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The Wittgenstein
Controversy

The dispute over the first complete edition of

the philosopher’s papers is as petty

and academic as Wittgenstein himself was

high-minded and profound

ICHAEL Nedo, the director of

the Wittgenstein Archive, in

Cambridge, England, is a hap-
py man. The archive
is deeply in debt, the
building is in dire need
of repair, and complications in Austrian
politics have delayed any chance of get-
ting further funding. But Nedo is at last
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on the way to accomplishing what he set
out to do more than two decades ago: he
has issued six volumes of Ludwig Witt-
genstein’s papers, in
To yn ton exactly the form and
sequence that Wittgen-
stein wrote them, and several more vol-
umes are in preparation.
This is the first time since the philoso-
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pher’s death, in
1951, that anything
he wrote has been

Above., Ludwig
Wittgensltein
and an aulo-

published in un-

altered, unedited
form. As Nedo puts
it, “Wittgenstein’s
own connections,
which he himself called the most impor-
tant thing in his work, have been re-
stored.” One might expect a certain
amount of scholarly rejoicing. But the

graph page
from the
Philosophical

Investigations

saga of these papers, and of Nedo’s
beleaguered edition in particular, is so
fraught with petty squabbling and bad
blood that except for reviewers in the
nonacademic press, nobody has mus-
tered even one faint cheer.

Not that such wrangling over the pa-
pers of dead philosophers is as rare as
one might expect. Ever since Elisabeth
Forster-Nietzsche edited her brother’s fi-
nal manuscripts (and in some cases actu-
ally forged whole passages) to reflect her
own anti-Semitic and fascist views, it

JUNE 1997



o s smmA

has become almost a tradition in the
philosophical community to suspect the
editors, colleagues, or relatives of phil-
osophers of nefarious behavior with their
literary remains. Thus rumors abound
concerning the manuscripts of Charles
Sanders Peirce, George Santayana, and
Martin Heidegger, to name just a few.

Yet the Wittgenstein wars seem espe-
cially unfortunate, if only because Witt-
genstein himself was a moral purist of the
highest order: a man who abandoned all
the worldly honors—and worldly
goods—that had been bestowed on him
in order to lead what he called a “decent”
life. After serving as a volunteer soldier
in the armies of his native Austria during
the First World War, he gave away the
vast fortune he had inherited and spent
years teaching peasant children in the
poorest of alpine villages. Having tried
and failed to get work as an ambulance
driver at the front during the Second
World War, he left his professorship at
Trinity College, Cambridge, to serve as
a porter in a London hospital. If his ge-
nius inspired reverence in the likes of
Bertrand Russell and John Maynard
Keynes, his personal history has made
him a hero even to some who hardly
know his work.

The fate of his manuscripts is also dis-
tressing because of the ratio of what he
published to what he left behind. Such
was his perfectionism that during his
lifetime he published only a single book,
of seventy-four pages. This was the
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1922),
which altered the practice of philosophy,
perhaps forever, by calling into question
the ability of language to talk about
ethical and metaphysical questions in
any meaningful way. Wittgenstein main-
tained that language could only show; it

The Wittgenstein wars
seem especially unfor-
tunate, if only because
Wittgenstein himself

was a moral purist of

the highest order.
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could not say any- Michael Nedo
thing that went be- at the
yond description:
“Most propositions
and questions, that
have been written
about philosophical matters, are not
false, but senseless. . . . Whereof one
cannot speak, thereof one must be
silent.” To establish the limits of what
could be spoken of, he stripped language
down to its logical structure, which he
saw as mirroring that of reality.
Believing that the Tractatus had
cleared up all the confusions that “tor-
mented” philosophy, Wittgenstein decid-
ed it would never be necessary for him to
write anything further. After his six-year
stint as a schoolteacher, he worked for a
time as an undergardener in a monastery,

Wittgensltein
Archive on

opening day

and seriously considered becoming a
monk. But in 1929 some of his Cam-
bridge admirers—chief among them
Keynes, who occasionally referred to
Wittgenstein as “God”—persuaded him
to return to the university to teach, and he
began to rethink the problems he thought
he had solved. Though he was adamantly
opposed to their being widely circulated,
a set of notes he dictated to his students
during the thirties once again spawned
whole new lines of philosophical inquiry.

