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Review of Tim Button’s “Wittgenstein on solipsism in the 1930’s: Private pains, private languages, and two uses of ‘I’”.

This paper will outline Button’s thesis that certain pillars of solipsism may be tacked by interpreting sections of ‘middle Wittgensteinian’ ideas. The paper will outline the central details of Button’s argument as he presents it. This will be followed up by a personal analysis of the piece as whole where it is concluded that Button’s thesis presents very little original content to the dialogue, and therefore, its necessity is raised into question.
Button opens his thesis in section 1 with the ‘privacy thesis’: “I, and only I, can feel my pains”. Button claims this thesis can tempt one into solipsism but contends that his argument can demonstrate how one can avoid this temptation. 
In section 1.1 Button asks ‘what do I mean when I say they are in pain?’ A typical response would be: ‘what we mean when I say, ‘they are in pain’ is that they are displaying ‘pain behaviour’; behaviour of which I attribute to having pain’. But Button highlights that this way of talking about pain is “a far cry, it seems, from what I mean when I say, ‘I hurt’”[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Tim Button, "Wittgenstein On Solipsism In The 1930S: Private Pains, Private Languages, And Two Uses Of ‘I’", Royal Institute Of Philosophy Supplement, 82 (2018), 205-229, p.3] 

Section 1.2 introduces the ‘Dual meaning thesis; “The predicate ‘x hurts’ really ‘has two meanings, one for me and one for the other person”[footnoteRef:2]. Button introduces the terms “x really hurts” and “x kinda hurts” with the former reserved for first person referral and the latter being reserved for third person referral. This leads Button to the solipsistic thesis: “Only I can really-hurt, and it makes no sense even to suppose that someone else might really-hurt”[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  Ibid, p.3]  [3:  Ibid, p.4] 

Section 1.3 introduces the idea of compositional constraint. It states that if a subject’s understanding of the sentences “Fa” and “Gb” are structured, then we must maintain that the subject will be able to understand “Fb” and “Ga”. The sentence “they kinda hurt” is revealed to have no subject/predicate structure. If “they kinda hurt” has no structure, then it is a logical extension to contend “I really hurt” as also having no structure. “I really hurt” therefore does not attribute anything to anyone. Button contends that if solipsism and the compositional constraint merge the result is “selfless-solipsism”[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  Tim Button, "Wittgenstein On Solipsism In The 1930S: Private Pains, Private Languages, And Two Uses Of ‘I’", Royal Institute Of Philosophy Supplement, 82 (2018), 205-229, p.5] 

	In section 1.4 Button mainly attempts to dismantle the privacy thesis by using the sci-fi example and a ‘common limb’ example. If two persons had a common body part, such as a hand, and if that hand were stung by a wasp, then the pain would be shared and the privacy thesis would be false. A defence against this might be ‘if you felt my pain then it isn’t mine’, but claiming this reveals nothing new about the world, only that we have different ways of talking about it. Therefore, the privacy thesis is reduced to a harmless “rule of grammar”[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  Ibid, p.7] 

Section 2.1 demonstrates that one way of referring to the ‘I’ would be to refer to one’s self as an object: ‘I have grown six inches’ or ‘I have a broken arm’. The second way of referring to the self would be as a subject: ‘I hear music’ or ‘I have a toothache’. Button claims that the subject use of ‘I’ threatens to lead us into solipsism. His aim is to show how best to avoid it.
	Section 2.2 provides a variant of the Sci-fi example which states that “both I and Chip are plugged into this machine which communicates Chip’s neural information to me. Based on my sensations I claim ‘the wind blows my hair about’. But it is Chip’s hair that is being blown about not mine”[footnoteRef:6]. The statement “I am x” is “objectival iff there is a possible scenario where a) I have grounds to believe that I am ‘x’, but b) given more information my original grounds would instead give me with grounds to believe that someone else is ‘x’. Otherwise the statement ‘I am x’ is subjectival”[footnoteRef:7].   [6:  Ibid, p.9]  [7:  Ibid, p.10] 

In this variant of the Sci-fi example the sensation of my hair blowing is objectival, as I had grounds to believe it was my sensation, but given more information it is revealed that it is Chip’s sensations. 
In Section 2.3 Button contends that objectival statements refer to physical attributions whilst subjectival statement refer to mental attributions. Therefore, we must bracket all physical things from subejctival statements as any claim about something could have us being mistaken for Chip’s neural information. We must also recognise that subjectival statements must be isolated to present tense sensations, as a memory of me being hungry could be a memory of me receiving Chip’s neural information of hunger. Therefore, subjectival statements must be restricted to “present-tensed, mental judgements”[footnoteRef:8]; phenomenology. [8:  Tim Button, "Wittgenstein On Solipsism In The 1930S: Private Pains, Private Languages, And Two Uses Of ‘I’", Royal Institute Of Philosophy Supplement, 82 (2018), 205-229, p.11] 

