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CHAPTER I. LEARNING THE MEANING. OF A WORD A3 ESTABLISHING A 

MENTAL REFLEX .

Vere we to ask someone, "What does ’catalyst* mean?'*, we 

would be concerned with the practical business of understanding 

what is said* We might test someone's understanding of this word 

by seeing whether*he could substitute another form of words* And 

it is important here that some forms of words would be counted as in­

correct accounts of the meaning of "catalyst"; so that we could say 

that someone did n't understand what the word meant, or, (which is a 

slightly different matter), that he misunderstood its meaning.

But we could not speak of learning what people mean by having 

someone explain by definitions the meanings of their words where 

this was a matter of teaching a child to speak. My teaching you 

the meaning of a word by giving a definition supposes some under­

standing of the language on your part. Definitions alone would 

not do for teaching a child to speak. (Here I am concerned with 

philosophical questions about meaning, in particular questions 

that have been asked about the 'justification' of meaning, or its 

’explanation’; not with questions in , say, child psychology, 

about how children can be taught to speak,)

The answer might seem to be to point to the fact of osten- 

sive teaching. It could be said that a (not too) common method of 

teaching a child what certain words mean is by ostentation* We 

would correct the child’s subsequent use of the word until he under- 

stood what we were pointing to, (colour, shape, size, of an object),
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and knew how to go on and. use the word in the same way, mean the 

same thing by the word* So far, what is in question need be not 

so much an explanation of how words mean, but*, much less, merely a 

description of what might be called a ‘training1 of a certain sort, 

though ’training* can be taken in a mis-leading way.^ Ve need, be 

saying no more than that we often do teach and learn the meanings of 

certain words by ostentation.

1 Cp. Chapter VI.

'But, on a philosophical level, if the notion of an ’explan­

ation of how words mean* is brought in, it seems that language is al­

ready presupposed by the possibility of teaching in this way. It 

is presupposed in the sense th^t it would be absurd to theorise 

about the fact of ostensive teaching in such a way that wade it seem 

that a child could be taught to speak ’’from scrat'ch” by this method. 

For, however simple its application, this method seems always to

2 
require that the child already have some knowledge of language.

In this sense, it is similar to giving definitions; though other­

wise it is very different. This is not to turn a blind eye to the 

fact that ostensive teaching is often, used to teach the meanings of 

some words, but it is a criticism of the role- ostensive teaching 

has been made to play in certain philosophical theorisings about the 

facts, with the mistaken aim of affording some kind of explanation 

of meaning. 

This suggests that it is just as much an unworkable simplif- 

ication to say, in philosophy, that a child can be taught the mean­

ing of certain words by ostensive teaching alone, as it was to say

2 Cp. Chapters IV and V»
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that definition alone would do. In "both cases, meaning is already- 

presupposed. Perhaps it would have to be said that ostensive teach­

ing and definition are only two of the elements involved. Another 

element that seems to be involved is what might be called ’common 

reactions1.^ And a peculiarity of ’common reactions’, where these 

are taken to be what Wittgenstein called ’’agreement" in "judgments"^ 

is that they grow up as part of the activity of speaking the language. 

It is not as though they were there in man before language ever began. 

’Common reactions’, like ostensive teaching and the giving of defin­

itions, presuppose language, though they presuppose it in a different 

way from the other two. The question this gives rise to is: What

sort of explanation can be given of how words mean anything at all? 

and, if one cannot be given without presupposing language in some 

way, in what sense is it an 'explanation*? One kind of purported 

explanation of how words mean that has often been given has implied 

the notion that learning the meaning of a word is a matter of estab­

lishing a mental reflex of some sort. As against the view that ost­

ensive teaching is only possible if language is already presupposed, 

talk, of a mental reflex, or of a psychogenetic mechanism, seems to 

suggest that ostensive teaching is only possible if this mechanism 

is the case. The view that meaning and language are already pre­

supposed is challenged by the view that only a psychogenetic mech­

anism is already there. As it is only this that makes meaning and.

5 Cp. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Pt.I, Paras., 

241-2.

4 Ibid.

5 Cp. Chapter V.
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language possible, we don't need to presuppose meaning and language 

from the very start. But the possibility of even stating this 

view presupposes language and. meaning in the same kind of way that 

ostensive teaching and. definition do. definition is an activity 

in the language. Similarly we cannot even describe the psychogen- 

etic mechanism without presupposing the meaningfulness of the words 

employed in the description. It would-be intolerably vague to 

speak of a psychogenetic mechanism without describing it. And how 

else is it to be described but in a form of words? Against this 

it might be said that the words employed in the description of the 

psychogenetic mechanism are themselves only at all meaningful as a 

result of the workings., of that mechanism. But, if language must 

to some extent be presupposed even to get the notion that learning 

the meaning of a word is a matter of establishing a psychical mech­

anism off the ground, then the psychogenetic mechanism- seems super­

fluous in such an explanation. This is not to stop us talking of 

a psychogenetic mechanism of this sort, but it is to give up the 

idea that it can provide a 'justification' or 'explanation' of 

meaning. It is one thing to investigate concept development, as 

this is done in some branches of psychology, hut quite another to 

employ the notion of 'psychogenetic mechanisms' with an eye to 'ex­

plaining' language# Psychological investigations of concept dev­

elopment throw a great deal of light on, say, the psychology of 

language learning. They can give explanations- of how one stage 

of conceptual development leads to another. But the meaningfulness 

of language is unproblematically presupposed in these investigations. 

There is no reason why the philosopher should not refer to psycho-



1
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genetic mechanisms, though perhaps all he can do by this is refer 

to the psychology of language learning, without pretension to 'just- 

ifying language in any way. Psychology can afford explanations of 

how words are learnt, in a. sense of ’explanation* having nothing to 

do with a philosophical notion of a’justification’ of language. 

Given that there is language and meanings we can investigate in 

psychology how children learn language. But psychology cannot ex­

plain ’how words mean anything at all'.

The view that learning the meaning of a word is a matter 

of establishing a mental reflex of some sort can be challenged from 

another direction, by showing that it seems incapable of providing 

an account of language that is anything like language as we under­

stand it (see later). Showing this will be a roundabout way of 

showing that once more Tve seem to be thrown back to presupposing 

language and meaning in some way. The next question is: Can 

we do anything but presuppose this? and Can 'explanations' of how 

words mean be given within this severe restriction that are not 

simply to be rejected as pseudo-explanations, because fundamentally 

begging the question at issue? Is 'meaning' fundamentally a 

pseudo-problem?

"It is quite true that we (often) do teach and learn the mean­

ings of (certain) words: by ostentation." Taken as it stands this 

Statement seems to be quite clearly about the practical business of 

teaching and learning what words mean. But suppose it were also con­

strued as an explanation of how we teach and learn the meanings of 

certain words, or, even, of any words whatsoever. This might come 

about by first saying that teaching by ostentation is a kind of drill,
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and that this drill causes us to associate^ for example, a mental picture 

of blue with the word "blue'^ when we hear it uttered or say It to 

ourselves- It might be said in support of this view that each of us 

knows we quite often do have; the appropriate mental image when we hear 

a word spoken; that, it is, quite plausible to suppose that this is 

always so; and that this could quite conceivably be established by 

extensive investigation of some sort. It might then be claimed that 

the- meaning of a word is the mental image we have learnt to associate 

with it; and that this is a quite reasonable hypothesis, based on the 

fact that we (often) do teach and learn the meanings of (certain) 

words ostensively; one capable of explaining how we mean or understand 

anything at all by the words we utter o

The use of “drill" and “association” here might suggest that 

the relation between word and mental image is analogous to that bet­

ween stimulus and response in a conditioned reflex'. Pavlov said of 

the reflex that "a stimulus appears to be connected of necessity with 

a definite response, as cause with effect”^ gy necessity” Pavlov 

here meant no more than the whole process conformed to experimentally 

established laws. Just as the terms “reflex” and “reflex arc” 

have been used to distinguish between the observed mere conjunction 

of the stimulus and the response, and the ’chain1 established by 

the physiologist, of receptor cells, nerve structures and effectors, 

that ’mediate1 between stimulus and response, so it might seem 

that further investigation of some sort might establish the mental 

mechanism that ’mediates1 between the sound uttered and the 

corresponding image in the mind of the hearer, and experimentally 

6 Pavlov, Conditioned Reflexes, P.7.
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establish the laws of association.

Here it would, seem of primary importance to distinguish 

between meaningful and meaningless uses of words, in terms of the 

explanatory mechanism. If a word might come to be associated with 

a mental image in just any way, meaning would seem something entire­

ly arbitrary. (just as, if any form of words that someone substit­

uted for "catalyst" was acceptable, it -would be hard to see how 

language could be at all possible). On this account, it would have 

to be said that a word only comes to be associated with a mental im­

age as a result of particular psychogenetic processes. Meaningful 

and meaningless uses of words would be distinguished by appeal to 

the workings of the psychogenetic mechanism. On this hypothesis, 

learning and forgetting what a word means would be analogous to est­

ablishing a reflex arc, and its breaking down, or even to establish­

ing an electrical connection between a switch and bulb, and this 

7 
connection breaking down.

One result of this hypothesis is that "learning", as 

used in the phrase "learning the meanings of words", would have 

to be given a new sense. When we ordinarily speak of learn­

ing, say, of learning to drive a car, it makes sense to speak of 

taking instruction. further, it would make sense to ask some­

one why he was starting his car, rather than mowing the lawn. 

(He might answer, "Because I want to get to the Beer Retail 

before it closes"). That is, it makes sense to ask, with

7 Wittgenstein’s example, The Blue and Brown Books, P.12.

8 The rest of this paragraph is based on Melion’s discussion in 

Free Action, Pp. 66-72.
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legatcl to a skill learnt and being performed, why someone is acting 

in that way- But in the case of an infant who blinks when a light 

is flashed in his eyes, the question, ’'Why does he blink?'1 is answered, 

not by stating what it is the infant wants to do, (in our everyday 

use of "wants”)? i.e*, not by giving any of our everyday sorts of 

explanations of human conduct, but by giving a physiological account. 

And it would make no sense here to speak of instruction. The new 

sense of "learning" can't be identified with the familiar learning 

of skills. "Learning*1 the meaning of a word is a matter of the dev­

elopment in the mental mechanism, as, analogously, if we were to 

speak of "learning" to blink, this would be a matter of physiological 

maturation in the nervous system.

There are difficulties with employing the notion of "physio­

logical learning” to give an explanation of hoW Words mean anything 

at all. In the ordinary employment of the notion, language and 

meaning are not at all in question. Language is itself employed 

in the technical descriptions given by the physiologist of physio­

logical maturation. In the proposed employment of the notion, we 

cannot even specify what is to count as physiological or mental mat­

uration, without presupposing the meaningfulness of the words used 

in the specification. This makes reference to physiological, or 

mental, maturation explanatorily superfluous for any justification' 

of language, for language is already in the account. It would be 

explanatorily superfluous too if we were merely to say that someone's 

correct use of a word was the criterion of his mental maturation in 

that respect. Here what counts as the 'correct' or 'incorrect' 

use of that word must be decided apart from any considerations of
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mental mechanism, if it is going to provide' a criterion in any ord­

inary sense.

Quite aparf> from the difficulty of circularity in purported 

explanation, it is quite clear that we cannot talk of learning the 

meaning of words as establishing mental reflexes in the ordinary 

sense of learning1, in which we learn what we ordinarily understand 

by ‘language1. If teaching by ostentation causes the associated 

mental image to occur, if something like a mental reflex is estab­

lished, then it is conceivable that the mental image should occur 

without the person ever having been brought by ostentation to ‘'call 

up" that idea by association. That is, it is conceivable that 

without ever having been taught the language, he might understand 

o 
what my words meant. For, on Hume’s analysis of the notion of 

’cause', it is just a brute fact that events are constantly con­

joined, and perfectly conceivable that one of these events might 

occur alone. Just as a baby might blink when a light was flashed 

in his eyes, while still lacking the appropriately maturated phys­

iological mechanism. Further, there are no a priori grounds for 

saying that the mental mechanism might not operate in quite differ­

ent ways for different people, and differently for the same people 

on different occasions. It might be arguedj that it does, as a 

matter of fact, operate in the same way for different people, and 

in the same way, at different times, for the| same person, on the 

grounds that we do, in fact, understand words. But, even so, 

and quite apart from questions of what an 'explanation' could be 

here, to talk of learning the language as establishing mental re-

9 Cp. Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Boorts, P.12.
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flexes- seems to rule out any account" of what we ordinarily under- 

stand by language; and makes it hard to see how what we ordinarily 

understand by language could be at all possible. We would not ord­

inarily say that someone might understand what I meant without hav­

ing learnt the language. This might seem to throw us back to pre­

supposing language and meaning in some way. And is n't that what 

is being presupposed in saying that the mental mechanism does, in 

fact, operate uniformly, for we do understand words? And it does 

have to be established, for we do not, in fact, understand Words with­

out having learnt the language. !





CHAPTER II. A PRIORI STATEMENTS ABOUT WHAT IT MAKES SENSE TO

SAY ABOUT LANGUAGE

On Locke’s view, for man to say anything, in addition to 

the ability to produce the sounds used in language, "It was ’further 

necessary that he should be able to use these sounds as signs of int­
ernal conceptions, and make them stand as maLks for the ideas in his 

own mind, whereby they* might be known to othjers".'*' Men make them­

selves understood, and doing this iSjJ’as it were, to bring out their 

I 2
ideas, and lay them before the view of others". Looke was not sug­

gesting that we might literally produce an idea for public perusal, 

as one might produce a photograph out of one|s pocket. He said 

that, ” there comes by constant use to be such a connexion between 

certain sounds and the ideas they stand for,{that the names heard 

almost as readily excite certain ideas as if{the objects themselves 

whicn are apt to produce them did actually affect the sense",

Locke made it seem that if the listener is tc understand at 

all what is said, then the right kind of idea must occur in his mind 

when he hears the word said; and that this is occurring at all is 

a matter of the idea being caused by hearing (the appropriate sound, 

as a matter of association. And he made it seem that if we are

to say anything at all, then our making the sounds which occur in

1 Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Bk. 5? Chap, 1,

Section 1,

2 Ibid,, Bk.3, Chap. 1, Section 2,

J Ibid., Bk»3, Chap. 1, Section 2,

11
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speech must' he accompanied by the appropriate ideas, which constit­

ute the meaning of what we say, and that meaning anything at all is 

essentially a mental operation with these special objects. ^ It 

seems that in considering the possibility ot saying anything, we .heed 

consider no more than fundamental facts of human psychology, and whe­

ther they remain, unchanged; and also that, in considering develop­

ments in language, say, accretions to the meaning of a word, we need 

consider no more than psychological developments of some sort.

