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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to investigate the nature 
of mental phenomena with special reference to Wittgen-
stein’s philosophy of mind. Wittgenstein’s main concern is 
not with the construction of any philosophical theory about 
these mental phenomena. He is concerned with the disso-
lution of puzzles that arise because of the linguistic misun-
derstandings about the nature of mental phenomena. Men-
tal phenomena are generally very complex. The words that 
try to capture mental phenomena do not have clear gram-
mar. Hence, statements describing mental phenomena mis-
lead us. Therefore, linguistic misconceptions or misunder-
standings are the main sources of any philosophical prob-
lem on the human mind. 
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1. Introduction 
 
We face both the difficulties: the difficulty of complexity 
and the difficulty of understanding what is at the surface 
level and what is at the depth level in the case of mental 
phenomena. For example, ‘I have headache’ is complex 
because it could have several reasons, say, lack of rest, fe-
ver, migraine, etc. and it has the superstructure of ordinary 
language, claiming the possession of pain, though one does 
not possess a pain which can be brought out by analyzing 
the word ‘have’ at the level of depth grammar. The con-
tents of the mental occurrences look complex because of 
the confusion that the propositions describing mental oc-
currences have a grammar which is hidden by our ordinary 
language. The grammar seems to be the main culprit even 
though there is the contribution of the complexity of mental 
predicates. This is because grammar is closely related to 
the language, and language is closely related to our forms 
of life. We may fail to notice certain grammatical fiction in 
our language because of which we confuse with the various 
uses of the words of our mental phenomena. According to 
Wittgenstein, these confusions or linguistic misconcep-
tions can be set right once we clarify the grammar of the 
language that describes the mental phenomena. The lan-
guage that describes the mental phenomena can be called 
‘the language of mental phenomena’1 analogous to the ex-
pression ‘language of sense experience.’ We could speak 
of the language of mental phenomena, and like any other 
language, this language is founded on convention and can 
understand this language like any other language. 
 While investigating the nature of mental phenomena, 

Wittgenstein is mainly concerned with the grammar of 
those words which describes various mental activities like, 
seeing, hearing, feeling, imagining, thinking, willing, and 
so on. We could not get the grammar of these words by 
asking the questions like what is seeing or what is hearing, 
etc., rather it is possible only through the investigation of 
the concept of seeing or hearing. This investigation is 
mainly devoted to finding out the conceptual connections 
involved in our language among various mental activities. 
These mental activities are all related to each other, but 
each mental activity has a special kind of function(s) in our 
language. For example, thinking and remembering are 
closely related to each other, and each has a special kind of 
function(s) in the language. By understanding the grammar 
of a word used for mental activity, we can express our men-
tal activities to others and also ascribe them to others. In 
this chapter, an attempt will be made to delve upon three 
related linguistic misconceptions concerning the nature of 
mental phenomena viz., the paradox of immediate experi-
ence of complex contents, the problem of self-knowledge 
and the problem of other minds 

2. 
 
  

2. The Paradox of Immediate Experience of Complex 
Contents 
 
Let us first consider what immediate experience is. Ac-
cording to Hicks, the concept of ‘immediate experience’ is 
not to be used in the sense of any kind of immediate appre-
hension or intuition. By ‘immediate experience,’ one un-
derstands the kind of experience he has, for the moment, 
assuming we have of mental states or processes as they are 
occurring. Here, we can directly apprehend or cognize our 
own mental states or processes in the same way as it has 
been thought we directly apprehend or cognize our sense 
datum and self-evident truths. But when we apprehend, for 
example, the red colour we do not apprehend our act of 
seeing the colour. Nevertheless, in such case, undoubtedly 
a kind of mental process is occurring, and in some way, the 
mental process is not experienced even though that experi-
ence is not of the nature of apprehending or cognizing. This 
kind of experience is the immediate experience and it is 
used to denote the special kind of experience we each of us 
have of the occurrences that are phrases of our own mental 
states.3  

While describing the experience, we tend to describe 
the objects of experience and the ways they are when we 
are experiencing them. In contrast, according to Wittgen-
stein, when we are describing the immediate experience, 
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we do not need to decide "about the presence or absence of 
an object."4 If we try to decide whether what we see as a 
physical object, we make the mistake of applying “our 
physical mode of expression to sense data.”5 Wittgenstein 
goes on to write further "‘Objects,’ i.e., things, bodies in 
the space of a room – and ‘objects’ in one’s visual field; 
the shadow of a body on the wall as an object!"6 Here, he 
distinguishes physical objects from objects in one’s visual 
field. His account of sense perception that distinguishes 
physical objects from sense data follows a principle which 
Howard Robinson calls the phenomenal principle. Describ-
ing the phenomenal principle, Robinson writes “If there 
sensibly appears to a subject to be something which pos-
sesses a particular sensible quality then there is something 
of which the subject is aware which does possess that sen-
sible quality.”7 Thus, what sensibly appears to the subject 
to be something like red that means to say ‘redness’ is phe-
nomenally present in the object. Hence, according to the 
phenomenal principle, there is something that must be red 
so that the subject is aware of the existence of the red object 
in the phenomenal world. Therefore, in order one’s experi-
ence of red to be the way it is, redness has to be there, and 
he should be aware of the presence of the red object. If 
there is nothing bearing this property of redness, then our 
experience could not be as it is. Therefore, we should not 
be confused with the distinction between sense-data and 
physical objects. The objects or the contents of a personal 
experience or an immediate experience are so complex that 
we cannot express them in the way we express our physical 
objects. Thus, it is a kind of paradox we find about an im-
mediate experience that we are so familiar with the imme-
diate experience, but we cannot express the objects of that 
experience. This kind of paradox is called by Severin as 
‘the paradox of immediate experience of complex con-
tents.’8  

Defining immediate experience, Wittgenstein writes, “I 
mean by immediate experience –sometimes with a ‘yes’ 
and sometimes with a ‘no’ (here ‘yes’ and ‘no’ only ex-
press confirmation and lack of confirmation, to be sure), 
and that one can give expression to this affirmation and de-
nial.”9 Wittgenstein shows the inclination to agree with 
someone who insists that we know our own intention di-
rectly since there is no medium involved. He remarks by 
saying, “Only you can know if you had that intention” 
(PI§247)10 that there is no scope for skepticism. Wittgen-
stein also tends to claim in this quotation that the word 
‘know’ is not appropriately used here; he tends to disagree 
in calling mental experience as knowledge. 

According to Severin, the meaning of the phrase ‘im-
mediate experience’ itself is paradoxical. By ‘paradox’ we 
usually mean a self-contradictory statement and the under-
lying meaning of that statement is revealed only by careful 
scrutiny.11 In his words, 

 
The paradox of immediate experience of complex contents is: 
“Understanding, intention, expectation, remembering, and other 
such mental occurrences can have remarkably rich and complex 
contents. It may take a very long time to spell out completely what 
exactly someone understood, intended, expected, or remembered 
on a given occasion. Yes, it appears that the understanding, in-
tending, expecting, or remember can occur instantaneously: in a 
flash. How is it possible for some incredibly complex contents to 
be experienced in one moment?”12  

What is paradoxical is that complex mental phenomena ap-
pear to be simple when we experience them. In the above 
passage, Severin claims that at a particular point one utters 
the expressions like ‘Now I understand,’ ‘I understood,’ ‘I 
remembered,’ ‘I expected,’ ‘Now I know how to go on’ 
etc., and from these expressions, we infer various complex 
mental phenomena. But the person having these mental 
phenomena may not be aware of all the details about the 
contents of those mental phenomena. Further, the contents 
of the mental occurrences are complex but appear to be 
simple because we take depth grammar to be the surface 
grammar of our ordinary language. 

Wittgenstein once made the distinction between two 
languages like ordinary physical language and the lan-
guage he employed for the description of immediate expe-
rience. According to him, philosophical problems arise 
when we apply our ordinary physical language in describ-
ing an immediate experience. In this context, Wittgenstein 
writes, 
 
The worst philosophical errors always arise when we try to apply 
our ordinary – physical – language in the area of the immediately 
given. If for instance, you ask, ‘Does the box still exist when I am 
not looking at it?’, the only right answer would be ‘Of course, 
unless someone has taken it away or destroyed it.’ Naturally, a 
philosopher would be dissatisfied with this answer, but it would 
quite rightly reduce his way of formulating the question ad ab-
surdum. All our forms of speech are taken from ordinary physical 
language and cannot be used in epistemology or phenomenology 
without casting a distorting light on their objects. (PR§57&88)13 

 
In this passage, Wittgenstein employs a distinction be-
tween the ordinary language that we use to talk about phys-
ical objects and the language which employed for the de-
scription of immediate experience. Kiverstein calls the lan-
guage that used for the description of immediate experi-
ence as ‘the phenomenological language’14 By raising the 
question ‘Does the box still exist when I am not looking at 
it?’, Wittgenstein points out that this type of questions is 
asked in our ordinary physical language. We cannot answer 
them from the epistemological or phenomenological points 
of view. If we try to answer them from the phenomenolog-
ical or epistemological perspective, then we will create a 
philosophical problem. Thus, according to Wittgenstein, 
the skeptical problem regarding the existence of unper-
ceived things is the result of one’s confusion of the phe-
nomenological language with the ordinary physical lan-
guage.  

