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CHAPTER3: 
9 

The Impossibility of Private Language after Later Wittgenstein 

The 'private language argument' is a complex set of analyses and 

arguments sparked by the question of whether an individual can speak 

in his own words, which is understandable to his own private sensation. 

This sort. of language can be used as a tool to reflect on one's own 

experiences,· his private thoughts. But the question remains, is such a 

language possible? 

Wittgenstein sets out to prove that this sort of private language is not 

possible. According to him a private language is non-sensical or 

incoherent. Language is always a social institution and it cannot be 

excluded for privacy. When we use ~anguage, we use it as a medium of 

communication of our thoughts to others. If a speaker is supposed to use 

a language which is only understandable to his own private self, and no 

one else, it is hardly accepted as language. In that sense a mere utterance 

is not a language in Wittgensteinian sense. But the main objection that 

Wittgenstein has raised against this privacy of language is that a private 

language, if there is any, cannot be taken for granted to say that it is 

intelligible to the concerned speaker alone. Rather, this sort of language 

can be learned and translated to other speakers too. Therefore, private 
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language in the true sense of the term is not possible and Wittgenstein is 

sure about this. Language is a means to communicate our thoughts, and 

therefore it cannot remain private in the core sense of the term. 

Even though Wittgenstein is against the possibility of a private language, 

he has sketched an idea of private language. A private language can be 

seen meaningful if its words acquire meaning as a result of an inner 

definition or inner association of sign and concept, as Brendan Wilson 

points out.54 Basically, a private language is a language of sensations. 

There have been innumerable interpretation of the private language 

argument and it has become almost a legend in the philosophy of 

language. We would like to investigate the motivation behind 

Wittgenstein' s famous passages between §243 to §315 as it is commonly 

held as the private language argument. There is a methodology in this 

argument that is supposed to be followed by his interpreters. The basic 

assumption is the rejection of Cartesian line of mental model by 

Wittgenstein. Meaning and understanding are not mental acts and it is 

not possible to recognise private sign-making as a language. If someone 

puts a language from private mental decisions or acts of thought, it is 

presumed that he lacks some necessary abilities for language use. By a 

54 Brendan Wilson, Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations: A Guide (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1998), p. 7. 
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private mental object one cannot explain language use.ss If we carefully 

examine Philosophical Investigations, we will observe that Wittgenstein 

succeeds in establishing ordinary language as solving philosophical 

problems by showing the fly the way out of the bottle.s6 

Coming back to the motivation, Descartes' position has been widely 

regarded as a foundation stone of epistemology. His cogito ergo sum 

demonstrates the fact that to prove our existence we must first set up a 

platform where we could remain sure about the job at hand. In this 

venture, Descartes had to be sure that it is devoid of any role played by 

demon or it is found on a strong foundation. He comes to the conclusion 

that when we think everything about this matter, there is an entity that is 

witnessing my thinking activity. So, if I exist, that must be the result of 

my thinking, then comes his remark, "I think, therefore I am." This way 

of establishing my existence is a kind of methodology which supports a 

sort of private language at its base. Here privacy is sensed as a source of 

authenticity in identifying a man's own existence, because it ascertains 

man as a thinking being. 

55 Ibid., p. 2. 
56 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, tr. G.E.M. Anscombe (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1970), §309. 
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What we get to know from Wittgenstein is that this type of looking 

inwards and believing the privacy as authentic is hardly a trustworthy 

source of knowledge. If we introspect to our own sensations, we 

normally give the feelings particular names. This way of naming things is 

a linguistic activity, and therefore if we are to believe Wittgenstein, we 

will accept that there is a grammar of a sensation too. We must examine 

Wittgenstein' s arguments given in his Philosophical Investigations 

(hereafter as PI) to be in a better position. His famous passages between 

sections §243 to §315 in PI have been interpreted in numerous ways and 

those interpretations gave a newer understanding of what we call private 

language argument. PLA offers its readers such divergent and multifaceted 

paths that one finds new outlook every time he understands the text and 

tries to bring his insights. This is the reason why the PLA has become a 

milestone in the contemporary philosophy. The significance of PLA has 

to be understood in the light of its origin and its diverse interpretations. 

We can also say that private language problem is often seen as the soul of 

Philosophical Investigations because of its intriguing nature and pervasive 

outlook towards philosophy of language and philosophy of mind. It 

nurtures many aspects of philosophy, makes the readers perplexed and 

at the same time engrossed in thoughts which later become fresh insights 

in carrying out the task ahead. Now we will discuss some salient features 

of the private language argument. 
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Wittgenstein' s imaginary idea of a private language: 

We find in Wittgenstein interpreting a 'private language' in PI §243 as . 

followed: 

But could we also imagine a language in which a person could write down or 

give vocal expression to his inner experiences - his feelings, moods, and the 

rest- for his private use?- Well, can't we do so in our ordinary language?

