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Research Interests

Wittgenstein runs throughout my interests and my work. I write and publish exegesis, but principally I apply Wittgenstein’s thought, resolutely interpreted, to diverse subject-matters. A picture of this can be garnered from my new book, ‘Applying Wittgenstein’.

I interpret Kuhn and Winch after Wittgenstein, and think accordingly the status of various science and ‘science’ disciplines. My ‘There is no such thing as social science’ will appear in 2008, and after that my next project in this area is provisionally entitled ‘Wittgenstein among the sciences’: this will take in everything from maths through environmental science to linguistics.

As regards philosophy of literature, I am particularly interested by ‘deranged narratives’; my interest in the philosophy of literature intersects with my interest in the philosophy of psychopathology.

I am motivated by a desire to understand the roots of philosophical discontent and delusion. This brings together my interest in Buddhism (particularly Zen), in psychopathology and in ‘the psychopathology of philosophical delusion or illusion’, and in propaganda and the framing of language and of political ideologies. 

I want to know from whence in our biology, our psychology, our language and our culture philosophical problems come. Wittgenstein has typically been badly misunderstood as saying that these problems come only from our language. This is a superficial and more or less positivist error or illusion. 

But there is a profound difficulty in getting clear on the origin of these problems: because this aim can seem to imply the absurd ambition of exiting entirely and permanently from such problems, in order to see how they have clouded our vision. By contrast, I am interested in exploring the ways (e.g. through desire, fear, and political ideology – thus see especially my ongoing work on ‘The Lord of the Rings’) in which such problems most deeply ensnare us; and how (e.g. through meditation, honesty with oneself, a therapeutic engagement with one’s problems, and a sane society) one/we can most effectively learn from them and change through and beyond them.

I believe that philosophers cannot abdicate the challenge of thinking about how we ought to live, and thinking against the grain of the times to change those times. Now more than ever.

Research Projects

1) Wittgenstein, resolutely interpreted and applied - I regard Wittgenstein (and the Wittgenstein Research Centre at UEA) as the heart of my open-ended research project into philosophy, thought and life. I aim in the next five years to complete at least one and possibly two books joint-authored with Phil Hutchinson, laying out what it really means to think of Wittgenstein as a radically therapeutic thinker, after the fashion of ‘the New Wittgenstein’ and Gordon Baker. I expect also to pursue this project in the intellectual companionship of UEA PHI colleague Eugen Fischer, who nurtures a similar ambition. Along the way, I expect to say quite a lot more than has yet been said about the precise sense in which later Wittgenstein was in his considered prose a thoroughly ‘resolute’ thinker.

2) An ecological alternative to the political philosophy of liberalism -My other key research project for the years ahead is to challenge, chiefly on grounds of the call upon us made by future generations (and by non-humans), the dominant ideology of our times: individualist materialism … and its legitimating ideology in the academy: political liberalism. I am working on a series of papers in which Rawls’s liberalism is put severely to the test by the climate crisis which we are inhabiting, and also by its evisceration of the possibility of a response to that crisis taking seriously the claims of spirituality and religion. I believe that a true egalitarianism and a sense of the sacred is incompatibly with the political philosophy of liberalism. 

This project brings together somewhat the philosophical with the other side of my life: my active involvement in ‘Green politics’.

At UEA I am a member of the Wittgenstein Research Centre and the Philosophy and Cognitive Science Group.

Biography

I studied PPE at Balliol College, Oxford, and the blend of philosophy, politics and economics was perfect for me. I learnt Wittgenstein at the feet of Tony Kenny, Peter Hacker, Gordon Baker and Stephen Mulhall, and took a First. I determined to subject what I had learned (the philosophy of Wittgenstein) to the severest possible challenge, and so I took the rather bold course of turning down a British Academy scholarship and studying for several years at Rutgers University (NJ, USA), where my teachers such as Jerry Fodor and Colin McGinn taught me ‘mainstream’ philosophy of language and mind – but did not sway in the least my conviction that Wittgenstein had revolutionised philosophy, and had in effect pre-emptively dissolved ‘analytical’ philosophy. I pursued and broadened my interest in Wittgenstein by working with James Guetti, Louis Sass, Cora Diamond and others at Rutgers and Princeton, and took my Ph.D in a Wittgensteinian exploration of the relationship between Kripke’s ‘quus’ problem and Nelson Goodman’s ‘grue’ problem. My time in the States also politically radicalised me, as I saw first-hand the dire cultural and ethical consequences of more or less untrammelled capitalism.

