Wittgenstein: Myths of Mental Processes
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Primary text: Philosophical Investigations. 

‘The discussion here is as complex and elusive as any in the Investigations’. (MG p.74)


Platonic temptations
‘Socrates to Theaetetus: "And if someone thinks mustn't he think some thing?"
—Th: "Yes, he must."
—Soc.: "And if he thinks something, mustn't it be something real?"
—Th.: "Apparently." (PI 518)
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· The idea of strictly mental processes: processes (states?) of meaning, believing, thinking etc… – ontologically “real” – lying “behind” our everyday utterances and behaviour in a causal fashion. Explaining the latter.
· W: how plausible is this view? How is this view derived? How does our use of this mental process language fit with the Platonic picture?


W’s contention: ‘An ‘inner process’ stands in need of outward criteria.’ (PI 580)


Myths of mental processes
· ‘We mind about the kind of expressions we use concerning these things; we do not understand them, however, but misinterpret them. When we do philosophy we are like savages, primitive people, who hear the expressions of civilized men, put a false interpretation on them, and then draw the queerest conclusions from it.’ (PI 194)
· We are led to think of these mental processes as ‘a special experience’ (PI 155) But in doing so we turn them into ‘occult’ processes. We confuse talk about causality. ‘Where our language suggests a body and there is none: there, we should like to say, is a spirit.’ (PI 36)
· In doing this we lose that which we were trying to explain. ‘In order to find the real artichoke we divested it of its leaves.’ (PI 164)
· We also have a temptation to picture understanding (for example), in terms of brain apparatus.  But this does not fit the grammar of the concept. – we are not describing ‘the determinate state of an internal mechanism’.  No criterion of understanding that invokes ‘a knowledge of the construction of the apparatus, quite apart from what it does.’  (PI 149) 
· ‘We are tempted to think of the understanding of a sentence as a process like the translation of it into another language, but anyone who is tempted to think of meaning as a process which accompanies speech should try to perform that process without speaking. ‘Make the following experiment’ says Wittgenstein ‘say “It’s cold here” and mean “It’s warm here”. Can you do it? And what are you doing as you do it?’ (PI 510) (in Kenny p.114)


Need for grammatical investigations – to show the fly the way out of the fly bottle!
· We need to interrogate the grammar of the language-game of ascribing psychological states and processes to ourselves and others. To understand, ‘the contrasts between the different regions of our language that these concepts represent.’ (MG p.143) Our temptation to misunderstand arises from our failure to understand the differences and through misleading analogies, inappropriate questions, false comparisons, false inferences. Etc.  
· ‘In our failure to understand the use of a word we take it as the expression of a queer process. (As we think of time as a queer medium, of the mind as a queer kind of being.)’ (PI 196) ‘Language is a labyrinth of paths. You approach from one side and know your way about; you approach the same place from another side and no longer know your way about.’ (PI 203)
· For example, the surface grammar of “I had a thought” may lead us down various avenues – e.g. thinking of a thought as some kind of possessed object - an inner possessed object. But if we consider the depth grammar of the process language – knowing, believing as analogous to running or swimming, then we may reach a different view of the use of the psychological concepts. 
· We must be aware of our temptation to reduction. In our grammatical investigations we must attend to the variety of cases. For example, ‘-But what in all this is essential to reading as such? Not any one feature that occurs in all cases of reading.’ (PI 168)
· The philosopher thinks he can understand a sentence even when he does not know how it is used. Like saying “I can see a red rose in the dark”. (PI 514) Or “I can see a white rose in the dark” Conceivable but empty? (PI 515)
· Everything we need to understand is ‘observable in the surface structure of our ordinary practice’. (MG p.88)  


Myths of the “inner”?
· Augustine’s view, picturing a child with a fully formed soul who innately grasps ‘wishing’, ‘naming’ etc.  
· W wants to take to task the non-trivial view of the logical privacy of such inner states and processes. They do no work, they arise ‘when language is like an engine idling, not when it is doing work.’ (PI 132)
· W: Against Augustine’s picture of inner ostension, instead, the child takes on ‘the distinctive form of a human soul’ – intending, hoping, grieving, thinking” etc. – contextually as it is trained to notice and respond.  
· For example, W asks us to picture a person drawing a parallel line ‘with deliberation’. ‘What is the experience of deliberation? Here a particular look, a gesture, at once occur to you—and then you would like to say: "And it just is a particular inner experience". (And that is, of course, to add nothing).’ (PI 174) The picture gives us the idea of our activities – deliberating, thinking, reading etc. – as though they were ‘shrouded in a particular atmosphere, which dissipates when I look closely at them.’ (PI 173)
· Our notion of memory: ‘It is as if I carried a picture of an object with me and used it to perform an identification of an object as the one represented by the picture.’ (PI 604) Our notion of memory lends credence to that view, as though ‘preserving a picture of what has been seen before, or by allowing us to look into the past (as if down a spy-glass).’ (PI 604)


Lifting the fog….
· ‘What we deny is that the picture of the inner process gives us the correct idea of the use of the word "to remember". We say that this picture with its ramifications stands in the way of our seeing the use of the word as it is.’ (PI 305)
· ‘Wittgenstein uses techniques of grammatical investigation to show that the application we are inclined to make of the picture of the inner and the outer is completely empty.’ ‘a fundamentally mistaken idea of the relation between our psychological concepts and the characteristic forms of movement, gesture and expression of the living bodies of humans and other animals.’ (MG 174)
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Try not to think
of understanding
as a 'mental
process' at all.
For that is the
expression which
confuses you.