	Section 2.4 contends that this understanding that subjectival statements refer to phenomenology leads to solipsism again, as the distinction between subjectival and objectvial bolsters the dual-meaning thesis; an idea entailed by solipsism.
Section 3.1 reinforces the ideas contained within section 1.3 that the subjectival statement “I really hurt” has no subject. This is because subjectival statements are a description of phenomenology, and since “I am not an element of the phenomenology the word ‘I’ in a subjectival statement does not refer to me”; it does not attribute anything to anyone. Button contends it would be “less misleading”[footnoteRef:9] to state “it hurts” or simply “HURT”[footnoteRef:10].  [9:  Ibid, p.14]  [10:  Ibid, p.14] 

	Section 3.4 contends that the selfless-solipsists argument hinges entirely on whether the claim “I really hurt” conveys a judgement or an expression. In short, this is because if the solipsist is making a judgement about their phenomenology then this claim would have to be described in a necessarily private language. But if Wittgenstein’s private language argument is correct then there can be no necessarily private language and, therefore, the claim goes from a judgement to an expression. The solipsist can therefore be brought to rest via the private language argument. 
Section 4.1 claims if Wittgenstein’s private language argument is correct, then there can be no successful subjectival statements. If subjectival statements lack any public content then solipsism can be argued against.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid, p.18] 

	Section 4.2, through multiple examples, demonstrates how saying “I see red” reveals ultimately no public content other than an announcement of one’s responsiveness; equivocal to saying “Hello world!” Button concludes by stating that if subjectival statements are an attempt to describe phenomenology then they must necessarily contain almost no public content.
	Section 4.4 concludes with Button claiming he has shown that subjectival claims must lack “(almost) no public content”[footnoteRef:12]. This is relevant to refuting the dual-meaning thesis as when one claims “I really hurt” not only is one not attributing something to anyone, but they are failing to attribute anything at all. As demonstrated this is because subjectival statements such as “I hurt” reveal no public content, and therefore attribute nothing to anyone other than to announce one’s sentience. Button’s main point here is “if ‘I hurt’ expresses anything more than an utterly minimal public content, then it must be objectival”. So either the solipsist is making a judgement, and therefore an objectival statement, or their ‘judgement’ is little more than an expression of sentience. The solipsist cannot be making an objectival statement as they do not recognise pain based on bodily characteristics, they merely experience pain. So the alternative is that they are merely stating “Hello world!” In which case their solipsistic private language dissolves because to announce something publicly is to announce it with the intent of having two-way meaningful dialogue. [12:  Tim Button, "Wittgenstein On Solipsism In The 1930S: Private Pains, Private Languages, And Two Uses Of ‘I’", Royal Institute Of Philosophy Supplement, 82 (2018), 205-229, p.22] 


The problems within this document can be summarised as so: lack of precision and effectiveness. Button discusses a myriad of ideas within his document, and despite how well sectioned it is, at times the document is awkward and cluttered in its presentation of ideas. This is probably a result of Button assuming that anyone who reads his thesis has an already established understanding of the ideas at play. Despite this assumption being understandable it does not bolster the documents effectiveness at tackling these ideas; instead it cripples it.
For example, Button’s article claims to tackle “meaning-theoretic solipsism”[footnoteRef:13], as opposed to a “Cartesian metaphysical solipsism”[footnoteRef:14]. But it remains unclear what the defined differences between the two are. One interpretation could be that Cartesian solipsism is the classic solipsism, where the self, the I, is the only being in existence and therefore the centre of the (my?) universe. An interpretation of meaning-theoretic solipsism could be a solipsism where one is not the centre of entire universe, but merely the centre of ‘the (my?) perception’. However, these interpretations are crude and ill-though out, which exactly highlights the issue: we are left to interpret what Button means exactly when he distinguishes ‘meaning-theoretic solipsism’ from ‘Cartesian solipsism’.  [13:  Ibid, p.15]  [14:  Ibid, p.15] 

