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Wittgenstein’s “Plan for the Treatment
of Psychological Concepts”

David Finkelstein

Ptan for the treatment of psychological concepts.

Psychological concepts characterized by the fact that the third person
of the present is to be verified by observadion, the first person not.

Sentences in the third person of the present: informadion. In che firse
person present: expression. {{Not quite right.)}

The first person of the present akin to an expression. (Z §472)

A striking feature of Wittgenstein's later writings is his preoccuparion
with psychological self-ascriptions—that is, with starements such as “I
am afraid,” “I am expecting an explosion,” and “I'm in pain.” This
preoccupation is evident in the remarkable passage from Zettel repro-
duced above.! In what follows, I'll be offering a reading of this passage.
My primary aim will be to clarify what Wirtgenstein means when he
characterizes a psychologicai sentence in the first person of the present
as “akin to an expression.” Along the way, | hope to shed light on what
a number of his late writings have to say about, first, the relation
berween an expression and thar which it expresses and, second, the
authority with which we speak about our own menral goings-on.

1. DETECTIVISM

Let’s begin by considering what it is that Wicrgenstein rejects in his
“Plan for the treatment of psychological concepts.” He says that psy-
chological sentences in the first person of the present are not verified by
observation. I'm going to call the sort of view that Wirtgenstein here
and elsewhere opposes detectivism. More precisely, I'll use the term

' This passage also appears at RPP 1 $63.

——
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“detectivist” to refer to anyone who thinks that a subject’s ability to say
what she is thinking or feeling is the result of her somehow finding
out—whether by observation alone, or in conjunction with inference
and memory. A detectivist thinks thar our ordinary consciousness of, at
least, some significant range of mental states or events is explained by
the fact that we are able to detect their presence.

Exactly how we should understand the process by which a person
detects the presence of her own mental goings-on is something about
which detectivists have held, and continue to hold, a variety of views.
Many have been drawn to the idea that we inwardly observe mental
items via some kind of “inner sense” or “inner eye.” Some, like
Bertrand Russell in The Problems of Philosophy, have held that the
inner sense provides us with direct, infallible knowledge of items that
are, in principle, private.? Others, many contemporary detectivists
among them, have claimed that we know our own states of mind
thanks to a more prosaic perceptual mechanism—one understood to be
on all fours with the mechanisms that enable us to see and hear, only
directed toward states and events that are literally inside our heads.’

Not all detectivists posit any sort of inward observation. One rather
unusual version of detectivism with which Wittgenstein was familiar
was put forward by Russell in 1921. In The Analysis of Mind,* Russell
provides an account both of what desires are and of how we come to
know our own. According to this account, a desire is any mental occur-
rence that involves “discomfort”—where what it means for a mental
occurrence to involve discomfort is that it causes its subject to engage
in “movements tending to produce some more or less definite change
involving the cessation of the occurrence.™ Russell writes:

* Bertrand Russell, The Problems of Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1912}, PP. 49~51.

' Paul Churchland and Nicholas Humphrey (a neuropsychologist) provide recent
statements of this sort of detectivism:

[S]elf~consciousness . . . 1s just a species of perception: self-perception. It is not

perception of one’s foot with one’s eyes, for example, but is rather the perception

of one’s internad states with what we may call (largely in ignorance) one's faculey

of introspection. Self-conscicusness is thus no more {and no less) mysterious than

rception generally. It is just directed internally rather than externally. (P.

Churchland, Matter and Consciousness (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1988),

p- 74}

It is as if I, like every other human being, possess a kind of ‘inner eye’, which looks

in on my brain and telis me why and how I'm acting in the way | am—providing

me with what amounts to a plain man’s guide to my own mind. (N. Humphrey,

The Inner Eye (London: Faber & Faber, 1986), p. 87.)

* Bertrand Russell, The Analysis of Mind (New York: Humanites Press, 1921).

 Ibid. p. 71.

——
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The cycle [of restless movements caused by a mental occurrence involving dis-
comfort] ends in a condition of quiescence . . . The state of affairs in which this
condirion of quiescence is achieved is called the “purpose” of the cycle, and the
initial mental occurrence inveolving discomfort is called a “desice” for the state
of affairs that brings quiescence.®

When I'm hungry, I'm subject to a mental occurrence that causes me to
engage in restless movements likely to lead to my eating., That this
occurrence is a desire ro eat consists in the fact that upon earing, my
restless activity comes to an end.

Given this analysis of desire, how is it that I'm sometimes able to say
what it is that [ desire? According to Russell, “*Conscious’ desire . . .
consists of desire in the sense hitherto discussed, together with a true
belief as to its ‘purpose,’ i.e. as to the state of affairs that will bring qui-
escence with cessation of the discomfort.”” How, then, do I come to
have a true belief concerning what will bring quiescence? Russell writes
that “the discovery of our own motives can only be made by the same
process by which we discover other people’s, namely, the process of
observing our actions and inferring the desire which could prompt
them.”® Thus, according to the sort of detectivism that Russell defends
in 1921, when I say what it is that I desire, I issue a report that is based
on (1) observation of my own restless behavior, and (2) an inference as
to what is likely to bring the behavior to an end.

In Philosophical Remarks, we find Wittgenstein criticizing Russell’s
1921 analysis of desire:

I believe Russell’s theory amounts to the following: if I give someone an order

and [ am happy with what he then does, then he has carried out my order.
{If I wanted to eat an apple, and someone punched me in the stomach, tak-

ing away my appetite, then it was this punch thar [ originally wanted.) (PR, Il

§22)

Later, in the Investigations, Wittgenstein is still preoccupied with the
account of desire and self-knowledge that Russell defends in 1921:

Saying “I should like an apple” does not mean: [ believe an apple will quell my
feeling of nonsatisfaction. This proposition is not an expression of a wish but
of nonsatisfaction. (Pl §440)

It’s not just The Analysis of Mind's funny sort of detectivism that
Wittgenstein is concerned to criticize. His opposition to every sort of

* Ibid. p. 75. 7 Ibid. p. y2.
! Ibid. p. 31.
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detectivism emerges as a theme in his later writings, a theme that is
sounded in, for example, the follow passages:

Does it make sense to ask “How do you know that you believe?”—and is the
answer: “1 know it by introspection”™?

