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Introduction
Wittgenstein on ‘forms of life’

The expression ‘form of life’ occurs three times in Part I of Philosophical Investigations, and twice in Part II. It is used by Wittgenstein to make a number of points. In PI 23 he introduces it, together with ‘language-game’, to ‘bring into prominence the fact that the speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a form of life.’ We are not to suppose that the nature of language can be understood in isolation from the activities in which uses of language are embedded. Language is not, as he thought in his earlier work, a system of propositions that ‘picture’ or ‘correspond to’ states of affairs ‘in the world’. The uses of language are various, and they are interwoven with the various activities (‘language-games’, ‘forms of life’) in which human beings are engaged.

A parallel thought is expressed in Part II, p. 174, but this time it is in connection with emotions, such as hope and grief. Having said that hope can be experienced ‘only [by] those who have mastered the use of a language’, he writes: ‘That is to say, the phenomena of hope are modes of this complicated form of life’ (PI p. 174). And again: “‘Grief” describes a pattern which recurs, with different variations, in the weave of our life’ (ibid.). We are not to suppose that hope and grief are mere occurrences within the mind, having no essential connection with the world in which we live and act, including the use of language. They are, on the contrary, interwoven with these and could not be supposed to exist in isolation from them. They are parts of our form of life, but not detachable from the whole.

There is also, however, a difference between the two passages, about what is meant by ‘form of life’. In the first (PI 23) he goes on to draw attention to the ‘multiplicity’ of language-games, giving a long list of examples; and presumably he thinks of forms of life as having the same multiplicity. In the second passage, however, he appears to be thinking of ‘our life’ and ‘this form of life’ as a whole. In the first passage ‘form of life’ is used in the plural, but this is not so in the second.

These uses of ‘form of life’ are not, of course, incompatible: in the same way one might speak of ‘language-games’ in the plural, but also of ‘the language-game’, meaning the whole of language and the activities in which it is embedded. In the first case, one might be drawing attention to the variety of language uses; in the second, to the fact that they are all interconnected. (In this respect language-games differ from ‘games’ in the ordinary sense.) The expression ‘form of life’ occurs again in the important and much quoted remarks of PI 240–2, where he also speaks of ‘the framework of our language’:


Disputes do not break out (among mathematicians, say) over the question whether a rule has been obeyed or not. People do not come to blows over it, for example. That is part of the framework on which the working of our language is based (for example, in giving descriptions). (PI 240)


In PI 242 he writes that ‘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’. People do, of course, disagree in their judgements: what is described as ‘X’ by one person may not be X in the opinion of another. But not all descriptions can be matters of opinion if descriptive language is to function at all. At some level there must be ‘agreement in judgements’, and what is meant by this is not ‘agreement in opinions, but in form of life’ (241). In Part II of the Investigations there are further remarks on the same theme:


There can be a dispute over the correct result of a calculation (say of a rather long addition). But such disputes are rare and of short duration. They can be decided, as we say, ‘with certainty’. Mathematicians do not in general quarrel over the result of a calculation. (This is an important fact.) (PI p. 225)


He also remarks on the trust that we normally place in our memory, and in the stability of the materials with which we calculate. These, again, must be presupposed if calculating is to proceed at all.


If, for instance, one mathematician was convinced that a figure had altered unperceived, or that his or someone else’s memory had been deceived, and so on,–then our concept of ‘mathematical certainty’ would not exist. (ibid)


The same would be true if the materials with which we calculate (paper and ink etc.), were ‘subject to certain queer changes’. Yet ‘the fact that they changed could in turn only be got from memory and comparison with other means of calculation. And how are these tested in their turn?’ There follows another statement about forms of life: ‘What has to be accepted, the given, is–so one could say–forms of life’ (p. 226).

The statement that forms of life are ‘what has to be accepted, the given’ can be understood in a narrower or a wider sense, depending on who–which group of people–have to do the accepting. In PI 23 he gave a list of nineteen kinds of language-games, to illustrate the great ‘variety of the tools of language’ and ‘the activities, or forms of life’ in which language is used. Now some of these language-games (or forms of life) are obviously not essential to human life–not part of what may be called ‘the human form of life’.1 Among his examples are ‘constructing an object from a drawing’, ‘solving a problem in practical arithmetic’ and ‘translating from one language to another’. These and many other practices are ‘given’ as far as we are concerned, but they are not given in the case of societies existing at other times or places. This point cannot, however, be made when we turn to such examples as ‘giving orders and obeying them’, ‘describing the appearance of an object’ and ‘reporting an event’ (PI 23). What sense could we make of a society in which these activities were unknown? And what would be left of the idea of a human language if they were not part of it?

Perhaps it will be objected that the use of language is itself merely one form of human life. Could there not be a human form of life without language? If we think of ‘human’ in a purely biological sense, then the answer is obviously ‘yes’. There could be groups of beings much like ourselves in physical and phylogenetic ways, but lacking the use of language; and they might well be classified as ‘human’ in that sense. But they would not be so classified if by ‘human’ we meant ‘homo sapiens’ or ‘rational animal’, for these characteristics are essentially bound up with the use of language.

A distinction between essential and non-essential can also be made with reference to the point about agreement in judgements. For language to function as a means of communication, there must be a certain agreement in judgements which (as quoted earlier) is not an ‘agreement in opinions, but in form of life’. What is essential here is that there be some judgements–some applications of a given concept–that are not subject to disagreement; but this is not to say that this ‘hard core’ must be the same in every language. Take the case of colours. It is well known that the classification of colours varies with different languages. Ways of describing colours that seem natural and obvious to us do not seem so to people in other societies, and vice versa. What is ‘given’ for us is not given for them. (In the Brown Book Wittgenstein imagined a culture in which one word was used for red and green and another for yellow and blue (BB 134).) What, however, is not variable is the existence of some agreed way of using the words concerned.

The last point is made by Wittgenstein in the passage immediately following that in which he describes ‘forms of life’ as being ‘what has to be accepted’, etc.:


Does it make sense to say that people generally agree in their judgements of colour? What would it be like for them not to?–One man would say a flower was red which another called blue, and so on.–But what right would we have to call these people’s words ‘red’ and ‘blue’ our ‘colour words’? (PI p. 226)


The point is that if there were no regularity in their ‘judgements of colour’, then we could not recognise the sounds they utter as judgements of colour. A similar point is made in PI 207 about language in general.


Let us imagine that people in [a certain] country carried on the usual human activities and in the course of them employed, apparently, an articulate language. If we watch their behaviour we find it intelligible, it seems ‘logical’. But when we try to learn their language, we find it impossible to do so. For there is no regular connection between what they say, the sounds they make, and their actions…
Are we to say that these people have a language: orders, reports and rest?
The regularity for what we call ‘language’ is here lacking.2


Here again, what is lacking are not regularities just like those of our language, but some regularities that could be recognised as such. Without these we could not recognise the sounds they make as a language, and could not make the transition from behaviour that merely ‘seems “logical”’ to behaviour that really is logical.

The limits of conceptual variety are explored by Wittgenstein in various places and contexts, notably in the Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics, where he introduces a variety of imaginary societies where calculating, measuring and reasoning are done in ways that would seem absurd and illogical to us.3 The main aim here is to counteract the assumption that our concepts are ‘absolutely the correct ones’ (cf. PI p. 230). There are limits, however, to what is conceivable in this direction; and a distinction must be made between strange ways of going on, and ways of going on that could not be recognised as measuring or reasoning at all.


‘This follows inexorably from that.’–True, in this demonstration this issues from that. This is a demonstration for whoever acknowledges it as a demonstration. If anyone doesn’t acknowledge it, doesn’t go by it as a demonstration, then he has parted company with us even before anything is said. (RFM 60)


There is also a discussion in Zettel 331–390, where he introduces a variety of imaginary concepts that ‘cut across ours’ (Z 379). Here he raises the question whether, or in what sense, our concepts are ‘arbitrary’; and this topic is discussed in some of the essays that form, roughly, the first half of the present book. My general aim here is to reject the views of certain commentators about ‘arbitrariness’ and to stress the ways in which language is neither arbitrary nor variable, being part of what I mean by ‘the human form of life’.

In the second part of the book this phrase is applicable in a different way. In one of the essays appearing there I describe Wittgenstein as a ‘humanist’ thinker. My aim in this essay and others nearby is to bring out the ways in which our descriptions and understanding of human beings are peculiar to them, and not assimilable to the aims and theories of empirical science. It is, for example, human beings, and not their brains, that are describable as ‘conscious’, etc. (cf. PI 281); and scientific research into the brain or other organs could never provide the human kind of understanding.

The relevant contrast here is not, however, between language users and others; it is between beings that can be described as ‘conscious’ and beings where this description would not make sense. But the former include, of course, non-human animals as well as human beings. Such qualities as perception, sensation and consciousness can be ascribed, as Wittgenstein put it in PI 281, ‘only [to] a living human being and what resembles (behaves like) a living human being’; and this would certainly include, to some extent at least, non-human animals. In this context, then, ‘the human form of life’ must be understood to include beings that ‘resemble (behave like)’ human beings to a sufficient extent and in suitable ways; and the contrast between the ‘human’ kind of understanding and that of empirical science would also apply here.

Wittgenstein, however, does not use the phrase ‘form of life’ in this context–and neither does he, anywhere, use ‘the human form of life’. On the other hand, what should we make of the tantalising remark at PI, p. 223, that ‘if a lion could talk, we could not understand him’? Perhaps this is an expression of the difference between the human form of life and those of non-human animals. In that case ‘human form of life’ would have to be understood in a narrower sense than that just considered: the point would be to draw attention to the difference between our form of life and that of animals, as opposed to what they have in common. But there is no inconsistency here.


***********


The essays that follow may be divided into two main groups. In the first, consisting of Essays 1–6, I express my concerns about widespread tendencies to ascribe to Wittgenstein views which, in various ways, go beyond his position–or, at least, what I take to be the spirit, if not always the letter, of his position. This theme is explained more fully in Essay 1, which is indeed meant to serve as a sort of introduction to this part of the book.

In Essay 2 I argue against what seem to me excessively bold interpretations of the famous diary passage in PI 258. The essential aim of that passage, as I read it, is to show that the ‘inner ostensive definition’ that the diarist is supposed to give to himself cannot achieve what is normally achieved by ostensive definitions: it cannot create a context for right and wrong uses of the supposed sign ‘S’. What I deny is the conclusion of many commentators, that the example introduced in that section is altogether incoherent.

Essay 3 is about the exaggerated importance that has been given, as it seems to me, to the notion of criteria in Wittgenstein’s philosophy. There has been much discussion about what he meant by this (alleged) ‘term of art’, and whether he was successful in solving, by means of it, the problem of other minds. I argue that Wittgenstein’s use of ‘criteria’ was not a technical one, that he was not trying to solve the problem of other minds by means of it, and that his relationship to that problem must be understood in an altogether different way.

In Essay 4 I challenge the widely held view that language is a rule-governed practice, and question to what extent Wittgenstein was committed to it. He certainly held that language is normative (there are right and wrong ways of using it), but the common assumption that normativity entails a use of rules is false. Here also I discuss what I call the ‘error of voluntarism’: the idea that language is human creation, with ‘rules’ and ‘criteria’ that are subject to human choice.

In Essay 5 I discuss Wittgenstein’s views about the use of ‘I know’ in statements of the kind put forward by Moore in his ‘Defence of Common Sense’. According to some commentators, he rejected its use in such contexts. I try to show, on the contrary, that his attitude to this use of ‘I know’ was ambivalent. I also relate what he said in On Certainty about this matter to his critique, in the Investigations (PI 246), of the use of ‘I know’ in ‘I know I am in pain’.

In the essays mentioned so far, I argue against views that are widely held. Essay 6 is directed against an interpretation of Wittgenstein that is attributed mainly to one (influential) reader of the Investigations. According to Saul Kripke, Wittgenstein introduced a new kind of scepticism, claiming that ‘there can be no such thing as meaning anything by any word’. There is, if I am right, an irony about Kripke’s reading of Wittgenstein. The latter argued, in numerous passages and in various ways, against the temptation to suppose that meaning must consist in something–something that the speaker does or undergoes at the time of speaking. His point is that no such process or entity is needed for the existence of meaning. But Kripke, if I am right, reverses Wittgenstein’s argument. He takes him to be arguing that since there is no such meaning-bestowing entity, there cannot be any meaning either.

The second part of the book begins with essays that are largely about Wittgenstein’s philosophy of mind–his ideas about thinking and consciousness. Here I stress the importance of his statement (PI 281) that consciousness, perception, etc. can be ascribed only to human beings and beings that resemble them in suitable ways. In Essay 7 I describe Wittgenstein as a ‘humanist’, contrasting his interests in language, art and humanity itself with those of scientists and scientifically minded philosophers. Essay 8 is directed specifically against recent attempts by such thinkers to treat consciousness and its various modes as fundamentally physical, and subject to scientific study of processes of the brain. With the help of ideas drawn from Wittgenstein, I argue that brains, unlike human beings, are not suitable for the ascription of consciousness, and that the much debated ‘problem of consciousness’ is an illusion. Equally misguided is the idea that what prevents consciousness from being ‘explained’ by scientific methods are the ineffable ‘qualia’–the ‘what it is like’–of conscious experience.

Essay 9 can be seen as an extension of the previous essay. Having endorsed Wittgenstein’s view that thought, consciousness, etc. are ascribable to human beings, and others to the extent to which they resemble them, I consider the status of conceivable ‘artificial persons’, made of artificial materials but nevertheless resembling flesh and blood human beings to a considerable extent. I argue that, faced with such beings, we would be able, and indeed compelled, to treat them as beings with thoughts and feelings, moral rights and duties, etc.

Essay 10 is still on the philosophy of mind, but this time the emphasis is more on exegesis. After quoting Wittgenstein’s remark that the concept of thinking is ‘widely ramified’, I pursue its ramifications with the help of his writings. I follow Wittgenstein in resisting such questions as ‘What is thinking?’ and ‘What does it consist in?’ What is needed for a proper understanding of this concept (as with others of interest to philosophers) is to consider how the word ‘thinking’ and its cognates are used in the various contexts in which they occur.

In the final essay, Essay 11, I deal further with Wittgenstein’s ideas about ‘secondary sense’ (previously introduced in Essay 2). His use of this term is usually associated with a passage in the Investigations, where it is illustrated with idiosyncratic examples (describing Tuesday as ‘lean’ and Wednesday as ‘fat’, etc.). I try to show that secondary sense is far more important than these examples would suggest. It is widespread in ordinary language and its presence has not been sufficiently recognised. It is also, I claim, of special interest in (a) aesthetics and (b) the philosophy of mind.


**********


In rewriting several of the essays I have been helped by Laurence Goldstein, John Hyman, Peter Lewis and, especially, Peter Hacker. I have also been helped by the thoughtful and thorough comments of the publisher’s reader, about the arrangement of the essays.


1 The phrase is mine, not Wittgenstein’s.

2 The published translation has ‘There is not enough regularity…’. The point, however, is not about degrees of regularity; it is about the presence of any regularity of the kind that makes language possible.

3 See, e.g., RFM 38, 94, 212.





Part I
Interpretations of Wittgenstein





1 Questions and answers in Wittgenstein’s philosophy


The Investigations contain 784 questions. Only 110 of these are answered; and seventy of the answers are meant to be wrong. (Anthony Kenny, ‘Aquinas and Wittgenstein’, Downside Review 77 (1959), p. 235)


The reading of Wittgenstein’s later works presents a number of difficulties. Sometimes his meaning is unclear because of the unfinished state of his writing. This is especially apparent in the notes On Certainty and certain other texts. Writings belonging to the so-called middle period may be unclear because his ideas were still in ferment; and similar points may be made about some of the notes that were taken of his lectures. But even in the most finished writings of the mature Wittgenstein there are passages whose meaning may elude us, sometimes due to over-compression. Such difficulties may sometimes be removed, as Baker and Hacker have shown, by looking at the context of these passages in earlier drafts or parallel texts. But is the later Wittgenstein hard to understand if we consider the main outlines of his thought as presented in the Investigations? Wittgenstein himself sometimes said that the difficulty of coping with his ideas would be one of will rather than understanding,1 and I believe there is much truth in this. Wittgenstein also identified certain ‘cravings’–the craving for generality and the tendency to postulate a unified system or theory, all of which, according to him, were inimical to good philosophy.

In recent years we have seen a widespread regression to pre-Wittgensteinian attitudes and ways of doing philosophy, in which the tendencies he regarded as unwholesome are given full rein. But leaving aside these developments, I believe that the same cravings are also at work among sympathetic readers of Wittgenstein, contributing to the impression that he is an unusually difficult or obscure philosopher. There are tendencies to read into his writings ideas that are not really there, and this results in discrepancies and obscurities. These tendencies have two main forms. Firstly, in spite of Wittgenstein’s insistence that he was not in the business of putting forward theories, and that his philosophising would consist of ‘description alone’, a variety of theoretical positions have been ascribed to him. Some have seen him as a phenomenalist,2 others as a physicalist,3 and others again as a conventionalist or relativist;4 he has been described as a sceptic offering ‘sceptical solutions’;5 his remarks about meaning and use are described as ‘the use theory’; his talk of family resemblance has been seen as an ‘ancestral connection theory’ and his ideas about knowledge as ‘a social theory of knowledge’;6 his discussion of a private language has been held to make him a verificationist, and his discussion of sensations and mental processes a behaviourist; while his remarks in On Certainty have been held to amount to a ‘theory of hinge propositions’,7 and his occasional use of the word ‘criterion’ to a ‘criterial theory of meaning’. 

It is hardly likely that all of these views should have been held by one and the same man–even one with a very long life! But I believe that all of these ascriptions are wrong and that there is little warrant, in what Wittgenstein wrote, for ascribing these positions to him. Hence it would not be surprising if someone who did so were to find Wittgenstein’s writings obscure. There is, however, a second way of getting into difficulties with them, which may also be attributed to a common craving on the part of readers; and this is what I propose to discuss. I am thinking of a craving to look for hard and fast claims where what one is given is tentative investigation; for proofs and refutations where ‘description alone’ is intended; and for answers where only questions are given. This is not to imply that Wittgenstein did not have firm views, that he never gave any arguments, or that his philosophy is devoid of answers. But these features are not as prevalent as is sometimes assumed, and a danger lies in reading them into the text when this is not what was intended. There is a passage in which Wittgenstein referred explicitly to his preference for questions. ‘In philosophy’, he wrote in RFM, ‘it is always good to put a question instead of an answer to a question’ (p. 147). (He went on, however, to question this statement!) In what follows I shall give a number of illustrations of the danger of misreading Wittgenstein in the ways just described. This is a wide-ranging subject, affecting many aspects of Wittgenstein’s thought and various passages in his writings. Inevitably, therefore, my treatment of particular topics will be sketchy. But I hope, at least, to say enough to illustrate what I take to be a general danger in reading these works, and to present some challenges to those who think otherwise.


Questions and answers: the nurse and the doctor

It is possible to distinguish two different ways of philosophising in Wittgenstein’s writings. Sometimes he is definitive and assertive, making claims or denials with characteristic vigour, and using rhetorical questions whose answers are meant to be obvious. But in other passages his concern is different. Here we find him turning a topic over and over, exploring its logical ramifications, seeing how far one can go with an imaginary example, what sense can be made of it under this or that supposition. The ‘conclusion’ of such a discussion may be ‘yes and no’, or it may take the form of a question or set of questions–not, in this case, rhetorical questions, but genuine questions which remain unanswered after the discussion has run its course.

An example of such writing occurs at PI p. 179, where a doctor asks how the patient is feeling and the nurse replies ‘He is groaning’. ‘A report on his behaviour’, comments Wittgenstein.


But need there be any question for them whether the groaning is really genuine, is really the expression of anything? Might they not, for example, draw the conclusion to give him an analgesic without suppressing a middle term? Isn’t the point the service to which they put the description of the behaviour?


What are supposed to be the answers to these questions? What, in particular, is the answer to the question about suppressing a middle term? Are we meant to answer that they are not doing this, since the inference proceeds directly from behaviour to the need to give an analgesic? But what then? Should we read the passage as implying that there is no middle term to suppress–no reference to the pain as distinct from the groaning? Have we, after all, stripped the disguise from the ‘behaviourist’ Wittgenstein? (cf. PI 307).

Such a reading has been advocated by Kripke. Wittgenstein, he concludes from this passage, ‘rejects any attempt to explain or justify our behaviour in terms of a belief about the “inner state” of the other person’.8 Now one thing that is wrong with this conclusion is its generality. Wittgenstein has here described a particular situation and there is no reason to think that what he says about this situation is what he would say about others–for example, a situation in which it would be normal and natural to speak of a belief that the other person is in pain, and to give this belief as an explanation or justification for suitable action. But even if we keep to the doctor and nurse situation, is it obvious that ‘yes’ must be the answer to the second question? We should not assume that the questions in this passage are merely rhetorical. Here, I suggest, is one of those exploratory discussions in which the author is investigating how the language-game works in a certain kind of situation–where such questions might be asked without being given a clear or simple answer.


Was Wittgenstein a conventionalist?

Apart from his use of questions–real and not merely rhetorical questions–Wittgenstein sometimes couched his statements in a tentative form, using such expressions as ‘I could say…’, ‘I want to say…’ and ‘Why should I not say…?’. Now these expressions are not inserted merely by way of ‘elegant variation’. We may take it that Wittgenstein is here entertaining propositions rather than asserting them. They are, perhaps, propositions that approximate to the truth, emphasise one aspect of a matter as opposed to another, and so on.

This point is important in connection with one of Wittgenstein’s fundamental concerns, the relation of language to the world outside language. Having given up the correspondence theory of meaning (the ‘picture theory’ of the Tractatus), what was the later Wittgenstein’s position? What alternative theory did he put forward? How did he answer such questions as ‘Why is language the way it is?’ and ‘Why do we have the concepts we have?’? Was he, as some have deduced, a conventionalist, holding that our language is the way it is because we have made it so–that concepts are human artefacts as opposed to being dictated by an external reality? According to Crispin Wright, there is an ‘overwhelming case for interpreting Wittgenstein as a conventionalist’. In support of this he quotes at length a number of passages in RFM.9 But what do most of these passages prove? Most of them are qualified by expressions like ‘I could say…’, ‘Why should I not say…?’, etc. What these passages show is not that Wittgenstein was a conventionalist, but that he found himself pulled in that direction, wanted to consider his topic from that point of view, and so on. We should beware of assuming that behind the tentative remarks there is a firmer, more clear-cut position; and that, with a little detective work, we can arrive at what the author ‘really meant’.10 The more likely assumption is that in such passages Wittgenstein chose the tentative kind of statement because he regarded this as a suitable expression of his views.

Consider Wittgenstein’s treatment of conventionalism versus realism in a passage in Zettel:


We have a colour system as we have a number system. Do the systems reside in our nature or in the nature of things? How are we to put it?–Not in the nature of numbers or colours. (Z 357)


If we ignore the tentative ‘How are we to put it?’, we might conclude that according to Wittgenstein the first alternative is right, since he gives a definite ‘no’ to the second. But Wittgenstein himself does not draw this conclusion. Instead, he continues: ‘Then there is something arbitrary about this system? Yes and no. It is akin both to what is arbitrary and to what is non-arbitrary’ (Z 358). Another passage, nearby, throws light on the nature of such remarks in Wittgenstein’s writings. ‘One is tempted’, he writes here, ‘to justify the rules of grammar by sentences like “But there really are four primary colours.” And the saying that the rules of grammar are arbitrary is directed against the possibility of this justification’ (Z 331). In the Lectures on the Foundations of Mathematics he considered the idea that ‘mathematics is a game, to be compared with chess’.


In a sense this is obviously false–it is not a game in the ordinary sense. In a sense it is obviously true–there is some similarity. The thing to do is not to take sides but to investigate. It is sometimes useful to compare mathematics to a game and sometimes misleading. (LFM p. 142)


The attempt to ‘get behind’ what Wittgenstein actually said, to discover what his position ‘really’ was, is as misguided as the idea of getting behind the use of a word, to discover what its meaning really is. The truth is that, on certain questions, his position was the tentative yes-and-no that we sometimes find in his writings. Thus he rejected the Tractatus theory of meaning, not in order to advocate another, but to embark on a different kind of enquiry. He would now describe and investigate the phenomena of language, comparing them with such things as games, conventions and arbitrary rules, but without trying to force them into one or other of the traditional alternatives. ‘The thing to do is not to take sides but to investigate.’

It might be suggested that even if this is a correct account of what Wittgenstein said and meant, he may still have been an unwitting conventionalist (behaviourist, verificationist, etc.); that what he said commits him to such positions, even if he does not say so and would probably deny it if it were put to him. Someone who reads Wittgenstein in this way would have to maintain that he was confused about the significance of his own remarks. Such confusions on the part of philosophers are not unknown; but there is no need or reason to read Wittgenstein in this way.


The refutation of scepticism

It is sometimes thought that one of Wittgenstein’s main achievements was the refutation of scepticism about ‘other minds’, especially in connection with pain. We hear of a ‘Wittgensteinian Criterial Argument’, by means of which this is thought to have been achieved.11 The criterial argument is thought to avoid the embarrassments of both the deductive and the inductive approaches to the problem. The former leads to behaviourism, since there is no deductive inference from behaviour to pain; while the latter is regarded as too weak to defeat the sceptic, since it is based on one case only–that of oneself. Wittgenstein is thought to have solved the problem by introducing a technical term, ‘criterion’, whereby the inference from behaviour to pain is strong enough to yield knowledge, while allowing for the obvious fact that pain-behaviour is not always accompanied by pain. Thus is the sceptical problem disposed of.

This account seems to me wrong, both as an account of Wittgenstein’s views and as a piece of argument in itself.12 But here I shall only remark that few traces of it, if any, are to be found in Wittgenstein’s main discussion of pain and pain-behaviour in the Investigations. If that ‘solution’ were really what Wittgenstein meant, then his presentation of it would have been incredibly obscure.

It is sometimes thought that a decisive role in the argument is played by the dictum that ‘an “inner process” needs outer criteria’ (PI 580). There is more than one reason, however, for not treating it in this way. The first is simply the fact that the dictum occurs in an altogether different part of the Investigations. If Wittgenstein had meant his argument about pain to be understood in that way, why did he not insert the dictum there? (He might have done so, quite naturally, in section 246, where the sceptical challenge is put forward.) The context in which the dictum does occur is neither about sceptical doubt nor about pain. The discussion there is about such feelings as confidence, expectation and hope; and no sceptical challenge is mentioned. (A related passage is that of PI 305–6, where he discusses the relation of ‘an inner process’ to remembering.)

Secondly, while it is true that the dictum, taken by itself, may seem to be laying down a general principle, covering every kind of ‘inner process’, such a reading would hardly be compatible with Wittgenstein’s general outlook on philosophical questions, with its emphasis on the great variety of concepts and language-games. There is little reason to suppose that what he says about feelings of confidence must be applicable to feelings of pain–or, for that matter, that his remarks about pain can be applied to other bodily sensations, such as pins and needles or butterflies in the stomach. Finally, it should be noted that the expression ‘inner process’ is enclosed in scare quotes, indicating that there is something wrong with describing the feelings in question in that way. But no such point is made in his discussions of pain.

The discussion about pain in the Investigations is not primarily about scepticism, but about meaning. It is an investigation into the ways in which ‘words refer to sensations’ (244), and in which ‘sensations are private’ (248). The sceptical challenge is raised only briefly. ‘Only I can know’, says the interlocutor in 246, ‘whether I am really in pain; another person can only surmise it’. What is Wittgenstein’s reply? Does he reply: ‘You are wrong. I shall prove, by means of ‘criteria’, that other people can know it too’? No. His reply is hypothetical and questioning. ‘If we are using the word ‘know’ as it is normally used (and how else are we to use it!), then other people very often know when I am in pain’ (246). Would this reply silence a sceptic? Perhaps the latter would concede that his use of the word ‘know’ is not the normal one; adding, perhaps, that it is a more strict or philosophical use.

The force of Wittgenstein’s reply here will depend on whether his reader has taken notice of what he has said, at much greater length, about language-games and about meaning and use. Someone who has accepted this account will appreciate the force of the challenge ‘How else are we to use it!’ and will no longer see the sceptical position as calling for refutation. He will also understand why Wittgenstein has devoted to it no more than a brief (but sharp) reminder of how the words in question are normally used. The reminder serves to point out that the problem is essentially about meaning: that the question of meaning is prior to that of knowledge.


The private language argument

What is the role of the ‘private language’ argument in the Investigations, and what is its conclusion? As has often been pointed out, the argument comes directly after the conclusion about ‘agreement in judgements’ (PI 242), with its implication that language is an inter-personal activity. We are now to consider a putative counter-example to that conclusion; Wittgenstein will reject the counter-example and thereby vindicate the claim about agreement in judgements.

This is a reasonable way of reading the argument, but it is not the only one. Wittgenstein himself did not present it in this way: he did not say ‘Here is a putative counter-example’, etc. (or anything to this effect). On the other hand, there is reason to think that he was fascinated by the idea of private meanings in itself. In various manuscripts he explored the idea at considerable length and from different angles, sometimes going further in the direction of dubious suppositions than in his more finished writings. The topic was also one that fascinated Schlick, as we can see from the latter’s lectures on ‘Form and Content’,13 and Wittgenstein’s interest may have been stimulated by his contact with Schlick.

Now the idea of a private language (such as would overturn the conclusion about inter-personal agreement) is given a decisive blow at PI 261. Here we are reminded that we cannot do justice to this question, if we consider the sign ‘S’ in isolation. There would also have to be private meanings for words like ‘sensation’, ‘has’ and ‘something’. Without these, the supposition about ‘S’ would fall short of being a counter-example, for it would make sense only in the context of a language (including the words ‘sensation’ etc.) that is not private.

But a good deal of the discussion in these pages is taken up with that tentative probing and investigating that I have described, rather than with the refutation of privacy and the vindication of the point about inter-personal agreement. In these pages the author is exploring how far one can go with suppositions about privacy, what sort of sense remains in them and what sort of puzzles they give rise to. The process is one of investigation rather than elimination.

Consider the famous diary example of section 258. It is sometimes thought that Wittgenstein rejects this example as unintelligible; but no such rejection is stated in the text.14 The argument is that no inward ‘concentrating of my attention’ can serve to establish the meaning of ‘S’, because there would be no ‘criterion of correctness’ for future applications of the sign. ‘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”’ (258). But what follows from this? Does it follow that the sign ‘S’ is no sign at all, that it is in no way akin to a use of language? These conclusions are not drawn in the text; nor are they required by the position, reached earlier, that ‘if language is to be a means of communication, there must be agreement not only in definitions but also… in judgements’ (242). In the private diary passage it is not proposed that the sign ‘S’ is to be a means of communication–a fully fledged use of language in that sense. The idea is, rather, to compare the example with normal uses of language, drawing attention to its shortcomings and resisting any temptation to think that this is a normal example of language.

In normal cases of language we do, of course, ‘talk about “right”’. If I describe the paper before me as white, then this will be a correct use of ‘white’, and this would be confirmed by others. If (as described earlier) the nurse tells the doctor that the patient is in pain, then this will be a correct use of ‘pain’; and so on. And this aspect of language is lacking from the sign ‘S’. This is an important conclusion, which highlights the difference between such examples and normal uses of words. But there is no need to go further. We might be tempted to introduce a major premise to the effect that something is a sign or a use of language only if we can talk about ‘right’, and this would exclude the sign ‘S’ from being a sign. But there is no reason why this further step should be taken, and it is not taken in the text.

That Wittgenstein did not have in mind a sharp dividing line between language and non-language (a ‘criterion of meaning’, such as that proposed by verificationists) is further shown by his extension of the example, in the ‘manometer’ passage of PI 270, where he invites us to ‘imagine a use for the entry of the sign “S”’: ‘I discover that whenever I have a particular sensation a manometer shows that my blood-pressure rises. So I shall be able to state increases in my blood-pressure without the aid of any apparatus. This is a useful result.’ The ‘useful result’ clearly makes this more akin to a normal case of communication by means of language, though, as Wittgenstein goes on to show, the example still lacks the normal distinction between right and wrong.

Here again some commentators have taken a more rigid approach, maintaining that the reference to ‘a particular sensation’ contributes nothing to the example. The correlation here is, we are told, not ‘between the occurrence of a private sensation and the rising of my blood-pressure’, but ‘between my inclination to write down the letter “S” and the rising of my blood-pressure’.15 Yet the text states clearly that the correlation is between ‘a particular sensation’ and the rising of my blood-pressure.

According to another commentator, the ‘S’ in this example means nothing more than ‘sensation which means my blood pressure is rising’.16 But if this were so, how could it have been, as Wittgenstein supposes, a discovery that ‘whenever I have a particular sensation… my blood-pressure rises’? It could only have been a discovery if ‘S’ did not mean merely that. This is not to say, of course, that these are straightforward uses of ‘sensation’ and ‘discovery’, but here, as elsewhere, the aim of the enquiry is to explore the limits of language: to see what sense can be made of a given example rather than to deny that it has any.

Another instance of Wittgenstein’s exploratory approach occurs in his treatment of William James’s account of the deaf-mute Mr. Ballard, ‘who wrote that in his early youth, even before he could speak, he had thoughts about God and the world’, including such questions as ‘How came the world into being?’ (PI 342). Now there is obviously something odd about this claim, and one may well be sceptical about it. We might expect, therefore, that Wittgenstein would deliver a resounding verdict of ‘nonsense’ on this story. But no such verdict is given. Instead, he draws attention to the peculiar questions and uncertainties that would arise here, remarks that ‘these recollections are a queer memory phenomenon’ and concludes: ‘I do not know what conclusions one can draw from them about the past of the man who recounts them’ (342). This ‘I do not know’ is typical of Wittgenstein’s caution, of his abstaining from the kind of bold verdict that one might be tempted to read into the text. Yet the comment that he gives is sufficient for his purpose: what he does not admit is that the example shows what William James thought it showed - ‘that thought is possible without speech’ (342). (A similar example, and a similarly cautious treatment, are to be found a few sections later, in PI 348.)


The Investigations versus the Tractatus

It is generally agreed that in the Investigations Wittgenstein was reacting to his own earlier views. This is especially true of the first fifty or sixty pages of the later work, which are rightly regarded as being of special importance. In one or two places the Tractatus is referred to explicitly, and in other places there are more or less obvious connections. It is also clear that the later Wittgenstein’s reaction was largely negative. ‘I have been forced’, he wrote in his preface to the later work, ‘to recognise grave mistakes in what I wrote in that first book’ (p. x).

But what exactly is the status of his rejection? It is sometimes thought that he produced a refutation of his earlier views. Norman Malcolm, in his otherwise admirable book, speaks of the later Wittgenstein’s ‘brilliant and (I think) decisive refutation’ of the Tractatus view of simple and complex, and similarly on other issues.17 But is this really how the two works are related? In the preface to the Investigations Wittgenstein expressed a wish that his ‘old thoughts’ might be published together with the new, since ‘the latter could be seen in the right light only by contrast with and against the background of my old way of thinking’ (p. x). To study the Investigations in this light is certainly good advice, which many have followed. But while Wittgenstein speaks, with good reason, of having changed his ‘way of thinking’, he does not speak of refutation. I suggest that such a reading of the later work would be mistaken, notwithstanding the profound changes in his conception of language and the world.

One of the main themes of the later work, which makes its first appearance in section 1, and is emphasised in succeeding discussions, is the great diversity of uses of language. Having enumerated various ‘language-games’ in section 23, Wittgenstein writes: ‘It is interesting to compare the multiplicity of the tools of language, and of the ways they are used…, with what logicians have said about the structure of language. (Including the author of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.)’ This is indeed an interesting comparison, but would it have embarrassed the author of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus? Surely this author would have replied that behind the multiplicity there is a unity, and that his endeavour had not been to deny the multiplicity, but to give an account of the homogeneous system that lay behind it.

As part of that account he declared: ‘A name means an object. The object is its meaning’ (3.203); but in the later work he pointed out that this is contrary to the normal use of ‘name’ and ‘meaning’. ‘When Mr. N.N. dies one says that the bearer of the name dies, not that the meaning dies’ (PI 40). But what if he had pointed this out to the younger Wittgenstein? Would the latter have been taken aback? Would he have exclaimed ‘I never thought of that’, burned his manuscripts and retired to Trattenbach without further delay? The younger Wittgenstein was surely aware that his terminology of name and object, simple and complex, was not in accord with what we ordinarly say; and to point this out is not a refutation of what he had said by means of these terms. That the Tractatus system was not meant to be in competition with ordinary usage can also be seen from what he said in section 5.5563 of that work: ‘… all the propositions of our everyday language, just as they stand, are in perfect logical order.’ The later Wittgenstein’s appeal to everyday language, and to the variety of uses of language, is certainly a ‘new way of thinking’, but its relationship with the old way is not one of refutation.

The difference between the new and earlier ways of thinking is epitomised in the discussion of essentialism in PI 65–6. Here he imagines someone saying: ‘There must be something common, or they would not be called “games”’. His reply is: ‘Don’t say “There must be…”, but look and see whether there is anything common to all… To repeat: don’t think, but look!’. But to this Wittgenstein’s interlocutor might reply that if he were allowed to think, and think long enough, he might well be able to meet the challenge (as indeed many have tried to do). Perhaps he would say that on the face of it, and after merely running through some obvious candidates (a rather quick ‘look and see’), the situation appears as Wittgenstein describes; but that after more careful inspection (‘think, and do not merely look’) a suitable quality or set of qualities would be found.

We might compare this situation with that of a party game in which a variety of objects are placed on a tray and the question is put: ‘What do they all have in common?’. Someone who looks at them, even for some time, may not be able to get the answer. But when he thinks about the matter at greater length, he may hit on some feature that provides an answer.

But what if, after all, no answer were produced even after the most careful thought? Wittgenstein’s opponent could still maintain that there ‘must be’ one. The essential challenge of the later Wittgenstein lies in the question: why must it be so? The question is not whether language has such-and-such an underlying structure, but whether it needs this, in order to function as it does. Thus, even if a suitable quality were found in the case of games, it would not settle the main question, which is about whether it must be so: whether the word could not function without that. As Wittgenstein goes on to say, we could ‘draw a boundary’ even if none exists; but, he continues, ‘does it take that to make the concept usable?’ (PI 69). The author of the Tractatus did not attempt to prove that it must be so; being convinced, without argument, that language and reality must be structured in that kind of way; and this may be regarded as one of the ‘grave mistakes in… that first book’. But to show that this is a mistake, we must go deeper than merely to notice the discrepancies between ordinary language and the terminology and assumptions of the earlier book.18
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2 What does the private language argument prove?

I

What is the conclusion of the ‘private language’ argument? What, in particular, are we to conclude about the sign ‘S’ that Wittgenstein introduces in PI 258 of the Investigations? A conclusion drawn by him at the end of the section is: ‘Here we can’t talk about “right”’. But many commentators have found a stronger conclusion in, or implied by, Wittgenstein’s remarks: that the person who uses this sign is ‘not saying anything’; that such a use is ‘empty’, ‘meaningless’ or ‘impossible’; that there is ‘no ground whatever’ for regarding ‘S’ as a sign for a sensation; or that the whole example is unintelligible.1

Is it obvious that these conclusions follow from what Wittgenstein says? ‘So you deny that “S” has any meaning; you are saying that the example is altogether unintelligible.’ We could imagine these words put to Wittgenstein by his interlocutor. What would be the answer? Perhaps it would be: ‘What gives you the impression that I want to deny this? I only wish to reject the grammar which tries to force itself on us here’ (cf. PI 304–5). What is not in question is that the private ‘ostensive definition’ that Wittgenstein describes cannot ‘serve to establish the meaning of a sign’ (PI 258); and this, I believe, is what the example is meant to show; but it does not follow that the example, or the sign itself, are altogether meaningless.