In those notes—designated the Blue
and Brown Books, after the colors of the
notebooks in which they were first taken
down—Wittgenstein abandoned his ear-
lier quest for a logically perfect language

to consider how language acquires mean-
ing through use, the multiple ways it
functions “in the stream of life.” When
the Blue and Brown Books were passed
around, in crudely stenciled form, the
general view was that he had revolution-
ized philosophy for the second time, al-
though some claimed that he had killed it
for the second time—by rendering per-
manently suspect any writing about the
good, the true, and the beautiful.

Apart from his work on language, he
also wrote about the foundations of
mathematics, about color, and about the
idea of certainty. When he died of can-
cer, at the age of sixty-two, he be-
queathed nearly 30,000 pages of manu-
script—many of them handwritten,
almost all in German—to three of his
former students, with instructions to
publish “as many of my unpublished
writings as they think fit.” It was, on the
face of it, a simple enough request. But
as soon as his trustees began issuing
posthumous volumes, the accusations
started flying.

FACED with a huge mass of repeti-
tive, unwieldy material that, in Witt-
genstein’s characteristic style, mostly
took the form of discrete remarks rather
than sequential argument, the trustees
struggled to give it a conventional linear
form. Whole chapters were omitted, with
connections provided by passages from
unrelated manuscripts; paragraphs writ-
ten many years apart might appear on the
same page. “A medley of materials from
different sources, which were never in-
tended by Wittgenstein to go together,”
one scholar thundered, while a reviewer
called another volume “simply useless for
scholarly studies of the development of
Wittgenstein’s thought.”

The trustees’ motives were also im-
pugned, if not in print then in a hundred
faculty lounges. Walter Sinnott-Arm-
strong, the chairman of the philosophy
department at Dartmouth, and one of the
more genial of the trustees’ critics, says,
“There were several ex-students of Witt-
genstein’s who made careers out of lectur-
ing on the mysterious ‘unknown writings’
that nobody else had seen. The trustees
hung on to their power by doling out in-
formation in dribs and drabs, while refus-
ing people access to the manuscripts.”

Professor Jaakko Hintikka, of Boston
University, exempts one of the trustees,
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A full-scale mutiny
broke out, with the
philosophers impugning
both Michael

Nedo’s character and

his competence.

Georg Henrik von Wright, from blame,
but questions the motives of the other
two: “Only a psychiatrist could say what
Rush Rhees and Elizabeth Anscombe
were really trying to accomplish. Their
whole identity was vested in being
Wittgenstein’s interpreters. If everybody
had access to his papers, their own inter-
pretations might have been disproved.”

The issue of access was a sore point
for years, especially when the trustees
permitted a microfilm version of the
manuscripts to be issued but put strips of
white paper over certain coded personal
remarks. Conjecture about Wittgen-
stein’s philosophical positions was ac-
companied by even more rampant con-
jecture about his sex life, particularly
after one scholar published a book alleg-
ing that Wittgenstein had compulsively
cruised a park in Vienna, picking up ho-
mosexual toughs, while he was training
to be a teacher. (Although the scholar’s
evidence was later convincingly refuted,
such stories continue to circulate.)

But things really heated up only in the
seventies, when the trustees did what so
many in the philosophical community
had been urging all along: they autho-
rized a complete edition of the manu-
scripts. At this point Michael Nedo be-
came involved.