In some cases it will be possible to say some such thing, in most not. (P!
§587)

When someone says “I hope he’ll come™—is this a report about his state of
mind . . .2—I can, for example, say it to myself. And surely [ am not giving
myself a repore. (PI §585) ’

But that which is in him, how can [ see it? Between his experience and me there
is always the expression!

Here is the picture: He sees it immediately, I only mediately. Buc that's not
the way it is. He doesn’t see something and describe it to us. (LaWrPP2, p. 92)

How does Wittgenstein think we should understand psychological
self-ascriptions if not as observation reports? In the next section, I shall
discuss an answer to this question that { take to be unsatisfactory—both
as a reading of Wittgenstein and as an account of how we should think
about psychological self-ascriptions—but which, nonetheless, can easily
seem to be the only alternative to detectivism.

2. CONSTITUTIVISM

The position I have in mind might be stated as follows: “Qur mental
state self-ascriptions are unlike observation reports in that they consti-
tute the very facts to which they refer. There is no need for me to engage
in anything like self-observation in order to state, for example, what 1
intend to do this evening because when I say that I intend to go to bed
early, | make it the case that this is what | intend. My authority con-
cerning my own states of mind is not epistemic; it is, rather, like that of
an army colonel when he declares an area to be off-limits. The colonei
needn’t be better informed about the area than his soldiers are. His
authority consists in the fact that what he says goes. So it is with my
authority about my own states of mind. Typically, what [ say goes.” [
shall call a philosopher who holds a view of this sort a constitutivist.
It might seem as if we must choose between some form of detectivism
and some form of constitutivism (or else, some hybrid position) when
we try to make sense of our psychological self-ascriptions. (“Either [
discover my state of mind or I, as it were, make it.”) If one thinks that

——
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detectivism and constitutivism together exhaust the available views of
first-person authority, then it will be narural to read Wittgenstein—who
often speaks against detectivism-as putting forward some version of
constitutivism. This is, as it were, a negative reason ro read Witrgenstein
as a constitutivist: he's not a derecrivist, so he must be a constitutivist.
Bur there are also positive reasons to read Wittgenstein as a constitu-
tivist. There are passages in his wrirings that can look like positive
endorsements of some form of constitutivism.

Someone who wanted to read Wittgenstein as a constitutivist might
appeal to the following passage from Zettel for support:

But how does the person in whom it goes on know which event the process is
the expectartion of? For he does not seem to be in uncerrainty about it. It is not
as if he observed a mental or other condition and formed a conjecture about its
cause. He may well say: “I don't know whether it is only this expectation that
makes me so uneasy today”; but he will not say: “I don't know whether this
state of mind, in which | now am, is the expectation of an explosion or of
something else.”

The statement “I am expecting a bang at any moment” is an expression of
expectation. This verbal reaction is the movement of the pointer, which shows
the abject of expecration. (Z §53)

A commentator who took Wirtgenstein to be a consritutivist might put
the point of this passage as follows: “An expectation is like a pointer in
that it is, as it were, aimed at something—its object. Now, how is it that
[ am able to say at what my expectation is aimed? Many philosophers
would claim that when I inwardly observe my expectation, I see the
direction in which it points, but Wittgenstein rejects this view, Whart he
is saying in the last sentence of the passage is that when I avow an
expectation, [ am not reporting on the direction in which my mental
state points, but rather, setting or determining the position of the point-
er. When I say | am expecting a bang, | make it the case that a bang is
what I am expecting.”

| think the most lucid proponent of a reading of Wirtgenstein along
these lines has been Crispin Wright. In the passage that follows, Wright
states a view that he himself endorses and that he thinks Wittgenstein
might have endorsed:

The authority which our self-ascriptions ot meaning, intention, and decision
assume is not based on any kind of cognitive advantage, expertise or achieve-
ment. Rather it is, as it were, a concession, unofficially granred to anyone
whom one takes seriously as a rational subject. It 15, 5o to speak, such a sub-
ject’s right to declare what he intends, what he intended, and what satisfies his
intentions; and his possession of this right consists in the conferral upon such

——
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declarations, other things being equal, of a constitutive rather than a descrip-
dve role.’

Wright's constitutivism falls out of his reading of Wittgenstein’s
remarks abour rule-following. In the next few paragraphs, I'll skerch
the connection between what Wright's Wittgenstein has to say about
rule-following and what he has to say about psychological self-ascrip-
tions.

Wright states what he takes to be a lesson of Wittgenstein's remarks
about rule-following as follows:

[t might be preferable, in describing our most basic rule-governed responses, to
think of them not as informed by an izuition (of the requirements of the rule)
but as a kind of decision.'

It is tempting to say that when someone sets out to follow a rule, she
incuits, or perceives, its requirements; she sees what the rule calls for.
According to Wright's Wittgenstein, to say this is to commit oneself to
a problematic, platonistic conception of rules. On Wright's reading of
Wittgenstein, when someone follows a rule, she doesn’t perceive its
requirements; she decides them. She, as it were, stipulates what the rule
calls foc

There is an obvious problem with saying that when someone follows
a rule, she decides or stipulates its requirements. This way of putting
things suggests that when someone is confronted by a ruie, she is free
to decide that anything she feels like doing is what the rule calls for.
Wright's answer to this problem is to say thar it is only our best judg-
ments (i.e., our best decisions) about a rule thar determine whar it
requires. One may go wrong in trying to follow a rule because one may
act in ways that don’t conform to the best judgments about what it calls
for.

By virtue of what is some judgment abourt a rule’s requirements a best
judgment? According to Wright, a best judgment is one that is arrived
at under certain ideal conditions—under what he calls “C<onditions.”
From here, Wright gets to constitutivism in two steps. The first step is
to extend the sort of story he wants to rell about rules so that it applies
as well to intentions, wishes, and the like. If it is platonistic to think that

* Crispin Wright, “On Making Up One’s Mind: Wictigenstein on Intention,” in
Weingarmer and Schurz, eds., Logic. Phdosophy of Science and Epistemology
{Kirchberg: Halder-Pichler-Tempsky, 198+), pp. 400~1.

