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The Self


 In the Blue Book W suggests that, what he speaks of as, "the peculiar grammar of the word' I'" gives rise to philosophical confusion. (c.f. p 69 *) We come to think of the real person - the entity, that is, that thinks, feels pain, gets angry and so on - as being something distinct from this extended thing which others can see. To see how W thinks we fall into this confusion, if it is a confusion, we must consider the distinction which he draws between the use of the word 'I' "as object" and its use "as subject". 

(p 66-7 *) Consider an example from the first group - "I have a bump on my forehead". W makes two claims about the use of 'I' here: (i) It involves the recognition of a particular person, (ii) The possibility of error has been provided for. To see the sense in which it involves the recognition of a particular person we can note that in principle two steps are involved in making the judgement. I have to notice a bump on a forehead, and I have to notice whose forehead it is - namely mine. We can imagine certain, admittedly rather odd, contexts in which the two steps become clearly separated. (A room with lots of people and mirrors. I notice, in a mirror, that someone has a bump on their forehead, and then suddenly realise that it is me.) The sense in which the possibility of error has been provided for follows immediately from the sense in which the judgement involves the recognition of a particular person. In fact there is room for two kinds of error here. It is the second in which W in interested. (i) I can go wrong in think​ing that there is any bump on any forehead. (ii) But I can also go wrong in thinking that the forehead is mine. I can go wrong, that is, in thinking that it is me that has a bump on his forehead. This is part of what W calls the 'grammar' of the word 'I' in this kind of statement. Whether or not anybody ever makes this kind of mistake the logic of the statement leaves open the possibility of it.

   Now consider the other group of cases: that in which W speaks of "the use of 'I’

as subject" e.g. 'I have toothache'. Of these cases W says - p 67 **.  In some of these examples an error of the first kind is possible: for example, I think I am seeing a horse but it is in fact a cow. Once I have identified what is seen, however, there is no room for a further question concerning who it is that is doing the seeing.  There is no question of glancing at my body or feeling my eyes to make sure that it is me that is doing the seeing. If somebody said 'I agree that someone is seeing a horse (or is in pain) but are you sure that it is you? How do you know that it is you?' his question would have no sense.  There is no step of identifying a particular individual in this case. Another way to put this is to say that in this context the grammar of the word 'I' does not leave room for the possibility of error.

 So the word 'I' has a different grammar in different contexts. It is this, W suggests, which leads us into confusion. When I judge that I have a bump on my forehead my judgement involves me in noticing certain publicly observable bodily features - I must notice that the forehead in question is part of this body: my body. In the second kind of case this is absent. If I glanced at my body to make sure, as I put it, that it is me that is in pain I would show that I did not understand the use of the word 'I' or 'me' in this kind of context. Now this leads us to think that the word 'I' refers to different things in the two cases. We think that in the first kind of case it refers to the body. In the second kind of case we clearly cannot be referring to a bodily y entity since our use of the word in no way depends on our identifying particular bodily features. And so we conclude that we must be referring to some non-bodily entity which, as W says, "has its seat in the body". We think of this as being the real person because it seems that it is to this that we ascribe such essentially human characteristics as seeing, hearing, thinking and pain.

 And, of course, once we have accepted this we have accepted a lot more. We have accepted that pains, thoughts and so on aren't really to be ascribed to this thing that we see when we look at another human being - but to some other entity. Now if that is right then the connection between the states of these two entities can only be a causal one. Since pains are not the kind of thing to be ascribed to this publicly observable object, knowing the way in which pains characteristically find expression in the behaviour of this object can be no part of understanding what the word 'pain' means.

    But is it right? Hume suggested, on empirical grounds, that it does not seem to be. When I judge that Jones has a bump on his forehead two stages are involved - identifying something as being a bump on a forehead and identifying the fore​head as belonging to Jones. Either stage can go wrong. According to the story we are considering the same kind of point applies to my judgement that I am in pain. I identify something as a pain and I identify a non-bodily entity which has it. Now Hume pointed out that, on the face of it, this second stage is a complete fiction. There is a stream of sensations, thoughts and emotions but no persisting entity present to consciousness every time I am able to say, and say correctly, 'I am in pain' or 'thinking about Vienna'. I do not identify a pain and also a non -bodily entity that has it.

   W, however  has a more decisive objection to this picture. Someone might make the following reply to Hume's argument:

'I agree that it doesn't feel as though two identifications are involved when I say that I am in pain. But that is just because the second identification - the identification of myself, the non-bodily entity which has the pain - is so familiar and easy. After all I don't have to consciously notice my wife's features when I form the judgement that she has a bump on her forehead. Identifying who it is that has a bump on their forehead is so straightforward in this case that I barely notice it as a second process of identification. With this goes the fact that it is wildly implausible to suggest that I should ever make a mistake in identifying this as being my wife. It is the same, only more so, with my identification of this non-bodily entity which I pick out every time I form judgements such as 'I am in pain'. There is an identification of an entity, but it is so familiar and straightforward that I am not consciously aware of this process and it is virtually inconceivable that I should ever make a mistake in my identification.' 

