On the Picture of a Private Sensation Language
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 ‘An ‘inner process’ stands in need of outward criteria.’ (PI 580) 

‘Look on the language-game as the primary thing.’ (PI 656) 


Method and aim   
· Method in the philosophy of language applied to philosophy of psychology.  
· To counter the tendency to form false pictures from the grammar of our concepts.  
· ‘the remarks on private language should not be regarded as the foundation of Wittgenstein’s philosophy of psychology, but simply as one element in a critique of introspection which, in accordance with Wittgenstein’s general philosophical approach, is principally grounded in a grammatical investigation of our ordinary language-game.’ (MG p.134)
· ‘We… come to understand the difference in meaning between pain and crying through a reflective awareness of the contrasts between the different regions of our language that these concepts represent.’  (MG p.143)


Introspection and Intuition?
· To what degree do we use introspection and intuition in the formation of our sensation concepts and language?
· W: What is pain? Temptation: ‘Surely what puzzles us isn’t a word but the nature of the phenomenon. To investigate the nature of the phenomenon is to look closer.’ (WLPP, p.3 & p.5) As though we could understand “pain”, for example, by close attention to that sensation alone.


‘In what sense are my sensations private’? (PI 246) 
· How well does the picture of a logically private sensation stand up?
· If we take a present pain as a specimen, e.g. toothache – can we think of it as a mental object that only the subject has immediate access to? Can we talk about it in that way? Temptation: ‘Well, only I can know whether I am really in pain; another person can only surmise it.’  (PI 246) ‘my images are private’.  (PI 251) Interlocutor: “”Another person can’t have my pain””. (PI 253) 


The notion of a private language
· Can we imagine such a language?  From the picture of private sensations to a question of how we would talk (think?) about private sensations in a language that would be private? ‘How do words refer to sensations?’ e.g. “pain”?  ‘how does a human being learn the meaning of the names of sensations?’ (PI 244)
· The grammar of our language lends itself to the notion of a private language where, ‘the individual words… are to refer to what can only be known to the person speaking; to his immediate private sensations. So another person cannot understand the language.’ (PI 243) 
· The picture: ‘It is as if when I uttered the word I cast a sidelong glance at the private sensation, as it were in order to say to myself: I know all right what I mean by it.’ (PI 274)
· Problem: How do I know how to apply a particular word (or sign) to a particular sensation in this private language? Suppose I were to keep a diary of the recurrent 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) So I have sensation “X” and I record “S”. I ‘speak, or write the sign down, and at the same time …concentrate my attention on the sensation – and so, as it were, point to it inwardly.’  (PI 258) 
· How does this establish a meaning for S?  ‘Well, that is done precisely by the concentrating of my attention; for in this way I impress on myself the connexion between the sign and the sensation.’ (PI 258) Private ostensive definition? 


Problems with the picture of private sensations 
· Temptation: “Another person can’t have my pains” - My pains? Which pains? – what is the criterion of identity?  (PI 253) 
· We have criteria for identity with physical object language – “this chair is not that chair” – spatial concepts etc. What delineates a private experience one from the other? What delineates my private sensation from yours? How is it different? Is it enough simply to say “my pain”?
· Looking inwards is not the way to describe this philosophically! It ‘shews a fundamental misunderstanding, if I am inclined to study the headache I have now in order to get clear about the philosophical problem of sensation’. (PI 314) ‘Introspection can never lead to a definition. It can only lead to a psychological statement about the introspector’. (RPP 1, 212) 



Problems with the notion of a Private Language
· Problem with private labelling: the S example (recording private sensations in a diary) doesn’t work. How do I remember it correctly?  ‘But in the present case I have no criterion of correctness. One would like to say: whatever is going to seem right to me is right. And that only means that here we can’t talk about ‘right’.” (PI 258) 
· Supposing, by “S” I mean something that only I understand? ‘Now, what about the language which describes my inner experiences and which only I myself can understand? How do I use words to stand for my sensations? - As we ordinarily do? Then are my words tied up with my natural expressions of sensation? In that case my language is not a ‘private’ one. Someone else might understand it as well as I.’ (PI 256) 
· Why is S the sign of a “sensation”?   ‘For “sensation” is a word of our common language, not of one intelligible to me alone. So the use of this word stands in need of a justification which everybody understands.’ (PI 261)
· Suppose I say “At the very least I have something!” But “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 like just to emit an inarticulate sound.—But such a sound is an expression only as it occurs in a particular language-game, which should now be described.’ (PI 261)
· The picture of private labelling supposes a private ostensive definition for a private sensation. Is this conceivable? ‘Why can't my right hand give my left hand money?—My right hand can put it into my left hand. My right hand can write a deed of gift and my left hand a receipt.—But the further practical consequences would not be those of a gift. When the left hand has taken the money from the right, etc., we shall ask: "Well, and what of it?" And the same could be asked if a person had given himself a private definition of a word; I mean, if he has said the word to himself and at the same time has directed his attention to a sensation.’  (PI 268)