Giving a response to Wittgenstein, Kiverstein writes, 
 
We can give Wittgenstein’s disarming response that of course, the 
box exists unless someone has removed or destroyed it. True, the 
box as-it-is-perceived-by-us doesn’t continue to exist unper-
ceived but, as Wittgenstein notes, it is not this box whose exist-
ence the skeptic is questioning. The box the skeptic is interested 
in is the box we talk about using what Wittgenstein calls physical 
language. The skeptical problem is only pressing because we con-
fuse these two languages.15 

 
Agreeing with Kiverstein, we claim that Wittgenstein at 
this stage in his writings employed the possibility of con-
structing the phenomenological language distinct from or-
dinary physical language. Wittgenstein has addressed the 
above issue on the skeptic’s doubt regarding the existence 
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of an unperceived object and tried to disarm the skeptic by 
employing the distinction between two types of language. 
His employment of the phenomenological language for the 
description of immediate experience remains unclear, and 
also he concludes that the skeptic’s problem is not a prob-
lem at all. It arises because of confusing physical language 
to be phenomenological. 

 In the opening section of Philosophical Remarks, Witt-
genstein says that he no longer gives primacy to phenome-
nological language and further holds that such a language 
is necessary. Therefore, for him, to give up the goal of the 
phenomenological language means to give up the task of 
constructing a notation to describe an immediate experi-
ence (See PR§1). Thus, according to Wittgenstein, to think 
of the propositions describing immediate experience have 
a logical structure or grammar that is hidden by phenome-
nological language is a mistake. One can describe his or 
her immediate experience(s) through our ordinary lan-
guage that we use to say about the physical objects. It is 
true that one might be confused with the grammar of the 
propositions describing an immediate experience with that 
of the propositions saying about our physical objects. This 
confusion can be removed by understanding the rules of 
the grammar of the language. The rules of the propositions 
describing an immediate experience are completely differ-
ent from the rules of the propositions describing a physical 
object. Just like the rules of the game, chess is completely 
different from the rules of any other game like cricket 
game, ball games, or any other games. If we apply the rules 
of chess while playing any other games, then the philo-
sophical problem will arise, but it is not the case that the 
rules of chess are hidden by our ordinary language. 

Similarly, Wittgenstein takes an example that “A writes 
series of numbers down, B watches him and tries to find a 
law for the sequence of numbers. If he succeeds he ex-
claims: Now I can go on (PI§151).” It shows that B under-
stood the series of numbers that A had written down. This 
understanding is something that appears in a moment, but 
it is so complex. While A was writing the series of num-
bers, B might try various algebraic formulas on the num-
bers. When one of the formulas confirmed a particular 
number that is the suitable number for the series, B might 
realize that he can go on. This is not a simple activity that 
happens in a moment. It seems understanding is an imme-
diate experience that occurs in a moment; really, it does not 
happen in a moment. In this context, Wittgenstein writes, 
“If someone tells me something and I understand it, then 
this is as much something that happens to me as is hearing 
what he says. And here understanding is the phenomenon 
that occurs when I hear an English sentence, and that dis-
tinguishes this type of hearing from hearing a sentence in a 
foreign language.”16 Now the general questions arise like, 
what is understanding? Is it a mental state or process? 

Before investigating whether understanding is a mental 
state or process, let us make the distinction between a men-
tal state and a mental process. Wittgenstein makes the dis-
tinction between mental states and mental processes, based 
on the distinction between ‘something that can be de-
scribed’ and ‘something that can be expressed.’ Accord-
ingly, he holds the view that a mental state can be de-
scribed, but a mental process can only be expressed. When 
we describe a physical state like my room, we describe our 
state of mind. But the word ‘describe’ would not apply to 

sensations when one says that we describe our pain. As 
Wittgenstein writes, “I say ‘I describe my state of mind’ 
and ‘I describe my room.’ You need to call to mind the 
differences between the language-games” (PI§290). 
Therefore, we need to know the differences between both 
the uses of the word ‘describe.’ 

The above distinction between mental states and mental 
processes entails us that a mental state is describable and 
accordingly, expectation, being of opinion, hoping for 
something, knowing something, and being able to do 
something, are mental states (PI§572). On the other hand, 
believing, thinking, expecting, hoping, etc., are mental pro-
cesses. These mental processes are expressed in one’s be-
haviors or through linguistic expressions. If we compare 
these two categories of mental phenomena, we find that 
mental processes are nothing but the expressions of corre-
sponding mental states. For example, believing is the ex-
pression of the mental state ‘belief’. Thus, we could not 
reject mental processes as the part of our language; and 
mental states are not only describable, and they can also be 
expressed through our language and behaviors. A proposi-
tion can be the expression of belief, hope, expectation, etc., 
(PI§574). Therefore, there is no mental state that cannot be 
expressed in language. 

Moreover, it is a general temptation to take ‘under-
standing’ as a mental state. Therefore, we say one has un-
derstood the series 1, 4, 9, 16, 25 because he has a certain 
mental state. We may also say writing down the next two 
numbers of the series correctly or uttering the formula for 
the series are only manifestations of this mental state. If 
understanding is a mental state, according to the above cri-
terion of a mental state, it must be expressible. Let us com-
pare the uses of a mental state with that of understanding 
in our day to day life, and from that comparison, we could 
investigate whether understanding is a mental state or not 
a mental state. We can describe the state of pain, but we 
could not describe that of understanding. We do not say of 
understanding as we would say of pain or depression that 
it has been continuous for a few days. But understanding is 
determined by a particular circumstance that in each case, 
it justifies us in saying we understand.  

However, in PI, Wittgenstein tries to show that ‘under-
standing’ is not a form of mental state. For example, while 
uttering or hearing the word ‘triangle’ we may have the 
mental image of a triangle in our mind, but we could not 
say that is what understanding or meaning of the word con-
sists in. Because one can understand the word ‘triangle’ 
without having any mental image of the triangle, and it is 
also the case that no mental images guaranty any under-
standing. In this sense, understanding is much like reading 
than pain or depression. In PI§156-178, Wittgenstein dis-
cusses how we normally try to formulate the various defi-
nitions of ‘reading’ and differentiate the activity of reading 
from that of non-reading. Hence, he considers three general 
definitions of the activity of reading and argues against the 
views regarding the specific features to define reading. It 
is the general definition that reading is accompanied by a 
set of sensations different from those of pretending to read 
or not to read. Secondly, the activity of reading entails that 
reading is a matter of deriving sounds from the rule pro-
vided by the alphabets. Thirdly, sounds come to one when 
one looks at words in a particular way. 
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Again, Wittgenstein also argues against the view that un-
derstanding is a mental process. According to him, “Try 
not to think of understanding as ‘a mental process’ at all. 
For that is the expression which confuses you.”17 We could 
sometimes say, pain is growing more and more and also 
sometimes less but in the case of understanding that kind 
of criterion is not applicable. Understanding is not going 
through any mental processes. Thus for Wittgenstein, un-
derstanding is not a mental state or process; it is the ability 
to apply or use any rule correctly. Hence, understanding a 
mathematical formula means to have the ability to apply it. 
Similarly, understanding a word is to be able to use it cor-
rectly. When one says that ‘I understand,’ it does not mean 
that the person is reporting a mental phenomena, rather he 
is acknowledging an ability to do something. Therefore, 
the criterion for saying that someone understands means 
the person demonstrates the ability.  

Similarly, Wittgenstein argues against the view that the 
word ‘meaning’ is understood as a mental process. He be-
gins PI with an attack on the theory of meaning that words 
get their meaning from the names of ideas in mind, and ac-
cordingly, the meaning is dependent upon the individual 
thinkers. And words stand for ideas in the mind of the per-
son who uses words. Therefore, the idea that gives meaning 
to a word is private to each language user and also mental. 
Wittgenstein argues against this theory of meaning that the 
meaning of a word is not only required individual users and 
their ideas but also it required the institution of language. 
For him, the meaning of a word does not mean its accom-
paniment with any mental image in mind. Rather, it is 
given by the explanation of the use of that word. And if one 
wants to know the meaning of a word, he must look at how 
the word is used. In this context, Wittgenstein writes, 
"When someone says the word ‘cube’ to me, for example, 
I know what it means. But can the whole use of the word 
come before my mind, when I understand it this way?”18.  
The answer is, ‘No.’ We could not have a clear view of all 
the uses of the word ‘cube.’ As Wittgenstein writes, “A 
main source of our failure to understand is that we do not 
command a clear view of the use of our words.”19 In this 
way, Wittgenstein held the view that a word gains its mean-
ing from how it is used for a particular purpose and the 
grammar of our language governs the use of any word in 
our language.  

