governing the use of the term: they
say nothing about the special circumstances required before the word

be used (looking at a parade through a periscope, etc.), they do not
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note that it applies only to vision, and “‘moreover it seems that what we
are to be said to perceive indirectly is never — is not the kind of thing
which ever could be perceived directly.""”

Ayer now seems to have two alternatives. He can find a more exact
ordinary language term 1o replace ‘directly’, or he can stipulate a mean-
ing. But the stipulated definition ultimately will be in ordinary lan-
guage terms (or else it will be mere gibberish), so in fact there 1s only
one alternative: Ayer has to 1ry 10 explain himself in ordinary lan-
guage. And why can’t he? Let's give it a shot. Ayer’s original state-
ment was

P- *. . . philosophers who have recently concerned themselves
with the subject of perception . . . are not, for the most part,
prepared to admit that such objects as pens or cigarelies are
ever directly perceived.”

Will the following do as a translation?

P, : Philosophers who have recently concerned themselves with
the subject of perception are not, for the most part, pre-
pared to admit that such objects as pens or cigarettes are
ever seen as what they are without the intervention of cer-
tain mental steps or activities and/or phenomena which are
not themselves pens or cigarettes.

If P, is supposed to clarify P by putting it into ordinary language cor-
rectl’y used, P, fails. In an attempt to clarify ‘directly’ we find our-
selves faced with the task of clarifying ‘intervention’, ‘mental steps’,
‘mental activities’, and ‘phenomena’.

There is little point in looking for a P; or Py that might do the
job, for we will in each case end up expanding ‘directly’ into a more
cumbersome phrase. Why isn’t it possible to find the perfect English
word to replace ‘directly’, one that does what Ayer wants ‘directly’ to
do? We must ask what Ayer wants ‘directly’ to do.

Austin is right when he says that we only use the term ‘directly’
when we are contrasting it with some indirect way. In this case, of
course, Ayer is implicitly contrasting our indirect perception of objects
with our direct sensation of their sensory qualities. With this in mind,
let us try to “cash out”™ Ayer's metaphorical use of ‘directly’. What he
means, perhaps can be understood by seeing what he wants us o infer
from his talk about not seeing pens and cigarettes directly: (1) From
the ordinary use of ‘directly’, we infer that what we see directly we see
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more reliably than what we see indirectly, for there is less chance of g5
activity going wrong the simpler and more direct it is. (2) From the ryjs
of use which says that we do not add a modifier unless there is some
reason to (more exactly, Austin calls this “No modification withoyy
aberration” in “A Plea for Excuses”),® we infer that besides indirect
perception there is a sort of perception which is not indirect. (3) Aye
ceems to want us to infer that when we indirectly see something, we dg
not really see it; rather, we see some phenomenon w hich stands in some
sort of close relation (if perception is veridical in its normal sense) tq
the object of perception.

What would Austin say in response to this? (1) Insofar as Ayer
proposes sense data as the objects we see directly, Austin is at painsip
Chapter X to show that our knowledge of sense data is not incorrigible,
(2) Austin has pointed out that Ayer believes there i1s no possibility
of directly perceiving the pen and cigarette, and this seems to contra-
dict Austin’s fifth point, namely, that we can only say we see X in
directly if it is possible to see X directly. Might Ayer squeak by, by
claiming that the contrast is between how we normally (and incor
rectly) think about how we see a pen and how in fact we do see it?
That is, we think we see the pen directly but in fact we do not; we see
sense data directly and the pen indirectly. This would, however, make
every case of perception one of indirect perception, which is not what
we mean when we say we see something indirectly, some of what Ayer
calls indirect perception — i.e., the normal case of viewing the parade
without the periscope, as well as the rare case where we use the pen-
scope — the rest of us in ordinary language call plain old (direct) per
ception. (3) Austin accepts that part of the conditions for saying that
we see something indirectly is that there be “concurrent existence and
concomitant variation as between what is perceived in the straightfor-
ward way . . . and the candidate for what we might be prepared to
describe as being perceived indirectly,” and sense data seem to fit this
bill: as the pen moves, the sense data vary. But, if there are sense dafa,
and if these sense data vary concurrently and concomitantly with the
object of perception, this still does not mean that we never see the pen.
Why not? All we need do is examine the meaning of the word “se€’
If the sense data account is right, ‘to see’ means ‘to have sense data
closely and regularly related to the object of perception’. On such an
account, we still see the pen. Do we see it directly? That depends on
whether or not you are using a periscope.