There is undoubtedly a connection between the possibility of 

language and certain fundamental facts of human psychology, but a 

general‘criticism of Locke's account is thai; it is quite another 

matter whether an account can be given, in philosophy, of the poss­

ibility of language, in the light of this alone, if only because 

Locke finds that language presents a philosophical problem of* some 

sort. It would be sidestepping any problem1^ about language to app- 

4
roach this merely from a psychological dii’ec^ion. For the meaning- 

fulness of language is unproblematically presupposed in psycholog­

ical investigations. And why should n’t it be? That problem is 
f

of no concern^to the psychologist, has no bearing on the theory or 

practice of the science. Of course, Locke was n’t simply doing 

psychology. Nevertheless, the meaningfulness of language must 

already be to-some extent presupposed even to get his philosoph­

ical doctrine about mental association off the ground.' For in- 

stance,we would have to describe the process,! or mechanism, of 

mental association, which seems so analogous ^to a physiological 

reflex. And this is to sidestep the philosophical problem. If 

we are concerned with the derivation of the notions of ’meaning’
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and language1 , the issue is avoided, if we b^ing these in at the

start. Perhaps it would be more correct; to say that any method 

of tackling this problem, whatever its philosophical starting point, 

will presuppose- what, is at question; that,, ks we always presuppose 

language as we know it, and as we know perfectly well what speak­

ing and understanding language is, the problem of meaning is a 

pseudo one.

The presupposition of ’language1 and( ’meaning* in any acc­

ount of those notions may be shown merely by pointing to the taut- 

ology that gotta use words when I talk to) you"; the tautology

that a philosophical doctrine about language must itself be stated 

in words. Though this does have immediate bearing on the kind of 

’-explanation1 Locke can give, and so is a tautology that it is worth­

while reminding ourselves of, it does have the disadvantage of being 

only a very plain tautology of which we remind ourselves. Nor does

it show us anything of the logical mechanics|which, in the course 

of an account of language on Locke’s lines, yould presuppose the 

notions of1 language* and * meaning’ at each turn, for the account to 

work.' It would be philosophically more illuminating to suggest
I

how certain a priori statements about ’language* and ‘meaning* 

must be tacitly referred to* all along in an account of Locke’s 

sort, and then to show how this affects the possibility of account­

ing for the notion o,f ’understanding* what’^was said’ on Locke’s 

lines. 1

On Locke* s account, it seems that making possible, a mis-

4 T.S.Eliot, Fragment of an Agon, in Collected Poems, 1909-1955■
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understanding of exactly what it was you meant is no mare blameworthy

than, say, whistling a tune, or making any father sort of noise. One

approach to-the notion of 1 misunderstanding’what was Said1 is to- 

say that the fact that we use certain words in a particular v/ay in 

itself entitles people to draw certain conclusions from them as to 

what was meant. So that a misunderstanding is something for which 

it makes sense to say that the speaker was at least in part to blame. 

3y contrast, Locke's view of language suggests that people are in no 

way entitled to draw any conclusions at all from the fact that words 

are used in a certain .way. The exact meatiing of a statement, or the 

fact that it has any meaning at all, cannot be determined from the 

way it is used. It is a matter of finding out , in some way, ex­

actly what ideas, if any, the speaker has in his mind. Here the

onus is on the hearer. It would seem to go together with his 

fully understanding what was said, rather than taking it, as a 

matter of habit, that an uttered word means |so-and-so. For Locke, 

that a word is associated with a mental image, ("mental image" 

seems at least a plausible interpretation of what Locke meant by 

"idea’1, particularly in the light of his taljk about "framing" ideas), 

seems to be a fact in addition to the fact that the word has a cor- 

rect use in the language; even though the truth of the first fact 

seems in some wayto 'imply the truth of the second. That there 

seems to be this connection between these two facts, in terms of 

Locke’s theorizing, shows a way in which it might be thought that 

mental images afford an explanation of the fact that we do teach

the use of some words ostensively. It might be said that a child

can go on' and use a word, correctly after a' number of objects have
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been pointed out to him only in virtue of a Cental image which en­

ables him to proceed independently to quite different applications;

to identify, by means of the mental image, v|hich of the new objects

are the same as the objects the teacher had jpointed out while teach­

ing him the meaning of the word. Otherwise, and just talking in 

terms of'the use of the word, it might seem quite inexplicable that 

■he could go on to use the word correctly. jjhe suggestion is that 

the methods of the child psychologist who is concerned with teach— 

ing backward children to speak, work only by virtue of this mental 

mechanism. . j

Tn the first place, how might this parallelism between speech 

and mental activity, be come to in this respect? If I listen to 

the radio, I understand what is said. Should I say that the radio 

speaks to me? If 1 said that you said something to me, but the

radio did hot, would I be making a very arbitrary distinction? In 

both cases, I understand what I hear. It might-seem that although, 

when I.listen to the radio, I understand what I hear, still I do not

Iunderstand the radio,(as distinct from understanding what you said 

as a participant in a radio programme), because a radio is not 

something which I could understand or fail to understand. If this 

were not taken as a statement about the way|we talk, to the effect 

that the phrase, "understanding a radio", seems absurd, that there 

is' nothing we would call a case of understanding a radio, unless we 

allowed that phrase a special metaphorical sense, then it might 

seem that what is at question is a matter of performance, or cap­

acity. That people, when they Speak-, do something which machines, 

and perhaps animals, don’t. And corresponding to what*people do





16

when they speak, is what they do when they understand what is said;

when they, on Locke's account, associate the right' idea, the idea 

corresponding to the idea in the speaker’s mind when he utterred the 

word. This account assimilates 'understanding* to ‘walking*, in the 

sense that it ma^es understanding seem like !a mental activity of 

some sort, that could be investigated in somje way analogous to the 

way we might investigate reflexes employed in walking. ' It assim­
ilates ’the meaning of a word’ to ’the nail Ln the door’, as though 

it were an object of some sort, that might play a part in processes 

of some sort, analogous, say, to rusting, an^ that both the object 

and any processes it might play a part in, were amenable to inspec­

tion of soroe kind. |

I understand you but not the radio, because something is go­

ing on in you that is not going on in the radio. It is, of course, 

true that a great numbet of things do go on i!n human beings speaking 

and understanding language that do not go on jin a radio. But it is 

another thing to say that 'language' and 'meaning' as we know them 

can be accounted for in terms of mental activity of any sort. Aside 

from any difficulties about what an ’explanation' could be here, can

this claim make room for the notions of 'language* and ’meaning* with­

out somehow presupposing them, which would be.a comment on the kind 

of ’explanation* given here? So say simply that people, when they 

speak and understand language do something which machines, and per­

haps' animals , don' t,s might seem‘to leave it an }.open question whether 

a machine might not be designed at some time in the future which

■could, in a quite ordinary sense, speak; or whether dogs, as we 

know them now, might not suddenly start to Speak. If speaking'
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and understanding language is a matter of performing in a certain

way, it might be wondered, could n't machines be designed to perform

in that may? Could n*t dogs suddenly start performing in that way?

And if it were felt that this just could n’t happen, the force beh­

ind this ‘'could n’t" might seem to be no moire than that of a technic­

al"’insuperability in what was otherwise a quite intelligible prog­

ramme, of the factual impossibility of what, was otherwise a quite 

conceivable happening. Here it is salutary to ask of this purport­

edly intelligible programme, or this purportedly conceivable happen­

ing, "At what point would a machine be a human being", or, "At what 
point would .dogs, as we know them, be capable of conversation?" At 

least one thing these questions do is to remind us that the phrases, 

"a machine which speaks and understands language" and "a dog, as we 

know them, which speaks and understands language" seem absurd, that 

there is nothing’ that we would call a case of either, unless we all­

owed the phrases a special metaphorical sense. Talking, in this 

respect, of an intelligible programme, or conceivable happening, 

.embodies a conceptual confusion, and can be ruled out from the start, 

if taken in any literal way. |.

To say that there is nothing that we iwould call a case of

"a

as

machine which speaks and understands language", or of

we know, them, which speaks and understands' language”,

"a dog,

in any lit­

eral sense of either of those phrases., shows jthat whatever it is 

that people do,. (if we want to speak of these1 special doings) when 

they speak and understand the language, is something that- machines 

logically can’t do. Xt is a matter of what it makes sense to say, 

for instance, about learning to speak: "machines can1t speak"; "dogs,
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what it makes sense

in the notion of ’language1

as we know them, can1t speak”. In bringing in 

to say about learning to speak we are bringing 

and ’meaning’ that are embodied in these statements. But to bring 

in these nations at all shows the explanatory superfluity of talking 

about menial doings here. The parallelism between speech and mental 

activity seems perfectly useless in that respect.} This is not to 

deny that there are such things as mental images,! and that they often

accompany speech and understanding what was said. But it seems 

possible to explain language and meaning, as vie know them, only by 

bringing in ’language1 and ’meaning1 at the starts Otherwise, it 

is hard to see how the suggestion might be avoided that what is 

explained is a language which machines, or dogs a& they are, might 

learn to speak and understand. That ’'language1 and ’meaning’ must 

be brought in at the start is a comment on the kind of ’explanation’ 

given here. Psychologists might, for special purposes, investigate 

the connection between mental imagery and speaking fand understanding 

what was said. But, if we were to talk of an explanation, in this 

respect, it would have nothing to do with the philosophical notion 

of a ’justification’ of language; would not explain ’how words mean 

anything at all% If the parallelism between speach and mental act- 

ivity is perfectly useless explanatorily, not only would it seem 

philosophically superfluous to introduce it into the account at all, 

but a positive reason for leaving this parallelism out is the avoid- 

ance of the philosophical morass surrounding the problem of ’mind1 

and ’mental activity’ in discussing ’meaning1 in philosophy#$

I am not suggesting that the straight question, ”Could &

2 Cp6 Wittgenstein, Tractatus, 4*11210
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machine speak?" could plausibly be made to. arise out of Locke's acc-
i

ount. The doings accompanying speaking and understanding language

are doings of a privileged status. They are mental events. And

machines don’t have minds. Clearly, in this sense, Locke did not 

imply that machines might learn to speak. . In this respect, he 

did ,not imply that we could, (non-ciroularliy), explain language and 

meaning by first introducing the workings of a machine, and then 

showing how the notions of ’language1 and ’meaning’ could be acc­

ounted for in terms of that. However, it jis not so clear how 

Locke’s purported explanation .of language rules out the possibility 

that dogs, as we know them, might learn, it; and this would, not be

an account of’language’ as anything like we know it.

Locke’s inheritance of the mind-body dichotomy would make

it unhistorical to raise the question, "Could a machine speak?" out

of his account.

was -viewed as a

Nevertheless, to the extent that this dichotomy

factual one, i.e. between two kinds of substance,

(though of a most striking and irreducible sort, one of the kinds 

of substance being totally unlike the other)J it might seem just a

striking and irreducible fact that machines I don’t haye minds. But 

whatever the intricacies of the problem of ’.mind’, we would want to

say not just that machines don’t, but that they can’t have minds.

The sentance "machines might have minds afterj all" seems simply ab­

surd in any literal sense; in any literal sense, we can’t conceive 
of a use for it. Taken in this way, the statement, "machines can’t 

have minds"-, points not to a -factual dichotomy, but to a logical one, 

a dichotomy between ’forms of description’, in terms of what ’forms 

of description’ we car apply in particular cases, and still make
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sense, (This is merely to indicate the philosophical geography of 

the problem of1mind’, without attempting to discuss it.) ay con- 

trast, "Pigs cun’t fly, but birds can" marks what is, in fact, the 

case. But we would still be making sense if we said, "Pigs can

fly", Vre can describe pigs as flying and st^ll make sense. A dis-

tinction between forms of description, and thqir intelligible use, 

is not being made herev If someone said he had found a flying pig, 

we would he inclined to smell his breath. But we would kt least' 

understand what he said. For instance, we would know what sort of 

evidence he would have to provide to prove hist claim. Whereas, if 

someone said, "I’ve found a machine that converses'*, and wanted us 

to take it literally, we would, be inclined to say that he was saying 

something simply nonsensical. Ko doubt the force of a logical dis­

tinction of this sort was somewhere behind the- traditional mind- 

body dichotomy; but was there inchoately.

To say that "machines can’t have minds" once again introd­

uces statements about what it makes sense to s|y, amongst other things 

about learning to speak; and in this way ’language’ and ’meaning', 

as we know them, are brou'ght in. We bring in [these notions, too, 

if we say, "dogs, as they are, fean* t learn to speak". And it 

seems only by tacitly supposing a priori statements of this sort 

about ’language* and 'meaning* that we can rule out an. account of 

language, which machines or dogs, as they are, might speak. It 

might seem that Locke can only be read as explaining ’language* 

and ’meaning* as we know them, distinct from aplanguage* which 

machines or dogs might speak, by bringing in ’language* and 'mean- 

ing’ at the start. This is not only a comment; on the kind of ‘ ex- 
4 
1
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planation' given, but it is a comment too on what a consistent em­

piricism might be* - For it seems that certain a priori statements 

about language have to be assumed, where an;account of language as 

we know it is concerned*.

What account can be given of 1 understanding what was said' 

on Locke's account of 'language' and 'meaning'?1 Determining exactly 

what someone meant, or whether he meant anything at all, seems to 

be in part a matter of finding out in some way what ideas, if any, 

he has. However, although Locke's account might seem to point to 

at least the conceivability of doing this, i|t is not emphasised as 

at all important for our actually saying things to each other and 

being understood. Locke did not suggest need literally

produce an idea for public perusal. He helk that we’ can understand 

what is said because, as a result of constant use, a speech sound 

comes to "call up" the idea it stands for, say, the mental image of 

a tree, almost as if I were actually looking^£t a tree. But, given 

that we all "call up" ideas after having heard the respective words 

a number of times, how can I know that the idea I "call up" is the 

idea you "call up"? That the mechanism of association is the same 

in every case? This would seem to throw us 'back on the need to 

find out, apparently literally, what someone (else‘s ideas were. 