10 Crispin Wright, “Wittgenstein’s Rule-following Considerations and the Central
Project of Theoretical Linguistics,” in A. George, ed., Reflections on Chomsky (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1989), p. 240; also Crispin Wright, crirical notice of Colin McGinn, Witrgen-
stem on Meaning, Mind 98 {1989): 300.

——
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mere marks on a page can, of themselves, call for one behavior rather
than another, then it is also platonistic to think that an intention can, of
irself, determine what would fuifill it. According to Wright, the ques-
tion of what it is that would sarisfy an intention is, like the question of
what a rule calls for, sertled by a judgment made under ideal conditions.
Thus, whar we might call Wright's stipulativism is not restricted to rules
or signs; it extends to mental states as well.

The second step on Wright's path from stipulativism about rules to
constirutivism about mental content is to ciaim that under most ordi-
nary conditions, when [ make a judgment about my own intentional
state, it is a best judgment. This is to say, for judgments or opinions that
may be expressed in the form of avowals of intention, desire, expecta-
tion, and so on, what Wright calls the C-conditions are usuaily sarisfied.
Typicaily, according to Wright, when I say that [ intend to ¢, [ make it
the case that ¢ is what [ intend to do."! Thus, he ends up with a consti-
tutivist account of intentional state self-ascriptions:

{Why is tt 2 priori reasonable to believe that, provided Jones has the reievant
concepts and is artentive to the marter, he will believe that he intends 1o ¢ if and
only if he does? . . . [TThe marrer will be nicely explained if the concept of inten-
tion works in such a way thar Jones's opinions, formed under the restricted set
of C-conditions, play [an} extension-determining role . . .*2

Jones is generally right abourt his own intentions because, under ordi-
nary condirions, his taking himself to have a particular intenrion fixes
it that he does.

£ 3

I argue elsewhere that stipularivism neither captures the moral of
Wittgenstein’s remarks about rule-following nor tums out to be a
coherent position in its own right.!* Thus, I believe that Wright’s con-
stitutivism, which grows out of his stipulativism, has its roots in poor
soil. I can’t begin to argue this point here, however, nor would it really
be to my present purpose. For even if you were to grant both that stip-
ulativism is a hopeless strategy for explaining content and that
Wittgenstein is no stipulativist, you might still be drawn 10 a constitu-
tivist reading of Wittgenstein, one according to which—although he is

1t Wright notes that this determination is defeasible. Whar a subject says about his
own intentional states is generally allowed to stand, but subsequent events occasionally
overturn his judgment.

12 Wright, “ Wittgensrein's Rule-following Considerarions,” p. 52,

1 See my “Wirtgenstein on Rules and Platonism,” in A. Crary and R. Read, eds.,
The New Wittgenstein (London: Routledge, 2000).

——
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not a stipulativist about content in general—he nonetheless holds thar,
ordinarily, the avowal of a mental state constitutes, rather than reflects,
its subject matter. After all, constitutivism offers a way to explain the
special authority that artaches to our mental state avowals without
appealing to any sort of privileged epistemic access, and this does seem
to be something that Wittgenstein is after,

But is this really what constitutivism offers? Notice that while con-
stitutivism may have some prima facie plausibility when we think about
intentions and expectations, it has none when we consider sensations.
It would be worse than unsympathetic—it would be ¢razy—to think,
for example, that toothache sufferers speak with authority abour their
pain because their pain is constituted by their avowals of it.'*

Wright knows better than to attribute this crazy view about pain to
Wittgenstein. He endorses constitutivism and reads Wittgenstein as a
constirutivist, but only about intentional states. Wright contrasts inten-
tional states with what he calls “genuine episodes and processes in con-
sciousness,” characterizing the larter as “items which, like headaches,
ringing in the ears, and the experience of a patch of blue, may have
determinate onset and deparrure, and whose occurrence makes no
demands upon the conceprual resources of the sufferer.”'* He puts the
point of contrast as follows:

{N]othing strictly introspectible has, in the case of any of these concepts [mean-
ing, understanding, intending, expecting, wishing, fearing, hoping], the right
kind of characteristics. We cannot, honestly, find anything to be the inrention,
etc., when we turn our gaze inward . . .**

According to Wright, we do sometimes “turn our gaze inward,” and
when we do, we find only “episodes of consciousness.” Only these
headache-like items are “strictly introspectible.” Wright avoids sad-
dling Wittgenstein with the crazy view that headaches are constituted
by avowals of them by reading him as a constitutivist about expecra-
tions and intentions, but not about pains."”

* P'm afraid that | do know of one reader of Wirtgenstein—a professor in an English
deparrment—who ot only arributes this view to Wittgenstein, but endorses it himself.
{At least he’s not a dentist.)

Y Wright, “Wictgenstein's Rule-following Considerations,” p. 137,

¢ Ibid.

17 One problem with this strategy is char, prima facie, constitutivism doesn’t seem
much more plausible {or sympathetic) as a story about fear than as a story about pain.
And, Wright does suggest that Wirtgenstein is a constitudvise about fear as well as expec-
tation and intention (see “Wirrgensteins Rule-following Consideratons,” p. 137).
{Wright might try to analyze fear into an intentional component and a sensational com-
ponent. [ don’t think any such strategy would work, buc [ won't pursue the point here.)

——
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According to the position that Wright thinks Wirtgenstein mighe
have held, a typical self-ascription of expectation has a completely dif-
ferent grammar from a self-ascription of pain; the former constitutes its
subject matter while the larter does not. But Wittgenstein's writings tell
a different story—one according to which such self-ascriptions share
something that we must recognize if we are to rid ourselves of philo-
sophical confusion about them. Earlier, I cited a passage from Zertel
§53 thar, I said, might seem to support a constitutivist reading of
Wittgenstein. Let’s look at part of it again:

The statement “I am expecting a bang at any moment” is an expression of
expectation. This verbal reaction is the movement of the pointer, which shows
the object of expectation.

Compare that remark about expectation with the following passage
about pain:

[Hlow does a human being learn the meaning of the names of sensations?—Of
the word “pain” for example. Here is one possibility: words are connected with
the primitive, the natural, expressions of the sensation and used in their place.
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.