It is worth noting that the main linguistic moves which 
are governed by the grammar of a language-game and 
whose success or failure is adjudicated using a standard are 
what Wittgenstein describes as ‘empirical’ or ‘factual’ 
propositions. These propositions are either true or false. He 
likens these propositions to the waters of a river, and for 
him, grammar is the river-bed or channel of the river. Thus, 
Wittgenstein claims that it may shift with time so that prin-
ciples on one side of the line cross over to the other; but he 
nonetheless insists that there is such a division to be made 
(OC§97).20 It is true that Wittgenstein makes a distinction 
between empirical propositions and the grammatical rules, 
but this division between the two is not a sharp one. An 
empirical proposition can be converted as a grammatical 
proposition in our language. For example, the empirical 
proposition ‘this is a rose’ can be grammatically used in 
our language like ‘any flower like this is a rose.’ Now the 
general question is: What sort of rules does Wittgenstein 

recognize as the rules of grammar that govern for the lin-
guistic moves of empirical propositions?  

Wittgenstein believes that all principles those have the 
character of necessity or more than causal necessity are 
grammatical rules. Thus, the non-causal necessity is not 
only a sufficient condition but also a necessary condition 
of grammatical rules. Therefore, ostensive definitions like, 
‘this colour is red’ also belong to grammar for Wittgen-
stein. As he writes, “The interpretation of written and spo-
ken signs by ostensive definitions is not an application of 
language, but part of the grammar” (PG-I§45).21 Similarly, 
while ascribing a mental state, one has to give the gram-
matical explanation about that mental state. In this context, 
Wittgenstein states: “To explain my criterion for another 
person’s having toothache is to give a grammatical expla-
nation about the word ‘toothache’ and, in this sense, an ex-
planation concerning the meaning of the word ‘toothache’” 
(BB, p. 24).22 

However, by ‘the rule’ we could mean “…The hypoth-
esis that satisfactorily describes his use of words, which we 
observe; or the rule which he looks up when he uses signs; 
or the one which he gives us in reply if we ask him what 
his rule is” (BB, p. 82)? Here, Wittgenstein tries to show 
that a rule can be used explicitly or implicitly. When ‘the 
rule’ means ‘the hypothesis that satisfactorily describes his 
(one’s) use of words’ the person has used the rule implic-
itly that he is not so familiar with the rule to justify or ex-
plain the use of a word. For example, a child while using 
language by and large follows some rules, but the child 
would not be able to clarify the use of a rule. 

In contrast, when the rule is used explicitly, it means 
the rule which he (the person) looks up when he uses signs 
or the one which he gives us in reply if we ask him what 
his rule is. Thus, when ‘the rule’ is used explicitly, the per-
son is familiar with the rules. He is not only familiar with 
the use of a rule but also with the formulation of the rule or 
at least he would be able to explain or justify his use of the 
rule. Let us take the example of a teacher or a competent 
chess player. A teacher while writing a sequence of series, 
he knows the rule to proceed with the series. Similarly, the 
competent chess player is so familiar with the rules that he 
could cite a rule for the movement of any pieces of playing 
chess. 

Even if the chess player somehow could cite rules of 
the moment of pieces of chess, still the player is not a com-
petent player; he may not play the game well. That is to 
say, the disposition or the ability of the player gained 
through long experience is very relevant to the game. Thus, 
one cannot meaningfully speak of the uses of language 
without bringing in the concept of the language user. 
Therefore, our attention needs to be given to the knowledge 
of oneself. Let us now turn to the issue of self-knowledge. 
 
3. The Problem of Self-knowledge 
  
The term ‘self-knowledge’ refers to the knowledge about 
one’s own mental states and processes. The most important 
issue regarding self-knowledge is, whether self-knowledge 
is real knowledge? According to Wittgenstein, the word 
‘know’ applies to the things that belong to the world. Thus, 
the word ‘know’ can be used in the context of the factual 
world. One’s own mental states and processes are not part 
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of the factual world and hence the word ‘know’ is strictly 
not applicable to them. As Wittgenstein writes, “I would 
like to reserve the expression ‘I know’ for the cases in 
which it is used in normal linguistic exchange” (OC§260). 
Here, Wittgenstein makes the distinction between the lin-
guistic question and factual question. And he claims that 
the use of the word ‘know' is only confined to the factual 
world; it cannot be used where the question is concerned 
with the linguistic question only. Let us take the example 
of the conversation between a doctor and a patient. When 
a patient visits the doctor, the doctor asks a question like 
‘what is wrong?’ Or ‘what is the problem with you?’ These 
questions are not related to our factual world; these are lim-
ited to their (doctor-patient) conversation. The patient 
might answer to the doctor like ‘I have toothache’ or ‘I 
have a headache’ or ‘I have stomach pain.’ The doctor 
might ask again: how do you know that you have toothache 
or headache or stomach pain?  

Both the expressions ‘I have’ and ‘I know’ are used dif-
ferently when we speak about mental states or processes in 
comparison to physical objects and events. ‘I have’ in the 
context of mental state or process does not behave like pos-
sessive, but in the physical world, ‘I have’ can be posses-
sive. For example, ‘I have a car’ here the expression ‘I 
have’ is used as possessive. Similarly, we use the expres-
sion ‘I know’ in both contexts: mental and physical. Witt-
genstein wants to reserve this expression for the physical, 
and he would not like to use this expression for the mental. 
In the context of mental, he would say, ‘I know that I have 
pain’ could only mean that to doubt whether I have pain 
would make no sense. Thus, in the context of mental states 
or processes, doubting is not possible in one’s own case, 
but this does not apply to the mental states or processes to 
other persons.  

Following Wittgenstein, Hester says that “The word 
‘know’ when used in a linguistic context (that is, in a con-
text where the question is whether someone correctly un-
derstands the meaning of a word) has meaning only when 
there are criteria to settle the question. In other words, the 
word ‘know’ in a linguistic context presupposes the exist-
ence of relevant criteria by which correctness or incorrect-
ness could be determined.”23 Thus, in the linguistic context 
while using the word ‘know’ is meaningful in the context 
of ‘I know I am in pain’ in the sense of our understanding 
only. Hence, Wittgenstein attacks the solipsist who re-
serves the word ‘know’ for his own case. And according to 
him, there are no relevant criteria in the case of saying, ‘I 
know I am in pain.' No criteria determine one's saying that 
‘I am in pain.' In this context, we want to discuss Wittgen-
stein’s views regarding the propositions like ‘I know that I 
am in pain’ or ‘I know that I am thinking’ or ‘I know that I 
am afraid’ and how his views help us to bring out some 
important features of self-knowledge. Here, we would like 
to bring some interpretations of Wittgenstein’s views re-
garding ‘the impossibility of self-knowledge.’ 

It is a philosophical claim regarding self-knowledge 
that “…only I can know whether I am really in pain; an-
other person can only surmise it” (PI§246). This claim is a 
conjunction of two propositions, namely, (a) I can know 
that I am in pain and (b) other people cannot know that I 
am in pain. Now, the question is why people claim that a 
person cannot know if someone else is in pain. One possi-
ble reason could be that one is not sure whether one is 

really in pain or pretending. Generalizing from this, one 
might make a general claim that one cannot know whether 
another is in pain or not. Another possible reason could be 
that one cannot have the experience of others, and hence, 
one cannot have the feeling of others. Thus, pain being an 
experience one cannot have the pain of others. If I know 
my pain from my experience, I cannot know the pain of 
others since I cannot have their experience.  

Nevertheless, Wittgenstein insists that it is not the case 
that an individual has pain and he alone is aware of it, but 
others too can know that he is in pain. He writes “If we are 
using the word ‘to know’ as it is normally used (and how 
else are we to use it?), then other people very often know 
when I am in pain.” (PI§246) Thus, it is simply false that 
only the person who experiences pain knows that he is in 
pain. Only after a person knows that someone is in pain can 
he sympathize with him, care for him, etc. 

Moreover, the statement ‘I know I am in pain’ has no 
significance because it has no use. There is no occasion ex-
cept in a philosophical class where one has to say, ‘I know 
I am in pain.’ Hence this sentence has no application or 
utility. Given this, Wittgenstein calls such a claim nonsen-
sical. Thus, ‘only I know that I am in pain’ is on the one 
hand false and on the other nonsensical. 

Following this, Kenny says that “On the other hand, if 
we take the term ‘know’ to mean know in such a way that 
doubt is logically exclude than the thesis (other people can-
not know that I am in pain) is senseless, for there can be 
knowledge only where doubt is possible."24 Therefore, oth-
ers can know that I am in pain because they can doubt 
whether I am in pain or not. We might say that wherever 
there is no possibility of doubt, there is no possibility of 
knowledge. The terms ‘doubt’ and ‘knowledge’ are a pair 
of opposite words they cannot be learned as separate 
words; they need to be learned together. They are used as 
opposite terms, use of one without the conception of the 
other is not possible. 