Locke might seem able to avoid this only by paying that the mechan- 

ism of association must operate in a standard way for each man, be- 

cause it is a plain fact that we do understand each other most of 

the time. This makes it seem that my criteria for the occasional 

malfunctioning of your mental mechanism can he established only 

with the circularity of referring to* the factf that, sometimes, you
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do not understand me. All this is to bring in 'language' as we 

know it, and so to it eke talk of 1 ideas’ explanatorily superfluous. 

Insofar as Locke is talking of a mechanism, even of a mental kind, 

then it would seem to make sense to talk of'the conceivability of 

its breaking down. But Locke introduces mental mechanism to pro- 

vide an explanation, of some sort, of language. And in this rec- 

pect, it might be said that it is demanded tiy the fact that Locke's 

account is theorising about the fact that wej do usually understand 

each other, that the mechanism should not go’ wrong.

It is not at all clear that the view that determining what 

someone meant is a matter, in the last resor[b, of finding out in 

some way what ideas he has?, can straightforwardly be attributed to 

Locke. 0-f definition Locke said: *

The meaning of words', being only the idols they are made to 

stand for by him that uses them, the meaning of any term is 

then showed,‘or the word defined, when by other words the idea 

it is made a sign of and annexed to in tile mind of the speaker 

is, as it were, represented or set before the view of another; 

and mts signification ascertained.

Here understanding what the' speaker staid seems not at all 

a matter of finding out what his ideas are. * The use of his words 

seems enough, taken in conjunction with my apparatus of association. 

.But this is not to imply the notion of 'use* as we ordinarily under­

stand it in, say, the phrase "the correct use of a ’word". In terms 

of Locke's account, we might distinguish between 'use' in "the cor’- 

rect use of a word", and 'use' where this is a matter of the way a

6, Locke, Essay, Bk.j5,. Chap. 1, Section 2.





word is “used** by the speaker in causal connection with a mental 

mechanism* In this second sense, it would make sense to say that 

a 'word might have various "uses", be associated causally with var­

ious ideas, yet still have the same ’use’ in the first sense, 

which is connected with ’grammatical use’.

These two uses of ’use’ are totally different* We might 

speak of "using” a tool in ways and for purposes for 'which it was 

not designed; using a chisel for planing a piece of wood, for in­

stance* Here, if we speak of its "use”, we nay be giving infor­

mation to the effect that it is to be used in this way rather than 

that. It would make perfectly good sense to say that it might be 

used in other ways, although this might be giving bad advice as to 

its use. Similarly, we might speak of "using” a word in associa­

tion with mental images. If we said that this word is used in as­

sociation with that idea,- we would be saying something informative 

in the sense that, although it is, in fact, used in this way, it 

would make perfectly good sense to say it might conceivably be used 

in association with all sorts of ideas. This-goes, together with 

the conceivability of a mechanism working in different ways, or 

breaking down. But in this sense of ’use’, there is no guarantee 

■that I understand' what someone meant, that I associate an idea, 

corresponding to the idea the speaker associated with the word in 

question. It is quite conceivable that he may have meant some­

thing ‘quite different, have- associated a different idea. Just 

in the light of this usb of ’use’, we seem once more thrown back 

on the need to find out apparently literally what someone else’s 

ideas were; But we ;would want to say. "I can’t have someone else’s
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toothache or mental image11. There is nothing we would call a case 

of my having someone else's toothache or mental iKage. .If what I 

meant was -purely a matter of my mental images-, then there is nothing 

we would call a case of someone else understanding what I meant1. 

Nevertheless, as his discussion of definition shows, Locke wanted 

to maintain that in some sense we. can understand ths meaning of a 

word front its use. Nut this view is made possible only by his em­

ployment of ’use’ as in "the correct use of a word".

When we speak of the 'use' or 'correct uses' of a word, this 

is not informative in the sense that we would say that it could con­

ceivably be used in other ways, and still be a word that makes sense 

to’ us, means anything. If a word were used in enough^different 

ways, so that it seemed quite a random natter, we would not even want 

to talk of .a 'misuse* of the word* for we would not want to say it 

was a word, or meant anything, at all if it could be used in just 

any ’way. This is a natter of what we would call "a use of a word" 

or call a "word". ft is not as if we could conceivably use a word 

in almost any way to have meaning, though as a .matter of fact we 

use it-only in this way, or these ways. If that were so, we could 

give an informative explanation of how -words mean. Just as, al­

though a hammer might be used quite arbitrarily, we might explain 

that it is used in this way, ox* these, ways. But we cannot give an 

informative explanation of 'how words mean anything.at all1 by ref­

erring to their 'use* because 'use' in this sense presupposes the 

notion of 'meaning'. Words are used in particular ways to have 

■meaning. Tools are only used. leaning is presupposed in the 

sense ‘that if a person had no idea how to use a certain word correct-
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ly, we would say he could not know its meaning.^ This is not to 

deny that we might distinguish informatively between different 

uses of a word for stylistic effect, and so on, as a literary- crit­

ic might do, where a justification1 of meaning is not in question. 

As the previous sentence shows, the notion of 'use* even in connec­

tion with the use of words,* is a complex, and a by no means clear 

one. But it does seem that in any sense that we might speak infor­

matively of the use of a word, a justification1 of meaning could 

not be given informatively too, for ’meaning’ is presupposed by 

F
'use1. Perhaps a misleading side of the analogy of fiords with tools 

is that if we way here that words have uses, it suggests we might 

give this justification*o Only insofar as he ran together two tot­

ally different uses of ’use1 could Locke make it seem that we can 

give an informative explanation of meaning. Talk of ideas conferr­

ing meaning on the use of words'by being associated with them be­

comes explanatorily superfluous insofar as Locke implies the use of 

’use’ as in "the correct use of a word". It 'is only insofar as he 

implies this that he obviates the unintelligible requirement of hav­

ing someone else’s ideas; or alternatively, makes his account an 

account of language as we know it, as distinct from its being a mat­

ter of languages logically .private' to each speaker. Locke wanted 

to maintain that in some sense we can understand the meaning, of a 

-word from its use. But in the one sense of1 use’ that is at all 

related to1 meaning.1-, (and talk of different people associating dif­

ferent ideas with the same speech sound* seems incapable of provid­

ing an account of ^meaning’ as we know it), 'use' already presup­

poses meaning. I am not suggesting, as against Locke, any form of
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the view that 'meaning' can simply be equated w,ith 'usenL The 

notions of leaning* and ’use1 are not equivalent, if only because 

we speak of "correct" and "incorrect" uses, hut not, ordinarily, of 

"correct" and "incorrect’* cleanings. But there are certainly sore 

than the factual causal connections between the meaning and the use 

of ‘words that are suggested by Locke's informative sense of 'use* 5. 

where a word may be "used" in association with this, but conceivably, 

any other idea; and it is the idea that constitutes its meaning. 

Insofar as ’use, as in "the correct use of a word" is introduced into 

an account of language, this amounts to tacit recognition that no 

non-circular account of ’language’ and ’meaning’ may be given. Kor 

certain a priori statements about what we would call a "use ox a 

word" are appealed to, which also presuppose., the notion of 'meaning*. 

It seems that any empirical account of language must start off v/ith 

these. This is not to discredit the general empiricist programme 

out of hand, but to show that, at the best, the notion of a. consist­

ent empiricism is not a consistent one, (though without suggesting 

that, by contrast, the notion of a consistent rationalism is con­

sistent) .





CHAM III. ARE ’INTROSPECTIVE EXPERIMENTS’ CTffiiEKTS?

By running together two quite different uses of ’use’, Locke 

Kade it sees that an informative explanation sight be given of lan­

guage and. meaning. Insofar as his concern was with the association 

of speech sounds with ideas, it might seem that his theorising about 

how words mean was a matter of setting up scientific hypotheses in 

the old introspective psychology; and that, at least in this respect, 

philosophy is another science, whose accounts can be rivalled or over­

thrown by the sciences as we know them. It might seem that the ex­

planation he attempted to give of language is an explanation in the 

informative sense of those given in the sciences, and that it can 

be borne out by observation of introspected facts. A difficulty 

with the question, "How do words mean anything at all?" is that it 

itself is an intelligible form of expression. So that if anyone 

asked it, it would not be clear what it was he did not understand. 

Further, if Locke’s account is a matter of setting up scientific 

hypotheses, then the statement of these is itself one use of lan­

guage. But apart from, these difficulties, it is hard to see how 

the notion of an ’introspective experiment’ is at all intelligible 

as a fori* of knowledge. And the claim of the philosophical view, 

that the weaning of a word is the mental image associated with it, 

to be anything like a scientific theory, whatever ’meaning’ might 

be here, might seem to rest on the possibility of developing rel­

evant experimental techniques of that sort.

27





1 Aether the impossibility of my' in any way observing some­

one rise’s mental image he taken as an insuperable technical diffic- 

ulty, like that of literally looking into my ear with my eye, or as 

a logical one, as a matter of the way we talk, the point of which is 

that there is nothing that we would call "ay having someone else’s 

mental image'1, it might seem that there are, nevertheless, methods 

of determining whether someone has a certain mental image, though 

they must rely on descriptions given by the subject, and that these 

are quite reputable scientifically. This gives rise to the notion 

of * introspective experiment’. Even if this were taken as a leg­

itimate form of knowledge, the fact that it depends upon descrip­

tions given by the subject, presupposes the use of words. So that 

explanations of what words are associated with what images, even if 

of scientific interest, would not provide a ’justification* of mean­

ing. Insofar as Locke found language to constitute a philosophical 

problem, scientific explanations of this sort, even if possible, 

would bypass the problem.

Although introspective experiments are no longer fashionable 

in psychology, some presuppositions inherent in the phrase "intros­

pective experiment" still show through in recent theorising. ror 

instance, Hebb, who seems no believer in the value of actually per­

forming introspective experiments., seems to think that th© whole 

notion is quits intelligible. He has said that:

Private or subjective, or introspective evidence concerns ev­

ents within the observer himself, and by the nature of things 

available to that one observer..... Speech, and introspect­

ive description is not a sort of pipeline direct to the con­

sciousness of another, giving us first-hand knowledge. It is
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behaviour frora which we may infer, correctly or incorrectly, 

the nature of the underlying processes that determine what the 

1 
subject has said.

Hebb, unlike Descartes, considered introspective reports to 

be very fallible. He said that, "A subjects reports say be a most 

unreliable source of information about what goes on in the mind of 

2 
another, even though he is entirely honest". Precisely vzhat this 

suggests is that there are ways of finding out whether the intros- 

pector’s report is accurate or not. It suggests that we night, 

in the, light of this further source of information, train introspect- 

ors in precise observation of their mental images. It suggests 

that introspective experiments could be so designed ns to get the 

greatest possible detail and precision in descriptions of mental 

images. Hebb spoke,.in the first quotation, of inferring "cor- 

rsc^J or incorrectly, the nature of the underlying processes". 

This makes the notion of "introspective experiment" seem quite in­

telligible, even though now unfashionable; makes it seem that crit­

eria could be established ‘by which we could rule out some of the in- 

trospector’s descriptions as inaccurate. It suggests that by means 

of experiments of this kind we could, for a start, determine whether 

the right ideas have been produced in the minds of the children; teach 

them how to introspect these correctly; and-determine when they are 

introspecting correctly. There also seems hope that by these meth­

ods we could learn how to -produce the right ideas in their minds, 

Por what is this further source of information that enables Hebb to 

1 P.O.Hebb, A Textbook of Psychology, Chapter 4» 

2 , Ibid., Chapter 4.
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say that introspective reports are very fallible? It sounds like a 

first-hand- source of information; unlike introspective reports, some 

kind of direct observation of other minds. It might seem just a 

practical detail (and not a paradox) that the children would have to 

know how to speak enough to give introspective reports concerning 

the processes by vtich they l^am the meaning of words at all. for, 

after all, their descriptions are the only evidence available in this 

case, (yet what is in question just is, whether they are saying any­

thing at all).

Locke’s account makes it seem that we are able to teach chil­

dren to speak in virtue of the production in their minds of mental 

images; and that it is the business of the philosopher-psychologist 

to investigate these with a great accuracy. In what sense might we 

speak of "greater” or "lesser accuracy" in introspective results with 

regard to subjects other than ourselves?' If what is going on is 

something which the subject alone can "observe", then whatever he 

says at any moment is the best possible evidence available for the 

nature of the process at that moment. -Statements can be corrected 

only in the light of better evidence. But the subject's evidence 

is the best possible. So it makes no sense to say that it could be 

corrected. If an utterance is of a kind which cannot in principle 

be corrected, there is no room for a distinction between its being 

"right" or "wrong", or being a "more" or "less reliable" report. The 

whole project of training -introspectors in "greater accuracy" in the 

observation of their internal states' seems’ wholly misconceived on its 

own basis. And, as there could be no criterion for rejecting any-
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thing the subject might say as inaccurate, as he could, say anything 

whatsoever, and- it would have to go, introspective 'experiments* 

seem no more than a rigmarole.

Nevertheless, there, might seem to be some standards of evid­

ence with regard to introspecting as distinct from those which would, 

be concerned merely with self-contradictory uses of words in an int­

rospective description. And a question on this count suggested by 

Locke’s view' is, if an introspective description is contradictory, is 

it therefore a misdescription; and if we allow that it is not a mis­

description, can we still maintain that the description was contrad­

ictory?' If a man said* two inconsistent things in quick succession, 

why should we not say that the introspectedaprocess changed its nat­

ure in the course of his describing it? That would fit in better 

'with the fact that what the subject says at any moment is the best 

possible evidence going. And, on Locke's account, where the mean­

ing of the words is precisely what is being described, this would 

seem to imply that a man cannot, in principle, contradict himself 

whilst making introspective reports. Thus, not only would any­

thing the subject said have to be accepted as the best possible 

evidence, but also any nonsense he uttered... It seems that, the 

notion of * correct introspective reports * would fall to the ground 

even if this objection were withheld. Could n’t we say that the 

introspector might determine that a misdescription had been mads 

by looking more closely at his idea, thereby discovering that it 

was so-and-so, not such-and-such, as he had first thought (and - 

perhaps thereby discovering that what he had previously misdes­

cribed by a contradiction, could now he described without one).
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Being able to '‘look at" something suggests that one can also look 

away iron it; and the phrase "looking away from something", used, 

as it usually is, of physical objects, suggests that the something 

continues to exist while no longer looked, at. Could, n't we say 

that we can look away from, our ideas^ We know what sort of invest­

igation might settle the question whether a particular object exists 

when we are no longer looking at it, (one conducted, with cameras, for 

instance). This suggests that there are analogous ways for settling 

the question whether an idea exists when I am. no longer introspect­

ing it. But would it have meaning to suggest that my idea exists 

after I have introspected it? What could bo considered as evidence 

that it did or did not? liven introspective evidence is ruled out 

here. There seems to be no sense in saying that Hi might look away 

from my idea, and so no sense in saying that 1 ui^ht look more close­

ly, or less closely; and so no serse in suggesting that 1 night rns- 

describe it through not looking- at ii .closely enough. The moral 

that emerges* from this is that looking is not like introspecting. 