In Wittgenstein’s example we are asked to ‘imagine the following case’:


I want to keep a diary about the recurrence of a certain sensation. To this end I associate it with the sign ‘S’ and write this sign in a calendar for every day on which I have the sensation. (PI 258)


Wittgenstein’s first response to the example is that ‘a definition of the sign cannot be formulated’. Then, to the suggestion that ‘I can give myself a kind of ostensive definition’, he replies that one cannot ‘point to the sensation in the ordinary sense’. Finally, on the idea of ‘concentrating one’s attention on the sensation’ he comments that ‘this ceremony’ cannot serve to ‘establish the meaning of a sign’ or ‘bring it about that I remember the connection right in the future’. What all this amounts to is not that the example is meaningless or even that the sign ‘S’ would be altogether devoid of meaning, but that such a sign cannot be defined in the way one might have supposed.


II

Wittgenstein intends in these sections to contrast the private ‘S’ with the word ‘pain’ so as to break the spell of the ‘private object’ model of pain and other sensations. The word ‘pain’, we are reminded, is used in accordance with certain observable conditions, and this means that we can distinguish between right and wrong uses of the word. We can do this by observing whether a person uses this word, both of himself and of others, in accordance with ‘the usual symptoms and presuppositions of pain’ (PI 271). If he regularly used it in circumstances in which we might use, say, the word ‘tired’, then he would be using it wrongly; and we would conclude that he doesn’t know what ‘pain’ means.

It is also by means of those ‘symptoms and presuppositions’ that we learn what ‘pain’ means. In the case of the private ‘S’, however, there are no such conditions, and the meaning of this sign is supposed to be established by ‘concentrating my attention on the sensation and so, as it were pointing to it inwardly’ (PI 258). But, as Wittgenstein argues, such a procedure cannot ‘bring it about that I remember the connection right in the future’. Hence there is, in this case, ‘no criterion of correctness’ and no distinction has been established between ‘right’ and ‘seems right’ (cf. PI 258).

Now the connection with symptoms and presuppositions is especially strong in the case of pain; and if we assimilated this concept to the private ‘S’, then our most conspicuous error would be in treating those conditions as if they were inessential. But what should we say about other sensations? What is true of pain is not true, or less true, of sensations such as ‘tingling’ and ‘pins and needles’, which are only loosely connected with outer conditions.2 According to R.A. Sharpe, we ‘recognise that a man has pins and needles when he gets up and shakes a hand or foot’.3 Now it is true that in such a case we might guess that the man has pins and needles; but this would be no more than a (reasonable) guess. By contrast when ‘a child has hurt himself and cries’ (PI 244) we are not guessing that he is in pain.

The important condition in the case of pain is behavioural–it is the expression of pain that is decisive. The causal condition (‘has hurt himself’) is typical but less important, for we often experience pain without any observable cause. In the case of pins and needles, by contrast, it seems to be the causal condition that matters more. Observing that a child’s hand has been under pressure for some time (perhaps he has been sitting on it) we might offer ‘pins and needles’ to describe the ‘funny feeling’ of which the child speaks; and a normal child is likely to fall in with this way of speaking. But this connection is not as tight as that between pain and the child who has ‘hurt himself and cries’. The main way of knowing that someone has pins and needles is that he tells us he has it. (Hence it would not make sense to ascribe this sensation to a pre-verbal infant.)

Can we talk about right and wrong in the case of ‘pins and needles’? What would it mean to say that a person is using this expression wrongly? Well, it could mean that he has not even realised that it is the name of a sensation (if he took it, for example, to be the name of a digestive process). We would also say that he is using it wrongly if he used it in place of words–such as ‘pain’–for which there are clear behavioural conditions. But assuming that his use of the expression is not faulty in these ways, what foothold would there be for talk about right and wrong? The causal and behavioural connections are not strong enough to bear this burden. There is not even any particular behaviour that would count against ascribing that sensation, as there is in the case of pain. What remains true is that someone who speaks of pins and needles would be expected to know that certain kinds of causal conditions are, at least, typical of this sensation. Thus, in explaining the meaning of this expression, he might say: ‘It’s a sensation you sometimes get when…’

In the case of ‘a tingling sensation’ the connection with outer conditions is still more tenuous. In Wittgenstein’s Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology the following are suggested:


When someone says ‘Now I know what a tingle is’ we know that he knows through his ‘expression of the sensation’; he jerks, makes a particular noise, says what we too say in this case, finds the same description apt as we do. (RPP I, 113)


It is not clear, however, what kind of jerk or ‘particular noise’ the person in question is supposed to make, or what descriptions he would need to find apt (other than the description ‘a tingle’).

Part of the remark in RPP I found its way into the Investigations, but this time there is mention of causal conditions and not behaviour. ‘Yes now I know what “tingling” is. (He has perhaps had an electric shock for the first time.)’ (PI p. 231). But again, if there is a correlation between tingling and electric shock, it is not like that between pain and, say, being struck on the nose. Part of being able to use the word ‘pain’ is the ability to say what would cause a pain; by contrast, someone who is able to use the word ‘tingling’ may have only a vague idea of what might cause this sensation.

Because of the weakness of the connection with outer conditions, the meanings of such expressions as ‘a tingle’ may be unclear, and it may be hard to say whether a translation from one language to another is accurate. Should we say that Wittgenstein’s ‘Bremseln’–an Austrian dialect word–has the same meaning as our ‘tingling’? So much depends here on associations of a local or personal kind–such as Wittgenstein’s ‘electric shock’, which may strike English readers as odd.

Let us also consider the vocabulary that is used for describing a pain (as distinct from saying that one has a pain). There are jabbing pains, grinding pains, splitting headaches, sharp pains, dull pains and so on; but these descriptions are not correlated with distinct causes or kinds of behaviour. Gilbert Ryle thought that they could be explained in terms of hypothetical causes. Thus, when someone


describes his pain as a stabbing, a grinding or a burning pain, though he does not necessarily think that his pain is given to him by a stiletto, a drill or an ember, still he says what sort of pain it is by likening it to the sort of pain that would be given to anyone by such an instrument.4


But while most people would understand what is meant by ‘a stabbing pain’, say in the stomach, few would have any idea of what it would be like to be stabbed there by a stiletto or any similar instrument. (In any case, the result would probably not be a stabbing pain.) Nor do we learn this vocabulary in any such way. A child does not learn to describe pains as sharp or dull because they have been caused by sharp or blunt instruments (nor does he cry in a special way according to the kind of pain).

Perhaps Ryle would have explained ‘pins and needles’, similarly, as a sensation ‘that would be given to anyone’ by some kind of treatment with (real) pins and needles; but this would obviously be open to similar objections. (The same is true of the German ‘Ameisenlaufen’–‘ants running’.) Such descriptions are sometimes called ‘analogical’, as when David Pears speaks of ‘pins and needles’ as an ‘analogical description’.5 But it is not clear what this means. What is the analogy supposed to be?

How sharp is the difference between these sensations and the supposed ‘S’ of PI 258? The connection with outer conditions that is so prominent in the case of pain is lacking from ‘S’; but it is also lacking from these other sensations. Nevertheless there is a shared understanding in the use of such expressions as ‘a tingle’ and ‘pins and needles’. Somehow we feel that they are appropriate to the sensations in question, and that we understand what someone is telling us if he describes his sensations in these terms.

The same may happen with a newly invented expression. John W. Cook asks us to suppose that a young actress has invented the expression ‘butterflies in the stomach’ for a sensation she experiences before going on stage, and that she enters this phrase in her diary whenever she has that sensation (op. cit., p. 38). Now according to Cook ‘there is nothing of philosophical interest in such a story’, and it cannot help us to make sense of the ‘private language story’ of PI 258, which, according to Cook, Wittgenstein must have written ‘with tongue in cheek’.

It seems that Cook’s reason for dismissing the ‘butterflies’ example is that it, unlike the sign ‘S’, is connected with an outer condition–that of going on stage. (He makes a sharp distinction, similarly, between the original sign ‘S’ and the ‘manometer’ story of PI 270. This will be discussed shortly.) But could not a person invent this description for a sensation which is not–or not to his knowledge–connected with any regular outer conditions? And then, perhaps, another person to whom he mentions it would say that the description seems fitting for a sensation that he experiences from time to time. We could imagine them (individually or together) trying to find the ‘right’ words–in this case, words that seem right.

Cook also offers us, like Ryle, an explanation in terms of hypothetical causes. The actress’s first entry, he tells us, reads: ‘… Had a funny feeling in my stomach before going on stage–felt like butterflies fluttering about inside’ (ibid.). But could the actress really have supposed that if she had butterflies fluttering about in her stomach, it would feel like that? This case should be contrasted with genuine hypothetical ones, such as ‘felt as if I had eaten too much’ or ‘felt as if I were on a boat at sea’. In these cases one is judging that one’s feeling is similar to what one would experience under those conditions; but this is not so with butterflies in the stomach.

Let us also consider the idiosyncratic uses of language that Wittgenstein introduces on page 216 of the Investigations.6


Given the two ideas ‘fat’ and ‘lean’, would you be rather inclined to say that Wednesday was fat and and Tuesday lean, or the other way round? (I am inclined to the former.)… Now I say nothing about the causes of this phenomenon. They might be associations from my childhood. But that is a hypothesis. Whatever the explanation,–the inclination is there.


In the Brown Book he comments on a similar case–that of someone who describes the vowels of the alphabet in terms of ‘lighter’ and ‘darker’:


We shall be astonished at his attitude, and at the same time admit that there is something in what he says. Perhaps we shall say: ‘But look, surely e isn’t lighter than o in the way this book is lighter than that.’–But he may shrug his shoulders and say ‘I don’t know, but e is lighter than o, isn’t it?’. (BB 138–9)


In these cases we cannot speak of a shared understanding of meaning, and yet we might admit, with Wittgenstein, that ‘there is something in what he says’. Such uses of words, or inclinations to use words, are, after all, part of our linguistic practice. (In poetry the use of such language is important.)

Let us turn, finally, to the case of a person who decides to keep a diary about the recurrence of a certain feeling–in this case, a mental feeling or mood. We will assume that, in general, he uses the language of feelings confidently and correctly; but this time he finds it hard to describe his feeling. It strikes him, he doesn’t know why, that the word ‘blue’ would be appropriate for this feeling. One day we happen to find the relevant entries in his diary, or hear him muttering to himself that he is feeling blue. Perhaps we shall say (paraphrasing the Brown Book): ‘But look, surely a feeling can’t be blue in the way this book is blue.’ What would be his response? Perhaps he would shrug his shoulders, as in the passage just quoted. On the other hand, we might feel, or come to feel, that ‘blue’ is, somehow, a fitting word for a feeling; and that there is a particular kind of feeling or mood that is appropriately described by this word. (Perhaps a certain kind of music will help us to accept that this is so.) But what if we cannot get this far? Must we conclude that the diarist’s ‘blue’ was no use of language at all?

Consider also the ‘feeling of unreality’ that Wittgenstein introduced in RPP. Would this be connected with outer conditions, enabling us to speak of right and wrong? (If not, would the expression be meaningless?) Wittgenstein tells us that he once had such a feeling. ‘Everything seems somehow not real; but not as if one saw things unclear or blurred; everything looks quite as usual.’ How, then, could the word ‘unreality’ serve to describe his feeling?


Surely not because of its sound. (A word of very like sound but different meaning would not do.) I choose it because of its meaning. But surely I did not learn to use the word to mean: a feeling. No; but I learned to use it with a particular meaning and now I use it spontaneously like this. One might say–though it may mislead –: When I have learnt the word in its ordinary meaning, then I choose that meaning as a simile for my feeling. But of course what is in question here is not a simile, not a comparison of the feeling with something else. (RPP I, 125)


What if someone could not understand this use of language? Would he have to say it is meaningless? Perhaps he would be described as ‘meaning-blind’ with regard to it.

The direction: ‘Wie aus weiter Ferne’ in Schumann. Must everyone understand such a direction? Everyone, for example, who would understand the direction ‘Not too quickly’? Isn’t the capacity that is supposed to be absent in the meaning-blind one of this kind? (RPP I, 250)

Again, what are we to make of the curious descriptions of feelings that people sometimes give to their doctors? In Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons a peasant woman comes to the doctor ‘to complain that she was “hoisted with the gripes” (though she was unable to explain what she meant by these words)’.7 Must we conclude that this description (or its Russian counterpart) was meaningless? No doubt one would try to get the woman to explain; but what if she could not? Or if her attempt to do so merely resulted in other words of that kind? Perhaps we would, in such a case, tell the woman that her description is meaningless. But would this not be merely an expression of our impatience? Such language-games, after all, are played!

Finally, what should we say about the sign ‘S’ itself? There is room in the language-game of sensations for the reporting of sensations for which there is no name. In such cases one may speak of ‘a funny feeling’ (‘I can’t describe it’, etc.). But the question ‘Is it like the one you had yesterday?’ would not be devoid of sense, even though no particular sensation had been identified.


III

It is essentially the ‘private ostensive definition’ that is under attack in the diary example: this is the point about which the diarist is mistaken. Let us compare the diary example with one in which there is no such attempt at definition. A patient tells the doctor that he is conscious of an unusual sensation in his leg. The doctor asks what it is like, but the patient finds it impossible to produce a description that satisfies him. Doctor: Have you had it before? Patient: Yes, I had it last Tuesday. In this case, as in that of 258, there is no place for the distinction between ‘is the same’ and ‘seems the same’. And if the patient had entered ‘S’ in his diary last Tuesday, there would be no criterion for deciding whether ‘S’ meant the same then as now. Yet the patient, in this example, would not have been guilty of a conceptual error. With the supposition of a private definition removed, the example is innocuous; it is part of a recognised language-game of sensations.

The same point can be made about kinds of pain, as distinct from pain in general. Suppose one were asked whether the pain one feels today is the same as yesterday’s. One might reasonably answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to this question even if one were unable to find words with which to describe the pain (beyond saying that it is a pain). A person in this situation might associate his particular pain with an arbitrary sign (it might be ‘pain X’) and enter this in a diary, as described in 258. (In that case ‘pain X’ would be related to ‘pain’ as ‘S’ is related to ‘sensation’.)

A person who cannot describe his pain or other feeling may be under pressure to try to do so and in that case he may fumble about for words that seem to convey what he feels. But then there may be no more purchase for the distinction between a correct use of words and one that only seems correct, than in the example of 258. The person in that example might also be asked to describe his sensation and in that case he might grope for words that seem apt, but without being able to claim that the words he produces are the right ones as distinct from merely seeming so. Or he might feel that the words he had produced had not really hit it off: ‘I can’t describe it’, he might conclude.

To speak in this way of indescribable feelings is not to endorse the talk of ‘qualia’, ‘what it is like for me’, etc., that we find in many discussions of consciousness nowadays. The assumption there is that ineffability is a pervasive feature of experience, so that whenever we describe what we feel or perceive, there is always something left over–an ‘inner content of experience’, as it is sometimes put–that eludes description.8 This view, though widely held, is not true to what we mean by ‘feel’ and ‘perceive’. Thus, if the doctor asks what I feel when he presses my leg and I answer ‘it hurts’, there is no difficulty in finding the right description, and no place for the idea that what I feel eludes description. And the same is true of emotional feelings, as when I tell you that I feel angry or sorry about such and such a thing. It is only in certain cases that the difficulty, or impossibility, of describing what one feels arises. (There are further objections to the ‘inner content’ view in the case of perception, but I shall not pursue these.)


IV

In the sections following 258 Wittgenstein makes further comments on the diary example. Let us consider what he says in section 260, which starts with the words of his imaginary interlocutor. ‘Well, I believe that this is sensation S again.’ Wittgenstein replies: ‘Perhaps you believe that you believe it!’ Does he mean that the interlocutor cannot believe anything of the sort? This is not what he says; and it would, I believe, have been wrong for him to say this.

How should we understand this exchange in PI 260? We may take it that by this stage of the argument the interlocutor has become uneasy about his position. Perhaps he is beginning to see that he cannot defend the idea of giving himself ‘a kind of ostensive definition’ (PI 258), and what he now wants to say is merely that his present sensation seems to be like the one he had before. If that is what he means, then (as I have argued) he is no longer in the grip of a confusion. On the other hand, it is not clear that this is what he means; perhaps, after all, he is still inclined, or somewhat inclined, to think that ‘S’ was given a specific meaning by that ‘inner’ act of definition. If so, then (as Wittgenstein’s reply suggests) he is confused about what it is that he believes.

Let us now turn to the second paragraph of PI 260:


Then did the man who made the entry in the calendar make a note of nothing whatever? Don’t consider it a matter of course that a person is making a note of something when he makes a mark–say in a calendar. For a note has a function, and this ‘S’ so far has none.


The final sentence of this is an application of modus tollens. If ‘S’ is a note, then ‘S’ has a function; ‘S’ has (so far) no function; therefore, ‘S’ is (so far) not a note. (And this might be taken to mean, or be equivalent to, the claim that ‘the man made a note of nothing whatever’.) But this argument is not satisfactory. (On this point I change from interpretation to rejection of what Wittgenstein wrote.) Was ‘function’ intended to mean ‘useful function’? If so, then the premise ‘A note has a function’ is false. Notes are often made idly, in diaries and elsewhere, ‘just for fun’. The absence of a useful function is, indeed, common in uses of language whose meaning is not in doubt. It is probably true of most ordinary conversation that it has no function other than idle amusement. If, on the other hand, ‘function’ was meant to include idle amusement, then the second premise would be false, for this function can also be ascribed to the entering of ‘S’.9

On the other hand, Wittgenstein was obviously right in warning against the assumption that ‘a person is making a note of something when he makes a mark–say in a calendar’. But what should we say about the person in Wittgenstein’s example? Did he make a note of something or did he not? Either answer would be unsatisfactory. The negative would be in order if the man had been merely doodling or practising calligraphy; but this was not so. He thought he had succeeded in defining the sign ‘S’ and the entries in his diary are a record of how his situation appeared to him at the time of making them. But a positive answer (he did make a note of something) would also be wrong, because the relevant ‘something’ had not been identified (its putative name, ‘S’, had not really been defined).

That the simple negative would be wrong also appears if we consider the question of truthfulness.10 The diarist may enter ‘S’ when–as he would put it–he is not really feeling ‘S’. (Perhaps he is not conscious of any sensation at all.) Here we also have a context for right and wrong. Such an entry might be described as ‘wrong’, not because he had identified his sensation wrongly (this possibility is rejected in 258), but because it would be contrary to what he took to be the case.

A simple negative verdict is avoided by Wittgenstein a few sections later (PI 269). Here he speaks of behavioural criteria for determining whether a man understands a word. There are criteria for concluding that he does, and criteria for concluding that he doesn’t; and yet other criteria for concluding that he believes mistakenly that he does. In this case, says Wittgenstein, ‘one might speak of a subjective understanding’. And finally there is the case in which he produces ‘sounds that no one else understands, but that [he] “ appears to understand”, and these might be called a “private language”’.

Now the person who writes ‘S’ in his diary would, we may assume, satisfy the criteria for ‘appearing to understand’. We can imagine him looking up his entries from time to time, perhaps expressing surprise at not having (as he would put it) experienced ‘S’ last week, etc. Given the situation described in 258, this behaviour would be intelligible and unsurprising, notwithstanding the diarist’s confusion about his attempt at definition. And this should suffice to make us reject the blunt negative: that he ‘made a note of nothing whatever’.


V

In discussing the point about having a function, I argued that though the entering of ‘S’ in PI 258 had no useful function, it does not follow that it would have no function at all. Perhaps it will now be said that what is required of a genuine note is that it could have a useful function, even if it does not have one in the given instance. But can we not imagine such a function for ‘S’? This, indeed, is what we are invited to do at PI 270.


Let us now imagine a use for the entry of the sign ‘S’ in my diary. I discover that whenever I have a particular sensation a manometer shows that my blood-pressure rises. So I shall be able to state increases in my blood-pressure without the aid of any apparatus. This is a useful result.


Now according to Kenny, the ‘S’ of this section is to be contrasted with that of 258. The sign ‘S’, he holds, acquires meaning in 270 because now the diarist is able to define ‘S’ by reference to a public phenomenon–the rising of his blood pressure. ‘Here’, comments Kenny, “S” has a genuine use: It is tantamount to “sensation which means my blood pressure is rising”’.11

This, however, is not Wittgenstein’s conclusion. It is, on the contrary, essential to his example in 270 that ‘S’ does not mean what Kenny says. We are to suppose, says Wittgenstein, that the diarist discovers a correlation between ‘S’ and the manometer readings; but this could not be so if the ‘S’ in 270 simply meant ‘sensation which means…’.

The relation between the situations described in PI 258 and PI 270 is one of continuity: there is no abrupt leap from meaningless to meaningful. This can also be seen if we imagine the sequence in reverse. Suppose that one day the correlation described in PI 270 began to go wrong. I discover that on a few occasions I have sensation ‘S’ when there is no rise in blood-pressure; and gradually the correlation fades away altogether. Would the sign now have become meaningless? Should we, in that case, say that ‘S’ used to mean ‘sensation which means my blood pressure is rising’ and now means nothing?

I have referred more than once to ‘the sensation’ in the example of 270, and this is how Wittgenstein himself introduces the example (‘I discover that whenever I have a particular sensation…’). But (as he goes on to point out), this reference to ‘a particular sensation’ is a deficient one, given that there is no right or wrong to it. As far as the ‘useful result’ is concerned, ‘it seems quite indifferent whether I have recognised the sensation right or not’ (PI 270). In view of this, it may seem as if we might as well forget about ‘the sensation’, and speak rather of a correlation between the writing of ‘S’ and the rising of the blood-pressure. According to R.J. Fogelin, the correlation in PI 270 is not ‘between the occurrence of a private sensation and the rising of my blood-pressure’, but ‘between my inclination to write down the letter “S” and the rising of my blood-pressure’. He concludes that this sign ‘loses all essential connection with a private sensation’.12

But if this were so, then what the diarist ought to report is not ‘a particular sensation’, but an inclination to write down the letter ‘S’; and this would be unintelligible. If there were no ‘essential connection’ with a sensation, how could he have that inclination? Would it be due to some kind of neurosis? It is true, however, that we need to be careful in our understanding of ‘a particular sensation’ in this example.


What is our reason for calling ‘S’ the name of a sensation here? Perhaps the kind of way this sign is employed in this language-game.–And why a ‘particular sensation’, that is, the same one every time? Well, aren’t we supposing that we wrote ‘S’ every time? (PI 270)


Thus Wittgenstein draws attention to the peculiarity of these words in this example. He does not, however, deny that they have a place there.

The language-game with ‘S’ may be compared with another, well-established one: that of dreaming. If we conclude that in the former there is no essential connection with a sensation, must we not say, likewise, that there is no essential connection between a dream-report and a dream? A difficulty about right and wrong arises in both cases. In the former, ‘it seems quite indifferent whether I have recognised the sensation right or not’. And similarly,


[if] dreams can give us important information about the dreamer, then what would give the information would be sincere accounts of the dreams. The question whether the dreamer’s memory deceives him when he reports the dream after waking cannot arise…. (PI p. 222, my translation)


This does not mean, however, that there is no distinction between dreaming and being inclined to report a dream; as if ‘he dreamt that p’ meant the same as ‘he is inclined to say “I dreamt that p”’. If a tribe of people to whom dreaming is unknown were to learn our language, they would also have to learn the distinction between dreams and the reporting of dreams.


Nor can it be said that for these people the verb ‘to dream’ could mean nothing but: to tell a dream. For the stranger would of course use both expressions, both ‘to dream’ and ‘to tell a dream’, and the people of that tribe would not be allowed to confuse ‘I dreamt…’ with ‘I told the dream…’. (Z 530)


‘To dream’ (or ‘to have dreamt’) does not mean ‘to tell a dream’ (or ‘to be inclined to tell a dream’); and when a person tells us that he had such and such a dream, we regard this as a report of something that happened, even though the criteria of right and wrong that we have in other language-games are lacking in this one. ‘That’, as Wittgenstein says in another remark on dreaming, ‘is the language-game’ (PI p. 184).

There is, however, an important difference between this language-game and that of the sign ‘S’. In the case of the dream report, as we have seen, ‘the question whether the dreamer’s memory deceives him… cannot arise’. But this does not mean that the meanings of the dreamer’s words would be in doubt–that in this respect there would be no right or wrong. For the words used in reporting the dream would belong to the vocabulary that the dreamer shares with others, and he would show his mastery of them in ordinary waking situations.13


VI

I have argued that the example of PI 258 is not unintelligible; and that the sign ‘S’ should not be regarded as simply meaningless. But if the aim was not to prove that ‘S’ would be meaningless, what was it? For the answer we must refer to the questions with which this part of the Investigations begins: ‘How do words refer to sensations?… How is the connection between the name and the thing named set up?’ (PI 244). These are the questions to which 258 is mainly addressed. The aim is not to prove that ‘S’ is meaningless, but to consider how the diarist might set up a connection between the sign and the sensation. In the case of many words, ‘the connection between the name and the thing named’ can be set up by ostensive definition. The learner’s attention is directed to a sample and he is informed that this is what we call.… But this procedure cannot be followed in the case of pain. In this case, however, the learner–a child–can learn the use of the word by means of the connection of pain with ‘the natural expression of the sensation’ (PI 244); whereas in the case of ‘S’ there is no such possibility. That is why the idea of an ostensive definition–albeit a self-addressed, ‘private’ one–is tried out in that example.

The idea seems natural enough. There is nothing strange about ‘concentrating my attention on the sensation’, with or without the intention of comparing it with past or future sensations. But–and this is the central question of 258–would such a performance serve to define the sign ‘S’? No, replies Wittgenstein: a definition should ‘bring it about that I remember the connection right in the future’, and the private ostensive performance cannot provide a distinction between ‘right’ and ‘seems right’. It does not follow, however, that ‘S’ is altogether meaningless. What ‘S’ means is: ‘a sensation that seems to recur from time to time and for which no specific name is available’. It is only the diarist’s attempt at turning ‘S’ into a specific name that is incoherent.

This attempt is not indeed essential to the supposition with which 258 begins. Let us consider a case of this kind as it might actually occur. We do sometimes experience a feeling (it need not be a bodily sensation) which seems the same as one that we experienced before. In such a case one might decide to keep a diary as described in PI 258, but there need not be any attempt to give a specific meaning to the sign, thereby providing a distinction between ‘right’ and ‘seems right’: the diarist may be content without that distinction. (This case would not, of course, engage with Wittgenstein’s interest in the question ‘How is the connection… set up?’.)

But if ‘S’ is not meaningless, what does this imply for the accepted view that Wittgenstein opposed the idea of a private language? Does it imply that this was not, after all, his position? No, for the privacy of ‘S’ is not the privacy of a language. (In this respect the name ‘private language argument’ is misleading.) The sign ‘S’ has meaning only in so far as it is embedded in an established non-private discourse of sensations; and, as Wittgenstein points out in PI 261, the words in which this discourse is conducted (‘sensation’ and other words used in describing the example) would have to have private meanings if ‘S’ were really part of a private language.

A word does not have meaning in isolation from its grammatical setting. Now in the case of the sign ‘S’, there is such a setting, for we have been told that it is to be the name of a sensation. But could this setting itself be stated in the words of a private language? If not, then the meaning of ‘S’ would be private only in the context of a language that is not private.


For ‘sensation’ is a word of our common language, not of one intelligible to me alone… And it would not help either to say that it need not be a sensation; that when he writes ‘S’ he has something–and that is all that can be said. ‘Has’ and ‘something’ also belong to our common language.–So in the end when one is doing philosophy one gets to the point where one would just like to emit an inarticulate sound. (PI 261)


Someone who is competent in using the word ‘sensation’, and the language in which this word is embedded, may tell us of a sensation for which there is no existing name or description. He will be able to fit a nameless sensation alongside those, with familiar names, that are already in place. But the idea of a private language is quite a different matter.

If Wittgenstein’s aim was to refute the idea of a private language, he might have come out straightaway with the point made in 261. But this was not his aim. His enquiry was about how the meanings of specific sensation words (especially ‘pain’) are established, and whether these meanings could be private. These questions are of great interest because it is widely held that they are indeed private. (‘I know what I mean by it’, etc.). If we think about the words in this way, then we are apt to assume that their meanings must be established by ‘concentrating my attention on the sensation’ or some such process. Wittgenstein’s argument in 258 is that such a process cannot achieve what is required from a definition.

A philosopher who was tempted in this direction was Moritz Schlick. (It is likely that Wittgenstein’s ideas about private meaning were stimulated by his contact with Schlick.) According to Schlick, the words we actually use have private meanings (or ‘contents’) which cannot be communicated to others.

‘Every observer fills in his own content’; ‘each one has to consult his own experience, thereby giving [his words] a unique meaning’.14 But how are we to understand the word ‘content’ and others in these statements? If the meaning of ‘content’ is itself unique to every observer, then, as Schlick himself acknowledged, there is ‘no sense in asking any questions about it. There is no proposition about content, there cannot be any. In other words: it would be best not to use the word “content” at all’. But (as Schlick saw to some extent) this is a self-refuting recommendation; for if there cannot be any proposition about content, how can we even understand what is being said here? So (to quote from PI 261 again) ‘in the end when one is doing philosophy one gets to the point where one would just like to emit an inarticulate sound.’ But if my argument has been correct, this desperate point is not yet reached in the example of PI 258.
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3 Criteria, conventions and the problem of other minds

In a discussion of the problem of other minds, we are told of ‘the decline of the Wittgensteinian Criterial Argument’. Philosophers, it appears, are again resorting to ‘the good old inductive argument’ in dealing with this problem.1  What is the Wittgensteinian argument, and what is wrong with it? Is the Wittgensteinian argument also Wittgenstein’s argument?

The former may be introduced roughly as follows. Faced with scepticism about other minds, we have to consider whether our claims to knowledge are to be justified by induction or by deduction. If induction is the answer, then there is a problem about the narrowness of the evidence (one’s own feeling and behaviour), and a more general problem about the inconclusiveness of inductive argument. The ‘good old inductive argument’ has never seemed good enough to sceptics. If, on the other hand, we insist on deductive support, then the conclusion must not mean more than the premises; and if these are (say) items of behaviour, then the meaning of statements about other minds must be confined to this behaviour. In the first case, knowledge of other minds is unobtainable; in the second, it is easily obtainable, but not what we normally take it to be.

The Wittgensteinian Argument is supposed to provide a way out of this dilemma. According to it, the relation between pain-behaviour and pain is one of criteria. Because of their internal relation to the concept of pain, criteria can constitute evidence that is stronger than mere induction, in such a way as to withstand the sceptic’s attack. On the other hand, this evidence is not strict in the manner of deductive entailment, so that the advocate of this view can freely admit that there may be pain-behaviour without pain.

It is sometimes thought that the peculiar anti-sceptical power of criteria springs from their being ‘internal’ to a concept. The criteria for pain are such, it is said, that one could not have this concept without being aware of their relevance; they are not like conditions whose connection with pain is merely an empirical one. But what is the value of this point in anti-sceptical argument? The sceptic may grant that pain-behaviour is essential to a normal understanding of ‘pain’ and still take his stand on the lack of entailment. Moreover, a condition may be internal to a concept without providing evidence that is even moderately good.2 Being married is internal to the concept ‘husband’; but the fact that someone is married is hardly good evidence for concluding that that person is a husband. Similarly, the pain-behaviour that a person exhibits may provide no more than a modest reason for believing that he may be in pain. Such actions as taking an aspirin or arranging to see a doctor are instances of pain-behaviour, but they would not be distinguishable as pain-behaviour. Again, suppose the nurse inserts a needle into my arm and I pull a face. She asks ‘Does it hurt?’ Pulling a face is a clear instance of pain-behaviour, but the question whether pain is what I feel is still reasonable. Even the example of groaning and holding one’s cheek (cf. BB 24) is unsatisfactory in this respect, for a person might, quite naturally, react to a piece of bad news in this way.

On the other hand, evidence that is not internal to the concept of pain may be strong enough to yield knowledge in any normal sense of the word. Thus, to take another example from the Blue Book (BB 24–5), a doctor may properly be said to know, on the basis of mere symptoms, that his patient has a certain disease–even though the correlation here is merely empirical.

Now someone who read the Investigations for the first time after hearing the Wittgensteinian Criterial Argument might well be puzzled.3 Where, he might ask, does the author state the other minds problem and give his criterial solution? Where does he even say that pain-behaviour is a criterion of pain?4 I shall argue that Wittgenstein’s position in the Investigations bears little resemblance to these ideas.


Wittgenstein’s use of ‘criterion’

A view that has been prominent in accounts of Wittgenstein’s ‘criterial argument’ is that he used the term ‘criterion’ in a special, technical sense; and there has been much argument about what he meant by this term. The term ‘criterion’, it has been said, ‘is a Wittgensteinian term of art’.5

Wittgenstein did sometimes introduce words explicitly with a special meaning: this is so, for example, with his introduction of ‘language-game’ in the Investigations (PI 7) and the Blue Book (BB 17). But there is no such introduction of the word ‘criterion’. On page 24 of the Blue Book he prefaced a remark about ‘criteria’ versus ‘symptoms’ with the words ‘Let us introduce two antithetical terms’, but this was not to indicate that he was going to use them in a special sense.6 In the Investigations the word first appears in section 51, where it is used, quite naturally, in considering what would count as a mistake in following an instruction. (‘What is the criterion by which this was a mistake?’) A few sections later (PI 56) he asks himself: ‘What do we regard as the criterion for remembering [a certain colour] correctly?’ And in section 185 he speaks of ‘the usual criteria’ for judging that someone has mastered a series of numbers.

It is clear that Wittgenstein did not think of himself, in these sections, as introducing a special terminology. It also seems likely that if a reader who was not familiar with the word ‘criterion’ looked it up in a dictionary, he would have no difficulty in understanding Wittgenstein’s meaning (or if he did, it would not be due to the use of this word). The same is true, I believe, of most if not all occurrences of the word in the Investigations.

Let us compare Wittgenstein’s use of ‘criterion’, as illustrated above, with occurrences of this word outside philosophy. A useful list and review of such occurrences has been provided by Cavell.7 In one of these, criteria are laid down for official purposes (admission to a university). In this case there is need of a decision procedure for official action. In another kind of case, criteria are invoked for social or historical judgements (‘the four main criteria of Germano-Roman feudalism’; ‘the main criteria for distinguishing’ social strata in America). A third kind of case occurs in a medical context (whether ‘to use for the evaluation of infantile neurosis the same criteria which we apply in the care of an adult’). And in a fourth kind of example we are told that among Africans a certain indirectness of speech is ‘considered the criterion of intelligence and personality’.

How does Wittgenstein’s use of ‘criterion’ compare with these examples? There is an obvious resemblance between the medical one and the ‘angina’ example of BB 25, where he supposes that the presence of a certain bacillus is regarded as the criterion of this condition, whereas an inflamed throat would be treated as merely a symptom–‘a phenomenon of which experience has taught us that it coincided with the phenomenon which is our defining criterion’. But mostly, when Wittgenstein uses the word ‘criterion’, it is in connection with concepts such as those of remembering, meaning and understanding. Is his use of ‘criterion’ here different from those in Cavell’s examples? In the latter, as Cavell points out, criteria are proposed or accepted by particular groups or individuals, whereas ‘the criteria Wittgenstein appeals to… are always “ours”; the “group” which forms his “authority” is always, apparently, the human group as such, the human being generally’. Cavell sees here a ‘disanalogy between Wittgensteinian and everyday criteria’ (pp. 18, 17). But the criteria for understanding, etc., are both ‘everyday’ and used by ‘the human group as such’. Hence there is no reason to hold that when Wittgenstein spoke of criteria in these cases, he was using the word in other than an everyday sense. If an ordinary person were asked about the criteria of understanding or, say, intelligence, he would know what was wanted. People argue about criteria for such qualities as intelligence, understanding and qualities of character. Those, for example, who devise exam papers have to consider whether they are good criteria for the relevant understanding or ability.8 The fond parent who insists that little Johnny is really, in spite of all evidence to the contrary, a good boy at heart, may be reminded of the behavioural criteria for being good-hearted. And to the person who assures us that he understands something, on the ground that it suddenly seemed clear to him, we may point out that the experience of ‘suddenly understanding’ is not a criterion of understanding.9

What is less clear is the use, in ordinary language, of ‘criteria’ in the case of pain and pain-behaviour. We may ask what are the criteria of intelligence, or for admission to a university, but the question ‘What are the criteria of pain?’ would be obscure. It is true that in the Blue Book (BB 24) Wittgenstein briefly claimed, or implied, that holding one’s cheek is a criterion of toothache. He also, on the same page, raised the question ‘How do you know he has toothache?’, and then contrasted criteria with symptoms–but by reference to a very different kind of example. (The whole passage is rather confusing, with several points telescoped.) But this line of thought is not present in the Investigations. Wittgenstein’s use of ‘criterion’ in that work is not about pain, nor is it used to deal with sceptical problems.10

Let us consider how the case of pain and pain-behaviour differs from the examples I have considered, where the use of ‘criteria’ is familiar and uncontroversial. In those examples the notion of a criterion appears to be constitutive: to describe X as a criterion of Y is to say that being X is constitutive of being Y–it is what Y, wholly or partially, consists in, or can consist in. But this cannot be so in the case of pain, since being pain cannot be said to consist in pain-behaviour. The very question ‘What does pain consist in?’ is obscure. But this is not so in the case of intelligence, understanding, and remembering something correctly (PI 56). In stating criteria for these things we are indeed saying what they consist in; and the same is true of qualities of character, such as being a good boy. The same is also true of the Blue Book example of angina: to say, following Wittgenstein, that bacillus B is the criterion of this disease is to say that it is what the disease consists in. Let us also review the examples provided by Cavell, which I now quote more fully.11


	‘American officials listed four criteria for judging a government… [in Saigon] as stable: the ability to maintain law and order…, the capacity to raise and support effective armed forces…, protection for vital American and Vietnamese installations…, the presence of responsible officials…’

	‘In language, the African tradition aims at circumlocution… The direct statement is considered crude and unimaginative; the veiling of all contents in ever-changing paraphrase is considered the criterion of intelligence and personality.’

	‘It is thus impracticable to use for the evaluation of an infantile neurosis the same criteria which we apply in the care of an adult.’

	Harvard criteria for admission: High degree of intelligence [etc.], personal integrity [etc.], breadth of interests [etc.]…

	‘Arguing against Kovalevski’s view… of the main criteria of Germano-Roman feudalism…, Marx pointed out that Kovalevski forgets serfdom…’.

	‘Society before the Great Depression… was much less egalitarian than it has since become. Among the main criteria for distinguishing the strata from from each other was [sic] their respectability, their diligence and dutifulness…’.

	‘The sole criterion for me is whether it [a poem] can sweep me with it into emotion…’



In all of these examples ‘criteria’ can be seen to have the ‘constitutive’ sense. Thus, in giving their ‘four criteria for judging a government… as stable’ (example 1) the officials were stating that the qualities mentioned were, or were to be regarded as, constitutive of the stability of that government; and in example 2 the author is saying that certain ways of speaking are regarded by Africans as constitutive of ‘intelligence and personality’.

Example 3 is about the criteria of neurosis or, perhaps, the proper care of neurosis; and again, the criteria would specify what these consist in. In example 4 we are told what being eligible for admission to the university consists in; while in 5 and 6 we are informed of conditions that are, or were to be regarded as, constitutive of (5) Germano-Roman feudalism and (6) the differences between strata of American society. In the brief example 7 we are not told what the criterion is a criterion of; Cavell suggests that it is the ‘value’ or ‘success’ of a poem (p. 10); and we may take it that, for the writer at least, the poem’s ability to ‘sweep him into emotion’ is what these qualities consist in.

