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Review: The Philosophy of J. L. Austin, edited by
Martin Gustafsson and Richard Sorli

Claudia Bianchi

John Austin has had a strange fate: much revered during his life-
time, he was almost forgotten after his death, to the point that his
work is still inadequately known and largely underestimated.
Many factors contributed to such a fate. During his teaching in
Oxford he was celebrated for his extraordinary personality and
innovative philosophical method: for Austin, philosophy was not
an endeavour to be pursued privately, but a collective effort, as
exemplified by his legendary “Saturday mornings”. However his
method was better suited for discussion than for publication, and
his philosophical talent more fully appreciated in private conver-
sations. Moreover we owe to Searle and Grice many of the devel-
opments of Austin’s ideas in speech act theory and pragmatics: as
Martin Gustafsson writes in his excellent Introduction, “it seems
fair to say that their works have contributed more than anything
else to the general sense that Austin’s endeavours have become
outdated” (p. 16).

In recent times this situation has changed. Nowadays Austin is
studied in research fields as diverse as philosophy of language,
linguistics, epistemology, philosophy of action, ethics, legal theory,
political thought and feminist philosophy. The collection of essays
edited by Martin Gustafsson and Richard Serli (“the first collec-
tion of essays on Austin’s philosophy published by a major An-
glophone press in almost forty years”, p. 3) is another indication of
this Austinian renaissance. The eight essays and the Introduction
focus on Austin’s place in philosophy, epistemological issues
(scepticism, epistemology of testimony, contextualism) and Aus-

tin’s work on truth. In what follows, I will offer a concise sketch of
each essay, before concluding with some critical remarks.

Martin Gustafsson in the Introduction (“Inheriting Austin”)
and Simon Glendinning in Chapter 2 (“Unmasking the Tradition”)
situate Austin among his contemporaries and within Western phi-
losophy at large, showing both the continuity and the originality
of his approach to philosophy. The British philosopher was deeply
dissatisfied with both the traditional way of doing philosophy and
with Logical Positivism. In particular, his dissatisfaction was di-
rected towards a way of practicing philosophy which, in his view,
was responsible for the production of tidy dichotomies, oversim-
plifications and dogmatic schemes of thought. As a consequence,
he developed a new philosophical methodology and style, which
became paradigmatic of Ordinary Language Philosophy. Accord-
ing to Austin, within ordinary language are deposited all the dis-
tinctions and connections established by human beings, as if our
words in their daily uses “had stood up to the long test of the sur-
vival of the fittest” (Austin 1956/1961, 182). To be sure, this is not a
new methodology in the history of philosophy (consider, for in-
stance, Socratic questioning); yet, this strategy was carried out by
Austin with exceptional care and conceived as a collective en-
deavour.

Chapters 3 to 6 are devoted to epistemological issues. Mark
Kaplan in Chapter 3 (“Tales of the Unknown: Austin and the Ar-
gument from Ignorance”) and Adam Leite in Chapter 4 (“Austin,
Dreams, and Scepticism”) focus on scepticism, and its relation
with our ordinary judgements. Kaplan’s essay is the latest of a se-
ries of papers devoted to a defence of Austin’s approach to the
theory of knowledge as an epistemology true to our ordinary prac-
tices. Drawing partially on his previous work, Kaplan here exam-
ines a particular variety of what DeRose calls the argument from
Ignorance, in order to show that the dichotomy between what one
knows and what one doesn’t know is not exhaustive: the adoption
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of an Austinian methodology severely undermines sceptical ar-
guments about knowledge. Leite examines a different argument
for scepticism, the dream argument: he shows how Austin chal-
lenges global scepticism not only with a linguistic strategy, but
also with factual claims regarding our ordinary epistemic proce-
dures. In Chapter 5 (“Believing what the Man Says about his own
Feelings”), Benjamin McMyler offers an innovative reading of
“Other Minds” not only as an essay on the problem of other
minds, but also as a work on the epistemology of testimony. In
particular, McMyler addresses the Austinian analogy between “I
know” and “I promise”, trying to clarify what constitutes the jus-
tification of testimonial knowledge — a justification grounded on
its essentially interpersonal character. In Chapter 6 (“Knowing
Knowing (that Such and Such)”) Avner Baz questions a well-
established claim in both contemporary philosophy of language
and epistemology, namely that Austin was a contextualist, or at
least the forefather (along with Wittgenstein) of contextualism. Baz
shows that contextualists and anti-contextualists share the idea
that the basic role of “knowing that” is to enable us to represent
people as knowing this or that. The accent placed on truth-
conditions domesticates the Austinian perspective: according to
Austin, our everyday epistemological claims are expressive of and
answerable to the participants’ “intents and purposes” — those of-
ten involving not truth and falsity, but competence, reasonableness
and responsibility.