“So you are saying that the word ‘pain’ really means crying?”—On the con-
trary: the verbal expression of pain replaces crying and does nor describe it. (PI
§244)"

Throughout his late writings, Wittgenstein urges us to view—not only
self-ascriptions of expectation, intention, and the like, but also—self-
ascriptions of pain and other sensations as, or as akin to, expressions.
If Wittgenstein held the sort of view that Wright sets out, his “Plan
for the treatment of psychological conceprs™ ought to have recom-
mended that we think about self-ascriptions of intention and self-
ascriptions of sensation in entirely different ways. Bur what the “Plan”
says is that psychological self-ascriptions—that is, sentences in the first
person of the present that involve psychological conceprs—are “akin to
expressions” {and it is clear from what immediately follows this remark
that Wittgenstein means to include sensation concepts among those
which can be called psychological). Of course, we might read
Wittgenstein as a more thoroughgoing constitutivist than Wright sug-
gests we should; we might take him to be a constitutivist about sensa- -
tions as well as intentional states. But this would be to arttribute a crazy
view of sensations to him. In what follows, I'll try to provide a reading
of Wittgenstein that atrributes no crazy views to him bue still allows us

" See also LaWrPPz, p. 92 and Z §§484~7.

——



T

Finkelstein 12/02/00 3:42 PM Pag 24

224 David Finkelstein

to make sense of his wanting to compare both avowals of expectation
and avowals of sensarion to expressions.

According to the constiturivist reading of Zerrel §53, “the movement
of the pointer” ~ an avowal of expectation—fixes or determines what
the expectation is of. But the final sentence of Zertel §53 does nor read,
“This verbal reaction is the movement of the pointer, which determines
the object of expectation.” The sort of pointer that Wittgenstein has in
mind is one that shows something—makes something manifest. In
Zertel §53, Wittgenstein is trying to draw artention to the way in which
a psychological self-ascription, like a facial expression, can make some-
one’s mental condition manifest. What sort of making manifest is this?

3. THE CEO AND THE CONTEXT PRINCIPLE

Let's compare two ways in which something may be made manifest.
Imagine that Joan rolls up her sleeves, whereupon you see that one of
her wrists is badly scarred. Such a scar might be the result of an acci-
dent, but given what you know about Joan’s history, you infer that she
has tried to kill herself, We might say that in rolling up her sleeves, Joan
makes her scar manifest. We might also say that she makes it manifest
to you that she has attempted suicide. Now, when someone’s face lights
up in a joyful expression, in which of these ways does she make her joy
manifest? Is joy, so expressed, analogous to Joan’s scar, o to her suicide
attempt?

Neither. On the one hand, we are able to understand one another’s
facial expressions without needing to make inferences. Often, the only
way [ am able to describe someone’s facial expression s as joyous or
miserable; I don't typically see a person’s smile or wince as a set of psy-
chologically neutral movements and infer from these that she is in this
or that mental condition:

“We see emotion.”—As opposcd to what>—We do not see facial contortions
and make inferences from them (like a doctor framing a diagnosis) to joy, grief,
boredom. We describe a face immediately as sad, radiant, bored, even when we
are unable to give any other descripnion o the features.—Grief, one would like
10 say, is personified in the face. (Z §215, see also PI §537 and Z §218)

On the other hand, seeing that someone 1s happy or in pain is not quite
like seeing that Joans wrist 15 scarred. In Philosophical Remarks,
Wittgenstein registers his dissanisfaction with a view by describing it as
follows:

4
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Pain is represented as something we can perceive in the sense in which we per-
ceive a marchbox. (PR, p. 94)

Pain isn’t the sort of thing we can perceive in the way a matchbox or a
scar is perceived. Our thoughts and feelings are not hidden inside us in
the way that a matchbox may be hidden in a handkerchief, or a scar
inside a shirt-sleeve. If I express my pain by crying out, or my anger by
scowling, this isa't like rolling up a sleeve and revealing a scar.”®

Why not? What's the difference? [ want to begin to characterize the
difference by turning to a case in which someone speaks with a kind of
first-person authority, not about her state of mind, but about the mean-
ing of a word. Imagine a board meeting at which the chief executive
officer has this to say about an employee: “Phillips is a real team-player,
by which I don’t mean that he’s a stupid sheep, but rather that he won't
help himself at the expense of this company.” Now consider the ques-
tion: How did the CEOQ find our what she meant by “team-player™? Did
she listen to the first half of her sentence and interprer it? If so, why do
the other board members attach such weight to kber interpretation of the
remark? Such questions are confused. The confusion may be character-
ized as follows: the second half of the CEO’s sentence is not a report on
the first half, but rather, an expression of its meaning. But now, what
does this mean?

Part of what it means is that the members of the board hear the
whole sentence and understand it as a coherent unit; the two halves of
the sentence make sense in light of each other. The second half of the
CEQ’s sentence is as much a part of her assessment of Phillips as the
first. To understand what the whole sentence means—to hear whar the
CEO is saying about Phillips—a listener needs to take in the second half
of the sentence together with the first. We can call the second half of the
sentence a gloss on, or interpretation of, the first, but it isn’t merely an
interpretation; it's an elaboration, a fleshing our. It makes the CEO’s
meaning manifest in a way that a listener’s interpretation of her remark
would not. The weight that the board members accord the second half
of her sentence does not reflect the CEO's superior ability to detect

" | take it that part of the point of the following passage is that in the use of the
word “pain” there is no such thing as exhibumg what one has got if “exhibiting” is
understood to have the grammar that it has when we say that someone exhibited her
scar:

Do not say “one cannot”, bur say instead: “it doesn't exist in this game”. Not:

“one can't castle in draughts” but—"there 15 not castling in draughes™; and

instead of “I can’t exhibit my sensadon™—"in the use of the word ‘scnsation’,

there is no such thing as exhibiting what one has got™. {2 §134)

——
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features of her own utterances or mental states, [t reflects the fact that
a sentence is what we might call a unir of intelligibility; the word “team-
player” and the CEO’s gloss on it are two parts of a single, coherent,
intelligible whole.