In this context, let us take Wittgenstein’s views like “‘I 
know …’ may mean ‘I do not doubt…’ but does not mean 
that the words ‘I doubt…’ are senseless, that doubt is logi-
cally excluded” (PI, p. 221). Here, Wittgenstein shows that 
I cannot doubt whether I am in pain or not in pain; thus, in 
this case, there is no possibility of knowledge. But, it is not 
the case that ‘I doubt…' is always senseless. In the case of 
whether another person is in pain or not in pain, ‘I doubt…' 
is not senseless. Because there is the possibility of 
knowledge in the case of other individual is in pain or not 
in pain. Hence, to claim other individuals cannot know that 
I am in pain is false. As Wittgenstein says, "I can know 
what someone else thinking, not what I am thinking. It is 
correct to say ‘I know what you are thinking,’  and wrong 
to say ‘I know what I am thinking’”25 (PI, p. 222). Here, 
Wittgenstein’s rejection of the notion of privacy entails his 
remarks in Philosophical Investigations “It can’t be said of 
me at all …that I know I am in pain” (PI§246). Wittgen-
stein’s rejection of the use of the word ‘know’ in the case 
of one’s own mental states and processes has led many phi-
losophers to conclude that self-knowledge is impossible. 

Two famous Wittgensteinian scholars P.M.S. Hacker 
and Anthony Kenny attributed to Wittgenstein the view of 
‘the impossibility of self-knowledge.’ Hacker attributed 
the view of the impossibility of self-knowledge based on 
two arguments, namely, the expressive thesis and the 
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argument from epistemic operators.26 According to the ex-
pressive thesis, the first person utterances (avowals) like ‘I 
am in pain’ are not statements but expressions.27 ‘I am in 
pain' is like a groan or cry, and it has no truth-value. Again, 
if ‘I am in pain’ does not have truth-value, then ‘I am not 
in pain' should not have. But, it is so problematic to use ‘I 
am not in pain’ to be the expression of not being in pain. 
Because in the case of ‘he is in pain,’ one can attribute truth 
value to ‘he is in pain.’ Now the question is how is it pos-
sible to attribute the truth value to ‘he is in pain’ not to ‘I 
am in pain’? One may answer this question by saying that 
‘he is in pain’ is a statement and not an avowal.  

Let us now through the textual evidence judge whether 
Wittgenstein held the expressive thesis regarding the im-
possibility of self-knowledge or not. In Philosophical In-
vestigations, we find a passage in which Wittgenstein 
writes, “A child has hurt himself and he cries; and then 
adults talk to him and teach him exclamations and, later, 
sentences. They teach the child new pain-behaviour” 
(PI§244). Here, Wittgenstein suggests that in one way, a 
child may learn the connection between the word ‘pain' and 
the sensation of pain through natural pain behaviour. 
Therefore, ‘I am in pain’ can be replaced by natural pain 
behaviour like cry or groan.  

Clearly, in the above remarks, Wittgenstein claims that 
avowals could be replaced by sentences of the type which 
are exclamations and not statements, and hence, they do 
not have truth-value. We can claim that Wittgenstein takes 
avowals to have only one function of expressing some-
thing. For example, in the case of ‘I am in pain,’ we can 
claim that for Wittgenstein, ‘I am in pain’ is the expression 
of the sensation of pain. About this, he writes, “When 
someone says ‘I hope he’ll come’ – is this a report about 
his state of mind, or a manifestation of his hope? – I can, 
for example, say it to myself. And surely I am not giving 
myself a report. It may be a sight; but it need not. If I tell 
someone ‘I can’t keep my mind on my work today; I keep 
on thinking of his coming’ – this will be called a descrip-
tion of my state of mind” (PI§585). Here, Wittgenstein ex-
plains how hopes and other mental activities cannot be 
taken as statements but expressions of their mental states. 
Since they are not statements, the question of their having 
truth value does not arise. 

Again, Wittgenstein also writes, “I say I am afraid; 
someone else asks me: ‘What was that? A cry of fear; or 
do you want to tell me how you feel; or it a reflection on 
your present state?’ – Could I always give him a clear an-
swer? Could I never give him one” (PI, p. 187)? Here, 
Wittgenstein gives a general view regarding the avowals. 
He affirms that one can tell his/ her state of mind or feel-
ings. And from the above discussion, we find that Wittgen-
stein advances the expressive thesis about the first person 
utterances that Hacker attributes to him. 

Let us come to the second argument that is the argu-
ment from epistemic operators based on which the thesis 
of the impossibility of self-knowledge has been attributed 
by Hacker to Wittgenstein. Let us first make ourselves 
clear what is an operator. According to Dretske, “An oper-
ator is something that when affixed to a statement operates 
on it to result in other statements. Examples of some oper-
ators include ‘it is true that,’ ‘it is weird that,' ‘knows that' 
and ‘explains that.’ To take a simple example of how an 

operator operates on a statement, we consider the statement 
‘the garage is empty.’ Using the operator, ‘it is true that,’ 
on this statement, we get ‘it is true that the garage is 
empty.’”28 From the example of some operators given by 
Dretske, ‘knows that’ is an epistemic operator. In relation 
to the use of the epistemic operators, Hacker says “If we 
reflect on how the use of this epistemic operator might be 
learnt, it is evident that it cannot be learnt as a partial sub-
stitute for natural expressive behavior in the manner in 
which the use of ‘It hurts’ or ‘I want’ are grafted on to nat-
ural pain- or conative-behaviour respectively.”29 Thus, ac-
cording to Hacker’s argument, one cannot learn the use of 
the word ‘know' by using it in conjunction with expressive 
words. By implication, he claims that one can learn the use 
of this epistemic operator only from such sentences like ‘I 
know that this is a tree’ or ‘I know that this is a book’, etc. 
Thus, in the sentence ‘I know that I am in pain’ even if the 
word ‘know’ figures, it is not a statement.  

According to the argument of epistemic operators of 
Hacker, a sentence of the form ‘I know that p’ makes sense 
only when a sentence of the form ‘I doubt that p’ makes 
sense. But in the case of avowals, the sentences of the form 
‘I doubt that p’ do not make sense. Thus, it makes no sense 
to say ‘I know that p’ where p is an avowal30. Agreeing 
with Hacker, Temkin says that “If we are to attribute the 
non-cognitive thesis of avowals to Wittgenstein at all, then 
the only plausible ground lies in his employment of what 
Hacker has called the ‘argument from epistemic opera-
tors.’31 He also remarks that the argument from epistemic 
operators is in the heart of Wittgenstein’s rejection of epis-
temic privacy. 

While saying ‘only I can know that I am in pain’ is non-
sense, Wittgenstein gives the reason that ‘It makes sense to 
say of other people that they doubt whether I am in pain; 
but not to say it about myself’ (PI§246). Based on this re-
mark of Wittgenstein, Hacker and also Aune have at-
tributed the argument from epistemic operators. From the 
use of the epistemic operator ‘I know’ upon the third-per-
son, present tense, psychological propositions like ‘He is 
in pain to the first-person case like ‘I am in pain’, we 
wrongly conclude that ‘I know I am in pain’ adds some-
thing more than emphasis to ‘I am in pain’. In this context, 
Wittgenstein claims that in some special cases like when I 
want to inform another person about my personal experi-
ences saying ‘I know that I am in pain’ has sense. Rather, 
when we say, ‘I know that I am in pain,' we normally do 
not mean much more than ‘I am certain that I am in pain’ 
(OC§8). 

However, in support of the first thesis that I can know 
that I am in pain, philosophers argue that if one cannot 
know his own sensations or if one cannot know what he is 
thinking then how he can know anything else. On the 
strength of the statement “… nothing to doubt whether I 
am in pain” (PI§288), the view attributed to Wittgenstein 
by Kenny is that “One cannot doubt that one is in pain.”32 
Therefore, there is no possibility of knowledge in the case 
of ‘I am in pain,’ and it does not make much sense to say 
‘I know I am in pain.’ Again, Kenny attributes to Wittgen-
stein “Where it is senseless to say ‘I doubt whether…’ it is 
not always true to say ‘I know that …’”.33 Furthermore, 
Wittgenstein admits the possibility of doubting the compe-
tence of a person to use the word ‘pain’ appropriately. He 
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denies the possibility of doubting his pain if he is suffering 
from it. There he denies that particular expression of doubt 
has no place in the language-game of pain and the doubt is 
not about the meaning or use of ‘pain’ but about "whether 
this, that I have now, is pain” (PI§288). 

Moreover, Wittgenstein writes, “'I know what I want, 
wish, believe, feel …’ (and so on through all the psycho-
logical verbs) is either philosopher’s nonsense, or at any 
rate not a judgment a priori” (PI§221). Here, Wittgenstein 
does not mean that ‘I know what I want, wish, believe, 
feel…’ means ‘I do not doubt what I want, wish, believe, 
feel…’ The above statement implies that Wittgenstein tar-
gets the utterances like ‘I know what I want, wish, believe, 
feel…’ as nonsense or having no significance. Therefore, 
for Wittgenstein, a philosophical claim, ‘I know that I am 
in pain' or ‘I know that I am thinking' has no place in lan-
guage. But, the utterance ‘I know I am in pain’ as an ex-
pression of pain is not nonsense. “It does not follow that 
utterances like ‘I know that I am in pain’ or ‘I know that I 
am thinking’ must be incorrect, or to put it in another way, 
that I cannot achieve self-knowledge of the relevant sort.”34  

Wittgenstein rejects the thesis that I know that I am in 
pain. For him, if it is the case that each person knows what 
pain is from his own case, then the learning of the meaning 
of the word ‘pain’ will be impossible. Therefore, it is im-
possible to generalize the meaning of the word ‘pain’ in the 
same sense as in the case of other people. In this context, 
Wittgenstein gives ‘the beetle in the boxes example’ 
(PI§293). Here, Wittgenstein is trying to point out that the 
beetle is very much like ‘pain.’ Just like no one looks into 
someone’s box what contains in it. 