But that is not what I mean. The individual words of his language are to refer 

to what can be known only to the person speaking; to his immediate private 

sensations. So another person cannot understand the language. 57 

It certainly talks about a language of sensation which is unintelligible, at 

least in principle, to anyone except me. It refers to an unmediated 

primary sensation, my innermost experience, and independent of my 

mastery of the public language.ss This sort of language is understood 

only by its speaker, not shared by anyone else. In Investigations we can 

see that Wittgenstein has an interlocutor who urges him to answer the 

possibilities of private language. Having introduced the idea of private 

language in PI §243, Wittgenstein immediately takes on the job of 

naming sensations. In PI §244 he asks, "There doesn't seem to be any 

problem here: don't we talk about sensations everyday, and give them 

names?" This is very significant as it shows the spirit of Wittgenstein' s 

investigation of revealing the grammar of sensations. It indicates to the 

fact that it is a philosophers' prejudice to first point to the sensation 

57 Ibid., §243. 
58 Fergus Kerr, Theology after Wittgenstein (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), p. 84. 
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inwardly and giving it a name. In this sense, 'pain', 'anger', 'imagining' 

etc. are to be explained by virtue of their being associated with 

something 'mental'; it demonstrates that there is an inner being which 

insists us to use a private language. When I say, "I am in pain", it is taken 

as the description of my feeling, and also a depiction of the screaming or 

moaning with pain. We can observe that the proposition "I am in pain" 

persuades the belief that I designate my sensations inwardly prior to my 

utterance, but there is no scope for description relating the sensation and 

the expression of the sensation if I learn to describe sensations growing 

out of screaming or moaning.s9 There is a sense of private observation of 

my sensation bef~re I manifest them in public. But for a better 

understanding, let us have a look at the following argument given by 

Wittgenstein: 

Well, only I can know whether I am really in pain; another person can only 

surmise it.- In one way this is false, and in another non-sense ... It can't be said 

of me at all (except perhaps as a joke) that I know I am in pain. What is it 

supposed to mean- except perhaps that I am in pain? 

Other people cannot be said to learn of my sensations only from my behaviour, 

-- for I cannot be said to learn of them. I have them. 60 

The above argument illustrates privacy in two senses; (i) I am in pain, (ii) I 

have pain. In the first term, pain is seen as a feeling identical with my 

sensation, there is no point in saying that I know whether I am in pain or 

59 Ibid., p. 86. 
60 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §246. 
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not. Whereas, in the second, pain is thought to be a property I have. We 

may say that, here the term pain is delicately poised from both the 

epistemological and the ontological point of view. From the epistemic 

viewpoint, it is very difficult to deny that the sensation 'pain' I am feeling 

is a private one which no one else knows better than me. But from an 

ontological point of view, when I have 'pain', I am always inclined to 

show it in my behaviour irrespective of my pretending to be in pain at 

times. Because pretending is also a part of language game. In Anthony 

Kenny's view, if a private language is to be considered possible, then the 

meaning of its words must be linked to the private experiences of the 

individual. The meaning would have to be acquired by an essentially 

private process for each individual, by an internal ostensive definition. 61 

Kenny has related the PLA to the scepticism pointed out in Tractatus 

(§6.51) saying that private language arises from the scepticism where 

nothing can be said and no questions can be asked. He clarifies the 

problem in the following words: 

Wittgenstein considered that the notion of a private language rested on two 

fundamental mistakes, one about the nature of experience, and one about the 

nature of language. The mistake about experience was the belief that 

experience is private; the mistake about language was the belief that words can 

acquire meaning by bare ostensive definition.62 

61 Anthony Kenny, Wittgenstein (Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin Books, 1973), p. 179. 
62 Ibid., p. 180. 
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It is nonsense, according to Wittgenstein, to believe that the self is a 

metaphysically hidden object; he insists that this vagueness needs to be 

bared. According to him, it is a philosophically clumsy notion that has 

been going on for a long time since Descartes. We can learn the meaning 

of the name of sensations in this way, as Wittgenstein prescribes in PI 

§244, " ... words are connected with the primitive, the natural, expressions 

of the sensation and used in their place." 

In PI §246 Wittgenstein asks, "In what sense are my sensations private?" 

and he answers this question in PI §248, 'The proposition "Sensations are 

private" is comparable to: "One plays patience by oneself'". This is an 

attention-grabbing location in the private language argument because it 

unveils Wittgenstein's aim in solving a grammatical difference between 

concepts of sensation and concepts of behaviour.63 We are now in a 

position to be sure that we have to deal with two distinct entities, e.g. 

'pain' and 'pain-behaviour'. Anyone can be tempted to think that 

Wittgenstein is following a philosophical theory called behaviourism in 

formulating his hypothesis. But we will see that it is not so when we 

delve into this matter. 

63 Marie McGinn, Wittgenstein and the Philosophical Investigations (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 
123. 
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The objective that comes out of the argument is to reveal a fact which has 

been a dominating force in the philosophy of mind. We are tended 

mostly to use the word 'privacy' in a way that encourages us to isolate 

the person from others who cannot enter the private mental world of that 

concerned person. Normally we introspect about our feelings, moods, 

and thoughts and construct a mental reality. But Wittgenstein denies it 

although he accepts the existence of sensations; he says that we achieve 

the clarity of sensations by describing the use of the words 'pain' or 'to 

think'. Therefore, it goes against the supremacy of introspection that we 

discern the core of phenomena.64 It is to be noted that Wittgenstein 

defines 'sensation' as 'the kind of statement we make about 

phenomena'.6S He does not recognise introspection as a means by which 

we discover the nature of sensations, thoughts, images etc., as it fails to 

define a psychological term.66 This is a crucial feature of Wittgenstein's 

later philosophy because it forms the essence of his Investigations and 

puts a strong objection against the Cartesian method of bringing mind as 

a superior entity before language. It also lays the foundation of the revolt 

against philosophy's metaphysical superstitions and brings in a 

significant turning point both in the philosophy of language and the 

64 Ibid., p. 120. 
65 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §90. 
66 Wittgenstein, Remarks on the Philosophy of Psycholog~;, vol. 1, G.E.M. Anscom be and G. H. von 
Wright (eds.), tr. G.E.M. Anscombe (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980), §212. 
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philosophy of mind. The private language argument becomes a champion 

of 20th century philosophy in this regard. 