But we seem to have left room for the sense data account, whidl
Austin does not want to do. He wants to show that ‘directly’ has heen
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hEra._iua]ly stretched, without caution or definition or himit,”" until it
has become “‘first perhaps obscurely metaphysical, but ultimately
meaningless.”® In what sense meaningless”

In fact, I believe Austin’s account does not show Ayer's statement
to be meaningless. Rather, his analysis shows that it: (1) uses ordinary
terms in extraordinary ways, which (2) when cashed out yield a theory
no different from what everyone believes. And this means that Ayer’s
distinction between what ordinary people believe and what “‘philo-
sophers who have recently concerned themselves with the subject of
perception’” say does not hold. As Moore says in “A Defence of Com-
mon Sense,” it is not that some philosophers do not believe the tenets
of common sense; it is that some philosophers hold in addition 1o
those tenets certain philosophical ideas that contradict common sense.

After all. what does the sense data theory work out to, under Aus-
tin's analysis? It says that there is a difference between our perception
of the pen and the pen itself. This is not meaningless. It is just 50 un-
controversial as to be philosophically trivial. What 1s truly distinctive
about the sense data theory are additions (o coOmmon sense which are
neither meaningless nor trivial but false. (1) There is always a differ-
ence. In one sense, ves. We each see a different perspectival view of the
pen, and no one view is the pen itself. This is trivial. In another sense,
no. Sometimes we misperceive, but usually we perceive what is there."
(2) Our sincere reports about our perceptions are incorrigible. This
Austin shows to be false.!? for we may be wrong when we say, “] seem
to see a heliotrope patch’; it may not be heliotrope but mauve or
puce.

Austin thinks he is showing that what Ayer has written IS meaning-
less. Ayer has taken a perfectly good ordinary word — ‘directly’ — and
has stretched its meaning so far that it has virutally no meaning left.
"f_'-:t Austin should know that Aver will take this as a cnticism not of
his philosophy but of his mode of expressing his philosophy. Ayer’s
next step (or ours, on his behalf) will be to reformulate his position.
Upon doing so, however, that position turns out to contain only two
sorts of statements: trivial ones, the hollowness of which was masked
by the fancy philosophical usage of ordinary language, and false ones.

us, Austin shows first that Ayer’s actual way of expressing himself is
31_f3.u]1 (and is at times meaningless) and that Aver’s position is com-
Pnsed of the trivial and the false.

?’hﬁwing that something is comprised of the trivial and the false 15
Quite a bit different from showing that its mode of expression is mean-
ingless. Austin seems to think his job is to expose the meaninglessness
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of other philosophies. and does not paj much explicit attention to hjs
hunting of the trivial and the false. But this 15 a most pecuhar state of

affairs, for by any normal standards. the second pursiit is more pro.
found and important than the first. The first (the ¢xposing of the
meaninglessness of the mode of expression ol a philosophical position)
is but a first step. for once the inadequacies of the mode of expression

are exposed, the position may be reformulated. Once it has passed the

L

test of meaning, we will see whether it is true or false, and it true
L

Wtk
LN

whether it is trivial or significant. Austin in his works engages in
pursuits, but seems to think he is only engaged in the first

Why the emphasis on the first task. the exposure of the meaning.
less? For one thing, it is something Austin did better than anvone else,
and it uses a technique which, if he did not invent, he refined to an
unequalled purity. For another, the meaningless stretching of ordinary
words does not only mask the triviality and falsity ot positions; it also
helps explain the falsity. It is because Ayer is imprecise in his use of
the words “illusion’ and “delusion’ that he makes false statements about
the significance of the bent stick illusion.*

Austin's reluctance to talk about the truth or falsity of the position
he is criticizing has important repercussions in his work. Because he
thinks he is dealing primarily with meaning, and not with truth values,
he deals inadequately with the world. and thus with that which enables
his own philosophical program to go forward. To help see this, | wish
hriefly to contrast his program with one that is closely related o ut
that of Martin Heidegger. Then, in Section II. we will pursue this
matter more directly.

Heidegger dispenses with sense data theonwes rather quickly and
brusquely in The Buasic Problems af Phenomenology, written in 1927
shortly after Being and Time. He mentions no philosophers by name
in the two relevant paragraphs. He sayvs not a word about meaningless

ness. Here is his critique

Let us take a natural perception without any theory. without 4
preconceived opinion about the relationship of subject to object
and other such matters, and let us interrogate this concrete per
ception in which we live, say, the perception of the window

In everyday behavior, say, in moving around in this room, taking
2 look around my environment, [ perceive the wall and the win:
dow. To what am [ directed in this perception? To sensations
Or, when | avoid what is perceived, am | turning aside from
representational images and taking care not 10 fall out of these
representational images and sensations into the courtyard af the
university building?
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To say that I am in the first place oriented toward sensations is all
just pure theory. In conformity with its sense of direction, percep-
tion is directed toward a being that is extant. It intends this pre-
cisely as extant and Knows nothing at all about sensations that it

is uppru]wndjng.”

