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THE PHILOSOPHICAL INVESTIGATIONS

 

 

 

 

· In the Preface, Wittgenstein says: 

Four years ago I had occasion to re-read my first book (the Tractatus) … It suddenly seemed to me that I should publish those old thoughts and the new ones together: that the latter could be seen in the right light only by contrast with, and against the background of, my old way of thinking.”

So, what was this “old way of thinking”? It was, perhaps, a rather general set of aspirations, assumptions, motives, and techniques which together go some way towards characterizing a philosophical approach, or attitude, or enquiry. The Tractatus itself certainly belonged to this tendency – but so too did many of the paradigm works of philosophers such as Plato, Descartes, Leibniz, Kant, Hegel, Frege and Russell. Here is a crude list of some of the elements which might belong within this “old way of thinking”:

 

Desire for clarity, precision, and rigour:

Some concepts seem vague, obscure, complicated, unclear. Philosophy can analyse such things, and thus reveal what is basic, simple, clear, and precise. Philosophers bring clarity and order to unruly ideas.

 

Desire for explanation:

If something is puzzling, if it seems to defy our understanding, then what we require is a theory that will explain it, and show that it was not, after all, unintelligible.

 

Desire to find what is common to diverse phenomena:

The drive towards generality is strong in philosophers: i.e., the need to see a whole range of (apparently) diverse phenomena as nevertheless essentially belonging to the same fundamental kind. This is linked to:

 

Desire to get at what is essential:

Philosophers are often driven by a need to find what is ‘absolutely basic’, ‘fundamental’, ‘essential’, ‘necessarily the case’, ‘a priori’, and so on. They are often, conversely, inclined to be disdainful of what is contingent, accidental, inessential, and the like.

 

The feeling that the truth is hidden:

Philosophers often need to get ‘behind the mere appearance’, so as to reveal a previously hidden, mysterious reality.

 

The need for an intuitive model, epitome, or paradigm:

One naturally starts by taking some (admittedly very simple, naïve, pre-theoretical, intuitively attractive) model as somehow capturing what is essential in a particular context. Wittgenstein talks here of how “a picture forces itself on one”.

 

The restriction to a “one-sided diet of examples”:

Initial acceptance of a naive, simple picture in turn determines what will then be taken as relevant in the subsequent attempt to make that picture sophisticated. 

 

The Philosophical Investigations is intended (amongst other things) to wean us away from these tendencies and desires. It is meant, in a sense to be an antidote to traditional philosophy.

----------------------------------------

 

· Wittgenstein’s response: 
He once considered as a motto for the Investigations the sentence: “I’ll teach you differences”. Throughout the work he assembles reminders, imagines strange situations, looks at lots of different examples and instances of a given phenomenon, explores philosophical temptations – with a view to showing how the “old way of thinking” has led us astray. In the last analysis, he believes, there are no genuine philosophical problems – that is, problems that can be meaningfully stated, and then solved by the provision of an explanatory philosophical theory. So-called philosophical problems are not real, but only pseudo problems. And they require not solution, but dissolution. (There are very strong echoes of his earlier work here).

----------------------------------

 

· Opening sections: 

The book begins with a quotation from the Confessions of St Augustine. “It seems to me”, Wittgenstein says, that this passage “gives us a particular picture of the essence of human language”. 

 

Here perhaps are some of the things that might be involved in, or that might lie behind, that picture. [NOTE: the picture is very attractive, it does seem to capture something essential. But in the first hundred or so sections of the Investigations, Wittgenstein will try to break its hold on you. He will try to show how the picture leads to distortion, and to the creation of philosophical (pseudo) problems].

 

Atomism. The simple is more basic than the complex. And in the case of language, words come first. They are the basic units of meaning. (Sentences are just complexes of words – when we’ve understood how the latter work, we can then turn to the secondary task of explaining how they come together to form sentences).

 

Names.  The most basic sort of word, and the most crucial element in language is the name. This, for example, is where language ‘hooks on to’ or ‘makes contact with’ reality. And names of objects are the first words we come to understand.

 

Ostensive definition: We come to understand the meaning of words, in the first instance, via pointing and other ways of being physically shown the object that is meant.

 

Reference: Words function by standing for things. A word means an object.

 

Understanding: This is a mental state or process. Linguistic understanding essentially involves grasping a correlation between a thing and a word. [But note: one can understand the meaning of gestures, actions, pointings, etc, before one understands any words. Or so it is claimed].

 

Acquaintance: In the most basic of cases, one must be acquainted with the object, if one is to understand a name. The object, that is, must be directly presented in my perceptual experience.(Ostensive definition requires direct acquaintance).

 

Sentences: What sentences do fundamentally is: they describe. The most fundamental function of sentences is to say how things are.