So much for the constitutive use of ‘criteria’, which, as I said, is not suitable for the case of pain and pain-behaviour, since it cannot be said that pain consists in pain-behaviour. Another way in which they differ is that of entailment. Writers on Wittgenstein, as I said at the start of this essay, sometimes introduce the concept of criteria by contrasting it with inductive evidence on the one hand and deductive entailment on the other. ‘Clearly a criterial relation is neither factual (in which one thing is evidence for another), nor logical (in which one term entails another).’12 But this is not true to the normal use of ‘criterion’. A criterion, or set of criteria, may be adopted for the very purpose of creating such an entailment. Thus X, Y and Z may be laid down as criteria for admission to a university, so that satisfaction of them will entail that the candidate is qualified for admission. Again, if, as supposed in the Blue Book (p. 25), a certain condition is accepted by medical science as the criterion of disease D, then whoever satisfies this condition must be said to have disease D. And to take another of Cavell’s examples, someone who declares: ‘The sole criterion for me is whether it [a poem] can sweep me with it into emotion’, is saying that, as far as he is concerned, being swept into emotion is a sufficient as well as a necessary condition of the poetic quality in question.

It is true, however, that criteria do not always have the power of entailment. Thus if X and Y were mentioned as criteria for admission, this would not mean that anyone who satisfied X and Y would be qualified for admission. (X and Y would be partly, but–in the absence of Z–not wholly constitutive of being qualified.)

There is also another non-entailment use of ‘criteria’, which might be called evidential. Consider the case of a literary scholar who is trying to piece together the fragments of a text, and who has no direct way of establishing the correct arrangement; he cannot, for example, consult an author who died long ago. In such cases various kinds of evidence may be brought to bear: evidence within the text, and external evidence such as the physical state of a manuscript, the historical circumstances of its composition, etc. On the basis of these the scholar might be able to conclude, beyond reasonable doubt, that such and such an arrangement is correct; and then he might properly speak of the criteria by which he arrived at his conclusion. Thus he might explain that while ‘no single criterion was conclusive by itself…, all the criteria taken together were generally decisive’.13 In this case ‘criteria’ means no more than ‘pieces of evidence’, corresponding to what Wittgenstein called ‘symptoms’. They are called ‘criteria’ because they were regarded by that scholar, when taken all together, as decisive in establishing the correct arrangement. However, this use of ‘criteria’ is no more applicable to the case of the man who groans and holds his cheek, etc., than the ‘constitutive’ one. When, in suitable circumstances, we see from such behaviour that a person is in pain, we are not in a position of piecing together evidence to enable us to settle the question whether he is in pain.

I have argued that the description of pain-behaviour as a ‘criterion’ of pain does not conform to typical and uncontroversial uses of this term–including those of Wittgenstein when he refers to such concepts as that of understanding. But what, after all, would be the point of introducing ‘criteria’, whether in a technical or a non-technical sense, into the context of pain and pain-behaviour? What is not in doubt–leaving aside sceptical doubt–is that we are sometimes in a position to know that someone is in pain; and we might know this by observing his behaviour or by other means.

The importance of pain-behaviour in this respect depends on the severity of the pain. The groanings, writhings, etc., that we read about in expositions of Wittgenstein’s thought are not typical of pain in general, for it is only in severe cases that they occur. The most usual way of finding out whether someone is in pain is to ask him; and the same is true of other feelings. It is simply not true that when an adult has a slight or even moderate pain he is inclined to give expression to it by displaying pain-behaviour or in any other way. And even (to repeat a point made earlier) when there is pain-related behaviour, such as taking an aspirin or arranging to see a doctor, it may not be distinguishable as pain-behaviour.

What is not clear is what ‘all the criteria taken together’ were decisive of; and neither is it clear in what way the ‘reading of the physical signs’ was ‘confirmed or corrected’, and how this would affect their status as criteria.

The term ‘criterion’ might, indeed, be applied to what a person says when we ask him what he is feeling. Suppose that in a particular instance it is difficult to decide what a person is feeling. Perhaps he groans and holds his cheek, but not in such a way as to make it obvious that he is in pain. Or the context might suggest that he is groaning about something else, not connected with his cheek. In that case the best way to find out whether he is in pain would be to ask him; and then we might speak of his reply as a criterion that settles the matter. But what would be the point of this? It would not be due to the logic of criteria that the man’s statement would settle the matter, but to the peculiar authority that a person has in stating what he feels, thinks, desires, etc. (cf. PI 288).

The importance of criteria in Wittgenstein’s thought has been overrated through a false understanding of the much quoted dictum of PI 580: ‘An “inner process” needs outer criteria.’ It has been thought that Wittgenstein is here laying down a logical condition for all kinds of feelings including pain, and that this is part of the ‘criterial argument’ against scepticism. But the statement of 580 occurs nowhere near his remarks about pain. What he is discussing here are such feelings as confidence, expectation and hope, and also belief (PI 572ff.), and the discussion is not about scepticism. The point of the remark of 580 is to warn us against regarding those items as ‘inner processes’ (hence the scare quotes in 580); but no such warning is given about pain. The statement in 580 gives no support to the ‘criterial’ interpretation of Wittgenstein’s discussions of pain.


Criteria and conventions

It has sometimes been held that criteria owe their status to rules or conventions of our making, and this may be thought to put them beyond the reach of sceptical attack.


Criteria operate as conventions in a language-game… The best way to understand criteria is to see them as social institutions. This accords well with various things that Wittgenstein says… It explains, for example, why the onus of proof is always on the sceptic if a conclusion based on a criterion is challenged.14


Wittgenstein himself, in a passage in the Blue Book said of ‘the man who says “only my pain is real”’, that he was rebelling against the ‘common criteria’ and thereby ‘objecting to a convention’ (BB 57). And on p. 24, having raised the question ‘why we suppose that toothache corresponds to holding [one’s] tooth’, he concluded that ‘here we strike rock bottom, that is we have come down to conventions’.

To speak of a practice as a convention is to imply that it is a matter of choice; and it has been thought that this is also true of criteria. Thus ‘we fix criteria by laying down grammatical rules.’15 But if there are such rules, why should the sceptic recognise them? By what authority, he may ask, are they laid down?

If our language, or this part of it, were a matter of convention, then it should be subject to criticism and justification. The same is true of criteria that have been laid down by someone or some authority. In such cases it may be asked whether the criteria were well chosen, whether the choice was justified, etc. This is a question that may arise, for example, about criteria that were laid down for admission to a university. And if in the case of pain there are criteria that were laid down by us, then we might expect the same question to arise here. It is also possible to object to criteria that have not come about by choice, though in this case there must be some choice about retaining or altering them. Take, for example, the ways in which we judge the merit of practical decisions and those who make them. A common criterion is that of success: we ‘praise famous men’ if their decisions have led to good results. But it may be asked whether this is a good criterion: should we not judge them according to what was reasonable at the time of deciding?

But is it true that the criteria or, more generally, the conditions, governing our basic concepts are matters of choice and hence subject to critical evaluation? When, in the Investigations, Wittgenstein asks ‘What do we regard as the criteria for remembering… correctly?’ (PI 56), he is not speaking of criteria that have been laid down by someone or by ‘us’. And if we say that the truth of p is a criterion of remembering that p, we are not speaking of something that is or was a matter of choice or convention. Nor is it a matter of choice that we have a concept of this character.

Even where criteria are subject to choice, the choice may be restricted by criteria that are not subject to choice. Consider again the examples quoted from Cavell. The officials in 1 were prescribing criteria for administrative purposes, and so were the university authorities in 4: these criteria were chosen by them. By contrast, the authors of 2 and 5, for example (‘criteria of intelligence and personality’ and for ‘Germano-Roman feudalism’), were describing criteria that were already in place. But this distinction must not be pressed too far. In giving their criteria of stable government, for instance, the officials in 1 had at least to respect the accepted, existing criteria of stability, including the application of this term to governments. It is only if their criteria were sufficiently close to these that they would have been recognisable as criteria of stability; otherwise the statement they issued would not have been coherent. But the existing concept of stability was not, and is not, a matter of choice.

In the Blue Book, as we have seen, Wittgenstein had spoken of ‘conventions’ governing the use of ‘toothache’. But it is not a matter of convention that when (in the absence of special complications) I see someone groaning and holding his cheek I have good reason to say that he is in pain. Here we do, as Wittgenstein put it, ‘strike rock bottom’, but rock bottom is not a convention, and neither do we have a choice in this matter. And the same is true of the conditions governing ‘remember’, ‘know’ and other expressions in our basic vocabulary.16 It is true that one could choose to utter words in ways that were contrary to those conditions, but this could only be a kind of pretence. ‘Yes; one can make the decision to say “I believe he is in pain” instead of “He is in pain”.’ But this, as Wittgenstein says, would be merely


an exchange of one expression for another which, while we are doing philosophy, seems the more appropriate one. Just try–in a real case–to doubt someone else’s fear or pain. (PI 303; see also, e.g., PI 403)


Similarly, to the man who, on p. 57 of the Blue Book says ‘Only my pain is real’, Wittgenstein replied: ‘What you want is only a change of notation, and by a new notation no facts of geography are changed’.17 The facts are not changed; and neither is our need for the concepts in question. If a law were enacted prohibiting the assertive use of ‘He is in pain’, we would soon find ourselves using other words with the same meaning. (The fate of euphemisms is instructive here.)

One of the main themes of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy is the rejection of ‘realism’: the assumption that the logic–the ‘grammar’–of our language is due to correspondence with a reality external to language. Rejection of this view may lead us to embrace the view that the ‘rules of grammar’ are made up by us, just as it is open to us to make up the rules of games. In this respect the term ‘language-game’ can be misleading. In PI 83 Wittgenstein suggested that ‘the analogy between language and games [might] throw light’ on the use of language. But this analogy must not be pressed too far.

Rejecting the view that the structure of our language is determined by a corresponding reality, some writers have seen a dependence in the opposite direction, with language-games and their rules in the determining role.


Suppose a certain object, a red patch, is used as a paradigm in our language. We shall say red is the colour that matches this patch, this is what we call ‘red’. If the language game with this rule is played, then the colour in question exists. (Canfield, p. 16)18


He proceeds to compare the ‘game’ of colours with the game of football, concluding: ‘But there is no necessity for football to be played–we need not have this game. Similarly, we need not have the game with this colour paradigm.’ But the existence of a colour is not dependent on games that we play; and while it is true that there is ‘no necessity for football to be played’, there is a necessity–a need–for us to use such words as ‘red’ and ‘pain’, as well as others in our basic vocabulary. Again, while it is true that certain facts (for example, that a player is offside) are dependent on the existence of that game, the fact that ripe tomatoes are red is not dependent in any such way. If there were no language-game of colours, ripe tomatoes would still be red; and so they would be if there were no language at all.

It is sometimes pointed out, in defence of the ‘conventional’ view, that concepts are different in other societies. In Zettel 380–1 Wittgenstein asks us to imagine a tribe in which there are ‘two concepts akin to our “pain”’; and a great variety of conceptual differences can be imagined and have indeed been discovered (though there are limits to this variety: PI 206–7 is relevant here). But it does not follow from these facts and ‘thought-experiments’ that our scheme of concepts is optional for us–that we could change it at will, as we might change or abrogate a convention.19


Wittgenstein’s ‘solution’ of the problem of other minds

To what extent does the ‘criterial argument’ of pp. 24–5 of the Blue Book represent Wittgenstein’s settled position? The argument is not repeated in the Investigations. It is sometimes thought that Wittgenstein’s solution, or attempted solution, of the other minds problem, is one of his main contributions to philosophy. Yet it would be difficult to point even to a statement of the problem in his main work, let alone a ‘solution’ of it by means of criteria.

Wittgenstein’s main discussion of pain in that work occurs in the ‘private language’ argument (PI 243ff.). But the reader will hardly find a discussion of the sceptical problem here. The private language argument is an investigation into the limits of language. As has often been noticed, the idea that meanings are or can be private is a challenge to the claims made in previous sections of the book about the importance of communal agreement. He now considers in what sense, if any, meanings could be private. The word ‘pain’ may seem a strong example of privacy of meaning, and that is why he discusses it here, to show that this impression is false. He also rejects the idea that the name of a sensation could be endowed with meaning by a self-addressed ostensive definition, pointing out that such an attempt could not provide a standard by which to distinguish right from wrong uses of a word.

Do these conclusions refute the sceptic? They would do so if the latter needed the premise that the meaning of ‘pain’ is private; but he does not need it. A sceptic who denies that we can ever know that the sun will rise tomorrow, or that the object before us is really a tree, does not need to assume that the meanings of these words are private; and the same is true if he denies our ability to know that others are in pain. On the other hand, the consequence of accepting the private meaning premise would not be that the pain of others is in doubt, but that the question whether they feel pain would not even make sense. On this view, ‘… it seems that it only makes sense to say that I have a toothache.… About another person I’d have to say something quite different–since I can’t say “there is toothache” in his case.’20

In the private language argument, as elsewhere in the Investigations, Wittgenstein’s main concern is about meaning rather than knowledge. His question, in the Kantian spirit, is ‘How is language possible?’, rather than the empiricist’s ‘What can we know?’. In the course of his lengthy discussions of the concept of pain, he disposes of the sceptical problem in a brief remark: ‘If we are using the word “know” as it is normally used (and how else are we to use it!), then other people very often know when I am in pain’ (PI 246). Here we have ‘a whole cloud of philosophy condensed into a drop of grammar’ (PI p. 222).21

Wittgenstein’s approach to the other minds problem, in the early pages of the Blue Book, in terms of criteria, was a false start. His position is more properly reflected in the dismissive treatment of PI 246. The reader who has taken in the remarks about meaning and use will hardly expect him to supply a detailed refutation of the sceptic’s denial. If, as Wittgenstein argues, there is no more to the meaning of a word than its use, what is left of the sceptical problem? Assuming that the word ‘know’ is being used in the normal way,

how can we question whether we sometimes know that another person is in pain? A sceptic may say that according to his usage of ‘know’ we cannot know it; and this may be so. What the sceptic cannot do, if Wittgenstein is right, is to claim that his is the real meaning, or a superior meaning, of the word ‘know’, for this would imply that there is, contrary to Wittgenstein’s position, a standard of meaning beyond, and superior to, that of normal use. These points, however, concern the meaning and use of the word ‘know’ in general; they are not peculiar to the case of knowing that someone is in pain.
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4 Does language need rules?

It has long been held, by philosophers at least, that language is a rule-governed practice. But is this really so? What does it mean? Ordinary people would probably think in this connection of rules of grammar (gender, syntax, etc.), as printed in grammar books and taught at school. But this is not the kind of rules that philosophers have in mind when they speak of language as being rule-governed. They have in mind, among other things, rules governing the meanings of words. ‘It is’, wrote A.J. Ayer,


a meaning rule of English that anyone who observes something green will be describing it correctly if he says that it is green; or that anyone who feels pain will be describing what he feels correctly if he says he feels pain… My knowing what experience it is, is my being able to identify it as falling under a particular meaning rule.


If there is a doubt, says Ayer, ‘it is to be settled by looking up the rules’.1 

R.M. Hare has written that there is, for such words as ‘red’, ‘a descriptive meaning rule… which lays it down that we may apply an expression to objects which are similar to each other in certain respects’.2 And Jonathan Bennett has claimed, more generally, that ‘the special power of language… derives from the fact that linguistic behaviour is behaviour which obeys rules correlating performances with empirical states of affairs’.3 But are there really such rules of language?

What was Wittgenstein’s position on the role of rules in language? It is sometimes held that his account of language depends essentially on the claim that the use of language is governed by rules.4 But is this a correct understanding?

Let us consider why it might be said that language is a rule-governed or rule-following practice. In support of this it is sometimes pointed out that the use of language is subject to norms: there is a place in it for right and wrong, criticism and justification. Here is a crucial difference between the regularities of language and those of laws of nature, where such normative concepts have no application. This contrast affects not merely language, but human actions in general. The question ‘Why did you…?’ demands a justificatory answer, and in this it differs from the ‘Why…?’ of natural science.

Now it is true that rules provide a context for criticism and justification. What is not true is that this is the only such context. An action can be right or wrong for a variety of reasons and in a variety of ways, some involving rules and others not. If I choose the wrong wallpaper for my room, it does not follow that I have broken a rule. If I take the right road to get to my destination, it does not follow that I am obeying a rule. Perhaps it will be said that in this case there is a rule to the effect that if someone wants to get to that destination, he must take that road. But here the word ‘rule’ would not contribute anything additional to the hypothetical statement. It is the right road because it leads to that destination, and not because there is a rule to that effect. By contrast, the word ‘rule’ does (of course) contribute something in the case of, say, games and legal practices; and in these cases right and wrong are indeed dependent on rules.

‘Right’ and ‘wrong’ are especially prominent in moral discourse, and it is sometimes thought that morality is essentially a matter of rules. It has been thought, for example, that it is in virtue of a rule that one ought to keep one’s promises.5 But is this correct? Suppose I have promised you to do X. Why, in that case, would it be right for me to do X and wrong not to do it? The answer is obvious: because I promised. It is not, however, because of a rule that I am obliged to do X, and it is not because of a rule that the reason ‘Because I promised’ is effective. That reason is perfect as it stands and the introduction of a rule would contribute nothing.


What is the use of rules?

An essential feature of rules is that they are invoked in answer to such questions as ‘Why can’t I…?’, ‘Why should I…?’, ‘Why may I…?’, ‘Why must we…?’, etc. By invoking a rule we explain, in the sense of justifying, why we act as we do (or acted as we did). Our actions and abstentions can be rendered intelligible by reference to a rule (though, as I said, this is only one way of doing so).

The most obvious, and perhaps most usual, way of invoking a rule is to refer to it explicitly. ‘It’s against the rules’; ‘The rule says you may do X but not Y’; etc. In many cases, however, the reference is less explicit. In the course of a game, for example, one might simply say ‘You can’t do that’, it being understood that the ‘can’t’ is relative to the rules of the game. This, however, could be stated explicitly, even if it is not stated in a particular case.

Another feature of rules is their generality. A rule enjoins us never to do X; or that whenever we are in situation Y, we must, may or may not do Z. Rules are extended in time and therefore lend themselves to expression in writing or print. This is especially so in the case of official regulations, and games such as chess or scrabble. In these cases interested persons can consult the rules, as printed, in case of ignorance or dispute. But rules also exist in less formal and less permanent ways. People throwing a ball about may ‘make up the rules as they go along’.6 ‘Let’s say you are out if you have dropped the ball three times.’ Even in this case, however, the rule must be in force for some time: it must be available to be invoked in answer to the question ‘Why?’. (The answer might be ‘Because we made it a rule that one must…’).

What, in the light of these remarks, is there to be said for the view that language is governed by meaning-rules? A rule gives me a reason for behaving in such and such a way. But what reason could I produce for describing this apple as ‘red’? ‘Nothing makes me call it red; that is, no reason. I just looked at it and said “It’s red”’ (BB 148). Suppose someone asked: ‘Why must I describe this as “red”? Why can’t I call it “green”?’ Would such questions be answered by invoking a rule? What would the rule be? Most people would not know how to introduce the word ‘rule’ into this context. A more likely response would be ‘Because it is red’, or perhaps: ‘Can’t you see?’ (cf. BB 131, 134). The concept of a rule has no work to do here.7

There is a similar objection to the introduction of rules in anti-sceptical argument. According to Baker and Hacker, scepticism about other minds can be refuted by reference to ‘rules of grammar’ and ‘statements that correspond to criterial relations’. Thus the statements


‘If somebody moans and holds his injured foot, then he is in pain’, or ‘People who act like that are in pain’ can be used to justify the assertion that a particular person is in pain, and there is no such thing as a more basic general principle…8


It is a mistake, however, to think that such statements or ‘rules’ can provide justification for the assertion in question, or to cast them in this role. Suppose A and B come across C, who is moaning and holding his injured foot. A remarks that C is in pain. What if B asked A to justify his assertion? It would be futile for A to cite the quoted statements. If A and B are playing the normal language-game, then no justification could be demanded. If B were to pose such a demand, then A might wonder what is going on; perhaps he would respond, in the words of the Brown Book (p. 131), ‘Don’t you see?’ But this would be a questioning of the question, rather than an answer to it. A’s justification consists in what is there to be seen; and to interpose a ‘rule of grammar’ or a ‘statement of criteria’ between this and his assertion would be a distortion of the normal use of language. If, on the other hand, A and B were playing a sceptical language-game, then citing those rules would be futile in another way. In that case the sceptic would make his usual, if tedious, claim that nothing short of strict entailment will suffice for knowledge; and that since, as Baker and Hacker readily concede, ‘criterial support is defeasible’ (110), it would not be proof against this kind of challenge.

It might be thought that the talk of rules is appropriate at least in the case of unusual words, where we resort to a dictionary to ‘look up the rules’ for using such words. A dictionary is not, however, a book of rules; it is an attempt to provide accurate descriptions of how the words of the language are in fact used. (Hence a competent speaker can evaluate a dictionary definition in the light of his knowledge of actual use.) It is true that one may invoke a dictionary definition to justify one’s usage, and this would be analogous to invoking a rule to justify one’s behaviour; but it does not follow that the dictionary definition is itself a rule. Suppose you and I are looking at a particular plant. I describe its leaves as ‘pinnate’ and you correct me. I consult a dictionary and find that you were right. Would this be a case of discovering that I had broken a rule? No: what I learned when I consulted the dictionary was that my use of the word had been contrary to its meaning; in other words, contrary to how it is normally used. Similarly, when you first objected to my use of ‘pinnate’, you might have said ‘That’s not what “pinnate” means’, or ‘That is not how the word is used’; but not ‘You are breaking a rule’.

A dictionary, as I said, attempts to provide accurate descriptions of how the words of a language are in fact used. (In dictionaries such as the OED, definitions are explicitly supported by instances of a word’s use.) Now it might be thought that I have here neglected the normative aspect of language use–the distinction between actual and correct use. This distinction is not, however, as clear as might be supposed. For what, after all, makes a use correct? What is here the criterion of correctness? In the example I gave, the correction was made by reference to how the word is actually used; and this was a perfectly proper way of making it.

‘Actual use’, in this context, is itself a normative notion, for included in it is the correction of aberrant speakers. Thus a person who is competent in the use of a word would be expected to correct someone whose use of it was incorrect. This is also true in the case of common words, such as ‘red’, ‘apple’, or ‘game’, whose meaning a competent speaker of the language would be expected to know without recourse to a dictionary. In this case, however, the reaction to an aberrant use would probably be one of puzzlement (‘Did you really mean…?’), rather than correction.

In speaking as I have about actual and correct use I do not mean to deny that a current use of language might properly be described as improper or degenerate (or ‘not good English’). This might be done for various reasons, which will not be pursued here. My point has only been about the kind of authority, and basis for correction, that we find in the case of a dictionary. Again, in claiming that the dictionary is a compendium of descriptions of actual use, I do not mean to imply, absurdly, that it is an empirical record of people actually engaged in conversation. The compilers of such dictionaries as the OED do, as I said, support and illustrate their definitions by quotations of actual use, and the work may be described as ‘empirical’ to that extent. But our knowledge of meanings is not, in general, empirical. A normal speaker of English does not need empirical research to tell him whether a word with which he is familiar is used in such and such a way, or whether a given use of it would be acceptable; and the same is true, of course, of the compilers of dictionaries.9

So far I have discussed the idea of rules as applied to the meanings of words (‘meaning rules’). But rules have also been invoked to cover what we do with words: such acts as asserting, questioning, greeting and many others. There are right and wrong occasions for performing these acts and it has been thought that the relevant rights and wrongs can be expressed in terms of rules. Such an account has been put forward by Searle in his Speech Acts. According to Searle, the rules for a speaker S asserting that p to a hearer H are: S has evidence (reasons, etc.) for the truth of p; it is not obvious to both S and H that H knows (does not need to be reminded of, etc.) p; S believes p; and an ‘essential’ rule: that the assertion of p ‘counts as an undertaking to the effect that p represents an actual state of affairs’.10

Here we are given a number of considerations bearing on the question whether it is appropriate to assert that p. But why should we regard them as rules? If, say, S has no evidence for the truth of p, then that is–or at least may be–a reason why he should not assert that p. But there is no need to bring rules into the matter. It is not as if we could ask ‘Why is that a reason?’ and be given the answer ‘Because doing so would be against the rules’. Such an extension would be unnecessary and puzzling. The original answer ‘Because he has no evidence’ would be sufficient.

A similar objection may be made against Grice’s rules (or ‘principles’, as he called them) of ‘conversational implicature’. One of these ran as follows: ‘One should not make a weaker [less informative] statement rather than a stronger [more informative] one unless there is a good reason for so doing’. If, for example, I am asked where my wife is, then I ought not to reply ‘She is either in the kitchen or in the bedroom’ if I know she is in the kitchen. To do so would be to imply that I do not know this–thus conveying, without actually stating, a falsehood.11 Grice’s rule has been widely accepted among philosophers, and has been of great importance in the defence of various claims that are contrary to the normal use of language. But what reason is there for believing in the existence of such a rule? In his writings Grice gave a variety of examples in which the misleading impression would indeed be given by using the weaker statement, and from this he inferred the rule that one ought never to make the weaker statement, etc. Now it is true that in Grice’s examples there was a reason for not using the weaker statement–namely, that in those cases the hearer would be misled in the way described. A little reflection, however, will show that this is not so in other cases, and that, indeed, absurd results would follow from trying to apply such a rule.12 The truth is that in this respect, as in others, our choice of what, if anything, it is appropriate to say is determined by a variety of reasons, depending on the situation in which we find ourselves; and it is by reference to these reasons, and not by appeal to rules, that we explain (justify) why we spoke as we did.

Let us also consider how, or whether, rules are applicable in the case of Wittgenstein’s ‘grammatical’ remarks–about what can and cannot be said. In PI 288 he considered whether one could express uncertainty about being in pain.


If anyone said ‘I do not know if what I have got is a pain or something else’, we should think something like, he does not know what the English word ‘pain’ means… [But] if he now said, for example: ‘Oh, I know what “pain” means; what I don’t know is whether this, that I have now, is pain’–we should merely shake our heads and be forced to regard his words as a queer reaction which we have no idea what to do with… That expression of doubt has no place in the language-game. (PI 288)


Well, why not? Not because it is contrary to a rule (what would the rule be?), but because it is unintelligible and ‘we have no idea what to do with it’. And our response to it would not be to draw attention to a rule; it would be to ‘shake our heads’ and wonder what is going on.

Or take the passage in PI 246, about knowing that someone is in pain. Here we are told that while the word ‘know’ is in order when speaking of the pain of another person, this is not so in the case of oneself. Why, we might ask, should this be so? Is it because of rules which permit the use of ‘know’ in the one case and forbid it in the other? This would be an absurd reply, and it is not the reply given by Wittgenstein. (In support of the first claim he draws attention to how the word ‘know’ is normally used, adding ‘and how else are we to use it!’; in support of the second he argues that the expression ‘I know’ in the sentence ‘I know I am in pain’ would be redundant.13)

It is similarly mistaken to suppose that the ‘colour exclusion’ problem can usefully be treated by reference to rules. Why cannot an object be both red and green all over? The correct response is that the expression ‘red and green all over’ does not make sense, and therefore the question does not make sense. It makes no more sense than the question ‘Why cannot a thing be both red all over and not red all over?’. Someone who, in ordinary conversation, asked such questions, or who wondered whether there might be such objects, would be held not to understand what he was saying.

It is important to understand this response correctly. It is not because that expression makes no sense that things cannot be red and green all over. To put the point in this way would make it appear as if possibilities in the real world were determined by facts of language; as if, given suitable changes in our language, it might become possible for red and green to co-exist after all. The correct response, however, does not allow the question to get as far as ‘because’: it is not an attempt to explain why things cannot be both red and green all over. Since this expression makes no sense, there is no question to answer and nothing to explain. In this respect (though not in others) the question about red and green is no different from other absurdities, such as those about round squares, married bachelors, etc. It is not, however, because of a rule that these expressions make no sense, and to introduce rules into the discussion would merely provoke further questions. Thus we might wonder by whom, by what method and for what reason, the rule was introduced; whether it is a good rule, etc.

It might be suggested that in this and the other cases I have discussed, the rules in question are implicit. ‘Language uses names in accordance with an explicit or implicit rule; that it proceeds in accordance with rules is precisely what distinguishes a language from mere noises.’ Such is Wittgenstein’s view, according to Passmore.14 How are we to understand the notion of ‘implicit rules’? What may come to mind here are rules of grammar of the kind I set aside at the start of this essay–grammar in the ordinary sense, as taught at school. Such rules can be discovered in the linguistic practices of native speakers, even if they are unaware of them and would not be able to invoke them to justify their uses of words. They are, in that sense, implicit. But such rules cannot be said to govern the linguistic behaviour of the people concerned. The latter would be able, as we all are, to distinguish right from wrong uses of words, but not in terms of rules. The rules in question would acquire normative power only on being made explicit, as in the case of learning foreign languages, or when teaching school children the rules of ‘proper English’; and then it will also be correct to say that the learners are following rules. But this is not a requirement of being competent in the use of language.

It might be suggested that people who know nothing about these rules would at least be speaking in accordance with them, as distinct from following them. But this would still give a misleading impression of priority. One might just as well say, reversing the priority, that the rules formulated by grammarians are–or ought to be–in accordance with how the people concerned do actually speak.

So much for ‘rules of grammar’ in the ordinary sense. But these, in any case, are not what philosophers are interested in when they speak of language being rule-governed, or when they speak of ‘grammar’ in Wittgenstein’s sense. The ordinary rules of grammar are extracted by grammarians from regularities that can be detected in the linguistic behaviour of themselves and others; but this is not what philosophers are doing when they put forward ‘meaning-rules’ of the kind quoted earlier, or make remarks about the ‘grammar’ (in Wittgenstein’s sense) of the concept of pain and others.


Rules and the ‘error of voluntarism’

It is sometimes said that language is a human invention. This is obviously true of artificial languages like Esperanto. But is it true of language as such? It might be thought that it must be so, because language is not something to be discovered in the natural world. But this is a false dichotomy. Language is neither invented nor discovered. The conclusion that language must have been invented is an example of what I call the ‘error of voluntarism’. The error is that of treating as matters of choice aspects of human life that are not subject to choice.

How could language have been invented? By what means would it have been invented? In the case of an artificial language, the answer is obvious: such systems are constructed from, and by means of, existing concepts. It is by means of these that someone can envisage, work out and develop an artificial system. But the existing concepts cannot themselves have come into being in such a way. They evolved, we may assume, from the animallike communication systems of our remote ancestors, without any deliberation on their part. If this is correct, then our language was a natural development and not a matter of choice.

If language had been a matter of choice, then we might suppose that different choices could have been made and could still be made. Now it is true that new concepts are sometimes introduced into our language by choice. This is so, for example, in scientific contexts and in the drafting of legislation. But it is otherwise when we turn to basic concepts that are embedded in the human form of life. In the Last Writings Wittgenstein posed the question ‘Could a legislator abolish the concept of pain?’. He replied: ‘The basic concepts are interwoven so closely with what is most fundamental in our way of living that they are therefore unassailable’ (LW II 43–4). In the Investigations he imagines someone saying: ‘I can only believe that someone else is in pain, but I know it if I am’. His comment was:


Yes: One can make the decision to say ‘I believe he is in pain’ instead of ‘He is in pain’. But that is all.–What looks like a clarification here or like a statement about a mental process, is in truth an exchange of one expression for another which, while we are doing philosophy, seems the more appropriate one. Just try–in a real case–to doubt someone else’s fear or pain. (PI 303)


Could we change the ‘rules’ of these concepts so that ‘I know he is in pain’ would be excluded? What would this mean? Of course a person might decide to say ‘I believe he is in pain’ whenever ‘I know’ would be normal. But could he abide by that decision? What if he were asked whether he knew that so-and-so was in pain in circumstances in which the normal answer would be a clear ‘yes’? It is true that someone might, when doing philosophy, ‘exchange one expression for another’, substituting ‘believe he is in pain’ for ‘know he is in pain’, and so on. But this would make no real difference. People who speak in this way when doing philosophy still know, in suitable cases, that so-and-so is in pain. These concepts are embedded in our form of life and are not matters of choice.

What should we say, in the light of these remarks, about the supposed ‘rules’ of language? It is characteristic of rules and regulations that they can be invented, introduced, altered and abrogated. Would this also be true of the rules of language? Baker and Hacker, having said that ‘rules are creatures of the will’, go on to claim that ‘it is our rules for the use of colour-words that create what we call “the nature (the essence) of colour”’.15 On this view the nature (or essence) of colour is a human creation, something that ‘we’ have chosen to bring into being. But how are we to understand these claims? How and by whom could such choices be made?

Another way in which rules are connected with choice is that of participation in rule-governed practices. A person can exercise this choice by declining to take part in such a practice or, where this is not possible (as with laws of the land), by disobeying its rules. It has been thought that such options also exist in the case of language. According to Cavell, ‘statements which describe a language (or a game or an institution) are rules (are binding) if you want to speak that language (play that game, accept that institution); or, rather, when you are speaking that language, playing that game, etc.’16  Now it is true that participation in some kinds of language is optional; one may decide, for example, to keep away from conversations about computers, cricket or assyriology. But this is not so in the case of concepts that are basic to our language.

Take the case of promising. It has been thought that promising is an institution, participation in which is optional. According to Mackie, one can choose to endorse this institution by making a promise, and one can also choose to withdraw one’s participation ‘when the time comes for payment’.17  It is true, of course, that a person may choose not to do what he promised. But the responsibility of doing what one promised is not an optional matter. Even the making of a promise is optional only to some extent. If you, knowing that I am going to the shop, ask me to bring back a loaf of bread for you, what am I to say? If I say ‘yes’, then I have given a promise: you would be entitled to complain ‘But you promised…’ if I failed to bring the bread. It is true that I might avoid giving that promise by making some excuse (‘it’s too much bother’, ‘I’m in a hurry’); but this could not be so in every case.


Games and language-games

Wittgenstein frequently spoke of uses of language as ‘language-games’, thus indicating an affinity, or analogy, between uses of language, and the activities to which they belong, and the playing of games.18 There are also, however, important differences between them. My reason for not moving my bishop now is that I have just made a move. But why is that a reason? Because of the rules of the game. My reason for not asserting that p may be that I have no evidence for p or, perhaps, that I could make a more informative statement than p. But why is that a reason? The answer would depend on circumstances, but it would not be that it is ‘against the rules’. The rules of chess tell me when to make a move, and what moves I may make. But there is no rule, or set of rules, which tell me when to make an assertion or what assertions I may make. A variety of reasons, besides those mentioned by Searle and Grice, might be given for or against making a particular assertion, depending on the details of the situation: the hearer’s interests, the presence of third parties, etc. Whether I assert that p may also depend on whether I feel like asserting it, whether I am in a talkative mood, etc.

In a passage in Zettel Wittgenstein contrasted language with cookery and likened it to the playing of chess. ‘The use of language’, he wrote,


is in a certain sense autonomous, as cooking and washing are not. You cook badly if you are guided in your cooking by rules other than the right ones; but if you follow other rules than those of chess, you are playing another game; and if you follow other grammatical rules, it does not follow that you are saying something wrong, but that you are speaking of something else. (Z 230; a similar passage appears at PG p. 184)


Now it is true that if I used words in radically abnormal ways, then I would be taken to be ‘playing another game’ than that normally ‘played’ with those words; and similarly, one would not be playing chess if one followed rules that were radically different from those of chess. But in other ways language and chess are not alike. The rules of chess, like rules elsewhere, are themselves subject to criticism and evaluation. We can ask whether chess is a good game, whether Monopoly is a better game than Careers, and whether some of these games would be improved if we altered some of the rules; and these are matters of choice. There are external criteria for deciding such questions, and in this respect games are more akin to cookery than to the use of language. But there are no criteria, external to language, by which we could evaluate the logic (‘grammar’) of our language, and which might lead us to opt for different ‘rules’. The question whether, say, the language-games of pain or knowledge are good ones would not even make sense.

Another way in which games are matters of choice is, again, that of participation. An individual can choose whether to take part in a game, or indeed any game. He may not even be acquainted with the rules of games. But this is not so in the case of the basic language-games. A normal person cannot avoid learning and taking part in these; whereas in the case of games both learning and participation are matters of choice or accident.

Wittgenstein’s comparison of language with games is illuminating in various ways, but it should not be taken too far.19 Language is not a collection of games. When a child has learned to speak, we do not say that he has learned how to play such and such games; and if two people have a conversation, we do not (except in special cases) say they are playing a game.


The role of rules in Wittgenstein’s philosophy

Wittgenstein’s remarks about the use of language are interwoven with his discussions of rule-following. His concern, however, was not to establish

The thing to do is not to take sides, but to investigate.’ that the use of language is a case of rule-following, but to bring out the limitations of rules in explaining linguistic and related behaviour. A rule, he pointed out, is of no use unless the learner has grasped it in the right way; unless he ‘knows how to go on’. This knowing how to go on is what is fundamental, both to the possession of language and to the grasp of a rule. “‘He grasps the rule intuitively.”–But why the rule? Why not how he is to continue?’ (Z 303; see also Z 305–6).

There is, Wittgenstein argues, no foolproof way of ensuring that a learner will proceed with a given instruction–whether it be a rule, an ostensive definition, a verbal definition or an algebraic formula–in the intended way. The most famous exposition of this point is that of PI 143ff., where someone has been instructed to write down a series of numbers in accordance with a simple formula. The argument culminates in PI 185, where the learner, who has been taught to apply the formula ‘+2’ with examples up to 1000, is asked to continue beyond that, whereupon he writes ‘1004’, ‘1008’ etc., taking this to be the right and intended way of going on.20

However, the examples used in PI 143ff. are not typical of how we teach and learn to use the words of our language. In those examples a learner is ordered to write down a series of numbers according to a formula, but this is not what happens when someone is taught–or, more usually, picks up–the meanings of words of his native language: words such as ‘red’, ‘pain’, ‘game’ etc. In such cases one is not instructed to write down (or pronounce) a sequence of expressions in accordance with a formula.

The connection of the mathematical instruction with the learning and use of ordinary words is one of analogy. The learner in PI 185 has been given tests with ‘numbers up to 1000’. His training has been–necessarily–of finite extent; and the same is true, of course, in the ordinary teaching of the use of a word. From a finite (perhaps quite small) range of instances or explanations a child must, and normally does, learn how to apply a given word to new cases and in new circumstances. An aberrant speaker (a learner perhaps) may be told that he is going wrong, and we may try to explain why he is wrong, but–in this case as in the mathematical one–‘explanations come to an end’ (PI 1). One kind of misunderstanding occurs in misinterpreting a rule (cf. PI 201), but it is not the only one. The word ‘rule’ is appropriate in the case of the mathematical instruction, but it does not follow that it is generally appropriate in the learning and use of language.


The ‘arbitrariness of grammar’

I have argued against the idea that the structure and use of our language are matters of choice. But are such ideas absent from Wittgenstein’s thought? In LFM he is reported to have said that the recognition of mathematical truths amounts to the ‘acceptance of a convention’ (LFM 63); and some pages later we find the claim that ‘we might have adopted 2 + 2 = 4’ after an empirical observation, and then ‘made a rule of it’, thus rendering it ‘aloof from experiments’ (LFM 98). In RFM the claim that ‘the mathematician is an inventor, not a discoverer’ occurs more than once (RFM 99, 111). In the Investigations, discussing the experience of ‘suddenly understanding’, he asks: ‘What criterion do we fix for the identity of such an occurrence?’ (PI 322). And in a passage in the Blue Book he held, apparently, that our ability to know that another person is in pain is due to a convention, and that to deny this knowledge would be ‘objecting to a convention’ (BB 24, 57).