“Beetle-in-the-box” – inconceivable notion of a private language.
· ‘If I say of myself that it is only from my own case that I know what the word "pain" means—must I not say the same of other people too? And how can I generalize the one case so irresponsibly? 
Now someone tells me that he knows what pain is only from his own case!——Suppose everyone had a box with something in it: we call it a "beetle". No one can look into anyone else's box, and everyone says he knows what a beetle is only by looking at his beetle.—Here it would be quite possible for everyone to have something different in his box. One might even imagine such a thing constantly changing.—But suppose the word "beetle" had a use in these people's language?—If so it would not be used as the name of a thing. The thing in the box has no place in the language-game at all; not even as a something: for the box might even be empty.—No, one can 'divide through' by the thing in the box; it cancels out, whatever it is.’  (PI 293)
· The point: an inner-object idea cannot connect with the word “pain” in our ordinary language.  ‘the object drops out of consideration as irrelevant’. (PI 293) 



How do we teach the word ‘pain’?  
· Public, observable behaviour. ‘A child has hurt himself and he cries; and then adults talk to him and teach him exclamations and, later, sentences. They teach the child new pain-behaviour.’ (PI 244) 
·  ‘What would it be like if human beings showed no outward sign of pain (did not groan, grimace, etc.)?” Then it would be impossible to teach a child to use of the word toothache’. (PI 257) 



The grammar of the error
· We need to investigate the grammar of the language-game of ascribing psychological states to ourselves and others. How do we understand the relation between our ordinary concept of pain and the behaviour that expresses it?  We need to look at a misapplication of the picture of the inner and the outer.  Dispelling the fog that surrounds our sensation concepts.  (MG p.144)
· ‘In numberless cases we exert ourselves to find a picture and once it is found the application as it were comes about of itself. In this case we already have a picture which forces itself on us at every turn,—but does not help us out of the difficulty, which only begins here.’ (PI 425)
· The error is grammatical. “private”, “inner”, “hidden” – capture distinctive grammar: ‘only I myself can know whether I am feeling pain’ - It signals a defence from something which appears to be an ‘empirical proposition, but which is really a grammatical one.’ (PI 251)
· Imagine the child-genius who has the ability to overcome all the obstacles and name their own sensations – a private, inner definition. 
· Problem: ‘When one says "He gave a name to his sensation" one forgets that a great deal of stage-setting in the language is presupposed if the mere act of naming is to make sense. And when we speak of someone's having given a name to pain, what is presupposed is the existence of the grammar of the word "pain"; it shews the post where the new word is stationed.’ (PI 257)
· Public / private: grammatical difference. - Two kinds of concept.  “Pain” / “crying”.  “You don’t say of toothache that it is internal. You compare moaning and toothache with “external” and “internal”. 
· ‘The asymmetry of the [psychological language-] game is brought out by saying that the inner is hidden from someone else. Evidently there is an aspect of the language-game which suggests the idea of being private or hidden. 
What I want to say is surely that the inner differs from the outer in its logic. And that logic does indeed explain expression “the inner”, makes it understandable.’ (LWPP2, p.36e and p.62e) 
·  ‘The proposition "Sensations are private" is comparable to: "One plays patience by oneself".’  (PI 248) 
· ‘Look at the blue of the sky and say to yourself "How blue the sky is!"—When you do it spontaneously—without philosophical intentions—the idea never crosses your mind that this impression of colour belongs only to you. And you have no hesitation in exclaiming that to someone else. And if you point at anything as you say the words you point at the sky. I am saying: you have not the feeling of pointing-into-yourself, which often accompanies 'naming the sensation' when one is thinking about 'private language'. Nor do you think that really you ought not to point to the colour with your hand, but with your attention. (Consider what it means "to point to something with the attention".)’ (PI 275)
· Not everything (such as a private sensation language) is conceivable: Is a feeling object conceivable? Our language-game about imaginary objects may lead us into imagining consciousness in unsuitable places, which generates illusions.  ‘“But in a fairy tale the pot too can see and hear!" (Certainly; but it can also talk.).’ ‘Is it false or nonsensical to say that a pot talks? Have we a clear picture of the circumstances in which we should say of a pot that it talked? (Even a nonsense-poem is not nonsense in the same way as the babbling of a baby.)’ (PI 252)
· ‘Look at a stone and imagine it having sensations.’ ‘How could one so much as get the idea of ascribing a sensation to a thing?’ ‘One might as well ascribe it to a number!’ ‘-And now look at a wriggling fly and at once these difficulties vanish and pain seems able to get a foothold here, where before everything was, so to speak, too smooth for it.’ ‘And so, too, a corpse seems to us quite inaccessible to pain.—Our attitude to what is alive and to what is dead, is not the same. All our reactions are different.’ (PI 284)
· Picture misunderstandings: ‘Of course, if water boils in a pot, steam comes out of the pot and also pictured steam comes out of the pictured pot. But what if one insisted on saying that there must also be something boiling in the picture of the pot?’ (PI 297)