 

Meaning determines use: It is because a word means what it does, that I use it as I do (i.e. correctly). I try to make my use of a word conform to its meaning.

 

You will find a critical response (and often more than one critical response) to all these elements, in the opening sections of the Investigations.
----------------------------------

 

· Language Games: 

“I shall call the whole, consisting of language and the actions into which it is woven, the ‘language-game’.” (Section 7).

 

Some of the purposes for which Wittgenstein invents and introduces the notion of a language-game:

 

-- He believes that philosophers are mislead, when they consider linguistic phenomena, because they look at language “while it’s on holiday”, i.e., while it is divorced from everyday life and the work that language is used to do. In a language-game, by contrast, we see language at work.

 

-- We are relieved of the temptation to construe a language as merely an abstract entity or structure. [E.g., perhaps, as merely a lexicon  + a syntax  + rules of transformation].

 

-- We are reminded that there can be any number of different uses, functions, applications of language. Language-games are diverse – think of telling jokes, swearing oaths, making promises, baptising children, praying, building houses, writing poetry, making threats, telling fairy stories, doing one’s accounts, … and so on. And of course new language-games can be invented.

 

-- It emphasizes the social, conventional nature of language use. We have to learn how to play language-games. And this involves training and teaching and communal activity. 

 

-- It reminds us that language use, like game-playing, is an activity largely determined by its rules. [Rules will become important later].

 

-- Specific language-games are invented to bring out specific points about how language actually works, and about how we should treat it philosophically. [Compare the use Wittgenstein makes of shopkeeper and the slip of paper (sect. 1), and of the builder and his assistant in the language-games of sects. 2 and 8).

------------------------------

 

· The Language-Game in sect. 8: 

You might look at how Wittgenstein uses this imaginary situation to break the hold of St Augustine’s (or the Tractatus’s) picture of how language works. Look at the subversive answers it suggests to questions like the following:

Is it essential to language that it comprise true/false assertions?

Is language essentially descriptive? (Sects 18, 19)

Is language intrinsically divided into different kinds of expression? (17)

Is ostensive definition necessary for linguistic understanding?

Is ostensive definition sufficient for linguistic understanding? (9)

Does language consist exclusively of words and expressions? (16)

Are names the basic units of meaning?

Do all names function in the same way?

…  and so on.

-----------------------------------

 

· The hunt for what is ‘universal’, ‘essential’, ‘common to all instances’: 
One venerable philosophical project (since at least the time of Socrates) has been to find the essence … of justice, or goodness, or truth, or knowledge, or beauty, etc. This will typically take the form of an attempt to specify the fundamental properties necessarily possessed by all and only those things that are just, or good, or true, etc. What (one asks) do all Ф things have in common, in virtue of which we call them all Фs?

 

Another, just as venerable philosophical commitment (since at least the time of Plato), is to the view that abstract general terms stand for something – often called a universal, a property, a class, an attribute, etc. Thus terms like “justice”, “game”, “language”, “name”, “work of art”, and the like each denote a universal – which is: that which all the instances have in common.

 

Wittgenstein’s therapy is applied to both these temptations. (See sections 11, 12, 14, and especially 65 – 72). What he says is straightforward – so read it for yourself.

----------------------------------

 

· Ostensive Definition – What is it? 

A means of specifying or teaching the meaning of a word by pointing to (or showing a sample of) what the word stands for.

That is what we mean by ‘purple’.

This is a claw-hammer.

That is Tony Blair.

 

· Ostensive Definitions – Why are they important? 

Here (stated very crudely and unsympathetically because of lack of space) is a line of thought that has seemed irresistibly attractive, inescapable, to an enormously wide variety of philosophers:

1). Some expressions can have their meanings explained, put into words. Such definitions can be found, e.g., in a dictionary, and are usually known as verbal definitions, or word-word definitions.

2). To understand a verbal definition one must already understand the words that the definition is couched in.

3). So, not all words can be understood via verbal definitions. 

4). So there must be definitions or explanations that can be understood without prior verbal understanding. This is necessary if we are ever to enter language in the first place. These definitions are not word-word definitions, but word-thing. They are ostensive definitions. They can be understood without our already understanding the words of a language.

 

Here is another naïve but attractive line of thought:

1). Some concepts are complex – they can be analysed into component concepts. [E.g., the concept murder decomposes into a number of component concepts, including the concepts person, cause, die, intentionally.]

2) Complex concepts can be acquired by synthesizing simple concepts – perhaps helped by explicit verbal definition.

3). But how do we acquire the simple concepts? [E.g., the concept red].

4). We do this by exposure to instances of the concept [e.g. red things].

5). We are exposed to different instances; we learn to ignore or abstract from the differences; we concentrate on what they have in common; to notice what they have in common just is to acquire the relevant concept.