From these and other passages it might appear that Wittgenstein’s views on these matters were precisely those I have criticised: that language is a rule-governed practice, and that its rules (or criteria or conventions) are subject to human choice and decision. But was this really and consistently his position? One of the main topics of Wittgenstein’s later writings was the rejection of ‘realism’ – the view that the structure and content of our language is fixed, in some way, by a correspondence with reality outside language; and I believe that in some passages he was over-reacting against that view. In others, however, he drew back from this reaction. Thus, instead of saying that the ‘rules of grammar’ are arbitrary, he said that ‘one might’ call them so, as a way of making the point that ‘the aim of grammar’ is not external to that of language (PI 497). And in a passage in Zettel he explained his use of ‘arbitrary’ as follows:


One is tempted to justify rules of grammar by statements such as ‘But there really are four primary colours’. And the saying that the rules of grammar are arbitrary is directed against the possibility of this justification. (Z 331)


In another passage in Zettel he considered the question whether our systems of colours and of numbers are as they are because of the nature of reality. ‘Do [these] systems reside in our nature or in the nature of things?’ His reply was: ‘How are we to put it? – Not in the nature of numbers or colours’ (Z 357). One might think that, having rejected the realist alternative, he would endorse the view that those systems ‘reside in our nature’ and, perhaps, that it is we who determine their structure. But this is not what he thought. ‘Then there is something arbitrary about this system? Yes and no. It is akin both to what is arbitrary and to what is non-arbitrary’ (Z 358).

Consider, finally, the memorable remark about ‘forms of life’ in PI p. 226: ‘What has to be accepted, the given, is – so one could say -forms of life.’

Our systems of colours and of numbers: these are part of our form of life–part of ‘what has to be accepted, the given’. They are not matters of choice.


Language and languages

A person may devise a new game or institution and in doing so invent rules that have no counterpart in existing games or institutions. Is the same true of language? Suppose someone made up a new language, making its concepts and grammar as different as possible from those of existing languages. How different could it be? Could it differ from, say, English in the sort of way in which a new game could differ from existing ones?

Following the passage just quoted, Wittgenstein considered what it would be like if people did not ‘generally agree in their judgements of colour.–One man would say a flower was red which another called blue, and so on.’ It might seem that this is a conceivable even if unlikely possibility. But is this really so?


. . . what right should we have to call these people’s words ‘red’ and ‘blue’ our ‘colour words’?
How would they learn to use these words? And is the language-game that they learn still that which we call the use of ‘names of colour’?…. (PI p. 226)


Here again we find a disparity between language-games and games. Between one game and another there may be various correspondences. Winning and losing may figure in both; in both there may be an element of teamwork or a similar use of apparatus. A rule in one game may correspond, to some extent, with a rule in another; for example, the rule for taking a trick at cards with the rule for taking a piece in chess. But on the whole the rules of games are not ‘translatable’ except into games of the same type. The rule of following suit is common to card-games of a certain family, but one would not expect to find a counterpart to it in the rules of football or chess. A game has concepts and rules that make sense only in the context of that game or type of game. But the conceptual disparities between games do not put into doubt our recognition of a new game as a game: we know, on the contrary, that this is typical of the way in which games differ from one another.

It is not, however, typical of the way in which languages differ, or could differ, from one another. The new language that was to differ as much as possible from existing ones could not differ from them in this sort of way. No doubt peculiar features of various kinds could be introduced into it in attempting to make it different. But we could always ask for explanations–in the language we share with the inventor–of how these features work. And if an explanation were given, then we would have, in effect, a translation into English. If, on the other hand, no explanation could be given, then why should we regard those features as part of the language? If, for example, it were decided to use one word to mean red and green, and another to mean yellow and blue, this would not be radically different from our existing concepts, in the way that the concepts of games are radically peculiar to them. For the meanings of those new colour words could easily be represented in English, as indeed they are in the very supposition.21 If, on the other hand, the new language contained sounds whose use the inventor could not explain, then we would not be able to regard them as part of a language. Thus the inventor of the new, ‘different’ language would be like some unfortunate inventor of games who found that, however much he varied the features of his new games, he could never produce anything other than analogues of chess.

This is not to deny the existence of important conceptual differences between languages actually spoken in different parts of the world. (It is easier to discover such differences than to invent them.) Some of the sayings of alien societies can be translated into English only to some extent, and only with the help of lengthy descriptions of the practices and beliefs of that society; while some of the concepts existing in our culture would be unintelligible to people living in former times or other parts of the world. These differences, however, should not be overrated: there must be a background of fundamental agreement between such a language and ours, for otherwise we would not be able to recognise it as a language.22  Moreover, such differences are also not arbitrary. They reflect different ‘forms of life’ and different ways of seeing the world, and are not subject to choice in the way in which games and the rules of games are.23
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5 Wittgenstein on the use of ‘I know’

I

In a lecture given to the British Academy in 1939, G.E. Moore took up a challenge that had been issued a century and a half earlier by Kant. It was, said Kant, ‘a scandal to philosophy’ that no one could produce a ‘satisfactory proof’ of the existence of things external to the mind. Moore’s attempt to provide the desired proof consisted in holding up his hands and saying, with suitable gestures, ‘Here is one hand’ and ‘Here is another’, and concluding from this that there are things external to the mind.

Moore was aware that this way of disposing of the problem might not satisfy everyone. Some philosophers, he thought, might demand a proof of the premises ‘Here is one hand’ and ‘Here is another’. Without this, they would argue, he could not know them to be true, and the way would still be open to sceptical doubt. Moore’s reply was to admit that he could not give a proof of these premises, but to claim that he could, nevertheless, know them to be true. There are some truths, he maintained, that a person can know without being able to give a proof.1

In an earlier essay, ‘A defence of common sense’, he had given an extensive list of ‘truisms’ of various kinds, all of which, he said, he could ‘know, with certainty, to be true’, contrary to what might be said by sceptical philosophers; for example, that he had a body, that there were other human beings besides himself, that the earth had existed long before he was born, etc.2

These and similar propositions formed one of the main topics of Wittgenstein’s notes On Certainty. What was his verdict on Moore’s use of ‘I know’ in these examples? It is clear that he was uneasy about it. The expression ‘I know’ should, he thought, be ‘reserved for cases in which it is used in normal linguistic exchange’ (OC 260). In such exchanges ‘one says “I know” when one is ready to give compelling grounds’ (OC 243); and ‘if [someone] knows something, then the question “How does he know?” must be capable of being answered’ (OC 550). These conditions would not be satisfied in the case of Moore. If one were asked ‘How do you know you have two hands?’, one might not know what to say. In Part II of the Investigations Wittgenstein wrote: ‘One says “I know” where one can also say “I believe” or “I suspect”; where one can find out’. He also claimed that ‘I know’ is appropriate only where it would make sense to speak of doubt. Moore’s examples, again, would not normally satisfy these conditions (PI p. 221).

From these passages it may seem as if Wittgenstein’s verdict on Moore’s use of ‘I know’ was a firm negative. This conclusion might also be supported by reference to what he said in PI 246 about the idea of knowing that one is in pain: ‘Of me it cannot be said at all (except perhaps as a joke) that I know I am in pain.’ Here the conditions just mentioned (the possibility of doubt, the ability to say how one knows, etc.) are again lacking.

According to Thomas Morawetz, Wittgenstein’s verdict on Moore’s ‘I know’ was indeed negative. ‘Wittgenstein’, he writes,


concludes that, as a general matter, ‘whether I know something depends on whether the evidence backs me up or contradicts me’ [OC 504]. When there is no possibility of evidence backing me up or contradicting me, the matter cannot be something that I know.


Thus, writes Morawetz, “‘I know where you touched my arm” is proper because it has grounds, while “I know where I am feeling pain” is not’.3

Norman Malcolm also ascribed the negative position, which he endorsed, to Wittgenstein. The latter, he wrote, had understood Moore ‘as wanting to say that doubting those things makes no sense’. But if this is right, says Malcolm,


then an expression of doubt, such as ‘I don’t know whether I am a human being’, makes no sense. [But] in that case the opposite assertion, ‘I know that I’m a human being’, also makes no sense.4


But are these positions really, and clearly, attributable to Wittgenstein? There is a strand of argument that is prominent in On Certainty and incompatible with the negative attributions.5 What we find Wittgenstein saying here is not that ‘I know’ is senseless when applied to Moore’s propositions,6 but rather that the latter enjoy a special kind of certainty and a special role in our system of knowledge. Here Wittgenstein himself uses ‘knowledge’, as well as ‘belief’, ‘certainty’, etc., for propositions of this kind. His ‘belief’ that he has two hands is, he says, shared by ‘every reasonable person’ (OC 252); he also ‘believes’ that he has forebears, that solid bodies do not ‘suddenly disappear’, etc. (OC 234). He is ‘quite certain’ that ‘motor cars don’t grow out of the earth’ (OC 279); and he ‘knows’ that the earth has existed long before his birth, that he and the rest of mankind have forebears, etc. (OC 288). A major part of On Certainty consists of remarks about these items of belief, knowledge and certainty; presupposing that this is indeed what they are. Among the points made by Wittgenstein is that such beliefs have a fundamental role in our system, but are themselves ‘groundless’. ‘At the foundation of well-founded belief lies belief that is not founded’ (OC 253).

In a number of passages he gives what may be called a transcendental account of these beliefs or items of knowledge. They have, he says, ‘a peculiar logical role in the system of our empirical judgments’ (OC 136); in their case ‘no doubt can exist if making judgments is to be possible at all’ (OC 308). They belong to ‘the framework of all our thought’ (OC 211); to the ‘river-bed’ that is fixed in relation to the flux of experience (OC 96–7); they are the ‘hinges’ on which ordinary questions turn (OC 341).

Wittgenstein was not unaware of the tension in his thoughts about Moore’s use of ‘I know’. He asks himself: ‘Haven’t I got it wrong and isn’t Moore perfectly right?… Of course I do not think to myself ‘The earth already existed some time before my birth’, but does it follow that I don’t know it?’ (OC 397). Again:


‘Do I know that I am now sitting in a chair?–Don’t I know it?! In the present circumstances no one is going to say that I know this; but no more will he say, for example, that I am conscious. But… now, even if one doesn’t say it, does that make it untrue??’ (OC 552)


Let us also notice how he expresses himself in OC 260, from which I quoted in support of the negative interpretation. What he actually said was this: ‘I would like to reserve the expression “I know” for cases in which it is used in normal linguistic exchange.’ Here it looks as if he is stating a wish, rather than making a claim about the correct use of that expression. He would prefer its use to be restricted in that way, by himself and by others, but this is not to say that its use outside that restriction would be incorrect.

A vacillation in the treatment of Moore’s ‘I know’ is also to be found in the writings of Malcolm, a principal commentator on On Certainty. In an early essay he claimed that Moore’s ‘I know’, in the propositions in which he used it, was senseless in the same sort of way as the expression ‘good-natured’ in the sentence ‘My desk is good-natured’.7 But this was not a good comparison. Moore’s audience would certainly have been puzzled if he had told them that his desk was good-natured; but were they, or should they have been, puzzled by his claims to know that he had two hands, etc.? Perhaps they thought: yes, of course; here is something we all know. They may indeed have been highly impressed by Moore’s argument, as Malcolm himself apparently was, according to a later essay. ‘Moore’s satirical thrusts against skepticism [he wrote here] struck me and others like a thunderbolt!… This was a revelation for which many are grateful to Moore.’ Although Moore was not giving an ‘everyday employment to the words “I know” …, I certainly do not conclude that Moore was talking nonsense’ (p. 185).8

Yet, in his most recent treatment of the topic, Malcolm claimed that ‘the words “I know” do not belong in a case where being in doubt would not make sense…’. His argument for this conclusion was as follows. Having given a number of illustrations of everyday uses of the expression ‘I know’, he pointed out that, in spite of their variety, ‘in all of them “I know” seems to be used in contrast with someone’s (perhaps one’s own) previous, present or potential, disbelief, or doubt, or insecure belief.’ And from this he concluded that ‘the words “I know” do not belong’, etc.9

Now whether the condition mentioned by Malcolm is always or even generally satisfied by everyday uses of ‘I know’ may be doubted; but even if it were, the stated conclusion would not follow. What would follow would be merely that Moore’s use had not been an everyday one. But this obvious fact would hardly embarrass a defender of Moore’s language. He would agree that Moore’s use of ‘I know’ is not covered by Malcolm’s condition; what this shows, he might add, is merely that that condition does not cover all uses of the phrase ‘I know’.


II

Let us now turn to another prominent denial of the use of ‘I know’, to which I have already referred–that of PI 246: ‘Of me it cannot be said at all (except perhaps as a joke) that I know I am in pain. What is it supposed to mean–except perhaps that I am in pain?’10 The phrase ‘I know’, it appears, would contribute nothing; it is redundant.

Redundancy is a common fault of English usage nowadays, with its preference for longer words and inflated expressions. ‘Whether or not’ is  used where plain ‘whether’ would be correct; ‘necessarily’ is inserted, unnecessarily, into ‘it doesn’t follow’, etc.11 But is redundancy a sufficient reason for claiming that ‘it cannot be said’? A person who contradicts himself or makes some absurd category mistake might be told ‘You can’t say that’; but this is not what we would say to someone who is merely guilty of redundancy.

Wittgenstein’s rhetorical question (‘What is it supposed to mean…?’) is, in any case, not applicable to the statement with which the interlocutor opens the discussion. Let us notice how the argument of that section moves from ‘knowing whether’ to ‘knowing that’. It begins with the interlocutor’s ‘Only I can know whether I am really in pain’. Then, after some exchanges, Wittgenstein concludes with his denial: ‘Of me it cannot be said at all that I know …’ Now there is obviously a connection between knowing whether and knowing that: if someone knows whether p, then it follows that, if p is the case, he must know that p, and vice versa. Suppose, however, that Wittgenstein had applied his objection to the interlocutor’s claim about knowing whether. ‘Of me it cannot be said at all that I know whether I am in pain. What is it supposed to mean, except…’–except what? Wittgenstein’s objection cannot be applied here. On the other hand, the question ‘What is it supposed to mean?’ could be given a satisfactory answer. What it would mean (to say ‘I know whether’…) is that I am able to state, and state with a certain authority, whether I am in pain. (The source of this authority is, of course, precisely the fact that led Wittgenstein to question the use of ‘I know’ in this context–that error is here inconceivable.) This ‘authoritative’ use of ‘I know’ can be illustrated by examples such as the following. Two nurses are discussing whether a patient in another room is, or is still, in pain. (They have heard evidence for and against.) Then a natural suggestion would be ‘Let’s go and ask him: he must know.’

But is the denial in 246 clearly and consistently attributable to Wittgenstein? There is a passage in Zettel it which it is virtually contradicted. Here, having remarked how one normally knows the position of one’s arm ‘without knowing it because…’, he continues: ‘Just as I also know where I feel pain–but do not know it because…’ (Zettel 481; elisions in text). But ‘I know where I feel pain’ is obviously akin to ‘I know that I am in pain’. This is indeed confirmed by a passage in OC (in which, however, both are excluded from being correct!): “‘I know where I am feeling pain”, “I know that I feel it here”, is as wrong as “I know that I am in pain”’ (OC 41).

The denial in PI 246 is also inconsistent with what Wittgenstein says in the very next section of PI:


‘Only you can know if you had that intention.’ One might tell someone this when one was explaining the meaning of the word ‘intention’ to him. For then it means: that is how we use it. (And here ‘know’ means that the expression of uncertainty is senseless.) (PI 247)


If the opening sentence of this section ‘can be said’, then presumably the same is true of ‘I know I am in pain’. The point that ‘the expression of uncertainty is senseless’ is applicable in both cases.12 But Wittgenstein’s concern, in 247 at least, is about what such remarks mean, not about whether they can be made.

In Part II of the Investigations he was prepared for counter-examples to what he had said about the use of ‘I know’. Having claimed that ‘one says “I know” where one can also say “I believe” or “I suspect”; where one can convince oneself’, he went on:


But if you put it to me that we sometimes say ‘But I must know whether I am in pain!’, ‘Only you can know what you are feeling’, and similar things, then you should consider the occasions and purposes of these ways of speaking’. (PI p. 221, my translation)


Here again we see that Wittgenstein was not concerned to insist on his claims that ‘it cannot be said’, or that ‘I know’ is used only under the stated conditions. His concern was, rather, to draw attention to the ‘occasions and purposes’ of this expression, if or when it is used.

Perhaps what he had in mind in this passage was the kind of purpose mentioned in PI 247, as quoted above (‘explaining the meaning of the word “intention” to him’). But such ‘grammatical’ uses of language are not confined to explanations of meaning: they occur, quite commonly, among people who know the meaning perfectly well. To a dithery patient who cannot make his mind up whether he feels a pain, the doctor may say: ‘You must know whether you have a pain’ or ‘Only you can tell me’. A chiropodist once told me he was surprised that I had not been getting pains in my big toe. Soon afterwards I complained to my wife of a pain in my big toe. Having heard about what the chiropodist had said, she was, not surprisingly, sceptical. I found myself saying: ‘I should know whether I am in pain.’

It is also possible, however, to produce examples that are not of the ‘grammatical’ kind. Someone who has been thrown about in the course of an earthquake or car accident might say: ‘I didn’t know where I was or how I got there; I only knew I had an intense pain in my leg.’ And various other examples have been put forward in the literature.

Apparently Wittgenstein wanted to say two different and incompatible things about the use of ‘I know’: first, that the propositions in question have a peculiar grammatical role; and second, that they cannot be stated, ‘make no sense’, etc. This is true both of the proposition about pain and of Moore’s propositions as discussed in On Certainty. The tension is evident at OC 58–9. Having suggested that the latter are to be understood as ‘grammatical’, he comments:


And [this] properly means ‘There is no such thing as doubt in this case’ or ‘The expression “I do not know” makes no sense in this case’. And of course it follows from this that ‘I know’ makes no sense either. ‘I know’ is here a logical insight. (OC 58–9)


But how can the expression of a logical insight be described as making no sense? I believe that Wittgenstein’s use of ‘no sense’ in the first sentence of the passage just quoted is inherited from his earlier Tractatus way of thinking. The propositions of that work were, he had said, ‘nonsense’, but of course they were not nonsense in the normal sense of the word. Using the language of OC 59, we may say that they were intended to express ‘a logical insight’.

A natural reaction to the denial of PI 246 is to try to think of counterexamples, and it is often assumed that these must be found in ordinary discourse and not merely in the discussions of philosophers. But let us suppose this cannot be done. Might not the philosophers’ statements make sense in spite of that? Why should the philosophers’ language-game be disqualified? It is true that remarks made in philosophy are sometimes incoherent or unintelligible, but there is no reason to suppose that they are always so. Moore’s ‘I know’ statements were made in the context of a philosophical discussion, but this is not a sufficient reason for disqualifying them.


I am sitting with a philosopher in the garden; he says again and again ‘I know that that’s a tree’, pointing to a tree that is near us. Someone else arrives and hears this, and I tell him: ‘This fellow isn’t insane. We are only doing philosophy’. (OC 467)


It might be thought that Wittgenstein is here making fun of the philosopher; that this was an ironic way of saying that the latter’s ‘I know’ makes no sense or ‘cannot be said’. But perhaps the point was that the statement would not be one that ‘cannot be said’. Given that Wittgenstein and his companion are ‘doing philosophy’, the latter’s statement is intelligible and appropriate in its context.


III

How would a non-philosopher react to the denials made by Wittgenstein? Suppose we asked a group of people to give examples of things they know, or put ticks on a prepared list of items. (We might imagine this as some kind of survey, in which replies are recorded and analysed.) Might they not include the statement ‘I know whether I am in pain’, without hesitation, as an item of knowledge? Now it is true that replies given in such surveys must be treated with caution. Given the choice of answering ‘yes’ or ‘no’, people are liable to be fooled by the law of excluded middle. Do I know whether I am in pain? A negative answer would be absurd: how could I be ignorant about this? Well then, ‘yes’ must be the answer! To reason in this way is, of course, to overlook the possibility that both answers may be wrong. The right response might be to reject the question.

But what if people were made aware of this possibility? ‘You don’t have to answer “yes” or “no”’, etc. It is likely that most of them would still opt for ‘yes’ without hesitation. And there are good reasons for doing so. A normal and not uncommon use of ‘I know whether p’ is to indicate that one has no doubt, and this is so, of course, in the case at issue. Again (as pointed out earlier), someone who knows whether p is able to tell others whether p; and this too is so in the present case. The fact that doubt is here inconceivable does not render these reasons ineffective.

It may be granted that the use of ‘know’ in this case is untypical; but that there are such untypical uses should not come as a surprise. The same may be said about the uses of ‘believe’, as discussed by Wittgenstein in the ‘Lectures on Religious Belief’. Here he made a point of bringing out the differences between ordinary and religious uses of ‘believe’. But he did not conclude that the latter was a misuse of the word, or that religious belief was not really an example of belief. His conclusion was: ‘… there is this extraordinary use of the word “believe”. One talks of believing and at the same time one doesn’t “believe” as one ordinarily does.’13


IV

The ‘cannot’ of PI 246 is contrary to Wittgenstein’s own conception of philosophy as consisting in ‘description alone’ (PI 109). An instance of this occurs, as it happens, in parallel with the ‘cannot’. To the interlocutor’s statement, ‘Only I can know whether I am really in pain; another person can only surmise it’, Wittgenstein responds:


Of me it cannot be said at all (except perhaps as a joke) that I know I am in pain… and If we are using the word ‘know’ as it is normally used (and how else are we supposed to use it!), then other people very often know when I am in pain. (PI 246; I have rearranged the responses)


Now in the second of these responses we have a description, a reminder, of how the word ‘know’ is normally used; but this cannot be said of a claim that something ‘cannot be said’. The description in the second response can be confirmed by anyone who cares to reflect on the use of ‘know’, for it is a fact that this word is normally, and not infrequently, used in the way in question. But the negative claim cannot be confirmed in any such way. It is, on the other hand, vulnerable to counter-examples.

There is more to the positive, descriptive point than merely the fact that the word ‘know’ happens to be used in that way. We may also refer to the need for such a use. Given the conditions of our life, there are bound to be occasions when we need to ask such questions as ‘Do you know whether so-and-so is in pain?’, ‘Does the doctor know…?’, etc., to which the answer would usually be a straightforward ‘yes’ or ‘no’.

The positive, descriptive point is made in reply to a sceptic’s denial: that other people cannot know whether I am in pain, but can ‘only surmise’ it. Would the sceptic urge us to avoid the word ‘know’ in this context and use ‘surmise’ or ‘assume’ instead? Such a change would not eliminate the difference between knowing and surmising; and if we followed the sceptic’s usage, we would have to resort to other words or expressions to mark that difference.14 Here is a difficulty for the claim that ‘Only I can know…’. No such difficulty arises, however, if, contrary to the denial in 246, we recognise certain uses for ‘I know I am in pain’.

The controversy about Wittgenstein’s denial (‘it cannot be said’) in 246 is liable to distract attention from the main point of that section, which is to rebut a Cartesian conception of epistemic priority. The latter is expressed by the interlocutor when he says: ‘Only I can know whether I am really in pain; another person can only surmise it.’ When Wittgenstein replies that according to the normal use of ‘know’ other people very often know this, the interlocutor concedes the point, but with a reservation: ‘Yes, but not with the certainty with which I know it myself.’ He thinks that the perfect case of knowledge is knowledge of oneself, and that this perfection can never be attained in the case of others. But if Wittgenstein is right, something like the reverse is true. Given suitable evidence, another person may know perfectly well that I am in pain. The first-person use, on the other hand, is peculiar and confined to special contexts. The Cartesian interlocutor thinks that perfect knowledge is possible only where doubt and error are inconceivable; Wittgenstein holds, on the contrary, that in typical and straightforward cases of knowledge, doubt and error are conceivable. This, he points out, is how the word ‘know’ is normally used.
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6 Was Wittgenstein a sceptic?

I

‘Wittgenstein’, we are told by Saul Kripke, ‘has invented a new form of scepticism.’ His ‘sceptical argument… remains unanswered. There can be no such thing as meaning anything by any word.’1 To some readers of Wittgenstein these claims will seem strange. Is Wittgenstein, after all, one of those perennial doubters, who tease us with their paradoxical denials? Does his originality lie merely in the discovery of a new object of doubt? Does he really deny that there is such a thing as meaning something by a word? How, we may wonder, can this be the position of someone who saw his task as one of ‘assembling reminders’?

A sceptic, in the philosophical sense, is someone who denies knowledge that is ordinarily taken for granted. You think you know, he says to us, that p, q or r; but in fact you cannot know anything of the sort (or perhaps: anything whatever). If Wittgenstein was a sceptic, then we might expect his argument to proceed in such a way. You take it for granted, such a Wittgenstein might say to us, that you know what you mean by a word; but in fact you cannot know anything of the sort. If this was, more or less, Wittgenstein’s line of argument, then he had a remarkably elusive way of presenting it; for it would be difficult to put one’s finger on anything like this in his writings. According to Kripke, however, there is a reason why Wittgenstein avoided a direct statement of his sceptical view, preferring to abide by the ‘notorious and cryptic maxim’ of PI 128 (that one should not try to ‘advance theses in philosophy’). If, says Kripke, Wittgenstein had come out with ‘definite theses’, then ‘it would have been very difficult to avoid formulating his doctrines in a form that consists in apparent sceptical denials of our ordinary assertions’ (p. 69). Perhaps, then, Wittgenstein did not have enough confidence to state his sceptical doctrines directly, preferring to hint at them in oblique and cryptic ways.

What is the target of Wittgenstein’s scepticism, as Kripke sees it? Wittgenstein is not one of those who doubt whether the sun will rise tomorrow, whether there are material objects, or whether we can know that we are not dreaming. His target is of a more unusual kind; he questions certain beliefs that we have (according to Kripke) about our grasp of rules and the meanings of words. What are these beliefs? They are stated by Kripke in a number of passages and in more ways than one.


We all suppose that our language expresses concepts–‘pain’, ‘plus’, ‘red’–in such a way that, once I ‘grasp’ the concept, all future applications of it are determined (in the sense of being uniquely justified by the concept grasped). (p. 107)

Ordinarily, I suppose that, in computing ‘68 + 57’ as I do, I do not simply make an unjustified leap in the dark. I follow directions I previously gave myself…. (p. 10)

… I now [when faced with a ‘computation I have never performed before’ (p. 8)] believe that by ‘plus’ in the past, I meant addition rather than quaddition. (p. 12)2

Normally, when we consider a mathematical rule such as addition, we think of ourselves as guided in our application of it to each new instance… Given my past intentions regarding the symbol ‘+’, one and only one answer is dictated [for the new computation]. (pp. 17–18)


Such are the beliefs which, according to Kripke, are called into question by the sceptical Wittgenstein. But are they really beliefs that everybody has and takes for granted–like the belief that the sun will rise tomorrow? If not, then someone who questioned them would not be a sceptic.

When you have grasped the concept ‘red’, does it follow that all your ‘future applications of it are determined’ in a unique way? One may well hesitate to answer this question in the affirmative. Would there not be cases in which one’s application of the word ‘red’ would be uncertain and vacillating? Surely there would; and someone who takes himself to have grasped the concept would hardly wish to deny this. The element of uncertainty and vacillation belongs, indeed, to a proper understanding of such concepts. But what about ‘plus’? Perhaps it will be thought that since this concept is not vague as colour concepts are, its applications must be uniquely determined. But is this something that ‘we all suppose’? It is true that if you have grasped the concept ‘plus’, you might agree that your answer to ‘68 + 57’ is uniquely determined. But is it the same with ‘all future applications’, as Kripke claims? We have only to recall our education in mathematics to see how implausible this claim is. There comes a time when we have grasped the concept ‘plus’ for natural numbers. But are we now armed for ‘all future applications’? By no means. What is the answer to [image: image]? Shouldn’t it be [image: image]? And how are we to cope when the numbers are negative?3 (Should addition always produce more? More of what, though?) And what will happen when we get to more advanced mathematics? The idea that all our future applications are determined is not something that ‘we all suppose’; and it needs no sceptic to be sceptical about such a claim.

An idea that recurs many times, and in different guises, in Kripke’s account, is that there must have been some mental state or performance in the past, which determines and justifies my use of a given word now. This is supposed to be part of the ordinary person’s view, which is under attack by the sceptic Wittgenstein. Thus it is my original grasping of a concept that is supposed to determine ‘all future applications of it’ by me; while in the other passages I have quoted he ascribes a similar role to ‘directions I previously gave myself and to ‘my past intentions regarding the symbol “+”’. But these ideas are not true to the normal use of language. Suppose I were asked to justify my use of ‘plus’ when working out the answer to ‘68 + 57’. What could I say? A reference to my past mental states or performances would be irrelevant. ‘I speak English’ might be the best I could do.

There is yet another way in which Kripke links my present use of a word with the past: it is, he implies, a matter of interpreting ‘my own previous usage’. Thus the Wittgensteinian sceptic, who supposes that by ‘plus’ I always meant ‘quus’, ‘claims (or feigns to claim) that I am now misinterpreting my own previous usage’ when working out the answer to ‘68 + 57’ for the first time (p. 9). But this reference to the past is, again, incorrect. What I want to know when faced with a question in arithmetic is what is the right answer, and not which one accords with my previous usage. It is a matter of interpreting ‘plus’ correctly, and not of interpreting my previous usage.4

This case should be contrasted with the kind of interest in previous usage and past intentions that we find, for example, in the law. Consider a law that is passed to restrain a certain kind of trading. The legislators think carefully about what they want to achieve, and try to frame their rules and definitions accordingly. But the matter is complicated; ingenious traders find ways of getting round the law without breaking it; and the world is changing all the time, so that conditions are no longer the same as when the law was drafted. In these circumstances there is much effort, on the part of lawyers, to interpret previous usage and original intentions; and of course someone may challenge (be ‘sceptical’ about) a given interpretation.

Again, a question may arise about what I meant by a particular word in the past. (When I used this word in a letter five years ago, did I mean… or…?) But such considerations play no part when we use a word or follow a rule in a straightforward way. I use the word ‘plus’ as I do, not by interpreting my past usage or past intentions, but because this is how I understand its meaning now.


II

What does the sceptical Wittgenstein conclude from his denial of supposedly ordinary beliefs about meaning? ‘There can be no fact as to what I mean by “plus”, or any other word at any time’ (p. 21). This is the ‘sceptical paradox’ that Kripke attributes to Wittgenstein. Again he expresses the point in more than one way.


… if the sceptic is right, the concepts of meaning, and of intending one function rather than another, will make no sense. For the sceptic holds that no fact about my past history–nothing that was ever in my mind, or in my external behaviour–establishes that I meant plus rather than quus. (p. 13)

[According to the sceptic], there was no fact about me that constituted my having meant plus rather than quus… [But] if there was no such thing as my meaning plus rather than quus in the past, neither can there be any such thing in the present. (p. 21)

Of course, these problems apply throughout language… Can I answer a sceptic who supposes that by ‘table’ I meant tabair, where ‘tabair’ is anything that is a table not found at the base of the Eiffel Tower, or a chair found there?. (p. 19)


According to Kripke, then, questions about what (if anything) I mean or meant by a given word are to be decided by considering whether there ‘was ever in my mind, or in my external behaviour’ something that ‘establishes’ what I meant, or some ‘fact about me’ that constituted my having meant one thing rather than another. But this is not so. Is it true that when I say ‘plus’ I mean plus, and when I say ‘table’ I mean table and not ‘tabair’? Yes, of course it is. But this does not mean that there was something in my mind, or anywhere else, that ‘constituted’ my meaning; and neither does the absence of such a constituent make nonsense of the concept of meaning, as alleged in the first of the above passages. ‘The mistake is to say that there is anything that meaning something consists in’ (Zettel 16).

How does the real Wittgenstein compare with Wittgenstein the sceptic, as presented by Kripke? The real Wittgenstein has this much in common with a sceptic: his thesis is negative. Like the sceptic, he is denying something. But not every denial is sceptical. ‘Wittgenstein’, writes Kripke, ‘begins by agreeing with the sceptics that there is no “superlative fact” (PI 192) about my mind that constitutes my meaning addition by “plus” and determines in advance what I should do to accord with this meaning’ (p. 65). But, again, it needs no sceptic to deny the existence of such a fact. What is really under discussion in these sections is the idea (put forward by Wittgenstein’s ‘interlocutor’) that ‘it is as if we could grasp the whole use of [a] word at a stroke’ (PI 191); and what Wittgenstein is questioning is whether the interlocutor has a clear understanding of what his expression means. (‘But have you a model for this? No. It is just that this expression suggests itself to us…’) In this discussion, as in most others, Wittgenstein’s interest is in meaning rather than in knowledge or the lack of it.


Recall Wittgenstein’s sceptical conclusion: no facts, no truth-conditions, correspond to statements such as ‘Jones means addition by “+”’ (p. 77)… Wittgenstein concedes to the sceptic that no ‘truth conditions’ or ‘corresponding facts’ in the world exist that make a statement like [this] true. (p. 86)

But, as Kripke reminds us,

do we not call assertions like the one just quoted ‘true’ or ‘false’? Can we not with propriety precede such assertions with ‘It is a fact that’ or ‘It is not a fact that’? (p. 86)


How will the sceptical Wittgenstein deal with these objections? According to Kripke, ‘Wittgenstein’s way with such objections is very short’: he ‘accepts the “redundancy” theory of truth: to affirm that a statement is true (or presumably, to precede it with “It is a fact that… “) is simply to affirm the statement itself…’ (ibid.). This, it appears, is Wittgenstein’s ‘short way’ with those questions.

But how are we to understand this? Let us go over the argument again. Wittgenstein, according to Kripke, presents a ‘sceptical paradox’; he tells us: ‘There can be no fact as to what I mean by “plus”, or any other word at any time’, etc. We say to him: But aren’t you (supposedly an ordinary language philosopher, one who wants to ‘bring words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use’ [PI 116]), disregarding the ordinary use of ‘fact’ and ‘true’? Wittgenstein replies: I have a short way with this objection. When you say ‘It is true that by “plus” Jones means addition’, this is simply to affirm that by ‘plus’ Jones means addition.

But how could this support the contention of the sceptic Wittgenstein, that there is no such fact as meaning X by Y, that the very idea makes no sense? These are puzzling questions. Here is an alternative account of Wittgenstein’s position, which avoids them. Wittgenstein is not denying something that everyone believes. (He is not a sceptic.) In particular, he would have no objection to saying that there are facts as to what we mean and do not mean; this being a perfectly normal use of the word ‘fact’. What he does object to are the interpretations that philosophers (and ordinary people when led up the philosophical garden path) have been tempted to place on these familiar facts. He denies, in particular, that when someone means X by Y, there has to be some mental state or event, past or present, that constitutes this fact. But this denial is offered as a ‘reminder’–an invitation to ‘look and see’ things as they really are. (It is not, therefore, a sceptical denial.) Someone who follows this invitation should see for himself, if Wittgenstein is right, that the supposed mental state is a myth and that the quest for it involves a misunderstanding of the concept of meaning.

Wittgenstein’s position is epitomised in a short paragraph on p. 142 of the Brown Book.


Someone says ‘Napoleon was crowned in 1804’. I ask him ‘Did you mean the man who won the battle of Austerlitz?’ He says ‘Yes, I meant him’.–Does this mean that when he ‘meant him’, he in some way thought of Napoleon’s winning the battle of Austerlitz?


If we assume that the intended answer is ‘No’, would it follow that, according to Wittgenstein, it could not be a fact that this person meant the man who, etc.? Of course not. Wittgenstein’s aim is to clarify this fact, not to deny it. His point is that this would not be a fact about the past history of the man’s mind; so that when someone tells us that by X he meant Y, he is not saying that he thought of Y at the time. The presence of such a thought is neither necessary nor sufficient for having meant what he did. And similarly, to say that by ‘plus’ one meant addition, would not be to make a statement about past events in one’s mind. These are statements about the meaning of ‘meaning’; they are not sceptical denials.


III

Let us now turn to the passage in PI 302 which is the basis of Kripke’s discussion ‘Wittgenstein and Other Minds’:


If one has to imagine someone else’s pain on the model of one’s own, this is none too easy a thing to do: for I have to imagine pain which I do not feel on the model of the pain which I do feel. That is, what I have to do is not simply to make a transition in imagination from one place of pain to another. As, from pain in the hand to pain in the arm…


How does Kripke read this passage? Wittgenstein, he says, ‘has presented us with a sceptical problem–it seems impossible to imagine the mental life of others on the model of our own’ (p. 133).

Does Wittgenstein’s remark really present a sceptical problem? Is he denying something that we normally take for granted? What we normally take for granted is that we are sometimes in a position to know that another person is in pain; and someone who denied this might properly be described as a sceptic. But no such denial occurs in PI 302. What Wittgenstein is questioning here is a certain conception of what it is to imagine that someone is in pain.

It may be that Kripke was misled by his reading of the sections leading up to PI 302. (He indicates, on page 139, that he is puzzled by this passage.) Here is the relevant passage, as given in the published translation:


It is–we should like to say–not merely the picture of the behaviour that plays a part in the language-game with the words ‘he is in pain’, but also the picture of the pain… [But] the image of pain is not a picture and this image is not replaceable in the language-game by anything that we should call a picture.–The image of pain certainly enters into the language-game in a sense; only not as a picture (300). An image is not a picture, but a picture can correspond to it (301).


This rendering of the text calls for two comments. First, ‘we should’ in the first line of the passage, would be better rendered as ‘one might’ [‘mo¨chte man’]. It is ‘someone’, not Wittgenstein himself, who might like to say this; Wittgenstein’s reply follows. Second, there is a problem about the use of ‘image’ to translate ‘Vorstellung’. This word, the noun form of ‘sich vorstellen’ (to imagine), does not necessarily mean having an image–any more than does the English ‘to imagine’. Hence the word ‘image’ in the published translation should be replaced by ‘imagine’ and ‘imagining’. Thus ‘To imagine pain is not to have an image, and this imagining is not replaceable’, etc. (PI 300); and similarly for PI 301. (Wittgenstein uses ‘die Vorstellung’ and ‘eine Vorstellung’ to mean particular imaginings, but there is no corresponding expression in English.) The point in 301 is that although to imagine something is not to have an image, ‘an image can correspond to it’. And the point of 302 is to question whether this is so in the case of ‘imagining someone else’s pain’: whether one might do this by using one’s own pain as a model (‘Vorbild’).

There is a related discussion in the Blue Book. One might, for example, form an image of a person’s black eye; and then ‘a very important application of this picture [which, he adds, might be either mental or physical] will be comparing it with the real eye to see if the picture is correct’ (BB 53); and this would also be so if one formed an image of the behaviour of someone in pain. In such cases, however, we may also experience ‘what one might call a shadow of a pain, felt in the locality corresponding to that in which we say his pain is felt’. And in this case there is no ‘comparing with reality’:


If you say you compare them ‘indirectly’ via his bodily behaviour, I answer that this means you don’t compare them as you compare the picture of his behaviour with his behaviour. (ibid.)


In these passages Wittgenstein is describing the peculiarities of ‘the language-game with the words “He is in pain”’ (PI 300); he is certainly not, as Kripke alleges, ‘presenting us with a sceptical problem’. To point out that pain cannot be pictured as pain-behaviour can, is not to present a sceptical problem.

Let us consider Kripke’s further remarks about Wittgenstein’s views on other minds. ‘Once again’, he says, Wittgenstein ‘poses a sceptical paradox:… the very notion that there might be minds other than my own, with their own sensations and thoughts, appears to make no sense… [Wittgenstein’s] sympathy with the solipsist is never completely lost; [he] still thinks that the solipsist’s terminology illuminates an important philosophical truth…’ (pp. 141–3).

It is not easy to reconcile these statements with well-known passages in Wittgenstein’s writings. To the person in PI 246, who says ‘Only I can know whether I am really in pain; another person can only surmise it’, Wittgenstein replies: ‘In one way this is false [falsch], and in another nonsense.’ Is this an example of his ‘sympathy with the solipsist’? (With sympathy like this, who needs antagonists?)