The method of the private language argument: 

There are innumerable interpretations of private language argument and 

those interpretations have made it a famous and highly debatable issue. 

As far as we are concerned, it is itself such a notorious illustration of 

Wittgenstein' s philosophy that irrespective of the amount of analysis it 

still remains an object of interest and still offers numerous questions. 

There are diverse incongruous ways in which his PLA is received and a 

wide variety of substantially divergent interpretations exist about the 

intention of the argument. However, his views on rule-following make 

an essential part of the conceptual framework of the PLA. It is very hard 

to deny that language is a rule-governed activity. For Wittgenstein, a rule 

stands like a sign-post; it is customary for a person to follow a sign-post 

so far as there is a regular use of sign posts. 67 

The objective is to see whether a person using language is being in accord 

with a rule or whether he is following a rule. Wittgenstein' s conception 

of following a rule is essential as it is central to the question of whether it 

67 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §198. 
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is possible to follow a rule privately.6s Wittgenstein thought that private 

rule-following is not possible, if a rule is particular to that individual 

alone and no one else then it becomes problematic to observe whether he 

is obeying a rule at all. Because obeying a rule, according to Wittgenstein, 

is a practice. This practice is a social activity and hence a private rule is 

incompatible with the idea of being in accord with a rule. A person alone 

cannot decide whether he is following a rule as it is set by a public 

standard, consequently in a linguistic community one has to conform to a 

public set of rules. It is in this connection that Saul Kripke thinks that the 

origin of PLA starts in PI §202 which states: 

And hence also 'obeying a rule' is a practice. And to think one is obeying a rule 

is not to obey a rule. Hence it is not possible to obey a rule 'privately': 

otherwise thinking one was obeying a rule would be the same thing as obeying 

it. 

Kripke is quite sure that Wittgenstein has taken the original form of 

scepticism. He believes that although Wittgenstein does not stop on 

posing the problem before his readers but goes on to solve it, it turns out 

to be an insane solution. Wittgenstein' s sceptical paradox, according to 

Kripke, resembles to the classical scepticism of Hume, as both are based 

68 Mark Addis, Wittgenstein: A Guide for the Perplexed (London and New York: Continuum, 
2006), p. 125. 
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on questioning a certain nexus from past to future.69 We learn from 

Kripke: 

Wittgenstein questions the nexus between past 'intention' or 'meanings' and 

present practice: for example, between my past 'intentions' with regard to 

'plus' and my present computation '68+57= 125'. Hume questions two other 

nexuses, related to each other: the causal nexus whereby a past event 

necessitates a future one, and the inductive inferential nexus from the past to 

the future.7o 

Kripke's interpretation gives a new insight to PLA, it makes 

Wittgenstein' s attempt more viable. Although Kripke criticizes 

Wittgenstein for allegedly making a sceptical paradox, he 

misunderstands Wittgenstein in resembling his argument with Humean 

scepticism. For Wittgenstein, 'following a rule' is a practice, a custom. On 

the other, 'being in accord with a rule' can never be fully justified by any 

interpretation as Baker and Hacker points out that each interpretation 

generates the same problem about its application.n G.P. Baker and P.M.S. 

Hacker both strongly disagree with Kripke about his claim that PI §202 

forms the essence of private language problem. PI §202 stands on the 

platform given by PI §198 which states "I have been trained to react to 

this sign in a particular way, and now I do so react to it". Here 'sign' is 

regarded as a rule, it makes sense to say that understanding a rule is a 

69 Saul Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language: An Elementary Exposition (Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1985), p. 62. 
70 Ibid. 
71 G.P. Baker & P.M.S. Hacker, Scepticism, Rules and Language (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1984), p. 
13. 
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mastery of a technique. This technique does not come in isolation, it is 

manifest in practice and in its application to a variety of cases; it may be 

'following the rule' or even 'going against it' as Baker and Hacker put 

it.72 Following a rule is a movement, it is an action. To quote Baker and 

Hacker: 

Hence following a rule is an activity, a Praxis. It is a misinterpretation to take 

'Praxis' here to signify a social practice. The contrast here is not between an aria 

and a chorus, but between looking at a core and singing. The term 'practice' is 

used here in a similar sense to that in the phrase 'in theory and in practice'. The 

point is not to establish that language necessarily involves a community, but 

that 'words are deeds' .73 

Here we can easily see that the PLA stands in support of the 

communitarian view of language and substantiates Wittgenstein' s legacy 

in bringing out the meaning in terms of its use. The objective of 

Philosophical Investigations is primarily to establish the use theory, though 

it is not confined within this boundary. It is sometimes taken for granted 

that Wittgenstein' s arguments against private language go against the 

Cartesian conception of mind. One main reason may be that there IS 

substantial range of different positions in his Investigations that IS 

distinctive from Descartes' position. But could we claim that this is the 

intended target of his argument? The answer is probably no. Another 

opinion about his argument is that there is no strict target intended to be 

n Ibid., p. 19. 
73 Ibid., p. 20. 
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taken. The Cartesian conception of the mind could be related to the 

