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On the Privacy of Complex Thought and Its Publication 

 

Abstract 

This essay develops an argument according to which philosophical writing cannot achieve its 

purpose, and shows that this argument poses a serious challenge to a widely shared 

conception of philosophy and, more generally, of discourse concerning complex matters 

including political, religious and scientific discourse. 

 

Epigraph 

I am not here in the happy position of a mineralogist who shows his audience a rock-

crystal: I cannot put a thought in the hands of my readers with the request that they should 

examine it from all sides. 

— Frege 

 

The purpose of this essay is to revive an ancient paradox, according to which it is impossible 

for philosophical writing to achieve its purpose. Perhaps it will be joked that the present essay 

may thus achieve its purpose even if it does not, for, if the essay appeared not to achieve its 

purpose, on the ground that philosophical writing cannot achieve its purpose (as stated by the 

ancient paradox which the essay seeks to revive), then the essay’s purpose would 

nevertheless be achieved (and, hence, the essay might appear to achieve its purpose and 

appear not to achieve its purpose, at the same time). However, reviving a paradox, or 

entertaining or considering a paradox, need not entail endorsing it; so this possible 
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contradiction can be avoided. Furthermore, even if, despite the author’s best efforts to the 

contrary, the essay still appeared to constitute an inconsistent system (in the kind of way just 

described), then, unless the essay got directly dismissed for this reason, this would at least 

show that the one to whom the essay so appeared took the paradoxical thesis, that 

philosophical writing cannot achieve its purpose, on which the relevant contradiction is based, 

seriously (and, to this extent, the purpose of this essay would again be achieved). 

My approach will be partly historical: I shall draw on one of Plato’s dialogues as the 

ancient source of the paradox, and on a central issue of twentieth-century philosophy of mind 

and language as a possible bridge to a modern version of it. Thus, in Section 1 I show that 

there is a conception of private language to be found amongst Wittgenstein’s remarks, and 

previously noted by Frege, that provides an interesting sense in which private language exists. 

In Section 2, I elaborate on this conception of private language. In Section 3, I then 

demonstrate how the foregoing discussion provides the materials for a version, and a 

generalisation, of an ancient argument which can be found in Plato’s Phaedrus, according to 

which it is impossible for philosophical writing to achieve its purpose. 

 

1 Private Language 

Wittgenstein points out at least one interesting sense that one may aptly assign to the 

expression ‘private language’, in which such a thing as private language actually exists.i In 

section 269 of Philosophical Investigations, he makes the following broad suggestion: 

 

Sounds which no one else understands but which I ‘appear to understand’ might be called 

a “private language”. (PI, §269) 
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Describing someone as ‘appearing to understand’ in this way need not imply a sceptical 

attitude; one may simply be stating the fact that one is as yet unable to verify someone’s 

apparent understanding. I propose reading Wittgenstein here along these lines. 

His discussion in subsequent sections culminates in the following kind of case, which 

introduces the notion of privacy that is central for my argument: 

 

280 Someone paints a picture in order to show, for example, how he imagines a stage set. 

And now I say: “This picture has a double function: it informs others, as pictures or words 

do —– but for the informant it is in addition a representation (or piece of information?) of 

another kind: for him it is the picture of his image, as it can’t be for anyone else. His 

private impression of the picture tells him what he imagined, in a sense in which the 

picture can’t do this for others.” – And what right have I to speak in this second case of a 

representation or piece of information – if these words were correctly used in the first case? 

 

Here, as elsewhere in his remarks on private language, Wittgenstein is clearly critical of the 

suggestion that language is, or may be, private in an important way. But we should not 

therefore assume that his question at the end of this section was a rhetorical one. Rather, his 

asking of this question shows that he is in principle ready to admit that language may in some 

sense be private; the important question is of course whether language is private in any 

interesting sense of the word. Moreover, even if the correct answer to Wittgenstein’s question 

was that speaking in the second (‘private’) case of a representation or piece of information 

was utter nonsense, it would not immediately follow that the picture did not have the alleged 

double function (but only that this double function was ill-described as representation or 
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piece of information). Thus, what is primarily at issue in this section is not whether one of the 

alleged two functions is a real function. Rather, what is primarily at issue is whether both of 

these functions are correctly described as ‘representations’ or ‘pieces of information’.ii 

Similarly, in the intermediate sections, leading up to section 280, Wittgenstein first asks 

about the word ‘red’: ‘Am I to say that it signifies something . . . known to us all; and in 

addition, for each person, it signifies something known only to him?’ (§273); before he goes 

on to remark that, ‘of course, saying that the word “red” “refers to” rather than “signifies” 

something private does not help us in the least to grasp its function’ (§274). Wittgenstein 

makes it quite clear in these remarks, leading up to section 280, that he thinks the temptation 

to say that sensation words (such as ‘red’) have some incommunicable, private meaning 

stems from a misunderstanding of the relevant concepts, including the concept of meaning, 

and must be resisted. In section 278, he proposes the following statement for consideration: 