For Heidegger, it 1s not the thoughtless use of ordinary words out of
their ordinary contexts that lets the false position slip by as one that is
rasonable, if not obviously true. Rather, it is theory that blinds us.
For Heidegger, tO understand the origin of the error (that is, to ex-
plain the error) will require understanding the origin of the theory,
and this task is nothing other than upcovering the history of philoso-
phy (and, in Heidegger's words, the history of Being, Seinsgeschichre).
Thus, Heidegger begins his lifelong exploration of the history of West-
ern philosophy.

But one does not need to know the origin of the error in order to
se¢ that it is an error. To see that it is an error, Heidegger would have
us ask ourselves, “Does this theory accurately describe my expe rience?”.
(Husserl, Heidegger's teacher, would have us adopt a special sort of
reflection which is free of theory; Heidegger thinks ordinary expe-
fdence is accessible without Husserl's “reductions.”) If the sense data
theory says that when I kiss my wife, I am actually kissing the sense
data of my wife, I must ask if that theory accurately describes my ex-
perience this moming of kissing my wife. If it says that we receive un-
interpreted sense data which we then construe, has it accurately de-
scribed how | perceived the window when I went to open it? Heidegger
expects that we will all answer no. (If a voice in the back of the class
answers “Yes” in all seriousness, Heidegger will not be able to con-
vince the person otherwise.) Heidegger, in short, has us compare direct-
ly the theory and the way in which we live in the world. He has us ask,
“The theory sounds good, but is it true? That is, is 1t true to my ex-
perience of the world?”. Notice that Heidegger does not have us com-
]:'3_”3 the theory with the theoretical explanations we normally give
without special tutoring. Heidegger does not have us compar¢ one
theory with another, one explanation with another. Rather, he has us
Compare a theory with our experience of the world.

Because of this, Heidegger has to spend a long time telling us about
:‘hlﬁ world and our relation to it. (Considering the results of Heidegger’s
Inquiry, this is a misleading way of putting it, for Heidegger finds that
%o '{'E a human is to be in the world. Humans and the world are not two
distinct sorts of entities which are accidentally related.) Austin, because
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he mistakenly believes he is simply showing that other ptiilﬂﬁuphiﬂ
are meaningless, does not feel he must talk about the world vep
much. He thinks he is showing how philosophical explanations extepg
to the point of meaninglessness Lerms We Use in our ordinary explapa.
tions; because he pays scant attention to the role of falsity in his gy,
critical philosophy, Austin pays scant attention to the role of tp,
world. This in turn means that he fails to understand what makes hj
own philosophical method possible.

We now turn to Austin’s attempts to explain why his method workg

If we now try to find Austin’s own positive philosophy, we find very
little. By combing through his published works, we can find passing
references, even whole paragraphs, devoted to explaining, for example,
why his method works, but we find no systematic treatment. Instead
Austin provides three sorts of explanatory comments: (1) Generl
reasons why philosophers (and other hightfalutin types) go wrong;
(2) a sort of theory of the orgins of language; (3) metaphorical state-
ments of our general relation to the world and to language.

(1) The general reason philosophers tend to go wrong is, of course,
that philosophers too often take an ordinary word and use it out of

context. Austin mentions two other general sorts of mistakes. First,

he says we sometimes use simple models for complicated cases,' or,

we think that what holds of ordinary words must hold of extraordinary |

words as well.’® Second, philosophers have tended to look for some
special form of words to meet certain requirements — the example he
discusses is that of philosophers looking for a special form of wordsin
which we make no assumptions — instead of realizing that words gel
their meanings from the circumstances in which they are uttered, not
from their form.'?

If the overall basis of Austin’s philosophical criticism is that words
receive their meaning from ordinary usage, we may wonder how Austin
can at times say that ordinary usage has got things wrong. The answer
is not that ordinary usage conflicts with states of affairs, but rather
that in some cases philosophical prejudices have managed to infect
ordinary usage.'® The term ‘universal’, for example, started out 313
philosopher’s term but crept into ordinary parlance, and has been m5
leading philosophers and ordinary people ever since.'”