question of the existence of a private mental object. What is the nature of 

a private object? Is it any private sensation or a private emotion? Here 

also we could examine that the important feature of a private object is 

that the object concerned is employed in private rule-following.74 The 

rule has to be applied conforming to the private object, if there is a 

private mental object at all. But this is not possible in terms of 

Wittgenstein' s words as the verbal manifestation of a state e.g. pain, is 

itself an articulation of a pain.7S He takes the position to answer how the 

meaning of the sensation-words needs to be learned. His imaginary 

private language is a language that refers to what can only be known to 

the speaker, to his immediate private sensations.76 But on the contrary, 

one has to learn the meaning of the word 'pain', for that he has to grasp 

the grammar of the sensation, and then the sensation is to be replaced by 

the behaviour. 

Till now we have seen that the idea of a private language is characterized 

as a body of words referring to its speaker's immediate private 

sensations, or 'reference' in terms of locating the private sensation, or the 

relation between pain and its expression, which is not mediated by 

74 Mark Addis, Wittgenstein: A Guide for the Perplexed, p. 127. 
75 Ibid., Cf PI §244. 
76 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §243. 
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anything. PI §246 then interrogates the conception of sensations as 

'private'. In the Investigations §246 to §252 is an extension of the idea that 

propagates Wittgenstein's views on private object that a private object is 

not private when this is taken as claiming that the words of the private 

language are to refer to what can only be known to the person 

speaking.77 

We can take an important note from Gordon Baker regarding the method 

of the private language argument. He considers a difference in approach 

between Gilbert Ryle and Wittgenstein. While Ryle refuted the Cartesian 

dualism of keeping two realms parallel to one another, viz. physical 

objects and mental objects as 'myth of the ghost in the machine' in his 

magnum opus The Concept of Mind, Wittgenstein took a different method. 

Ryle claimed that dualism is really a myth arising out of a series of 

category-mistakes from Descartes' myth. According to Ryle, there is no 

question of a person's immediate and infallible knowledge of his own 

private mental properties about which no one else could know. He also 

opposed the causal connection between the mind and the body. In this 

way Ryle rejected both the alleged myth of introspection and the 

paramechanical hypothesis. 

77 Mark Addis, Wittgenstein: A Guide for the Perplexed, p. 128. 
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Was Wittgenstein a behaviourist? 

If we venture into the private language argument, we will see that 

Wittgenstein never uses the label 'PLA', as we normally use it. Rather it 

is a reductio ad absurdum in terms of the intention of Wittgenstein. He is in 

search of the criterion of our inner mental states which is the basis of his 

arguments against the possibility of private language. Private language 

problem is inherently related with the problem of pain in the sense that 

pain is a prolific sensation and it symbolizes different ascriptions. One of 

the highlights of the PLA is that here ostensive definition is not regarded 

as a method of knowing the nature of a particular private sensation. He 

demonstrates that if we want to know the meaning of the sensation we 

have to look for its grammar, not the correspondence between the . 

sensation and its referring name. Gordon Baker rightly observes that 

Wittgenstein advises us to pay attention to the use of words and to report 

about our findings.78 He always emphasizes that an inner state stands in 

need of outward criteria. The hypothesis behind this formulation is the 

soul of his Investigations and continues to be the guideline for the reader 

to interpret the PLA. Wittgenstein insists that there is nothing like "my 

pain" which cannot be associated with another person's pain, because we 

have the possibility to know the grammar of a sensation like pain by the 

78 Katherine J. Morris (ed. and introduced), Wittgenstein's Method: Neglected Aspects-- Essays on 
Wittgenstein by Gordon Baker (Malden, USA: Blackwell, 2004; 2006), p. 124. 
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use of the word. If my words are tied up with my natural expressions of 

sensation then my language cannot be a 'private' one, and very easily 

someone else might understand what it is all about.79 The grammar is the 

use of the word in the proper way to convey the meaning of the outward 

sign to perfection. This process is not an individual enterprise; it requires 

a public stage-setting, a community standard criterion. This is the reason 

why Wittgenstein states 'When one says "He gave a name to his 

sensation" one forgets that a great deal of stage-setting in the language is 

presupposed if the mere act of naming is to make sense.' He asserts that 

what is presupposed is the existence of the grammar of the word 'pam.so 

In PI §248 Wittgenstein says, 'The proposition "Sensations are private" is 

comparable to: "One plays patience by oneself".' It is in a way meant as 

"No one can have another person's sensations."Sl Here the pain is taken 

as a possessive sense that points to the owner of the sensation. But this 

type of private enterprise does not belong to the language game as 

pointed out by Wittgenstein. 

79 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §256. 
80 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §257. 
81 John Cook, "Wittgenstein on Privacy", The Philosophical Review, Vol. 74, No.3, Gul. 1965), p. 
297. Reprinted in John V. Canfield (ed.), The Private Language Argument (New York & London: 
Garland Publishing, Inc., 1986). 
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According to Baker, Wittgenstein concerns himself witli. the grammar of 

words such as 'pain', 'fear', 'thinking', '(mental) image', etc.s2 He 

clarifies, "The therapy that Wittgenstein envisages consists entirely in 

correcting actual mistakes in logical grammar and in ensuring that the 

future use of words sticks to the rules determining their 'combinatorial 

possibilities' ."83 It is one kind of 'sickness in intellect' which dissuades a 

person to cure him from the disorder that would have both theoretical 

and practical ramifications. That reminds us the value of philosophy 

which Wittgenstein mentions in PI §255 "The philosopher's treatment of 

a question is like the treatment of an illness." 