I lectured for two years at Manchester, encountering properly for the first time the impressive Wittgenstein-affiliated ethno-methodological critique of sociology. I landed a permanent job at UEA in 1997, where I have stayed for the last decade, working to grow the philosophy post-grad community, the Department as a whole, and the Wittgensteinian side of the Department in particular. All three goals have now been successfully realised. And I have published a very substantial number of books and papers while at UEA, perhaps notably the epoch-marking collection, ‘The New Wittgenstein’.

To download a CV, please click here. (LINK TO PDF)

Publications

Books:

Kuhn: philosopher of scientific revolution (monograph, co-authored with Wes Sharrock; Oxford: Polity, 2002; translation into Korean (by Kim Hae Jin) published, 2005. 

The New Wittgenstein (edited book, jointly edited with Alice Crary; London: Routledge, 2000; reprinted several times.)

The New Hume Debate (edited book, jointly edited with Ken Richman; London: Routledge, 2000; enlarged paperback second edition forthcoming in 2007. reviewed in TLS, Eighteenth Century Studies and (at length) in Hume Studies, among other places.).

Film as Philosophy: Essays on Cinema after Wittgenstein and Cavell (edited book, jointly edited with Jerry Goodenough; London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2005. 2 reviews out so far; several reviews forthcoming). 

Philosophy for life (edited by Matt Lavery, London; Continuum: 2007).

Applying Wittgenstein (edited by Laura Cook, London, Continuum: 2007)

Papers [* indicates a peer-reviewed journal]:

“Pain and Certainty”, in Cook et al (ed.s), Ludwig Wittgenstein: A Symposium (Wakefield: Longwood, 1990), 160-169.





"The Unstatability of Kripkian Scepticisms", in Philosophical Papers * XXIV: 1 (1995), 67-75.

""The real philosophical discovery"", in Philosophical Investigations 18: 4 (1995), 362-370.

"Acting from Rules", (jointly written with James Guetti) International Studies in Philosophy * XXVIII: 2 (1996), 43-62.

"Princess Di: the last perfect republican", in The Philosopher's Magazine (Summer, 1998; reprinted as the opening article in The Philosophers' Snack Pack (eds. J. Baggini & J. Stangroom, London: TPM, 1999), pp. 9-13.

"Meaningful Consequences" (jointly written with James Guetti), The Philosophical Forum * XXX:4 (Dec. 1999), 289-314.

"What "There is no such thing as meaning anything by any word" could possibly mean", in The New Wittgenstein [see above], 74-83.

"The New Hume's new antagonists: On the relevance of Goodman and Wittgenstein to the New Hume debate", in The New Hume Debate [see above], 167-197.

"Recent work: the Philosophy of Literature" (jointly written with Jon Cook), in Philosophical Books XLIII: 2 (April 2001), 118-131.

"On wanting to say: "All we need is a paradigm"", in The Harvard Review of Philosophy XI (Spring 2001), 88-105; recently reprinted in a volume of the best of the Harvard Review.
http://www.hcs.harvard.edu/hrp/issues/2001/Read.pdf
"What does 'signify' signify?", in Philosophical Psychology * 14:4 (2001), 499-514, published along with Grant Gillett's reply.
"On approaching schizophrenia through Wittgenstein", in Philosophical Psychology * 14:4 (2001), 449-475; soon to be reprinted in a NovaScience (Hauppage, NY) volume on the foundations of psychology.

