Philosophy Essay 1 (Epistemology)                         Rory Hewitt (Yr 2)PRIVATE 


Are the thoughts and feelings of others necessarily known through 
inference?

In this essay, I intend to examine and criticise many of the different theories that abound in the philosophical discussion about our knowledge of the thoughts and feelings of others.


The question as put asks whether the thoughts, etc. of others are

necessarily known through inference. I take this to mean that the question is asking whether it is possible for them to be known in any way other than by inference and also that, if they are known through inference, can they be said to be known at all. In order to answer this I will begin with an analysis of the way we know our own thoughts etc, and from there I will continue to make a comparison of our thoughts with those of others and so to the way we know those thoughts of others which are essentially hidden from us.


To use an oft-quoted example, suppose we take the phrase 'I am in pain'.

If we are talking here about physical pain, then this seems to be an example of a sensation which is self-evident; I do not need someone outside myself to tell me that I am in pain. I know that I am in pain. I do not even need to tell myself that I am experiencing pain symptoms, as it is immediately apparent to me.


However, if we study Wittgenstein, he says that this sentence is either wrong or nonsense, depending upon our reading of it:


If we are using the word 'to know' as it is normally used,...then other 
people very often know when I am in pain...it can't be said of me 
(except perhaps as a joke), that I know I am in pain. What is it 
supposed to mean - except perhaps that I am in pain. (P.I.246)


Nevertheless I believe that Wittgenstein is using the word 'to know' in a very broad sense. If I take 'to know' to mean 'to be absolutely certain of', then I think it is fair to say that I know my feelings and sensations (such as pain) to an extent that other people do not. In para. 246, Wittgenstein seems to be using other people's knowledge as absolute certainty, and as being incapable of being proven wrong, where in fact other people's knowledge can, 

at best, be an extremely good guess, based upon suppositions about our pain 

behaviour, of which I will say more later. Thus 'to know' can be used as an affirmation of belief. Now although it is uncommon to see the phrase 'I know I am in pain', if we substitute another feeling for pain, such as hunger, which is a similar physical sensation, then we can see that it is a reasonable statement to make if followed by something along the lines of '...because my stomach is rumbling'. This is perhaps not what Wittgenstein meant, but if we take him to mean that 'I know I am in pain' is not an avowal of a physical state, then nevertheless it still seems meaningful, because it is a support, or further affirmation of the statement 'I think I am in pain', which I feel is a reasonable statement to make.


Further, if we replace the feeling of hunger by one of loneliness or love, then I think it becomes more obvious that we may genuinely have difficulty in recognising our own feelings, and we may indeed appeal to others to help us decide. Thus I feel that this thesis of Wittgenstein's that 'where there is no possibility of error, it is inappropriate to speak of knowledge' (Hamlyn, p.226), has a number of faults that need rectifying.


If we delve deeper, we can find further evidence in Hacker's discussion of the thesis (with reference to G.H.von Wright's work 'The Varieties of Goodness'):



Von Wright applies the theory to axiology and argues 

that...judgements such as 'I like this...' and 



judgements such as 'I am happy' are not statements at all



and hence bear no truth-values. They express one's



pleasure or happiness rather than state or describe that



one is pleased or happy. (I&I p.252)


Now to my mind, these two possible cases of meaning are, to all intents and purposes, one and the same. After all, when used in conversation, a judgement such as 'I am happy' is used to state or describe that one is happy-

in other words, to impart information to others about one's feelings or state of mind. Consequently, if utterances such as 'I feel the emotion x' are 'allowed', then I can see no reason why such utterances as 'I know I feel the emotion x' should not be allowed to stand. Also I am interested at Von Wright's belief that such utterances as 'I am happy' bear no truth-values, when we bear in mind that there is a contradictory to the above example, and where there is a contradictory, there surely must be a truth-value. These utterances are, at least, not meaningless if only because we can understand the words used in them.