According to Kripke, Wittgenstein also offers a ‘sceptical solution’5 of the problem of other minds. Having admitted that the sceptic is not wrong in what he doubts or denies (pp. 142–3), he replies that when we attribute sensations to others, we ‘do not really mean to make any assertion whose intelligibility is undermined by the sceptic (solipsist)’ (pp. 141–2). Now one fact, obviously, that the solipsist in question doubts or denies, is that other people have thoughts and feelings as well as oneself. Is Wittgenstein, then, on the same side as the solipsist in this matter? Does he hold that when I attribute sensations to others, I ‘do not really mean’ that they have sensations? There is no basis in Kripke’s discussion, or anywhere else, for attributing such views to Wittgenstein.

Kripke’s Wittgenstein, as we have seen, regards ‘the solipsist’s terminology’ as illuminating; but the opinion of the real Wittgenstein was just the opposite. This is so even in a passage quoted by Kripke in support of his claim about Wittgenstein’s ‘sympathy with the solipsist’. The passage is from PI 403:


If I were to reserve the word ‘pain’ solely for what I had hitherto called ‘my pain’…, I should do other people no injustice, so long as a notation6 were provided in which the loss of the word ‘pain’ in other connections were somehow supplied. Other people would still be pitied, treated by doctors and so on…


After illustrating the point, Wittgenstein concludes: ‘But what should I gain from this new manner of representation [Art der Darstellung]? Nothing.’ Here and in other passages Wittgenstein is criticising such useless and misleading changes of terminology, not expressing sympathy with them. In PI 303 he comments similarly on the philosopher who says ‘I can only believe that someone else is in pain, but I know it if I am.’ ‘Yes’, he replies,


one can make the decision to say ‘I believe he is in pain’ instead of ‘He is in pain’. But that is all.–What looks like a clarification [Erkla¨rung] here, is in truth an exchange of one expression for another…


Consider, finally, Kripke’s reading of the passage about the groaning patient on PI p. 179.


A doctor asks: ‘How is he feeling?’ The nurse says: ‘He is groaning’. A report on his behaviour. But need there be any question for them whether the groaning is really genuine, is really the expression of anything? Might they not, for example, draw the conclusion ‘If he groans, we must give him more analgesic’–without suppressing a middle term? Isn’t the point the service to which they put the description of behaviour?


Here we have an example of the delicate probing and questioning that we find in some of Wittgenstein’s later writings. If the doctor and nurse drew that conclusion, would they be suppressing a middle term? What is the answer? Are we meant to rush in with an emphatic ‘No’? (Is Wittgenstein claiming that there is no middle term–the pain itself–to suppress?) The passage is not intended to provide answers to such questions. Its aim is to draw attention to one way of looking at the situation, and to remind us of how we actually reason in such cases. Kripke, however, offers a much bolder reading. Wittgenstein, he says, ‘rejects any attempt to explain or justify our behaviour in terms of a belief about the “inner state” of the other person’ (p. 138). But how is this supposed to follow? There is no suggestion in this passage, or any other, that one’s behaviour could never be explained or justified by reference to a belief about the inner state of another person. Suppose, for example, that the nurse had actually expressed a belief that the patient was in pain (perhaps she was not quite sure). Such a belief could obviously serve to explain or justify suitable action by the nurse or doctor. Why should Wittgenstein want to deny that such cases could ever occur?


1. Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language (Blackwell 1982), pp. 60, 55. All quotations from Kripke in this chapter are taken from this work.

2. ‘Quaddition’ and ‘quus’ are terms invented by Kripke for a function which is to differ from ‘addition’ and ‘plus’ in a bizarre way. For numbers below 57, there is no difference between addition and quaddition, plus and quus. But above that number, quaddition always yields the answer 5, no matter what the numbers are. Thus 68 quus 57 yields 5.

3. ‘Minus times minus is plus; The reason for this we need not discuss’ (W.H. Auden).

4. ‘… he says, not: “so that’s how I went”, but: “so that’s how it goes”’ (RFM p. 361).

5. This phrase, which is taken from Hume, is explained as follows by Kripke. A ‘straight solution [is one] that shows that on closer examination the scepticism proves to be unwarranted’; while ‘a sceptical solution… begins on the contrary by conceding that the sceptic’s negative assertions are unanswerable…’ (p. 66). This idea is first applied to the (alleged) scepticism of the meaning of ‘plus’, etc., but I did not take it up in that context. (My objections to it there would be similar to those I am making now.)

6. Kripke’s text has ‘situation’ instead of ‘notation’.





Part II
Language, Art and Mind





7 Wittgenstein on language, art and humanity

The later Wittgenstein may be described as a ‘humanist’ writer in a literal sense of the word. He displays what is distinctively human about language, about art and about human beings themselves–and also, of course, about philosophy itself. What is distinctively human, in this sense, may be contrasted with the realm of scientific research and theory. In this realm Hume’s dictum is (with some reservations) appropriate: ‘To consider the matter a priori, anything may produce anything.’1 Scientific studies are largely concerned with what is ‘hidden’: there is room in them for theories in which unobservable entities or processes are posited, and also for surprising discoveries. But this is not to be so in the case of Wittgenstein’s philosophical investigation. ‘What is hidden,’ he wrote, ‘is of no interest to us.’


We may not advance any kind of theory… The problems are solved, not by giving new information, but by putting together [Zusammenstellung] what we have always known… Since everything lies open to view, there is nothing to explain. For what is hidden… is of no interest to us. (PI 109, 126)


In the case of scientific and other theories, it is common to posit some general law or principle by reference to which a variety of phenomena are to be explained; Wittgenstein, by contrast, directs our attention to ‘the particular case’ (BB 18), as encountered in human life and language. We are not to suppose that there must be some general principle underlying the uses of language, or the appreciation of art, etc.

Wittgenstein was interested primarily in questions of language, but the rejection of theory is present also in his discussions of art and of human beings. In each of these, he was concerned to do justice to the humanity of those things and activities.


Language

Between the early and later philosophies of Wittgenstein, there is continuity and discontinuity. His main concern throughout was about meaning: this is the continuity. An early expression of his later thought was the Blue Book of 1933–4, which opens with the question ‘What is the meaning of a word?’, this being one of the main themes of the book; and this theme was also central to his early work, the Tractatus. The discontinuity lies in the answers he gave to that question. In the Tractatus he had declared: ‘A name means an object. The object is its meaning’ (3.203); but in the later book he said: ‘The use of [a] word in practice is its meaning’ (BB 69). In his later work he described the use and meaning of words in terms of their various functions in human life, but this aspect was absent from the earlier work.

Behind the Tractatus account of language there is a simple and plausible assumption: that there must be a one-to-one correspondence between items of language and items of reality. But which would be the items in question? If we think of words as the relevant items of language, we soon run into difficulties. Words are often used to refer to things that do not exist: things that have ceased to exist, or imaginary things that never existed at all. Yet a word does not lose its meaning if the thing referred to ceases to exist, and neither is it devoid of meaning if there never was such a thing. The statement ‘My watch is on the table’ would be perfectly intelligible even if there were no such thing as my watch. Again, such words as ‘watch’ and ‘table’ are only loosely related to their counterparts in reality. My watch, for example, is a concrete, particular thing, with various features that are peculiar to it; whereas the word ‘watch’ covers an infinite number and a great variety of things, all described as ‘watches’.

In the Tractatus such difficulties were eliminated by resorting to the idea of analysis. Sentences such as ‘My watch is on the table’ were held to be analysable into ‘elementary’ sentences, consisting of what the author called ‘names’ or ‘primitive signs’; and corresponding to these there would have to be simple elements of reality (‘objects’), which would be the meanings of the names. (It is in this sense that the statement I quoted–‘A name means an object’, etc.–must be understood.) The analysis would proceed in accordance with the truth-functional system of logic, and it would show that underlying the apparent complexity and untidiness of ordinary language there is a realm of perfect order and simplicity. These qualities, he thought, were a sign that his account must be on the right lines.


Men have always had a presentiment that there must be a realm in which the answers to questions are symmetrically united–a priori–to form a self-contained, regular system.

A realm subject to the law: Simplex sigillum veri. (Tractatus 5.4541)


The Tractatus is a work of theory. The analysis proposed by Wittgenstein is not one that comes into play in actual human conversation; it could not do so, for it is a theoretical requirement and not something with which users of the language are acquainted. Nor did Wittgenstein produce examples of the relevant ‘names’ and ‘objects’: their existence was a ‘requirement’ or ‘postulate’ rather than an observed reality (T 3.23).2 The problem that this postulate was supposed to answer was that of ‘determinacy of sense’. How, given the imperfect correspondences between words and things, can the sense of what we say be determinate? The solution, according to the Tractatus, was to assume that behind the appearance of imperfection there must be ultimate constituents of language (‘simple signs’) that correspond perfectly with simple counterparts in the world. Thus ‘the requirement that simple signs be possible is the requirement that sense be determinate’ (T 3.23). But these ‘solutions’, together with the problems they are supposed to answer, were rejected in Wittgenstein’s later works. The meanings of our words and sentences are usually evident from their use in a given situation, but when a problem about meaning does arise, the remedy must be sought, and can usually be found, within that situation–as when we ask a person to explain what he means. There is no general problem, requiring a general (theoretical) solution, about determinacy of sense.

In the later work he drew attention to the great variety of uses of language (‘language-games’) including: giving orders, speculating about an event, making up a story, telling a joke, asking, thanking, cursing, greeting, praying and various others (PI 23); while in the earlier work he apparently thought of this variety, and the human activities of which they are part, as a mere surface phenomenon. The Tractatus account of language was a dehumanised one. There is no place in it for the role of human situations in the determination of meanings; and the underlying structures postulated in that work are hidden from us. ‘Man’, we are told,


possesses the ability to construct languages capable of expressing every sense, without having any idea how each word has meaning or what its meaning is… It is not humanly possible to gather immediately from [everyday language] what the logic of language is. (T 4.002)


Having rejected the Tractatus theory of meaning, what did the later Wittgenstein put in its place? As we saw, he now identified ‘the use of a word in practice’ with its meaning; and this is sometimes called ‘the use theory’ of meaning. But Wittgenstein, as quoted earlier, renounced the quest for theories (‘We may not advance any kind of theory’, etc.). Was he not in fact advancing a theory in this case? No: in speaking of ‘use’, Wittgenstein was not positing some process or principle in the manner of a theory. ‘Use’ is not such a principle, for the fact that words are used is obvious. On the other hand, the reference to use would not serve to explain, say, how ‘determinacy of sense is possible’. No such explanation is attempted in the later work, for none is regarded as necessary. The point of Wittgenstein’s identification of meaning with use is not to posit an alternative principle or type of analysis to replace the earlier one; it is that there is no more to the meaning of a word than its use in the language.

The craving for explanations occurs also in relation to more specific questions about meaning that Wittgenstein discussed. Consider the question ‘How can we use the same word–say the word “game”–for a variety of objects?’ An answer comes readily to mind: ‘There must be something they all have in common.’ This answer may properly be called ‘a theory’, because it offers to explain an apparently puzzling phenomenon, and it does so by reference to something that is posited as opposed to being observed. Here, it seems, is a phenomenon that needs explaining; and this, it seems, is the only way of explaining it: hence the ‘must be’ in the sentence ‘there must be something’, etc. But Wittgenstein rejects this ‘must be’ and the assumption behind it:


Don’t say: ‘There must be something common, or they would not be called “games”’ but look and see whether there is anything common to all.–For if you look at them you will not see something that is common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that. (PI 66)


It is possible to misunderstand the point of this passage, and to underestimate the importance of it in Wittgenstein’s thinking. It has been thought that his position would be undermined if someone were able to meet the challenge–to produce a set of features that games, and only games, have in common; and various attempts have been made to this end. Now it must be admitted that Wittgenstein’s review of candidates for that role (which comes after the quoted passage) is very sketchy and it might well be thought that his invitation to ‘look and see’ would, in due course, produce a positive result. The essential point, however, is not that there is no such set of conditions, but that there need not be: that a word can function perfectly well without this support. ‘Don’t say: “There must be… “‘: this is the essential point, here and elsewhere.

On the other hand, if Wittgenstein is right about this, then it is unlikely that there would in fact be a set of conditions that games, and only games, have in common. If no such set is needed for the use of the word, then its existence would itself demand explanation–rather like some freakish excrescence on the body of a animal which serves no purpose. What if some clever person were to produce a hitherto unthought of feature that games, and only games, have in common? This would not supply what seemed to be needed, for it would not explain why we use the word as we do. To do that, the feature would have to be obvious to speakers of the language, so that they could refer to it in explaining–justifying–their use of the word.

A feature that needs to be discovered by a clever philosopher could not play this role.3

What is required of those who understand the word ‘game’ is to be able to recognise typical characteristics and examples of games. How, asks Wittgenstein, ‘should we explain to someone what a game is?’ An informal explanation would be sufficient.


I imagine we should describe games to him, and we might add: ‘This and similar things are called “games”’. And do we know any more about it ourselves? (PI 69)


We can, if we like, ‘draw a boundary’ impose an artificial definition on the word; but, asks Wittgenstein, ‘does it take that to make the concept usable?’ Similarly,


when I give the description: ‘The ground was quite covered with plants’–do you want to say I don’t know what I am talking about until I can give a definition of a plant? (PI 70)


Here as elsewhere, Wittgenstein appeals to the use of language in ordinary human situations to illustrate what it is to explain and understand the meanings of particular words.4

Now in the section in which he warned the reader not to assume that ‘there must be something common, or they would not be called “games”’, Wittgenstein reviewed a number of features (skill, winning and losing, etc.) that might be proposed for this role, pointing out that none would be adequate. ‘The result of this examination’, he concluded, is that here ‘we see a complicated network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing’, which he characterised as ‘family resemblances’ (PI 66–7). Now this again has led some readers to speak of a ‘theory’–the ‘family resemblance theory’ of meaning; as if, having rejected one theory (‘there must be something common’) Wittgenstein replaced it with another. But this is not right. Wittgenstein is not positing some explanatory pattern (a ‘network of similarities’) whose existence may or may not be confirmed; he is merely drawing attention to an obvious fact: that features associated with games appear in some games and not in others. His point is that there need be nothing more than that–nothing of a theoretical, ‘hidden’ kind to enable that word to perform its function.

The matter would be different if he had specified the contents and extent of a suitable ‘network of similarities’, but such an attempt would be contrary to the passage I quoted from PI 69 (‘How should we explain to someone what a game is?’). Regarded as an explanatory theory, the ‘family resemblance theory’ would, in any case, suffer from an obvious weakness to which Wittgenstein himself drew attention. To such an ‘explanation’, he pointed out, ‘it might be objected that a transition can be made from anything to anything’ (Philosophical Grammar 75–6). Given any two items, there would always be some feature or features that they shared.

‘These and similar things are called games.’ The person to whom this explanation is given would, of course, have to understand what was meant by ‘similar’ in this context; he would have to ‘catch on’ to how the word is used in practice–but not to some theoretical schema of overlapping similarities or anything else. In practice this requirement is usually satisfied–if not immediately, then after a few more remarks of the same kind; and that is enough.

There is yet another aspect of Wittgenstein’s ‘humanisation’ of language as compared with what he had done in the earlier work, and what has often been done in the writings of philosophers. In the earlier work he had tried to define the ‘essential nature of propositions’ and for this purpose he used certain words in a technical sense–including ‘name’ and ‘object’, as noted earlier. But in the later work he would have none of this.


When philosophers use a word–‘knowledge’, ‘being’, ‘object’, ‘I’, ‘proposition’, ‘name’–and try to grasp the essence of the thing, one must always ask oneself: is the word ever actually used in this way in the language in which it is at home?


What he proposed was ‘to bring words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use’ (PI 116). Thus, to the sceptic’s claim that another person cannot ‘know whether I am really in pain’, he would reply:


If we are using the word ‘know’ as it is normally used (and how else are we to use it!), then other people very often know when I am in pain. (PI 246)


How else are we to use it? If the word ‘know’ is being used in an abnormal way, then the statement containing it will not be addressing the question that was troubling us (whether another person can know, etc.); for this question was not meant in an abnormal sense. (If it were, then it would not be troubling us.)

It is, of course, no accident that the word ‘know’ has the meaning it has, as distinct from those given to it by certain philosophers. This word is deeply rooted in our form of life, and that is why questions about it are of philosophical interest. But that interest is undermined if artificial meanings, at variance with the ordinary use of the word, are introduced or assumed.5


Language and mind

The distinction between what is hidden and what lies open to view is connected with a difference between two kinds of explanation. In the case of scientific explanation, there is, as pointed out earlier, a place for theory and discovery, and these can be surprising. Hence the appropriateness, in that area, of Hume’s dictum (as quoted earlier): ‘For all we know a priori, anything may be the cause of anything’. This is not so, however, with another kind of explanation, and Hume’s dictum would not make sense here. When a person gives reasons for what he says and does, his explanation is not a matter either of theory or of discovery. The point of such explanations is to make one’s actions appear in a reasonable light–one that others can recognise as reasonable or at least intelligible; and the ability to provide such explanations is part of what we mean by ‘a responsible agent’. Explanations of this kind have a justificatory role–the speaker tries to justify what he says or does–but there is no such role for the explanations of science.

To a large extent Wittgenstein’s later philosophy is an exploration of the justificatory kind of explanation and its limits; his main concern is to resist the temptation to push such explanations beyond their limits. Attempts to do so result, he argues, in a variety of spurious theories and confusions–including the confusion of one kind of explanation with the other. What happens in such cases is that when explanations of the ‘manifest’ kind run out, we may see this as a deficiency that needs to be made up by resorting to explanations of the ‘hidden’, theoretical kind.

Section 1 of the Investigations, with its slogan ‘Explanations come to an end’, contains the gist of much that is to follow. It begins by quoting an account of language akin to that of the Tractatus, and this is followed by an everyday example in which someone goes shopping with a slip marked ‘five red apples’. The shopkeeper, in accordance with the slip,


opens the drawer marked ‘apples’, then he looks up the word ‘red’ in a table and finds a colour sample opposite it; then he says the series of  cardinal numbers–I assume he knows them by heart–up to the word ‘five’ and for each number he takes an apple of the same colour as the sample out of the drawer.


Now the shopkeeper would be able to explain (justify) what he did by reference to the words on the slip and the recognised connections between them and his behaviour; but this presupposes that he would be aware of those connections–for example, the connection between the word ‘five’ and the procedure of counting. And in giving such an explanation he would assume that his listener, likewise, is aware of those connections. But now one might wonder how this awareness is itself to be explained. ‘How does he know where and how he is to look up the word “red” and what he is to do with the word “five”?’ (ibid.) This question is, however, resisted by Wittgenstein: ‘Well, I assume he acts as I have described. Explanations come to an end somewhere.’6

Now one answer to the question ‘How does he know …?’ would be that he acquired this know-how in the course of learning his native language. It may be felt, however, that this is not good enough. Usually when we put the question ‘How do you know?’, we expect to be told by what method or evidence a person arrived at his knowledge. Thus, if we asked the shopkeeper how he knows that there are five apples in the bag, he might reply ‘I counted them’; and this would be telling us how, by what method, he arrived at his knowledge.

But this satisfying kind of response is not available, if Wittgenstein is right, when we ask the shopkeeper how he knew which method was appropriate–how he knew ‘what he is to do with’ the words ‘five’ and ‘red’. Here ‘explanations come to an end’. Perhaps it will be thought that there must be something in the man’s brain (some kind of ‘wiring’, as it is sometimes put) that would satisfy this demand for an explanation. But an item in the brain could not function in the desired way, for the man would not be aware of such an item; and even if he were, he could not have learned from that that counting was the appropriate method.

More often, however, it is some entity or process in the mind, rather than the brain, that is invoked to supply the desired explanation. Thus it has often been thought, both by philosophers and by ordinary people, that meaning and understanding are to be explained by reference to mental images or other mental occurrences; and this assumption is one of the main targets of the later Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language. In combating it, he uses a variety of examples from ordinary life.


If I give someone the order ‘fetch me a red flower from that meadow’, how is he to know what sort of flower to bring, as I have only given him a word?


Now the answer one might suggest first is that he went to look for a red flower carrying a red image in his mind, and comparing it with the flowers to see which of them had the colour of the image. (BB 3)

In other passages he is concerned with ‘speaker’s meaning’ as distinct from ‘word meaning’. ‘I say “Come here” and point towards A. B, who is standing by him, takes a step towards me. I say “No; A is to come”’ (Z 21). In this example, A was the person I meant; but what did my meaning A consist in? How is the difference between meaning A and meaning B to be explained? Again a ‘mental’ explanation suggests itself: I must have thought of A as I spoke (cf. Z 13). Here, comments Wittgenstein, ‘meaning is imagined as a kind of mental pointing [or] indicating’ (Z 12). This ‘mental pointing’ would be more fundamental than the original pointing with one’s finger, which, taken by itself, turned out to be ambiguous and hence insufficient.

Such ‘mental’ theories–of meaning, understanding, remembering, trying to ‘find the right word’, playing a piece of music thoughtfully–are discussed by Wittgenstein throughout his later writings. To do justice to the richness and depth of his discussions of these theories is beyond the scope of this essay; but it may be said that they are informed by three main concerns: to show that they are not as plausible as they may at first seem; that they are unnecessary; and that they could not, in any case, supply what seems to be required.

Let us return to the example of the red flower. In that discussion Wittgenstein immediately concedes that one may call up an image when obeying the request ‘fetch me a red flower’. But must it be so? If we reflect on the great variety of things that one may be asked to do (or fetch), the idea that there must always be an appropriate image quickly loses its appeal. (Consider such requests as ‘Fetch me a red or blue flower’, or ‘Fetch me the first flower you happen to see’ or ‘Fetch someone with a knowledge of botany’.) But even in the original example, it is simply not true that people who are given that order would always form a mental image of what they are to fetch. Some people are inclined to form such images, others are not. (Here again, of course, the person advancing the theory may insist that it ‘must be’ so–that an image must be present in every case, even if one is not conscious of it.)

But what, after all, would be the explanatory force of such images where they do occur? An image, whether mental or physical, can always be interpreted in an indefinite number of ways.


Imagine a picture representing a boxer in a particular stance. Now this picture can be used to tell someone how he should stand, should hold himself; or how he should not hold himself; or how a particular man did stand in such and such a place; and so on. (PI p. 11; cf. p. 54; also Z 317)


To combat the assumption that we could not understand an order except by means of an image, Wittgenstein asks us to ‘consider the order “imagine a red patch”’. One would not be ‘tempted in this case to think that before obeying you must have imagined a red patch to serve you as a pattern for the red patch which you were ordered to imagine’ (BB 3). It would, of course, be useless to posit a further image, to enable one to ‘imagine a red patch’ correctly, for the same question would arise again about the further image, etc.

Now the question ‘How does he know how to obey the order to imagine a red patch?’ may strike us as absurd. This, we might reply, is just something we are able to do, and no explanation is needed for this ability. But then, of course, we might just as well say the same about the original ability, to respond correctly to the order to fetch a red flower. The assumption that this needed explaining was unjustified. Suppose I were asked ‘How did you know what you were to do?’ The answer might be ‘He told me’. This would be a perfectly good explanation. But suppose the questioner went on: ‘How did you make the connection between what he told you and what you did?’ The assumption that this would need explaining is rejected by Wittgenstein, and so is the resulting quest for a theory.7

How would we determine whether a person had understood the request to fetch a red flower from the meadow? Not by finding out what went on in his mind or brain, but by observing what he did in response to that request. In some cases this would consist simply in carrying out the request; in others it might be a matter of making a suitable reply, etc. The appropriate response would vary according to circumstances; but the occurrence of an image in his mind would never settle the question.

In the mental theories of meaning and understanding we have another attempt to sever language from its human setting. Opposing such theories, Wittgenstein denies that what gives meaning to our words is something that ‘takes place in a queer kind of medium, the mind… If we had to name anything which is the life of the sign, we should have to say that it was its use’ (BB 3, 4). Language is for communication between human beings, and not between minds or brains. This is the main point of Wittgenstein’s discussion.


Human beings8

The distinction between philosophy and science is one aspect of Wittgenstein’s ‘humanism’; another is the distinction between human beings and minds or brains. The Cartesian view, that a human being is essentially a mind, has its counterpart in recent writings, where a similar status is given to the brain. In contrast to both of these, Wittgenstein insists that the attributes that make us what we are are essentially tied to human behaviour in the world in which we live. It is human beings, and not their minds or brains, that think and feel, use language, understand and interact with one another, and so on.

Both of these aspects of Wittgenstein’s thought–his rejection of theory and his position on human beings–are at odds with recent treatments of ‘the problem of consciousness’. Here it is widely assumed that consciousness is a property of the brain, so that problems about it should be amenable to scientific theories and discoveries, just like problems about the properties of other bodily organs and, indeed, about the physical world in general. Why, it is asked, ‘should consciousness be the one thing that can’t be explained? Solids, liquids and gases can be explained’, etc.9 Consciousness, we are told, is ‘the largest outstanding obstacle [to] a scientific understanding of the universe’.10

But is it right to assume that an understanding of consciousness is, or must be, part of ‘a scientific understanding of the universe’, to be acquired by scientific methods? This is certainly the way to gain understanding about the brain, and also of some aspects of consciousness. But are there not others about which it is ‘true to say that our considerations could not be scientific ones’ (PI 109)? Let us consider a remark about consciousness that occurs prominently in the Investigations.


Only of a living human being and what resembles (behaves like) a living human being can one say: it has sensations; it sees; is blind; hears; is deaf; is conscious or unconscious. (PI 281; cf. 360)


This is not a scientific claim, but a statement about the use of language (about what ‘one can say’). Wittgenstein did not arrive at it by scientific methods, and the reader is not expected to subject it to scientific scrutiny; his own knowledge of the language should enable him to agree or disagree with it.11

Here is a typical example of philosophical thought as distinct from scientific research and theory; it also illustrates the way in which the former can be fundamental with respect to the latter. In the current science-oriented literature about consciousness we often find such questions as ‘How can brains be conscious?’ But if the statement just quoted is true, then these questions embody a nonsensical presupposition, since the brain does not in the least resemble or behave like a living human being. It is true that the brain has an important causal role in connection with consciousness and its various modes (seeing, having sensations, etc.), but as far as resemblance to a living human being is concerned, it is no better than any other bodily organ.

The mere fact that it is possible to question whether consciousness can be ascribed to the brain–whether this makes sense–is sufficient proof of the distinction between scientific and philosophical enquiries, as pursued by Wittgenstein and others. That question–whether it makes sense to ascribe consciousness to the brain–is not scientific and it cannot be treated by the methods of science. (Similarly, the question ‘What is science?’ calls for reflection on the concept of science and not for scientific research.)

What is the source of the assumption that consciousness is a property of the brain and that an understanding of it must belong to ‘a scientific understanding of the universe’? Wittgenstein sometimes spoke of ‘a craving for generality’ (BB 18)–a desire to treat a variety of items as if they were essentially of the same type, rather than doing justice to their variety. Such a craving is evident, and sometimes explicit, in the works of the writers I have mentioned. ‘Somehow’, declares Dennett, ‘the mind must be the brain’ (p. 41). David Armstrong speaks of the ‘attraction’ that a ‘materialist account of the mind’ has for him: namely, that ‘it provides a unifying account of the relation of mind to matter’. Having introduced the example of a man who intends to paint the bathroom, he puts it to us: ‘Must not the man continue in [a] certain definite state (a state of the brain, I would take it?)’12 And this being assumed, ‘it seems natural to go on and identify… the intention’ with this state of the brain. Another writer, conceding that a lack of scientific knowledge prevents us from identifying ‘the exact neural substrate for the sudden thought that you are late with the rent’, relies on a ‘metaphysical commitment to the primacy of the physical’ to sustain him in his view that there must be such a substrate.13 Wittgenstein, in the passage about games that I quoted earlier, admonished the reader not to say ‘There must be…’, but to ‘look and see’. This advice was given in a discussion about language, but it is also appropriate for the ‘commitments’ and ‘must be’s’ in the passages just quoted.

It has been claimed, however, that it is Wittgenstein, and not the scientifically-minded philosopher, who is guilty of an irrational prejudice. According to John Searle, we need only open our minds to ‘the contemporary scientific world view’, to see that consciousness ‘is part of the natural biological order…, falling into place naturally as an evolved pheno-typical trait of certain types of organisms…’.14 Some people, he continues, ‘notably Wittgenstein’, find the scientific world view repulsive; ‘but like it or not, it is the world view we have.’ There is, however, no reason to think that Wittgenstein would object to describing consciousness as a product of evolution or that he would find anything repulsive about this. The issue, in any case, is not about matters of taste or personal commitment; it is about the logical status of the claims and assumptions in question. Given a scientific question, the proper approach will be that of scientific methods; but whether a given question is scientific cannot itself be a scientific question. And similarly, the assumption, made by scientists or others, that a given question or claim makes sense, is not to be confirmed by scientific methods.

Wittgenstein’s statement (‘Only of a human being…’) undermines the excessive pretensions of theory in two ways. It is itself an example of non-theoretical reflection, and it challenges the assumption that philosophical questions about consciousness–about sensations, thought, perception and the rest–are all really about the brain, and to be addressed by theories about this organ.


Art

In the last section I quoted Wittgenstein’s warning about a ‘craving for generality’. This craving, he suggested, has its source in a ‘preoccupation with the method of science’–of ‘reducing the explanation of natural phenomena to the smallest possible number of primitive natural laws’ (BB 18). Philosophers, he warned, are ‘irresistibly tempted to ask and answer questions in the way science does’; whereas, on his view, ‘it can never be our job to reduce anything to anything’. These remarks are appropriate for attempts to reduce the multifarious features of human experience and behaviour to properties of a bodily organ, the brain, which can be studied in accordance with the laws and methods of natural science.

The remarks are also appropriate for the idea–the hope, perhaps–that aesthetics might be treated as a science; an idea that was considered by Wittgenstein in the ‘Lectures on Aesthetics’. The science he had in mind was psychology.


The idea is that once we are more advanced, everything–all the mysteries of Art–will be understood by psychological experiments. (LC 17; cf 11, 19)


The expression ‘once we are more advanced’ is characteristic of such ideas. Thus the difficulties of physicalist treatments of consciousness, as discussed in the last section, are often regarded as merely temporary setbacks, to be overcome with the advance of science–as if a logical incoherence could be resolved by scientific methods.

Why might aesthetics be regarded as a science? The contemplation of works of art produces certain feelings in us, and this is one reason why we value them. The situation is one of cause and effect, and this might lead us to try to establish ‘laws of aesthetics’, linking causes and effects in the same way as for natural phenomena. Such knowledge might be made available to creative artists who want their works to be effective in producing the desired feelings. (Aristotle seems to have held such a view in ‘The Art of Poetry’: his aim there was to present a recipe for the writing of effective tragedies–those that produce suitable feelings in the audience.) Such a ‘science of aesthetics’ would be akin to medical science where certain substances (drugs, etc.) are found, by experiment, to be effective in producing such and such desired results.

This view was, however, rejected by Wittgenstein. ‘An aesthetic explanation’, he said, ‘is not a causal explanation’ (LC 18). Given the question how one would justify a particular feature in a work of art’, he would reject the answer ‘Something else would produce the wrong effect’.15  What we do in aesthetics, he said, is ‘to draw one’s attention to certain features, to place things side by side so as to exhibit these features’. To get someone to recognise that ‘This is the climax’ of a particular work or passage is like getting him to see that ‘this is the man in the puzzle picture’ (LC 38–9). ‘Our attention is drawn to a certain feature, and from that point forward we see that feature.’

Wittgenstein did not say whom he had in mind in rejecting the causal, ‘psychological’ view of aesthetics, but such a view had been vividly expressed by Clive Bell, for one. ‘The starting point for all systems of aesthetics’, wrote Bell,


must be the personal experience of a peculiar emotion. The objects that provoke this emotion we call works of art and if we can discover some quality common and peculiar to all the objects that provoke it, we shall have solved what I take to be the central problem of aesthetics.16


This passage, with its ‘common and peculiar’, again expresses a craving for generality–the assumption being that the relevant causal power must belong to a single kind of quality (which Bell went on to identify as what he called ‘significant form’). According to Bell, the expression ‘work of art’ can be defined in terms of this causal power, and ‘we gibber’ if we use it in the absence of such a definition (p. 7). Bell did not suggest that aesthetics might be reducible to scientific psychology; but this would be the natural development of the view that the essential aim of art is to produce a peculiar emotion.

Now Wittgenstein did not deny that, in aesthetics as elsewhere, there may be a place for scientific findings. It might be found, for example, that positive and negative aesthetic judgements are correlated with ‘particular kinds of mechanism in the brain’ (LC 20); and given a knowledge of such connections, we might be able to ‘predict what a particular person would like and dislike. We could calculate these things.’ The question was, however, ‘whether this is the sort of explanation we should like to have’ in aesthetics.

The difference between the two sorts of explanation is especially striking in the case of jokes. I recently heard it announced that ‘scientists have discovered what makes people laugh’. What the scientists had discovered was that certain processes in the brain were correlated with the impulse to laugh, so that people could be got to laugh by stimulating that part of their brains. (The reaction was not merely automatic: the subjects rationalised it by reference to some object or text that had been placed before them.) But again, this is ‘not the sort of explanation we should like to have’ when we do aesthetics or explain a joke, for such explanations would not help us to see the point of a joke, or the point of what we are given in a work of art.

Another aspect of ‘the sort of explanation we would want to have’ is that, in appropriate cases, the person to whom the explanation is given should be able to recognise it as correct. An example used by Wittgenstein is that of ‘someone [who] heard syncopated music of Brahms played and asked “What is the queer rhythm which makes me wobble?”’


The answer might be ‘It is the 3 against 4’. One could play certain phrases and he would say: ‘Yes. It’s this peculiar rhythm I meant.’ On the other hand, if he didn’t agree, this wouldn’t be the explanation. (LC 20–1)


Here we have a case of cause and effect (the effect being the ‘wobble’), but not one that is akin to cause and effect in natural science. What is important here is that the person receiving the explanation could hear for himself that it was right. He was able to recognise that rhythm as the one he meant, but this recognition was not based on scientific evidence. (A similar point can be made about the connection between seeing the point of a joke and being made to laugh.)

If the aim of art were merely to produce certain feelings in us, then it should not matter how this effect was produced: one method might be as good as another. But this is not so. Suppose I wanted to listen to a particular minuet. Would my aim be merely ‘to get this and that effect?… Doesn’t the minuet itself matter?–hearing this: would another have done as well?’ (LC 29). And what if the same effect could be produced by some other means altogether? ‘Would a syringe which produces these effects… do just as well?’ It is true, Wittgenstein points out, that ‘you could play a minuet once and get a lot out of it, and play the same minuet another time and get nothing out of it.’ And from this we might infer that what you get out of it, when you do, is ‘independent of the minuet’. But this is not so: it is not as if you might get the desired effect without the minuet. Similarly, ‘a man may sing a song with expression and without expression’ (29), but it would be absurd to suppose that one might have the expression without the song.

Wittgenstein also drew attention to cases in which feelings are not likely to play a role. A person trying on a suit at the tailor’s might say no more than ‘That’s the right length’ or ‘That’s too narrow’; and he would show his approval ‘chiefly by wearing it often, liking it when it is seen’, etc. (LC 5). Again, in designing a door one might give such instructions as ‘Higher, higher…’ and ‘yes, that’s right’ (LC 13). In discussing such cases he contrasted what he called ‘discontent’ with ‘discomfort’, by which he meant a feeling. The person designing a door or trying on a suit would be discontented until their proportions had been got right, but this would not mean that he was experiencing a feeling (of discomfort). We are not to suppose that a statement such as ‘This door is too low’ is ‘something like an expression of discomfort plus knowing the cause of the discomfort and asking for it to be removed’ (LC 13). Such statements are not expressions of feeling, and the relevant relation between speaker and object is not one of cause and effect.17


Art and philosophy

Wittgenstein, as quoted at the start of this essay, saw his philosophical investigation as being of things that ‘lie open to view’, so that ‘what is hidden is of no interest to us’. Now this may seem a paradoxical attitude. What, it may be asked, can be the point of an investigation that promises neither ‘new information’ nor ‘any kind of theory’ (PI 109, 126)?

Wittgenstein was not the first to characterise philosophy in this way. In a famous passage in Plato’s Meno, Socrates and his interlocutor address the question ‘What is virtue?’, and after some attempts to produce a satisfactory answer, Meno draws attention to the apparently paradoxical nature of their enterprise. Either they already know what virtue is, in which case there is no need for the enquiry; or they do not, in which case they would not be able to recognise the object of their search even if they came upon it (80D–E). Socrates responds by questioning the first premise. There is, he argues, a place for enquiries in which the answer we are looking for is, in a certain sense, already known to us. Although one may not be able to say what virtue is, one should be able to recognise a correct account of it, if and when it is given.18

In this respect philosophical progress, as conceived both by Wittgenstein and in the Meno, is analogous to progress in aesthetic appreciation. A skilled critic can enhance our appreciation of a work of art by pointing out features that lie open before us–aspects of the work to which we had not paid due attention, or the right kind of attention. He ‘opens our eyes’, we say–even though, of course, our eyes were open already. And here, as in philosophy, it is essential that we come to see for ourselves the significance of what has been pointed out.

There is also an analogy between the dilemma of the Meno and one that arises in the case of literary fiction. It is sometimes said that such works can teach us important truths about the human condition, etc., and this is held to be a reason for valuing them. But how can this be? If the work is telling us things of which we are ignorant, why should we trust it, given that it is fiction? If, on the other hand, we can recognise what it says as being true (‘true to life’, as we might say), how can we be said to learn those truths from it? The way out of the dilemma is to acknowledge that learning is not always a matter of acquiring new information. A work of art, like a work of philosophy, can provide insight into the human condition without informing us of facts of which we had been ignorant.

These analogies must not, of course, be pressed too far. The differences between understanding a philosophical argument and appreciating a work of art are obvious enough; and so are the differences between the insights provided by philosophy and those to be found in works of fiction. But there are, at least, some family resemblances here.
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8 Wittgenstein and the problem of consciousness

The ‘problem of consciousness’ has today an unparalleled importance in the debates of philosophers and scientists. Books and articles on the subject abound; there are research programmes with liberal funding and large-scale conferences with speakers from the worlds of philosophy, biology and computer science; and the interest of the public has been aroused to an unusual degree. There is, it is widely felt, something special, or even mysterious, about this problem. ‘Consciousness’, writes Daniel Dennett, ‘is just about the last surviving mystery.’1

There are optimists and pessimists. ‘Consciousness explained’, proclaims the title of Dennett’s book. According to another writer, ‘the mind–body problem has a rather simple solution, at least in broad outline.’2 But elsewhere we are warned that ‘consciousness is what makes the mind–body problem really intractable’,3 and that consciousness ‘may be the largest outstanding obstacle [to] a scientific understanding of the universe’.4 We are also offered a ‘bleak prognosis’: that though consciousness is a ‘natural phenomenon’, understanding it ‘transcends our capacities… it is not given to us to understand the nature of this naturalness.’5

But what exactly is the problem–the ‘mystery’–of consciousness? Suppose we were told that everything has been explained, with one exception: consciousness. Then we might wonder why this should be so, and we might indeed speak of ‘the mystery of consciousness’. Why, we might ask, ‘should consciousness be the one thing that can’t be explained? Solids, liquids and gases can be explained’, etc. (Dennett, p. 455). But the statement that everything has been explained is obviously absurd. Let us, then, try the more cautious statement, that everything can be explained, and again pose the question why consciousness should be ‘the one thing that can’t be explained’. Now the assumption that everything can be explained is also far from plausible; but if we accept it, why should consciousness be excluded? Why not assume that it too can be explained? Thus the problem of consciousness still eludes us.

A more promising way of setting up that problem might be the thought that where things are explicable, they are always (except in the case of consciousness) explicable in a particular kind of way–the way in which we explain, for example, the behaviour of ‘solids, liquids and gases’. This idea–‘the unity of science’–was prominent in the philosophy of the Vienna Circle.6 But is the idea plausible? If we think of the various ways in which life, and human life especially, is studied, it seems absurd. There are disciplines of ethology, anthropology, economics, history, art criticism, psychology and logic; each with its own terminology, methods and explanatory aims. And though there are many connections between them, there is no reason to suppose that all could be reduced to a single model–that by which we explain, say, the behaviour of solids, liquids and gases.