Button offers little dialogue to what specifically defines the two types of solipsism. Button claims that this paper is focusing on meaning-theoretic solipsism, but one is left to wonder what he means by this when there is no explanation as to what this characterisation of solipsism exactly is. If one does not have a complete grasp on the concepts this document is attempting to tackle how can one be reasonably expected to fairly deliberate as to whether Button’s thesis resolves the conflict of ideas effectively? 
This lack of clarity as to what ‘meaning-theoretic solipsism’ exactly is leaves one unable to comment on the effectiveness of the piece in tackling with that specific form of solipsism. The Cartesian form of solipsism remains unresolved, and therefore, one can argue that the larger threat of classic solipsism remains. This lack of effective detailing can result in the reader having more questions raised than answered, and more importantly, distracts the reader from the dense central arguments.
Button’s central arguments are even more problematic when one factors that the conclusive material found in Sections 4 and Section 5 take up about five pages of the document, whilst the introductory ideas were detailed for up to seventeen pages. Sections 4 and 5 explain the most complex ideas within the document and yet take up not even one quarter of the thesis. Despite claiming to offer a new interpretation Button’s main thesis only takes up about five pages; half of that if you remove the sections referencing Wittgenstein’s Private Language argument. To have such a complex argument mainly explained throughout the last quarter of the document results in a compression of said argument; and this compression translates to the reader’s interpretation of the argument. We do not have a complete picture of what Button wants to discuss, and therefore, our final conception of his argument will also suffer from this compression.
Button’s conclusion also largely utilises Wittgenstein’s argument of Private Languages found mainly in his posthumous work Philosophical Investigations. Button claims he is using material found in the ‘middle Wittgenstein’ period to deduce his solution. However, it remains unclear what Button’s ‘unique and new’ interpretation exactly is, or what material is being interpreted that is central to the argument. As stated, most of Button’s final argument merely presents the Private Language thesis; so what exactly has been re-interpreted? Furthermore, it is troublesome interpreting the middle section of Wittgenstein as there is no concrete texts explicitly outlining what Wittgenstein’s exact thoughts and opinions were in that period, as is detailed in Stern’s “‘The middle Wittgenstein:’ from logical atomism to practical holism”[footnoteRef:15].  [15:  David Stern, "The ‘Middle Wittgenstein’: From Logical Atomism To Practical Holism", Synthese, 87.2 (1991), 203-226 <https://doi.org/10.1007/bf00485400>.] 

Button claims that the middle Wittgenstein contains an early model of the private language argument, yet most of the conclusive material for the argument, found in Section 4, can be located within Philosophical Investigations; the later, not middle, Wittgenstein. The question is then raised: why interpret an early model of the private language argument instead of simply using the private language argument as it is found within Philosophical Investigations? The necessity of Button’s ‘interpretation’ is unclear.
Button’s document is confusing and his conclusion is lacklustre. He claims to re-interpret information about the middle Wittgenstein which has been “widely misunderstood”[footnoteRef:16], yet it is never clear what he is re-interpreting. As discussed, his conclusive section not only takes up a quarter of the document but also mainly relies on already established later-Wittgensteinian ideas. In his abstract Button claims to unpack these ‘widely misunderstood ideas’ and leads us to believe that he is offering something new to the dialogue. However, upon completion of the document one struggles to understand what his re-interpretation is. The document should have instead been titled ‘How later Wittgensteinian ideas on private language can be shown to tackle certain pillars of the solipsistic theses’ as this suggests that the piece is merely discussing ideas already contained within the dialogue as opposed to offering a new interpretation. [16:  Tim Button, "Wittgenstein On Solipsism In The 1930S: Private Pains, Private Languages, And Two Uses Of ‘I’", Royal Institute Of Philosophy Supplement, 82 (2018), 205-229, p.1] 

Button admittedly offers an intellectually engaging piece. His attempts to tackle one of the most philosophically challenging theses, solipsism, is commendable. However, three main problems remained prevalent throughout his discussion. Firstly, lack of precision and clarity within the document. This idea carries over into the second point, it is unclear what the distinction is between the two types of solipsism are according to Button. Finally, this culminates with Button’s surprising lack of original arguments which leaves the reader with a sense of disappointment in the face of a supposed re-interpretation. When factoring in how complex these ideas are and that we were lead to believe something new was being offered it is disappointing to have the result of the argument ultimately fall down to whether Wittgenstein’s Private Language thesis is tenable or not. Admittedly the train of thought is original, but the question remains: what would one gain from this article that one would not gain by simply reading the later Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations?
Therefore, Button’s thesis presents very little original content to the dialogue and its necessity is raised into question.
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