Consider a variation on our story: At the board meeting, the CEO
says, “Phillips is a real team-player,” without elaborating on what she
means by this. Five years later, her secretary is reading through the min-
utes of the meeting. He asks her what she meant by “team-player.” The
CEOQ remembers neither the meeting nor Phillips. She says, “Well, that’s
not a word that [ often use. [ suppose | might have meant it ironically—
as a kind of insult to this Phillips.” The CEO interprets her own remark
as if it were made by someone else; she takes up a third-person per-
spective on it. Her two remarks, separated by years and forgewing,
don’t constitute a single unit of intelligibiliry. The second remark might
provide information {or misinformation) about the first, but what we
have in this version of the story are two separate remarks, not two parts
of something thar make sense together. In this version of the story, the
CEO’s second remark doesn't come with the sort of authority that we
saw in the first version. Here, she is not expressing her meaning; she is
merely interpreting something that she once said.

There is an analogy between the way the CEO’s expression of what
she meant by “team-player” is understood to fit coherently into the
context of a sentence and the way an expression of, say, anger is under-
stood to fit coherently into a person’s behavioral and psychological life.
In what remains of this essay, I'l} argue that according to Wittgenstein,
the way 1 make my anger manifest when I express it, whether by scowl-
ing or by announcing that I'm angry, is akin to the way in which the
second half of the CEQ’s sentence makes the meaning of its first half
manifest. Like many of Wirtgenstein's views, this one owes something
to Frege—specifically, to Frege’s context principie.

L

In the introduction to The Foundations of Arithmetic, Frege writes, “In
the enquiry that follows, I have kept to three fundamental principles.”
The second of these principles is “never to ask for the meaning of a
word in isolation, but only in the context of a proposition.”*® Later in
the book, he writes, “It is enough if the proposition taken as a whole
has a sense: it is this that confers on the parts also their content.™

# Gorlob Frege, The Foundations of Arithmetic (Evanston, ll.: Northwestern

University Press, 1953}, p- X.
I Thid. p. 71.
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Frege's context principle constitutes a rejection of the view that under-
standing a sentence requires thatr one grasp the meanings of indepen-
dently intelligible sentence-parts. For Frege, the sentence is the primary
unit of intelligibility. A part of a sentence—a word, for example—has
the meaning that it does only in the context of a sentence.

An example of Frege’s helps to make the point. Compare the follow-
ing sentences:

(r) Vienna is the capital of Austria.
{2} Trieste is no Vienna.

The logical role of the word “Vienna™ is different in these sentences. In
the first sentence, “Vienna” functions as proper name. In the second, it
funcrions, Frege says, as “a concepr-word, like ‘metropolis.’”2 It would
make sense to say, “Although Trieste is no Vienna, Paris is a Vienna—
the only one in France.” Imagine that someone who said this also had
occasion to say, “Vienna is the capital of Austria.” She would nor there-
by commit herself to the view thar the capiral of Austria is in France.
The word “Vienna” does not mean the same thing in sentences (1) and
{2). We come to see what a particular use of a word means only when
we consider it in the context of a whole sentence.

I want to suggest that whar goes for the word “Vienna™ also goes for
the word “team-player” in the CEO example. The word “team-player”
means what it does only in the context of the whole in which it appears.
But in the sentence uttered by the CEO—"Phillips is a real team-play-
er, by which I don’t mean that he's a stupid sheep, but rather thar he
won't help himself at the expense of this company”—we see a special
kind of sentential context, one that constitutes a gloss on, or interpre-
tation of, that which it contextualizes. In the sentence “Trieste is no
Vienna,” the words “Trieste is no” contextualize the word “Vienna,”
bur they do not constitute an interpretation of it. We could say that the
CEO speaks with a special authority concerning what she meant by the
word “team-player” because she is offering an interpretation of it that
is not a mere interpretation. Her interpreration contextualizes that
which it interprets in a way that an interpretation offered by one of the
other board members would not.

One can hear echoes of Frege's context principle in both the Tractatus
and the Investigations. At Tractatus 3.3, Wittgenstein says: “[O]nly in

2 Gortlob Frege, Translations from the Philosophical Writings of Gottlob Frege
(Totowa, N.J.: Rowman & Lirdefield, 1952), p. s0.
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the context of a sentence has a name meaning.” And in §49 of the
Investigations, he writes:

We may say: nothing has so far been done, when a rthing has been named. It
has not even got a name except in a language-game. This was what Frege meant
too, when he said that a word had a meaning only as part of a sentence.

Wirtgenstein doesn’t merely inherit Frege’s context principle; he
reshapes it in a number of ways—two of which I'll call to your arten-
tion. One of them is signaled by Wittgenstein's use of the term
“language-game” in the passage from the Investigations just cited. He
speaks of language-games where Frege spoke of sentences. However it
is that one ought precisely to characterize what Wittgenstein means by
“language-game,” it is clear that language-games are, as it were, wider
than sentences. Frege’s point—thar our words mean what they do only
in their contexts—is still present in the Investigations, but Wirtgenstein
has wider contexts in mind. Consider the following passages:

“Afrer he had said this, he left her as he did the day befare.”—Do I undersrand
this sentence? Do [ understand it just as [ should if I heard it in the course of a
narrative? If it were set down in isolation I should say, I don’t know whar it’s
about, (Pl §525)

The phrasc “description of a state of mind” characterizes a certain game. And
if I just hear the words “I am afraid” I might be able to guess which game is
being played here (say on the basis of the tone), but [ won’t really know it until
[ am aware of the context. (LaWrPP1 §s0)

About the first of these passages, I want to say that there is a sense in
which I do understand the sentence mentioned, but—and this is
Wittgenstein's point-—there is another sense in which [ don’t understand
it at all. [ have no idea whom the sentence is about or whart condition
“he™ left “her™ in the day before. The second passage makes a similar
point. What someone is doing when he utters the words “I am afraid”
depends on a context that is wider than a sentence. Wittgenstein wants
to show us that the funcrions and meanings that our words have depend
on the ways in which they are situated, not just—as Frege says—in sen-
tences, but in conversations and stories; in stretches of discourse,
thought, and behavior; in spans of human life. We could say that
Witegenstein reshapes Frege’s context principle by enlarging the con-
texts to which it, or some descendenr of it, applies.®

