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I have heard it said of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s philosophy that it is not a good subject for undergraduate philosophy students to pursue in great depth, largely because it is one of the fundamental goals of Wittgenstein’s philosophical project to get the reader to stop doing philosophy. It should come as no surprise, then, that one of the things I took away from my research this summer is the notion that academia and philosophical study are limited enterprises, of interest primarily to people of a certain disposition. Getting to work with Wittgenstein’s philosophy at the level of depth that I did this summer provided me with some interesting insights into academia that will help me, I hope, decide what I want do with my academic career. In particular, I think that I got a better idea of whether or not an academic career is for me.


I was lucky enough to be able to work on the early philosophy of Wittgenstein, and I have to say that his reputation as one of the most puzzling and brilliant philosophers of the modern era is well deserved. When I first read Wittgenstein’s work in a seminar class devoted to his philosophy, I was primarily interested in his later philosophy. His early work, the Tractatus Logico-philosophicus, was so enigmatic, so puzzling, that I was discouraged from trying to do any in-depth work on it. Also, by Wittgenstein’s own admission, the book was ultimately a failure. For these reasons it seemed to me that it would be better to set the Tractatus aside and focus on his later writings. I say, however, that I was lucky to be able work on the Tractatus because in working on it I came to a much more profound understanding of Wittgenstein’s philosophy, both early and late, and of the connection between his early and later works. The most valuable thing I learned from my experience, though, is probably about my personal academic inclinations.


A large part of my work was exegetical in nature; I was working through interpretations of a difficult text, trying to figure out the author’s position in detail. There is a lot to be said for this kind of work. In the field of philosophy it is important to think through the implications of ideas and discern subtle differences between positions, and working through the articulation of a difficult position develops, I think, important skills to these ends. That said, I usually found myself less inclined to get into the grit of interpretive differences; I was more interested in ways of building on a particular position, regardless of whether or not that position is exactly what the original thinker intended in his text. I wanted to develop new ideas, not quibble over the exact meaning of particular passages. Although I learned to recognize the value of interpreting in detail, I quickly grew impatient with the back and forth between competing interpretations. I was particularly interested in finding the common ground between positions and often attempted to reconcile opposing views. I found myself frequently of the opinion that two apparently warring perspectives each had some truth in them, and so I would set about trying to bring them together. I discovered that this synthesis is the sort of academic work that I enjoy.


As for the work itself, it, unsurprisingly, consisted mostly of reading. I was working with Dr. Andrew Moser from the philosophy department and he would help me find and pick out readings that might be helpful to our project. We met once per week to discuss the readings that we had selected the week before. Our original project had been to explore the potential significance of a rather enigmatic passage concerning suicide in Wittgenstein’s 1914-1916 Notebooks. The project quickly became more complicated, however, because the Notebooks are made up of the notes that eventually became the Tractatus, and so in order to understand the passage in the Notebooks it became apparent that a coherent reading of the Tractatus as a whole would be necessary. Unfortunately, Tractatus Logico-philosophicus is one of the most discussed and enigmatic works of philosophy to come out of the twentieth century, so finding a coherent reading is no easy task. The book is positively frustrating in its ability to elude coherent understanding. Every time I thought I had arrived at reading that I liked, I found when I tried to articulate it, that it was insufficient in some way. I eventually did come up with a reading that was satisfying, and the final part of the internship consisted of writing a research paper that describes that reading.


As the reader may have duduced, my internship was relatively unstructured. I worked on my own time and, except for my weekly meeting with Dr. Moser, had no regular schedule. This lack of structure was largely my own doing, and in some ways it was helpful while in others difficult. It helped me a lot to have a fluid work schedule in that much of what I was doing involved thinking through difficult issues and concepts, and I found that there is only so much time that I can put into such mentally taxing work before I can go no further. Some days I could only work for a few hours before being mentally exhausted, or just plain frustrated with the task at hand. It was a relief to be able to take an afternoon off if I needed to collect my thoughts so I could approach the topic from a fresh perspective. But the lack of structure was difficult as well because I sometimes found it difficult to motivate myself. When a paper we were reading was particularly difficult or dry, I often found it very hard to get myself to tackle it again after having set it down once. Ultimately, the level of structure worked for me and for the work I was doing, and Dr. Moser was content to have the work be like that. I think the ideal way to structure the research would have been different if it were a different subject matter, and if I were doing it again I might want to impose a little more structure on myself, but I think the way it worked out was a success.


I said above that my internship was helpful in deciding whether or not a career in academia would be right for me. I do think it was helpful, but the issue is still up in the air, as it were. Doing research gave me a taste of what it would be like to write for a philosophical journal or publish in the field of philosophy, and I think that so long as I had sufficient freedom to work on the subjects that I choose, I would enjoy it. I think, however, that one reason I like Wittgenstein’s philosophy so much is that I share with him a certain distaste for purely academic work; he was notorious for encouraging his friends not to be become academics, while at the same time being stuck in academic life himself, unable to be successful doing anything else. I don’t believe my view on the matter is as extreme as his, but I do get the feeling that if I were to continue working in philosophy, research would not be my primary activity. I am convinced that philosophy should not be a merely academic exercise; that is, it should be engaging, a living activity, not limited to dry analysis of texts and arguments. Of course, philosophy is not for everyone. Some people are particularly plagued by philosophical questions, and others are free from such uncertainty. I find myself more often than not in the former group, so I will probably continue to read and be engaged by philosophy, whether or not I enter the field professionally.