Language is a way of living; it is a dynamic tool for communication. An 

invented language, Rush Rhees says, is nothing but a wallpaper 

pattern.84 For Wittgenstein, to imagine a language is to imagine a form of 

life. Language is never isolated from the human way of living, rather it is 

the primary source of reaction to everything that a man faces in his 

society. Man being a social animal is helpless but to use language to 

communicate his thoughts. 

82 Katherine J. Morris (ed.), Wittgenstein's Method: Neglected Aspects--Essays on Wittgenstein b1J 
Gordon Baker, p. 131. 
83 Ibid. 
84 O.R. Jones (ed.), The Private Language Argument (Macmillan: StMartin's Press, 1971), p. 69. 
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Let us ponder over some of Wittgenstein' s arguments in Philosophical 

Investigations between §256 to §264. His interlocutor is asking him (§256) 

about the language describing my inner experiences and only 

understood to myself. How to use the words that stand for my 

sensations? What we can find in the following paragraphs is that there is 

a natural expression to every sensation. There is no point in denying the 

existence of sensations and Wittgenstein does not do it either, but the 

focal point is sensation is not itself an criterion to decide whether the 

meaning has been conveyed or not. It is the use of the words that define 

the meaningfulness of content. For example, 'pain' is meaningful only 

when we learn it by the physical demonstration or outward expression of 

it, it is not an internal act of acquiring meaning nor does it have an 

internal representation. Unless we know the adequate usage of the 

external criteria we will not be able to distinguish between the correct 

and the incorrect usage of words. 

The interesting point in Wittgenstein' s arguments lies in the counterpart 

in his interlocutor as he forces Wittgenstein to bring out the true picture 

of his investigation. He asks the question that how a person gives a name 

to his sensation. Wittgenstein answers by saying that there is already a 

great deal of stage-setting presupposed if the mere act of naming is to 
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make sense.ss It has risen due to the Cartesian assumption that since 

nobody can display his sensations to anybody else~ sensations cannot be 

given names by public ostensive definition.s6 An utterance like "I am in 

pain" is not merely an utterance replacing crying, it can describe a 

sensation which a mere cry cannot. The presupposition of grammar is 

what Wittgenstein brings in to explain the nature of the sensation. The 

use of sensation words is not private affairs; rather it is a purely public 

enterprise, part of our common language. He searches for the 

justification which cannot be done privately, because there should 

always be public check on meaning in the language-game. He explains it 

this way in PI §261: 

What reason have we for calling "S" the sign for a sensation? For "sensation'' is 

a word of our common language, not of one intelligible to me alone. So the use 

of this word stands in need of a justification which everybody understands. 

Whether the mind can supply the proper stage is the controversial 

question in dealing with the private language problem. Wittgenstein 

introduces the example of a private diary to exhibit the unintelligibility 

of a private ostensive definition. This shows the unavoidable 

circumstance of the failure to recognize the distinction between 

remembering the private sign'S' that defines the sensation and seeming 

85 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Sec. §257. 
86 Alan Donagan, "Wittgenstein on Sensation" in G. Pitcher (ed.), Wittgenstein: The Philosophical 
Investigations (Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor, 1966), p. 325. Reprinted in John V. 
Canfield (ed.), The Private Language Argument (New York & London: Garland Publishing, Inc., 
1986). 
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to remember it. But the rules of a private language cannot be merely 

impressions of rules whilst one cannot make the distinction between 

what is right and what seems to be right. Here we can trace back to §202, 

where Wittgenstein states that obeying a rule is a practice and thinking 

. that one is obeying a rule is not to follow a rule. Wittgenstein raises the 

concern about authenticating the source of my remembering the 

sensation correctly. Hence the scope of the memory comes into the 

scheme. Wittgenstein has significantly challenged about memory's being 

a reliable source of knowledge while dealing with a particular sign ~s' 

that records a particular sensation. He formulates this in a very 

important passage in Philosophical Investigations: 

Let us imagine the following case. I want to keep a diary about the recurrence 

of a certain sensation. To this end I associate it with the sign "5" 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 sensation - and so, as it were, point to it 

inwardly. - But what is this ceremony for? For that is all it seems to be! A 

definition 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 remember 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'.B7 

87 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §258. 
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The above argument explores two things, first, whether someone can 

point to his sensation in an ostensive way, and second, whether memory 

gives me the correct impression. The passage is quite decisive in making 

the course of the PLA in right direction. The first object is that of a 

definition, whether a rule for the correct use can be devised, the answer 

is negative here.ss Because'S' is supposed to be the name of one's own 

sensation, that another person cannot have or cannot know about. 

Naturally the usage of'S' in private ostensive mode cannot guarantee the 

correctness, hence it cannot be a private enterprise. Hacker comments, 

"Admittedly, it is a peculiar ostensive definition in as much as there is no 

such thing as pointing privately to the sensation itself, any more than one 

can point at a visual image of a red."89 The function of a definition is to 

establish the meaning of a sign; it also needs to provide a standard for 

the correctness of a subsequent use.9D The standardization cannot be 

provided by memory, according to Wittgenstein. Memory is a kind of 

impression, impression of rules which is governing the usage of my 

language. But this impression is rather an illusion, it just cannot convince 

someone about the correctness or incorrectness of the rule applied. The 

criteria for the correct application of words for sensation are taught and 

learned in public set of rules; therefore, a private language can never give 

88 P.M.S. Hacker, Wittgenstein: Meaning and Mind (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990), p. 118. 
89 Ibid. 
9o Ibid. 
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the criteria for distinguishing the correct from the incorrect use of 

language. The distinction that Wittgenstein wants to make is between 'is 

right' and 'seeming to be right', this can only be done by the public 

language. 

