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John Wisdom,

“The Meanings of the Questions of Life,”
from Paradox and Discovery

John Wisdom, a “linguistic Philosopher,” born in 1904, mas a Jollower of
Wittgenstein. He held Wittgenstein'’s chair in Cambridge and wrote an influ-
ential series of essays on Other Minds, as well as the essays collected in
Philosophy and Psychoanalysis and Paradox and Discovery.

When one asks “What is the meaning of life?” one begins to wonder
whether this large, hazy and bewildering question itself has any mean-
ing. Some people indeed have said boldly that the question has no
meaning. I believe this is a mistake. But it is a mistake which is not
without excuse. And [ hope that by examining the excuse we may begin
to remedy the mistake, and so come to sce that whether or not life
has a meaning it is not senseless to enquire whether it has or not.
First, then, what has led some people to think that the whole enquiry
is senseless?

There is an old story which runs something like this: A child asked
an old man “What holds up the world? What holds up all things?” The
old man answered “A giant.” The child asked “And what holds up
the giant? You must tell me what holds up the giant.” The old man
answered “An elephant.” The child said, “And who holds up the
clephant?” The old man answered “A tortoise.” The child said “You
still have not told me what holds up all things. For what holds up the
tortoise?” The old man answered “Run away and don't ask me so
many questions.”

From this story we can see how it may happen that a question which
looks very like sensible meaningful questions may turn out to be a
senseless, meaningless one. Again and again when we ask “What sup-
ports this?” it is possible 1o give a sensible answer. For instance what
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and the earth. But the question “What supports all things, absolutely
all things?” is different. It is absurd, it is scnseless, like the question
“What is bigger than the largest thing in the world?” And it is easy to
see why the question “What supports all things?” is absurd. Whenever
we ask, “What supports thing A or these things A, B, C,” then we can
answer this question only by mentioning some thing other than the
thing A or things A, B, C about which we asked “What supports it or
them.” We must if we are to answer the question mention something
D other than those things which form the subject of our question, and
We must say that this thing is what supports them. If we mean by the
phrase “all things” absolutely all things which exist then obviously there
is nothing outside that about which we are now asked “What supports
all this?” Consequently any answer to the question will be self-
contradictory just as any answer to the question “What is bigger than
the biggest of alj things” must be self-contradictory. Such questions
are absurd, or, if you like, silly and senseless.

In a like way again and again when we ask “What is the meaning
of this?” we answer in terms of something other than this. For instance
imagine that there has been a quarrel in the street. One man is hitting
another man on the jaw. A policeman hurries up. “Now then” he says,
“what is the meaning of all this?” He wants to know what led up to
the quarrel, what caused it. It is no good saying to the policeman “It’s
a quarrel.” He knows there is a quarrel. What he wants to know is
what went before the quarrel, what led up to it. To answer him we
must mention something other than the quarrel itself. Again suppose
a man is driving a motor car and sees in front of him a road sign,
perhaps a red flag, perhaps a skull and cross bones, “What does this
mean?” he asks and when he asks this he wants to know what the sign
points to. To answer we must mention something other than the sign
itself, such as a dangerous corner in the road. Imagine a doctor sees
an extraordinary rash on the face of his patient. He is astonished and
murmurs to himself “What is the meaning of this?” He wants to know
what caused the strange symptoms, or what they will lead to, or both,
In any case in order to answer his question he must find something
which went before or comes after and lies outside that about which
he asks “What does this mean?” This need to look before or after in
order to answer a question of the sort “What is the meaning of this?”
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is S0 common, so characteristic, a feature of such questions that m.ﬁ is
hatural to think that when it is impossible to answer such a question
in this way then the question has no sense. Now what happens when
we ask “What is the meaning of life?”

Perhaps someone here replies, the meaning, tf mmm:mmnm.m.nm of
present life, this life on earth, lies in a life hereafter; _,m._,s eaven.
All right. But imagine that some persistent enquirer m.\mr.m.. But what
[ am asking is what is the meaning of all life, life here and life beyond,
life now and life hereafter? What is the meaning of All things in earth
and heaven?” Are we to say that this question is &\Uw:a because there
cannot be anything beyond all things while at the sdme time any answer
to “What is the meaning of all things?” :E,ﬁ\vo_.:ﬂ to some thing
beyond all things? /

Imagine that we come into a theatre after a lay has started and are
obliged to leave before it ends. We may therf be puzzled E.\ the vm_u
of the play that we are able to see. We may agk “What does it mean?
In this case we want to know what went before and what came after
in order to understand the part we saw. But sometimes even when we
have scen and heard a play from the beginning to the end we are still
puzzled and still ask what does the whole thing mean. In this case we
are not asking what came before or what camic after, we are not asking
about anything outside the play itself. We are \if you like, asking a very
different sort of question from that we usual ‘«.VWE with the words
“What does this mean?” But we are still asking a feal question, we are
still asking a question which has sense and is not mc.m:a. For our
words express a wish to grasp the character, Emram.:_mnm:mo\vwm the
whole play. They are a oo:?mm_ws that we'have not yet donc this-and
they arc a request for help in doing it. Is the play a tragedy, m.noB.o%
or a tale told by an idiot? The pattern of it is so complex, so _umé__%‘u._s.mv
our grasp of it still so inadequate, that we don’t know what to say, still
less whether to call it good or bad. But this question is not senseless.