(2) Austin’s explicit remarks about language at best constitute @
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sketch. Language is a tool.?® There is a stock of symbols (which may be
words, but could be semaphore signals, dots and dashes, etc.) available
' fo the linguistic community,** and which stock embodies all the neces-

gry distinctions.** Why say that the stock of words embodies all
necessary distinctions? Austin holds to a form of Darwinian theory of

to the role of the | (pe origin of language. Words, as tools, were invented to make the

tand what makes his

v his method works,

ysophy, we find very
we can find passing

necessary  distinctions; those distinctions that remained necessary
tended to keep the appropriate words in circulation. Words that do
) oot embody necessary distinctions tend to drop out of use and dis-
appear.”® That is why Austin consistently looks to the etymology of
1 words for hints about their meaning.*
. Here is one point where one wishes Austin had pushed a bit harder.
His Darwinian theory indicates that ordinary usage is not a matier of
whim (. . . the distinctions embodied in our vast and, for the most

part, relatively ancient stock of ordinary words are neither few nor
e 38y The

slaining, for axumph,.[ always very obvious, and almost never just arbitrary.
necessary  distinctions are maintained, but they are necessary for
what? He says our words “have stood up to the long test of survival
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of the fittest . . .."% but surely this is a case of using a simple model
to cover a complicated case. For Darwin, the traits that SUrvive are
those which enable an organism to leave behind more of its offspring.
Yet relatively few of our words have much to do with enabling us to
survive long enough to have lots of children. What, in the case of
language, could count as an arbitrary distinction?

Austin’s reply probably would be that that is not important for
his project. He is offering us a technique. He has found, empirically,
that checking etymologies often gives hints. Why that is so is a matter
of speculation.

(3) In “A Plea for Excuses,” Austin gives us a bit of “‘metaphysical
speculation.” in metaphor, about the relation of world and language.
Let us look at that and see if we can treat it the same way Austin
treats Ayer’s writings on perception.

Austin in this essay briefly defends ordinary language philosophy,
which examines “what we should say when.”?” “Perhaps this method,
At least as one philosophical method, scarcely requires justification
al present — too evidently, there is gold in them thar hills . . Sl

(But how can Austin tell gold from pyrite?) Reluctantly, however,

hE]‘;'-:illjuﬂif:.f his method.
: irst, he says, “words are our tools, and, as a minimum, we should
5 clean tools . . ..""** Second, he writes:
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. words are not (except in their own little corner) fagy,
things: we need therefore to prise them off the world, to holg )
them apart from and against it, so that we can realize thej ; ! I would be:
adequacies and arbitrariness, and can look at the world ""’jihuuq .l metaphor ety b
blinkers.?® J gpart from an a;-f,m.:_-
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The third justification is that “our common stock of words embodies | entirely and opaquely
all the distinctions men have found worth drawing,” and Presents pie r words do not black .r_:-
theory of the “survival of the fittest.” It is on the second juatiﬁcatinn we can see, after pris
that [ wish to focus. clearly or - Sacrc.H]
Austin closes this small section by attempting to counter a Misunger. i one to tEnIn}c: one will
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When we examine what we should say when, what words We
would use in what situations, we are looking again not merely gt
words (or *meanings’, whatever they may be) but also at the realj-
ties we use the words to talk about: we are using a sharpened I
awareness of words to sharpen our perception of, though not a5 *
the final arbiter of, the phenomena *! |

Here Austin explicitly tells us he is looking beyond meanings to trugy
This is, for our purposes, an important text, especially taken in o
junction with the second justification. Unfortunately, we are [lefi
wondering exactly what Austin means by three words which seem to
be related, if not synonymous: *‘world’, ‘realities’, and ‘Phenomena’,

Ot the three terms, ‘phenomena’ and ‘realities’ most clearly are
philosophical and not ordinary. But ‘world’ does have ordinary usages,
and if we hope to find the meaning of one of these three terms, ‘world’
1s most likely to turn out not to be meaningless.