Similarly, no one can exactly know what ‘pain’ is like 
to be an experienced thing from another’s perspective. But, 
we assume that like a beetle, the word ‘pain’ means the 
same for all people. Wittgenstein argues that it does not 
matter what is in the box, or whether everyone has a beetle 
or not a beetle since there is no way of checking or com-
paring it. There is also no way of asserting or denying 
whether a beetle is really in each box or not in the box, but 
still, we have to assume that ‘beetle in each box.’ Similarly, 
we cannot assert or deny what an inner state contains but 
when we talk of having an inner state we are using the term 
‘inner’ that we have learnt through conversation and public 
discourse. In a sense, the word ‘beetle,’ if it is to have any 
sense or meaning that simply means ‘what is in the box. 
From this point of view, the ‘pain’ is simply ‘what is in the 
box’ – or rather ‘what is in your head’ or ‘what is in the 
body.’ Therefore, we could not check or compare what an 
inner state contains and that is indescribable. One could 
only ascribe any inner state to oneself and also to others. 
We can merely ascribe sensations, thoughts, feelings, etc., 
or justify something based on expressions. The expressions 
are not only linguistic; they might be bodily behavior as 
well. For example, ‘crying’ is one of the physical or behav-
ioral expressions of pain, and the statement ‘I am in pain’ 
is the linguistic expression.  

Moreover for Wittgenstein, self-ascriptions of mental 
phenomena like ‘I have a toothache,’ ‘I believe that my 
friend will come,’ ‘I intend to go to movie tomorrow’ are 
prima facie immediate or direct. Though they are not based 
on observation, and not needing any justification, they can 
nonetheless express some knowledge. On the other hand, 
in the first person and present tense, any mental phe-

nomenon is authoritative to the person who has the experi-
ence of that mental occurrence. This peculiarly authorita-
tive self-knowledge is explained as a feature of intrinsic 
knowledge to having mental states. The person is certain 
about his own mental states or processes and it is private to 
the person. For example, we take ‘emotion’ as a feeling and 
it is private to the person who has the experience of that 
feeling. So, it is subjective to the person, who knows 
his/her emotional experiences through introspection or a 
kind of internal observation. This relies on the confusion 
about the meaning of the language that we use to talk about 
mental occurrences. Hence, what is taken for granted is that 
mental states or processes or occurrences present as a per-
son’s entities. The meaning of sentences about mental 
states consists in expressing them. 

 
  

4.  The Problem of Other Minds 
 
The problem of other minds deals with the question: How 
do we know that others have minds? This question presup-
poses the possibility of knowing other minds. If we admit 
that there is a possibility of knowing other minds, the nat-
ural question is: What are the means of acquiring that 
knowledge? In a very special and technical sense, Wittgen-
stein uses ‘criteria’ as the means of acquiring our 
knowledge of other minds. For him, criteria are the rules 
within the framework of language-games and our forms of 
life. In response to the skeptic, Wittgenstein argues that 
there is no valid way to answer the skeptic and the skeptic's 
claim that knowledge of other minds is impossible is not 
tenable. For him, a skeptic misunderstands the meaning 
and usage of the word ‘know’ in our language-games.  

As we know, that skeptic doubts the possibility of 
knowledge of other minds. A skeptic claims that we do not 
know other minds. For him, what is necessary for claiming 
something as knowledge is that it must be justified the true 
belief that is indubitable. And if this is so, we have no pos-
sibility of having beliefs about the knowledge of other 
minds. Consequently, if this is the case, then each person 
is limited to knowledge of himself, his own present sensa-
tions, and thoughts. This is the same as solipsism, which 
claims that only ‘I’ and ‘my’ own thoughts and sensations 
or mental states exist. 

Can one know the pain of others on the analogy of one's 
own? If this could be done, then knowledge of other minds 
would be very easy since I have familiarity with my 
thoughts, feelings, and other mental states and processes. 
All that I need is to understand the other minds on the anal-
ogy of my own. There is an assumption that once I know 
from my own case that what pain, tickling, or conscious-
ness is, then I can transfer the idea of these things to objects 
outside myself. Wittgenstein attacks the above assumption 
and for him, one learns what pain is only when one feels it. 
Therefore, if my conception of pain is obtained from the 
pain that I experience, then it will be a part of my concep-
tion of pain that I alone can experience it. Nobody else has 
the experience of my pain what I feel. Wittgenstein writes, 
“If one has to imagine someone else’s pain on the model of 
one’s own, this is none too easy a thing to do: for I have to 
imagine pain which I do not feel on the model of pain 
which I do feel. That is, what I have to do is not simply to 
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make a transition in imagination from one place of pain to 
another.”35  

   According to Wittgenstein, it is doubtful that we 
could have any belief about other minds and their sensa-
tions that ought to be justified. Therefore, imagining the 
pain of others on the model of one’s own is not an easy 
task. As Wittgenstein writes, “But if suppose that someone 
has pain, then I am simply supposing that he has just the 
same as I have so often had.”36 By attacking the concept of 
sameness or identity, Wittgenstein gives an example of the 
use of ‘It is 5 o’clock here’. He states, 
 
It is as if I were to say: You surely know what ‘It is 5 o’clock 
here' means; so you also know what ‘It’s 5 o’clock on the sun’ 
means. It means simply that it is just the same time there as it is 
here when it is 5 o’clock. The explanation using identity does not 
work here. For I know well enough that one can call 5 o’clock 
here and 5 o'clock there ‘the same time,’ but what I do not know 
is in what cases one is to speak of its being the same time here 
and there. In the same way, it is no explanation to say: the suppo-
sition that he has a pain is simply the supposition that he has the 
same as I. For that part of the grammar is quite clear to me: that 
is, that one will say that the stove has the same experience as I, if 
one says: it is in pain and I am in pain. (PI§350) 
 
In this passage, ‘the 5 o’clock on the sun’ illustrated how 
the concept of mental states could not be extended from 
oneself to others. Here, ‘it[stove] is in pain’ on the analogy 
of ‘I am in pain’ gives the absurd conclusion that even ma-
terial objects have minds and sensations. Thus, the ques-
tion that arises here is: What is the criterion of attributing 
mental states or sensations to others?  

It is important to point out that for Wittgenstein, the 
problem of other minds is not like how one can know about 
other minds? But it is like, “Given that ‘mind,’ for me, is 
this private inner realm, how can it even make sense to 
form the notion of ‘other minds’ in the first place?”37 The 
‘pain’ that I feel is one of my personal experiences, and 
other people know when I am in pain. Wittgenstein points 
out that I would never have learned the meaning of the 
word ‘pain’ without the aid of other people, none of whom 
has access to the supposed private sensations of pain that I 
feel. The meaning of the word ‘pain’ presupposes some 
sort of external verification and its application needs a set 
of criteria. We can say that observation of writhing and 
groaning are ‘criteria’ for our belief that someone is in 
pain.  

In BB, Wittgenstein said, “‘the man who says only my 
pain is real’ that he was rebelling against the common cri-
teria and thereby ‘objecting to a conventions’” (BB, p. 57). 
And to speak of practice as a convention is to imply that it 
is a matter of choice. This choice may be restricted by cri-
teria that are not subject to choice. Criteria are used as con-
ventions in a language-game. And “We fix criteria by lay-
ing down grammatical rules.”38 Again, having raised the 
question why we suppose that toothache correlated to hold-
ing one’s tooth, he concluded that “here we strike rock bot-
tom, that is, we have come down to conventions.”39 In PI, 
criteria also play a fundamental role in Wittgenstein’s phi-
losophy of mind. As he writes, “An ‘inner process’ stands 
in need of outward criteria” (PI§580). Therefore, Wittgen-
stein’s dissolution to the problem of other minds provides 
both conditions under which we are justified in attributing 
mental concepts to others and an account of the utility of 

language-game in our lives. In this context, we shall dis-
cuss Wittgenstein’s three key concepts, namely, criterion, 
agreement, and form of life. 