B Here, we might consider another vanarion on the CEO example: Imagine that the
CEO says, “Phillips is a real team-player,” withour glossing what she means by this.
Later in the meeting, one of the board members says to the CEQ, “A few minutes ago,
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So: one way in which Wirtgenstein reshapes and extends Frege’s con-
texe principle is by calling artention to contexts that are wider than sen-
tences.?* A second way he does this is by bringing out thar it is not only
linguistic items—words or sentences—that depend for their significance
on their surroundings. The following passage concerns the significance
of a wordless activity-the placing of a crown on a someone’s head:

A coronation is the picture of pomp and digniry. Cut one minute of this pro-
ceeding out of its surroundings: the crown is being placed on the head of the
king in his coronarion robes.—Bur in different surroundings gold is the cheap-
est of metals, its gleam is thought vuigar. There the fabric of the robe is cheap
to produce. A crown is a parody of a respectable hat. And so on. (PI §583)

In thinking abour such examples, it helps to imagine glimpsing a few
seconds out of a movie. Suppose that while channel-surfing, you catch
a moment of a film in which a man is slowly closing a door. There is a
sense in which you know what you are seeing—a man closing a door—
but another sense in which you don’t. You don’t know the meaning of
this activity—this door-closing—because vou don’t know how it figures
in the story. Perhaps if you saw more of the film, you would want o
say that in closing the door, the man was breaking off a love affair, or
trying to stay hidden, or insulting the butler The significance of our

you remarked that Phillips is a real team-player [ wasn't sure just how you meant thar.
Were you implying that be's not particularly crearive or original?” The CEQ replies,
“No; 1 meant that he's good at getting along with people.” In this example, the CEO's
initial remark about Phillips and her gioss on it are not pare of a single sentence. They
are, however, part of what we can think of as a somewhar broader and looser unit of
intelligibility - the CEQ’s remarks about Phillips at the board meeting. (The CEQ speaks
with authority here too, but perhaps not quite the same degree of authority as in the
original example. The conrextual relacion is nor so nght here zs in the firse version of the
sTory.)

B 1 would argue that Wittgenstein’s remarks about rule-following should be viewed
in light of this point about how he appropriaces Frege's context principle. The difference
berween the way Crispin Wright reads the remarks on rule-following and the way | read
them might be summarized as follows. For Wnght a central lesson of Witrgenstein's
remarks about rule-following is that since no amount of interpretation can breathe
meaning into the noises and ink-marks thac consarute our words, they must depend for
their meaning on somethin%e:‘lse——somethmg ke sopulation. On my reading,
Wirtgenseein’s point would be better put by saving that the quesnon “What gives mean-
ing to the dead ink-marks and noises we produce’” only arises at ail because, in doing
philosophy, we're moved to cousider words apart from the conrexts in which they have
their significance (see my “Witrgenstein on Rules and Plaronism”). Thus, there’s a sense
in which Wirtgenstein's discussions of rule-following can be viewed—indeed, 1 think
should be viewed—as making a point similar to the one chart Frege makes when he wamns
us not to ask afrer the meaning of a word apart trom is context. The difference is that
whereas Frege stresses a word’s senrenrial conrext, Witrgenstein wanes o call arention
to the broader context of human activides in whsch words have their uses and their sig-
nificance.

4
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activities, both with and without words, depends on how they are situ-
ated in our lives:

Only surrounded by cerrain normal manifestations of life, is there such a
thing as an expression of pain. Only surrounded by an even more far-reaching
particular manifestation of life, such a ching as the expression of sorrow or
affection. And so on. (Z §534)

The point here is the same as in the coronation passage—only here, the
activity at issue is the expressing of a state of mind rather than the plac-
ing of a crown on a head. An affectionate glance or touch would not be
an expression of affection, or of anything else, were it not for the “par-
ticular manifestation of life” that surrounds it.

It is not only our words and activities whose significance depends on
the “manifestations of life” that surround them. According to
Wittgenstein, just as an expression of love depends for its significance
on the life in which it is situared, so too does the loving state of mind
that it expresses. In the section of the Investigations that immediately
precedes the coronation passage, Wittgenstein writes:

Could someone have a feeling of ardent love or hope for the space of one sec-
ond—rno matter what preceded or followed this second?>—Whar is happening
now has significance—in these surroundings. The surroundings give it its
importance. (PI §583)

Frege says “never to ask for the meaning of a word in isolation, but
only in the context of a proposition.” Wirtgenstein might have said
never to ask after someone’s mental condition in isolation, but only in
the context of the events in his life:

“Grief” describes a partern which recurs, with different variadons, in the
weave of our life. If a man’s bodily expression of sorrow and of joy alternaced,
say with the ticking of a clock, here we should not have the characteristic for-
mation of the partern of sorrow or of the parttern of joy.

“For a second he felt violent pain.”—Why does it sound queer to say: “For
a second he felt deep grief™? Only because it so seldom happens?

But don't you feel grief nows? (“But are you playing chess mow?”) (PL, p. 174)

A person can feel grief at a particular moment. Bur that it is grief he
feels has to do with what comes before and after that moment. This is
not to say that someone’s grieving at ume t, makes it the case that he
was grieving at t, (any more than it is to say that what a person does at
t, makes it the case that he’s grieving at t,). But we can say that at each
moment, a person’s psychological condition makes sense in light of feel-
ings, behavior, and events that precede and succeed it.

——
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4. WITTGENSTEIN ON PSYCHOLOGICAL
SELF-ASCRIPTIONS

Earlier, I claimed that the CEO speaks with authority about what she
means by the word “team-player” because her gloss on this word isn't
a mere interpretation. When she says, “Phillips is a real team-player, by
which I don't mean that he’s a stupid sheep, but rather that he won't
help himseif at the expense of this company,” she provides both an
interpretation of “team-player” and a sentential context for ir. I just
now claimed that, according to Wittgenstein, a person’s psychological
condition at a particular moment depends on the surrounding events in
her life in somerhing like the way that, according to Frege, a word’s
meaning depends on its sentential context.