------

So the conclusion seems to be that it is in ostensive definition (i.e. in perceptual exposure to instances) that (i) we acquire basic concepts, (ii) we acquire our first linguistic ability and understanding, and (iii) the basic relation between word and object (i.e. between language and the world) is first set up.

 

· Ostensive definitions – How are they supposed to work? 

They set up a mental association between a sound (a word) and a thing. The word is spoken, and at the same time the learner’s attention is brought (by pointing) to focus on the relevant thing.

To learn what the word means is to have made the right mental association between the sound and the relevant object or property.

 

· Ostensive definitions – Some problems! 
The basic elements present in an ostensive explanation are, supposedly, just (i) an object, (ii) a pointing gesture, and (iii) the utterance of a sound (a word).

 

So, take a piece of paper, and then give an ostensive explanation of (i.e. point to):

Its colour

“That’s white”

Its shape

“That’s square”

Its material

“That’s paper”

Its texture

“That’s smooth”

Its temperature
“That’s cool”

Its owner

“That’s mine”

Its location, its distance away, its number, its weight, its age,…. And so on.

 

To understand an ostensive explanation, then, I need to understand what sort of thing is being pointed to: whether it’s a colour, a size, a shape, a texture, or what. Without that understanding I can’t possible understand the word that is (supposedly) being introduced to me. I simply don’t have the slightest idea what the word “white” means, if I don’t know whether it’s the name of a colour, a size, a temperature, a shape, a material … and so on, and so forth. 

 

But now we have to ask: What on earth can this “understanding what sort of thing is being pointed to” consist in?

 

Presumably such an understanding implies that I already possess the relevant general concept – I must already be able judge that the thing being pointed to is a colour, and is not a shape, location, size, etc etc. 

 

Wittgenstein accordingly observes that, in order to understand an ostensive definition I must already possess certain concepts; I must already be able to judge and think; and this means that I must already have linguistic ability.

 

If this is right, then ostensive definitions cannot possibly do what, according to philosophers, they are required to do. [See previous sections].

 

· Ostensive Definitions – another problem: 

Note that pointing is itself a conventional gesture, whose significance must already be understood if an ostensive definition is going to work properly. 

Is pointing itself part of the language? – It’s certainly part of some language-games. But then, how did we acquire an understanding of it? Presumably not via ostensive definition?!

 

· Ostensive definitions – a subsequent temptation: 

Here (roughly) is a philosophical temptation: When you can’t find an appropriate physical/observable/public process to explain something, then posit some sort of mental/hidden/private process to explain it instead.
 

In the present case, there seems to be no significant observable difference between pointing to the paper’s colour, its size, its shape, its material … and so on. So (perhaps we might think) there must be some mental, hidden differences between them. Perhaps (we might think) what is different in these different cases is that my attention [and also, of course, the attention of the pupil or learner] is directed to different things – to the colour, or the shape, or the size, etc.

 

Wittgenstein is utterly opposed to this line of thought.

 

He is opposed to the idea that such things as meaning, referring, pointing, and understanding are species of private mental occurrences.

 

He is particularly opposed to the idea that some sort of “mental” pointing can do the explanatory work that “physical” pointing evidently can’t do. Mental pointing would presumably be something like “directing one’s mind to” or “focusing one’s attention on”, or “mentally picking out” something.

 

Here are some questions of the kind that Wittgenstein asks in this context:

Does the same thing happen every time I attend to a colour, or every time I attend to a shape? 

But if not – then what are these various, different mental occurrences supposed to explain? 

What difference would it make if no particular experience accompanied pointing? Surely ostensive training would still be possible. 

How is the trainee supposed to understand pointing, if it involves hidden or private elements, to which he has no access? And this problem is even worse, if the private elements aren’t always the same, but change from instance to instance.

How could some sort of ‘mental pointing’ help to solve our original problem, about acquiring our first linguistic and conceptual understanding. We’d still have to know, already, what sort of thing to attend to – and that means we would already have to be able to judge, think, possess concepts, and understand language.

 

· Ostensive definitions – conclusions: 

There’s nothing wrong with ostensive definitions – we use them all the time! (But then, we can already think, reason, apply concepts, and speak a language).

 

There’s nothing wrong with ostensive training. Pointing gestures can be, and often are, an integral part of all sorts of language-games. (Fetching, throwing, giving directions, introducing people,… etc etc). There doesn’t seem to be any philosophical problem here.

 

BUT: there may very well be something wrong with a philosophical theory that claims, for instance, that

 

-- Ostensive definitions are self-explanatory.

--That pointing is itself transparent or self-explanatory

-- That ostensive definitions can be understood without our already having any concepts or understanding any words.

-- They are how we acquire our very first linguistic understanding.