The need for public criteria
· ‘the meaningfulness of a psychological concept depends upon its possessing public criteria of application.’  (MG p,129)
· Malcolm: “Once you admit the untenability of “private ostensive definition” you will see that there must be a behavioural manifestation of [e.g.] the feeling of confidence. There must be behaviour against which his words “I feel confident…” can be checked” (Malcolm, 1963, p.113) 
· Can’t I know that I’m using a word for my private sensation in a regular fashion? No, the very notion of a check is that it is not private:  ‘But justification consists in appealing to something independent.’  ‘"But surely I can appeal from one memory to another. For example, I don't know if I have remembered the time of departure of a train right and to check it I call to mind how a page of the time-table looked. Isn't it the same here?"—No; for this process has got to produce a memory which is actually correct. If the mental image of the time-table could not itself be tested for correctness, how could it confirm the correctness of the first memory? (As if someone were to buy several copies of the morning paper to assure himself that what it said was true.) Looking up a table in the imagination is no more looking up a table than the image of the result of an imagined experiment is the result of an experiment.’ (PI 265)
· On the sensation diary: ‘And what is our reason for calling “S” the name of a sensation here? Perhaps the kind of way this sign is employed in the language-game?’ (PI 270)  
· ‘Imagine a person whose memory could not retain what the word 'pain' meant—so that he constantly called different things by that name—but nevertheless used the word in a way fitting in with the usual symptoms and presuppositions of pain"—in short he uses it as we all do. Here I should like to say: a wheel that can be turned though nothing else moves with it, is not part of the mechanism.’ (PI 271)


Behaviourism charge
· ‘“But doesn't what you say come to this: that there is no pain, for example, without pain-behaviour?"—It comes to this: 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)
·  ‘"Are you not really a behaviourist in disguise? Aren't you at bottom really saying that everything except human behaviour is a fiction?"—If I do speak of a fiction, then it is of a grammatical fiction.’ (PI 307)
· The language game is more complex than simply pain and behaviour. – the initial generalisation obscures this.  (MG p.148) ‘Thus the possibilities for pretence, for suppression of the expression of pain, for doubting whether an expression is genuine, for acting, and s0 on, are all an essential part of the language-game.’  (MG p.148)


Objections 
· There could be pain with no pain behaviour. ‘Couldn't I imagine having frightful pains and turning to stone while they lasted?’ ‘I turn to stone and my pain goes on’.  But would this really be pain?  (PI 288)
· Could a stone have pains? What sense?  Could there be pain without a bearer? ‘And can one say of the stone that it has a soul and that is what has the pain? What has a soul, or pain, to do with a stone?’ ‘Only of what behaves like a human being can one say that it has pains. 
For one has to say it of a body, or, if you like of a soul which some body has. And how can a body have a soul?’  (PI 283) ‘the human body is the best picture of the human soul’. (PI, p.178)
· ‘“Yes, but there is something there all the same accompanying my cry of pain. And it is on account of that that I utter it. And this something is what is important—and frightful."—Only whom are we informing of this? And on what occasion?’  (PI 296)


Things that we know.
· The part in the language-game that pity plays shows that we know when someone is in pain. ‘How am I filled with pity for this man? How does it come out what the object of my pity is? (Pity, one may say, is a form of conviction that someone else is in pain.)’ (PI 287)
· Can I be in error about my pain?  ‘-But I can't be in error here; 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; and we should explain it to him.—How? Perhaps by means of gestures, or by pricking him with a pin and saying: "See, that's what pain is!"’ ‘That expression of doubt has no place in the language-game.’ (PI 288)
· ‘It is true that pain is not public in the way that a cry is, but the pain enters into the language-game insofar as this cry is woven into a pattern that has a particular significance; the significance of this pattern enters into our experience of the cry, and figures in our unreflective description of what we hear.’ We don’t hear a cry and conjecture that this is accompanied by a private object. – we hear a cry of pain, a shriek of fear – ‘these feelings are an intrinsic element in our description of what we hear.’ (MG p.166)
· ‘Just try—in a real case—to doubt someone else's fear or pain.’ (PI 303)
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