We meet the term “world’ in this passage as something distinguishable
from words, although something which ordinarily is not distinguished
from words; hence the need to prise words off the world. Further,
the plain implication is that facts and things do not need to be prised
off the world. I suppose that Austin here is considering the world to
be composed of facts and things (as well as anything else?), What, then,
is the relation of words and world? uith something from so

The passage gives us three hints: (1) Words do not comprise the wide variety Sf L‘uruijnnr\.
world, unless they are taken to be (in their own little corner) facts of 1oy, etc. He has fhinis di':
things. (2) There is a certain adhesion of word to world which Austin’ "= g b _I_h_"_‘
method can loosen. (3) If we can loosen the adhesion, we will be able it does not prise H:nl}'thi]:?-
to see the world without blinkers. '
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why. Why does he switch from the prising metaphor to the blinkers
metaphor? Consider what the expected continuation of the prising
metaphor would be: We prise words off the world, hold the words
gpart from and against the world, compare word and world, and now
can see the world for the first time. (This assumes that words have
entirely and opaquely covered the world. But Austin may mean that
words do not black out the world, but only obscure it, in which case
we can see, after prising off the words, the world for the first time
clearly or Sacre Bleu! — directly.) The metaphor of prising leads
one to think one will see what is underneath for the first time, or for
the first time clearly. The metaphor of blinkers, however, is quite dif-
ferent. The horse’s blinkers Keep it from seeing very much of the world,
but what it does see it sees clearly and directly. Removing the blinkers
enables the horse to see more, but not better.

The prising metaphor is attractive to Austin because it helps make
clear the difficulty of his task and why it is that no one before him
noticed the task’s necessity. Words stick to the world so firmly that
one might not even notice that there is anything underneath them.
To be philosophical, however, one can begin by prising off the words
and then comparing the two realms, rather as one might compare a
map with the landscape. We should note, however, that this takes
language to be some sort of copy of the world. Yet the point of talking
about words as tools surely is to emphasize that words are not copies.

That is why he has to switch metaphors. When we look out at the
world, we see the world, not a copy of it. Thus, he cannot keep with
the copy metaphor, and instead uses the blinkers metaphor. Words do
not copy the world. Rather, they direct (and that means limit) our
awareness of the world the way blinkers do.

It is extraordinarily difficult to see how either of these two meta-
Phors helps us to understand how and why Austin’s method works.
If we take an example of a philosophical word that has given us dif-
ficulty (‘real,”, for example), after Austin has cleared up the problem
for us, it does not seem that he has prised anything off the world, and
“mpared it with the world. He says that ‘real’ is used only to disting-
“’?h something from something else which is not real in any of the
Wide variety of ordinary senses: real vs. imitation, vs. artificial, vs.
toy, etc. He has thus dissolved the idea that “The Real” is some entity
o class of entities. This shows the fly the way out of the bottle, but
It does not prise anything off the world. Or, if we take an example of
4 word that has not gone wrong — his famous discussion of the dif-
ferences between shooting a donkey by accident or by mistake®*
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where is the prising, and what is the world apart from the words whi,
is revealed?

The second metaphor also does not immediately help us understapg
what Austin accomplishes. By taking off blinkers, we are given a fylg,
view of the world. But what Austin does is give us a fuller view of hgy
we use words. To take the same examples: (1) His discussion of ‘regp
eliminates a philosophical entity and awakens us to the variety of ways
we use the word ‘real’; (2) his discussion of shooting the donkeys
awakens us to the sophistication of ordinary language, a language w,
necessarily ordinarily take for granted.

There is, however, one important way in which the prising metaphgy
works. It applies (not especially aptly) to how Austin actually treas
Ayer, as opposed to how he claims to treat Ayer. He shows that Ayerg
way of expressing himself is meaningless, but also that once his manner
of speaking is straightened out, what Ayer has to say 1s either trivially
true or just plain false. To try to put it into Austin’s metaphor, if one
prises Ayer’s words off (off of what? the world? no, it would be more
accurate to say that they are to be prised off of what Ayer is trying
to say), one can see that those words either state trivial truths or
describe the world inaccurately.

The mixing of the metaphors is due, in part, to Austin’s failure to
keep these two fundamentally different projects distinct in his own
mind. In his treatment of Ayer, Austin first removes the blinkers: he
shows that Ayer has been using words which belong to a broad, every-
day context, in a narrow, restricted and ‘blinkered’ way. Having re-
moved the blinkers, we now can compare what Aver really has to say
with the way the world is, and we see that Ayer has in fact inaccurately
described the world.

The difficulty is, of course, that *world’ as Austin uses it is not
within the domain of ordinary discourse. He is using it as a philosoph-
cal term, and what he seems to be saying (or unintentionally implying)
about it is most un-Austinian. The world, for Austin, is that from which
words are to be distinguished. In the essay “Truth,” Austin says that
for there to be “communication of the sort that we achieve by lan
guage” there must be words and “There must also be something other
than the words, which the words are used to communicate about:
this may be called the ‘world’.”*? (He notes here that the world may
also include words, which explains what he means when he says that
words are not facts or things *“‘except in their own little corner” ).
But this distinction is one only a philosopher would make. Austin’s
brilliant analysis of ‘real’ works because he is able to show us the many
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different phenomena we mean to distinguish by use of the word ‘real’.
put in ordinary language we rarely (never?) use the word ‘world’ in
distinction from words. And this is for two reasons: first, the word
world functions in a different way than Austin implies; second, the
distinction Austin is trying to get at is rarely made at all.