If we now turn to the question of whether other people can use sentences

such as 'I am in pain' in the same way that I do, we come up against the central problem - one which we, in everyday use, tend to ignore by the use of a system of analogy and inference, which has been expounded most succinctly by Ayer:


On the basis of my own experience I form a general hypothesis to the 
effect that certain physical phenomena are accompanied by certain 
feelings (and vice versa). When I observe that some other person is in 
the appropriate physical state, I am thereby enabled to infer that he 
is having these feelings; feelings which are similar to those that in 
similar circumstances I have myself. (T.P.O.K.p.219)(my bracketed words)


In other words, we make the assumption that other people feel things in the same way that we do, or indeed as I do. I assume that if you pour boiling water on your hand, you will feel 'pain', and because of that pain, you will exhibit certain easily visible external pain symptoms of that pain, such as crying out, facial contortions, etc.


The principal difficulty faced by philosophers is that whilst I can observe your external physical symptoms, I cannot observe your pain except in terms of those symptoms, and there is no way of checking whether perhaps you feel pain in a totally different way to us, or indeed whether you feel pain at all.


Ayer is of the opinion that this is one question to which an answer cannot be found by questioning. His belief was that if I ask you about whether you are in pain, I am not even asking you about whether you have internal feelings of pain, but I am asking whether you are exhibiting external pain symptoms, and likewise in any statements I may make about you, those statements only have relevance with respect to your external pain symptoms.(T.P.O.K.pp214-215)


However, I would disagree with this on the basis of supposed common experience. Thus if someone asks me 'Are you in pain?', they do not simply mean to ask if I am displaying external symptoms of some inner pain, because if this was the case then they would not need to ask, because those symptoms would, by definition, be common to both of us, and would therefore be apparent. Therefore, if they are asking a question about something that they do not already know, or, more to the point, that they could not know unless I told them, then it must be a question about some mental state of mine. Since we have reasoned that someone else cannot actually feel my pain, that is, that it is private to me, then they must be drawing an analogy from their own experiences - in other words, asking if I am experiencing certain mental things that they have an equivalent of. Thus, they mean "Are you experiencing symptoms with which I am familiar, in terms of my own experiences?"


 Like Ayer, Wittgenstein also has an analogy to use for us talking about one another's pain. He thought of a community of people each of whom owned a box containing a "beetle". He made the point that we each know what a beetle is, although we only have experience of our own beetle. Since the only description we have of a "beetle", in general, is that it is "whatever is in our box" then we can discuss our beetles with others without ever knowing any further description of their beetle.  (P.I.293)


My first objection to this analogy is that it is an over-simplification. Obviously this is true of any analogy, but the crucial point to make is that it is not the case that, in conversation with other pain-sensers, we have no way of describing our pain to the extent that if it were radically different to someone else's, we would not realise this. On the contrary, we often describe our pain in terms of public sensations - "It's like having an electric drill drilling into my teeth.", "It's like my head is being hit with a hammer." Although these analogies themselves are in no way conclusive, they do point to a public consensus of pain-behaviour.


My second objection is that also raised by D.W. Hamlyn; which is that this is part of Wittgenstein's refutation of 'the suggestion that what we mean by, e.g., "pain", is something that we know solely from our own case by reference to a private object.'(T.T.O.K.p222). However, as we cannot apply the word, "pain" to any object or sensation that we know to be common to all of us then how can we understand this use of the word "pain" ?


This analogy should be compared to that given by Ayer, which he uses to point out that Wittgenstein's theory, as put here, is false. Ayer imagines each of us to be hidden inside a fortress which we cannot leave, but can only look out of. He points out that the theory leads to the partial conclusion that not only can we not past the battlements of another's fortress, but we cannot even conceive of there being anything behind it. Ayer's reply is that this is, and indeed, can only be a personal, and not a generalized thesis since he can conceive of another philosopher also having "experiences".(T.P.O.K.pp215-216) He believes that, because he can do this, the theory is false.