The main application of his investigation lies in his understanding of 

language in terms of its use. We cannot take language as being a 

metaphysical entity, it is a tool for expressing our ideas, thoughts, wills, 

desires etc. What we can do is to formulate the linguistic device to 

explore the world or form of life as Wittgenstein says. Language is a 

dynamic vehicle for comprehending the reality. The communication 

cannot be possible without the proper usage of language. The sensations 

which we feel have specific words describing the nature of those 

sensations. Here a private 'ostensive' definition of 'pain' must 

presuppose that it is the name of the sensation, it is a public language 

and we can perceive expression of the concerned sensation in the 

behaviours of the people. This is why Hacker indicates that a private 

ostensive definition cannot serve the purpose of identifying the 

definition of a sensation. Wittgenstein asks can I use such a language 

which describes my own inner experiences on the basis of my 

experiences being 'epistemologically private' or privately owned. He 

problematizes the issue and finds that it is not that others cannot 
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understand this sort of radically private language, and hence it is of no 

importance, but rather I myself cannot understand such a putative 

language. He makes a deviation from the Cartesian doctrine of mental 

domination over linguistic communication and establishes the 

supremacy of public language which is translatable and learnable for 

anyone. In Hacker's language, there is no such thing as a private 

language, it is nothing but a phantasmagoria of philosophy.91 

The philosophical prejudice has been attacked in this way by 

Wittgenstein in his Investigations where he places the use of the word at 

its optimum level. This can best be found in his remark, "Once you know 

what the word stands for, you understand it, you know its whole use."92 

The use of the words in Wittgenstein's language game takes an essential 

part in devising the nature of his philosophy by ordinary language. If the 

use is limited only to the speaker who speaks a clandestine sort of 

language then nobody else would be in a position to verify it whether it 

has been used correctly or not. There will be no criterion of correctness. 

This verifiability or criterion based meaning is very much the soul of the 

private language argument. In fact, our realization of being in pain is 

sufficient criterion for our knowing that we are in pain. Wittgenstein 

91 Ibid., p. 97. 
92 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §264. 
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would even contest the skeptics about their claim of never passing 

correct judgements about the 'inner states' of others. Actually the PLA is 

a kind of medicine which could be used for removing certain 

preconceived notions of philosophy; it is an approach to reconsider those 

arguments from empiricist philosophers who have been inspired by 

Cartesian dualism. The diarist who has a private code to symbolize his 

sensation is always possible for someone to translate and use according 

to his need. The private ostensive definition cannot give me the criterion 

of correctness, as it is like my right hand's giving money to my left hand 

but having no further consequences of being richer by a gift. If I imagine 

a table and look for the justification of a word X by a word Y and justify 

it then it will be a subjective justification. But justification, as 

Wittgenstein says, consists in something independent. Here he opens 

another option, the option of memory being a criterion. He says: 

"But surely I can appeal from one memory to another. For example, I don't 

know if I have remembered the time of departure of a train right and to check 

it I call to mind how a page of the time-table looked. Isn't it the same here?"

No; for this process has got to produce a memory which is actually correct. If 

the mental image of the time-table could not itself be tested for correctness, how 

could it confirm the correctness of the first memory? (As if someone were to 

buy several copies of the morning paper to assure himself that what it said was 

true.)93 

93 Ibid., §265. 
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The memory can be helpful for deciding the truth or falsity of the 

previous incident, but to check the identity of its preceding incidents if 

memory is the only criterion of correctness, then there is every possibility 

of its being fallible and it also brings an infinite regress. The thing is that 

memory is not a reliable source of knowledge and it cannot satisfy the 

criterion of correctness as it lacks independence. In my private cases of 

recording sensation and giving it a name, e.g. discovering whenever I 

have a particular sensation, a manometer indicates about the rise of my 

blood-pressure.94 Even if I recognize it rightly every time I use the 

manometer, it does not matter because here the supposition of 

misidentification is vacuous, basically it does not arise at all. We are not 

talking about the fallibility of human memory, rather it is a collapse of 

any distinction between remembering correctly and remembering 

incorrectly.95 The question of a private object is not important to 

Wittgenstein' s method of knowing whether language constructs the 

meaning or not; it is the use of words that is in question. He advises us to 

get rid of the idea of a private object by assuming that it is constantly 

changing. But we usually do not notice the change because our memory 

frequently misleads us. 