The canons of empirical evidence that apply to the one have no ap­

plication at all to introspecting. To say that, introspection is 

an experiment is to blend together two quite different modes of des­

cription, and to abduct criteria we have for making physical object 

descriptions to do duty as criteria for making introspective descrip­

tions ,

That one cannot talk of correct, or incorrect, more, or less?, 

accurate introspection, nay be taken as a characterisation, not as a 

deficiency of introspection. ^‘hat is what introspection is. I int­

rospect whatever I introspect. But where an account of 'meaning1' is
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to be given in these terras too , it would be hard to see how language 

could be possible. Is whatever idea I happen to associate^the mean­

ing of the word concerned? We cannot talk of understanding a word 

incorrectly on this account., for we -can't speak of an incorrect in­

trospection. This makes it seen that a word means whatever I take 

it to uean. What would it be to learn how to teach a child to ass­

ociate the correct cental image, when whatever the child introspects 

will not be inaccurate? Farther, to the extent that Locke night 

seem to be advancing 'scientific’ hypotheses about the association 

of ideas with words, to what extent can Y/e speak of evidence for 

or against, if we can't label evidence either as correct, or in­

correct. If meaning what we say, or understanding what is said, 

is a matter of having ideas, the correct ideas, it is difficult to 

see how language is at all possible. Prior to understanding a 

statement, we must first recognise that it is a statement at all, 

and not an arbitrary series of noises. At all understanding a state­

ment depends upon recognising a particularly elusive relation between 

it and something else, a series of ideas in the mind. There is no 

way of teaching correct and accurate recognition... The recognition 

seems perfectly arbitrary and personal, like being struck by the 

shape of a tree,'or the way someone walks.

Locke i$ight sees to avoid this reduction of language to the 

arbitrariness of gibberish only insofar as he also employed the 

notion of ’use' as in "the correct use of a word", where this pre- 

supposes1 meaning’p This- makes talk of ideas explanatorily super­

fluous; as, in a.jlifferent way/ they would seem to be by recog­

nition of the fact that introspective reports are stated in language.
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yrom this explanatory point of view, it is irrelevant what ideas 

someone has $ he say have none at all, or any whatsoever.





CHA^^JF^^ ’TELL' ME WHAT WORDS MEAN?

There are difficulties connected with the notion of 'int­

rospective experiments’. nut apart from these, the objection 

that introspective reports must themselves he put in a form of words, 

so bringing in language at the start, night not he accepted as show­

ing that talk of mental images is explanatorily superfluous, as show­

ing that no explanation, in an informative sense of that word, can be 

given here. For instance, it night be felt that, although intros­

pective reports must themselves be put in a form of words, and that 

is as clear but as uninteresting as a tautology, what is important 

in the case of these reports is the way they are used. True, they

must be put in a form of words, but they have the unique status of 

describing the mental images which in some way constitute their 

meaning. In any other use of language, say, in describing the 

colour of wall-paper, or pnysical objects generally, what is des­

cribed will not, as such, constitute the meaning of the constituent 

words. But it wight seen that their meaningfulnoss must, in the end, 

be traced back to the mental images which ar-*, described in intros­

pective reports. The suggestion is that, although we must use lan­

guage to talk about mental images, and in this sense cannot hope 

to give anything but a question-begging account of meaning, still 

we can talk about mental images in such a way as, to givs an infor­

mative account of language within that limitation.

Quite clearly there arc such things as introspective reports 

given by people of ^heir own mental images. Amongst the peculiarit­

ies of these reports is that vre cannot call them more, or less, acc-

55
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urate, if the reports are all we have to go by* If I were to use 

the verb "introspect" as to ,say, "I introspect that I have a headache" 

my report would not be all you would have to go by. There would ba 

my publicly observable behaviour; grimacing, change of pulse rate, and 

so on. If I behaved energetically, as though I had no pain at all, 

you would look for some reason why I was behaving so with a head­

ache. Perhaps I night be trying to make a good impression on the 

boss. If you could find no reason at all, and I affirmed that I 

was not pretending or imagining that 1 had a headache, you would re­

main puzzled* You would not know how to take my statement. In 

reports concerning mental images, (and this is the classical phil­

osophical content of the notion of 1 introspection1, the one suggest­

ed by Locke’s account of how words mean, and discussed in the prev­

ious chapter), you would have to take them as they are, whatever they 

expressed. Kor here there need be no attendant publicly observable 

behaviour at all. Por instance, we only know that ths electrical 

stimulation of certain^areas. ofUhe'train produces certain mental 

images*' on the introspective reports of subjects tested so far. If 

a hew subject reported no mental image at all, or an unexpected men­

tal image, and the electrical stimulation had gone according to plan, 

and there were no other unusual circumstances, then, as our only 

source of information is the introspective reports themselves, we 

would have no independent check on the reports of the new subject. 

We would just have to take his report as an exception to any pattern 

we had been establishing. It might be tempting to add another pec­

uliarity to introspective reports about mental images, in the light 

of Locke’s account of meaning. It might he tempting to say that
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their meaning is in some way constituted by the mental images they 

describe*

What might be meant by saying that my mental images confer 

meaning on what would otherwise be my utterance of mere sounds? 

what might be meant by saying that 1 can learn the meaning of “red” 

by having a mental image of some sort? whis view seems to be ass­

ociated with, if not in many ways dependant upon, the oohfud^sn bet- 

ween giving and using a definition, between giving and using a sam­

ple* I can use a colour sample to describe the colour of something 

else; for instance, the colour of whit 1 am looking at under the 

microscope* X might say, "The colour of the nucleus is this colour". 

But, X can also use a colour sample in quite a different way. I can say 

what "red" means by pointing to a sample. Here, "This is red" is a 

definition, an- ostensive one. But what does it mean to use a sam­

ple, (and that it is ^ mental sample brings its own problems), to des­

cribe the colour of the sample itself? For this is what might seem 

to happen when I introspect the mental image constituting the meaning 

of "red", and say of it, "This is redf, Here, "This is red" sounds 

informative in the same way as "This is red", or, "The colour of the 

nucleus is this colour" are informative, when we say that of a col­

our seen under a microscope. The introspective report has the ring 

of a description. Yet, on the implications of Locke’s account, where 

the meanings of the constituent words of an introspective report are 

constituted by mental images, the role of "This is red" seems to be 

to provide an ostensive and archetypal definition of what "red" means. 

The introspective report might seem to partake of the character of both 

"This is red" qped as a description of the mental image concerned,
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and as used as an explanation of. the meaning of "red" by giving an 

ostensive definition, where it means ‘"This is called red”. ' This makes 

it seem possible to give an explanation of the word "red” by giving 

a bit of descriptive information; makes it seem th^t we can explain 

the meanings of words, where this is not a matter of definition, but 

of informatively describing mental images.This might seem one 

source of the view-that although introspective reports must be in a 

form of words, still we can say something quite{informative about 

meaning in the sense that we may talk in terms of how introspective 

reports are used to describe what constitutes their meaning. .

The running together of giving and using a sample makes it 

seem that when I use a mental image to give an ostensive definition 

of a word, (and this might seem an odd way to give a definition), I 

am, by the same token, describing the mental image. This makes it 

sound as though the mental image itself somehow ’tells1 me what it 

is called. This seems to tie language down to reality particularly 

closely. 1?hat the word "red" is to be applied to, what it means, 

is not just a matter of definition, but of a feature of a mental 

image which is, as it were, already clearly indicated by a label, 

as rednesa. "Red" seems to correspond to the original labels, to 

the adamantine facts, (even if the facts are mental ones of a rather 

peculiar sort)• This suggests that there is an additional and far 

more important kind of difference over and above the difference res­

ulting from the way'the words "red" and "green" are used in "Nothing 

can he greenish red",a necessary difference between mental images.

1 Cp. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Pt.I, insertion 

at P.18.
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It suggests that the assynonymity that lexicographers are concerned 

with is only a shadow of a mental 1 as synonymity1 in making;! our ost- 

ensive definitions of "red” and "green”? This has been one line of 

thought that has led to calling "Nothing can be greenish red" a 

necessary synthetic statement*

To say that we merely recognise mental assynonymity in mak­

ing our ostensive definitions of "red" and "green" suggests that 

’ there could be some sort of test which would inform us of whether 

or nor our language ’corresponded to’ reality. it might seem that 

our language is not arbitrary if it can be borne out by descriptions 

of mental images, (it is from such a direction that the philosophical 

suggestion has come that 'meaning' is a matter for psychogeretic 

analysis). This suggests that we might informatively explain lan­

guage in this way, even though the descriptions would be in a form 

of words. to say that the meaning of "red" is a mental image or 

sense impression suggests that there is a correspondence between lan­

guage and reality. It is this that provides a reason for speaking 

as we do. On this account, there might seem room for the notion of 

a 'justification1 of meaning, and for speaking of the need for a 

justification. This suggests that the way we speak is somehow det­

ermined by the nature of our mental images. As though we could say 

that language is 'true'; just as we might say that a scientific hyp­

othesis was true. But how would we determine whether our language 

is 'true*, does correspond to reality? And how would we be aware 

of any lack of correspondence? Boes it make sense to say that objects 

might have other properties, that our mental images of these might 

have other properties and that, in that case, our language should
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be different? The difficulty with saying that our language is not 

arbitrary if it can be borne out by descriptions of mental images, is 

that onr language as it is has to be used in making these descriptions 

and, of course, the sate holds for descriptions of the objects then- 

selves. There is no kind of experiment to find out whether or not 

our language corresponds to reality.

It.would be objected, and rightly, that to say that my 

learning the meaning of ’’red" is a matter of having a mental image of 

some sort, is an unjust simplification of the implications of Locke’s 

account. I would be ostensively taught what "red" meant only by 

having a number of objects pointed out to me, and by having my sub­

sequent application of this ~ord to objects corrected until I under­

stood precisely what was being pointed to; the colour, but not the 

smell, shape, or sound, of an object; or, on Locke’s account, until 

it was clear what mental image was in question. What this recognises 

is that we might in each case interpret an ostensive definition in 

various ways, as pointing to the shape, colour, or size of an object; 

or even pointing to a direction of the compass. The way of making 

ourselves clear, on Locke's account, would be a matter of pointing 

to enough objects for a common feature to emerge; that it is. the 

colour of the objects to which we are'referring. But what Locke's 

account does suggest is that there is something about the use of 

the word "red" in the course of the ostensive teaching that makes 

it impossible for me to go on and use it in other ways, where this 

impossibility is that of averting the growth of a composite mental 

image of redness, built up out of a number of images of particular 

red’things. The suggestion is that I can, on each new occasion,
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tell from this composite image what ’’red" mean's. But is an ost- 

ensive definition employing a mental image of this sort, any more 

free from the possibility of being interpreted in various ways, as 

a matter of colour, intensity of brightness, or as a composite image 

of a fabric, or substance of some sort, say, blood, than is an ord­

inary colour sample? Does the mental image itself ’tell1 me what it 

is called? What is it that enables me to affix the speech-sound 

"red” to just•this sample?

Locke’s implied account of learning the meaning of "red” 

makes room for ’meaning’ as we know it only be smuggling in the est­

ablished use of "red” in the language by means of the introspective 

report itself. finding out what colour blood is might be said to 

be a matter of experience. but if someone asked, "What colour is 

red?”, where he was asking for the meaning of the ^'ord, it vzould 

not do to tell him to find out by experience; tell him that he 

had only to look about him, and he would, find this out. It would 

do if it were a matter of his seeing and describing what he saw, 

and not a matter of learning the meanings*'of words that he might 

afterwards use when describing. If I just showed him samples 

without saying anything, and without his asking anything, he might 

le^rn something, but would he learn what "red” meant? similarly, 

it is hard to see how merely being conscious of any number of mental 

images could teach me what words meant.

It seems that 1 might pair this speech-sound with this sam­

ple only by giving, in the appropriate form of words, the ostensive 

definition, "This is called "red””. I cannot say what the sample is 

called without using the word "red”. wy mental images do not come
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ready labelled in that way. The labelling is done by ue when I 

point to a sample, introspect a cental image, and define, (not des­

cribe), what "red” means by saying, "This is called ‘'red"*', (not 

"This is what red is"). If definition were a matter of description, 

and of the form, "This is what "red" is", words would become mean­

ingless as samples were destroyed'. To say "This is that in virtue 

of which "red" is at all meaningful’,? is merely to say that it is a - 

sample that has been picked out according to the established use 

of the word*, which ensures just that it can be called "red" by means 

of an ostensive definition. That the paradigm of definition is 

taken as in some way being a natter of introspection could he taken 

as a result of the empirical starting point, When I say that blood 

is red, I an not saying that it is called red, but that it is red. 

I am giving a description- not a definition. But I could mean not­

hing definite in giving a description, others could n’t understand 

what I said, unless my hearers agreed with me in saying that blood 

is red, unless we agreed as to what was its correct use in the lan­

guage. It is its correct use which is exemplified in an ostensive 

definition. But this is to presuppo.se language at the start.