In Chapter 7 (“Truth and Merit”) — an ideal, partial reply to
Baz — Charles Travis concentrates on Austin’s conception of truth.
Travis underlines that truth/falsity is simply one among many
dimensions of evaluation. Statements, as traditionally conceived,
are abstractions: stating something is instead just “offering a guide
to treating things” (p. 192). The relation between the conceptual
(statements) and the non-conceptual (state of affairs) cannot be
fixed once and for all: in applying a statement we must exercise

the same sensibility and the same virtues we use in giving advice
or issuing verdicts. In a similar vein, Jean-Philippe Narboux
(Chapter 8, “'There's Many a Slip between Cup and Lip": Dimen-
sion and Negation in Austin”) examines Austin’s claim that truth
and falsity, and felicity and infelicity are on a par as dimensions of
evaluations of utterances. In so doing, he underlines the often ne-
glected systematic character of Austin’s work — of his approach
and his conceptual tools.

The major value of this collection is unquestionably that of
providing an overview of the complexity and variety of Austin’s
contributions to philosophy, too often circumscribed to speech act
theory, and to his method of ‘linguistic phenomenology’. And yet
one feels that something is missing from this very fine volume. It
is undeniable that the standard picture of Austin as the doyen of
Ordinary Language Philosophy and the founder of speech act the-
ory “hides from view the diversity and variation that are in fact
prominent characteristic of [Austin’s philosophical landscape]”
(Gustafsson, p. 1). Choosing not to include in the collection a sin-
gle contribution to speech act theory is, however, at best contro-
versial. Even more so if one claims — as Gustafsson does in the sec-
tion of his Introduction devoted to Austin’s legacy — that there are
still philosophers that “treat Austin as a philosopher to think with,
rather than as a respectable but obsolete precursor”(p. 17), such as
William Alston and Marina Sbisa (Alston 2000, Sbisa 2007, 2009,
2013), and furthermore that there is at least “a contemporary
philosophical debate in which Austin still figures as a living and
direct source of influence”, (p. 18), namely the discussion on por-
nography and free speech. Indeed the debate on free speech, por-
nography and censorship is one of the most remarkable current
applications of speech act theory (cf. Hornsby 1993, Hornsby &
Langton 1998, Langton 1993, 2009, Bianchi 2008, Langton, Haslan-
ger and Anderson 2012). Catharine MacKinnon’s claim that por-
nography subordinates women (MacKinnon 1987) has been defended
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by Rae Langton and Jennifer Hornsby in terms of speech acts:
works of pornography can be understood as illocutionary acts. Por-
nography subordinates women by conditioning people to regard
women as willing sexual objects; it silences women by creating a
communicative environment that deprives women of their illocu-
tionary potential. Against the liberal defence of pornography as a
form of expression (a simple form of locution), Langton and
Hornsby argue that pornography does more than simply express; it
acts to silence the expressions of women (a form of illocution),
thereby restricting their freedom of speech. The debate on free
speech and pornography is, then, an excellent example of a do-
main where “most participants actually read and discuss what
Austin says, treating his writings as texts from which there is still
something important to learn” (p. 18).

Such remarks notwithstanding, this is an extremely rich and
fascinating collection, questioning the generally received picture
of Austin, filled with suggestions and innovative analyses of his
work. I agree with what is said in the Introduction, that our tem-
poral distance from Austin (and his students and colleagues) can
truly be a blessing: the consequences and import of his philosophy
can be better understood in light of its recent applications and de-
velopments. Once more, a careful analysis of the things we, as phi-
losophers, do with Austin’s words helps to clarify an extensive
variety of contemporary issues.

Claudia Bianchi

Faculty of Philosophy

Universita Vita-Salute San Raffaele,
Milano, Italy
claudia.bianchi@unisr.it
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