 
  

4.1 Criterion 
 
The concept of the criterion is an important concept in 
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy of mind. The word ‘crite-
rion’ is always used as a criterion of something. What is 
this something for Wittgenstein? In his The Blue and 
Brown Books and Philosophical Investigations we find that 
in various places Wittgenstein writes criterion is a criterion 
for an expression, or the use of an expression, or for some-
thing be the case or for a states of affairs (See BB, pp. 24-
25 and PI§149, 182, 238 & 269). However, all these ways 
of saying that the criterion is the same. Let us take an ex-
ample, which Wittgenstein discusses that ‘he has angina,’ 
for it is the case that he has angina, saying he has angina or 
for simply angina that are various forms of expressions 
saying about the same thing ‘angina.’ Therefore, we might 
describe this criterion of something for a criterion of a lin-
guistic expression fitting its object. To describe something 
means to specify what it is like and what it is not like. 

In Wittgenstein’s work, criteria are contrasted with 
symptoms. For him, symptoms are taken to be outward 
manifestations of something, while criteria point to the 
thing itself. However, criteria are observable features that 
are directly connected to an expression by its meaning. Ra-
ther, symptoms are features that are indirectly connected to 
the expression by being associated with the criteria in our 
experience. To make the distinction between ‘criteria’ and 
‘symptoms’ and to avoid the confusions, Wittgenstein 
writes, 
 
Let us introduce two antithetical terms to avoid certain elemen-
tary confusions: To the question ‘How do you know that so-and-
so is the case?’ We sometimes answer by giving ‘criteria’ and 
sometimes by giving ‘symptoms.’ If medical science calls angina 
an inflammation caused by a particular bacillus, and we ask in a 
particular case ‘why do you say this man has got angina?’ Then 
the answer ‘I have found the bacillus so-and-so in his blood' gives 
us the criterion, or what we may call the defining criterion of an-
gina. If on the other hand, the answer was, ‘His throat is in-
flamed,’ this might give us a symptom of angina. I call ‘symptom’ 
a phenomenon of which experience has taught us that it coin-
cided, in some way or other, with the phenomenon which is our 
defining criterion. Then to say ‘A man has angina if this bacillus 
is found in him’ is a tautology or it is a loose way of stating the 
definition of angina. But to say, ‘A man has angina whenever he 
has an inflamed throat’ is to make a hypothesis. (BB, pp. 24-25) 
 
From the above passage, we find that Wittgenstein takes 
criteria are primarily the criteria that men accept, intro-
duce, and use or apply in connection to their use of certain 
expressions. If something is the criterion of ‘X’, then that 
is a logically sufficient condition of ‘X.’ Therefore, the cri-
terion of angina in Wittgenstein’s example is what medical 
science calls angina and we may say that it is the defining 
criterion of angina. However, the criteria are not factual 
tools for avoiding the confusions in philosophy. They are 
grammatical tools for Wittgenstein. They do not help us to 
settle the matters of facts such as, ‘Is he in pain?’ Rather 
they help us in clarifying the grammatical matters. Hence, 
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Wittgenstein does not use the concept of criteria to distin-
guish someone who is in pain from someone who is pre-
tending to be in pain. Rather, he uses it to determine that 
pain only, whether it is real or feigned. In my own case, 
there are no criteria at all. There are no questions of 
knowledge, doubt, investigation, and so on, which I cannot 
raise regarding my own pain. Thus, Wittgenstein is not op-
posing the idea that first-person pain ascriptions exist, but 
he is opposing the idea that these ascriptions can then be 
treated as objects of knowledge. Nevertheless, in the case 
of others, the criteria for determining whether someone is 
in pain are the same for determining whether the pain is 
real or feigned.  

Wittgenstein rejects the use of ‘know’ in the case of 
avowals and thus, it is meaningless to say ‘I know I am in 
pain.’ For him, if it will be the case that each person knows 
what pain is from his own case, then the learning of the 
word ‘pain’ will be impossible. Therefore, it will be impos-
sible to generalize the meaning of the word ‘pain’ in the 
same sense as in the case of other people. The same kind 
of argument we shall find in Wittgenstein’s beetles in the 
boxes example. In this case, Wittgenstein is trying to point 
out that the beetle is very much like pain. Just like no one 
looks into someone’s box what exactly it contains. Simi-
larly, no one can exactly know what pain is like to be an 
experienced thing from another's perspective. But, we as-
sume that like a beetle, the word pain means the same for 
all human beings.  

Wittgenstein argues that it does not matter what is in 
the box, or whether everyone has a beetle or not a beetle 
since there is no way of checking or comparing it. There is 
also no way of asserting or denying whether a beetle is re-
ally in each box or not in the box, but still, we have to as-
sume that beetle in each box. Similarly, we cannot assert 
or deny what a mental state contains but when we talk of 
having a mental state (or a beetle) we are using a term 
‘mental’ that we have learnt through conversation and pub-
lic discourse. In a sense, the word ‘beetle,’ if it is to have 
any sense or meaning, it simply means what is in the box. 
From this point of view, the pain is simply ‘what is in the 
box’ or rather ‘what is in your head’ or ‘what is in the 
body.’ Therefore, we could not check or compare what a 
mental state contains and that is indescribable. We cannot 
describe the use of words like emotion, thinking, and im-
agining, etc., because the definition of these terms is not 
possible. “A description of the use of a word is given when 
we define it.-When we show the sample (e.g. of colour)” 
(WLPP, p. 7).40 Hence, one could ascribe any mental state 
to oneself and also to others based on expressions. 

 
 

4.2 Agreement 
 

The concept of agreement is another important concept in 
language. We human beings communicate with each other 
through language. Communication is possible by using so-
cial practices of following the rules of language. Any social 
practice needs human agreement. Based on the agreement 
we decide whether someone is right or wrong, which state-
ment is appropriate or inappropriate. For example, if a per-
son is asked to compute 2+3, if the answer is given is 5, 
and not 4 or 6, then we call his response as right. If some-
one asks: Why not 4 or 6? We answer this question in terms 

of the social agreement on the rule of addition. Therefore, 
if there is no general agreement on the rule of addition in 
the community, one may not be able to claim that someone 
is adding or not based on the behavior of a person. Simi-
larly, when someone describes a plant or mentions the 
name of that plant, there ought to be a convention of calling 
that plant with that name. If such a convention does not 
exist in that society, the description of the plant by that 
name cannot be said to be true or false. Wittgenstein states, 
“So you are saying that human agreement decides what is 
true and what is false?”41 

As we know that we human beings are linguistic animal 
and through language, we communicate with each other. 
An agreement is necessary for any kind of communication. 
Wittgenstein states that “… in order to communicate, peo-
ple must agree with one another about the meanings of 
words. But the criterion for this agreement is not just agree-
ment with reference to definitions, e.g., ostensive defini-
tions - but also an agreement in judgements. It is essential 
for communication that we agree in a large number of 
judgements” (RFM-VI§40).42 Following Wittgenstein, 
Hacker and Baker, also interpret the requirement of agree-
ment in communication, and according to them, “If two 
people disagreed about how to explain the words they use, 
then what the one meant by an utterance would not be what 
the other understood by it.”43 Here, this does not mean that 
the speaker and hearer have to use the same words or the 
same language. Then, the question is, what they have to 
agree? It is nothing but the definition of the words uttered 
by the speaker. In addition to this, the agreement in judg-
ment is necessary for communication. By agreement in 
judgment, Hacker and Baker interpret as, “interpersonal 
consensus about the truth and falsity of empirical proposi-
tions.”44 Here, they explain the agreement using the con-
cept of rules, and rules for the use of words.  
 However, the understanding of a rule and consequently, 
agreement about which a rule applies is manifested in two 
ways, namely, “in formulating or paraphrasing it and in ap-
plying or following it in practice.”45 For Wittgenstein, both 
kinds of agreements are necessary for communication and 
both are criteria for agreement on meaning. Therefore, 
“We follow rules of grammar in making judgements, and 
the correct application of these rules is the criterion of un-
derstanding them.”46 Moreover, the meanings of our words 
are dependent upon our practices and social agreements. 
For example, a criterion of an order is that it is expected to 
be obeyed. When we offer this criterion, we are not claim-
ing that all orders are always obeyed. It is also the case that 
orders are that sorts of things that it may be obeyed or may 
not be obeyed and the speaker expects the person ordered 
to obey. If all orders were always disobeyed, the word ‘or-
der’ would not have made any sense. Thus the notion of an 
order presupposes the human freedom to obey or disobey. 
If we say that if an order is always obeyed or never obeyed, 
it will strip the very meaning of the word ‘order.’ This re-
minds us of Wittgenstein’s emphasis on use, conventions, 
and agreement in sharing the forms of life. 

 
  

4.3  Form of Life 
 
The concept ‘form of life’ is closely related to the concept 
of agreement. Our form of life indicates a particular pattern 
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of life and it is closely related to our activities. We agree 
with many human responses and the way they interweave 
with our activities is our form of life. Our form of life is 
completely different from other animals’ forms of life. 
Since our form of life is completely different from them, 
the communication between them is impossible. In our 
day-to-day life, we find that to some extent, some birds or 
animals give some responses towards our action. That does 
not mean that they can communicate with human beings. It 
is due to the lack of agreement, communication is impos-
sible. In this context, Wittgenstein said, “If a lion could 
talk, we could not understand him” (PI, p. 223). Here, Witt-
genstein shows that since our form of life is different from 
a lion, communication between a lion and a human being 
is impossible. Therefore, a form of life is common to hu-
man beings, the common behaviour of mankind that is “the 
system of reference using which we interpret an unknown 
language” (PI§206). This indicates that the use of language 
makes possible by the human form of life, and only human 
beings are linguistic animals. 

