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QU E ST I O N S  A N D

A N SW E R S

Philosophers have an infuriating habit of analysing

questions rather than answering them, and this is

how I want to begin.1 Is ‘What is the meaning of

life?’ a genuine question, or does it just look like

one? Is there anything that could count as an

answer to it, or is it really a kind of pseudo-question,

like the legendary Oxford examination question

which is supposed to have read simply: ‘Is this a

good question?’

‘What is the meaning of life?’ looks at first glance

like the same kind of question as ‘What is the capital

of Albania?’, or ‘What is the colour of ivory?’ But is it

1 Perhaps I should add that I am not myself a philosopher, a

fact which I am sure some of my reviewers will point out in any

case.



really? Could it be more like ‘What is the taste of

geometry?’

There is one fairly standard reason why some

thinkers regard the meaning-of-life question as

being itself meaningless. This is the case that

meaning is a matter of language, not objects. It is

a question of the way we talk about things, not a

feature of things themselves, like texture, weight, or

colour. A cabbage or a cardiograph is not meaning-

ful in itself; it becomes so only by being caught up

in our conversations. On this theory, we can make

life meaningful by our talk about it; but it cannot

have a meaning in itself, any more than a cloud can.

It would not make sense, for example, to speak of a

cloud as being either true of false. Rather, truth and

falsehood are functions of our human propositions

about clouds. There are problems with this argu-

ment, as there are with most philosophical

arguments. We shall be looking at a few of them

later on.

Let us take a brief look at an even more imposing

query than ‘What is the meaning of life?’ Perhaps
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the most fundamental question it is possible to

raise is ‘Why is there anything at all, rather than

nothing?’ Why is there anything about which we

can ask ‘What does it mean?’ in the first place?

Philosophers are divided about whether this is a real

question or a bogus one, though theologians for the

most part are not. For most theologians, the answer

to this inquiry is ‘God’. God is said to be ‘Creator’ of

the universe not because he is some kind of mega-

manufacturer, but because he is the reason why there

is something rather than nothing. He is, as they say,

the ground of being. And this would still be true of

him even if the universe had no beginning. He

would still be the reason why there is something

rather than nothing even if there has been some-

thing from all eternity.

‘Why is there anything and not just nothing?’ could

be roughly translated as ‘How come the cosmos?’

This could be taken as a question about causality—

in which case, ‘How come?’ would mean ‘Where

does it come from?’ But this is surely not what the

query means. If we tried to answer the question

by talking about how the universe got off the
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ground in the first place, then those causes must

themselves be part of everything, and we are back

to where we started. Only a cause which was not

part of everything—one which transcended the

universe, as God is supposed to do—could avoid

being dragged back into the argument in this

way. So this is not really a question about how the

world came about. Nor, for theologians at least, is it

a question about what the world is for, since in their

opinion the world has no purpose whatsoever. God

is not a celestial engineer who created the world

with some strategically calculated goal in mind.

He is an artist who created it simply for his own

self-delight, and for the self-delight of Creation

itself. It is understandable, then, why he is widely

considered to have something of a twisted sense of

humour.

‘Why is there anything rather than nothing?’ is

rather an expression of wonderment that there

is a world in the first place, when there could pre-

sumably quite easily have been nothing. Perhaps

this is part of what Ludwig Wittgenstein has in mind

when he remarks that ‘Not how the world is, is the
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mystical, but that it is’.2 This, one might claim,

is Wittgenstein’s version of what the German

philosopher Martin Heidegger calls the Seinsfrage, or

question of Being. ‘How come Being?’ is the ques-

tion to which Heidegger wants to return. He is less

interested in how particular entities came about,

than in the mind-bending fact that there are entities

in the first place. And these things are open to our

understanding, as they might easily not have been.

For many philosophers, however, not least Anglo-

Saxon ones, ‘How come Being?’ is a supreme

example of a pseudo-question. In their view, it

would not only be difficult, if not impossible, to

know how to answer it; it is deeply doubtful that

there is anything there to be answered. For them, it

is really just a ponderous Teutonic way of saying

‘Wow!’ It may be a valid question for the poet or

mystic, but not for the philosopher. And in the

Anglo-Saxon world in particular, the barricades

between the two camps are vigilantly manned.

2 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (London,

1961), 6.44.
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In a work like Philosophical Investigations, Wittgen-

stein was alert to the difference between real

questions and phoney ones. A piece of language can

have the grammatical form of a question but not

actually be one. Or our grammar can mislead us into

mistaking one kind of proposition for another.

‘What then, fellow countrymen, once the enemy

is vanquished, can we not accomplish in the hour

of victory?’ sounds like a question anticipating an

answer, but is in fact a rhetorical question, to which

one would probably be ill-advised to return the

reply: ‘Nothing’. The utterance is cast in interroga-

tive form simply to enhance its dramatic force.