AS a young physics student at the
University of Tiibingen, in Ger-
many, Nedo had developed a passion-
ate admiration for Wittgenstein. This
prompted him to write to Rush Rhees
querying a discrepancy in one of the dia-
grams of the Philosophical Investigations
(1953), the most important of the posthu-
mous volumes and the only one that
Wittgenstein himself had prepared for
publication (though the trustees append-
ed another manuscript to the work when
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it was published, thereby provoking more
criticism). After initially claiming that
the mistake had appeared in Wittgen-
stein’s version, too, something that Nedo
doggedly insisted was impossible, Rhees
checked the original manuscript and dis-
covered that Nedo was right. The two
men embarked on a long correspondence
about the problems with the printed vol-
umes, and when the time came to appoint
someone to oversee the transcription of
the papers, Nedo, who had gone on to do
graduate work in physics and zoology
and was a researcher at the Max Planck
Institute, was chosen. He put together a
team of philosophers to help him, and
the project was launched, with a small
grant, at Tiibingen. Originally Nedo saw
his work on the papers as something he
could do part-time while pursuing his
own scientific research, but it soon be-
came evident that this was impossible,
and he devoted himself to the edition.

What happened next may have been
caused partly by resentment among the
philosophers: Nedo had no professional
qualifications in philosophy, yet he had
been placed in charge. Or it may have
been the result of Nedo’s combination of
obsessiveness, absentmindedness, and
lack of regard for such things as sched-
ules and budgets. At any rate, the phil-
osophers questioned his fitness for the
task, and questioned it even more strenu-
ously when he refused to let them write
their own scholarly footnotes to the edi-
tion—he wanted it to consist of Wittgen-
stein’s words alone. Finally, a full-scale
mutiny broke out, with the philosophers
impugning both Nedo’s character and
his competence, and hinting, among oth-
er things, that his Ph.D.s in physics and
zoology were fictitious.

The trustees, however, gave their sup-
port to Nedo and the contract that he had
signed with them. Although this only in-
creased the hostility in the philosophical
community, the day was saved for the
pure-text edition. The project was trans-
ferred from Tiibingen to Trinity College,
Cambridge, and Nedo uprooted himself
and moved to England.

At that point 15,000 pages of manu-
script had already been transcribed from
Wittgenstein’s hand, but the computer
disks disappeared at the time of the anti-
Nedo crusade. Various lawsuits and
countersuits were set in motion; it turned
out that Nedo’s former colleagues had

smuggled the 15,000 pages to Norway,
where the Norwegian Wittgenstein Proj-
ect, a group of Norwegian scholars,
sought to produce a computer-readable
edition. The story goes that Anscombe
demanded the disks back, and the Nor-
wegians refused to return them; suppos-
edly, the disks are still sitting in a bank
vault somewhere in Norway, though no
one will admit to knowing where. In
1991 another Norwegian team, this time
at the University of Bergen, was granted
permission to produce a CD-ROM ver-
sion, which is scheduled to appear to-
ward the end of the year.

Meanwhile, Nedo began the process of
transcription all over again, and promised
to have the edition ready for the centen-
ary of Wittgenstein’s birth, in 1989. But
by the late 1980s, when Rush Rhees died,
Nedo had still not published a single vol-
ume. He had several ready, he says, but
the trustees were not satisfied with their
typographic quality, a problem he as-
cribes to the shortage of funds and to the
difficulties the manuscripts presented: an
idiosyncratic notational system, myriad
cross-references, and an unconventional
structure. “The structure of the manu-
scripts themselves was especially compli-
cated,” Nedo says, “because Wittgen-
stein’s thinking and writing were very
musical, so you have structures and forms
that are more common to music than to
texts. When he comes to the borderline of
his language, his sentences often break
apart; one sentence ends and he produces
a parallel second sentence that somehow
oscillates around the idea of the first.
These sets of sentences remind one of a
partita where, in order to express some-
thing, one has to use different tunes.”