One point which Locke’s account does illumine is that if I 

were col our-.blind I would not learn what "red" meant, (though I 

might use it correctly in descriptions, going by discriminations of 

light intensity). But no account could be given of what learning 

what "red" means amounts to unless language, and knowledge of it 

on the pupil's part, is already presupposed, Kot only is ostens­

ive teaching one ■ use of language employing words as we know them 

but "This is called red" will only help a child to understand the

presuppo.se
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word, if he- already has an idea ©£ ths- g&ae^al ^le Qp ^red^ in the 

^ai^Bia^e-3 Understands 4hat it is st^UHr wcr4, ” Jie. zottst, ts "this 

e^ientj at ready kw£ nn&te-ry o| lanjti^e to LMwlerstaS a.^ estfensi^ 

definition. XV waMcl fe& no ^o^ Jus-4 t® intense -the. sound, ^redh 

£n the presence ^c&rtain o^je^fe, That- watridL mot~ Ml ^feMrio 

g^ oil Aihd uS& the. [//o^ /S^‘l uirlE-s^ £ airgap w^£r^tw<J that- it rias 

O_ fitflDiotr^cdf Understanding this is having a. general widerswan«lc' 

ii^ ®? the CEmM&tton leiwifi tW ds®-©^ a_rord 'W*' in oste^si'u® 

deFj-Miion,. 33^ its t^e, zh other depBrtrots ©^ k^guag£.f For inst­

ance, i-twuld Mate no ^^et) asX ^Uih^r re4 w fmsuye ©r ^5old 

be put in a- hole.

Z Wittiest stein, p^logoptical Invesiig&ttons, Pt»X, fem# 23-35,





CHAPTER V, @titf TH£PH fife-A- pRIVAUtfl^^B'?1

©q Lookers see#tint the mniwig ©^ nfedt| ^s ^ rantal zi^e.» 

(£quU n^ X idenii^ ^ cental irw^ oz3 di(^ren^^<^MUn^ Mt^- 

0U^ Wir^p^ in i£h©' W^ wW^s ataW? This ml4 He tafitaitiauAV 

to St^iwgr '^is i« sailed! (tre4tL% where £ h«Meet private unle^ 

siejMlti^ oC^t^hc^'vred^ wans^ svHch,on Locket’s account, might st^ft 

to b® ihe only ondef£^a»iii^ Iey*er tfouldt hiv£ of ttreilf| 7his 

Wiuld avoid Winging fn * language < or ’NeanihgB as wekiBoto •ftemin 

giving ?he in tiros pec^lxe f&pdtft W VfeW fei ^ C&n Ult aWt 

Mnf?al wges in such ex ^ as to §iVe ah informative Recount- o^ 

Itoigu^e, m^iin Ui£L limitation that we must usa lan^age. to talK 

about Tnental images pra^kt seem -tenable only at the expense. ®^ ad- 

pjittin| the vi«w ^at the. language in Which I ostfinsiVel^ deHhe 

fly pienial images is an entirely different' laift^u^e, ^wsi Shglisfe, 

^ Blji^j nr languages as w^kw thea?,. The. vatohulaxy oFtb^s 

language Would coosiai of h®r4s whose (Wining con only b^ gi</efi osten- 

sivel|fr with w^ mental images as sampler. ’Then; lot describing (^ 

ntnta^ images X would teat be ^esujppasing the. posanin^^iisss of 

-She wr^s of l&njtta^e as We Uhde.r»Wd. it-. The swgjesM^n ®t^H

&

1 in tM$ section T- have in mtid ^i^enstein’a PhiloSop^caJ) 

5®Mj®ilo!®i &*gr ^ufas. 2JS“^j and ihe. s^hiposi^. Can 

There ^e a Private Langua^, in Proceedings j^j^_^ 

Society, sHpplew'^ Vol#& #^l^(H54)j in which the tw& 

parole i pants Were. AJ»^er and- R*Rheel.
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bt supposed to he-that" tie wards o^the lasg^e aa toe know ttare

3^^' mstaW cxxtra-^- ^e v®fi^Mazy o^-'&s pri&r law^g*, 

losofar as this is a tm*=»sr'o^ er^lainw^ ®e,2angiagE.in terms a£

d^Mhery i ' ^Sulfea^ow’f o^ lB^|a ^ ^ .poshed fete- Wt( 

I^^UdeECt^bfefi c^i^ wages ih iso*® eF-^Ss pri^r lan—

juag^ ^ ih^ <juStiBn oP^tami^jtae® ®F Ite WdS a? this 

prior jfanjo^e? ^ Wt©t vs an cpsMlfin 3$ im^ l^apj% jttSb Uis 

wg^i b this ^age^ ife ^iuu^ •even a# o&toiMg ^Ira^^ Does 

theirs^ ’MV US’ &rd$ $& W^ to to§ to nottorS tf tfe 

Ost $v ths |^ds if ^ pnig^ it^y^? 1^^ «xpisJ^os sb 

KJkat^aji^' wethiin| is: i$ s^g^teppod Im) to u&Ui^ is ft6h* 

tewed h^ brhjlfij k fry ppis^te M^e-

Msei^ to iM sense is Ui^ le^-J^ fe4^ V^^^CX

toasted ssA1t&L^ &£$&&&$ $&^a T^ea&liig can oaljte gi^n ff^fib* 

sivelf J^th ^ M^tal iti^e& OS S^fe^j a lo^ut^e? Kb. y^d say 

■&it^ us ifljtaljr ^#si&l@ U iwe ®J6®mc^vsp5e^ll iw- 

a^* Ihfe mdfefe fifty prL^i^ !a^^ a^sg^s^^ pivafe «m.

IffetMfld ^ ^iW it tt©j^ 6®t$^ is ^3^ iteir SoflseB^ else fcil^b 

Zcart) its f^^ fcfe aja^fi oF f^rr^E&^ sn^ ^ineacr^biujes* ^

pjjcJs eao te^tfi ^ ^ ajo ^rip, TH to^aa^-g g^J fc j^ m 

Iflfljtt^?^^ ^€ toplaii#ig toee^ t&^ easto ^^  ̂

oi} a-Sfffe^ teltk ^^tshj > is on ou£$c#£ o£ c^ordiAg i^ pri.wg 

as only ^-BcM. one* ^ one tfce there finere «i#^ three ^stes

dr Cbmish blw4 Ugt© hfigfiiAio teHelue. BA itrfii^ht tore bea

^»b only iflne.sp0Jfi2r pgwe^ fen 6rnj.§h Bfl^ &e&@ tema
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ZWtal #JSSj fee WfiuW nefe Ss^ ttnb it p^e bp ^® te ga^ ‘th^ 

a^y^nt r4i$W }MH ?i^ 4Mj of- MUrSe^ tta ^w#k ^g psora, g&&- 

ej»aHy gpokeiii ohH^r&n §r^ tip in •the. ^|m^j a^ X^rnt ^ ^esk, 

it, ^Ush^t s^ferinj fr^ the ^6i ^ai the#© a^s nothing thaift^ 

c§H "their having- "their" parents? neffilal |IA^(fiS^ It is iempti h^ 

ads© io feiht af^ private knj^^fis a special ^c^o^o^de^ 

Bleb a cade. f/s •aorngthi^ that /mst? in* $nn>ci^kj bt ^ti^he^faMe. 

’This dw^i the ft&tim pf ^on^w^* |Mo t^s. ve^ WiMtiiiR o>F < 

6Cc&?. 'in deeidinn ow the code sIbbs, we can^ eat??- 'feraftSUtto®11,

as it wer^ from ^Hlsfe, say, tmkiing certain si'^ns stand for ierlaih 

i®3^j -the use. arc) Wn^ of these in Ue. lan^»a^ hexing- already pre* 

supp®sad. The i&nttast ieWeen §_ Zo^tcally privalalah^ua^ and 

isn^a^ as wb how it, might te. put fe iBwS o^taKictj^ of private 

laftgm$< air^ the public, Xa^ua^^, ^ers. 'ipfivaife^ ^eaws logical?.'/ 90f. 

5b tstlk of si * px^hXc.c'’ lan^&gC ^®n’ ukoulIcI fee h) Wt Bnerel^ ef l<aj^ 

^uag«s as Ke kno^'^h©^ i^cVudin^ Cornish?

Xt wight se^fhof ih'fe M$rd& &fWrp^Je Utfefj Mfed\ ^^i^- 

uso^y", ftou^fc -the^sGtod Ife -Sh^ wards x ^^^d #ter wiien L 

jueant so-and^flj ar^j in fMt» da & sort ®€ cMe. Jt isi^'t £®em ttet 

His tod§ CBfi ba ^racXed 'ia s^tfia wa/, in ® diiferwt w^ iW a^ch :pe>< 

^©n»s viterenceS, for ea<^ M^n fe Ms o^ a^d^ so itart I 

plight ^tfeMime the meaning $£ fiMhat*you or anyone else is s^in^« 

*UndarSiatf&Un^ ?dh&^ 5^dw 4®4 ^MisutwiarSiandirj^'^ was $aid,, 

Wal ci tteft te-^FAB'&'teir of Cracking co A as sorfsjdiy ar inCarrfitil^ 

Although. M£» itakfets comnie^tln^ i# the langusge look mefe mrc 

Chancy Hba w$ mi^ktfejj^e. HoM.^ht i’f Wf to felfc of- ues^es** fcar^_ 

g-till la&v&s toofr-fe? the pfosrsikBiiiy of our d^jifi^ thlm^ *h ^^
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other;. Locke rra^ht uarax fe tore B&ie U.IKUJ in uWslea’ii^'*!^ 

go as -towfe misundftrsiajadift^ |®gSifelfe ®i-*th® {Bv^= o^ H®- W^rer^p 

y*o p»&i® cuj^abfe t$an A^flii^ Or Pfihii|a^ ®lfer®oi^i5ff- hotse^ 

0m -this acc^unt^ it wauM (smouH to sofrcihir^ HH an iflf^i^ewsfii 

or W international Coth^Wa*^, It t/cxi'Od Mu^t to u^in^ an 

flK^g-Ubus cock. V^j wte ST^ lyerhops uis-Wesl^r) used to the. 

notion of tile (public; language.; would see in this an equivalent: to 

what pre might call, ih journalese^ q, ucri^ in the Hn^^eSl. The. 

notion of responsibility can attach here* (As we ordinarily talk

codes, International Coding Treaty talk of

something selfdefeating. The u^re ambiguous a code seems to those 

who are trying to crack it, the more highly that code will be valued 

by the side that is usingjit. This is enough to start suspicion at 

the assimilation^ of my personal language to a code of some sort. 

If whatever any of us says can truly be described as a code of some 

sort, this might make the (possibility of our saying things to each 

other a possibility in principle only; just as a code might never, 

in fact, be cracked. This makes it hard to see in what sense my 

personal language can be c'alled "language’/}

Even at first sight, what I say in my language does not seem 

like family jargon, or any stock military code. For these are not 

private in the sense that only one person uses or understands then. 

But could n't there be a military code intelligible to only one 

person? It would have to|be said that it was a contingent matter 

that only one general understood this military code. If it is not, 
r

in principle, possible to decode a code, it- might seen indisting­

uishable from the senseless jumble of letters and words whish it





at first sight s^eifls -to te to tha other Side. This suggests -that* 

if nay la.)Hp^ ^ -a. $’«rt|^? Code^ it could become. wo^e i^ideiy tt^et- 

S^oot IVw^uld merely'be amahter c^ ®e®^ papite ^!i«i«ig ^ta^ic- 

ietA campe fcencc in deca^M# it Of) if it^fi©^ that ay ^J^ua^, 

ta?d aijjpofe^ elsd5 personal language J, is at peouHurly eso-t^irie 

r&ocfiLe-* it would be fit ijatter ®^ enoig^ people b^in^ 4M© 1© oiss&tod 

it> ©iron if ttey could ntrt^ Such 'tmsl^fe-u^ lar^ti^ wth ®t 

into his qw pu'SO/a.l language., Vw^wSe VK^ CcMld n®Lh^i«^# 

images wner ic al ly^ identical n-tl^if^. (This tv^kt Seetfi ^^StiW^ 

(Oft the grounds that- It is ^.te caM^iwaMe "that- t^ftijH. CWS- oy#s 

^- Lf^lie-) 'lah^u^c SttjfH^^Ay ^i£feren‘t-Oim any &M®r (pl^lic) 

lati^ua^ ■fee W^i^ Ukt^ satasfactwry -translation -bo be po&si^,.
To ihat, 4L an ordinal X

cw learn try lw^ep wx^ teteFft it imdepeidSot^ ^ iteasw^ the 

(fU^lU) language) -thaittis , in ^te sin ordiinany me, a ^an-^ 

^e1^ ^M so on the aw-^tiftg^ FreMh or^erMM;, With the 

factual Ai^^srenoe/^&t oolyl s^ttiti jni^k /esm no- rfefferart 

fr®ta ^liowithg: that the Wot-f SKy o£ Hfige nii^t Mv«_ iawiteffi ^f^ 

to describe plants ^d #lrAu. ar^u^d M^t The*® ^^ beuerds 

that only kt undensioffid. ^ roig^t su^oie ^e^ii ^hsklftj- ^ 

to me i^ew®-/^ ©^hi& lai^^ toMetf^ ^^uid 4ea*«a^ ofr ta

^wettei.^ lifetcJ)jecb ^j tor? inlfi«4-e4'to ^Mi -^Ta TW1 

Ms rrfWtal iW^ ne^d infit cscneioio ^t pktare hare, that his

words would be nases of the ■things around him, and. not of what went 

on inhis mind, might seen jubt a difference in the kind of naming 

that ;as going on, which would make it easier for other people to 

learn his language. The important thing night seem to be that in
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inventing hie words ho would he unable to justify his use of them 

by reference to tha+ others- meant by them. His only justification 

•”ould be that hi j knowing ho^ to use his words correctly depended 

on his remembering what objects he meant thorn to stand for. This 

seems pretty close, in principle,, to the mental imagery theory of 

language. He would not say what the objects were in the (public) 

language, just as, in my language, "tree" or "philosophy" (for "phil­

osophy" too seems, on this account, io be a "name" of a mental image) 

have the meanings which I respectively assign io them; their meanings 

are the mental images they are associated with, and name.