However this description is closely followed by one of Ayer's most radical statements. It is his contention, voiced both here and earlier in the work, that it is an empirical and not a logical fact that I am who I am - in other words, that it is a contingent possibility that I could be a different person altogether. This on its own is not startling until we compare it with the following lines:



...it is not even logically possible that one should be



identical with another person...if my inability to observe



what goes on in the mind of another is due to our being



separated persons, there is no possible adjustment of my



situation by which it could be overcome.(T.P.O.K.p217)


Ayer's use of such phrases as "logically different person" leave me baffled - one is left with the feeling that his views tally with those of, for example, Saul Kripke, in his book "Naming and Necessity" - the idea of a rigid designator referring to a person not by description but by the necessity of their being who they are. At the same time I am not sure of the difference between "logically" and "contingently" different or identical - if it is contingently possible that I could have been a different person then it is surely contingently possible that I could have experienced sensations that I have not, but this can hardly be a valid argument for saying that therefore I could verify someone else's statements about their own private sensations, because I didn't have them. After all, there is no possible way for me to become you and consequently to be able to verify your sensations at some later date.


Eventually, both Ayer's and Wittgenstein's arguments lead to one of Wittgenstein's favourite topics: - the question of whether there could be such things as private languages.


Whilst I do not intend to restate Wittgenstein's argument, I would like to raise some points which are brought out in it.


One such is raised by the introduction of "checks" upon use. It is Wittgenstein's contention that for a word to be used correctly at all times, there must be an acknowledged public usage to see whether I am using the word correctly.


Nevertheless, both Wittgenstein and others have pointed out that there is nothing wrong in theory with the idea of having some sort of parasitical language, which uses its own words to stand for words in the public language. Indeed, this sort of parasitical language is commonly found amongst children at play, and many sorts of code are really a small, highly specialised form of parasitical language.


My point is that I find these two points of view, to a certain extent, mutually incompatible. For when we decide to "invent" a parasitical language, we do so by saying, "Instead of using this public word X, we'll use our own private word Y", and this is, I think, true if the private language is spoken by one or more people. Now if we compare this to a private langauge where, per se, all the words have a correspondence to words in a public language and where they refer to private sensations which cannot be verified by other people, then we can see that in actual fact, when using a private language, we do not constantly refer to a public meaning - in fact we use a private all the time without ever actually checking that we are using words correctly. From this it would seem to follow that although such a check is possible it is not actually used, and the only way in which we know how to correctly apply a word is by reference to our own past usage - if I wish to describe a domesticated canine animal I do not use a public criterion to check whether the word to use is "dog" - I know it is because I refer back to my previous usage of the concept "dog".


And in comparison, if I decide to use, or am forced to use, a private language; indeed, if the concept of a private langauge is to exist, then it too would be founded on the fact that I can use a word correctly, because I rely on my memory to inform me whether I have used it correctly.


Obviously some of Wittgenstein's ideas about private language still hold - it is inconceivable that such a language could exist, but as a theoretical concept, I cannot agree that meaning can only exist with respect to public criteria.

In answer to this sort of objection, Wittgenstein was of the opinion that words cannot have meaning except in terms of public criteria - that they are literally meaningless unless more than one person can be said to use them. (P.I.289)


In this respect I would have to agree that whilst the concept does seem to be slightly weak, it is very difficult to think of personal examples (if I have an internal sensation, can I describe it to myself without ever referring it to anyone else, and can I not in the future refer back to it?)


In conclusion, it seems that we do indeed know the thoughts and feelings of others by inference, as there is no other obvious way to know them. Thus, we can never prove that another's experience is the same as our own. Nevertheless, if we look at the way we have evolved, it seems incredible that it could be the case that we do feel pain, etc differently, given that we are all similar human beings. After all, we as children do not simply arrive at a name for something that we find unpleasant - our parents teach us that this physical unpleasant thing is called 'pain'. This teaching is reinforced throughout our early life so that we learn to call any similar thing a 'pain'. This being so, I believe we can draw a truthful accurate analogy - we can talk about the other persons fortress behind their battlements because we were all 

brought up to understand that all our fortresses are the same, and if you can agree with me about the inside of your fortress, then so much the better. This, then is what I believe we should understand by Hamlyn's and Wittgenstein's theory; that 'for a concept of a private object there must be public criteria'. 
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