‘“I know how the colour green looks to me” – surely that makes sense!’ He replies with a 

question: ‘Certainly; what use of the sentence are you thinking of?’ Then he offers two 

examples, each of which represents a possible kind of response. The first one, in section 279, 

is designed to show that the statement of section 278 (‘I know how the colour green looks to 

me’) may well fail to define an interesting sense in which language could be private: 

‘Imagine someone saying, “But I know how tall I am!” and laying his hand on top of his head 

to indicate it!’ The second example, in section 280, is that of the picture of a stage set which 

points in the direction of an interesting sense in which language can be private.iii 

The second (‘private’) function which, in section 280, this picture of a stage set is said to 

have, in addition to that of informing others of how one imagines the stage set, can be 

brought out by the many ways in which one will typically find one’s picture to be 

misunderstood in this kind of situation. Regardless of how good a drawer or painter of stage 

sets one may be, there will always remain the possibility that one’s picture of a stage set will 

mailto:sebastian.sunday.greve@gmail.com


 

Sebastian Sunday, sebastian.sunday.greve@gmail.com        5 

 

not guide others to create the stage set one had assumed it would. Thus, one may find in a 

given situation that one’s picture of a stage set does not communicate what one has taken it to 

represent; in particular, one’s picture will often fail to communicate details of how one 

imagined the stage set, and which one took the picture to represent. Nevertheless, the picture 

may serve oneself as a guide regarding the things that it failed to communicate. For example, 

one might correct the stagehands by constant recourse to the picture one has made of how one 

imagined the stage set, even though (or, indeed, because) the picture has previously failed to 

communicate the relevant details; thus, the picture can be said to have an additional, private 

meaning for the informant.. 

It might be objected that the fact that the informant appears to understand where others do 

not does not show that private meaning (or representation or information) is involved. For 

example, the others (in this case, the stagehands) could fail to understand what the picture 

represents due to some trivial fact (for instance, lack of attention or basic linguistic skill). 

More importantly, supposing we actually have a situation in which the informant appears to 

understand but no one else does, even though others do not, or at least not entirely, fail to 

understand what the picture represents and may communicate, it still does not follow that the 

informant’s apparent understanding of the picture derives from some private meaning (or 

representation or information), because this apparent understanding may as well be no 

understanding at all; it might be the case, for instance, that the informant’s apparent 

understanding really is nothing but the informant’s memory of their original image of the 

stage set which is still closely associated for them with the picture which was intended to 

represent it. 

This objection raises two important points. The first one concerns the question of whether 

the relevant sort of privacy is of a necessary or contingent nature; this question will be 

addressed in the next section. The other point raised is a version of Wittgenstein’s question of 
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whether the case of the informant’s apparent understanding where no one else understands 

may be correctly described in terms of representation (or piece of information). The relevant 

memorial association between the original image of the stage set (that is, what the subject 

imagined) and the picture which is intended to represent it will normally be most alive at the 

time of producing the picture and tend to diminish afterwards (either through the subject’s 

realisation of what the picture actually manages to communicate or through fading focus or 

interest). For this reason, we may be disinclined to describe the informant’s apparently 

private understanding in terms of representation (or piece of information, meaning, 

understanding, etc.); instead, we may be inclined to say that it is just a case of memorial 

association. But the two are not mutually exclusive. Suppose that the memorial association 

persisted indefinitely—like we sometimes have persistent memorial associations of 

significant events with a particular location or a particular piece of music—so that, whenever 

the subject sees the picture of the stage set, it reminds them precisely of what they had 

originally imagined. Might it not, then, be correct to describe the case in terms of 

representation; indeed, for example, in the way that Wittgenstein considers, namely, to say 

‘his private impression of the picture tells him what he imagined’? The short answer clearly 

is: Yes. But, then, cases of memorial association with a more limited life span might also be 

correctly described in terms of representation; analogously, we sometimes forget 

conventional meanings of words, individually—for example, vocabulary of a new language 

or regarding a new field of interest that we have been studying—as well as (through 

aggregation) communally, as can be seen from any etymological dictionary. What raises our 

suspicion regarding the employment of this terminology in this connection is precisely the 

supposed modality of the relevant relation, which Wittgenstein expresses by saying that, in its 

second (‘private’) function, the picture represents ‘in a sense in which the picture can’t do 

this for others’. Thus, the central question becomes in what sense this may be so. That is, 
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what exactly does it mean to say that this is a case of private representation; more specifically, 

is the supposed privacy one of a necessary or contingent nature? 