We are now in a position to state a significant point about the char-
acter of our mental state self-ascriptions. Just as, in the first version of
the CEO story, the CEQ’s self-interpretation contexrualizes that which
it interprets and so isn’t a mere interpretation, our psychological self-
ascriptions contextualize thar which they ascribe and so aren’t mere
ascriptions. Typically, when someone ascribes, for example, an expec-
tation ro himself, the ascription is an essential part of the “weave of
life™ in which his expectation participates and from which it draws its
sense. This is part of what Wittgenstein is calling to our attention when
he stresses the expressive character of psychological self-ascriptions. An
avowal of expectation bears a relation to a person’s psychological con-
dition that is akin to the relation the CEQ’s self-interpretation bears to
her use of “team-player.”

Consider an example. Wirtgenstein writes:

An expectation is embedded in a situation from which it takes its rise. The
expectation of an explosion for example, may arise from a situation in which
an explosion is o be expected. The man who expects it had heard rwo people
whispering: “Tomorrow at ten o’clock the fuse will be liv”. Then he thinks: per-
haps someone means to blow up a house here. Towards ten o'clock he becomes
uneasy, jumps at every sound, and at last answers the question why he is so
tense: “I'm expecting . . ..” This answer will e.g. make his behaviour intelli-
gible. It will enable us to fill out the picture of his thoughts and feelings. (Z §67)

On the one hand, the man’s expectation isn’t suddenly constituted when
he expresses it in words. It is, rather, “embedded in a situation from
which it takes its rise,” a situation in which the man has good reason
1o expect an explosion and in which his expectation of an explosion is
expressed in a variety of ways. On the other hand, when the man
described in the passage says, “U'm expecting an explosion,” he isnt—
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or, anyway, he needn’t be—reporting a fact that he has observed.
Rather, his avowal of expectation is, like his jumping at every sound, a
piece of expectant behavior, an act of expecting. His avowal requires no
more inner observation than does his jumpiness. Like his jumpiness and
his overhearing talk about a fuse, his psychological self-ascription is an
integral part of the situation in which his expectation is embedded and
from which it takes its rise. It is because of this that it carries a kind of
authority that another person’s ascription of an expectation to him
would not. His authority when he says what he expects derives from the
fact that his avowal of expectation helps to contextualize the very thing
that it is an avowal of. What's at issue isn't mere ascription; it is some-
thing more, something that could be called his expressing his expecta-
tion in words.

5. “NOT QUITE RIGHT”: THE ASSERTORIC DIMENSION
OF PSYCHOLOGICAL SELF-ASCRIPTIONS

We saw that in his “Plan for the treatment of psychological congepts,”
Wittgenstein writes:

Sentences in the third person of the present: information. In the first person
present: expression. ({Not quite right.))
The first person of the present akin to an expression. (Z §472)

The “Not quite right™ is puzzling. In other passages, Wittgenstein sim-
ply asserts that one or another psychological sentence in the first per-
son is an expression. (We saw that in Zettel §53, he writes, “The
statement ‘I am expecting a bang at any moment’ is an expression of
expectation.”) Why, then, in Zettel §472 does Wittgenstein indicare that
it isn’t “quite right™ to say that psychological sentences in the first per-
son of the present are expressions?

Although I have been drawing attention to what might be called the
expressive dimension of psychological self-ascriptions—to the way in
which an avowal of, say, desire is like a desirous facial expression—we
should not overlook an important difference berween an avowal of
desire on the one hand, and a desirous look on the other. When I avow
that I want a bite of your ice cream, I express my desire for a bite, and
[ say that ] want a bite. I both show you and tell you what I want. When
I stare longingly at your spoon as it moves from the dish to your lips, 1
express my desire, but [ don't thereby assert that [ want a bite.

Unlike a bodily expression, a psychological self-ascription asserts the

——
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existence of the very state of affairs that it makes manifest. It is for this
reason that we are inclined to speak of authority in connection with
psychological self-ascriprions, bur not in connection with smiles or
desirous looks. If you want to know my psychological condition, you
ought to attend both to what I say about myself and to my bodily
expressions of emotion, intention, and so on. We speak of authority,
however, only in connection with the former, because when I say what’s
on my mind I make a statement that has a special claim to truth,

It is easy to get confused here—easy to think that if an urterance of
“I'm so happy” is an authoritative assertion or statement, then it must
carry the sort of authority that attaches to other kinds of statement.
This thought will lead one to assimilate first-person authority either to
the authority of an eye-witness or to the authority of the army colonel
who declares an area off-limits—either, that is, in the direction of detec-
tivism or in the direction of constitutivism. It might be less confusing if
we didn't call expressive avowals “assertions” or “statements” at all.
Wittgenstein notes:

To call the expression of a sensation a statement is misleading because ‘testing’,
‘justification’, ‘confirmation’, ‘reinforcement’ of the statement are connected
with the word “statement” in the language-game. (Z §549)

Misleading as it is, however, there is an important respect in which such
avowals are like run-of-the-mill statements: they are truth-evaluable.
Unlike smiles and winces, they have an assertoric dimension. They are,
we might say, assertions of a special sort.

It is very often assumed thar when Wittgenstein characterizes psy-
chological self-ascriptions as expressions, he means to be denying that
they are assertions.* On such a reading, what Wittgenstein has to say
about psychological self-ascriptions can seem fairly easy to dismiss.
Consider, for example, the following from a paper by David Rosenthal:

In Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein (1553} seems to have held, rough-
iy, that although one can report that some other person is, for example, in pain,
in one'’s case one can only express the pain, and not report it as well, If so,

¥ Crispin Wright speaks of “the expressivist rradition of commentary,” which inter-
prets Wintgenstein as “denying that avowals are so much as asserrions—thar they make
statemencs, true or false—propaosing to view them rather as expressions of the relevant
aspects of the subject’s psychology” (Wright, “Self-knowledge: The Wirtgensteinian
Legacy,” in C. Wrighe, B. C. Smith, and C. Macdonald, eds., Knowing Qur Oun Minds
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 34). The present essay arises out of a con-
viction that we should take seriously (more seriously than, ¢.g., Wright himself does)
Wirrgenstein's oft-repeared suggestion that mental state avowals be underszood as (or as
akin to) expressions, withous reading him as an expressivist.

