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BEHAVIOURISM AND THE PRIVATE LANGUAGE ARGUMENT 

Though · Ryle and Wi t~genstein both appear to be 

logical behaviourists or close enough to such a position, 

yet the views of Wi ttgenstein are different from those of 

Ryle. Both the philosophers have accepted the view that 

mental states cannot be analysed without remainder into 

behaviour. But their difference lies primarily in the fact 

that, Ryle, in his most uncompromising way, asserts that 

there is a clear logical route from statements, about 

behaviour to statements about the mind and vice vesa; and 

Wittgenstein rejects this claim. He says that. though there 

is a link between·. statements about mental states and ones 

about behaviour, yet the 1 ink is far more subtle or more 

/ ~usive than entailment. Wittgenstein's claim is that mental 

states are not reducible to actual or potential behaviour 

but are still far less detachable than traditional dualists 

have supposed. 

Wittgens~ein's views does not, therefore, fall 

into any clear theoretical slot in the philosophy of mind -

and it thus raises a problem,_ of interpretation. The problem 

of interpreting Wittgenstein's account may perhaps 

reduced to the problem of interpreting a single sentence 

When he says :-

"An 'inner process' stands in need 
of outward criteria." 1 

be 
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Here. the crucial word is 'criteria'. As it is 

well-known Wittgenstein. held that philosophical problems 

arise through misunderstanding concerning the grammer or use 

of words, caused, among other things by analogies between 

forms of expression (e.g. 'I feel x') in different regions 

of language. He often takes a philosophical understanding of 

the grammer of the use of a word to turn on a recognition 

and knowledge of criteria, together with the rejection of 

such analogies as would prevent the recognition and obscure 

the use of a term, becomes, for him, a main task of Philoso-

phical Investigat:lon. He takes it that many of the words 

which occasion philosophical puzzlement are applied in 

virtue of a wide but connected network of criteria : 

"We see a complicated network of similarities 
overlapping and criss- crossing." 2 (on 'game'). 

"And in the same way we also use the word 
"to read" for a family of cases ...•.•• in 
different circumstances we apply different 
criteria for a person's reading." 3 

It seems then that for Wittgenstein a criterion is 

)
something in terms of which a general term is applicable. So 

a criterion is a ground or reason for classification. Fur-

· thermore, and more importantly, it appears that if 'P' is 

among the criteria for 'q' then the sort of reason 'P' 

gives for the application of 
I 

'q' is neither deductive nor 

inductive, in the sense of 'deductive' in which if 'P' is a 

deductive ground for 'q' then Jp' entails 'q' and in the 
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(rather, special Humean) sense of Inductive in which if 'p' 

is an inductive ground for 'q' then 'p' is correlated with 

'q'. This feature of the logic of criteria has caused much 

controversy, but there are familiar reasons for regarding it 

as a desirable one in the philosophy of mind. There does not 

seem to be any cogent .objections to such a notion if 

inductive is used in the above sense, there must be other 

than inductive grounds for any classification for which 

there are inductive grounds; and it is widely accepted that 

the universal precision of definitions which would be 

required if all sucp non-inductive grounds were to be deduc-

tive does not obtai~. 

Wi ttgenstein often seems to think that all the 

criteria employed in ascription of sensations are behaviour-

al, since one uses behavioural· crite~ia in the ascription of 

sensations to others, and no criteria at all in the 

ascription of sensations to oneself. 

"What is the 
of an image ? 
else 1 s image 
For myself, 
nothing." 4 

criterion for the redness 
For me, when it is someone 

What he says and does. 
when it is my image 

It is also useful to note the distinction between 

symptoms ·and criteria that Wittgenstein makes. Two points in 

particular concerning this distlnction are as follows :-

(i) The distinction between criteria and symptoms 
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does not require that it be decidable for every item of 

behaviour whether it is one or the other. 

(ii) It is very difficult to elicit the criteria 

governing the use of many mental concepts - Wi ttgenstein 

compares the recognition of those patterns in behaviour to 

the recognition of facial expression which is unmediated by 

any precise knowledge of the· measurement of the features, 

distance between them, etc. 

"Think of the recognition of facial 
expressions. Or of the descript1on of 
facial expressions --- which does not 
consist in giving the measurements of 
the face ! Think, too, how one can 
immitate a man's face without seeing 
one's own in a mirror." 5 

Once this notion of criterion in Wittgenstein is 

accepted it is easy to see that his position cannot be seen 

as conforming to the paradigmatic behaviourist mould. For 

the latter believes that mental state statements are logi-

cally reducible (in the sense of entailment) to statements 

about behaviour. To say that the inner stands in need of 

outward criteria is therefore, not to deny the occurance or 

the existence of the inner, but rather to suggest that the 

inner becomes available at all in language only through its 

connection with the outer. And these connections can be of 

diverse kinds. 