Nedo devoted a great deal of time
to designing a typographic format that
would make for a readable text, and he
insisted on having special software de-
veloped that would allow many different
variants to be presented simultaneously,
with each given a different weight. In his
view, such time-consuming efforts were
justified by the result: the software that
he and Desmond Schmidt, a Cambridge
Ph.D. in classical philology, developed
at the archive is infinitely more sophisti-
cated, Nedo says, than anything devel-
oped elsewhere, and could be used for
all sorts of scholarly editorial projects.

But while Anscombe continued to sup-

(Continued on page 40)

JUNE 1997

—



(Continued from page 32)

port Nedo, his critics argued that more-
complex texts had successfully been tran-
scribed and transferred to the computer in
a much shorter time. Jaakko Hintikka, the
most vocal of this group, accused Nedo
of misrepresenting his progress on grant
applications and of having wasted years
and vast sums of money by failing “to
use any of the available resources for the
purpose of software development.” In an
article in the Times Higher Educational
Supplement, Anthony Kenny, one of the
two men appointed by the other trustees
to replace Rush Rhees, claimed that Nedo
had spent “long periods of time designing
software for formatting the pages to be
printed according to his own taste.”

By the time Nedo was finally ready to
publish his first volume, the trustees had
withdrawn their support for his edition.
He was deprived of his fellowship and
his elegant office at Trinity, and his con-
tract for publication of the papers was
revoked. It was expected that he would
give up on the project entirely. But such
a thing seems never to have occurred to
Nedo, whose belief in the importance of
the edition is absolute: “In such impov-
erished times as these, when creativity
has virtually collapsed, all we have to
guide us is what was produced by the
great minds of the past; only by cherish-
ing these things, and making them avail-
able as they were written, can we hope
to climb out of the mess we are in.” He
set about finding his own funding, his
own premises, and his own publisher.

TODAY the Wittgenstein Archive is
housed in an austere concrete build-
ing on a Cambridge side street, lent
to Nedo by the noted British architect
Colin St. John Wilson. The garden around
the place is decidedly overgrown, there
being no money for maintenance; the
operation’s budget is being shored up
by an overdraft from the bank and by a
mortgage that Nedo took out on his own
house. But the reviews of his edition
(known as the Wiener Ausgabe, the Vi-
enna Edition, because it is published by
Springer Verlag, of Vienna) have been
glowing.

A piece that appeared in the Times Lit-
erary Supplement in 1995 praised the Vi-
enna Edition for “combining readability
with accuracy, elegance with lavish detail.
It will be a valuable source to scholars, an
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example to philolo-
gists, and a pleasure
to bibliophiles. . . . It

The archive'’s
austere

interior and

neglected discharges an im-
garden mensely difficult

and ambitious task.”
A review in the San Francisco Chroni-
cle further observed, “The existing bilin-
gual editions of Wittgenstein exaggerate
the break between his earlier and later
thought. The Vienna Edition, austerely
beautiful in its large format, promises to
restore the inner continuity of Wittgen-
stein’s philosophy.”

In fact, one of Nedo’s chief purposes is
to convince people, through publication
of the crucial “transitional” manuscripts
of 1929-1933, that the Philosophical In-
vestigations is not a direct repudiation of
the Tractatus, as is almost universally be-
lieved, but a matter of going from gener-
al to specific rules about language. Nedo
points out that Wittgenstein himself
wanted the two books to be published in
a single volume, with an epigraph read-
ing “It’s generally the way with progress
that it looks much greater than it really
is.” He also insists that the repetitions in
the manuscripts are by no means super-
fluous but rather are crucial to an under-
standing of Wittgenstein’s thought;
placed in a different context, the same re-
mark becomes something quite different.
Again, he quotes Wittgenstein: “In phi-
losophy matters are not simple enough
for us to say ‘Let’s get a rough idea,” for
we do not know the country except by

knowing the connections between the
roads. So I suggest repetition as a means
of surveying the connections.”

Finally, Nedo hopes that his edition
will convince people of the importance
of Wittgenstein’s work on the founda-
tions of mathematics and the moral im-
plications it has for scientists. Here, too,
he supports his view with a quotation
from Wittgenstein; when asked during
the forties to comment on an entry about
him in a biographical dictionary, the
philosopher added just one sentence:
“Wittgenstein’s chief contribution has
been in the philosophy of mathematics.”