In the same way when we ask “What is the meaning of all things?”
we are not asking a senseless question. In this case, of course, we have
not witnessed the whole play, we have only an idea in outline of what
went before and what will come after that small part of history which
we witness. But with the words “What is the meaning of it all?” we
are trying to find the order in_the drama of Time. The a:nwmoq._ may
be beyond us. A child may be able to understand, to grasp a simple
play and be unable to understand and grasp a play more complex and
more subtle. We do not say on this account that when he asks of the
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larger more complex play “What does it mean?” then his question js
senseless, nor even that it is senseless for him. He has asked and even
answered such a question in simpler cases, he knows the sort of effort,
the sort of movement of the mind which such a question calls for, and
we do not say that a question is meaningless to him mercly because
he is not yet able to carry out quite successfully the movement of that
sort which is needed in order to answer a complex question of that
sort. We do not say that a question in mathematics which is at present
rather beyond us is meaningless to us. We know the type of procedure
it calls for and may make efforts which bring us nearer and nearer to
an answer. We are able to find the meaning which lies not outside but
within very complex buts mited wholes whether these are dramas
Ol art or of real life. When we ask “What is the meaning of all things?”
e are bewildered and have not that grasp of the order of things the
gﬁ which we express when we ask that question. But this does
not render the question senseless mor make it impossible for us to
move forwards an answer,

We must however remember that what one calls answering such a
question is not giving an answer. [ mean Wwe cannot answer such a
question in the form: “The meaning is this.”

Such an idea about what form answering a question must take may
lead to0 a new despair in which we fee| we cannot do anything in the
way of answering such a question as “What is the meaning in it all?”
merely because we are not able to Sum up our results in a phrase or
formula,

When we ask what is the meaning of this play or this picture we
cannot express the understanding which this question may lead to in
the form of a list of just those things in the play or the picture which
give it its Bﬂ?ﬂ No. The meaning eludes such a list. This does
not mean that words quite fail us. They may yet help us provided that
we do not expect of them more than they can do.

A person who is asked what he finds so hateful or so lovable in
another may with words help himself and us in grasping what it is that
s0 moves him. But he will only mislead us and himself if he pretends
that his words are a complete account of all that there is in the matter.

It is the same when we ask what is it in all things that makes it all
so good, so bad, so grand, so contemptible. We must not anticipate
that the answer can be given in a word or in a neat list, But this does
not mean that we can do nothing towards answering these questions
nor even that words will not help us. Indeed surely the historians, the
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scientists, the prophets, the dramatists and the poets have said much j

* which will help any man who asks himself: Is the drama of time , , A .‘ >%Q.g
meaningless as a tale told by an idior? Or is it not meaningless? And ™ ‘
F T hot meaningless is 1t a comedy or a tragedy, 2 triumph or a j “The Meani g of H.\ﬁ.@vd

disaster, or is it a mixture in which sweet and bitter are for ever mixed?

from The Meaning of Life

A. J. Ayer, who died in 1989, was born in 1910. He was the best known and
most iconoclastic philosopher of his generation. He brought logical positivism to
England in his bombshell book Language, Truth and Logic, published in
1936, when he was only twenty-six, arguing that metaphysical statements
are meaningless because they are unverifiable.

There are many ways in which a person’s life may come to have a
meaning for him in itself. He may find fulfilment in his work, though
this cannot be guaranteed to last until old age. The same is true of
the satisfaction which some people find in their domestic lives, with
; the factor of children and grandchildren playing its part. The English,
of all classes, have not been noted in the past for the affection which
they have commonly shown towards their children, or indeed received
from them, but there have been exceptions and they may be on the
increase. There are hobbies, like chess or stamp collecting, which may
become a passion. | am not suggesting that these activities are of equal
worth but only that they may be equally absorbing. Some people are
absorbed in making money, presumably in most cases for the sake of
the luxury, prestige, or power that the possession of it brings, but in
some cases simply for its own sake; 1 know of a man who having set
himself the goal of making a million pounds by the time he had attained
a relatively youthful age could think of nothing better to do than set
out to make another. His life might have been more interesting if he
had been less sure of success. It lacked the spice which the fear of
ruin gives to the life of the gambler. Again, I am not saying that the
life of a gambler is morally preferable to that of a shrewd investor but
only that it may be a life of greater intensity.

T

From The Meaning of Life, by A.J. Ayer, Weidenfeld & Nicolson. Reprinted
with permission of the publisher.
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