-- They are how language “hooks onto” items in the world.

-- They create linguistic understanding by establishing a mental association between a word and a thing.

-- The meaning of a word can be given in isolation from the ways we use it (in isolation from the language-games in which it is employed).

-- The meaning of name is the object it stands for.

-- The meaning of a word is prior to its use.

-- Isolated words can be understood before sentences.

-- Concepts can be acquired before we are able to think.

-- Meaning is a mental occurrence, process, event.

-- Concepts are acquired via abstraction from the experience of their different instances.

 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

 

· Rules, rule-learning, rule-following: 

 

Our linguistic activities have an intrinsic normative dimension: we use a word in the right way (or not); we use sentences appropriately (or not); we understand expressions correctly (or not); our assertions are true (or not) …  and so on.

 

These activities are things we learn to do; they are acquired abilities.

 

We learn to do these things in particular teaching-situations, in response to particular, quite specific examples, samples, training, exercises, … and so forth.

 

The teaching situations enable us to “go on”, to use language ‘creatively’:

-- to compose and understand new sentences (sentences that we have never come across before; perhaps sentences that have never ever been uttered before).

-- to apply words to new objects, in new situations.

 

BUT maybe there are some things here that aren’t quite clear: HOW CAN my exposure to a finite, very small number of particular instances, in quite specific teaching-situations, justify me in then applying a word to an indefinitely large number of new instances, in new and quite different situations?  [We can call this question  **  for ease of reference].

 

As a first step to answering **, we might say that what the teaching-situations give me is mastery of the relevant rule. By engaging in the language-games associated with colour (say), I come to achieve mastery of the rules governing the word “red” (say). And it is this mastery that enables me to go on, and apply the word to all sorts of new objects. It is, moreover, the rules that make my subsequent uses of the word either right or wrong, justified or unjustified, accurate of inaccurate, and so on. 

 

So perhaps we might say: The rules governing the correct use of language are what explain the possibility of normativity. [Without rules, there would be no right/wrong, true/false, and so on]. They explain the possibility of ‘creativity’. [It’s my grasp of the rule that explains how I can then go on, to apply words to new instances in new situations. This is straightforward, in that rules – unlike their instances – are intrinsically general]. They give us a notion of linguistic understanding. [To know the meaning of an expression is to have mastered the rules governing its use]. And they help us to understand how we can acquire a language in the first place. [We learn the appropriate rules, as a result of what happens in the teaching-situations].

 

All of this might seem very plausible. But does it actually enable us to answer question **?

Well, here are a few things for you to think about.

 

I.  When I master the rules governing the word “red” (say), I acquire the skill to apply this word in the same way in new, future cases: to use the word correctly, I have to apply it only to those things that are, indeed, red! But what is to count as continuing in the same way? One thing seems clear: within this picture, the rule must determine what is in fact an application of the word in the same way. It is not enough that the rule merely governs what seems to me to be a correct use of the word. But this seems to imply the following requirement: 

We need to apply the rule in the same way, in the new, different situations.

So we seem to have a rule, and then a requirement that that rule be applied, or followed, or implemented consistently (i.e., in the same way). The requirement is, of course, itself rule-governed. And that’s the trouble…! We have now got ourselves into the position of saying that a rule requires a rule that governs how it should be followed, or implemented, or applied. And this seems to be straightforwardly incoherent: it generates a vicious infinity of rules governing the application of rules governing the application of … and so on without end. It seems, then, that there can’t, in general, be rules for the following of rules.

“How am I able to obey a rule?” – if this is not a question about causes, then it is about the justification for my following the rule in the way that I do.

If I have exhausted justifications I have reached bedrock, and my spade is turned. Then I am inclined to say: “This is simply what I do.”  (Sect. 217).

 

When I obey a rule, I do not choose.

I obey the rule blindly.   (sect. 219)

 

You can witness Wittgenstein grappling with these issues in sections 197 – 220, and elsewhere.

 

 

II.  We master the rules for the use of expressions in teaching-situations that are finite (and actually rather small) in number. We are exposed to a particular, specific set of examples, and then, somehow, we acquire an ability to go on in a potentially infinite number of new cases. But how can those few specific cases justify what we then do in other, quite different cases? This looks like another aspect of question ** again.

 

Here’s an example. We have all mastered the use of the English word “plus”, and, equivalently, of the arithmetical sign “+”. How did we do this? Well, in a variety of ways. For instance:-

-- some additions we simply learned by heart [e.g., 1+1=2; 5+5=10, etc].

-- we learned off by heart the arbitrary sequence of sounds: ‘one’, ‘two’, ‘three’ and so on.

-- some simple additions we were taught to count on our fingers, using the arbitrary sequence of sounds [e.g., 9+7=16, etc].