Setting aside the question whether there is a special problem–a ‘mystery’–about consciousness, let us consider whether there is a problem about it at all. What is it about consciousness that needs explaining? A question that is sometimes asked is, How did consciousness evolve? How did life without it develop into conscious life? But the answer to this seems obvious–unless we regard consciousness as some kind of ghostly substance. With the evolution of sense organs, animals were able to be aware–conscious–of their surroundings. An animal could be conscious, for example, of the approach of a predator by means of its eyes or ears. And while there may be problems about the details of the story–the evolution of particular organs and so on–these would not amount to a general ‘problem of consciousness’.

What, then, is the problem, the ‘mystery’, of consciousness? An answer is given by Dennett. Having referred to perception, sensation and ‘consciousness itself’, he writes: ‘How can living physical bodies in the physical world produce such phenomena? That is the mystery’ (p. 25). Now we do have a mystery; but it is due to the assumption that consciousness is something that is ‘produced’ by our bodies. Before we enquire how this is done, we need to understand what, if anything, the assumption means. If consciousness were some kind of stuff–a discharge from the body perhaps–then the question how would make sense. Another writer tells us, indeed, that he sees ‘nothing wrong, metaphysically, with recognizing that consciousness is a kind of stuff’ (McGinn, p. 60). But to describe a person as ‘conscious’ is not to say that some ‘kind of stuff’ is present in or about him.7

Another way of speaking of consciousness and the brain has been that of causation, as when it is said that ‘brains cause consciousness’.8 This does not imply that consciousness is a kind of stuff; but is it correct to say that consciousness is caused by brains? What is true is that certain brain processes are causally necessary for the presence of consciousness, so that a person or animal cannot be conscious unless those processes are in place. (Similarly, a person cannot hear unless his eardrums are in a suitable condition, etc.) What exactly these conditions are is a matter for scientific investigation. But there is no special mystery about this. It would indeed be surprising–a mystery–if consciousness were independent of conditions in the brain and other parts of the body.

But while there is a place for the investigation of the causal conditions related to consciousness, we should not assume that the general question ‘What causes (or produces) consciousness?’ makes sense. It would do so if (as I said) consciousness were some kind of discharge, or, again, if it were an abnormal condition like insomnia. In such cases it is appropriate to seek an explanation why things are not normal. But there is no such context for the question about consciousness. We can ask, in suitable cases, what caused a person or animal to be unconscious, and here the answer might be that he or it was struck on the head or given an anaesthetic; and in such cases we might also ask what caused someone to regain consciousness. But this does not help us to find meaning in claims and questions about the cause or ‘production’ of consciousness in general.

Our attempts to identify a problem of consciousness have failed. The problem eludes us as long as we use ‘consciousness’ in its normal sense. It is only when this and related words are used abnormally that a problem or mystery seems to arise. A relevant abnormal use of language, which is widespread today, is the ascription of ‘conscious’ and related predicates to the brain. Dennett, who speaks easily of ‘our conscious brains’ (p. 172) is a typical example. (Apparently he holds both that brains are conscious and that–as discussed above–they produce consciousness.) A primary aim of his book, he tells us, is to answer the question ‘How could the brain be the seat of consciousness?’ (p. 433). He also speaks of the brain as making assumptions, receiving confirmation, arriving at conclusions, etc. (p. 142).

Now these uses of language are contrary to a remark that occurs prominently, and more than once, in the Investigations.


Only of a living human being and what resembles (behaves like) a living human being can one say: it has sensations; it sees; is blind; hears; is deaf; is conscious or unconscious. (PI 281)


But if this is right, then the question ‘What makes brains conscious?’ embodies a nonsensical presupposition, since the brain does not in the least resemble or behave like a living human being. It is true that the brain has an important causal role in connection with consciousness and intellectual faculties, but as far as resemblance to a living human being is concerned, it is no better than any other bodily organ.

Norman Malcolm, in a debate with the physicalist D.M. Armstrong, expressed surprise at the way in which philosophers ‘have lost sight of the bearer of mental predicates’.9 Descartes, he pointed out, had ascribed these predicates to the mind; but the recent philosophers had ‘proposed something equally absurd, namely that the human brain [is] the bearer of mental predicates’. It was, he concluded, ‘as if [they] could not believe that the living corporeal human being is the subject of those predicates’.

But could the philosophers in question really not believe this? They could hardly object to saying of human beings that they are conscious, arrive at conclusions, etc. But then, how would they explain the ascription of these predicates both to people and to brains? Are we to suppose that when Dennett arrives at the conclusion that p, his brain does so as well? If so, might they not, conceivably, arrive at different conclusions? But then, how could Dennett know what conclusion his brain had arrived at?

It is Dennett, the living human being, and not one of his bodily organs, that arrives at conclusions, replies to objections, and so on. Such a being, when awake, perceives what is going on around him and behaves in suitable ways, including (in the case of human beings) responding to questions, etc. And these activities cannot be performed by brains any more than by other bodily organs or, for that matter, sticks and stones.10


A craving for generality

In a well-known passage (PI 66) Wittgenstein warns the reader against a temptation to suppose that something ‘must be’ the case. The warning was made in a discussion about language, but it is also appropriate in other areas of philosophy. The present-day philosophy of mind, especially, is much in need of it, for it is largely a philosophy of ‘must be’. ‘Somehow’, declares Dennett, ‘the mind must be the brain’ (p. 41). Armstrong, commenting on the example of a man who intends to paint the bathroom, puts it to us: ‘Must not the man continue in a certain definite state (a state of the brain, I would take it?)’ (p. 159, italics added). (And this being assumed, ‘it seems natural to go on and identify… the intention’ with this brain state.) Another writer, conceding that lack of scientific knowledge prevents us from identifying ‘the exact neural substrate for the sudden thought that you are late with the rent’, relies on a ‘metaphysical commitment to the primacy of the physical’ to sustain him in his view that there must be such a substrate;11 while Armstrong, in another passage, speaks of the ‘attraction’ that a ‘materialist account of the mind’ has for him: namely, that ‘it provides a unifying account of the relation of mind to matter’ (p. 163).

From these and other writings it appears that much of today’s philosophy of mind is driven by motives other than rational argument. Wittgenstein spoke in this connection of a ‘craving for generality’. This craving, he said, has as one of its main sources ‘our preoccupation with the methods of science’.


I mean the method of reducing the explanation of natural phenomena to the smallest possible number of primitive natural laws… Philosophers constantly see the method of science before their eyes, and are irresistibly tempted to ask and answer questions in the way science does.


‘This tendency’, he said, ‘leads the philosopher into complete darkness’ (BB 18).

According to Searle, however, it is Wittgenstein and not the scientifically minded philosopher who is guilty of an irrational tendency. We need only, he maintains, open our minds to ‘the contemporary scientific world view’, to see that consciousness ‘is as much part of the natural biological order as any other biological features such as photosynthesis, digestion, or mitosis… Consciousness falls into place naturally as an evolved pheno-typical trait of certain types of organisms…’ (p. 90). Some people, he adds, ‘notably Wittgenstein’, find the scientific world view repulsive; ‘but like it or not, it is the world view we have.’

There is no reason, however, to think that Wittgenstein would object to describing consciousness as a product of evolution. His point about ‘the method of science’ is not that he finds this method unattractive, but that it is inappropriate and misleading in philosophy. And his claim that it ‘leads the philosopher into complete darkness’ is confirmed when we observe the confusions and distortions of language to which philosophers who are addicted to that method are driven.

An example is provided by Searle himself when he regards it as ‘a simple and obvious truth’ that consciousness is a ‘biological process caused by lower-level neuronal processes in the brain’ (pp. xi–xii). It is clear that ‘photosynthesis, digestion’ and the rest are biological processes; but is consciousness a process at all? If not, then the question whether it is a biological process cannot arise. Now to describe someone as conscious is to say that he is able to perceive, think, feel, etc., but not that some process is taking place inside or around him. A process is a sequence of events or stages that are linked by some causal or logical continuity. Digestion and photosynthesis are examples of the first kind; performing a mathematical calculation is an example of the second. But consciousness does not belong in this company; and to treat it thus is a confusion of categories.12


The ‘linguistic turn’

Wittgenstein discusses philosophical questions by reference to the meanings of words, as shown in their use. What, for instance, does it mean to say that human beings are conscious?


Well, expressions like ‘I see’, ‘I hear’, ‘I am conscious’ really have their uses. I tell a doctor ‘Now I am hearing with this ear again’, or I tell someone who believes I am in a faint ‘I am conscious again’, and so on. (PI 416)


Given the question ‘Is there then no mind, but only a body?’, he writes: ‘Answer: the word “mind” has meaning, i.e., it has a use in our language; but saying this doesn’t yet say what kind of use we make of it’ (BB 69–70). To many readers Wittgenstein’s treatment of such questions is profoundly disappointing. Such an attitude is expressed by Armstrong, who has described recent developments in the philosophy of mind as follows. In the 1950s and 60s, he says, many philosophers, asked what they could contribute to the mind–body problem, would have replied:


‘Nothing beyond an analysis of the various mental concepts’. If we seek knowledge of things, they thought, it is to science that we must turn. Philosophy can only cast light on our concepts of those things.13


But since then, he observes, philosophers have ‘swung back from Wittgensteinian and even Rylean pessimism’ about the scope of philosophical enquiry. They now ‘accept the view that the central task of philosophy is to give an account, or at least play a part in giving an account, of the most general nature of things and of man’, as distinct from ‘a mere investigation of concepts’; thereby reverting to ‘a more traditional conception of the proper role of philosophy’ (p. 38). This reversion is applauded by Armstrong.

Armstrong’s historical sketch is accurate enough; but is his dichotomy of ‘things’ versus ‘concepts’ correct? This question was addressed by Wittgenstein in a discussion of mental images, where he began by taking the ‘linguistic turn’.14 ‘One ought to ask’, he wrote, ‘not what images are or what happens when one imagines anything, but how the word “image” is used’ (p. 370). But, he continued: ‘that does not mean that I want to talk only about words. For in so far as my question is about the word “image”, it is also about the nature of images’.

This may seem a surprising conflation. Is Wittgenstein saying that there is no difference between an image and the word ‘image’? This would be absurd. What I experience when I have a mental image is not the word ‘image’; on the other hand, the word ‘image’ has five letters, but this cannot be said of images, etc. Nevertheless the questions ‘What is a mental image?’ and ‘What do we mean by “mental image”?’ cannot be separated. For how is the first question, as distinct from the second, to be addressed? Chairs and the word ‘chair’ are obviously distinct, and what can be said of one cannot be said of the other without producing nonsense. Nevertheless the question ‘What is a chair?’ is no different from the question ‘What do we mean by “a chair”?’, and the way to answer it is by reference to how we use this word. This is not to abandon a question about ‘the nature of things’ in favour of a mere ‘investigation of concepts’; it is treating the former in the appropriate way.

In Wittgenstein’s philosophy a prominent place is taken by his account of philosophy itself. ‘Our considerations’, he wrote, cannot be ‘scientific ones. … And we may not advance any kind of theory’. The problems of philosophy are ‘not empirical ones; they are solved, rather, by insight into the workings of our language’ (PI 109). But are these remarks about philosophy correct? One might reply that even if they are correct about the philosophy of Wittgenstein and others like him, they are not correct about what many of today’s philosophers are doing. The separation of philosophy from science is now largely rejected and the mind–body problem, especially, is seen as largely scientific. Anyone who surveys the writings of philosophers working in this field today will notice that they consist to a considerable extent of scientific information, with accounts of experiments by biologists and psychologists, etc. Such writers might reject Wittgenstein’s definition of philosophy as too narrow.

It would be an illusion, however, to suppose that philosophy as conceived by Wittgenstein could be set aside in favour of science, or that its role could be other than fundamental. This is because in any discourse, scientific or other, there are presuppositions about meaning: the participants must understand what is being said, in accordance with the accepted meanings of the words they use. It is true that in most discourses this is not something to worry about. People who are competent in the language concerned need not stop to argue about the meanings of words, and here it may be appropriate to say that our interest is in things and not in language. But questions of language cannot always be set aside in this way. Take, for example, the question ‘What is science?’ This is not a question that can be addressed by scientific methods. It is true that the question may not interest a practising scientist, but it is an important question all the same–an important philosophical question, in Wittgenstein’s sense.


Making sense of physicalism

I have argued that the ‘problem of consciousness’ is largely due to the physicalist assumption that consciousness is a property (or product) of the brain; an assumption that is both unwarranted and incoherent. It is sometimes thought, however, that while the charge of incoherence may be applicable to the early mind/brain ‘identity thesis’ as put forward by Smart,15  this is not so when we turn to later versions of physicalism, such as that of Armstrong. Let us consider this suggestion in the light of Armstrong’s ‘causal analysis of mental concepts’.

In spite of his criticism of linguistic philosophy, Armstrong has been more sensitive than others to the priority of questions of meaning. If, he wrote, he could show ‘that it is an intelligible proposition… that mental states are physical states of the brain’, then a certain ‘scientific argument’ that he puts forward ‘can be taken… as a strong reason for accepting the truth of [that] proposition’ (in Lycan, p. 40). By showing that the proposition is intelligible, he would ‘make the way smooth for a first-order [scientific] doctrine’, about its truth. This order of priorities is exactly right.

To achieve the prior aim, Armstrong put forward ‘a Causal analysis of the mental concepts’. Such a concept, he said, is ‘the concept of a state that is apt to be the cause of certain effects or apt to be the effect of certain causes’ (ibid.). Concepts of this kind are also to be found in the non-mental world. Thus what we mean by ‘a poison’ is ‘that, whatever it is, which produces certain effects’; and ‘this leaves open the possibility of the scientific identification of poisons, of discovering that a certain sort of substance… is a poison’. Returning to ‘the mental concepts’, he took that of purposes as the

‘most obvious and plausible example’ for the causal analysis (p. 41). Thus, ‘if a man’s purpose is to go to the kitchen to get something to eat’, the purpose is ‘a cause within him that brings about, or tends to bring about, that particular line of conduct’ (ibid.). That he has this purpose is recognisable from his conduct; but as to the cause of the conduct–the ‘whatever it is, which produces [these] effects’–this is a suitable object of theory, just as in the case of poisons. A dualist might locate the cause in an immaterial substance, the mind; but according to the modern scientific view it is almost certainly a state of a physical entity such as the brain. The causal or ‘functional’ analysis, in one version or another, has been widely advocated by materialists in recent times.16

An objection to the early mind–brain identity thesis was that a given mental state might correspond to a variety of states or processes of the brain or other organ. This is especially clear if we allow the possibility of conscious life on other planets, or of conscious beings made artificially with computer parts, etc. But even in the case of different human beings, and perhaps even the same person at different times, various internal structures might perform the same function; rather as in the case of poisons, various causes can produce similar effects. The advantage of functionalism lies in the ‘whatever’–as when (to quote Armstrong again) ‘a man’s purpose is to go to the kitchen’, etc., is supposed to be ‘that, whatever it is… within him, that brings about, or tends to bring about, that particular line of conduct’.

Is the causal analysis of purpose and other mental concepts acceptable? According to it, as we saw, a man’s going to the kitchen to get something to eat is caused by his purpose to do so; and this purpose is something ‘within him’–probably something in his brain. But let us consider the question ‘What caused him to go to the kitchen to get something to eat?’. It would be nonsense to reply: ‘His purpose to go to the kitchen is to get something to eat.’ The relation between having A as one’s purpose and doing A is not one of cause and effect; and if the relation between some brain event and doing A were one of cause and effect, then this would be a reason against identifying the purpose with that brain event.

Asked what caused one to get something to eat, one might perhaps reply ‘I was hungry’. In this case, unlike that of purpose, the use of ‘caused’ would be normal; and it might be thought that hunger, at least, would be a suitable candidate for the causal analysis. According to this, my hunger would be ‘whatever it is within me that brings about, or tends to bring about, that line of conduct’. But now another difficulty arises. The expression ‘whatever it is’ would imply that what causes my behaviour might be one of an indefinite variety of things; and this is not so when the cause is given as ‘my hunger’. In this respect the comparison with poisons is misleading. When we say that someone became ill because he took poison, there remains the question which poison it was, for ‘poison’ does indeed include a variety of substances, known and unknown, so that the description of something as ‘poison’ depends on the production of suitable effects and not on the identification of a particular substance. But ‘hunger’ is not indeterminate in this way. When I say I ate because I was hungry, I am not leaving open a question of ‘which hunger it was’–of what, among an indefinite variety of things, might be identified as my hunger.

This kind of indeterminacy is, however, essential to the functionalist idea; for it is just here that the scientist is supposed to take over from the philosopher. The philosopher tells us that ‘my hunger’ is to be analysed as ‘whatever causes this behaviour’ and then the scientist tries to discover what, in fact, this was. Now it is true that there is work for scientists to do in this area: they may discover that certain processes within the body are typical concomitants of hunger, or that they are active in certain cases. This, however, would not help us to make sense of the idea that hunger might be identified with those concomitants–to ‘make intelligible the proposition that mental states are physical states of the brain’.


The case of the first person

A topic that is prominent in Wittgenstein’s discussions of pain is the difference between self-ascription and ascription to others. I can learn from your behaviour, or from what you tell me, that you are in pain; I can also doubt or wonder whether you are in pain; but these possibilities cannot arise in the case of myself: ‘I cannot be said to learn of my sensations; I have them’ (PI 246). And neither can I doubt or wonder whether I am in pain:


… it means nothing to doubt whether I am in pain!–That means: if anyone said ‘I do not know if what I have got is a pain or something else’, we should think something like, he does not know what the English word ‘pain’ means…

If he now said, for example: ‘Oh, I know what “pain” means; what I don’t know is whether this, that I have now, is pain’–we should merely shake our heads… That expression of doubt has no place in the language-game. (288)


But if it were, as Armstrong put it, ‘an intelligible proposition… that mental states are physical states of the brain’, then that expression of doubt could have a place in the language-game. States of the brain are objects of perception: it is possible to perceive the state of a person’s brain. Perception is, however, correlated with misperception: what is capable of being perceived is also capable of being wrongly perceived; and this is also true of states of the brain. But then, if pains were states of the brain, doubt and error would be possible here as they are with other objects of perception. Pains are not, however, objects of perception. The statement ‘I am in pain’ is not based on perception and neither, therefore, is there any possibility of misperception. Here (to quote Wittgenstein again) the ‘expression of doubt has no place in the language-game’.

A standard illustration in expositions of mind–brain identity has been that of lightning and an electric discharge. To the objection that mental terms have different meanings from those of descriptions of the brain, it is replied that the same is true in the case of lightning and the relevant electric discharge; and yet it may properly be said, on the basis of scientific investigation, that lightning is nothing other than such and such an electric discharge. The fact that people have long used the word ‘lightning’ without any notion of electric discharges is no objection to this. May it not turn out, similarly, that a condition such as pain is nothing other than brain-state XYZ? No; for there is a crucial difference between these cases. If it is true that lightning is identical with electric discharge E, then it must be true that whenever I perceive lightning, I perceive E; and conversely. But no such equivalence can be claimed in the case of pain and brain-state XYZ, for while one of these is an object of perception, the other is not.

There is also another way in which doubt could have such a place, if the proposition supported by Armstrong were intelligible. For if that were so, then there might be a conflict between the subject’s statement and a statement based on observation of the subject’s brain. It would be possible for the first to be positive (‘I am in pain’) and the second negative (‘No, you are not’), and conversely (‘I am not in pain’; ‘Yes, you are’). And then, if Armstrong’s proposition were intelligible, the subject would have reason to doubt whether he was really in pain. (We could even suppose, as Wittgenstein did in the Blue Book, that the person observing the subject’s brain is the subject himself,17 in which case the same possibilities would arise.)

Pain, I said, is not an object of perception. What we can and often do perceive is that someone (other than oneself) is in pain. We can perceive this from a person’s behaviour, and in this case there is also, of course, a place for doubt and error. In such cases it might also be possible to set the evidence of a person’s behaviour against evidence obtained from observation of his brain or other bodily processes. But these facts do not help us to make sense of the proposition supported by Armstrong. For in such cases the pain could not be identical with the relevant state of the brain (nor, for that matter, with the person’s behaviour), for if one thing is evidence for another, then it follows that they are not identical.

The claim that doubt and error are out of place in the first-person case has been challenged by means of examples such as the following. A man has been undergoing torture and expects to be given further pain. ‘Suddenly his tormentors place a few ice cubes on his back’ and he screams. ‘He certainly thinks there was a stab of pain. But was there really?’18 If the answer is, or may be, ‘no’, then the man was, or may have been, wrong in thinking that what he felt was a pain.

But is the assumption that this is what he ‘certainly thinks’ justified? The man has not told us what he thinks. All we are given is this: A man has been subjected to painful stimuli; he is then given a sharp stimulus of a kind that does not normally cause pain, and in reaction to this he lets out a scream. What, if anything, a man would think in these circumstances is impossible to say. In any case, the essential question is whether someone who is in pain could be ignorant of the fact, and the above example has no bearing on this.19

The analogy of poison does not help us to make sense of the causal analysis. Suppose that whenever I eat a certain substance I become ill. Then I might suspect that this substance is or contains a poison, for it is true, as Armstrong says, that what we mean by ‘a poison’ is ‘that, whatever it is, which produces [such] effects’. My suspicion might then be confirmed by scientific research into the relevant bodily processes in myself and others. But such suspicions and confirmations do not make sense in the case of pain, hunger or intention.

The displacement of the language of consciousness from its normal use is typical of physicalist philosophers. A case in point is Dennett’s use of ‘believe’. ‘We believe’, writes Dennett, that we ‘have mental images, pains, perceptual experiences and all the rest’ (p. 98). The expressions of these beliefs are, he says, ‘phenomena [that] any scientific theory of the mind must account for’; but ‘whether the items thus portrayed exist as real objects, events and states in the brain–or in the soul, for that matter–is an empirical matter to investigate’. Now whether an object exists in the brain is indeed a matter for empirical investigation, which may or may not confirm an antecedent belief about that matter. But when I have a pain or a mental image or an intention to go to Wales, these are not, for me, matters of belief; and no investigation of my brain can confirm or disconfirm to me whether I am in pain, etc.

The location of pain in the brain is also contrary to what we mean by ‘pain’. Asked ‘Where is the pain?’, one might reply ‘In my foot’, ‘In my stomach’, or even ‘In my head’;20 but never ‘In my brain’. But even if this expression were used (as an alternative to ‘headache’, perhaps), this would not mean that pain as such (including a pain in the foot, etc.) is to be ascribed to the brain. It is essential to the concept of pain that the question ‘Where is it?’ can have more than one answer. Pain is felt in many different parts of the body, and it is these that claim our attention when we are in pain. An item that occurs always in the brain could not be what we mean by ‘pain’.

Armstrong has replied to this objection by providing an ‘analysis’ of what it means to speak of the location of a pain. We have here, he suggests, ‘a form of perception.… When someone is said to have a pain in the hand, it feels to them (this being the “feels” of bodily perception) that a disturbance is taking place in the hand’–a perception which, he adds, ‘can be illusory’ (Consciousness and Causality, p. 182). On the other hand, there is also ‘the sensation of pain’, but this ‘can hardly be in the hand, for sensations are in minds’.21

But the claim that sensations are in minds (or brains) is no more acceptable than the idea that pains are in minds or brains. If I tell the doctor that I have an unusual sensation in my hand, then it is my hand and not my mind that I am talking about. If the doctor wanted me to be more precise, he might perhaps ask in which part of the hand I have that sensation; but he would be astonished if I said that it is really in my mind.

The claim about feeling a disturbance in the hand is also incorrect. Someone who tells us that he has a pain in his hand is by no means committed to saying that he feels a disturbance in the hand. It is not indeed clear what ‘in the hand’ would mean in this context, but perhaps it would be something like one’s hand being squeezed or pricked. Now one may indeed feel ‘that [such] a disturbance is taking place’, and it is true that this would be an instance of perception. But such feelings of disturbance, so far from being necessary conditions of pain, are present only in certain cases.

On the other hand, if someone did feel a bodily disturbance, it would not follow that he is in pain. It is true that some bodily disturbances are associated with pain, but the presence of a bodily disturbance is far from being a sufficient condition of pain.


Supervenience and the explanation of behaviour

Another recent version of physicalism has been that of ‘supervenience’. On this view, ‘the mental character of a thing is wholly determined by its physical nature’, so that ‘any two things, or events, that are exactly alike in all physical respects cannot differ in mental respects’.22 The thesis here is not that mental facts can be identified with physical ones, but that they are dependent (supervenient) on the latter. They are in this sense, not fundamental; and therefore, it is thought, not essential to a full description and understanding of the world, which (it is hoped) will ultimately be achieved in physical terms. The thesis has been illustrated by David Lewis with the example of a painting, say of a face, and the spots of colour (‘pixels’) of which the painting consists. What we see is a picture of a face, but according to David Lewis ‘the picture and its properties reduce to the arrangement of light and dark pixels’ (Guttenplan, p. 413). The picture, he writes, ‘supervenes on the pixels: there could be no difference in the picture and its properties without some difference in the arrangement of pixels’; and from this he concludes that the former ‘could go unmentioned in an inventory of what there is without rendering that inventory incomplete’.

But, we may ask, how does this conclusion follow? Suppose we agree that ‘the picture and its properties’ supervene on the arrangement of pixels in the way described: may we not also assert that an inventory that omitted the supervenient qualities would be incomplete? And is not this, indeed, what we would assert? Let us consider the case of inventories that are actually made. An auctioneer makes an inventory of pictures that are coming up for sale. He describes their subjects, aesthetic qualities, etc., with a view to attracting and guiding prospective buyers. Might such an inventory be replaced by one in which only arrangements of pixels are mentioned? Such an ‘inventory’ would not merely be incomplete; it would not be an inventory at all.

Similar difficulties arise in the case of human qualities versus physical ones. This is especially so when we turn to reductionist claims about explanation. ‘The remarkable progress of science’, writes Chalmers, ‘has given us good reason to believe’ that ‘for almost every natural phenomenon above the level of microscopic physics’ there seems to exist ‘a reductive explanation, that is, an explanation wholly in terms of simpler entities’; so that ‘an explanation of the higher-level phenomenon falls out’ (Chalmers, p. 42). But could we really explain the qualities of a work of art, or a human being, in terms of microscopic physics? What would this be like? And how could the kinds of explanation with which we are familiar become redundant or ‘fall out’?

Chalmers concedes that reductive explanation is not the only kind: a piece of behaviour can also be explained in terms of beliefs and desires, and ‘even though this behaviour might in principle be explained reductively, a high-level explanation is often more comprehensible and enlightening’. Each kind of explanation, he concludes, ‘has its place’ (p. 43): a reductive explanation is ‘not necessarily an illuminating explanation’; it is, however, ‘a mystery-removing explanation’ (p. 48).

But this concession to ‘high-level’ explanation is not enough. Let us take one of Chalmers’s examples: that of learning. ‘Any instance of learning’ should, he holds, be amenable to the reductive kind of explanation (p. 43). But what does this mean? Suppose I have just learned that the price of postage will go up from next October. How is this learning to be explained? The question is obscure, but let us try: How is my knowledge of that fact to be explained?–in other words, How did I find out? Here one could think of various explanations (I read it in the paper, etc.), but an account of the relevant micro-physics would not be among them. Such an ‘explanation’ would be neither illuminating nor ‘mystery-removing’; as an answer to the question ‘How did I find out?’ it would be unintelligible.

The same is true of explanations of behaviour. Why, we ask, is Smith going to the library? To get a particular book. Why does he want the book? Because he thinks it will help him with his essay. Such replies do what is required of an explanation: they satisfy the questioner in the appropriate way. But if, in response to those questions, he were given a printout of micro-physical data, then he would not consider that his questions had been answered at all.

The supervenience thesis is another attempt to satisfy the reductionist craving. It is an answer to ‘the problem of consciousness’, if by this is meant the problem of accommodating consciousness within a physicalist ontology and explanatory framework. But, as with other such attempts, the problem is unreal and the ‘solution’ offered depends on distortions of meaning–in this case, the meanings of ‘explanation’ and ‘inventory’.


Qualia, ‘what it is like’, and other mysteries

The physicalist assumption has not gone unchallenged in recent literature. There is, it is felt, something peculiar about consciousness that sets it apart from the physical world, and that is why the quest for scientific unity could never be satisfied. But this way of opposing the physicalist assumption seems to me no less misguided than that assumption itself.

According to Chalmers, the physical world is ‘causally closed’, and consciousness is irrelevant to the explanation of behaviour. This, for him, is what makes consciousness ‘the biggest mystery’ (op. cit., pp. 161, 177, xi). But someone who questions whether consciousness has a causal or explanatory role cannot be using these words in their ordinary sense. ‘What caused me to go indoors was that I had become conscious of an unpleasant smell.’ This would be a perfectly good causal explanation. I might also be able to say what caused me to become conscious of the smell. In other cases one might explain why one failed to act by saying that one had not been conscious of something–or perhaps not conscious at all. Again, one can be caused to be unconscious by taking a drug, etc.

What, after all, is consciousness? The word ‘conscious’ is used in two main ways, transitive and intransitive. A person is said to be conscious of some object or fact if he is aware of its existence; and he is said to be conscious tout court if he is awake and in control of his mental faculties. In recent literature, however, ‘conscious’ has been used to mean something other than just being awake and in control of one’s faculties, and something other than being conscious of particular facts. What is meant is, apparently, hard to express without resorting to unusual words or phrases. Thus ‘the word “quale”… is used to express the ineffable psychological something, as opposed to a scientific definition using wave-lengths, etc., that a word like “red” means to us’.23 There is talk of an ‘inner content of experience’, and of ‘what it is like to be us’. According to Chalmers ‘we can say that a being is conscious if there is something it is like to be that being’ (p. 4), and ‘a mental state is conscious if it has a qualitative feel’; while Dennett speaks of ‘the “phenomenal qualities” or qualia of conscious vision’ (Dennett, p. 338). Such are thought to be the aspects of experience that cannot be accommodated within a scientific world view.

Now to anyone familiar with Wittgenstein’s writings these abnormal uses of language will call to mind his admonition to ‘bring words back to their everyday use’ (PI 116) and his warning that ‘philosophical problems arise when language goes on holiday’ (PI 38). Must we accept that those words and phrases make sense? If they do not, then we cannot tell from them what it is that the scientific view is supposed to leave out.

The movement from sense to obscurity is evident in Nagel’s ‘What is it like to be a bat?’ (Mortal Questions, ch. 12). In answer to this question, it would be natural, as Nagel remarks, to refer to what we know of a bat’s life–their nocturnal habits, sonar location system, etc. But this kind of answer is set aside by Nagel. What he wants to know is ‘what it is like for a bat to be a bat’ (p. 169). It is this intractable question that fascinates and mystifies him. But the difficulty of the question is one of making sense. When the straightforward question and answer have been set aside, we cannot tell what the questioner is after–what an answer to his question would look like.

‘Facts about what it is like to be an X’, writes Nagel, ‘are very peculiar; so peculiar that some may be inclined to doubt their reality’ (p. 168); they are ‘irreducibly subjective’, in contrast to the ‘objective standpoint’ of physical science. In a passage reminiscent of Hamlet’s admonition to Horatio, he writes: ‘There are things about the world and life that cannot be adequately understood from a maximally objective standpoint.’24

Nagel’s ideas about ‘what it is like’ have been criticised by Malcolm, who gave an example in which this expression would ordinarily be at home. ‘Suppose I sat next to a long-distance lorry driver at a lunch counter and we struck up a conversation. I might say to him, “What is it like to be a lorry driver?”’ He went on to describe how the conversation might develop. Perhaps he would ask the driver ‘whether he finds his job boring, challenging, satisfying; whether he resents having to spend so many nights away from home’, etc. The driver, for his part, might speak of experiences typical of being on the road, such as being marooned in a blizzard (in Armstrong and Malcolm, pp. 46–7).25 Now it is true that these descriptions are far removed from the standpoint of physical science, but that does not mean that there is something peculiar about them or that they ‘cannot be adequately understood from an objective viewpoint’.

Nagel’s dualism of ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ makes little sense in relation to Malcolm’s example. The description given by the lorry driver was not ‘irreducibly subjective’; and neither was it a report of ‘mental phenomena’, any more than an account of physical processes in the brain. It was, however, understood perfectly well. A defender of Nagel might reply that even if we now know what it is like to be a lorry driver, we still cannot know what it is like for a lorry driver to be a lorry driver. But this demand makes no more sense than in the case of the bat.

Leaving aside that demand, let us consider whether there is any kind of ‘knowing what it is like’ that cannot be captured by descriptions such as that of the lorry driver. What is clearly true–a truism–is that description is not a substitute for experience: it is one thing to have a lorry driver’s life described and another to experience it. But this is not a point against physicalism, and neither is there anything mysterious about it. We may also, however, speak of experiences that are indescribable. This might be said, for example, about the feeling produced in one by a passage of music. Of such experiences one can properly say: ‘You can’t know what it’s like unless you’ve experienced it.’ But again, this kind of ‘knowing what it’s like’ does not pose a special difficulty for the physicalist philosopher. The latter would merely claim that those experiences, like any others, are really brain processes. And the objections to the physicalist claims concern experiences in general and not merely those that are indescribable.

A variant of the ‘what it is like’ objection to physicalism has been presented by Frank Jackson, who describes himself as a ‘qualia freak’. Having referred to ‘everything physical there is to tell about… a living brain’, he writes: ‘Nothing you could tell of a physical sort captures the smell of a rose, for instance. Therefore, Physicalism is false.’26 Now we might indeed say of a particular smell that it is indescribable. But how would it follow from this that ‘physicalism is false’? Physicalism, as understood in these discussions, is a thesis about consciousness and not about the qualities of inanimate things. The thesis is that thoughts, feelings, intentions and the rest are brain processes; but not that smells are brain processes.

In another example Jackson introduces an imaginary character called ‘Fred’ who can visually distinguish two shades of red which look identical to normal people, and he poses the question: ‘What kind of experience does Fred have when he sees red1 and red2? We would dearly like to know’ (p. 470). Referring to ‘the special quality of Fred’s experience’, he writes:


No amount of knowledge about Fred, be it physical or not, amounts to knowledge ‘from the inside’ concerning Fred. We are not Fred. There is thus a whole set of items of knowledge … which we simply cannot have because we are not him. (p. 473)


Now it is true that ‘nothing you could tell of a physical sort’ could provide what Jackson is after, but neither could any other sort of talk provide this. What Fred knows, when he looks at red things, is that some are red1 and others red2.27 There is not, in addition, something that Fred knows ‘from the inside’, which we too would like to know, but are prevented from knowing because ‘we are not him’ (and neither does it make sense to suppose that we were him).

Jackson distances himself from what he calls ‘the “what is it like to be” argument’ as attributed to Nagel. His complaint against physicalism, he says, is not that physical talk cannot tell us ‘what it is like to be Fred’, but that it cannot tell us what it is like to see red things (or see them in the way that Fred does). But this complaint makes no more sense than Nagel’s. The fault here does not lie in physicalism, but in stretching language beyond the bounds of sense.

The idea that when one describes a thing as ‘red’ one is referring both to what is publicly observable and to something that is internal to oneself was considered by Wittgenstein.


What am I to say about the word ‘red’?… Is it like this: the word ‘red’ designates something known to all of us; and in addition, for each person, something known only to him?… It is as if when I uttered the word I cast a sidelong glance at my own sensation, to tell myself, as it were: I know all right what I mean by it. (PI 273–4)


Would I really know what I mean by it? The meaning of ‘red’ as applied to ordinary objects can be fixed by ostensive definition and held in place by the inter-personal use of this word to describe ‘something known to all of us’. What would be needed in the case of ‘my own sensation of red’ is some kind of ‘inner’ act of definition. But the idea of such an act has been widely regarded as incoherent since the appearance of the ‘private language’ argument in PI 258ff. One might have expected, therefore, that those holding the views I have described above would address themselves to that argument, but here a kind of ‘Wittgenstein amnesia’ seems to have supervened.28

The view that ‘red’ is applicable to sensations as well as to objects visible to everyone is expressed as follows by Chalmers: ‘First-order judgment: “That’s red!”. Second-order judgment: “I’m having a red sensation now”’ (p. 176; cf. pp. xii, 5). But this is wrong in two ways. First, it is wrong to speak of perception as being, or requiring, a sensation. When I describe the apple before me as ‘red’, I am not, in addition, reporting a sensation. My description is of the apple and not of something that is happening to me. And second, a sensation cannot properly be described as ‘red’. Sensations are not coloured, any more than thoughts, discussions or prime numbers. In using ‘red’ in this context, the impression is given that an ordinary inter-personal word is available to describe the alleged sensation, thereby avoiding confrontation with the private language argument; but this is an illusion.29


The ontological turn

‘One of the great sources of philosophical bewilderment’, wrote Wittgenstein in the Blue Book, is that ‘a substantive makes us look for a thing that corresponds to it’ (BB 1). In his discussion of pain he warned against the temptation to treat this word according to ‘the model of “object and designation”’ (PI 293). Pain, he wrote, is not ‘a something’, but not a nothing either’: we must ‘reject the grammar which tries to force itself on us here’ (PI 304).

One might suppose that what we mean by ‘pain’ is ‘a thing that corresponds’ to this word–in this case a thing that is private to each of us, and that therefore the meaning of ‘pain’ must be private to each of us. In opposing this view, Wittgenstein drew attention to the way in which the concept of pain is ordinarily acquired. A connection is made, not between the word and a ‘something’ that it designates, but between ‘words… and the primitive, natural expressions of the sensation.… A child has hurt himself and cries; and then adults talk to him and teach him exclamations and, later, sentences. They teach the child a new pain behaviour’ (PI 244).

If the concept of pain were that of ‘a something’, then observation of this entity would be needed to confirm that someone–I or another person–is in pain. But this is not so. The statement ‘I am in pain’ is not based on observation of a private object–or of anything else. It is no more based on observation than the ‘primitive, natural expressions’ of a pre-linguistic infant. The statement ‘He is in pain’, on the other hand, is based on observation–but not of an object. It does not make sense to speak of observing a pain, though it makes sense to speak of observing that someone (other than oneself) is in pain. What we observe in this case is, of course, the other person’s behaviour.

With these and other ‘grammatical’ remarks we have said what pain is, and there is no sense in separate and supposedly more fundamental questions about ‘what is really there’. And the same is true of perception, purpose and consciousness itself. In the debates about physicalism, however, it is commonly assumed that what is at issue are questions of ontology. According to Dennett, as we saw earlier (page 115), there is a common belief that mental images, pains, etc. exist as ‘real objects’–though whether they do is ‘an empirical matter to investigate’. According to yet another writer, the belief that there are such objects belongs to ‘folk psychology’–and the latter is likely to be ‘false and… its ontology chimerical’;30 while Quine has maintained that the ontology of ‘mental events’, like that of theoretical entities in science, is dependent on theoretical convenience:


If there is a case for mental events and mental states, it must be that the positing of them, like the positing of molecules, has some indirect systematic efficiency in the development of theory… The bodily states exist anyway; why add the others?’31


A leading opponent of physicalism has been Thomas Nagel, but his commitment to the ‘ontological turn’32 is no less evident. ‘The reductionist program that dominates current work in the philosophy of mind’, he writes, is ‘misguided, because it is based on the groundless assumption that a particular conception of objective reality is exhaustive of what there is’ (The View from Nowhere, p. 16). This is well said; but what does Nagel mean by ‘what there is’? ‘I assume’, he writes in a typical passage, ‘we all believe that bats have experience’, and ‘the essence of [this] belief… is that there is something that it is like to be a bat’ (Mortal Questions, p. 168). The echo of the existential quantifier (‘There is something such that…’) is unmistakable. Evidently Nagel regards the experience of animals as a ‘something’ in whose existence one may or may not believe. With the lower animals, he goes on, ‘people gradually shed their faith that there is experience there at all.’ Intelligent Martians, on the other hand, might be similarly sceptical about the existence of experience in human beings; but ‘we know they would be wrong… because we know what it is like to be us’ (p. 170). (And knowing this, we can be sure that experience is really there.) But, to quote Wittgenstein, ‘do I observe myself, then, and perceive that I am seeing or conscious?’ (PI 417). There is no such observation and we do not confirm the existence of consciousness or experience in ourselves in this or any other way.