A brief look at the ordinary use of ‘world’ makes clear the first
point. The word ‘world’ is used in ordinary language to indicate millieu
or sub-world (“*She comes from a different world; they’ll never get
along™, “The world of a numbers runner”), or as an adjective to indi-
cate international scope. We sometimes talk about “Making one’s way
in the world”, and undergraduates refer to “the real world,” referring
(loosely) to either the sub-world of business and economics, or to any
dog-eat-dog world as opposed to the sheltered world of the campus.
The distinction Austin offers us between the verbal and the worldly
just is not to be found in ordinary language; it is a philosopher’s distinc-
tion. (And who would say, except a philosopher, that the world 15
what words are used to communicate about? 1 use words to communi-
cate about — the awkward locution is Austin’s, and indicates his extra-
ordinary use of the word ‘world’ here — this feeling, that situation,
this circumstance, that fact. Very very rarely do I use words to com-
municate about the world. Is the world the set of all which words com-
municate about? Even if this were a plausible interpretation, clearly by
now we are over our heads in philosophical stretching of the ordinary
word ‘world’.)

Austin seems to be setting a distinction between the signifier and
the signified, but it is striking how infrequently we actually need to
make that distinction, or at least need to talk about it. The distinction
'_Jﬂlwcen signifier and signified — or, more prosaically, word and thing -
15 50 obvious that we rarely need to distinguish them explicitly. It is
an extremely nervous person who does distinguish them explicitly:
“Please pass me the salt, and not the word ‘salt’, but the thing which
15salt.” Such a person clearly needs a vacation from philosophy.

S0, we are now in a position to help Austin attempt to escape
from our charge that he is using *world’ in a philosophical — and thus
Possibly meaningless — way, just as Ayer uses ‘directly’ in a philosophi-
,':'31_ way. Ayer’s first recourse will be, as we saw, to claim that Austin
S Just quibbling over words, is playing the pedantic English teacher,
®lc., and that Aver can make himself perfectly well understood by
mb“_“u“ﬂg ordinary words for the offending ones. In the same way,

Ustin may want to say that he was lax in using the word ‘world’,

Ut he can explain the distinction easily in other, inoffensive terms.
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In response to this, we are claiming that the distinction is, in any worg;
really a philosopher’s distinction, not one we make in ordinary .1;5:
COurse.

Yes but what does that mean? True, we do not ordinarily make the
distinction. but surely it is there to be made whenever we care to by
philosophical. To this Austin has given us the material of a reply:

When it is stated that X did A, there is a temptation to suppos
that given some, indeed perhaps any, expression modifying the
verb we shall be entitled to insert either it or its OpPOsite or nega.
tion in our statement . . ..>*

But

The natural economy of language dictates that for the standard
case covered by any normal verb . . . no modifying expression i
required or even permissible.**

It is on those grounds that Austin can claim that if I enter a room and
sit in a chair, I did not sit in that chair intentionally, for the modifier
sintentionally’ is only permitted in special circumstances (such as my
seeing the place-card there for someone else but deciding such social
conventions should be flouted). Now, the distinction between inten-
tional and unintentional action (if those two are truly contradictones
and can be applied equally well to the same verbs, as ‘voluntarily’ and
“involuntarily’ cannot®®) is always there to be drawn, but Austin’
point is that we only draw the distinction in certain circumstances. In
just the same way, the distinction between word and world may always
be there to be drawn, but we only draw the distinction in very peculiar
circumstances. Austin, as a philosopher, has drawn the distinction
without the justifying circumstances. This is just the sort of situation
Austin thinks leads to philosophical nonsense.

Since we do not ordinarily draw the distinction, and when we do
the circumstances are most pecuilar, and when we do we do not dos0
in terms of word vs. world, Austin's use of the word ‘world' so far s
unintelligible in the same way Ayer’s use of the word ‘directly’ is. Can
he put it into other words to make it intelligible?