But if Nedo is content that the Vienna
Edition—which he wants to extend to in-
clude all Wittgenstein’s writings, along
with a concordance to the manuscripts—
is at last making it possible to understand
“the complex structure of Wittgenstein’s
thought,” his academic detractors are far
from granting him the point. After years
of complaining bitterly about Nedo’s
delays, many have decided that his edi-
tion is superfluous anyway; rather than
wading through page after page of repet-
itive text, they await the search capabili-
ties and cross-referencing potential of the
complete CD-ROM version.

Logical though this sounds, it is a lit-
tle suspect that few of Michael Nedo’s
critics seem to have been curious enough
even to look at the Vienna Edition—as
though, if they were actually to see it,
they might have to give Nedo some
credit after all. Indeed, the professors
sometimes seem more interested in air-
ing their grievances than in talking about
anything Wittgenstein himself may have
written.

And that, of course, is the great irony
here—that a man whose own preoccu-
pations were so fiercely high-minded

By the time Nedo
was finally ready to
publish his first
volume, the trustees
had withdrawn their

support of his edition.
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should have spawned such an orgy of
pettiness. But then, it is a gloomy fact
that since his death Wittgenstein seems
to have become the victim of everything
he hated most. This is true not only in the
academy but also among all the legions
of his supposed admirers. Having made
it his moral purpose to “clarify the use of
our language,” he is the subject of some
of the most impenetrable prose ever writ-
ten. Having warred against pretentious-
ness of every kind, he is routinely hauled
in to lend credence to some of the most
pretentious cultural artifacts of our time.

In the art world especially, where con-
ceptual artists have adopted him as their
guru, he seems doomed to a perpetual af-
terlife of misappropriation. Thus a piece
consisting of four sheets of glass propped
up against a gallery wall, with the words
CLEAR SQUARE GLASS LEANING written
on them, is called by the artist a “Proposi-
tion,” after those of the Tractatus, and is
said to “work with Ludwig Wittgenstein’s
analytic philosophy of language” to
“stimulate the spiritual faculties of the in-
dividual as a dialectical, culturally locat-
ed counterpart.” Works that consist of the
scrawled or flashing words “Pay attention
mother fuckers” and “Fuck and live. Suck
and die” are claimed by a curator at the
Museum of Modern Art to go “directly to
the heart of the existential problem
Wittgenstein’s inquiries pose. . . . Nau-
man’s [the artist’s] method has much in
common with that of Ludwig Wittgen-
stein. . . . Whether videos, neons, draw-
ings, prints or spatial constructions, each
of his works asks the same question:
how does being resonate in language?”

The uninitiated viewer may have trou-
ble seeing how a Bruce Nauman work
called Shit in Your Hat—Head on a Chair
asks that question. Equally, it is hard to
fathom why a neon sign that said RUN
FROM FEAR. FUN FROM REAR is said
to have been praised by a critic for its
“Wittgensteinian synchronicity.” Such,
however, are the uses of philosophy in
our time.

It seems unlikely that the Vienna Edi-
tion—or the CD-ROM version of the
manuscripts, for that matter—will deter
this sort of thing, any more than it will
stop the philosophers from grumbling.
But at least it will finally be possible, for
those who are interested, to find out ex-
actly what Wittgenstein said, and when
he said it. &
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On the night we found this young
brown bear, she was sitting alone in
the dark on the end of a three foot
chain pierced through her nose. She
was malnourished and riddled with
parasites and infection.

Our rescue teams found several
other bears nearby. All had been stolen
from the wild as cubs and forced
into brutal training to teach them
to perform on the streets. That night
¢ on the rocky cliffs just outside of
Istanbul, as flashlights shone through
the darkness, they marked an end to years of p
life anew. :

Today these bears are survivo
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