I 

Perhaps the best way to bring out the Wittgen-

.,· 
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steinean notion of the connection between the inner and the 

outer is to consider his so-called private language 

argument. Under normal circumstances the correlations 

between behaviour and sensations are not called into 

question. It is these correlations that provide the ground 

for the use of sensation words in our language. However if 

these correlations were merely inductive in the Humean sense 

which would be natural consequence of a dualist philosophy 

of mind, then it would be possible to imagine a collapse of 

these correlations in my own case as well as in the case of 

others. The private language a~gument arises in the context 

of such an imagined collapse. In the absence of the normal 

correlations, I would have no grounds for asscribing any 

sensations to people other than myself. But I could, so it 

may be thought, still ascribe sensations to myself. Now the 

language in which' I ascribe sensations to myself in the 

event of a collapse of the behavioural criteria of asscri-

bing sensations, will be private to me, understandable by me 

alone because nobody P.lse can have reason to ascribe-to me 

the sensations that I ascribe to myself. 

Thus : 

"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 for sensations tied 
up with my natural expressions of 

r 



sensation ? In that case my language 
is not a 'private• one. Someone else 
might understand it as well as I. 

But suppose I didn't have any 
natural expression for the sensation, 
but only had the sensation ? And now I 
simply associate names with 
sensations 11

• 6 
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Wi ttgenstein •,s mention of natural expression here 

need not be emphasised~ elsewhere he speaks simply of 

'behaviour• which is the expression of sensation or 

behaviour which expresses, ·shows sensati.ons. This is what 

must be abroagated, in the event of a collapse of the 

behavioural criteria. So that person has_only the sensation 

left. Wittgenstein next argues that if a person attempted to 

associate a word with a sensation in this way he would not 

be able to distinguish between ~sing the word correctly and 

merely seeming to himself to. 

11 I want to keep a diary . about the 
recurrence of a certain sensation. To 
this end I associate it with the 
sign 11 S 11 and write this sign in a 
calendar for every day on which I 
have the sensation. ---I will remark 
first of all that a definition of 
the sign cannot be formulated. ---But 
still I can give myself a kind of 
ostensive definition. ---How ? can I 
point to the sensation ? Not in the 
ordinary sense. But · I speak or write 
the sign down, and at the same time I 
concentrate my attention on the sen
sation - and so, as it were, point 
to it inwardly. ---But what is this 
ceremony for ? For that is all it 
seems to be A d~finition surely 
serves to establish the meaning of a 



sign. ---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. ---But "I impress it 
on myself" can only mean this 
process brings it about that I remem
ber the connexion right in the 
future. 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". 7 
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The distinction which does in fact normally exist 

between a person's using a word in his own case correctly 

and his merely thinking that he does turn on what is missing 

from the private language in particular on the behavioural 

criteria for the ascription of sensations. Roughly we may 

expect this distinction to be provided by the correlation 

(or lack of it) between the person's uses of the sensation 

word with the other criteria for the use of the word. And 

in so far as such a distinction is a necessary condition 

of someone' s being said to follow a rule in the use of a 

word, no one, in his use of a sensation word can be said to 

follow such a rule as would be set up in the kind of carr-

elation suggested in the passage quoted above. (P.I. 258) 

Wittgenstein held, as we said earlier that in 

ascribing a sensation to himself a person uses no criteria. 

It seems clear that if a person were said to use a sensation 

word in a self ascription on any basis or ground it would be 
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nothing but the occurance of the sensations. In particular 

Wittgenstein denies that a person ascribes sensation to 

himself on the basis of the behaviour which others might use 

in judging that he has the sensation. He says in a parallel 

case :-

I 
I 

"I do not say it from observation of 
my behaviour.· But it only makes 
sense because I do behave in this 
way." 8 

The kind of absurdity in the supposition that a 

person ascribes sensation to himself on these criteria 

appears in 'I am groaning and grimacing and holding my toes 
I 

protectively: so it must be that I have a pain in my toes'. 

Thus when Wittgenstein assum~s the abroagation of the 

behavioural criteria for the ascription of sensation, he 

does not change any basis a person might be thought to have 

for ascribing a sensation to himself, for using a sensation 

word in his own case. He rather removes all grounds for a 

distinction between the persons using the word correctly 

and merely seeming to himself to do, and so removes the con-

dition of the person being said to use the word correctly 

or according to rule. This is in turn is a condition of the 

person's being said to recognize or identify his sensation 

correctly. This then is a requirement to which Wittgenstein 

is responding when he says he needs a criterion of 

correctness for the use of the word or a criterion of iden-



tity · for the sensation. 