If we allow that the wolf Hoy of Liage might have invented 

words- to name animals and plants, it seems that we must allow that he, 

and. each of us, iSight invent words for our mental images. Why should 

wc not speak of a private language for physical objects and a priv­

ate language for images? What "learning what.d word means" would 

seem to amount io here would be a matter of correcting our use of 

the invented words in the li^ht of mistakes we made in identifying 

■slants, or mental images of plants, (even though the latter kind 

of identification might seem more difficult to manage). In this 

way it might seem that I would not be able to use the words in my 

language arbitrarily. So that my language would be a quite gen­

uine one, even though a private one. This seems one of Locke's 

reasons for saying that the words of my/our language stand for men­

tal images. A word has to be uttered in association with the cor­

rect image. it might seem that I may recognise when*I have identif­

ied a mental image wrongly, so that 1 could correct my misuses of 

the words concerned. This makes it sound as though I could not
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use a word in just any.way- If I could use a word in just any way, 

so that what particular way I used it' made no difference to what was 

said, it would be no -better than a noise. To say that I could cor­

rect »y misuses of the words is to say here that I could correct mis­

uses in my personal language. The uses and misuses that go on here 

are private ones, not uses and misuses in the (public) language. 

On Locke’s account, these seen, the only uses and disuses that we 

could arrive at. These would be no guide to what I meant by using 

words in the (public) language in a particular way; whatever the 

(public) language would be on Locke’s account. On Locke’s account, 

a difficulty Y/ith regard to the (public) language is determining 

that anyone is not using the- (public) vzords to mean in just any 

way. It might seen that we can bypass this difficulty by talking 

only of private languages'. I make sense to myself in my language,

ani others can come to decode this. If it sakes sense to talk of 

my personal language as a code, then it would seem to make, sense to 

talk of others coming to determine whether or not I am using uy 

words to mean correctly® Only in this way do the notions of 1mean- 

ingj, where this is a mental object, a different mental object in 

the case of each word in my language, and of ’use' seem to run tog­

ether.

What might it mean to say that the Wolf hoy of Liege might 

have invented words to describe animals and plants? To say that 

his knowing how to use his words would be a matter of his remem­

bering what objects they were intended to stand for might seem no 

different from remembering a system of signalling.. ’-"e might say 

that he learns a private drill, as a result of which he says the
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words of his language whenever he sees the appropriate plants or an­

imals. (it should he said, in criticism, th-t this is to,suppose 

that it makes sense to talk of a correspondence between language and 

reality, to i alk of language an though it were some kind of theory* 

Ar; though language were a "reaction*1 to the world, in some way anal­

ogous to a physiological reaction; and was dependent upon the kind 

of "stimuli" offered, could be borne out by pointing to the stimuli.) 

Similarly,a soldier is drilled to react in the appropriate ways to 

signals from his officer, perhaps by saying something, e.g. passing 

or. an order, or by behaving in a certain way, e.g. holding himself 

to attention# On this account, when the Wolf Boy of Liege mistook

one plant for another, this would seem to be a matter of his utter­

ing n noise which had no part in the-drill he had invented*

What might it mean to say, in a general way, that our learning 

the (.public) slanguage is a matter of learning a drill of some sort? 

To talk of a ‘'drill" here suggests a parade ground picture. The 

soldiers are taught to move in certain ways when given certain orders. 

This suggests that learning the language is a matter of learning what 

other people do. In what way might 'what people do’ be relevant to 

an account of what language is? In a fairly unusual sense of "doing", 

what people "do" is a necessary prerequisite for the possibility of 

there being q language at all. When I have been shown the use of a 

word, it is up to me to go on using it?in the same way*. I cannot 

he taught that "the same" means. A prerequisite of my learning the 

language is that I should find it the "natural” way. to go on using 

the word. If I differed wildly in what 1 called "the same as" the 

samples the teacher had shown me, and continued to do so no matter
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how long he went on pointing out a sans pie to ue, I could not be taught 

2 
what the word is eant*

Suppose that we were trying to teach the Wolf 'hoy of Liege 

the (public) language. ^‘e could n't teach his anything unless he 

understood the notion ’and so on1, understood what it was to go on 

using a word in the same way. If he did n* t understand the notion, 

we would sgy that we could h*t establish communication with him.. 

Could we also .say that we would be saying something in addition to 

thio if we said that he lacked the notion of ’and so on1, that he 

^ns ignorant of this? If we wanted to say this, what would we say 

he was ignorant of? He is n’t ignorant of something prior to tne 

language in the sense that ’and so on’ is some sort of object, or an 

aspect of the object we are pointing to in making tne ostensive def- 

ition. If it were, then he would be making a mistake like mistak­

ing something for food. And we might say that we could detect his 

mistake merely by watcning how he acted, if we could detect it at 

all. Whether or not he can learn our language would be irrelevant 

to the fact that we could detect a mistake like that just by looking 

and seeing. If ’and so on’ were anything like some sort of object, 

then we might say of ourselves, that we see that we understand wnat 

’and so on' is, and tnat it is this that makes communication poss­

ible. This sounds as though we could say that we see tnat pur 

language reactions tally, they can be pointed to, and that it is 

this that makes communication possible. But wnat could saying 

that mean? Given that we can say things to each other, then our

2 Cp. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Paras. 241-2.
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uses of (public) words will be the criteria of whether or not sone- 

one has the notion of ’and so on’* Only given the (nubile) lan- 

guag®} can we see, and tell each other, whether our reactions of 

this kind do, or do not, tally* ’’Seeing” is not just a matter of 

looking here* In an ordinary condition of good coumication, it 

would be more correct to say that we ’see* that we do understand 

each other, without noticing whether our reactions tally or not; 

it is only cecause we alrgady agree in these reactions that we can 

□ay things to each other* It is in thso sense that common reactions 

of this kind are prerequisites for the possibility of language* If 

we cannot teach the Wolf noy of Liege even a scattering of the (pub­

lic) language5 we have no criteria at all of whether he has the not­

ion ’and so on’* nut if we could do this, then his use of the ('pub­

lic) words would be the criteria of whether or not he had Sha notion® 

If he had sone understanding of the language already, he could learn 

free the consequences of misusing words, and learn from being con­

stantly corrected* Here we might want to say, of some of his mis­

uses of the (public) language that, in those respects, he for the 

moment -lacked the notion of ’and so on’* hut though it would be 

more understandable to say that in this case, it io* still hard to 

see what this would add to saying that he does n’t understand the 

word concerned* And it is tempting to say that this does add some­

thing* It is not as though there is anything in my use of the word 

I as trying to teach his that makes it impossible for him to regard 

his different use of the word as going on in the sane way, where 

this io something like a physical impossibility in manipulating an 

object in any other but one way; so that his misusing the word
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would be a matter of his mistaking the object. If he kept on in­

sisting that his use was the same, I could not teach him anything 

in that respect: communication would come to a stop on that point. 

Saying that he lacked the notion ’and so on* would add nothing to 

that. further, given that we cannot teach him the ^public) lan­

guage, saying that he was ignoraht of, or lacked, the notion would 

add nothing to saying that we could n’t astablish communication 

with him. If we cannot teach him our ^public) language at all, 

there are no criteria of whether or not he understands tne notion 

•and so on’-. We cannot just look and see. Objects, and what he 

or we do with them, do not tell us how to go on ‘in the same way’, 

where what is in question is a prerequisite for learning the lan­

guage. The Wolf Boy of Liege might use narks for particular pur­

poses, (e.g. to show which trails cannot be climbed), with great 

regularity. But there are difficulties with saying that this is 

like using an expression in the same way, using it to mean the

same. If he came to use the marks in an entieely different way, 

use them for an entirely different purpose, this might be a more, 

practical thing to do. he might consider it a ’better* use. nut 

there are difficulties with saying that this is like using an ex­

pression with a different meaning.

In all this, we are talking of ’prerequisites* for learning 

the (public) language. (If using the word "prerequisite** suggests 

that these common reactions were there in man before the ^public) 

language ever began,- rather than, that they grew up as part of the 

talking the (public) language, this would be a mistake.) This

5 up. Chapter VI.
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might seen! not as yet to force the parade ground picture on us, if 

only because we nay seem not yet to have got to the point of talking 

as such of ’understanding what was said1. It night seen that .’un­

derstanding wnat was said1 might be a matter of learning also to 

behave in certain ways, of developing further common reactions in 

the more ordinary sense, where these are pieces of behaviour. Or­

dinarily we would say that one use of the language is on the parade 

ground. wight n’t we also say that learning the (public) language 

is nothing more than performing a drill of some sort? That learn­

ing the (public) language is a matter of learning a super-drill?

In fact, talking of common reactions in connection with 

the notion ‘and so on* undermines the parade ground picture. These 

common reactions are not of the sort that can, in any ordinary sense 

of the word, be "taught". Parade ground drills most often can be 

taught by physical compulsion. But I could not in this way compel 

someone to use a word correctly, unless I followed him everywhere, 

and forced his hand with my own to write the word in the correct 

places. Then he might come to write the word correctly when he 

knew I was watching. But if he did not find this way of using the 

word the ‘natural’ one, I would have taught him to perform a dtill 

.only when I was around to catch his out. Once out of my way, he - 

sight use the word as he found it ‘natural1 to use it. I would not 

have taught his tne notion ’and so on1; and I would not have taught 

his tne meaning of tne word. Military drills take place on parade 

grounds and battle fields. Language is spoken everywhere. ‘And 

so on’ could not be taught by a drill; the meaning of a word could 

not be.^ Dogs do not always barK twice for a walk, and only once 

4 For a different discussion of this point see Chapter VI.
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for a bone; though these say be special tricks they have been taught* 

But, given that someone nas these common reactions, we can speak of 

teaching hin the correct use of, the meaning of, a word. Though 

this training would not literally be a drill. Another way in which 

the parade ground picture is undermined is by pointing out that coms 

non reactions in connection with ’and so on* cannot be seen just by 

looking. Only given the (public) language can we ’see* whether 

our reactions of this kind tally. The parade ground picture suggests 

that we can explain language in a sense in which the fact that we 

already speak the language is not to be considered a particularly rel­

evant condition for tne explanation. As though we could explain 

tne (public) language ’’from scratch” just oy observing common reac­

tions; and there are no relevant common reactions that cannot be 

observed just by looking, even if special instruments need to be 

brought ia. nut this seeas absurd. This is a major charge ag­

ainst certain claims, implicit, or explicit, on the part of cer- 

tain behavioural psychologists, to ’explain1 the (public) language.

Shelving for the moment the question whether learning the 

(public) language is a matter of learning a drill of some sort, does 

it make sense to talk ^f learning my personal language, wnetner this 

language is a private language for physical objects, or for mental 

images, as being a matter of learning a drill of some sort? In 

the case of a private language, what might it mean to speak of a 

’drill’? This question might seem to carry trouble only .for tho 

notion of a private language for mental images; and not for the not-

5 Up. Chapter VI for the development of this charge in the context 

of the sort of claims made or implied.
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ion of a private language for physical objects® In the case of both 

languages it might seem that whenever I see a certain object, whether 

this is a mental or physical object, whether I see by inner or outer 

sight, I have to react in the appropriate way by saying, ..for instance, 

nSed"«. There would be no one else to correct me when I went wrongs 

I would have to correct mypelf® That I felt quitecclear that I 

was using a word in association with the right physical object or 

mental image would be the confirmation that I was using the word cor­

rectly® But to whom or what could I appeal to distinguish between 

the ease where I was only under the impression that I was using it 

correctly, and the case where I was using it correctly? In the 

case of my private language, no appeal could be made to anything in­

dependent of what may only be my impression that I am using the word 

correctly® It might seem that I could teach myself a drill with 

physical objects by learning from the consequences of, say, mis­

taking an inedible for an edible plant® (Whether making a mistake 

like this is like mistaking the use of an expression is another 

question®) But what would it be to "mistake" one mental image 

for another? What would be the consequences of 'mistaking1 one 

mental image for another? And how would we learn from making a 

"mistake’ of this kind? In the case of my mental imagery lan­

guage, my only appeal would be to whether or not I used the word 

in conjunction with the appropriate mental image, or seemed to use 

it so® This puts me in the spot of not being able to distinguish 

between understanding the words of my language, and only thinking 

that I make sense to myself® My ’language1 is not another lan­

guage in principle on the same footing as French or German® It is
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hard to see that it is a language at all. It would not do to say

that, although I may never be sure that I am making sense to myself, 

it is possible that 1 may be. kot exactly what is in question is 

what it could possibly mean to say that. it seems that even if we 

allowed that the Wolf hoy of Liege might have invented words to name 

animals and plants, and at least we can talk of being ’incorrect’ in 

using a word here, this would provide no reason for saying that each 

of us might invent words for our mental images. further, because 

it does not make sense to say that I might be mistaken (as it does 

not make sense to say that I might be correct) in the identification 

of a mental image-, it would not do to say that 1 misunderstood my 

language, as though tnere was a language in the sase, but I had not 

yet learned it. In the light of this last remark, to say that I 

felt quite clear that 1 was using a word in association with the 

’right' mental image would be the confirmation that I was using the 

word correctly, would be to say that whatever way 1 used the word 

would be alright. Keeling clear about it would be a matter of 

introspecting it so. And there no one has better 'evidence' than 

I. This would reduce my language to a matter of making noises 

more effectively than saying that I could have no independent cor­

rection of any kind. My language is only the impression of a 

language.

It could be imagined that ostensive teaching might not form 

an important part of teaching the (publicJ language; it just happens 

to be so with human beings-. it is certainly true that ostensive 

teacning is not the only method of teaching the (public; language.’ 

We can understand many-words of the (public) language without ob-





59

serving tne objects tney are said to signify, For instance, we can 

be taught tn© meaning of these words by being given verbal definitions 

And, even if it were allowed that “pain” names a sensation which con­

stitutes its meaning^ it would have to be granted also that we do 

not learn the meaning of this word by having that 'object1’ pointed 

out to us in other ways; though natural expressions such as grimacing 

help: to provide criteria for the correct use of the word in "He's

in pain11® All thio could quite well be taken as denying any vag­

aries to the meaning of "definition"in the phrase "ostensive defin­

ition”.