The most fundamental aspect of language is that we 
learn how to use it in our social contexts. We understand 
each other not because of the relationship between lan-
guage and reality, but because we are social beings sharing 
common platforms such as language. Wittgenstein denies 
the possibility of private language and according to him, 
one might invent a language for his/her private use to de-
scribe his/her sensations. In this type of language, there 
would be no criteria to decide whether a word is used cor-
rectly or incorrectly. For him, this type of language would 
have no meaning. In this context, we will take a statement 
‘I know I am in pain’ that makes no sense. If we claim to 
know something, we can also doubt it and we must also 
have criteria for establishing knowledge about it. However, 
when we are dealing with one’s own sensations, one will 
never doubt, and he /she also have no criteria for establish-
ing knowledge about his/her sensation. He/she has the feel-
ing of that sensation only. Therefore, we should not say, ‘I 
know that I am in pain’ instead of ‘I am in pain.’ We, hu-
mans, are interacting with each other through linguistic ex-
pressions, bodily expressions, or behavioral expressions. 
Without the context of interaction, we cannot react to oth-
ers. As Wittgenstein writes, “My relation to the appear-
ances is here part of my concept” (Z§543).47 According to 
Wittgenstein’s discussion of the meaning of words for 
mental concepts, an expression gets meaning only in virtue 
of its employment in a language-game. To speak a lan-
guage is to participate in a particular form of life. Our 
forms of life are defined through our interactions with the 
world and other minds. 

In his Last Writings on the Philosophy of Psychology 
(Vol. II), Wittgenstein writes, 

  
‘Can one know what goes on in someone else in the same way he 
knows it?’ Well, how does he know it? He can express his expe-
rience. No doubt within him whether he is having this experience 
– analogous to the doubt whether he has this or that disease – 
comes into play; and therefore it is wrong to say that he knows 
what he is experiencing. But, someone else can very well doubt 
whether that person has this experience. Thus doubt does come 
into play, but precisely for that reason, it is also possible that there 
is complete certainty. LWPP-II, p. 92)48 
 

In the above passage, Wittgenstein argues for the question 
concerning our knowledge of other minds and seeks to es-
tablish how the problem of other minds is the reversal of 
the problem of our own minds. Again, he attempts to show 
that talking about the other minds is possible only within a 
linguistic framework. Within the framework of language-
games, he draws a line between ‘our knowledge of our own 
minds’ and ‘our knowledge of other minds.’ 

So far as our knowledge of our own minds is con-
cerned, we would like to raise a question like, how do I 
know what is going on in my mind while I am feeling a 
pain? Or how do I know that I am in pain? In a Wittgen-
steinian way, the sensation ‘pain’ is identical with ‘I am in 
pain’ or ‘my pain.’ Therefore, ‘I am in pain’ means ‘the 
sensation pain.’ Traditionally, the difference between ‘I am 
in pain’ and ‘he is in pain’ explained by reference to the 
one who possesses pain. This means, ‘pain’ in both cases 
refers to the same sensation, and this sensation attributed 
to different persons.  

Nevertheless, Wittgenstein rejects the view that in the 
above sentences, ‘pain’ is the same as sensation. According 
to him, ‘pain’ in both the statements does not refer to dif-
ferent sensations; if this were the case, then one has to be 
in a position to perceive the pain of others. The question is: 
what is the meaning of ‘pain’ in both the statements? In the 
first statement, the meaning of the term ‘pain’ is given by 
acquaintance with some sensation, but the meaning of the 
term ‘pain’ in ‘he is in pain’ is not at all given by sensation 
but, here the meaning is exhausted by the observation of 
the behavior of the other person or his statement. 
In PI, Wittgenstein writes, “other people cannot be said to 
learn of my sensations only from my own behaviour, for I 
cannot be said to learn of them. I have them” (PI§246). 
Other people can doubt whether I am in pain or not in pain, 
but I cannot doubt myself because I feel that I have pain. 
Therefore, Wittgenstein rejects the symmetrical construc-
tion of the use of mental concepts to oneself and others. For 
him, the ways we ascribe any mental phenomenon to our-
selves and others are very different. For example, I per-
ceive a rabbit in the bush. Here, what I perceive is my evi-
dence for the fact that there is a rabbit in the bush. I know 
that there is a rabbit in the bush because I perceive it. One 
knows that another person is thinking, perceiving, feeling 
pain, etc. not by perceiving his thinking, perceiving, feel-
ing pain, but by perceiving what he does or what he says. 
What he does or what he says is the evidence for us to know 
whether he is feeling pain, perceiving, thinking, etc. 

 However, what I perceive is not the fact that I perceive, 
even it is because I know that I perceive. Therefore, for 
one’s own case, his perception does not provide him with 
the knowledge that he perceives. In this sense, we can say 
that no evidence one needs for his own perception, feeling, 
thinking, etc. In one’s own case, one does not doubt 
whether I am in pain or not. But, in the case of other’s 
mind, one can doubt whether others are in pain or not. Thus 
in the case of other’s mind, there is the possibility of 
knowledge and evidence is always necessary in order to 
establish our knowledge about other’s mind. Based on that 
evidence, we have to believe that others are feeling pain. 
In this context, Wittgenstein writes, “I am told: ‘If you pity 
someone for having pains, surely you must at least believe 
that he has pains’” (BB, p. 46).  
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Wittgenstein uses the word ‘doubt’ against the skeptical or 
Cartesian form of doubt. He denies their universal doubt 
and uses genuine or philosophical doubt. The philosophical 
doubt makes the difference between our practices and be-
liefs. It also prompts us to inquiry about something. Ac-
cording to him, a doubt occurs only within a language-
game and outside a language-game; it is not possible to 
doubt everything. Therefore, this act of doubting presup-
poses our ability in engaging the language-game and “what 
we do in our language-game always rests on a tacit presup-
position” (PI, p. 179). ‘I know I am in pain’ presupposes 
the statement that ‘I am in pain.’ When I am in pain, other 
people can also know that I am in pain. There is an agree-
ment in our form of life, and in that, we use language as 
our means of communication.  

We human beings are linguistic animals. Within the lin-
guistic framework, we can understand the concept of mind. 
Language reflects the deep structures of our thoughts and 
experiences. It does not mean that we can express other 
sensations in our ordinary language. The confusion will 
arise while we attempt to express others sensations, emo-
tions, feelings, etc. in our language and we try to use one 
word or statement of one language-game in the way it uses 
in another language-game. This confusion will be removed 
if we understand the grammar of that word. 

The concept of grammar is closely related to the con-
cept of the form of life. Now the question is: what is the 
grammar of language? For Wittgenstein, ‘how is a word 
used?’ and ‘what is the grammar of a word?’ are the same 
question. We can explain the grammar of language by 
words, phrases, or linguistic expressions in the language. 
The grammar of ‘I have toothache’ is different from that of 
‘Rama has a toothache.’ Here, the use of the word ‘tooth-
ache’ when I have a toothache and when someone else has 
it belongs to different language-games. ‘I have toothache’ 
and ‘Rama has toothache' are different since their justifica-
tions are different. I might doubt whether Rama has a 
toothache or not but I cannot doubt that I have pain. Be-
cause the question does not arise in the case of ‘I have 
toothache' but in the case of ‘Rama has toothache’ the 
question might arise. I have the feeling of my toothache but 
I cannot have the feeling of others’ toothache. My tooth-
ache is not the same as his/ Rama’s toothache, but we both 
may have a similar toothache. In Wittgenstein’s words, 
"The question whether someone else has what I have when 
I have toothache may be meaningless, though in an ordi-
nary situation it might be a question of fact and the answer, 
‘He has not,’ a statement of fact. But, the philosopher who 
says of someone else, ‘He has not got what I have’ is not 
stating a fact” (WL, p. 18). Here, the problem lies in the 
grammar of ‘having a toothache,’ and the problem will 
arise if we try to express in a proposition, which belongs to 
the grammar of our language. Therefore, I cannot feel 
Rama's toothache means I cannot try to know Rama’s 
toothache. 

Another way of distinguishing the grammars of ‘I have 
toothache’ and ‘Rama has toothache’ is that it does not 
make sense to say that I seem to have a toothache, but it is 
sensible to say that Rama seems to have a toothache. In the 
case of ‘I have a toothache,’ there is no need for verifica-
tion and there is no question like whether I have a tooth-
ache or not. The answer to the question how do you know 
you have a toothache? –might be like, I know that I have a 

toothache because I feel it and ‘How do you know?’ is sen-
sible in the case of ‘Rama / he has a toothache,’ but it be-
comes nonsense in case of ‘I have a toothache.’ Therefore, 
asking the question how do I know? –is not sensible in 
one’s own case and the answer to the above question is I 
have a toothache because I feel it. 