"If I assume the abroagation of the 
normal-language game with the expression 
of a sensation I need a criteria of 
identity for the sensation."9 

So in the normal language game with the express-

ion of sensation a person neither has nor needs a criterion 

of identity for the sensation he ascribes to himself. The 

required distinction in his use of sensation word in his own 

case is provided by the behavioural criteria for the ascrip-

tion of the sensations to others. Although he does not use 

these criteria, he ,like anybody else, can regard them as 

giving a background against which the use of sensation 

words in his criterionless self ascription can be judged as 

correct. So he can be said to use sensation words in his own 

case correctly and in accordance with rules, if not on the 

basis of the criteria to which correctness of his uses is 

answerable. 

It follows that it is misleading as regards the 

role of the sensation itself in the self-ascriptive use of 

sensation words to speak of as if a person used such a word 

on the basis of his recognition or correct identification of 

a sensation. For this implies that the sensation is some-

thing which can by itself be said to be correctly 

identified; whereas the behavioural criteria provide a 

·condition of the sensation's being (significantly said to 
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be) correctly identified. So a person cannot rega~d the 

I identification of his own sensation as logically independent 

of his behavi9ur. 

It should be clear from the above that, (i) Why 

we said at the beginning that the Wittgenstien view of the 

relationship between mental concepts and behaviour is much 

more subtle than a classical behaviourist view can possibly 

be : (ii) Why the notion of crite~ion, in this case behavio-

ural criterion must be other than that of either an 

inductive basis or a deductive entailing condition and 

(iii) Why in spite of th~ logical link between sensation and 

behavioural conditions, the inner is never abolished in Witt-

genstein view of things. 

This becomes even clearer when we consider the 

remarks about memory in the argument of (Section-256- 258). 

In the appearance , of the sign, the ostensive definition, 

there is no question of correctness or lack of it; but then 

the problem is whether there cdn be a way of telling whether 

"this .... brin.gs'it ~bout that r·
remember the connection (bet
ween the sign and the· type of 
sensation) right in the 
future."lO 

So the question whether the diarist's has a distinction bet-

ween correct and the merely seemingly correct use of his sign .. ,., 

is almost the same as the question whether he has a 

.,· 
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distinction between remembering and merely seeming to 

remember what sensation he had. Now it i~ frequently urged 

that Wittgenstein's argument· can be reduced to absurdity 

because it depends on some sort of general assumption of the 

unreliability of memory for sensations. As it has been urged 

. above only a lack of reasons to make a distinction about 

memory, in a special case, rather than some assumption about 

unreliability of r'nemory in general, is at issue in Wittgen-

stein's argument. In section 265 Wittgenstein imagines a 

bl d ' ' II h • 1 • ·, • t • 11 11 ta e or 1ct1onary t.at ex1sts on y 1n our 1mag1na 1on. -·. 
,, ' 

and asks whether you can justify a translation by looking a 

word up in that dictionary. Wittgenstein suggests that it 

would not be a justification, because a justification 

involves an appeal to something independent. His questioner 

then says, 'surely I r::an appeal from memory to· memory' , 

gives an example of such an appeal and asks whether his 

example is the same sort of case as the imagined dictionary. 

Wittgenstein says no, that it is not the same; presumably his 

reason is that one of the memories in the questioner's 

example, that of a railway timetable, is a memory that can 

be checked, wherea~ nothing in the dictionary of the imagi-

nation could. In saying that the cases are different, 
} 

Wittgenstein implies that the aP.peal from memory to memory 

in the case of the timetable is legitimate. He then asks 

whether the appeal, which is legitimate, given that the cases 

are different would remain so if the cases were more alike; 
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if, contrary to fact, the image of the timetable could not 

be tested. There is nothing in the passage to suggest that 

Wittgenstein thinks that an appeal to memory, or from mem-

ory to memory, is subject to some general objections. To 

think so would be to take Wittgenstein's "no" for "yes". 
I 

In the case of the putative private language, 

because of the abroagation or collapse of behavioural cri-

teria for ascription of sensation to. others, an appeal from 

memory to memory would be illegitimate because there could be 

no independent check on any particular memory impression. 

r 

Such a check 

appealing to 

criteria for 

could be provided only by the possibility of 

others, that is on a return to behavioural 

the ascription of mental states to others. 

Wittgenstein's claim may be questionable, but it ·is clear 

that it has nothing to do with the view that (i) remembering 

is not an inner process, (i~) that remembering consists 

simply in behavin9 or in being disposed to behave in 

certain sorts of ways; and (iii) statements about behaviour 

entail statements about mental states. What however the 

~argument does claim is that my ascriptions of mental states 

to myself i~ in ·so~e deep sense parasitic upon my ascription 

of mental states to others; and this is very different from 

the central behaviourist thesis. 

·•'. 
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