I think not, and for reasons Austin should have appreciated. The
world, we have seen, for Austin seems 10 consist of facts and thing
In his essay “Facts,” Austin defends his use of the term ‘fact’ ﬂgﬂiﬂﬁf
Strawson’s criticisms. While his defense and analysis of the word ‘fact
is complex, at least part of his point is that a fact is “gomething in the
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world”;?7 he argues against the position that “Facts are what state-
ments state, not what they are about’."* If a cat has mange, “The con-
dition of the cat is a fact, and is something in the world.”*® Presum-
ably, anything that is a fact is something in the world. This makes the
world rather extensive, with which I have no quarrel. What is left out,
however? From what can the world be distinguished?

Clearly, the world can be distinguished from any sub-world, and
since words “in their own little corner” can be included as ‘things’ in
the world, we can distinguish word and world as subset from set. But
that is not the distinction Austin is getting at when he talks about
prising words from the world and removing the verbal blinkers.

I wish to maintain, crudely, that Austin is a realist of some sort. It
is true that Austin himself disavows realism. In Sense and Sensibilia
he writes that realism, “the doctrine that we . . perceive material
things (or objects)” as opposed to perceived sense data*® is “no less
scholastic and erroneous than its antithesis,”®! for the antithesis of
sense data vs. material things is spurious. “There is no one kind of
thing that we ‘perceive’ but many different kinds, the number being
reducible if at all by scientific investigation and not by philosophy.”*?
Still, I think it fair to take Austin as holding that: there is a world : we
are in some way aware of the world: the world is independent of our
awareness of it. But what is the relationship of our awareness to the
world, and what might that relationship be if we pursue philosophy?
(Obviously Austin thinks his sort of philosophy will make some sort of
change, for he tells us it will enable us to take our blinkers off.)

What is distinctive of Austin is, of course, that he does not talk in
Such metaphysical terms. He does not talk of awareness or conscious-
ness, but rather of language, or (to be precise) “what we should say
When”. If you want to know what you think, see what you can say.
Or perhaps, at least begin by seeing what you can say: “Certainly,
then, ordinary language is not the last word . . .. Only remember it
i5 the first word, "

What is the relationship? Let us look at another curious metaphor.
Austin s talking about “adjustor words™, of which ‘like’ is the great
“Xample. ‘Like’ is “the main flexibility device by whose aid, in spite
Of the limjted scope of our vocabulary, we can always avoid being
left completely speechless.”** And here is the metaphor:

If we think of words as being shot like arrows at the world, the
unction of these adjustor-words is to free us from the disability
of being able to shoot only straight ahead; by their use on occa-
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sion, such words as ‘pig’ can be, so to speak, brought into ¢gp,
nexion with targets lying off the simple straightforward line on
which they are ordinarily aimed.*s

Now, let us try to think of words as being shot like arrows at the
world. What does this metaphor mean? On the face of it, it is perfectly
clear, but then so was Ayer’s idea that we do not see the broken stjg
directly. The more one contemplates the metaphor, the less helpfy it
becomes. What Austin means to say (judging from the context) is thyy
situations sometimes arise for which we have no exact word, so the
adjustor words enable us to talk about the new in terms of the gjg
What does the arrow metaphor add? Consider it in contrast to a mets.
phor Austin did not choose: why are words like arrows shot at the
world rather than like bullets shot at the world? Of course here we are
speculating freely, yet it seems probable to me that Austin chose the
arrow metaphor as opposed to a bullet metaphor because: arrows tray
much more slowly than bullets, and so we have a clearer image of the
arrow in midflight; arrows protrude from their targets, whereas bullets
vanish in or behind their targets; arrows can be either weapons o
directional pointers, whereas bullets are only the former. Thus, the
metaphor brings to mind three possible relationships between words
and world: words are not attached to things but are on their way
towards that attachment; words are attached to things and we recog
nize the things by the words attached to them (= the arrows sticking
out from them); words are not attached, and never will be, but point
to things.

Did Austin have any of these in mind when he composed the meta-
phor? This of course cannot be known for sure. Yet it is legitimate to
try to flesh out a metaphor for an author, especially if the metaphor
seems not to work. My contention — for which I can offer no proof -
is that the arrow metaphor presented itself to Austin because it i
ambiguous in its depiction of the relationship of words and world
He would never say, “If we think of words as being copies of thing”
of “If we think of words as being labels attached to things,” for he i
certain that those metaphors are inadequate. The arrow metaphot
seemed better to him, | contend, because its inadequacy was hidden
behind its ambiguity. Austin prefers the ambiguous because he i5 %0
uncertain about the nature of the relation of word and world.