Nagel, as we saw earlier (page 119), holds that ‘facts about what it is like to be an X… are so peculiar that some may be inclined to doubt their reality’; and Dennett, as we have also seen (p. 115), questions whether pains, mental images, etc. ‘exist as real objects’ (even though this is what ‘people believe’). These remarks would make sense if ‘experience’ were the name of some object or process of whose existence one might be more or less confident, and where the question whether it is ‘really there’ can be treated by empirical investigation of the brain (Dennett) or reflection on what it is like to be us (Nagel).

Chalmers, following Nagel, relies similarly on introspection. ‘Our knowledge that conscious experience exists’ he writes, ‘derives primarily from our own case’ (p. 102); and he thinks he can ‘presume that every reader has conscious experiences of his own’ (p. 4). But what if some readers failed to confirm this presumption? This, apparently, was the case with Dennett, in a passage quoted by Chalmers. How would Chalmers deal with this negative finding? ‘All I can say’, he confesses, ‘is that Dennett’s introspection is very different from mine’ (p. 189). What is present to Chalmers’s introspection is, it appears, not present to Dennett’s. ‘Perhaps’, speculates Chalmers, ‘Dennett is a zombie’ (p. 190). But the reality of consciousness or ‘conscious experience’ is not to be established either by introspection or by investigation of the brain. And when a person tells us his experiences, describing ‘what it was like’, and so on, he is not talking about the presence either of introspectible objects or objects in the brain.

There is a passage in which Nagel expresses doubts about his ‘defence of mental ontology’–the claim that ‘there is something’, etc. Yet, he tells us, he ‘can’t say what might be wrong with it’. The mind is after all a biological product. When the cat hears the doorbell, this must be something going on literally in its head… (The View from Nowhere 31). This ‘must be’ (the italics are in the text) betrays what we might call a ‘craving for ontology’–a conviction that there must be something–some thing or some process–which is what the expression ‘hears the doorbell’ means.33 But this is an illusion. If we observe suitable behaviour on the part of the cat, then we can see that the cat hears the doorbell ringing. But this does not mean that we can see what goes on in the cat’s head. Asked where the cat heard the doorbell, one might perhaps reply ‘In the kitchen’, but never ‘In its head’.

A popular argument against functionalism has been that of ‘absent qualia’–of beings who are functionally like us and yet lack the special qualia of human consciousness; and here again the ontological turn is prominent. The argument has been stated as follows by Searle. We can imagine, he says, that there are ‘zombies that were organized just as we are and had exactly the same behaviour patterns, but were totally devoid of consciousness’.34 In such a being ‘the brain [might be] replaced by silicon chips that reproduce behaviour but without the consciousness that typically goes with [it]’. If this is imaginable, then ‘it follows that our consciousness cannot consist simply in our behaviour or functional organization’. A bolder claim has been made by Jackson, who tells us that there might be a world ‘with organisms exactly like us in every physical respect… but which differ from us profoundly in that they have no conscious mental life at all’ (in Lycan, p. 472).35 In these arguments consciousness is regarded as something that accompanies (‘goes with’) our behaviour, though it might not have done. It must either ‘simply consist in our behaviour’, etc., or exist as an additional entity or process.

Wittgenstein raised the question ‘Could a machine think?’ and he responded with a remark similar to that quoted earlier: ‘We only say of a human being and what is like one that it thinks’ (PI 360). If by ‘machine’ we mean a thing that is not like a human being (does not look or behave like one), then thought, consciousness and the rest will not be ascribable to it. But what if we were confronted by a being that has ‘exactly the same behaviour patterns as ourselves’? Could we deny that this being is conscious, or doubt whether it is?

Suppose we were to put it to him (or it): ‘Are you really conscious?’ Presumably, having the same behaviour patterns as ourselves, he would express the same surprise as one of us at such a question. Perhaps he would quote Wittgenstein: ‘A man can pretend to be unconscious; but conscious?’ (Z 395). On the other hand, suppose he came clean: ‘You have found me out; I am not really conscious.’ Would this make sense? ‘What would it mean for me to be wrong about [someone’s] having a mind, having consciousness?’ (Z 394).

Someone who denies that, or questions whether, beings who resemble and behave like ourselves are really conscious, should be able to have the same attitude to other human beings.


But can’t I imagine that the people around me are automata, lack consciousness, even though they behave in the same way as usual?–If I imagine it now–alone in my room–I see people with fixed looks (as in a trance) going about their business–the idea is perhaps a little uncanny. But just try to keep hold of this idea in your ordinary intercourse with others, in the street, say! (PI 420)


One could imagine that those people are automata if this meant that they behave as if in a trance. But what if their behaviour were like that of normal human beings? To suppose that such beings are automata would be incoherent. And this is especially clear if one thinks of one’s ‘ordinary intercourse’ with them–including the respect one owes them, our mutual rights and responsibilities, etc.36

The difficulties of the ontological–scientific approach arise also in the case of animals. According to Dennett, we can imagine an ‘entity that looked and acted just like a cat, right down to the blood in its veins and the DNA in its “cells”, but was not alive’. His way of responding to this alarming possibility is scientific. The ability to imagine such a ‘cat’, he says, ‘doesn’t count… because it is too puny to weigh against the account of life presented by contemporary biology’ (pp. 281–2). It would appear from this that our description of cats as ‘alive’ is, and has always been, a conjecture–albeit one that has become highly probable in the light of contemporary biology.

But when we learn the meanings of such words as ‘alive’, ‘awake’, ‘asleep’, etc., we do so with reference to cats and other animals as well as to human beings. In the relevant ways a cat ‘resembles (behaves like) a living human being’ (PI 281) and the description of it as ‘alive’, ‘awake’, etc. is not based on scientific evidence, any more than the description of human beings as alive and awake.


************


‘What a piece of work is man!’ There is much to wonder at in human nature and the human form of life. But the ‘mystery of consciousness’, as discussed in recent philosophy, is no real mystery, but only the result of certain ‘wrong turnings’ that we are liable to take when we do philosophy. ‘Language’, wrote Wittgenstein, ‘sets everyone the same traps… What I have to do is to erect signposts… to help people past the danger points’ (CV 18).

Wittgenstein’s treatment of philosophical problems is unlikely to satisfy everyone. McGinn, having quoted at length from Wittgenstein’s remarks about consciousness (PI 412ff.), expresses disappointment. Wittgenstein, he says,


offers us a totally deflationary treatment of the problem we seem to see here, consigning it to the wastebin of philosophical illusion.… Where Kant appeals to a noumenal reality to span the gulf, Wittgenstein counsels us to prevent it from opening up in the first place–by refusing to engage in suspect philosophical practices’. (pp. 83–4)


His own view, he says, ‘tends to agree with Kant’s and to be at odds with Wittgenstein’s’. That view, as we saw earlier, is that the understanding of consciousness is likely to ‘transcend our capacities’. Those, on the other hand, who have faith in the power of science to overcome the ‘mystery of consciousness’ are likely to be equally dissatified with Wittgenstein’s treatment.

Wittgenstein was not unaware that his ‘deflationary’ treatment of consciousness and other topics might be received in this way. ‘Where does our investigation get its importance from, since it seems only to destroy everything interesting, that is, all that is great and important?’ He replied: ‘What we are destroying is nothing but houses of cards…’. (PI 118)

Between those who endorse the ‘deflationary treatment’ and those who, in one way or another, are disappointed with it, there may be differences of temperament; but this should not interfere with the evaluation of arguments. I hope I have shown that arguments of the kind put forward by Wittgenstein are, at least, worthy of consideration, and that the almost total disregard with which they are treated by mainstream writers today is quite unjustified.
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36 This is further discussed in Essay 9, ‘Could machines think?’.





9 Could machines think?

‘Could a machine think–Could it be in pain?… But a machine surely cannot think!–Is that an empirical statement? No. We only say of a human being and what is like one that it thinks…’ (PI 359–60). Wittgenstein seems here to endorse a negative answer to his opening question, as well as pointing out that the question is not an empirical one. In the Blue Book he had written that ‘the sentence “A machine thinks (perceives, wishes)” seems somehow nonsensical’ (BB 47).

Now if Wittgenstein is right in his statement that ‘we only say of a human being and what is like one that it thinks’, then it should not be surprising that the idea of a machine thinking, perceiving and wishing seems nonsensical, since the machines with which we are familiar–washing machines, lawnmowers, aeroplanes–have little resemblance to human beings, and the idea of regarding such objects as capable of thought, etc., may well strike us as suitable only for nursery stories. Nowadays, to be sure, one may be more likely to think of computers as being the relevant kind of machine. But here again, we would probably feel little inclination to ascribe such qualities to the computers we encounter in normal life, however complex their design, and however impressed we may be by what they can do; for here again the resemblance with human beings–with the appearance and behaviour of a human being–is lacking.

Perhaps, then, we should be talking about humanoid robots. But the word ‘robot’ too has a negative connotation. To say of someone that he behaves like a robot is to say that his behaviour falls short of normal human conduct; lacking the qualities that distinguish such conduct from the behaviour of a mere machine. We might apply the term ‘robot’ to someone who, as a result of brain-washing, follows his leader mechanically.

Let us then leave the words ‘machine’ and ‘robot’ behind and use the more neutral ‘artifact’; and let us suppose that there are artificial beings, of human appearance, whose conduct could not properly be described as resembling that of a mere robot. Might such a being–a thing made by human hands and not born of woman in the traditional way–be suitable for the ascription of thinking and the qualities associated with it? Such ‘artificial persons’, we must suppose, would express resentment at any description of them as mere robots; they might accuse anyone who speaks in this way of artifactism. People, they might say, should be judged by their personal qualities and not according to their origins, and to describe them as machines or robots merely because of their origins would be mistaken and unjust in the same way as the ascription of negative qualities to people merely because of their racial origins.

Let us suppose, then, that we are confronted with artificial beings that resemble natural persons as closely as possible, in both appearance and behaviour. This supposition is not as straightforward as it may seem. I am not thinking here of technical difficulties that may stand in the way of such creations, for these are not the philosopher’s concern. There is no obstacle to supposing any state of affairs, however far fetched, provided that it is logically coherent. In this case, however, difficulties arise if we try to fill in details of the artifact’s behaviour. How, for instance, would he (it?) behave with regard to eating and drinking and–let us face it–defecating? If his insides were radically different from ours–microchips and not flesh and blood, let us say–then these functions are hardly likely to be similar to ours. But what, in that case, would happen about feelings such as hunger, which is such an important part of our humanity? Again, how are we to envisage the artifact’s medical situation? Does he sometimes consult a doctor? Is he subject to the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to? There are shocks and infirmities that only creatures of flesh and blood can suffer, and whose existence is an important part of the human condition. Again, what are we to suppose about the artifact’s sex life, his memories of childhood and his attitude to death?

Perhaps it would be easier to think in terms of a being who is indeed made of flesh and blood–synthetised flesh and blood–rather than the usually postulated computer materials. We might think of this in terms of ‘test tube babies’, using the term in a more radical sense than now, to mean artificial creations. In this case, the processes of metabolism would be like ours, but other differences would remain.

Leaving this alternative aside, let us take the ‘bolder’ option and assume that we are dealing with artifacts made of non-organic materials, whose outward appearance, movements and speech have a strong resemblance to those of natural persons. If such beings began to appear among us, would we, and should we, regard them as people? Should we be concerned about them, as we normally are about people? This concern is connected with what may be called the ‘inner’ life–a person’s thoughts and feelings as distinct from any behaviour that may be observed. When, for example, we feel sympathy for someone who gives every sign of being in pain, we take it that he is in pain and not merely exhibiting pain-behaviour. But could an artifact have an inner life in this sense? Before going further, let us also get rid of the impersonal ‘artifact’ and think in terms of individuals with ordinary names such as ‘Jane’. Would Jane have an inner life? Would she, for example, feel pain as normal people do? Or would her pain-behaviour, when it occurs, be unaccompanied by the feeling of pain of which such behaviour is normally an expression?

There is more to the life of a human being than what is expressed. But how, we may wonder, would this ‘more’ have been installed in the case of Jane? Let us assume that the people who design such artificial persons approach their task in terms of inputs and outputs, so that, for example, pain-behaviour would tend to occur in response to suitable stimuli (inputs). But what if we asked the designers what they did about the pain itself? Would this be an additional item to be included in the design? What could this mean? If pain could be identified with a brain process, then the problem would be eased, for we could then suppose that an organ with properties analogous to those of a human brain would be fitted into the artifact. But the difficulties of identifying pain with a brain process–of making sense of this idea–are well known.1 We may take it, then, that nothing would have been done about the feeling as distinct from the behaviour, and from this we might conclude that no such feeling would exist in the case of Jane.

This conclusion, however, would not be as straightforward as it might seem. If we think of pain-behaviour in terms of input and output, we may have in mind such examples as hitting one’s finger with a hammer and responding with suitable behaviour. But we need to remember that, in the case of normal adults, by far the more usual expression of pain, as well as other feelings, is verbal. The sharp withdrawal, the groaning and writhing, which are sometimes emphasised in commentaries on Wittgenstein’s discussion of pain–these are characteristic only of extreme cases. More often the expression of feeling takes the form of telling someone, more or less calmly, that one has or had a pain (a ‘slight pain’, perhaps) or some other feeling.2

Now these verbal expressions of pain and other feelings would also have to be given by Jane, if her behaviour were to be like ours. Thus the question whether she really feels pain would not be left at the level of mute behaviour. We would be able to ask Jane whether she feels pain, both in the extreme cases and on other occasions; and then, assuming that she behaves and speaks like ourselves, her answer would sometimes be ‘yes’ and sometimes ‘no’. What would it be in extreme cases, such as hitting one’s finger with a hammer? If this part of her behaviour were to be like ours, then we would expect her to answer ‘yes’ (or, more realistically: ‘Don’t ask stupid questions; can’t you see?’); while in other cases the answer might be ‘yes’ or ‘no’. But then, if Jane had no feelings (because none had been installed by the designers), shouldn’t her answer be ‘no’ on every occasion? But then again, how could she even make sense of the question? Once we think about talking to Jane, the supposition that she behaves just like us but feels nothing becomes unintelligible. These difficulties would not arise, however, if we accepted that Jane does have feelings.

It might be objected that the introduction of linguistic exchanges makes no real difference, since language is just another kind of behaviour, additional to the non-verbal behaviour but subject to similar sceptical doubts. Is it not possible for someone or something to sound as if they were speaking without really speaking, or without meaning what they say? There is more to speaking than merely making suitable sounds. Parrots are capable of making such sounds, and so are ‘I speak your weight’ machines; but we would not regard that as speaking in the full sense. But what prevents us from doing so? It is not the absence of some internal process, analogous to the feeling of pain. What we need in order to recognise genuine speech is that the speech-like sounds be part of a larger pattern. If a parrot or artifact are prepared to give reasons, if they can explain why they said one thing rather than another, and demand similar explanations from us; if they sometimes tell lies, sometimes own up to them and sometimes make excuses; if, finally, they exhibit non-verbal behaviour that fits in with what they say–if, in short, they play the language-game as we all do, then there will be no difference left between their ‘speaking-behaviour’ and real speaking. And this, of course, is what I am supposing in the case of Jane. People are beings whom we respect in certain ways, and who are expected to respect us in similar ways. Unlike mere ‘things’, they belong to a moral community, a network of moral relationships involving rights and duties, etc. Let us consider how this would work in the case of an a-person whom I shall call Edward. Edward, I shall suppose, has lived among us for many years and has never been thought to be anything other than an n-person (‘n’ for natural). Perhaps he is a bit vague when asked about his origins, but no one has ever thought to press the enquiry. Edward has a steady job in charge of a small department in a local firm. He is a respected colleague, though without any remarkable qualities, and so forth. Well, one day Edward decides to ‘come out’, to reveal his secret. (I assume he knows the secret of his origins. We could also imagine a scenario in which he doesn’t, as happens in romantic novels.) What then? Would we take back everything we had said about Edward’s feelings? Would we now say, and believe, that Edward doesn’t really resent it when we let him down, doesn’t really feel offended if we accuse him of behaving like a robot, is not really glad when he gets a rise in pay? Consider how this might work in the case of being let down:

EDWARD, to n-person subordinate: will you meet me here tomorrow morning? It’s very important, so don’t let me down.

N-PERSON: Yes, I promise to meet you. (Thinks: He is only an artifact, and therefore not sentient. One can’t have moral obligations to such a being, so my promise isn’t really a promise.)

EDWARD: By the way, I heard that you’ve been reading some bad philosophy, and that you may be an artifactist. But don’t let’s have any nonsense about this. If you promise to be here, then I expect you to be here, and I’ll be very angry if you don’t turn up. So if you are not prepared to give a promise and stand by it, please say so now. Then I can make other arrangements. So what do you say?

In these and many other situations we would find it impossible to treat Edward as something other than a person. His ‘coming out’ might cause a stir at first (finding out a person’s origins sometimes does), but after that life would go on as before. (Perhaps, if Edward went on and on about his origins, we would find it a bore and tell him to shut up.)

Someone who persisted in denying sentience of Edward and other a-people would be in the same position as a philosophical sceptic about ‘other minds’. Such a sceptic would be stating–or purporting to state–beliefs that are belied by his own behaviour. He would be saying the words ‘I doubt whether p’ (or, as the case may be, ‘I deny that p’), while his behaviour would imply that he has no such doubts. As Wittgenstein remarked about another kind of sceptic, ‘[He] doesn’t simply look the train up in the timetable and go to the station at the right time, but says: “I have no belief that the train will really arrive, but I will go to the station all the same”. He does everything that the normal person does…’ (OC 339).

It might be objected that, after all, I have not done justice to the crucial difference between a-people and n-people–that of internal structure–with which my discussion began. Would this not constitute important evidence, at least, for doubting or denying that a-people are sentient? (And would this not be so in the case of the discovery about Edward?) My answer is that the ascription of sentience to others is neither based on evidence nor subject to refutation by contrary evidence. In suitable situations, we cannot help treating other creatures as sentient, and this is not dependent on their origins or internal composition. In this respect the scepticism about a-people would be no more tenable than is the corresponding scepticism about n-people–i.e. the traditional problem of other minds. In both cases the facts of origin and internal composition are irrelevant. The sceptic in the case of n-people is not to be refuted by citing facts of origin and internal composition as ‘positive evidence’, and neither would our ascription of sentience to them be refuted by ‘negative evidence’. The two kinds of scepticism, about a-people and about n-people, stand or fall–in my view, fall–together.

Would Wittgenstein have endorsed what I have said about a-persons? He comes close to doing so, I believe, in this passage:


But can’t I imagine that the people around me are automata, lack consciousness, even though they behave in the same way as usual?–If I imagine it now–alone in my room–I see people with fixed looks (as in a trance) going about their business–the idea is perhaps a little uncanny. But just try to keep hold of this idea in the midst of your ordinary intercourse with others…. (PI 420)


This passage is of course about our attitude to n-people and not a-people. But the difficulty of treating as mere automata beings with whom we have ‘ordinary intercourse’ seems the same in both cases.


1. They are discussed in Essay 8.

2. For further discussion of this matter see Essay 3.





10 Thinking

‘A widely ramified concept’

‘I think, therefore I am.’ ‘I am a thinking thing.’ In these words Descartes expressed his views about the essence of a human being. I exist in so far as I think; and by thinking, I know I exist. But what is thinking? Is it a mental activity? Can only human beings do it? And how is it connected with the typical human activity of speaking?

The question ‘What is thinking?’ is tackled by Wittgenstein, characteristically, by considering how the word is ordinarily used. ‘What do we call “thinking”? What have we learnt to use this word for?’ (PI 328). The concept of thinking is taken from ‘everyday language’ (Z 113) and this is where we must look to answer the question ‘What is thinking?’. This is not to say, however, that the task will be easy. ‘We are not at all prepared for the task of describing the use of, e.g., the word “think”. (And why should we be? What is such a description useful for?)’ (Z 111). Moreover, what we find when we examine that use may not conform to what we expected. ‘We expect a smooth contour and what we get to see is ragged’ (Z 111). ‘Thinking’, it appears, is ‘a widely ramified concept’–one that ‘connects many manifestations of life within itself. The phenomena of thinking are widely scattered’ (Z 110).

In another passage he suggests that our language might have possessed different words for the various phenomena of thinking:


One for ‘thinking out loud’; one for thinking as one talks to oneself in the imagination; one for a pause during which something or other floats before the mind… One word for a thought expressed in a sentence; one for the lightning thought which I may later ‘clothe in words’; one for wordless thinking as one works. (Z 122)


Here, as in many areas, Wittgenstein’s ideas about the mind converge with his ideas about language. ‘Think’ is just another case in which we must beware of the temptation to suppose that where there is one word, there must be, correspondingly, one thing or kind of thing. Language, if Wittgenstein is right, does not work in this way and ‘think’ is an important illustration of this. On the other hand, applying this general point to the word ‘think’ is an essential preliminary to getting clear about what the word means–and, thereby, about what thinking is.

Wittgenstein’s thoughts about thinking are dispersed in a variety of contexts and he discusses the topic from a number of different points of view. In this essay I try to bring out the main questions of interest, as follows:


Does thinking make the difference between thoughtful and thoughtless speech?
When we express a thought, must the thought have been there prior to the expression?
When someone, say a carpenter, works thoughtfully on a particular task, must there be an accompaniment of words going through his mind?
What, if anything, does thinking consist in?
Is thinking an activity? If so, what, if anything, do we think with?
Does thinking take place in the mind? Does it take place in the head?
To what extent can thinking be ascribed to animals? Could it be ascribed to a machine?



Thinking and speaking

When we first think about thinking, we may take it for granted that it is a mental process, one of which we can be aware by self-observation. Hence, ‘in order to get clear about the meaning of the word “think”, let us watch ourselves while we think: what we observe will be what the word means!’ (PI 316). ‘But’, objects Wittgenstein, ‘this concept is not used like that.’ In another section, having raised the question ‘What is thinking?’, he makes fun of the introspectionist approach:


Well, don’t you ever think? Can’t you observe yourself and see what is going on? It should be quite simple. You do not have to wait for it as for an astronomical event and then perhaps make your observation in a hurry. (PI 327)


The trouble with this approach is not that such self-observation is impossible, but that it could not serve to reveal ‘what thinking is’. What I ‘observe in myself’ would presumably be a train of words or mental images, but thinking is not to be identified with such phenomena.


‘At that moment the thought was before my mind.’–And how?–‘I had this picture.’–So was the picture the thought? No; for if I had just told someone the picture, he would not have got the thought. (Z 239)


One might be inclined to regard the thought, not as consisting of words or images, but as a distinct process ‘which lends life and sense to speaking’; but this view is rejected by Wittgenstein (PI 339). Nor are we to regard it as a process that makes the difference between thoughtful and thoughtless speech.


One would like to say that [thinking] is what distinguishes speech with thought from speaking without thinking.–And so it seems to be an accompaniment of speech. A process which may accompany something else, or go on by itself. (PI 330)


On this view, it should be possible to detach the thinking from the speaking–‘rather as the Devil took the shadow of Schlemiehl from the ground’ (PI 339). It would be absurd, however, to think of a person’s shadow as something that might be picked up from the ground (the devil, having miraculous powers, was supposed to be able to do this); and similarly, according to Wittgenstein, it would be absurd to suppose that we could isolate a process of thinking whose presence makes the difference between thoughtful and thoughtless speech.

To refute this view, he invites the reader to ‘say “Yes, this pen is blunt. Oh well, it’ll do.” First, thinking it; then without thought; then just think the thought without the words’ (PI 330). These are baffling instructions. What kind of action on my part would count as obeying them? Yet such instructions should be clear and straightforward if the ‘accompaniment’ theory were correct.

The difficulty of making sense of such instructions may be contrasted with the ease with which another instruction, also concerning mental activity, might be obeyed. Asked to form a mental image of a pen (or a spade or an elephant, etc.), I can readily obey; and I could do so while saying those sentences, or some other sentences, or none at all. But a mental image, as Wittgenstein pointed out, is not a thought. (Another instruction I could obey would be to say those sentences mentally; this, however, is not something I could do at the same time as speaking them aloud.)

What gives ‘life and sense to speaking’ is not an accompanying process, but the use to which speaking is put, the work it does, in our dealings with each other. The assumption that there must be such an accompaniment is compared by Wittgenstein to the idea that there must be ‘a something that distinguishes paper money from mere printed slips of paper and gives it its meaning, its life’ (Z 143). It is the use of money that gives it life and meaning; and likewise with the use of words.

In his criticism of the ‘accompaniment’ theory Wittgenstein compared speaking with musical performance:


Say a sentence and think it; say it with understanding.–And now do not say it, and just do what you accompanied it with when you said it with understanding! (Sing this tune with expression. And now don’t sing it, but repeat its expression!…).1 (PI 332; see also BB 42)

Speech with and without thought is to be compared with the playing of a piece of music with and without thought. (PI 341)


When we describe a musical performance in this way, we are not referring to a process that accompanies the performance; it is the quality of the performance itself that is meant.

In another passage he pointed out that when a person is engaged in ordinary conversation, the descriptions ‘thinking’ and ‘unthinking’ may simply not apply.


If a normal human is holding a normal conversation under normal circumstances, and I were to be asked what distinguishes thinking from not-thinking in such a case,–I should not know what answer to give… Only under quite special circumstances does the question arise whether one spoke thinkingly or not. (Z 93, 95)


It might be thought that if a person’s speech is not thoughtless, then it must be thoughtful (and hence accompanied by a thought-process); but this is not so. When we say of a person that he spoke ‘without thinking’, this means that his speaking was degenerate: he was not paying due attention and perhaps did not really, or fully, mean what he said.2 And from this it might be inferred that a fully fledged, non-degenerate speech-act is one that is performed with thinking–that thinking is what makes the difference. But the truth is that most ordinary speech cannot properly be described either as thinking or as unthinking (either as thoughtful or as thoughtless, etc.). (Similarly, if I have put my tools away in the wrong place, I might say ‘I wasn’t thinking’; but this does not imply that I must have been thinking when I put them in the right place.)

Wittgenstein also addressed the view that a suitable thought must exist prior to the act of speaking (as distinct from accompanying it). In the Brown Book he cited a number of common expressions which seem to confirm this view: ‘Think before you speak’, ‘What I said didn’t quite express my thoughts’ and ‘He says one thing and thinks just the opposite’. He also cited the claim that ‘the French language uses its words in the order in which we think them’ (BB 148). In the Investigations he imagines a conversation in which one person puts it to another: ‘So you really wanted to say…’ (PI 334). ‘One is tempted’, he comments, ‘to use the following picture: what he really “wanted to say”, what he “meant”, was already present somewhere in his mind even before he gave it expression.’ But this picture should be resisted, he argued, for ‘various kinds of thing may persuade us to give up one expression and adopt another in its place.’ The fact that I prefer the expression suggested by you to the one I had used does not entail that a corresponding thought or ‘meaning’ was present in my mind before you made the suggestion.

Another example is that in which ‘we make an effort–say in writing a letter–to find the right expression for our thoughts.’


This phrase compares the process to one of translating or describing; the thoughts are already there (perhaps were there in advance) and we merely look for their expression. (PI 335)


This picture, comments Wittgenstein, is appropriate more or less in a variety of cases. But ‘so many different things can happen here!’


I surrender to a mood and the expression comes. Or a picture occurs to me and I try to hit on the corresponding German one. Or I make a gesture, and ask myself: What words correspond to this gesture? And so on.

Now if it were asked: ‘Do you have the thought before finding the expression?’, what would one have to reply? And what, to the question: ‘What did the thought consist in, as it existed before its expression?’. (PI 335)


If the ‘prior existence’ theory were correct, then the answer to the first question should be a straightforward ‘yes’. In that case, putting our thoughts into words would be comparable to translating an English text into German: obviously one must have the English text in order to translate it. But this is not so in the case of thought: when one tries to find the right expression for one’s thought, it does not follow that the thought exists prior to the expression.

Another ‘accompaniment’ question arises in Wittgenstein’s example of a worker making some useful object out of suitable materials.


Every now and then there is the problem ‘Should I use this bit?’–The bit is rejected, another is tried. Bits are tentatively put together, then dismantled… The worker perhaps also produces sounds such as ‘hm’ or ‘ha!’. As it were sounds of hesitation, sudden finding, decision, satisfaction, dissatisfaction. But he does not utter a single word…. (Z 100)


The question to be examined this time is whether an accompaniment of words was necessary for the worker to have had such and such thoughts in performing his work. Wittgenstein’s answer is negative. Such a worker, he supposes, might ‘later reproduce his wordless thoughts in words’: he might tell us “‘Then I thought: no, that won’t do. I must try it another way” and so on’; but this would not mean that these statements must have occurred at the time of his work. His report would be acceptable ‘even though he had neither spoken during the work, nor imagined these words’ (ibid.). (One might add that he could, with equal propriety, use the expression ‘Then I said to myself…’ in such a case; and this, again, would not mean that these sayings actually took place.)3

Another ramification of the concept is suggested by Wittgenstein in an example where language is absent altogether. He asks us to imagine some anthropoid beings ‘which we use as slaves’ (Z 108).


They cannot learn to talk, but the cleverer ones among them can be taught to do quite complicated work; and some of these creatures work ‘thinkingly’, others quite mechanically. For a thinking one we pay more than for one that is merely mechanically clever.


This case is similar to that of the worker described above, except that the latter could put ‘his wordless thoughts into words’. The slaves who work ‘thinkingly’ could not do this, but their behaviour would be such as to make it natural, and useful, to describe it in terms of ‘thinking’ as opposed to ‘mechanical’.

One might be tempted to ask whether this ‘thinking’ work would really be a case of thinking–as if there remained a question that was independent of our use of the word in this case. But according to Wittgenstein, there is no such factual question. If we are prepared to ‘speak of “thinking”… where no language is used’, this ‘shows something about the concept of thinking’ and about its character as ‘a widely ramified concept’ (Z 109–10).


What does thinking consist in?


Suddenly I smile and say ‘…’. When I smiled the thought had occurred to me.
Of what did it consist? It consisted of nothing at all; for the picture or word, etc., which may perhaps have appeared was not the thought. (RPP II 34; ellipsis in original)


Does thinking ever consist of anything? What, we might ask, did the worker’s thinking consist of? Did it consist of the actions of putting bits together and dismantling them, in the manner described? No; for we want to say that he put those bits together because he thought they would fit; he frowned because he thought they might not fit, etc.

This ‘because’ may seem to imply that, after all, thinking must be a process that accompanied the work. But that, says Wittgenstein, is not so: ‘we cannot separate his “thinking” from his activity. For the thinking is not an accompaniment of the work, any more than of thoughtful speech’ (Z 101). Thinking is not a necessary accompaniment of thoughtful speech, and neither thinking nor speaking are necessary accompaniments of thoughtful work. We may be tempted to ‘imagine thinking as the stream which must be flowing under the surface if [the worker’s actions] are not to be mere mechanical procedures’ (Z 107); but this is not so.

Another case in which thinking might be thought to consist of something is when we think in words–as when one verbalises a story, or the steps of an argument, in one’s imagination. People are sometimes asked whether they think in words–and if so, whether in English or German, etc. The question is one of personal psychology and to answer it we might indeed ‘watch ourselves while we think’. This might produce a positive or negative answer, or a combination of the two. But when thinking is done in words, it is not to be identified with these: the words are the expressions of thought and not the thought itself. But neither is the thought something that accompanies the words: ‘When I think in language, there are no “meanings” hovering in my mind, alongside the verbal expressions’ (PI 329).

Thinking in words should not be compared with speaking, say, in English. Speaking is necessarily done in some linguistic medium: if not in English, then in some other. But thinking is different: if I do not think in words, it does not follow that my thinking must be done in some other medium.

There is, finally, a use of ‘think’ (another ramification of this concept) in which the word means speaking in one’s imagination. Asked to think the sentence ‘This pen is blunt’, for example, one might obey by saying these words in one’s imagination. (I have here used, but altered, Wittgenstein’s example as quoted on page 135.) Such ‘thinking’ would not, of course, mean thinking that the pen is blunt, or thinking about the pen in some other way; it would mean nothing more than saying the words in one’s imagination.4


Is thinking an activity?

A case in which thinking is clearly not an activity is that in which ‘suddenly the thought had occurred to me’, as described above. Another kind of non-active thought is that of belief, as in ‘What I think (believe) is…’. (Thought in this sense is not, however, something that occurs to one: we say ‘a thought occurred to me’, but not ‘a belief occurred to me’.) Is thinking an activity in the case of the worker? We might say that it informed his activity, but not that it was itself an activity.

In some cases, however, thinking can be described as an activity. Asked about my activities during the day, I might give thinking (working out a problem, perhaps) as one of them; and as in the case of other activities, I might add that it was hard work, that I took a break after a while, etc. Such active thinking may be contrasted with the passive thinking that occurs in daydreaming. A person accused of wasting his time might reply: ‘I wasn’t merely day-dreaming, I was working out a problem.’ Again, as Wittgenstein pointed out, the fact that one can be told to ‘think it over’ suggests that in such cases, at least, thinking is an activity (Z 123, RPP II 193)5. In some cases, again, thinking is a mixture of active and passive. I may be actively engaged in thinking it over, but in the course of this thoughts may occur to me.

Some commentators have taken Wittgenstein to deny that thinking is ever an activity, and this may seem to be supported by what he wrote in the rest of RPP II 193.6 Here is a fuller quotation from that section:


Is thinking an activity? Well, one may tell someone: ‘Think it over!’. But if someone in obeying this order talks to himself…, does he then carry out two activities? Therefore thinking really can’t be compared to an activity at all. For one cannot say that thinking means: speaking in one’s imagination. This can also be done without thinking. (RPP II 193; Z 123 up to ‘… two activities’)


This translation, however, goes beyond what Wittgenstein actually wrote. What he wrote was not that it can’t be compared ‘at all’, but that it cannot ‘properly’ (nicht recht) be compared.

But why did he say even this? He asks whether someone who ‘thinks it over’ in the way described would be ‘carrying out two activities’. But if the answer is ‘No’, how would this show that thinking is not an activity? If someone is told to do some gardening, he might obey by digging the soil. In that case he would not be carrying out two activities (gardening and digging); but this would not be a reason for questioning whether gardening is activity. Similarly, if thinking it over is done by talking to oneself, why should the fact that these would not be two activities make us doubt whether thinking is an activity?

Wittgenstein goes on to say (as quoted) that thinking does not mean ‘speaking in one’s imagination’, since ‘this can also be done without thinking’. But it would not follow from this that thinking is not (or ‘cannot be compared to’) an activity.

Perhaps what Wittgenstein wanted to say here was not that thinking is never an activity, but (1) that it is not necessarily one; and (2) that ‘speaking in one’s imagination’ is not necessarily thinking.7


‘An enigmatic process’

Wittgenstein opened the Blue Book with the question ‘What is the meaning of a word?’. Such questions, he observed,


produce in us a mental cramp. We feel that we can’t point to anything in reply to them and yet ought to point to something. (We are up against one of the great sources of philosophical bewilderment: a substantive makes us look for a thing that corresponds to it.) (BB 1)


These remarks apply equally well to the question ‘What is thinking?’. There ought to be, we may feel, some definite thing or process that corresponds to this substantive (and the substantive ‘thought’). Yet when we consider how these words are used, we find that no such thing or process fills this role. Thinking may take the form of words, spoken aloud or internally, but words are neither necessary nor sufficient for thinking. When, however, we do speak, and the speaking is done ‘with thought’, this does not mean that thought is a process accompanying our words; and the same is true when music is played with thought. When we find ‘the right expression for our thoughts’, this does not mean that the thoughts were already there, awaiting ‘translation’. A worker may tell us that he had such and such thoughts about the work he was doing, but this need not mean that he did anything apart from trying out different positions for his material, etc. Thinking, with or without words, can sometimes be described as an activity, but in other cases it is passive and in others, again, a mixture of active and passive. Finally, passive thought may be something that occurs to one, but in the case of thinking qua believing this is not so.

In the throes of a ‘mental cramp’ such as that described by Wittgenstein, we may come to feel that ‘thinking is an enigmatic process, and we are a long way from a complete understanding of it’ (RPP I 1093). Perhaps we feel that scientific research or experiments with computers will, in due course, solve the mystery.


And now one starts experimenting. Evidently without realizing what it is that makes thinking enigmatic to us… It is as if one were to try and determine what matter and spirit are by chemical experiments.


Such mistakes, says Wittgenstein, occur ‘again and again in philosophy’,


e.g. when we are puzzled about the nature of time, when time seems to us a queer thing. We are most strongly tempted to think that here are things hidden, something we can see from the outside but which we can’t look into. And yet nothing of the sort is the case. It is not new facts about time which we want to know. All the facts that concern us lie open before us. (BB 6; cf. PI 126)


Now when we ‘look for a thing that corresponds to the substantive’ (in this case, ‘thought’ or ‘thinking’), we might be inclined to forget the ramifications of the concept and attend only to those cases in which thinking can be described as a process or activity. It is often assumed, indeed, that this is what thinking really is. Thus questions about whether animals or computers can or could think are treated as questions about a process within the animal or machine–resembling that which, supposedly, is what ‘thinking’ means when applied to human beings.


What do we think with?

How should we conceive of thinking, in those cases in which it can be described as a process or activity? One might, suggests Wittgenstein, describe it as ‘an incorporeal process’, so as to ‘distinguish the grammar of the word “think” from that of, say, the word “eat”’ (PI 339). But, he complains, this would make ‘the difference between the meanings look too slight. (It is like saying that numerals are actual, and numbers non-actual, objects.)’8

A reader with dualist preconceptions may be surprised by this objection. Surely, he might reply, the difference between corporeal and incorporeal is far from slight; and to distinguish thinking from eating in this way is to bring out just how different they are! What troubled Wittgenstein, presumably–what may make the difference appear ‘too slight’, is that the description of thinking and eating in parallel terms (‘corporeal process’, ‘incorporeal process’) may lead us into acceptance of a false body/mind dualism. Eating is done with a bodily organ, the mouth; must there not be a corresponding non-bodily organ with which we think? And what could this be, but the mind? According to Wittgenstein, however, ‘to say that thinking is an activity of the mind as writing is an activity of the hand is a travesty of the truth’ (PG 106).

To say that writing is an activity of the hand is to say that in writing we use our hands; and this use can be shown and described in specific ways. But there is no counterpart to this in the case of ‘using our minds’.

The sense of mystery that we may encounter when we speak of thinking (consciousness, etc.) is liable to reappear when we speak of the mind. We imagine the mind, says Wittgenstein, as ‘an occult sphere’ and we think: ‘the mechanism of the mind must be of a most peculiar kind to be able to do what the mind does’ (BB 5).


The mental world… is liable to be imagined as gaseous, or rather, aethereal. But let me remind you here of the queer role which the gaseous and the aethereal play in philosophy,–when we perceive that a substantive is not used as what in general we should call the name of an object, and when therefore we can’t help saying to ourselves that it is the name of an aethereal object. (BB 47)


How are we to understand the idea that thinking is done by such an object? Would thinking be ‘a specific organic process of the mind, so to speak–as it were chewing and digesting in the mind?’


In that case, can we replace it by an inorganic process that fulfils the same end, using, as it were, a prosthetic apparatus for thinking? How should we have to imagine a prosthetic organ of thought? (Z 607)


We are familiar with the idea of inorganic replacements of parts of the body, performing the same functions as the natural organs. There are artificial legs, and we can imagine prosthetic devices for chewing or digesting, to replace those organs of the body; and the same is true for writing. But it is not clear how these ideas could be applied to thinking and the mind.