W's reply to this is decisive. It is quite wrong to say that it is extraordinarily unlikely that I should be making a mistake about who is in pain when I say 'I am in pain’ - extraordinarily unlikely that I should misidentify the possessor.  It is rather that the suggestion that I might be making a mistake of this kind simply makes no sense. It is ruled out by the grammar which the word 'I' has in this context.  Now this shows that it is quite wrong to suggest that when I say 'I am in pain or 'I am seeing
a horse'  my use of the word 'I' rests on an identification of some non-bodily entity - that this is what the word refers to. Certainly my use of the word does not rest on my identification of this bodily entity. But the correction which has to be made to that suggestion is much more radical than is suggested by the non-bodily entity view. If I was identifying a particular non-bodily entity as the thing having the pain or thought it would at least make sense to ask 'How do you know that it is you that is doing the seeing / feeling the pain?'. And it would at least make sense to suppose that I had misidentified the entity - perhaps another one very like it has taken its place. But this question and this supposition make no sense. That shows that the picture is wrong. The correct conclusion is surely that my use of the word 'I' in this context does not rest on an identification of anything at all. When I say 'I am in pain' I am not referring to, picking out, a particular individual and saying of it that it is in pain. It is because there is no identifying of an individual going on that there is no room for the question ‘How do you know that the individual is the one you take it to be?', and for the supposition that I might have misidentified the individual. (BB p 67, 68; PI *4O4)

    This is a fine example of what W has in mind when he speaks of philosophy as being "a battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language". We notice the similarity in form between the propositions ‘I am in pain' and  'Jones is in pain'. So we assume that they must function in the same way. We then notice that the second involves picking out, identifying, a particular individual: the word 'Jones' refers to a particular individual. So we assume that the first does too. But then we notice the differences. In the first case there is no noticing of bodily features and no possibility of going wrong. We try to explain these differences to ourselves by suggesting that it is a very different kind of entity which is picked out, which is referred to, when I say 'I am in pain'. It is a non-bodily entity to which I have immediate access. Now the task of philosophy, W suggests, is, first, to show that our explanation does not achieve its purpose; and, second, to remove the temptation to think that the proposition 'I am in pain' must function in the same way as the proposition 'Jones is in pain'.

 I should say that I don't for a second think that the similarity in linguistic form of the two propositions is the whole explanation of our falling into this kind of confusion; and I don't think W does either. We are not bamboozled by the similarity in linguistic form of 'It is raining' and 'It is square'. We don't get into puzzles about what the 'It' in 'It is raining' can refer to, and invent fictitious entities with odd characteristics to explain the special way in which the proposition 'It is raining' works. So we need a further explanation of why we get confused in the one case but not in the other. But I won't go into that now.
 W attempts to deal with certain objections which might be made to his treat​ment of this issue. He has said that when I say 'I am in pain' "I don't name any person”. It might be objected that that cannot be right since when I say 'I am in pain' others learn from my words who is in pain - which person is in pain. So surely it must be the case that I have told them - I must have referred to a person. W points out that this doesn't follow. If I had simply groaned, or said 'It hurts', others would have learned who was in pain; but not because I had told them - not because I had produced words which contained a reference to a particular person. So we are not forced to say this of the statement 'I am in

pain'. 

A possible worry which I don't think W anywhere discusses explicitly - though it is perhaps implicit in his discussion of solipsism in the Blue Book - is this. If, as he suggests, the words ‘I am in pain' function in a totally different way from the words 'He is in pain' don't we need an explanation of why we have the same form of words in both cases? In the absence of such an explanation the claim that the one but not the other contains a reference to a particular indiv​idual will not be plausible. Now, I am not sure that I have an explanation of this; but then I don't suppose many know why we use the words 'It is raining' when the proposition functions in a totally different way from 'It is round'. And yet we are not worried in this case. 

 One thing we can do here is to note that we could say everything that we want to say without using the potentially misleading locutions. If, instead of 'It is raining', we always said 'Rain is falling' nothing would be lost. In the same way, if, instead of 'I am in pain', we always said 'It hurts' nothing would be lost. A language which did not have this use of 'I' which confuses us could be every bit as rich as ours. For all I know, when a child first learns to speak of its sensations it does not employ the use of the word 'I' which W is discussing - it says simply 'It hurts' or 'Hungry'. Imagine that that is the way it is. Now we teach the child to say 'I am in pain’ and 'I am hungry'. For whatever reason we prefer this form of expression. Now my point is that that is all that is at issue here - a form of expression. Getting the child to speak in this way is simply a matter of correcting its grammar. It is not a matter of getting him to take notice of, and speak about, some entity which he has overlooked or not paid due attention to in the past.