-- we learned how to calculate on paper – we learned what we must do to get the sum of (say) 68 and 57.

-- we learned how to calculate without paper (mental arithmetic). 

--and so on.

At each point we were given specific instances, examples, and exercises, concerning quite specific numbers. But the rule for addition applies to an infinite number of cases. It applies to an infinite number of cases not present in the teaching-situation. So, how can I know what to do in these new cases? This is question ** again.  Saul Kripke has presented it in this way:

In the case of any particular person who can add, there must be a largest sum that they were taught to calculate. Suppose (for the sake of argument) that the largest actual example used in teaching me addition was less than 68+57. And suppose (for the sake of argument) that I’ve never before added these two particular numbers together. So now I’m going to do something new: and I get the answer 125. (It’s not so hard!). The question that Kripke then asks is: What is there about my previous usage that determines that 125 is the uniquely correct answer?

 

The problem is this: my previous, finite arithmetical practice is entirely compatible with an infinite number of subsequent developments. I could have had all the training and all the practice that I have had so far, and, when asked to add 68 and 57, I could answer: 5. Nothing in my previous practice determines that I shall not endorse the claim 68 + 57 = 5. 

 

Kripke (in Wittgenstein’s name) makes this a claim about the meanings of words (or, equivalently, about concepts). He expresses ‘Wittgenstein’s paradox’ as the claim that there is nothing in my past usage of the word ‘plus’ that determines a subsequent, new usage as uniquely correct. As Kripke says; 

The problem is not ‘How do I know that 68 plus 57 is 125?’, which should be answered by giving an arithmetical computation, but rather, ‘How do I know that ’68 plus 57’, as I meant ‘plus’ in the past, should denote 125’? 

And the disturbing answer here is: I can’t know this. Nothing in my previous usage determines that a new usage will be correct or incorrect, right or wrong.

 

[For details see S. Kripke, “Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language”, and Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, sections 143 – 155, 183 – 190, and elsewhere].

 

 

III.  If there can’t in general, be rules for how to follow rules; and if nothing in one’s previous usage determines that one’s subsequent, new usage will be ‘the same’, then it is beginning to look as though a sort of global subjectivity is threatening to engulf us. Aren’t we going to end up in the position that Wittgenstein characterises in sect. 258 as one in which “I have no criterion of correctness. One would like to say: whatever is going to seem right to me is right. And that only means that here we can’t talk about ‘right’.”?

 

How can we escape this? We need an account of objectivity that will enable us to distinguish properly between something’s being right/correct/the same/true and the like, as against something’s merely seeming to me to be such. We need to appeal to rules and to our correctly following rules; but we need to avoid the above obstacles – which seem to indicate that there is something inherently subjective, perhaps even incoherent, in certain philosophical conceptions of what a rule is. 

 

This is a hugely complex issue. But one element in Wittgenstein’s view is often called “the community thesis”

-------------------------------------------------

 

· The Community Thesis: 

Wittgenstein agrees that something is right/correct/proper/ and the like only in so far as it conforms to certain rules. In general, normativity and objectivity have to be rule-governed. 

But there are certain philosophical conceptions of what rules are, and of what following rules involves, which make normativity and objectivity unintelligible. If rules 

-- always require rules for how they should be followed, or applied

-- always require the agent to interpret them in particular cases

-- are abstract, platonic structures

-- are mental processes or entities (intentions, experiences, acts of meaning, etc)

-- are behavioural dispositions

-- imperatives concerning how I should act

then no sense can be made of how one can possibly follow them.

 

BUT, if rules are, instead, construed as practices within a given community, that is, as common, shared forms of behaviour, then none of the incoherencies, paradoxes, and difficulties arise. Wittgenstein writes:

And hence also ‘obeying a rule’ is a practice. And to think one is obeying a rule is not to obey a rule. Hence it is impossible to obey a rule ‘privately’: otherwise thinking one was obeying a rule would be the same thing as obeying it.  (Sect. 202) 

 

The common behaviour of mankind is the system of reference by means of which we interpret an unknown language.  (205)

 

Crudely put (the point is actually much more complex and sophisticated than this): what makes it right for me to go on, and to use a word “in the same way” in new instances and situations, is just this: that when I do, everyone in my community spontaneously agrees that that’s how it should be used. Objectivity is not, in the last analysis a relation between a word and a thing; or between a proposition and a fact; or between an act and an abstract rule …; but rather it consists ultimately in the agreement between my judgements (and practices) and the judgements and practices of others in my linguistic community. But each individual such judgement or action is performed “blindly”! (See sections 217, 219) 

If language is to be a means of communication there must be agreement not only in definitions but also (queer as this may sound) in judgements. This seems to abolish logic, but does not do so. –   (Sect. 242)

 

“So are you saying that human agreement decides what is true and what is false?” – It is what human beings say that is true and false; and they agree in the language they use. That is not agreement in opinions but in forms of life.  (Sect. 241).