‘So what?’, ‘Why don’t you get lost?’, and ‘What are

you staring at?’ sound like questions but aren’t

really. ‘Whereabouts in the body is the soul?’ might

sound like a reasonable sort of question to pose,

but only because we are thinking along the lines

of a question like ‘Whereabouts in the body are the

kidneys?’ ‘Where is my envy?’ has the form of a

kosher question, but only because we are uncon-

sciously modelling it on ‘Where is my armpit?’
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Wittgenstein came to believe that a great many

philosophical puzzles arise out of people misusing

language in this way. Take, for example, the state-

ment ‘I have a pain’, which is grammatically akin to

‘I have a hat’. This similarity might mislead us into

thinking that pains, or ‘experiences’ in general, are

things we have in the same way that we have hats.

But it would be strange to say ‘Here, take my pain’.

And though it would make sense to say ‘Is this your

hat or mine?’, it would sound odd to ask ‘Is this your

pain or mine?’ Perhaps there are several people in a

room and a pain floating around in it; and as each

person in turn doubles up in agony, we exclaim:

‘Ah, now he’s having it!’

This sounds merely silly; but in fact it has some

fairly momentous implications. Wittgenstein is able

to disentangle the grammar of ‘I have a hat’ from

‘I have a pain’ not only in a way that throws light

on the use of personal pronouns like ‘I’ and ‘he’,

but in ways which undermine the long-standing

assumption that my experiences are a kind of

private property. In fact, they seem even more like

private property than my hat, since I can give away
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Fig. 1 Ludwig Wittgenstein, commonly thought to be the

greatest philosopher of the twentieth century.
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my hat, but not my pain. Wittgenstein shows us

how grammar deceives us into thinking this way,

and his case has radical, even politically radical,

consequences.

The task of the philosopher, Wittgenstein thought,

was not so much to resolve these inquiries as to

dissolve them—to show that they spring from con-

fusing one kind of ‘language game’, as he called it,

with another. We are bewitched by the structure of

our language, and the philosopher’s job was to

demystify us, disentangling different uses of words.

Language, because it inevitably has a degree of uni-

formity about it, tends to make different kinds of

utterance look pretty much the same. So Wittgen-

stein toyed with the idea of appending as an epi-

graph to his Philosophical Investigations a quotation

from King Lear: ‘I’ll teach you differences’.

This was not a view confined to Wittgenstein

alone. One of the greatest of all nineteenth-century

philosophers, Friedrich Nietzsche, anticipated it

when he wondered whether it was because of our

grammar that we had failed to get rid of God. Since
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our grammar allows us to construct nouns, which

represent distinct entities, then it also makes it seem

plausible that there can be a kind of Noun of nouns,

a mega-entity known as God, without which all

the little entities around us might simply collapse.

Nietzsche, however, believed neither in mega-

entities nor in everyday ones. He thought the very

idea of there being distinct objects, such as God or

gooseberries, was just a reifying effect of language.

He certainly believed this about the individual

self, which he saw as no more than a convenient

fiction. Perhaps, so he implies in the above remark,

there could be a human grammar in which this

reifying operation was not possible. Perhaps this

will be the language of the future, one spoken by

the Übermensch or Meta-man who has got beyond

nouns and discrete entities altogether, and therefore

beyond God and similar metaphysical illusions.

The philosopher Jacques Derrida, a thinker much

indebted to Nietzsche, is rather more pessimistic

in this respect. For him, as for Wittgenstein, such

metaphysical illusions are built into the very struc-

ture of our language, and cannot be eradicated. The

philosopher must simply wage a ceaseless, Canute-
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like war against them—a battle which Wittgenstein

sees as a kind of linguistic therapy, and which

Derrida terms ‘deconstruction’.3

Just as Nietzsche thought that nouns were reifying,

so someone might think this of the word ‘life’ in

the question ‘What is the meaning of life?’ We shall

be looking at this more closely later. It might also

be thought that the question models itself

unconsciously on a different kind of question

altogether, and that this is where it goes wrong. We

can say ‘This is worth a dollar, and so is that, so

how much are they worth altogether?’; so it feels as

though we can also say ‘This bit of life has meaning,

and so has that bit, so what meaning do all the

various bits add up to?’ But it does not follow

from the fact that the parts have meaning that the

whole has a meaning over and above them, any

more than it follows that a lot of little things add up

to one big thing simply because they are all coloured

pink.

3 For a more detailed discussion, see my ‘Wittgenstein’s Friends’,

in Against the Grain (London, 1986).
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