94 Ibid., §270. 
95 P.M.S. Hacker, Wittgenstein: Meaning and Mind, p. 109. 
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Private language argument has a verificationist implication too, it stands 

on some verificationist premises. The above remark can be taken as an 

analysis which has a verificationist ring. But on the other hand, Anthony 

Kenny believes that the PLA depends on premises that are not derived 

from the verificationism of the 1930s but from the picture theory of the 

proposition in the 1910s. Kenny maintains that a description of a state of 

affairs like pain is a picture in the sense of the Tractatus, whether such a 

picture is true or false can be compared with what it depicts. Kenny 

observes, '"His eye is black' is a picture in this sense: it is compared with 

the real eye to see whether it is correct. Now 'He is in pain' -let us leave 

aside 'I am in pain' for the moment- is not a picture in this sense. It can 

be compared with reality, and checked for truth and falsehood, certainly; 

but what it is compared with is not his pain, but the criteria of his pain, 

e.g. what he says and does."96 

Pain has played a remarkable role in Philosophical Investigations. We often 

have some kinds of pain which we can easily express to anyone else, but 

there are certain pains which are not easy to describe. Wittgenstein takes 

a stand in PI in favour of the criterion based meaning of pain and other 

feelings. He believes that even if a person cannot always successfully 

memorize the meaning of 'pain' he uses the word in a very customary 

96 O.R. Jones (ed.), The Private Language Argument, p. 222. 
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sense as we all do with the usual symptoms and presuppositions of 

pain.97 Here pain and pain-bahaviour both come into terms. The 

sensation of colour could have been different to different· sections of 

people if private experience is accepted. When I take 'red' as something 

private experience, it "refers to" something private, but in a quite 

unverifiable way. Wittgenstein mentions, "It is as if when I uttered the 

word I cast a sidelong glance at the private sensation, as it were in order 

to say to myself: I know all right what I mean by it."98 This problem has a 

relation to the problem of other minds as experience, if it is private, 

produces something unique data in a person which is different from 

another person. Wittgenstein brings out the problem in this manner: 

The essential thing about private experience is really not that each person 

possesses his own exemplar, but that nobody knows whether other people also 

have this or something else. The assumption would thus be possible - though 

unverifiable - that one section of mankind had one sensation of red and 

another section another.99 

What Wittgenstein asserts is that one does not have the feeling of 

pointing-into-oneself which often accompanies 'naming the sensation' 

when one is thinking about 'private language'.loo One does not develop 

the meaning of a sensation by pointing ostensively to the sensation itself 

or having an attention towards it. 

97 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §271. 
98 Ibid., §274. 
99 Ibid., §272. 
too Ibid., §275. 
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The therapeutic role of the PLA: 

There is a temptation to interpret Wittgenstein as a behaviourist because 

he ascribes pain-behaviour to make us understand the expression of 

pain. His PLA can be seen as a reductio ad absurdum but to say that it has 

taken a form of behaviourism would be an injustice. He did not deny for 

a moment that there is sensation, but insists that we won't be able to 

unplug the meaning of the sensation only by pointing inwards, we have 

to know the grammar of the ~ensation, -- the grammar of 'pain'. The 

behaviourist tries to eliminate the pain, but Wittgenstein does not. He 

tries to get rid of pajn that is conceptualized as something completely 

detached from all physical criteria. He diagnoses the problem like a 

physician is out to cure an illness, his PLA is a therapy. What we observe 

in many passages of Investigations that there is an interlocutor who can be 

compared with a patient asking several questions to his doctor from 

opponent perspectives. The job Wittgenstein has of the doctor who takes 

the patient (here interlocutor) out of his comfort zone and understand the 

real question and its probable solutions. The problem with the text is that 

it never comes in a succinct and linear fashion, thus giving space to 

divergent interpretations often bringing misunderstanding of 

Wittgenstein' s purpose. The language by which we report bodily 

sensations does not clearly express its origin. In Wittgensteinian outlook 

it operates with an independence from the external world and strikes us 
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as the paradigm of an internalized sector of language after being 

mastered.l01 But there must be a connection with the external world to 

achieve the independent linguistic competence. David Pears elucidates, 

"The truth is that this impressively independent linguistic competence 

can be achieved only by someone who starts by exploiting the 

connections between sensations and the external world. It is a language 

with an internal field of application but though it is not learned at the 

interface between body and external world, it does owe its development 

to something that happens there."l02 

If Wittgenstein would pursue a philosophical theory like behaviourism 

he could not unravel the nature of our sensations like he did in his 

Investigations. His take on sensation is that it is not a something, but not a 

nothing either.J03 To understand the intention of his argument we need to 

start from the scratch and look for certain clues which are placed here 

and there in the passages of PI. That is why it is very easy to go in a 

bewildering way about the goal of the argument and the temptation is 

always there. He wanted to take us away from the dominating feature of 

Cartesian legacy where we look upon mind to get the meaning of the 

word. If I accept that a stone has soul and it also has pain after I imagine 

1o1 David Pears, Tire False Prison: A Study of the Development ofWittgenstein's Philosophy [Vol. II] 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), p. 344. 
102 Ibid. 
103 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §304. 
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myself into a stone what would happen? What is it that that makes me 

recognize that there is something there (in me) which I can call "pain" 

without getting into conflict with the way other people use this word?l04 

He answers that only of a living human being can one say that it has 

pains. The recognition of facial expressions makes someone realize that 

the person in front of him has pain or not. los In this way he leaps forward 

against solipsism or classical phenomenalism or some other restrictive 

theory of perception. Pears thinks that Wittgenstein' s strategy is to argue 

on two fronts, · first about the subject, second about the objects of 

experience. One is to show that solipsism is incoherent, another to show 

that even if it could be set up coherently, as Pears says, "There are two 

essential linguistic devices available in the macrocosm, which the 

solipsist cannot take with him when he retreats into his microcosm -

discriminating references to individuals and to types."l06 

Another important feature of his PLA is his "beetle-in-the-box" 

argument. The word 'beetle' has a public use but the referred object is 

private to each individual. In this argument we are asked to consider a 

language game in which the word 'beetle' refers to something known 

and knowable to the subject alone while at the same time having public 

104 Ibid., §283. 
1os Ibid., §285. 
106 David Pears, The False Prison (Vol. II), p. 362. 



80 

use. The "beetle-in-the-box" argument displays the self-defeating 

character of Cartesian position; the Cartesian theory of consciousness, as 

pointed out by Wittgenstein has the 'paradox' in giving pre-eminence to 

the private sensation, and thus eliminates sensations. Let us have a look 

at the beetle's example: 