It might well seem puzzling what "definition"means in the 

phrase "ostensive definition”, There is a temptation to take "defin­

ition” here in quite an ordinary sense; we know what "definition"i2eans 

on its own, and we know what "ostentation" means on its own; all we 

have to do io put these two familiar meanings together to get the 

sense of the phrase "ostensive definition"® This approach might 

result in assimilating ostensive definition to the ordinary kinds 

of definition we provide by giving synonymous forms of words® 

That iSj there is a temptation to take Ostensive definition as pro­

viding us with ’synonyms’- of a most mysterious sort, where these 

are the objects pointed to when the meanings of certain (public) 

words are taught® These synonyms might seem to provide a justific­

ation of language which is entirely external to language, but yet 

related to it by a fundamental language technique, definition, which 

ensures just that we can talk about a justification of the’seaning- 

fulness* of expressions® On this account, ostensive definition 

forges a link between language and the world, without which no man-
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ner of pointing out what there is in the world would in any way jus­

tify the (public) language. It seems to be this account of the no­

tion of ’ostensive definition' which gives sense to talk about a*jus­

tification’ of language. It might seem that if we are to talk of 

’justifying’ the (public) language, there must be a way of doing 

this other than in a form of words.

A result of this view is that it is not just simply false, but 

somehow nonsensical, to suggest that I could understand a (public) 

word without at some time havihg observed the object that it signif­

ied. On this account, it is taken that when we learn a word in the 

presence of an object, say, by having the object pointed out to us, 

and the word "bottle" intoned, what the ostensive definition does 

is give the object to us as the ’meaning’ of the word. But, how we 

&o on to use the word is not given with the mere act of naming. 

That does not tell us how to go on. For instance, we might inter­

pret an ostensive definition in various ways, as pointing to the 

shape, colour, size, of the object. It is not as though 'and so on’ 

were an object of some kind. As though there were something in ny 

use of the word I am trying to teach him that makes it impossible 

for him to regard a different use of the word as going on ’in the 

same way’, where this ‘something’ is like a physical impossibility 

in manipulating an object in any other than, one way. With respect 

to this whole view, there would be a point in remembering that ost­

ensive teaching is not the only method of teaching the (public) lan­

guage! and that conceivably, it might not play an important part 

at all. In fact, it rarely is used, as such, in teaching a child. 

This would be one way of showing that to know what a word means we
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do not nave to come to grips with an object.

Although we logically cannot point to the sensation con­

cerned when we say "He’s in pain", there nevertheless are criteria 

for tne correct use of that phrase; the natural expressions of his 

pain. We can teach tne meaning of "He’s in pain" hy pointing to

these. This is not a matter of pointing to an object that consti­

tutes the meaning of "pain" in this use of the word. Neither is 

it that the natural expressions themselves are objects constituting 

the meaning of the word; for now we are to use the word is not given 

with the mere act of naming. Nor is it that the correct criteria for 

the use of the word constitute its meaning, in the sense that the 

meaning of the word is its correct use, (though explaining what the 

criteria are is a way of explaining what the word means). ho. I 

learn what "He's in pain" means by learning to use it only when 

people make faces and writhe about? If this were the entire account, 

no room would be left for the solicitude that often seems to be what 

is primarily expressed by uttering that phrase. It might seem that 

just as the fact that the sample happened to be present would enable 

us to teach "sepia" ostensively, though this is not the only way 

of teaching what words nean, and is not the only way of teaching what 

this word means, (we might understand it in terms of its being an 

intermediate colour), and what its.’. meaning is is not in any case 

constituted by the object; so we might dispense with the public crit­

eria, provided by natural expressions, for the correct use of "pain", 

in this case as used in 'I am in pain". it might seem that I could 

have a language for those of my sensations that have no natural ex­

pressions. This would make room for the notion of a language for my
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cental images, for these need have no natural expressions® (if we 

are to speak of a language of this kind, it might seem v^e „would have 

to talk of tho meanings of the words being the ‘objects' for which 

they stood®) here the requirement for ostensive teaching seems to 

have been run together with the requirement for public criteria for 

the use of words; as though we could on occasions teach wnat a word 

meant without there being any public criteria for its use, That we 

can understand many words of the (public) language without obser­

ving the objects they are said to stand for, might be thought to 

chow that it is in no sense essential that there should be anything 

publicly agreed upon, in the case® It seems to be for reasons some­

what similar to these that Ayer said that '’The ways in which languages 

are actually learned do not logically circumscribe the possibilities

6
of their being understood"® It seems that it was on something like 

these grounds that Ayer claimed tnat someone in the position of the 

Wolf boy might have his own language, where this was a language for 

his mental images®

It is quite conceivable that we might not teach our (public) 

language ostensively to any large extent® But the statement "We 

might learn tha language in various ways" only makes sense if it 

makes sense to speak of "language" here® We can’t use tnat state­

ment in just any way, and still have it retain its sense® If we 

cannot speak of a "language’here, then we can’t speak of "learning 

the language"® The notion of "learning" becomes unclear too® What 

is "learning" here, if anything? When you start off with that state-

6 Gs-ft There Be a Private Language?
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sent, "learning” and "language” have a perfectly good sense* but if 

you push it too far, they lose that sense* And then it is no good 

appealing to the fact tnat they originally had sense. The ways in 

which languages are actually learned do circumscribe what we would 

calli a language, in respect of the notion of criteria for the eorrect 

use of a word* Someone else must be able to correct my uses of 

words* Given that this notion has a place, it makes sense to say 

"We might learn tne language, or languages, in various ways”.

What is in question with regard to tne claim that I might 

have learned a private language for my mental images is wnat would 

snow tnat I' had understood correctly. "The criterion! of whether 

someone has the notion ‘and so on1, that he is following a defin­

ition in connection with his use of a word, is his use of that 

word" is circular unless we add that if we are to talk of someone 

following a definition qt all, it must make sense to ask whether 

he is making, a mistake. What does seem important for tne notion 

of ’criteria’ is tnat they should be ostensive just in that they 

are, in an ordinary sense, publicly checkable* A criterion for 

the correct use of a word would be those features of someone’s 

circumstances and behaviour that settle the question wnether he 

is using tne word correctly. we must have criteria, even if we wish 

to continue talking of mental processes of ’meaning what is said1* 

We cannot simply see these criteria, without language being in the 

case; what the criteria are grew up as part of the activity of 

talking.





CHAPTER VI. BEHAVIOURAL EXPLANATIONS OF LANGUAGE

It might be thought that if psychology is in a more 

backward state than is the case with other sciences, this is 

only partly because it is a newer science; but mainly be­

cause psychology has wasted, its time for so long on an in­

comprehensible programme for the experimental observation 

of mind. Watson maintained that although mental phenomena 

1 
do exist, they are not amenable to scientific treatment, 

Being observable by only one observer, (he seems to have 

found no faults with ’observation’ in that context), the 

verification of introspective findings is impossible. For 

this reason, he thought that all mention of intangibles like 

psychic entities must be avoided in anything that claimed to 

be a scientifically psychological account. He thought that 

the most complicated aspects of human behaviour, and he in­

cluded using language and thinking as pieces of behaviour, 

could be accounted fox' in terms of combinations of simple 

stimulus and response patterns of behaviour. His aim was 

to turn psychology into a natural science, physiologically 

based. On this programme, the psychologist could have

1 e.g, in Watson, Behaviourism, Chapter X.

64
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nothing to say of ’consciousness* or related notions. His method 

must be to build up a psychology without it, introducing nothing 

which, on his view, could be ’known’ only through introspection. 

In order ever to attain the status of a science, Psychology must 

use techniques of the same kind as those utilised in other' sciences, 

if only in the sense that the facts it claims to have established 

must be capable of public verification.

Watson was well aware, in his discussions of topics such 

as "talking" and "thinking", of -the criticisms he would have to 

face that had their roots in philosophical discussions of ‘mean­

ing’ . He acknowledged that "One of the chief criticisms directed 

against the behaviourist's view of thinking £ and equally of talk- 

i 2ing, it might be said, J is that it gives no accouint of meaning". 

However, he thought that his critics on this point were merely 

tilting at windmills. He said:

May I point out that the logic of the critic here is poor?

The behaviourist's theory must be judged on its own premises.

The premises of the behaviourist contain no propositions 

about meaning. It is an historical word borrowed from phil­

osophy and introspective psychology. It has no scientific 

connotation.

This could be taken as a salutary reminder that philosophers 

should not dogmatise about what science can and cannot do. It 

might he thought that there is no reason why there should not be

2 Ibid.

3 Ibid.
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a behavioural programme, There is undoubtedly a large field of 

facts that can be profitably studied in this manner; outstanding­

ly, facts about the behaviour of animals, But even though there 

may be no objection to the behavioural method as such, it is a dif­

ferent matter with regard to certain of its proposed applications; 

or, more correctly, with regard to the way certain of its applic­

ations are to be construed. Many of the so-called behavioural 

investigations of language have patently not been concerned with 

literally investigating language; they have claimed to do no 

more than investigate certain kinds of reflex arc, Watson 

might seem to be pointing out as much when he said of "meaning" 

that, "It has no scientific connotation".

All this would suggest that the behaviourist would be in­

viting nothing but trouble if he reintroduced terms such as 

"language" and "meaning" into his account, Watson does reintro­

duce these terms (see later). He seems enabled to do so by at 

least implying a weak form of the view sometimes called "reduc­

tionist behaviourism". On his view, statements containing words 

such as "thinking", "meaning", and "consciousness" are only intel­

ligible (in this case as distinct from, say, referring to what 

are, in at least a scientific sense, unknown and unknowable pro­

cesses, entities, and states), insofar as they can be ’translated’ 

into statements descriptive of more or less complicated stimulus 

and response processes. In any case, to say that he performed 

only a weak form of reduction would be one way of accounting for 

the fact that in allowing the term "meaning" at all, Watson allows
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it fugitively to carry its old connotations from, for instance, 

introspective psychology and philosophy in general* A word can­

not be adopted from common usage as finally as a child may be ad­

opted. It is much more likely to slip back to its old ways.

It has sometimes been suggested that language is nothing 

more than a matter of physiology. (l don't say that behaviour­

ists have said just that. Yet it seems to be a view that Watson's 

account implies, when taken in a certain way.) It is not just 

that the physiology of speech mechanisms can be investigated in 

this way, but that, for instance, the ordinary ways we have of des­

cribing talking, for instance, "What he said was self-contradict­

ory and quite unintelligible", should be reduced to physiological 

descriptions. Perhaps, for the physiologist's purposes, this 

might be a fruitful procedure. Negatively, it would rule out 

facts that were not his proper concern. Positively, it might lead 

to fruitful investigations of, for instance, the nervous -effects, 

in the male hearer, of a woman's honeyed voice. But, if taken 

quite literally, and not as a pointer to a scientific technique, 

that language is nothing more than physiology, if we take 'lang- 

uage' here in anything like an ordinary sense, then the scientist's 

description of physiological occurrences, being itself a use of 

language, would be in question. To talk at all of a ’reduction' 

of ’meaning’, and of similar notions, to physiological terminol­

ogy, whether this reduction is a partial or a complete one, makes 

it seem that behavioural theory is a rival, not an alternative, to 

other kinds of account: that it undermines, for instance, any
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kind of account we might give in philosophy of what 1 saying some­

thing’ is. This might seem to go along' with saying that a phil­

osophical account is a rival scientific account; but it is not 

clear, as yet, that it need do so. The trouble seems to be not 

only that Watson leaves room for ’meaning’ to carry its old con­

notations, but that a ’reduction* is implied in any case. If 

learning by drill to behave towards objects were all that learn­

ing the language amounted to, this could be learnt without lang­

uage being the case at all.

That Watson did in fact reintroduce the terms ’meaning’ 

and ’language’, and in such a way that there is room for them to 

carry their old connotations, introduces a confusion into behav- 

ioural theory itself; even if its practice remains unaffected. 

That behaviourism is seen as undermining other kinds of accounts 

of language might not perhaps introduce confusion into behavioural 

theory insofar as this is regarded on its own. But it would int­

roduce (philosophical) confusions conceiving the place of this sci­

entific activity amongst other sciences; and concerning the rel­

ation of the world accounted for by scientists to the everyday 

world we know. It might seem that only scientists know how things 

really are, know, for instance, what * saying something’ really am­

ounts to, how it can be explained, and that it can be explained 

too.

It was with regard to this weak form of ’reduction’ that 

Watson claimed that behaviourism breaks down the distinction bet­

ween subjective and objective phenomena. The introspective psy-
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chologist had taken it. that the mind is a, queer sort of place.

The behaviourist showed that it could never, in any sense, be points 

ed to. But he nevertheless perpetrated the general tradition that 

the whole question about mind and its supposed contents, (thoughts, 

meanings, motives), is about entities of some sort, with the dif­

ference that the search is now for physiological causes and effects. 

That the reduction is incomplete, that a reduction is brought in 

at all, lays the behaviourist open to the accusation that he mere­

ly explains the ghost by the machine, and does not lay the ghost 

for good and all. If Y?at son’s weak form of reduction cannot be 

carried out, that places him in the uncomfortable position of hav­

ing to fall back once more to regarding 1 thought*,’meaning', and 

’motives’ as strange entities' contained in that queer place, the 

’mind1; entities which'V‘atson has made us feel are silently ac­

companying the processes? he sets out to observe. Either way, the 

the question whether an explanation of language can be given, whe­

ther “What is meaning?*’ can be answered, remains a question about 

explanation in a fairly familiar sense of the word. It seems* to 

be a scientific matter of come kind. Though the behaviourist 

may seem to offer us more hope of this explanation being given.

Batson thought that the behavioural method not only super- 

ceded the old ‘unscientific’ introspective psychology, and showed 

it up as a rigmarole, but provided a threat to philosophy itself, 

insofar as philosophy concerns itself with problems of ’thought’, 

’meaning', ’motive’9 and there is perhaps no area of philosophy 

where ’mind’ and related notions have not found a place of some 

sort, even in the foundations of mathematics. (Mill talked of
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the "concepts1’ of ”2” and "5”j and said that they were "abstracted*1 

from a number of groups of objects/ This has been taken, and un­

fairly to Mill, as making mathematics sound like an appendix to 

psychology. As though "1 + 1 = 2" reports a mental fact regarding 

the way relations between objects are ’reflected* in consciousness.) 

Watson said that "With the behaviouristic point of view now becoming 

dominant, it is hard to find a place for //hat has been called phil­

osophy. Philosophy is passing- has all but passed, and unless new 

issues arise which give-a foundation for a new philosophy, the world 

has seen its last great philosopher." This implies the view,one 

that has been held or implied by many philosophers, or read as imp­

lied by them, that philosophy is itself a science, specifically, 

that it is a branch of introspective psychology, so that when the 

philosopher asks, "V/hat is meaning?", his question is a factual one.