 

----------------------------------------

 

· Private Language Argument: 

 

This is generally taken to begin somewhere around Section 243, and to be a further series of explorations of the claim made earlier (Sect 202) that “it is impossible to obey a rule ‘privately’.”

 

If rule following is essentially and necessarily a communal matter – one that can only take place in a context involving the spontaneous agreement of a number of people – then the objectivity of rules seems to be assured. (Not of course ‘objectivity’ in a sense that involves the existence or the validity of a rule ‘independently of human practices and judgements’! That’s a philosophical account of objectivity that Wittgenstein utterly rejects). 

 

The trouble is, that this conception of rules (as common, shared, intersubjective practices and forms of conduct) might seem to make rules too objective. A philosopher might well feel obliged to ask:

 

Why can’t I think about, talk about, have concepts of, or give names to my own inner, private, unshareable, subjective phenomena?

 

Surely, there are such things as my sensations, feelings, emotions, mental images, memories, intentions, decisions, expectations, … and so on. And surely I can name, refer to, describe, and think about these things. When I do so I am surely making sense – I know what I’m talking about (even if nobody else does!) 

 

But in that case, a rule can’t be some intersubjective, shared practice. When I talk and think about my own subjectivity, what I’m talking and thinking about is neither intersubjective, nor a practice. What’s at issue here are things that are, precisely, subjective and mental. 

 

-- Don’t we have here, then, a massively damaging counterinstance to our favoured account of rules and rule-following?

 

-- And more generally – how do such objectivity notions as naming, reference, rule, objectivity, description, knowledge, and the like, on the one hand, apply (if at all) to such subjective things as sensations, dreams, feelings, mental images and the like on the other hand?

 

The so-called Private Language Argument (the phrase is not Wittgenstein’s), is the attempt to answer these last two questions.

[Wittgenstein’s answer to the former question is roughly this: we can only seem to have a counterinstance here if we have a philosophically utterly indefensible view of such things as sensations, dreams, intentions, feelings and other subjective phenomena. What is interesting – indeed, revolutionary – about this response is that the philosophically indefensible view is almost certainly precisely the view to which you subscribe!!].

 

· Private Language Argument – Some Temptations to be resisted: 
What sorts of things do we spontaneously say, when we begin to think about subjectivity, sensations, mental phenomena and the like? What kind of initial, naïve, but plausible picture forces itself on us? Well, [if we make it more explicit and more systematic than it normally is] perhaps its something like this:

 

(1). Ontological aspects:

-- Sensations (etc) are items that exist. There are such things.

-- Their existence is dependent: they have to be had by a subject or self: “there can’t be unowned sensations or thoughts – they have to be had by someone”.

-- Their existence is unshareable: “only I can have my sensations; only you can have yours”.

 

(2). Epistemological aspects:

-- I have direct awareness of, immediate acquaintance with, my sensations. (And you don’t!)

-- I have incorrigible knowledge of my own sensations – I can’t be mistaken about them.

-- You, on the other hand, have at best indirect, insecure, inferential knowledge of my sensations. (And of course my knowledge of your sensations is the same).

-- You only have direct access to my external behaviour, not to my inner states.

-- I cannot doubt that I am having a certain sensation. You, of course can easily doubt that I am.

-- One’s behaviour is only contingently (externally, causally) related to one’s inner life: (i) a person could have the sensations and feelings without expressing them behaviourally; (ii) a person could be exhibiting the relevant behaviour without undergoing the relevant sensations, feelings, and the like.

 

(3). Linguistic:

-- Sensations, feelings, and other subjective things are items that we can refer to, and name.

-- Sensations (etc) are things we can describe, accurately or inaccurately.

-- “This pain” is a singular term which, if it has a reference, refers to a particular pain.

-- “I am in pain” is a declarative sentence. It asserts, of a certain person (me), that I am in a certain state (a painful one). The sentence is true if that person is in that state; otherwise it is false. [In that respect, “I am in pain” does not function in a fundamentally different way to “I am in Spain”].

 

· Private Language Argument – what does “privacy” mean here? 
(4). With the above picture in place, it makes sense to think of sensations, feelings and the like as “private” in a number of interlocking and overlapping senses:

-- only I can have my sensations.

-- only I can have indubitable knowledge of my sensations.

-- when I refer to one of my sensations, only I can know exactly what I am referring to.

-- when I describe my sensations, only I can know whether my description is true.

 

Wittgenstein himself identifies a “private” language as follows: 

… sounds which no one else understands but which ‘I appear to understand’ might be called a ‘private language’. (Sect. 269).