——
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sentences like ‘T am in pain’, which ostensibly report bodily sensations, actual-
ly just express them.

Bur however suggestive this idea may be, it is plainly possible to report
explicitly chat we are in such states. And it is indisputable thar others some-
times assert of us that we are, or are not, in particular mental states, and we
sometimes explicicly contradict what they say. It is not just thar we undermine
what they say, as | might by saying ‘ouch’ when you say [ am not in pain.
Rather, we literally deny what others say abour us. If we were unable to report
on our own states of mind, but could only express them, this direct denial of
the ascriptions others make about us would be impossible. If you deny that I
am in pain and [ simply say ‘ouch’, we have nor thus far contradicred each
other.’*

I want to suggest that when, in his “Plan for the treatment of psycho-
logical conceprs,” Wittgenstein says that it is “Not quite right” to
assimilate psychological self-ascriptions to expressions, he is, in effect,
rejecting this way of reading what he has to say abour such utterances.
These urterances aren’t exactly like facial and bodily expressions: there
is a crucial difference, namely, that they have an assertoric dimension.
In the end, it is not particularly important whether we say that psycho-
logical self-ascriptions are expressions or that they are gkin to them, as
long as we keep in view both how they are like winces of pain and how
they are unlike them.

I should add thar part of what is ar issue in the passage from
Rosenthal’s paper is how to understand Wittgenstein’s use of the word
“report.” Earlier, I quoted (part of) the following from the Investi-
gations:

When someone says “I hope he'll come™—is this a report {Bericht] about his
state of mind, or an expression [Auferung| of his hope?—I can, for example,
say it to myself. And surely I am nor giving myself a report. {PI §585; 1 have
departed slightly from Anscombe’s translation.)

How should we understand the use of the word “report” that we find
here? Should we, following Rosenthal, take “report” to mean, merely,
an assertion—an utterance with truth conditions? If so, the final sen-
tence of this passage looks mysterious. Why would Wittgenstein think
it obvious that I cannot be saying something true to myself? A.better
gloss on what he means by “report™ would be: an atzempt (or apparent
attempt)?’ to inform someone of some fact or facts that the speaker has

% David Rosenthal, “Thinking That One Thinks,” in M. Davies and G. W.
Humphreys, eds., Consciousness (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), p. 203. For another reading
along these lines, see R. J. Fogelin, Wirgemstem (London: Routledge, 1987), pp. 197-8.

2 A report may be a lie.
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learned. On this understanding of “report,” thar final sentence makes
sense. But notice that on this understanding of “report,” it does not fol-
low from a self-ascription’s not being a report that it is not an assertion.

6. CONCLUSION

There’s a moment in LaWrPP2 at which Wittgenstein's interlocutor
asks, “Can one know whar goes on in someone else in the same way he
himself knows it?” Many philosophers—for example, Russell in 1912,
in The Problems of Philosophy—would answer that one cannot.
According to Russell in 1912, what goes on in a person is, in principle,
accessible only to him. A few philosophers—for example, Russell in
1921, in The Analysis of Mind—would answer that one can know what
goes on in someone else in the same way he himself knows it, by observ-
ing his behavior and inferring his state of mind. Sull others, including a
number of contemporary philosophers, would answer that although a2t
present one cannot know what goes on in someone else in the way he

himself knows it, this is a contingent limitation on our powers.™®

How does Wittgenstein answer his interfocuror’s question? He does-
n’t. Here is the whole passage from LaWrPPz:

“Can one know what goes on in someone else in the same way he himself
knows it?"—Well, how does he know it> He can express his experience. No
doubrt within him whether he is really having this experience—analagous to the
doubr whether he really has this or that disease—comes into play; and there-
fore it is wrong to say that he knows what he is experiencing, But someone cise
can very well doubt whether that person has this experience. Thus doubt does
come into play, but, precisely for that reason, it is also possible thar there is
complete certainty. (p. 92)

According to Wirtgenstein, his interlocutor’s question presupposes too
much, or better—it comes too late. Regardless of whether one answers

# Thus, David Armstrong writes:

We can conceive being direcdy hooked up, say by a transmission of waves in some
medium, to the body of anothet In such i case we might become aware, for
exampie, of the movement of another’s limbs, in much the same sort of way thar
we become aware of motion of our own limbs. In the same way, it seems an intel-
ligible kypothesis (2 logical possibility) that we should enjoy the same sorr of
awareness we have of what is going on in our own nund. A mighe be ‘introspec-
tively' aware of B's pain, although A does nor observe B's behavion” D. M.
Armstrong and N, Malcolm, Consciousness and Causality {Oxford: Blackwell,
1584h p. 113,

—$—
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Yes or No-—whether one affirms the privacy ot the mental or denies t—
one misses the essential point: that the relation a person bears to his
own experience IS RO epistermc; it is not a mamner of his knowing or
failing to know something in this way or thar. To get this relation into
view, we must attend to the expressive dimension of mental state self-
ascriptions.??

At PI, p. 222, Wittgenstein describes the ambition of this region of
his philosophizing as one of condensing a whole cloud of philosophy
into a drop of grammar. My aim in this paper has been twofold: first,
to characterize a cloud of philosophy, one that we might call the dialec-
tic between detectivism and constitutivism; and, second, to show how
Wirtgenstein’s “Plan for the treatment of psychological concepts™ offers
the sketch of a plan for condensing this cloud into a few drops of gram-
mar—drops of grammar such as, “The first person of the present akin
to an expression.”

* On p. 121 of WNL, Wirtgenstein has just been criticizing the idea thar certamn inner
goings-on are private, whereupon an interlocutor replies: “But do you really wish co say
they are not privare? That one person can see the picture before the other person’s cve: ™
Wirrgenstein would not have us denry that inner gongs-on are private, Guven a picture
of the menral according to which inner 1tems appear before the mund’s eye, such wems
ought to be called private. But 1t 1s precisely this picrure {and related ones) thac
Wingenstein would have us call into quesaon. He wres:

The grear difficulty here is not to represent the mareer as if there were something

one couldn’t do. As if there really were an object, from whuch 1 derive 1ts deserip-

tion, bur 1 were unable to shew it to anvone. (P §374)
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