Suppose everyone had a box with something in it: we call it a "beetle". No one 

can look into anyone else's box, and everyone says he knows what a beetle is 

only by looking at his beetle. - Here it would be quite possible for everyone to 

have something different in his box. One might even imagine such a thing 

constantly changing. - But suppose the word "beetle" had a use in these 

people's language? - If so it would not be used as the name of a thing. The 

thing in the box has no place in the language-game at all; not even as a 

something: for the box might even be empty.- No, one can 'divide through' by 

the thing in the box; it cancels out, whatever it is. 

That is to say: if we construe the grammar of the expression of sensation on the 

model of 'object and designation' the object drops out of consideration as 

irrelevant.1D7 

The above argument depicts Wittgenstein' s rejection of the idea that 

sensation plays a crucial role in the language-game. The 'beetle' here is 

knowable only to the subject, yet it does have a public use. Apparently it 

has a similarity to the' object and designation' model in the sense that the 

beetle is an object in its own right separately from the state of affairs of 

which it is only accidentally a part,lDS But if we look at it closely, we can 

see that this model cannot be applied to the beetle case. Because 

107 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §293. 
10s Meredith Williams, Wittgenstein, Mind and meaning: Toward a social conception of mind 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1999; 2002), p. 32. 
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Wittgenstein says that the beetle is completely disassociated from the use 

of the word 'beetle', it does not matter at all whether the beetle is there in 

. the box or not, it does not affect the use of the word nor does it play any 

role in the language game. This argument actually demonstrates the 

collapse of the Cartesian theory of mind and its dominance in playing a 

major role in constructing language. 'Pain, like 'beetle' has a public or 

social use, while the pain itself is known to the subject alone. That does 

not mean that when someone's pain is expressed in a language, that 

would be incomprehensible for another person to grasp its meaning. Pain 

becomes irrelevant just like the beetle once it is expressed through 

language, it drops out of consideration. Pain is nothing but a sensation 

which is always in the look out to be expressed; therefore, there is no 

point in saying that sensation can be inwardly understood and a private 

language could be formed by inwardly pointing toward the sensation. 

This 'beetle' argument proves that there is no case of 11 object and 

designation'' model in terms of the relation between pain and 11 pain". 

This argument further proves the scope for Wittgenstein' s claim that an 

inward process always stand in need of outward criteria. There must be a 

standard criterion, an isolated act of mental concentration cannot set the 

standard in Wittgensteinian standpoint. When we cannot express 

appropriately about our mental feelings, it does not mean that we will be 

able to say it by an act of reflection. An internal act of reflection can only 
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be fruitful in contemplating about one's own ambitions, his future plans 

. etc. But it does not make any difference to the language game we have 

discussed about. 

The job of philosophy is to disclose the confusions or perplexities one 

confronts and in that sense a number of commentators argue that the 

later Wittgenstein gives us a subtle and imaginative form of Kantian 

critical philosophy.Io9 The only difference is in the method - Kant 

propagated that the method of transcendental argument where all 

experience and all knowledge are conditioned by the very constitution of 

the mind, but for Wittgenstein these boundaries are to be found within 

language, but not within the mind.no Surely, the PLA acts as a kind of 

medicine to those philosophical problems which have been dominating 

the picture for a very long time. The total argument aims at solving a 

philosophical puzzle, to show the fly the way out of the fly-bottle.lll He 

does not defy mental process as it would be a denial of remembering. He 

clarifies: 

Why should I deny that there is a mental process? But "There has just taken 

place in me the mental process of remembering .... " means nothing more than: 

"I have just remembered .... ". To deny the mental process would mean to deny 

the remembering; to deny that anyone ever remembers anything.112 

109 Ibid., p. 61. 
no Ibid., p. 62. 
m Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §309. 
m Ibid., §306. 



83 

If we revisit §243 to §315 of Philosophical Investigations we can find that 

§265 supports the stage-setting of §258, again §270 forming the same for 

§293. There is always a temptation to combine more than one argument 

in a single one. One of the necessary foundations are given by Memory-

Criteria Argument (§258), as 'criterion' plays a decisive. role in the PLA. 

But Wittgenstein hardly explains about the applicability of criteria and 

thus providing ample scope for divergent interpretations. Another 

important stage is found in his Beetles Argument (§293). These two 

constitute the foundation for his private language argument. He invoked 

the notion of the language-game to establish that we are constantly 

moving towards the public realm of activity from the private 

phenomenological realm.113 Even when a person plays a game in 

completely private zone, following private rules, it is something parasitic 

on the public games.114 

113 Merrill B. Hintikka and Jaakko Hintikka, Investigating Wittgenstein (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1986), p. 242. 
114 Ibid., p. 243. 