The sort of language he has in mind is probably one 

… in which a person could write down or give vocal expression to his inner experiences – his feelings, moods, and the rest – for his private use.

… The individual words of this language are to refer to what can only be known to the person speaking; to his immediate private sensations. So another person cannot understand the language.  (Sect. 243).

This would therefore be 

A language which describes my inner experiences and which only I myself can understand.   (Sect. 256).

 

The so-called ‘private language argument’ is Wittgenstein’s sustained attempt to show why a language of this kind is impossible – and this involves, more interestingly, showing why all of the claims and assumptions mentioned above (under (1), (2), (3), and (4)) must be rejected as false, or empty, or incoherent (!)

 

· Private Language Argument – Strategy: 

Wittgenstein himself provides us with no single argument, or train of thought. There is no specific argument that should be called “the private language argument”. Instead we find the usual succession of reminders, thought experiments, imaginary language-games, metaphors, hints and suggestions, and so on.

 

Nevertheless, we can perhaps discern a basic overall strategy: 

First, Wittgenstein tends to consider ordinary, everyday language, and he attempts to show that there are not, and cannot be, any “private” elements present within it.

Secondly, he considers the possibility of a tailor-made “private language” – i.e., one specifically designed to refer to and describe one’s own subjective experiences, sensations and the like – and he will try to show that there is no coherent possibility of any such language.

 

· Private Language Argument – Some questions and answers: 
 

Do we really have pains, feel happy, want a drink, experience vertigo … and so on?

-- What an odd question! Of course we do!

 

Do we refer to, and talk about our own and other people’s sensations and subjective experiences?

-- What an odd question! Of course we do!

 

How, in that case, do we set up the correlation between a sensation on the one hand and its name on the other hand?

-- We don’t. Rather, we substitute a learned, conventional piece of behaviour for a natural, spontaneous one. (see 244).

 

Are sensations in some way “private”?

-- That depends entirely on what you mean by “private”. (246)

 

Well, can we say: “only I can know whether I am in pain – another person can only surmise it”?

-- Taken in one way, this is simply false. Other people very often know when I am in pain!

-- Taken in another way, it is nonsense. It depends on there being a difference between (i) I know I am in pain, and (ii) I am in pain. But in what way could these two assertions possibly differ? 

 

But surely, when I say “I know I am in pain”, this is an assertion about my knowledge. Surely I am saying:  that I am in pain is something that I know. 

-- It can’t be said of me at all (except perhaps as a joke)  that I know I am in pain. What is that supposed to mean – except perhaps that I am in pain? (246)

 

But the sentence “I know I am in pain” surely makes sense: can’t we envisage (non-philosophical) situations in which one would utter it?

-- Yes, one can imagine such contexts. One example would involve the merely emphatic use of the phrase “I know”. If I’m being annoyed by someone who keeps telling me I have a headache, I might shout “I KNOW I’ve got a headache!”. This is not a claim to genuine knowledge, but just another way of saying “YES, YES, I’ve got a headache. Please stop telling me that!”.

 

But isn’t the fact that, when I am in pain, I know that I am in pain shown by the fact that, when I am in pain, I cannot doubt that I am in pain.? Doesn’t everyone agree that it makes no sense for someone to say “I seem to be in pain, but I doubt whether I really am”?

-- What is right here is this: it does not make sense to say “I doubt that I am in pain”. What is wrong, on the other hand, is that this is invalidly taken to imply that, therefore I have certain knowledge that I am in pain. From the senselessness of ‘P’ we cannot infer the truth of ‘NOT-P’. If ‘doubting that P’ really is senseless, then ‘knowing that P’ ought to be senseless too.

-- And anyway, the concept of knowledge doesn’t exist in a vacuum. That concept has all sorts of intimate relations to such other concepts as believing, doubting, error, verifying, discovering, confirming, learning, guessing, ignorance, evidence, justification, proof, … and so on. Now if few or none of these other concepts are applicable in the case where I am in pain, how can you go on insisting that, nevertheless, the concept of knowledge applies there straightforwardly and in its usual sense?.

 

But, doesn’t it make perfectly good sense to say of someone else: I know/doubt/am certain/have evidence that he is in pain? 

-- Yes, indeed it does.

 

And if I can say this meaningfully of someone else, why can’t I say it meaningfully of myself?

-- There is indeed an asymmetry here, between the first-person and the third-person cases – between what’s going on in the case where one says of oneself ‘I am in pain’, and one says of someone else, ‘He is in pain’. But this asymmetry has been misconceived:

 

NOT THIS:

(i) I am in pain:
necessarily known by me







cannot be doubted by me







can be doubted by others.







can only be known by me

 



(ii) He is in pain
not necessarily known by me







not certainly known by me

can be doubted by me







cannot be doubted by him.