"What is Chomskyism? Or: Chomsky against Chomsky", in The alternative Raven ('Language, Mind and Society' issue, 2001 [published along with Chomsky's reply]), 33-51.

"Is 'What is time?' a good question to ask?", in Philosophy 77 (2002), 193-209. [Michael Dummett replied to this paper at length in Philosophy in the following year]

"Nature, Culture, Ecosystem:  or 'The priority of Environmental Ethics to epistemology and metaphysics", in N.Scheman (ed.), Feminist Readings of Wittgenstein * (NY: Penn. State Press, 2002), 408-431; reprinted (with new Post-Scripts) in Alan Malachowski's edited volume on Pragmatism for Sage, 2005.
"Thomas Kuhn's misunderstood relation to 'Kripke/Putnam essentialism'" (jointly written with Wes Sharrock), in Journal for the General Philosophy of Science * (2002), 151-158. [Reply by Alexander Bird appeared two issues later]

"Wittgenstein and Marx on vampirism and parasitism", in Wittgenstein and Marxism (edited by G.Kitching and N.Pleasants; London: Routledge, 2002), 254-281.

"Against 'time-slices'", in Philosophical Investigations 26:1 (January)* 2003, 24-43. 

""Nothing is shown"", (jt. with Rob Deans) in Philosophical Investigations 26:3, 2003. 239-268.

"Time to stop trying to provide an account of time", in Philosophy 78 (2003), 397-408. [Michael Dummett replied to this paper in the same issue.]

"Kuhn: le Wittgenstein des sciences?", in Archives de Philosophie 66:3 ('Kuhn, Aprés la Structure ' (guest edited by Sandra Laugier; Paris: Presse de la Sorbonne nouvelle, 2003), pp.463-480 {English translation, "Kuhn: a Wittgenstein of the sciences?", in UEA Papers in Philosophy 15 (2004), with a reply to it by Angus Ross}.

"Literature as philosophy of psychopathology", in Philosophy, Psychology, Psychiatry ,* 10:2 (June 2003), 115-124. [Replies by Louis Sass and J.M. Coetzee immediately followed my paper]

"On delusions of sense: a response to Coetzee and Sass", in Philosophy, Psychology, Psychiatry ,* 10:2 (June 2003), 135-142.

"Wittgenstein and Faulkner's Benjy: reflections on and of derangement", in The literary Wittgenstein (edited by John Gibson and Wolfgang Huemer; London: Routledge, 2004; now translated into German by Martin Suhr, as Wittgenstein und die Literatur (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 2006). Replied to by Peter Sattler in The Valve, August 2005. 

http://www.thevalve.org/go/valve/article/interpreting_the_idiot/).

"Throwing away 'the bedrock'", Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 105:1 (2004), 81-98.

"The first shall be last...:  the importance of On Certainty 501", in Essays on On Certainty (edited by Daniele Moyal-Sharrock et al; London: Palgrave, 2005).

"Memento: A philosophical investigation", jt. with Phil Hutchinson, in my Film as Philosophy (2005) [see above].

"The elucidatory reading of Wittgenstein's Tractatus", jt. with Phil Hutchinson, International Journal of Philosophical Studies 14:1 (2006), 1-29. [Dan Hutto replied in the same issue]

"Economics is philosophy: Economics is not science", International Journal of Green Economics issue 2, 2006

Critical Notices, Review Essays, Discussion Notes and Book Reviews:

"Does Thomas Kuhn have a 'model of science'?", a jt.-written (with Wes Sharrock) Critical Notice of S. Fuller's Thomas Kuhn: a philosophical history for our times", in Social Epistemology 17: 2 &3 (2003)  [Fuller replied to our paper in the next issue of Social Epistemology]

"Whose Wittgenstein?" a jt.written (with Phil Hutchinson) Review essay of G. Baker, Wittgenstein's method, D. Stern, Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations, I. Dilman, Wittgenstein's Copernican Revolution & P. Hacker Wittgenstein: Connections and Controversies, in Philosophy 80 (July 2005), pp.432-455.