In casting doubt on such ideas, is Wittgenstein doubting the existence of the mind? Is he, so to speak, ‘a materialist in disguise’? (Cf. PI 307.) Wittgenstein would reply that to deny the existence of minds is as misguided as to affirm it: ‘mind’ is not that kind of concept.


‘Is there then no mind, but only a body?’ Answer: The word ‘mind’ has meaning, i.e., it has a use in our language; but saying this doesn’t yet say what kind of use we make of it. (BB 69–70)


Here is another substantive in search of a corresponding object: the substantive ‘mind’, we may feel, would be meaningless if there were no such object. But this is not so: the word has a meaning–a use–in the language; only it is not that of standing for a kind of object.

The sense of mystery that hovers over the word ‘mind’ is due to a philosophical misunderstanding of it. But there is another substantive with which thinking is often associated and which does not lead to such difficulties: ‘the brain’. There is no problem about identifying and locating ‘a thing that corresponds’ to this substantive. In this case, moreover, we could easily imagine a prosthetic replacement. Could we not avoid the talk of incorporeal processes and entities altogether, and regard thinking as a corporeal process performed with a corporeal organ–the brain? In that case we might be inclined to say, adapting Wittgenstein’s comparison, that ‘thinking is an activity of the brain, as writing is an activity of the hand’.

Such expressions as ‘Use your brain’ and ‘Use your head’ may indeed suggest that thinking is done with the brain, as writing is done with the hand. But the objection about the sense of ‘using’ still remains. The brain, unlike the mind, is a bodily organ; but, unlike the hand, it is not an organ that we can move at will. We do not move our brains, or parts of our brains, for the purpose of thinking (or any other). ‘Use’ cannot mean the same in ‘Use your brain’ as in the case of using one’s hands.

Heads are different: one can easily move one’s head, but to do this is not to think. If a footballer is admonished to ‘use his head’, this may mean either of two different things: that he should strike the ball with his head (which would be analogous to using one’s hands for writing or other tasks); or that he should think about what he is doing, not be fooled by the tactics of his opponents, etc. And this would not be analogous either to using his hands to write or to using his head to strike the ball.


Are thoughts in our heads?

The question ‘What do we think with?’ also affects the location of thought. If thinking were done with the brain, then the brain (and thus the head) would be the location of thinking. According to Wittgenstein, however, ‘one of the most dangerous ideas for philosophers is, remarkably, that we think with our heads or in our heads’ (Z 605). We might as well say, he suggests, that the locality of thinking is ‘the paper on which we write or the mouth which speaks’; but ‘none of these statements gives the locality of thinking’ (BB 7, 16). When we ask about the locality of thinking, ‘it is as though we looked for the place of the king of which the rules of chess treat, as opposed to the places of the various bits of wood…’ (BB 7).

The fact remains, however, that it is to the head, and not to the mouth or the paper on which we write, that thought is commonly ascribed; and, as Wittgenstein observes, this ‘picture should be taken seriously’ (PI 427). Well, why do we speak of thought in this way? Wittgenstein suggested that what we mean when we do so is that ‘certain physiological [i.e. brain] processes correspond to our thoughts’ (BB 7). It seems unlikely, however, that the ascription of thought to the head depends on theories about mind– brain correspondence. Asked about the location of thought, many people, even without such views, would find it natural to reply ‘In the head’. How is this to be explained?

There are two aspects to the question: ‘inside’ and ‘head’. The idea that thoughts are ‘inside’ us is suggested by the fact that we can keep them to ourselves. It is true that thoughts are essentially expressible, but the expression is not the thought. And one might suppose that the thought itself is hidden inside us in the same kind of way as an object (say a written message) inside a drawer.

But why inside the head? Two explanations seem likely, one concerning the expression of thought, the other concerning experiences associated with thought.

We usually communicate our thoughts by speaking and in that case the thought issues, so to speak, from our heads. It is not merely that we speak with our mouths: the whole face, and especially the eyes, are involved. It is your face, and especially your eyes, that I look at as you speak your thoughts. (The reciprocity of vision–I look at your eyes as they look at mine, etc.–is especially important.) It is for such reasons that we tend to identify people with their heads and especially their faces.9 A picture showing Napoleon’s face would normally be described as a picture of him, and this would not be so with a picture of parts of his body or even the whole body without the head. Hence the idea that thoughts are ‘inside us’ is readily understood to mean that they are inside our heads.

Sometimes, again, the other person’s face is experienced as a façade–one that I must penetrate in order to know what he really (‘inwardly’) thinks or feels. ‘While I was speaking to him, I did not know what was going on behind his forehead’ (PI 427). (The published translation has ‘… in his head’, but Wittgenstein’s metaphor, hinter seiner Stirn, is more expressive of the point I am making.) If your thoughts must be somewhere, then behind your eyes may seem the most likely location.

The second explanation involves occurrences that we are inclined to associate with thinking. Contrary to Wittgenstein’s advice, we may well be tempted to ‘watch ourselves while we think’ in order to get clear about what thinking is. But what, in that case, would we be watching? It could only be the trains of mental images and inner monologue that are supposed to be what thinking consists in. Now the organs with which we see, hear and speak are situated on the head; and it may seem as if a kind of ‘internal’ seeing and hearing takes place in an internal part of these organs, or the space behind them. The connection between ‘internal’ and ordinary seeing and hearing seems especially close if, on closing one’s eyes or covering one’s ears, one continues to ‘see’ the objects or ‘hear’ the sounds ‘in the imagination’. Such quasi-visual and quasi-aural experiences are then readily attributed to the same region as that in which the corresponding senseorgans are located.


Dogs, machines, chairs: can they think?

Because we can keep our thoughts to ourselves, it is natural to describe them as ‘internal’ and thinking as an internal process. But if that were what it is, could we not suppose, at least, that the same process might be going on in all kinds of objects? What about the suggestion, say, that the chair before me may be having such and such thoughts?

Faced with this suggestion, says Wittgenstein, ‘we want to know how the chair is supposed to be like a human being; whether, for instance, the head is at the top of the back and so on’ (PI 361; see also Z 129). Such questions do not arise when human beings are said to be thinking, but they ‘seem to demand an answer’ when the concept is uprooted from its ordinary logical environment. The concept of thinking is connected with expression and behaviour. Though I can keep my thoughts to myself, it is essential–essential to their being thoughts–that I can also choose to express them. But this condition cannot be satisfied by a chair.

The ability to speak is obviously important here. But is it a necessary condition of the ascription of thought? We have already seen how thinking might be ascribed to the language-less slave workers in Wittgenstein’s example. It is also common, and hardly avoidable, to ascribe it to animals, as when we say ‘a dog believes [thinks] his master is at the door’ (PI p. 174). This may be precisely the description we need in such a case. But though the ability to speak is not a necessary condition of all thought, it is necessary for some kinds of thought. Having given the example of a dog who believes his master is at the door, Wittgenstein goes on: ‘But can he also believe his master will come the day after tomorrow?–And what can he not do here?’ We can easily say or indicate what a dog does when he thinks his master is at the door–how this thought would be expressed in his behaviour, given a suitable context. But no such answer is available in the case of ‘the day after tomorrow’. If thought were simply an inner process–‘a specific organic process of the mind’ or brain, as digesting is a process of the stomach–then the question ‘What can he not do here?’ would be answered by reference to that ‘specific organic process’. In that case we could at least suppose that the thought about the day after tomorrow is taking place in the dog, even if, as a matter of fact, this is not possible–just as we could suppose that a dog can hop on one leg even if, as a matter of fact, it cannot. But thought is not an organic process, and thoughts about the day after tomorrow cannot be ascribed to a dog, even by way of supposition.

A similar difficulty arises with suppositions about language-less human beings. An example used by William James and quoted by Wittgenstein, is that of ‘a [former] deaf-mute, Mr Ballard, who wrote that in his early youth, even before he could speak, he had had thoughts about God and the world’ (PI 342; cf. Z 109). Wittgenstein draws attention to the strange and intractable questions that would arise in such a case.


Are you sure–one would like to ask–that this is the correct translation of your wordless thoughts into words? And why does this question–which otherwise does not seem to exist at all–rear its head here? Do I want to say that the writer’s memory deceives him?–I don’t even know if I would say that. These recollections are a queer memory phenomenon–and I do not know what conclusions one can draw from them …. (PI 342)


The question whether ‘this is a correct translation,’ etc. is not one that would make sense in normal cases of reporting or expressing our thoughts. When we do this, we are not performing a ‘translation of wordless thoughts’ or of anything else; and hence there is no question of correct translation. (I may not succeed in expressing my thoughts correctly, but this failure would not be one of translation.) Such a question may ‘rear its head’ in the Ballard case, because here we are thrashing about in uncharted logical waters–trying desperately to make sense of an example for which our concepts are not designed.

Wittgenstein’s comment on the example should not be confused with a more straightforward but cruder one. His objection is not that Ballard’s report must be false, but that one cannot make it out–not even to the extent of denying it! Evidently (we may assume) there was such a ‘queer memory phenomenon’ in Ballard’s mind; but that is as far as we can go.

Another question investigated by Wittgenstein is whether thinking can be ascribed to machines. To the question ‘Could a machine think?’, he replies, typically, by reference to ‘what we say’: ‘We only say of a human being and what is like one that it thinks’ (PI 359–60). This is similar to the reply he had given to the question whether there can be ‘pain, for example, without pain-behaviour’ (PI 281):


Only of a living human being and what resembles (behaves like) a living human being can one say: it has sensations; it sees; is blind; hears; is deaf; is conscious or unconscious.


He went on (in 282) to concede that ‘in a fairy tale the pot too can see and hear’, but replied that this is ‘a secondary’ use of language, which can exist only if the ‘primary’ use–the ascription of such language to living human beings–is already in place.10


The question whether machines could think is, in any case, not an empirical one. The trouble which is expressed in this question is not really that we don’t yet know a machine which could do the job. The question is not analogous to that which someone might have asked a hundred years ago: ‘Can a machine liquify a gas?’ The trouble is rather that the sentence, ‘A machine thinks (perceives, wishes)’ seems somehow nonsensical. (BB 47; cf. PI 360)


It might be thought that Wittgenstein is here unduly pessimistic about possible advances in science and technology. Might there not be ‘a prosthetic organ of thought’–a highly sophisticated computer device, perhaps–which would make it true that a machine thinks? Not if by ‘a machine’ we mean, as we normally would, a device that does not ‘resemble (behave like) a living human being’. If, on the other hand, it became possible to create an entity that fulfilled this condition, or fulfilled it to sufficient extent, then we would no longer be dealing with a mere machine. The ascription of thought and other human qualities to such an ‘artificial person’ would be natural and might indeed be unavoidable. We would need, for example, to describe its behaviour sometimes as ‘thoughtful’ and sometimes as ‘thoughtless’, etc. And if it (or rather, he or she) expressed thoughts in language, giving reasons for them, etc., then the ascription to him or her of those thoughts would not be a matter of choice for us.11


1. Wittgenstein remarks, however, that the second request (about the tune and its expression) is not as absurd as the first. To comply with it, ‘one might actually repeat something. For example, motions of the body, slower and faster breathing, and so on’ (ibid.).–It is, however, hard to understand why, in the opening sentence of 332, Wittgenstein concedes that ‘we sometimes call it “thinking” to accompany a sentence by a mental process’.

2. An interesting collection of examples of speech ‘without thinking’ is provided by Norman Malcolm in Wittgensteinian Themes (Cornell 1995), pp. 1–2.

3. In another passage Wittgenstein describes ‘a game of “guessing thoughts”’ (PI p. 223). I am putting a jig-saw puzzle together; the other person cannot see me, but from time to time guesses my thoughts and utters them. He says, for instance, ‘Now where is this bit?’–‘Now I know how it fits!’–‘I have no idea what goes in here.’–‘The sky is always the hardest part’ and so on. These descriptions of what I thought may be perfectly accurate, even though ‘I need not be talking to myself either out loud or silently’. (PI p. 223; similar examples occur in the second paragraph of PI 330 and the first paragraph of RPP II 7).

4. ‘One cannot say that thinking is: speaking in one’s imagination. This can also be done without thinking’ (RPP II 193).

5. Does the fact that one can be told to do X show that X is an activity? One may be told to go to sleep, but sleep is not an activity. In this case, however, there is something one must do (close one’s eyes, lie down perhaps) to obey that request.

6. See J.F.M. Hunter, ‘Some thinking about thinking’, Philosophical Investigations 1987, R.K. Scheer, ‘Thinking and working’, Philosophical Investigations 1991, O. Hanfling, “‘Thinking”, a widely ramified concept’, Philosophical Investigations 1993 and S. Schroeder, ‘Is thinking a kind of speaking?’ Philosophical Investigations 1995.

7. In his Wittgenstein: Meaning and Mind I (Blackwell 1993) Peter Hacker remarks that Wittgenstein ‘sometimes’ took the stronger line and he quotes two passages from unpublished manuscripts to this effect. But he adds that ‘one could–and Wittgenstein often did–take a gentler line’ (p. 155).

8 In the preceding lines, he expressed suspicion about the very notion of ‘incorporeal processes’. Having rejected the view that thinking is ‘an incorporeal process that lends life and sense to speaking’, he goes on: But how ‘not an incorporeal process’? Am I acquainted with incorporeal processes, then, only thinking is not one of them? No…. (PI 339) But was he not acquainted with, for example, with that ‘speaking in one’s imagination’ of which he said, in RPP II 193, that it ‘can also be done without thinking’? And could this not be described as an incorporeal process? It is, indeed, just because we are acquainted with such processes that we may be misled into the false ‘accompaniment’ theories of meaning, thinking and other matters.

9. Cf. David Cockburn, ‘The Mind, the Brain and the Face’, Philosophy 1985.

10. The idea of ‘secondary’ meaning is further discussed at PI p. 216.

11. For a fuller defence of these claims, see Essay 9.





11 Secondary sense and ‘what they have in common’

Family resemblance and other relations

Fundamental to the operation of our language is the fact that a given word may be used to describe a variety of objects or qualities. The word ‘game’, for example, is applied to a great variety of games. It is natural to suppose that there must be a unity underlying the diversity; that all games must have something in common in virtue of which they are called ‘games’, and similarly with other words. Otherwise, we might think, there would be nothing to hold the different occurrences of such words together and language would be reduced to anarchy.

These assumptions were challenged by Wittgenstein in his discussion of games, in which he argued that there need not be anything that games, and only games, have in common. The concept may be held together by an informal network of ‘similarities overlapping and criss-crossing’, rather as a thread may be held together, not because ‘one fibre runs through its whole length, but [by] the overlapping of many fibres’ (PI 66–7). This looseness in the organisation of language is tolerable because of a general agreement among users of the language as to what is an acceptable usage–an agreement that shows itself in practice but is not based on any formal rules or definitions.

In this essay, however, I shall draw attention to words for which the analogies of overlapping fibres and ‘family resemblances’ would not be appropriate. These kinds of language are less prominent in Wittgenstein’s writings, but the rejection of the ‘something common’ assumption is here no less important.

In the Brown Book Wittgenstein posed the question ‘What do light blue and dark blue have in common?’ (BB 134). The family resemblance and fibre-to-fibre analogies would not work here. In the case of games there are ‘family features’ such as amusement, competition and winning and losing, which Wittgenstein mentioned in his review of games; but there are no such features in the case of blue. In the case of games, moreover, those features are available as reasons for calling something a game, but no such reasons exist in the case of blue. The reasons that are available for applying the word ‘game’ may not amount to a set of necessary and sufficient conditions, but at least, it may be thought, they go some way towards that ideal. There are, however, no such reasons in the case of ‘blue’. ‘If you were asked “Why do you call this ‘blue’ too?”, you would say “because this is blue, too”’ (BB 133–4). Given the question ‘Why do you call X a game too?’, one can refer to features that X has in common with some other games; but there is nothing like this in the case of blue. The reply ‘Because this is blue, too’ explains nothing.

To us it seems obvious that light blue and dark blue are both blue, but what should we say to the speaker of a language ‘in which there exists no common expression for light blue and dark blue’–in which the one is called ‘Cambridge’ and the other ‘Oxford’? ‘If you ask a man of this tribe what Cambridge and Oxford have in common, he’d be inclined to say “Nothing”’

(BB 134–5).1

It might be thought that even if the question ‘What do they have in common?’ is unanswerable in the case of light blue and dark blue, we can at least appeal to similarity to justify the use of ‘blue’ for both shades. We call them both ‘blue’, on this view, because they are similar to each other. But who is to say that they are, or are sufficiently, similar? ‘Is a bluish green similar to a yellowish green or not? In certain cases we should say they are similar and in others that they are most dissimilar’ (BB 133).


Secondary sense

So much for the question ‘What do they have in common?’ as applied to the examples of games and shades of blue. There is another class of cases, where that question may seem even more pressing. Let us begin with the passage in Part II of the Investigations, where Wittgenstein discusses the use of ‘fat’ and ‘lean’ to describe days of the week. ‘Given the two ideas “fat” and “lean”, would you be rather inclined to say that Wednesday was fat and Tuesday lean, or the other way round? (I am definitely inclined towards the former)’ (PI p. 216; also BB 137). A similar example occurs in the Brown Book, where he imagines someone describing the five vowels as ‘darker’ and ‘lighter’, and arranging them in that order. Here the question arises, ‘What made you use the word “darker” in this case at all?’ (BB 136). This question is not merely about what two qualities on the same spectrum–such as light blue and dark blue–have in common; it is about how the words ‘darker’ and ‘lighter’, ‘fat’ and ‘lean’, can be used outside their normal categories at all. These uses of words are obviously abnormal, but Wittgenstein explains that his inclination to prefer ‘fat’ for Wednesday and ‘lean’ for Tuesday is not unconnected with the ordinary meanings of these words.

Now have ‘fat’ and ‘lean’ a different meaning here from their usual one?–They have a different use.–So ought I really to have used different words? Certainly not.–I want to use these words (with the meanings familiar to me) here. (PI p. 216)

To say that he wants to use these words with their familiar meanings here, is not, of course, to say that he can do so. It might indeed be said that if one uses them thus, outside their normal categories, then one cannot be using them with their familiar meanings. The point, however, is that we are not to regard ‘fat’ and ‘lean’, as introduced here, as if they were merely sounds that happened to coincide with those of ‘fat’ and ‘lean’ when used with their familiar meanings. Wittgenstein’s example may be contrasted with one in which it is only the sounds that matter: in which, say, one is inclined to couple ‘plink’ with Tuesday and ‘plunk’ with Wednesday. This is not the kind of example that interests Wittgenstein. His interest is in words that have familiar meanings, and where these meanings are, somehow, influential in determining the choice of ‘lean’ for Tuesday and ‘fat’ for Wednesday. One might speculate about the causes of these inclinations, but that would be beside the point. ‘They might be associations from my childhood. But that is a hypothesis. Whatever the explanation,–the inclination is there.’

Such uses of words, says Wittgenstein, might be described as ‘secondary’ relative to their ordinary familiar uses.


Asked ‘What do you really mean here by “fat” and “lean”?’–I could only explain the meanings in the usual way. I could not point to the examples of Tuesday and Wednesday.
Here one might speak of a ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ sense of a word. It is only if the word has the primary sense for you that you can use it in the secondary one.


A ‘secondary’ sense, then, is one that is dependent on a corresponding ‘primary’ sense in two ways. The first is that of explanation. One might explain the meaning of ‘fat’, for example, by indicating fat people, fat foods, etc., but not by reference to Wednesday. The second way concerns use. One cannot use a word in a secondary sense unless one understands it in its primary sense: one cannot be inclined to call Wednesday fat unless one is familiar with the use of ‘fat’ to describe fat people, fat foods, etc. It is in virtue of this connection that the secondary uses are felt to be appropriate, so that ‘I want to use these words (with the meanings familiar to me) here.’

In Part I of the Investigations the dependence of secondary on primary is illustrated by two examples that are rather different from those just given. In the first, he raises the question whether inanimate objects can be said to feel pain. Such ascriptions, he points out, do occur in fairy tales and ‘when playing with dolls’ (PI 282). But, he comments, ‘this use of the concept of pain is a secondary one. Imagine a case in which people ascribed pain only to inanimate things; pitied only dolls!’ The sense of these ascriptions depends essentially on the primary use of the words concerned, which occurs when we speak of ‘a living human being and what resembles (behaves like) a living human being’ (PI 281). Here again, one could not explain what ‘pain’ means by reference to dolls; and one cannot be inclined to ascribe pain to dolls unless one is familiar with the primary use of this word.

He compared this case with an example of ‘children of a tribe unacquainted with trains’, who nevertheless play at trains, having learned this game from other children, but ‘without knowing that it was copied from anything’. ‘One might say’, he concludes, ‘that the game did not make the same sense to them as to us.’ In this example the connection with primary sense has been broken. These children might say they are ‘playing at trains’, but here it would make no difference if the game were given some other name. And here also the name of the game–whether ‘trains’ or some other–could be explained, among those children at least, by reference to what they do: pushing and sitting on suitable objects, making such and such sounds etc.

Now when we first read the examples of ‘fat’ and ‘lean’, etc., in Part II of the Investigations, we may be inclined to dismiss them as fanciful and idiosyncratic, belonging to the margins of language and of little importance for a philosophical understanding of it. It would be a mistake, however, to dismiss secondary sense in this way. This is apparent from an example that Wittgenstein mentions, albeit briefly, in the Brown Book, by way of explaining his remarks about fat and lean and lighter and darker. ‘We speak’, he writes, ‘of a deep sorrow, a deep sound, a deep well (BB 137). In a discussion elsewhere he gave the example of ‘a bitter food’ and ‘a bitter grief’ (RPP I, 68). Now these uses of language are not idiosyncratic. Anyone who speaks English will be familiar with them, and equivalent uses occur in other languages.

But is ‘deep’, in ‘deep sound’ and ‘deep sorrow’, secondary in the same way as ‘fat’ when applied to Wednesday? It is true that if we were asked to explain what ‘deep’ and ‘bitter’ mean, we could not do it by reference to those secondary uses of them. It is also true that when we speak of ‘a deep sorrow’ or ‘a bitter grief’, we ‘want to use these words (with the meanings familiar to us) here’. But this similarity conceals a difference. For in these cases (unlike those of ‘fat’ and ‘lean’) the secondary uses are themselves instances of ‘the meanings familiar to us’. Thus the meaning of ‘deep’ in ‘deep sound’ and ‘deep sorrow’ is hardly less familiar than that of ‘deep’ in ‘deep well’. Nevertheless, we feel that the essential, primary sense of ‘deep’ is that which occurs in ‘deep well’–that the aptness of ‘deep sound’ and ‘deep sorrow’ depends on this and not vice versa.

Let us now consider these uses of language in the light of the question ‘What do they have in common?’. What do a deep sorrow, a deep sound and a deep red2 have in common with a deep well? Should we not be able to justify these uses of language as in the case of ‘explicable’ metaphors?

Another example, mentioned briefly by Wittgenstein, is the word ‘high’, which is used for what is heard as well as for what is seen (PI 377). What, we may wonder, does the Eiffel Tower have in common with the sound of a whistle? How should we account for the fact that both may be described as ‘high’? Perhaps it will be pointed out that high and low sounds correspond to high and low numbers of frequencies of sound waves. But this would not explain our use of these words, for a person who understands ‘high’ and ‘low’ as applied to sounds need not know anything about frequencies. The criterion of understanding in this case is to be able to recognise high and low sounds when one hears them, and not to be able to answer questions about frequencies of sound waves.

What the two uses of ‘high’ and ‘low’ do have in common is that in both we are dealing with a continuum of more and less; and this feature was needed in order to describe sounds as well as buildings. But there are many other comparatives, besides ‘high’ and ‘low’, that would satisfy this need, and indeed others are used in other languages. ‘For some cultures the spatial terms are “high” and “low”, for others they are “big” and “little” or “thin” and “fat”.’3 For us, however, ‘high’ and ‘low’ seem absolutely the right words. As Wittgenstein put it, ‘I want to use these words… here.’4

Wittgenstein seems not, however, to have noticed how widespread such uses of language are. Consider, for example, the use of ‘soft’ in ‘a soft pillow’, ‘a soft voice’, ‘a soft heart’, ‘a soft colour’ and ‘a soft drink’. The problem of ‘what they have in common’ is especially acute in such cases. There must be, we feel, something they have in common–or, failing that, some other rationale–to justify these cross-category uses of words. In this case the admonitions ‘Don’t say there must be…’ (PI 66) and ‘Explanations come to an end’ (PI 1) may be even harder to accept than in the case of such words as ‘game’. Let us survey some more examples of this kind.

An example related to ‘high’ and ‘low’ is that of ‘sharp’ and ‘flat’, as applied to notes in music. How, we may ask, can the same description be applied to a musical note as to the blade of a knife? What do they have in common? A sharp knife is one that cuts well, but such remarks do not make sense in the case of notes. ‘Flat’, on the other hand, is hardly applicable to the blade of a knife at all; but where it is applicable–to landscapes, for example–similar questions arise.

The word ‘sharp’ is used in a remarkable variety of secondary senses. There are sharp words, for example, but they are not related to blunt words as sharp knives are related to blunt ones. We also speak of a sharp pain, a sharp frost and a sharp taste. Should we try to explain, say, the first of these, by suggesting that a pain is described as ‘sharp’ because of some connection with being cut by a sharp knife? But a sharp knife is probably less likely to produce a sharp pain than some other cause or object. And Gilbert Ryle’s explanation of ‘a stabbing, a grinding or a burning pain’ as being of a sort that would be produced, respectively, by ‘a stiletto, a drill or an ember’ seems to have been motivated by a craving for explanation rather than by an observation of facts.5

Again, what are we to say of ‘pins and needles’ and ‘butterflies in the stomach’? Should we suppose that ‘pins and needles’ is a feeling that results, or would result, from an application of (real) pins and needles? Or that if one had real butterflies in one’s stomach, the result would be ‘butterflies in the stomach’?

Wittgenstein did not say much about feelings of this kind, but there is a passage in which he spoke of a ‘feeling of unreality’ that he had once experienced (RPP I, 125). ‘Everything seems somehow not real.’ This description, however, was not to be understood in its primary sense. It was not ‘as if one saw things unclear or blurred; everything looks quite as usual’. How, he asks himself, ‘do I know that another has felt what I have?’ He replied: ‘Because he uses the same words as I find appropriate.’ But, he went on,


why do I choose precisely the word ‘unreality’ to express [this feeling]? Surely not because of its sound. (A word of very like sound but different meaning would not do.) I choose it because of its meaning. But surely I did not learn to use the word to mean: a feeling. No; but I learned to use it with a particular meaning and now I use it spontaneously like this.


The word ‘sweet’, to take another example, is used to describe children, but such children are not sweet to the tongue; and neither is ‘the concord of sweet sounds’ of which Shakespeare speaks.6 In the case of a child, ‘sweet’ is a term of praise, but to describe a food as ‘sweet’ is not to praise it. Again, a wine may be described as ‘sweet’ in the straightforward primary sense; but what are we to say of the opposite description, ‘dry’? How can a liquid be dry? And what does a dry wine have in common with a dry towel or, for that matter, a dry sense of humour? (Descriptions of wines are largely dependent on secondary sense, sometimes intelligible only to connoisseurs.)

Such examples can be multiplied at length, as the reader will find. There are various intriguing differences and relations among them; and some examples are shared by different languages to a greater extent than others. In each case there is an urge to say ‘There must be something common (or some other rationale), or they would not be called…’. In some cases it may indeed be possible to find such a rationale, but there is no reason to suppose that it must be so.

After introducing his examples of ‘fat’ and ‘lean’, etc., on p. 216 of the Investigations, Wittgenstein says (PI p. 216) that ‘the secondary sense is not a metaphorical sense…, for I could not express what I want to say in any other way than by means of [those words].’ The metaphor of a metaphor does, however, seem applicable here. For this word means no more than ‘transferred’ (this is explicit in the German ‘u¨bertragen’–‘carried over’); and it may be said that the words in question are being used metaphorically in just this sense. The important distinction, it seems to me, is not between secondary sense and metaphor, but between metaphors that are, and metaphors that are not, explicable in rational terms. This difference is not, as far as I know, stated by Wittgenstein, but it is important to his general position, with his insistence that ‘explanations come to an end’. Metaphors such as ‘sift the evidence’ and ‘head of the organisation’ can be accounted for by reference to analogies: and the same is often true in the case of novel metaphors, such as this description of someone driving through a congested city: ‘She feels as if she is negotiating the entrails of the city in the slow peristaltic procession.’7 It is necessary to understand the rational basis of this metaphor (or simile) in order to understand and appreciate it. But this is not so with the metaphors of the type of secondary sense, for here there is no rational basis.


Secondary sense and aesthetics

So far I have discussed secondary sense in the context of Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language and his insistence that ‘explanations come to an end’. I now turn to two areas of philosophy where secondary sense is of special interest. The first is aesthetics.

Consider the description of Bach’s music as ‘mathematical’, as when people say that they don’t like it because it is ‘too mathematical’. It seems almost incredible that the music should be describable in this way unless some rational connection could be made with ‘mathematical’ in the primary sense. Hence people who do not like Bach’s music may be misled into thinking that their dislike is of the same kind as a dislike for mathematics; or that the music may be criticised for having a quality (‘mathematical’) that is not appropriate for works of art (rather as one might criticise a work for being too much like a technical exercise). Yet Bach’s music is no more like an exercise in mathematics than any other.

For another example, let us turn to a passage from PI p. 209:


Think of the expression ‘I heard a plaintive melody’. And now the question is: ‘Does he hear the complaint?’… Some might reply: ‘Of course I hear it!’–Others: ‘I don’t actually hear it.’8


‘Plaintive’, as applied to music, is one of those ‘expressive qualities’ that have long been a subject of debate among philosophers of the arts. The reply ‘Of course I hear it!’ would explain the use of this word in a description of music. ‘Perhaps the plaintive numbers flow/For old unhappy, far-off things/ And battles long ago…’9. But can the use of ‘plaintive’ really be explained in this way? One might, as Wittgenstein points out, equally well reply that one does not, or does not ‘really’, hear a complaint.

The urge to explain this use of ‘plaintive’ may lead us to insist that a complaint must really be there and available to be heard. But this immediately leads to difficulties. When people listen to music, they normally do so with enjoyment; and this is no less true if the music is plaintive–or sad or tragic or sombre, etc. Why should anyone want to listen to a complaint? Again, a complaint has to be about something, and what the complaint is about is normally stated in the very act of making it. (‘I complain’, just by itself, does not make sense.) But a piece of music, plaintive or otherwise, is not a suitable medium for such communication. Again, who would be making the complaint? A composer who has written a plaintive melody would probably be astonished if he were asked what his complaint was, or had been when he wrote the music. These difficulties vanish, however, if we accept that ‘plaintive’ and ‘complaint’ are being used here in a secondary sense, and resist the assumption that their logic here must be the same as with the primary sense.

A related example, introduced by Kivy, is the description of music as ‘profound’. This description, as Kivy points out, may be applied to a work of literature if it deals with important human concerns, and deals with them in a suitable way.10 But what can it mean to describe, say, Beethoven’s late quartets as ‘profound’? Are they ‘about’ human concerns? Do they contain questions, statements and discussions about the human condition? Here again we should resist the assumption that there must be something that is common to profundity in music and profundity in other contexts–something that would explain and justify the description of suitable music as ‘profound’.

It might be replied that music and literature are not really so different, since music is itself a kind of language. The description of passages of music in linguistic terms is indeed quite common.


[Beethoven’s] sonata in G major, Opus 31 No. 1… opens with a startling statement, a running gesture, and then the assertion of a theme whose dogma is beyond all doubt… [The player] emphasized that dogma with the vehemence of a Savonarola castigating the pleasure-loving Florentines… Then, after violent assertions running to and fro…11


But can these uses of ‘assertion’, ‘dogma’, etc. themselves be understood in a primary sense? How are they related to the use of these terms as applied to speech? This question is addressed by Wittgenstein in the following remark about music.


If I say for example: Here it’s as if a conclusion were being drawn, here as if something were confirmed, this is like an answer to what went before–then my understanding presupposes a familiarity with inferences, with confirmations, with answers. (Z 175)


Wittgenstein does not speak here of primary and secondary, but the relation is the same. The dependence runs in one direction and not the other. To someone who does not understand what an answer is in the case of speech, the use of this word as applied to music would make no sense; but the converse is not true. And neither could we explain to someone what an answer is by reference to the musical case.

Such words as ‘assertion’, ‘question’, ‘confirmation’, ‘inference’, etc., are interconnected in logical ways that cannot occur in a piece of music. They are parts of a language-game that cannot, so to speak, be played in music. Nevertheless, the description of music in such terms seems natural and perhaps even unavoidable. Wittgenstein spoke of ‘a strange illusion [that] possesses us’


if, repeating a tune to ourselves and letting it make its full impression on us, we say ‘This tune says something’, and it is as though I had to find out what it says. And yet I know that it doesn’t say anything such that I might express in words or pictures what it says. (BB 166)


We may also be led to false ideas about understanding a piece of music, if we fail to notice the logical disparities between music and language. In the case of language, understanding is correlated with meaning. We understand a word or sentence if we know what it means; and the meaning can be explained to us, by means of other words or by ostension. But these ideas make no sense in the case of music.12

Such musical qualities as ‘plaintive’, ‘sad’, etc., are commonly referred to as ‘expressive’–a term that obviously tends towards the widely held ‘expression theory’ of art. The appeal of this and similar theories may be diminished if we consider the use of such words in describing things other than human productions. Birdsong is a notable example. A few minutes with my bird book produced the following instances. Chaffinch: gay, defiant; Swift: exulting; Nuthatch: mellow; Snow bunting: sweet, tinkling; Reed warbler: low chiding; Willow warbler: merry; Robin: wistful.

To explain these uses of words we may be tempted to resort to a ‘resemblance theory’: maintaining that the defiant call of the chaffinch is similar to the sound of a person expressing defiance, and likewise with some, at least, of the other examples. (The word ‘mellow’ would be an unlikely candidate.) But such claims are likely to be plausible only for those who insist that there ‘must be’ something common. The very use of ‘singing’, as applied to birds, should also be considered here. In one of his lectures Wittgenstein remarked how, even as a boy, he was ‘bothered in listening to birds, because it obviously isn’t singing’.13

I said earlier that some of the descriptions in question may be ‘natural and perhaps unavoidable’. The second possibility is especially strong in the case of birdsong. How, after all, is the compiler of the bird guide to deal with this aspect of bird recognition? How is he to convey to his readers what the birds sound like? To some extent, of course, he can do so straightforwardly in such terms as ‘loud’ and ‘rapid’. In some cases, too, there really is a more or less obvious resemblance between the bird’s call and something else: ‘flute-like’ would be an example. But in other cases this is not so, and the writer of the guide will have to grope for other means to supply what is needed by his readers.14

In this section I have discussed the phenomenon of secondary sense in descriptions of music, but it also occurs in other aesthetic contexts. We speak, for example, of a ‘violent clash’ of colours, but this has nothing in common with violence as ascribed to people and animals.15 And such metaphors as ‘moving’, ‘touching’ and ‘stirring’ are used to described all kinds of aesthetic objects even though nothing is being moved or touched in the primary sense.16


Secondary sense and mental processes

We have seen how the use of words in a secondary sense may lead to philosophical puzzles and misconceptions. In the case of music, we may experience a desire or need for an apt description of what we hear. But where is a suitable vocabulary for such descriptions to be found? We may need to help ourselves to words that belong primarily to other types of discourse, as when we describe a piece of music as ‘plaintive’, or as consisting of assertions, answers, etc. And then we are liable to misinterpret what we have done, treating these secondary uses as if they were true in their primary senses–as if the music were really stating a complaint, and as if music in general really consisted of linguistic episodes, with no essential difference between the language of words and the ‘language’ of music.

Similar snares may affect our understanding of the role of mental processes. In the Brown Book Wittgenstein introduced the example of trying to find a word ‘in our memory’.


What makes us use the expression ‘seeking in our memory’ when we try to remember a word?… What is the similarity between looking for a word in your memory and looking for [your] friend in the park?… One might be inclined to say ‘Surely a similarity must strike us, or we shouldn’t be moved to use the same word’. (BB 129–30)


The experience of trying to find a word, or ‘the right word’, in one’s memory is very familiar, and we would feel lost without these ways of describing it.17  One may need this language to explain, for example, why one hesitated when answering a question, or why one feels dissatisfied with what one has said.

These expressions, however, lend support to the notorious ‘storehouse’ theory of mind and memory, as espoused by such writers as Augustine and Locke. If we assume that seeking in the memory and seeking in the park must be similar or analogous, then we may be led to think that the park and the mind are two containers, physical and non-physical, in one of which we may look for people and in the other for words and other items. (It is then an easy further step to suppose that the mental seeking and finding must take place whenever we remember, recognise, understand, etc.)

A collaborator in these misconceptions is the secondary use of ‘image’ and ‘picture’, as when we speak of mental images and ‘pictures in the mind’. Thus we might suppose that what we find when we find the word we were looking for is a mental image, which displays the word to us just as a physical display might. And it is often thought that remembering in general requires a mental image that can provide the relevant information, rather as information can be provided by a physical image or picture. In these ways the assimilation of secondary uses of ‘image’ and ‘picture’ to their primary counterparts can lead, and has led, to philosophical confusions about memory and other mental faculties. These secondary uses are, however, indispensable for describing a kind of experience that is familiar to most of us: ‘mental image’ (or ‘mental picture’) is just the expression we need here.

Let us finally consider an example of mental processes that Wittgenstein introduced in the course of his remarks about the secondary uses of ‘fat’ and ‘lean’, etc.: ‘Only if you have learnt to calculate–on paper or aloud–can you be made to grasp, by means of this concept, what calculating in the head is’ (PI p. 216).18 This remark, though true, does not fit well into the context of ‘fat’ and ‘lean’. It is true, and indeed obvious, that one could not make someone grasp what calculating in the head is without showing him, on paper or verbally, what calculating consists in. But it is also obvious that ‘calculating in the head’, unlike the adjacent examples, is not an idiosyncratic use of language.

There is also, however, a difference in respect of the explanation of meaning. Wittgenstein, as quoted earlier, said that he ‘could only explain the meanings [of “fat” and “lean”] in the usual way’; he ‘could not point to the examples of Tuesday and Wednesday’. And corresponding remarks can be made, as I have claimed, about the secondary uses of ‘deep’, ‘bitter’ and the rest. But this is not so in the case of calculating. How would I explain to someone what calculating is? Perhaps I would say: ‘It’s what you do when you work out the answer to a question such as “What is 99 times 99?”’ This, however, would not be explaining what overt, as distinct from mental, calculating is. And if I went on to mention some steps of a calculation by way of illustration, then again I would not be meaning overt as distinct from mental calculation.

Again, the question ‘What do they have in common?’ would not fail of an answer in the case of overt and mental calculating, as it would in the case of fat and lean and also in the case of the non-idiosyncratic examples. The answer in the case of calculating would be that in mental as in overt calculating, we proceed through a series of steps involving mathematical concepts, so as to arrive at the correct answer to a mathematical question. The mental and overt processes may indeed occur as alternating phases of a single process of working out the answer.

The difference between ‘calculate’ and the other examples also appears if we turn to Wittgenstein’s remark ‘I want to use these words (with the meanings familiar to me) here.’ The word ‘fat’, for example, with its familiar primary meaning, somehow seemed preferable for Wednesday; and the same is true of such words as ‘deep’, ‘bitter’ and the rest, when used in a secondary sense. But this cannot be said about the use of ‘calculate’ as applied to mental working out. The word ‘calculate’, as used in that context, does not owe its appropriateness to a resonance with ‘calculate’ as applied to overt working out.
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