 

BUT RATHER:
(iii) I am in pain
Senseless to say I doubt it







Senseless to say I know it







Senseless to say I can verify, confirm, believe it







Can be doubted by others







Can be certainly known by others.

 



(iv) He is in pain
Can be asserted, doubted, known, verified, 

believed, and so on and so forth.

 

Wittgenstein might have said: I can know that someone else is in pain. I cannot know that I am in pain. A whole cloud of philosophy condensed into a drop of grammar. (C.f., p.222).

 

------------------------------

 

Are sensations in some way ‘private’?

-- that depends entirely on what you mean by ‘private’

 

Well, isn’t it surely the case that I can’t have your sensations and feelings; and of course you can’t have mine?

-- Taken in one way, this claim is quite unproblematic: it is a trivial, empty, merely grammatical truth. Compare, e.g., “I can’t make your promises”, or “One plays patience by oneself”. These last two examples function as grammatical rules which outlaw, as linguistically malformed, such putative claims as “I made one of Bill’s promises”, and “I played him at patience”. Likewise the claim “I can’t have your inner experiences” states a grammatical rule that outlaws such putative claims as “I am presently having one of your sensations”. Does this make sensations ‘private’? Not at all – no more than the rule “I can’t make your promises” makes promises in some way private! (See sects. 248, 253, and elsewhere)

-- Taken in another sense, however, the claim is nonsense. It’s nonsense if it’s taken to rule out a real possibility. Here’s an analogous confusion. Suppose someone says “You can only play patience with yourself”, or equivalently, “Two people can’t play patience with one another”. These claims are true, but trivial: they merely state a rule for the correct use of the phrase “play patience”. But suppose someone misconstrued them as ruling out some material possibility. Such a person may then start to wonder just what it is about the game of patience that somehow stops another person joining in. – is it a strange repulsive force; or are there not enough cards to go around; or is it perhaps a psychological fact about patience players that they can only play alone? This is clearly just utterly confused. Likewise: someone who takes “No two people can have one and the same sensation” to express (not a grammatical rule but) the denial of a real possibility would be utterly confused. They might then begin to ask, what is it about sensations that makes it impossible for them to be shared; do they have some strange property that somehow forces a sensation to be faithful to just one person; what would happen if two people tried to have a common sensation – what force would prevent them from doing this? All of which is just nonsense.

 

Isn’t there a sense in which two people can have the same inner experience, sensation and the like?

-- Yes, indeed. When we say “They are having the same experience”, or “You and I have undergone the same experience”, we are talking about types of experience, not individual, token experiences. (See sect. 253)

 

-------------------------------------------------

 

· Private Languages: Tailor-Made Ones: 
So far we’ve mostly been looking at ordinary language, and the things we ordinarily say about sensations, subjectivity, knowledge, doubt, and so on. And there doesn’t seem to be any interesting sense in which anything ‘private’ is happening.

 

But what about the possibility of my inventing a language just for me, -- one specifically designed to express, and record, and describe my own private inner life? Why couldn’t I invent such a language? (See sections 256ff).

 

Answer: Of course you can invent such a language, if you really want to. But why not just use English? In English we can talk about and record our feelings and sensations. What’s the problem?

 

Well, English is a shared, common, public language. What I want is a language that is genuinely subjective. It should have these properties:



The words stand for my sensations, feelings, experiences, and other inner 

things.

The words refer to items that are private: Only I can know what they stand for.

I simply associate names with sensations and use those names in descriptons.

There is no natural, spontaneous, behavioural expression of the sensations,

feelings and the like.

The language isn’t just a translation into code of English or German etc.

Necessarily, only I can understand this language.

 

Some of the criticisms Wittgenstein makes of any such conception of ‘privacy’ involve, for example:

 

-- showing that it may well depend upon an untenable and discredited view of ostensive definition.

-- showing that in such a language there could be no criterion of correctness (e.g., no distinction between using a word correctly and using it incorrectly), and therefore no meaning.

--showing that rules cannot be followed privately.

-- showing that to understand something as a name (e.g. as a name of a sensation), requires a great deal of prior linguistic competence.

-- showing that to understand something as a name of a sensation requires a great deal of conceptual (rule governed) competence.

-- showing that one cannot formulate ‘private’ identity conditions for sensations.

-- showing that the criteria for ascribing sensations to others are behavioural, and so mastery of sensation language of any kind requires a grasp of the relevance of certain sorts of behaviour.

-- showing that, in my own case, I do not “ascribe sensations to myself”, and I do not apply criteria. Rather, I express my sensations spontaneously, and in a way that is criterialess.

-- the necessary requirements, if one thing is to refer to another cannot be met if the second thing were a private item, accessible only to one person.

-- … and so on