I believe it is Austin’s realism that kept him from understanding
his own method. Because he held on to the belief that language somé
how is between human and world (the fyling arrow), and is in SOME
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sense a sort of label, he thought he could deal with the labels other
p!iilﬂsﬂ[;‘l-]ml‘ﬂ had supplied, and discard those labels as meaningless
(they either label nothing or do not label what the philosopher thinks
they label). Yet he also had a keen awareness (as well as, probably,
o rather dull, thudding throbbing in the back of his mind) that lan-
guage is not a system of labels, for he is the discoverer of performatives.
Performatives are words that do not mediate between humans and
world, and are neither labels nor copies of the world. Rather, they are
sctions in the world, and are fully part of the world.

This also helps to explain Austin’s seeming lack of ambition. In
Sense and Sensibilia, when talking about ‘seeing as’, he writes that
“there will sometimes be no one right way of saying what is seen, for
the . . . additional reason that there may be no one right way of seeing
# 7% The distinctions embodied in language are drawn for utilitarian
(Darwinian) reasons, and thus are neither right nor wrong. They may,
however, be meaningless. Thus, while as a realist Austin thinks we have
sccess to the real world, that world yields many different linguistic
schemes which are to be judged in terms of utility. Thus, it is not up
to philosophers to declare statements true or false. Rather, philosophers
are to declare statements meaningful or meaningless. Since meaning is
granted by ordinary usage, only extraordinary statements need as-
sessing. Therefore, it is the philosopher’s job to assess the meaningful-
ness of extraordinary statements, particularly those of other philoso-
phers. Therefore, although Austin believes we have access to the world.
the philosopher’s job is not to discuss the world, but rather other
philosophies. Why bother doing this? Either because it is entertaining,
or because the other philosophies are confusing people. Because philos-
ophies tend to mislead only philosophers, the lack of urgency in Aus-
tin’s writings is understandable.

But Austin, as we have seen, did not merely search out the meaning-
less in other philosophies. He also searched out the false. Asking “*"What
we should say when’ is a good way of finding out what terms mean.
Eul when trying to evaluate some other philosophy, we can also ask,

Does this other philosophy — now that I've understood its terms
accurately describe what it is talking about?” If the other philosophy
15 {"L}’Er's. talk of perception, we can ask, “Has Ayer accurately de-
stribed what happens when I go to open a window, drive my car, or
S¢e the stick in the water?” To answer this question we examine the
::P'-‘;ienue_ That is, we turn from Austin’s “linguistic phenomenology™

F'I enomenology proper.*’

Now we can ask if Austin's picture of language accurately describes
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our experience of language. Has he accurately described what it ig iy
talk, what it is to say what when? I think it is clear that he has gy

That is, his realist picture is false (except in very unusual circumstancg |
!

and Austin has warned us that what holds of the extraordinary may not

hold of the ordinary.) We do not ordinarily face a world in whig |
distinctions may be drawn in various sorts of ways: if we can Manage |

to see the sky as the foreground and the row of trees as the bagk
ground, we will have accomplished something most extraordinary
The duck-rabbits of the world are few and far between. Indeed, we 4
not apply words to situations at all, except in unusual circumstances
Much more ordinarily, when language does its job, the words presep
themselves within situations. It is only because of this that we ¢
rely on Austin's method of seeing what we would say when. If words
are tools, they are not under our control (at least not ordinarily), The
world thrusts itself upon us in words; we do not shape or even tinker
at the world with words.

One might add that in any case words are not ordinarily our tool,
even when we do things with them. After all, we ordinarily do thing
with the earth — we walk upon it, farm it, etc. — but to call the earth
a ‘tool’ is to so stretch the meaning of the word ‘tool” as to renderi
virtually meaningless. The same is true of calling language a tool
Rarely, perhaps, it is, as when [ test a microphone by saing, “Testing
one, two, three.” But the disanalogies between language and tools far
outweigh the analogies. A tool is a thing in the world used for altering
other things in the world; words are not things “except in their own
little corner™, as Austin knows. Tools are used by humans and mediate
between humans and the rest of the world; language, | wish to sugges,
is not something mediate between us and our world. Tools are shaped
according to the projects humans wish to accomplish; language, [ wish
to suggest, shapes the projects humans desire. Tools depend on usina
way that language does not. But to support these assertions of mmne
would require my breaking my promise not to end by offering a post
tive philosophy.

My point is simply that Austin’s meta-philosophy (which is really to
say, his philosophy) founders because it itself offers no consistent, welk
thought understanding of the relation of word and world. Such an U
derstanding would, of course, also have to illuminate the relation
humans and world. But if 1 am right about the difficulties and conft:
sions Austin encounters, my prescription works out really to sayiné
that what Austin’s work lacks is a good dose of old fashioned mel¥
physics.
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