L

If all this is so, if Locke was right in thinking, (as it 

might seem he thought), that he could refute other philosophical 

views by showing that they are false, then it might seem that 

philosophy as a whole can be shown, by the rise of the behavioural 

programme to be, if not exactly false, (for V/atson did not deny the 

existence of mental images, although some behaviourists have), then 

quite aimless and unscientific. The charge might be at least since 

Descartes, that ’thought’ and 'meaning’ have been treated as holy 

cow's, surrounded with an air of mystery and reverence; that the 

"Cogito ergo sum’* was designed merely to smuggle the soul into a

4 e.g. in System of Logic, Bk.II, Ch.VI.

5 The V/ays of Behaviourism, P. 14 •





position of respectability as something out of the reach of physical­

causality, but which is purportedly quite mysteriously accessible 

to certain special kinds of investigation. The suggestion, is that 

the "new issues’* which would have to arise to give a ’’foundation 

for a new philosophy'* would have to be something like new facts 

unearthed by the philosopher-psychologist, or a more scientifically 

adequate theoretical explanation of the facts.

Watson maintained that learning language is a matter of 

the formation of what he called '.'/word habits," , where this goes 

together with learning to react to objects in the 'right' way. 

Objects may be regarded as stimuli to 'which the child responds by 

bodily movements. for instance, when confronted with a box, he 

will move it about, open it, close it, and put things into it. 

On Watson's account, the parents would teach the child the word 

"box" by saying "box" whenever the child is confronted with one; 

and would teach the .phrases "open box" and "close box" by saying 

these whenever the child ’was opening or closing the box. After 

a number of times, without any other stimulus than that of the 

box, which had originally brought about only bodily habits, or, in 

physiological terms, reflex arcs 'mediating* between visual rec­

eptors and bodily muscles, the child will begin to say "box" when 

he sees it, "open box" when he opens it, and so on. The sight

of a box is not just a stimulus capable of sparking off certain

6 Ibid., Uf. P.30.

7 $£•♦ Behaviour; An Introduction to Comparative Psychology,

Pp. 329-30.





reflexes (and this might seem a fairly fruitful way of studying very 

simple, virtually reflex, actions, in ’babies). The sight of a box, 

on Watson’s account, becomes a stimulus capable of sparking off a 

’’word habit". The teaching process has established a physiological 

reflex arc ’mediating1 between visual receptors and the speech mech­

anisms of the throat and mouth. The development of the ’’word habit” 

passes through a stage where the child says "box” when he sees the 

box, and accompanies this with such bodily habits associated with 

the sight of the box, as running towards it to take toys out. The 

maturation of the "word habit" comes when the child says "box” with­

out executing habitual bodily movements, perhaps when the box is out 

of sight. ne may say "box” to get his parents to bring it to him. 

Batson characterised this final stage by saying that the word "box” 

becomes "substitutable” for the object;, What he meant by this was

8 
that "Words are equivalent to objects in releasing behaviour".

For instance, if a parent says "box”, some of the same reactions 

will be called out in the child as would be by the sight of the-box. 

And when the parents fetch the box when the child says "Box”, they 

are going through a more complicated drill they have learnt. On 

this view, learning the meanings of words, (whatever physiological 

learning might be), seems, in important respects, a matter of learn­

ing to manipulate objects in the’right’way. Almost as though 

using and understanding the language was a matter of giving and ex­

ecuting orders, and nothing more; as though understanding "box" were 

a matter of performing the right drill, the appropriate drill. At

8 The ways of Behaviourism, P. 81.





the back of this seems io lie the notion that questions about the 

meanings of words are, in one sense, practical questions about objects 

and what to do with them; and in that, way, the word "box" means boxes 

(and no longer mental images of boxes).

Saying that we know when someone has understood what was 

said by seeing what he says and does subsequently, ( and not by 'ob­

serving' his mental images in some way), is not the same as saying 

that we know when someone has understood what was said by seeing 

whether he performs the 'correct* drill. A trouble with Watson!s- 

account is imagining the language spoken in such a way that words 

like“box" are only littered with a corresponding piece of behaviour 

in view; Understanding "box" would be reacting to it in the "cor­

rect" way; and teaching "box" would involve teaching or helping 

along with the 'right' reactions.

V/hat the child has learnt is something like a signal for 

a piece of behaviour to be performed. The word carnot be used in 

any other way; cannot be used except in connection with the assoc­

iated bodily habits. If whole sentences are to be considered as 

signals for pieces of behaviour (V/atson's treatment of the question 

of sentences is an extrapolation from his consideration of words 

and phrases), and not only individual words and phrases, then we 

could never understand what a statement meant without having run 

across it before; even though we knew the meanings of the individ­

ual words, concerned. Just as we learn v/hat words mean by having 

them explained to us, so we would have to develop-a 'vocabulary' of

9 Cp. Chapter I.
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statements, each with its own special meaning, each a signal for a 

different piece of behaviour* Then we might say that there is a 

stock of things it is possible to say in the language; just as we 

eight want to say that there is a stock of words in the language, 

which is available for use* So, whenever a person wanted to say 

anything, he "would have to say one of the standard things; use 

one of the standard signals for one of the standard pieces of behav­

iour o And,on Watson’s account, it might very well seem that whole 

sentences are to be considered as signals for pieces of behaviour, 

if only because the word ’’box” seems always to be a request of some 

kind for the performance of a certain piece of behaviour; to be of 

the form; ”I)o so-and-so”* *

One of the questions this whole account gives rise to is, 

if all that has been learnt are generally used noises and reactions 

to these, how are we to formulate the distinction between sense and 

nonsense? Being bewildered by a noise to which I had not been 

trained to react might seem no different from being bewildered if 

someone manipulated an object in a way that was not part of ,a rout­

ine in which I had been drilled* It is hard here to distinguish be­

tween waking sense in what we say and doing what is generally done.

It might be said, ’’Surely we do learn what words mean by ob­

serving what other people do?” But is what we learn when we learn 

what a word means just what other people do, their common reactions 

in certain circumstances? That we -have common reactions may in 

some way be prior to language.

20 GPo Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, paras. 241-2-
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The possibility of teaching a child the meaning of a colour word by 

showing him samples depends upon his agreeing with you in what he 

calls the "same as" the samples shown him* If he differed wildly 

in this, and continued to do so no matter how long we went on point­

ing out red samples to him, he could not be taught what "red" means* 

But is establishing reactions of this sort nothing more than estab­

lishing physiological reflexes?

Rats might be trained to react in one way to green lights 

and in another way to red lights; might be trained so as to have 

common reactions in this respect* But we would not want to say that 

they know what "red" means, or what "green" means* Here it might be 

objected, "Don’t we teach children to speak as we train animals? 

For instance, don’t we train them to respond in the appropriate ways 

when ordered?" If this were all that learning the language amounted to, 

it might be no different from training people to carry out orders and 

make appropriate utterances when ordered in English, when they understood 

no English* It is hard to make sense of the view that using the lan­

guage is a matter of issuing and obeying orders; to make any sense 

of the assimilation of ’knowing what to do* to ’knowing what it 

means’* There seems no room in this account for the view that we 

use the expressions we do because we have something to say, and 

are understood by other speakers of the language. Though, in a 

sense, the view that language is a matter of issuing and obeying 

orders might seem to gain its plausibility only by presupposing lan­

guage and meaning as we know them; although only one amongst 

Qountlses O? the uses to which it can be put is accorded official 

recognition* Further, it is hard to make any sense of the view that
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you can teach, someone to speak simply by drills of some sort; or of 

any form of this view disguised as the view that in practice we do, 

in face, meach children to speak, what words mean, by ostentation, 

whether what is in question is the establishing of a mental or 

physiological reflex of some sort# Ostentation is in fact a teach­

ing method (though one with a limited application)* It is another 

matter to demote it to an unintelligible 'explanation1 of teaching 

■methods by the introduction of special physiological, or mental, 

reflexes*

If someone were bewildered by a noise to which he had not 

been trained to react in any way, he would ignore it as not part of 

the routine# But this hardly seems the same as rejecting it as non­

sense# Nevertheless, it might be felt that this account of how 

some languages are learnt by 'their native speakers is a plausible ac­

count; that this might be so with some undiscovered primitive tribe 

with a particularly simple form of language# So, there would be 

no difference between learning to build a boat, fish, and cook in 

the manner^ the tribe, and learning what makes sense. Gould we 

say that people might learn to speak in this way? Could we say 

that the force of ’’You don't understand that word11 might be, "It 

is generally agreed by the speakers of this language that that is 

not the correct way to react to that word". The problem is what 

'correct1 and 'incorrect1 could mean here. Winy shouldn't someone 

use and understand a word in a different and 'better' way, if this 

is merely a matter of developing a different and better method for 

building boats? Why shouldn't each person use and understand 

words in different ways, because it suited him; just as several
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people wight build boats in different ways from each other. "Fur­

ther, why should n’t each person use and understand words not only 

differently from others, but differently from the ways he has used 

them on previous occasionsj just as a man might make modifications 

and improvements on each new boat he builds.

Attempted scientific explanations of the philosophical prob­

lem of meaning, (whether or not this problem is to be characterised 

as a scientific one), in terms of common reactions to objects, would 

seem to be ruled out a priori on consideration of what "physiological 

learning" might Kean;^ and of the logical dissimilarity of ’acting 

in the same way1 and ’meaning the same'. This is not so much to 

legislate what science can or cannot do, as to distinguish between 

different interests in ’meaning*. Batson claimed to give an ex­

planation of language in terms of common reactions that are taught, 

where these common reactions are publicly observable to the naked 

eye, or observable with the aid of instruments. If these common 

reactions are those that may be considered necessary prerequisites 

for the possibility of language, i.e. those connected with the not­

ion ’and so on’, then there are some publicly observable aspects of 

human behaviour, the study of which would amount to a study of the 

necessary prerequisites for the possibility of language, behav­

iourism might claim to give an explanation of language in that 

sense. But we cannot see these common reactions just by looking, 

even with the most powerful of instrumental aids,. Given that we 

can say things to each othef, than our uses of the (public) lan-

11 Cp. Chapter I.
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will be the criteria of whether we have the notion, ’and so oh* 

in any particular case. It would he absurd to suggest that behav­

iourism can explain the language in a .sense in which the fact that 

we Already use the language was not to be considered a relevant con­

dition. But the word "explanation” tempts us to think that: to think 

that behavioural method could lead to an explanation of language ’from 

scratch';. that there is no kind of common reaction which is not 

there to be straightforwardly seen. It seems clear that the behav­

iourist uses language to describe physiological occurences (how else 

is he to describe them?); and that these occurences are in any case 

not the common reactions that are the necessary prerequisites for 

the possibility of language. In the case of reactions normally ex­

amined by the behaviourist, it would be absurd to suggest that he 

could account for language 'from scratch*, simply because language 

is employed in describing them. In the case of common reactions 

connected with the notion ’and so on’, language would similarly be 

presupposed by the possibility of describing them. But in this case, 

language is presupposed in a further and more striking manner, in 

that it is the correct use of language itself which is the criteria 

for their presence. T/hereas, by contrast, physiological reflexes 

in animals, for instance, would go on whether or not any human being 

was there to describe them. Although, of course, the possibility 

of describing these reflexes would presuppose language, and beings 

able to speak. It is this more striking manner in which language 

is presupposed that might tempt us to think that if the behaviourist 

could only observe common reactions of this sort, and do this apart 

from the language, as it were, he would be able to offer an explan-
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ation of language and meaning by uncovering facts of a privileged 

status; facts which are also, apart from the language, prerequisites 

for the possibility of language, hot only are the occurences that 

the behaviourist describes in his technical use of language not in 

any case common reactions of this sort, but it is hard to see how he 

could deal with them. 'And so on' is not an object of any sort, 

it is not .as though our tallying reactions can be pointed to in any­

thing but a highly metaphorical sense. Further, it is difficult 

to see how these common reactions would be described at all. For 

it is only because we already agree in these reactions that we can 

say things to each other; we understand each other without noticing 

whether our reactions tally or not.





CHAPTER VII. CONCLUSION

Thaij meaning seems essentially a pseudo-proLien throws lignt 

on what a philosophical question (at leasx with regard to ’meaning' ) 

is not? and, correspondingly, on what sor&s; of answers or explana­

tions can be given. Philosophical questions and answers with reg­

ard to ’meaning' itand ’language' might seem to differ from ordinary 

questions and answers only in the peculiarity of the subject matter 

'about' which they are asked. "How do words mean anythihg at all? 

Are any expressions intelligible?" eight seem assimilable to 

"What classroom technique should be used in teaching a backward 

child to Qpeak?" or "How do fish fly?" It might sees th&t th© 

first questions, unlike the latter two, are not about matters that 

can be examined by the senses in any way, but are settleable only by’ 

the philosopher's reflection on mental processes characteristic 

of, for instance, understanding what was said. On this construc­

tion, philosophical method amounts to an intellectual process like 

looking and seeing, but applied to subjects rarely considered by 

the Ordinary Man. This leads to 'meaning' being treated as the 

name of something belonging to the same category as things at 

which we ordinarily look, only not sensible, because what is in 

question is a mental or psychological phenomenon, for whose det­

ailed description the trained observation of professional philos­

ophers is required. but yet, these questions- in ordinary life 

which we do say are settled by looking and seeing, are in forms 

of expression upon whose use speakers of the language are agreed.

80
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if you askod me the colour of the paper on which I am writings i 

can toll oy looking that it is white* Here, it would, in any 

ordinary circumstances, at any rate, be strange to ask lor evidence 

or argument on my part* Both you, my questioner, and I are hab­

ituated to the use of colour words for describing what we see. 

Without this background of a common language, questions could not 

be settled by looking* What is meant by ’knowing the colour of 

the paper* is logically inseparable from familiarity with colour 

words, though no doubt, accidentally, with much else. "How do 

I know that this colour is "red"?1' "it would be an answer to say, 

“I have learnt 3nglish,,Mo“ This brings in language at the start* 

It is only insofar as language is not genuinely put in doubt that 

the analogy of philosophical questions with questions ordinarily 

settled by looking and seeing does not fall to the ground through 

the demise of ordinary questions, (and language generally)* But 

then the analogy is only maintained at the expense of snowing that 

nothing is really in question.

1 wi11genstein, Hhilosophical Investigations, Pt. I, Para*581*
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