The notion of justification has to be understood in much 
detail. When it is one’s own mental state, there is no need 
for justification claims Wittgenstein. But when it is the 
matter of perceiving external objects, the justification 
would be in terms of perceptual criteria. If someone asks 
me why I claim a car is a vehicle, I can demonstrate how 
one can travel from one place to another. Similarly, if 
someone asks me why I call a patch of colour ‘red,’ I can 
draw his attention to perceptual criteria and the social con-
vention. If I am asked to justify my claim that why I con-
sider a patient is in pain, I cannot be sure of his being in 
pain so easily. The first person reporting is not possible 
since someone else has the pain. It is not an observable 
phenomenon and hence, I cannot offer an ostensive defini-
tion or perceptual criteria. All that I can do is to bank on 
my knowledge of linguistic criteria. If our language per-
mits calling a person having pain based on his expression 
of avowal or groaning, his restlessness or on his statement, 
then I can ascribe pain to him. That is to say; we have out-
ward criteria to ascribe inward experience. This theory of 
ascription is upheld by Wittgenstein because verification 
principle cannot work when it is the case of the mental phe-
nomena of others. 

 
  

5. Ascription of Mental Phenomena 
 
While ascribing any mental phenomenon to oneself or oth-
ers, we find that the way we ascribe a mental phenomenon 
to ourselves is not the same as the way we ascribe to others. 
Therefore, there are two ways of ascribing mental phenom-
ena, such as the first person ascriptions and the third person 
ascriptions. We ascribe a mental phenomenon to ourselves 
based on our awareness of mental states and we ascribe 
them to others on the strength of their outer manifestations 
like behaviors and linguistic expressions. These two kinds 
of ascriptions puzzle us about the unitary nature of various 
mental phenomena. Explaining the unique nature of mental 
phenomena, Pradhan says that “The mental phenomena 
such as willing, desiring, thinking, feeling, etc., are very 
much a part of the fabric of the human life and are decid-
edly attributed to human beings or creatures very much 
alike to the humans.”49 Thus, we cannot ascribe any mental 
phenomenon to those which are material in nature. We can 
attribute mind to human beings or the creatures which are 
very much alike the humans. This nature of mind is differ-
ent from those which are material in nature50. 

Explaining the mind-matter distinction, Wittgenstein 
says, “… can one say of the stone that it has a soul and that 
is what has pain? What has a soul, or pain, to do with a 
stone? Can of what behaves like a human being can one 
say that it has pains. For one has to say it of a body, or, if 
you like of a soul which some body has. And how can a 
body have a soul” (PI§283)? Thus, we cannot ascribe a 
mental phenomenon to stones or those which are material 
in nature. It shows that human beings to whom we ascribe 
mental phenomena are different from stones, and 
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according to Wittgenstein, human beings can be said to 
have souls and stones do not have. 

We can ascribe pain to human beings and while ex-
plaining the ascription of pain, Wittgenstein says that 
“Look at a stone and imagine it having sensations. – One 
says to oneself: How could one so much as get the idea of 
ascribing a sensation to a thing? One might as well ascribe 
it to a number! And look at a wriggling fly and at once 
these difficulties vanish and pain seems able to get a foot-
hold here, where before everything was, so to speak, too 
much smooth for it” (PI§284). Here, Wittgenstein shows 
the necessity of a subject which is conscious. There cannot 
be any ascription of mental phenomena to stone and even 
to a dead body. We cannot attribute consciousness to a 
stone or a dead body. In this context, let us read what Witt-
genstein says about the distinction between living and 
dead. As he says, “Our attitude to the living is not the same 
as to the dead. All our reactions are different” (PI§284). 
Thus, livings and dead belong to two different categories. 
We can ascribe a mental phenomenon to a living and not 
to a dead body. 

It is important to note here that the idea of an inner pro-
cess gives us the wrong idea that a mental process is an 
invisible and inscrutable private entity. This idea underlies 
with the wrong use of mental words. According to Pradhan, 
this metaphysical picture is a grammatical fiction created 
by the wrong use of mental words.51 But Wittgenstein’s 
concern with the nature of mind is not related to any meta-
physical picture of the mind. Making this point clear, Witt-
genstein says, “Are you really a behaviourist in disguise? 
Aren’t you at bottom really saying that everything except 
human behaviour is a fiction?’ – If I do speak of a fiction, 
then it is of a grammatical fiction” (PI§307). This gram-
matical fiction does not help us in knowing and under-
standing the various uses of mental words. Rather what is 
important for our understanding about the mental words is 
to see how our mental words are used in our everyday life. 
These words are used in various language-games and in or-
der to learn the use of these mental words, one has to know 
the possibility of confusion regarding the grammatical fic-
tions found in the language-games. And the appropriate 
grammatical act is to learn the uses of various mental words 
as ascribing a metal predicates to oneself or others. The 
tendency to claim that I describe my mental states and pro-
cesses have to be curbed and all that we can do is to ascribe 
mental states and processes to oneself and others. This is 
what one calls knowing one’s mind and mental processes, 
and this is what is called knowing the mental processes and 
mental states of others. 

Now the general question is: Which perspective to a 
mental phenomenon is better for our understanding of the 
mental phenomena? If we accept the first person perspec-
tive as the better in revealing the true nature of a mental 
phenomenon, then there will be two difficulties concerning 
the application of various mental phenomena to others. 
Firstly, there is no ground for ascribing a mental concept 
to others because one can never observe another’s mental 
states; one could only observe other’s outward expressions, 
like behaviors and linguistic expressions. Secondly, the 
problem is concerning how such outward expressions will 
get their meanings from what I experience in my own case 
because what I experience in my own case will not apply 

to others. Therefore, Wittgenstein opposes the line of 
thinking that experiences like emotional experiences are 
private to the person who is experiencing and according to 
him, one can ‘know’ other’s emotional experiences, and 
the emotional expressions play a vital role in knowing 
other’s emotions or emotional experiences52.  

However, emotional experience is not something that is 
hidden within the person who has that emotional experi-
ence. It might be the case that one can keep his or her emo-
tional experiences hidden for a short period, but not perma-
nently. For Wittgenstein, emotional words do not refer to 
private events that they are cut off from the others. It might 
be the case that one looks within herself or himself. This 
does not mean that he / she gets the meaning of these emo-
tional words from looking within him or herself. The emo-
tional expressions are used in our language as the public 
manifestations of the emotional experiences and we use 
emotional words as the public criteria to read into other’s 
emotional experiences.  

Again, if we favor the third person perspective, then we 
will face the problem to register the first person ascriptions. 
For example, we see a heavy iron ball fall on the feet of a 
child and the child is crying. Here, the child is feeling pain, 
and we could ascribe pain to the child on the basis of its 
expression. The child could ascribe sensation to itself but 
we could only say that the child is in pain. Hence, we could 
say that when one ascribes any mental phenomenon to one-
self, he attributes an inner state but when one ascribes them 
to others, he attributes the concepts on the basis behaviors 
or linguistic expressions. However, Wittgenstein recog-
nizes the distinction between the first person ascriptions 
and the third person ascriptions of mental concepts. As he 
writes, “The characteristic sign of the mental seems to be 
that one has to guess at it in someone else using external 
clues and is only acquainted with it from one’s own case” 
(LWPP-II, pp. 61-62). Therefore, the knowledge of the 
mental concepts is constitutive of the nature of the mental 
that from one’s own case, one is acquainted with one’s own 
mental states and not in the case of others. Taking a clue 
from Wittgenstein, Gillett says, 

  
To apply a predicate to oneself, as ‘I am in pain’ is to recognize 
that a certain condition is instanced by oneself, the condition that 
warrants the use of a given term – here ‘pain.’ Whether this con-
dition is present may, on any particular occasion, be evident to 
the person in that condition and not to others, but the condition 
itself must typically, critically, or essentially be recognizable by 
others in order to give rise to convergent rule-governed judge-
ments which avoid the traps of a private language.53  
 
In similar way, Colin McGinn writes, “The special diffi-
culty presented by these two modes of ascription is that it 
is clearly the same concepts that are ascribed in first- and 
third-person judgements, yet there is a strong and natural 
tendency to suppose that the content of mental concepts re-
flects their characteristic conditions of ascriptions.”54 How-
ever, the condition(s) that warrants the use of a word by 
oneself helps us to recognize the essential relation between 
the self-ascriptions and other-ascriptions of mental attrib-
utes. 

When it is the matter of ascribing mental phenomenon 
to oneself, one seems to have a choice. I can know that I 
am in pain directly, or I can infer my pain from my 
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behavior. Normally one does not use the second alternative 
to ascribe oneself a pain state. However, one can imagine 
a situation where one might use the second alternative. For 
instance, I find myself an enigma, I do not know why I be-
have in a certain way in a certain type of contexts, follow-
ing Freud, I might ascribe certain mental processes to my-
self following the outward criteria. When it is a matter of 
mental processes or states of others, we do not have this 
choice. All that we can do is to ascribe them to other minds 
on the basis of outward criteria. We have no direct 
knowledge of the mental process and states of others. 
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