"How and how not to write on a 'legendary' philosopher", a Review essay of Steve Fuller, Kuhn vs. Popper, & Thomas Nickles (ed.), Thomas Kuhn, in Philosophy of the Social Sciences (Sept.2005), 35:3.[Fuller replied at length in the next issue, in his “The importance of being [Rupert] Read”.]

"A no-theory theory? Dan Hutto's, Wittgenstein: Neither theory nor therapy", in Philosophical Investigations 29:1, 73-81, (2006).

For a complete list of publications, presented papers, and also forthcoming papers, please download a copy of the CV. (LINK to PDF)

Book Abstracts

Kuhn: philosopher of scientific revolution 

Sharrock and Read take the reader through Kuhn's work in a careful and accessible way, emphasizing Kuhn's detailed studies of the history of science, which often assist the understanding of his more abstract philosophical work. These historical studies provide vital insight into what Kuhn was actually trying to achieve in his The Structure of Scientific Revolutions: an endeavour far less extreme than either his 'foes' or his 'fans' claim. In the book's second half, Sharrock and Read provide excellent explications, defences and, where appropriate, criticisms of Kuhn's central concept of 'incommensurability', and tackle head on the crucial issue of whether Kuhn's insights concerning the natural sciences can be extrapolated to other disciplines, such as the social sciences. 

This is the first comprehensive introduction to the work of Kuhn and it will be of particular interest to students and scholars in philosophy, theory of science, management science and anthropology.

The New Wittgenstein
This book is concerned with the ground-breaking work especially of Stanley Cavell, James Conant, Cora Diamond (also latterly of John McDowell, Hilary Putnam, and Peter Winch) which regards Wittgenstein’s philosophy (early and late) as entirely therapeutic, rather than as having any technical/theoretical/metaphysical aims or aspects. It takes up these new interpretations of Wittgenstein’s early and later works, suggesting that Wittgenstein has no ‘positive’ vision of philosophy (or of language) at all, ‘only’ a ‘negative’ account of the temptations to illusion and nonsense to which we are all subject.

The New Hume Debate

This book discusses whether Hume is a sceptic or a sceptical realist. Throughout, the volume brings the debate beyond textual issues in Hume to contemporary philosophical issues concerning causation and knowledge of the external world and issue in the history of philosophy, offering the reader a model for scholarly debate.

Film as Philosophy: Essays on Cinema after Wittgenstein and Cavell

My own contributions to this volume, "What theory of film do Wittgenstein and Cavell have?" and "'Memento": a philosophical investigation", have attracted favourable comment; the book as a whole (and its ruling idea of 'film AS philosophy', which was my conception),  wins praise on the back cover for representing "a wholly new view of the relationship between image and thought" and as calling "for course development".
Philosophy for Life

This book explores a series of important and often provocative contemporary political and cultural issues from a philosophical perspective, arguing that philosophy is not a body of doctrine, but a practice, a vantage point from which life should be analysed and, more importantly, acted upon.

“Philosophy has something to offer in this struggle, the struggle of humankind to attain a better existence. It can be an organic part of the ethical struggle to save the humans.”

Applying Wittgenstein

A key development in Wittgenstein Studies over recent years has been the advancement of a resolutely therapeutic reading of the Tractatus. Rupert Read offers the first extended application of this reading of Wittgenstein, encompassing Wittgenstein's later work too, to examine the implications of Wittgenstein’s work as a whole upon the domains especially of literature, psychopathology, and time. Read begins by applying Wittgenstein’s remarks on meaning to language, examining the consequences our conception of philosophy has for the ways in which we talk about meaning. He goes on to engage with literary texts as Wittgensteinian, where 'Wittgensteinian' does not mean expressive of a Wittgenstein philosophy, but involves the literature in question remaining enigmatic, and doing philosophical work of its own. 