 

2 Complex Thought 

The communicative situation described in section 280 of Wittgenstein’s Investigations is one 

of a familiar sort: there is a familiar experience, whilst engaging in certain kinds of rational 

discourse, in which it seems to one as though one could go on discussing a particular question 

with a particular person (or group of people) forever, such that (it seems)we might agree on a 

large number of points yet there will always remain an air of disagreement or 

misunderstanding between us; an experience which will perhaps be especially familiar to 

those who frequently engage in discussion of such matters as art, politics, religion or 

theoretical science. There is a corresponding stretch of remarks by Wittgenstein, in a 

typescript closely related to that of the Investigations (and previously published as ‘Part 2’ of 

the Investigations), which further illustrates his working simultaneously on both the theme 

that is standardly taken to be at the centre of his interest in private language, concerning 

sensation, and the connected theme that I have highlighted in this essay (which does not 

concern sensation). First, Wittgenstein writes: 

 

324 If I see someone writhing in pain with evident cause, I do not think: all the same, his 

feelings are hidden from me. (PPF, xi, §324) 

 

This is the sort of remark that anyone acquainted with Wittgenstein’s work on private 

language might expect. Immediately following this remark, Wittgenstein points out the 
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significance of the somewhat less prominent theme that I have argued shows an interesting 

sense in which there actually is such a thing as private language. He writes: 

 

325 We also say of a person that he is transparent to us. It is, however, important as 

regards our considerations that one human being can be a complete enigma to another. 

One learns this when one comes into a strange country with entirely strange traditions; and, 

what is more, even though one has mastered the country’s language. One does not 

understand the people. (And not because of not knowing what they are saying to 

themselves.) We can’t find our feet with them. (PPF, xi, §325) 

 

Wittgenstein’s time abroad, which comprised around half his life, would have made him 

frequently aware of how two human beings can speak the same language and yet, despite 

their best efforts, not understand each other.iv The subsequent section then shows how the 

two themes are both connected to the question of private language: 

 

326 “I can’t know what is going on in him” is, above all, a picture. It is the convincing 

expression of a conviction. It does not give the reasons for the conviction. They are not 

obvious. (PPF, xi, §326) 

 

Wittgenstein wants to find out the reasons, if there are any, for the widely shared intuition 

that one cannot know what is going on in someone else (their feelings, thoughts, etc.).v 

The issue does not, of course, concern the kind of situation in which someone deliberately 

says one thing and means another. Rather, it concerns the kind of tragic not-understanding 

mailto:sebastian.sunday.greve@gmail.com


 

Sebastian Sunday, sebastian.sunday.greve@gmail.com        9 

 

each other that sometimes occurs when, despite the fact that we have tried our earnest best to 

understand and make ourselves understood, we were unable to do so and have now, perhaps, 

run out of words. Usually, in conversation—although it may take hours, days or, in some 

cases, even years—we can come to understand almost anyone if only we try long and hard 

enough; thus, we are also familiar with those wonderful moments of human understanding 

when, after a long and difficult conversation, we finally feel that we deeply agree with and 

understand each other (as when another is able to finish one’s sentences, sometimes better 

than oneself could have done). 

The possibility of successful communication is a crucial feature of the notion of private 

representation that I am concerned with and which, as I have argued, Wittgenstein was also 

concerned with. By contrast, most of Wittgenstein’s discussion of private language, in the 

Investigations and elsewhere, focuses on what supposedly cannot possibly be communicated, 

such as one person’s particular sensation of pain (‘“But surely another person can’t have THIS 

pain!”’, PI, §253) or impression of red (‘Or is it like this: the word “red” signifies something 

known to us all; and in addition, for each person, it signifies something known only to him?’, 

PI, §273). However, it is of course entirely possible that a stage set is realised in exactly the 

way one had imagined it (‘Yes, that is how I imagined it.’); an experienced director, with 

sufficient determination, will often succeed in getting their ideas across in this way. 

Frege draws a similar contrast in his influential paper ‘Thought’ (‘Der Gedanke’), and he 

draws the same conclusions from it.Like Wittgenstein, Frege is interested in the limits of 

linguistic understanding; and, like Wittgenstein, to this end he considers various ways in 

which language can appear to be private. For example, Frege considers the following case: 
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My companion and I are convinced that we both see the same field; but each of us has a 

particular sense impression of green. I glimpse a strawberry among the green strawberry 

leaves. My companion cannot find it, he is colour-blind. The colour impression he gets 

from the strawberry is not noticeably different from the one he gets from the leaf. Now 

does my companion see the green leaf as red, or does he see the red berry as green, or does 

he see both with one colour which I am not acquainted with at all? (Frege 1918, 67) 

 

Frege’s view of this kind of case is the same as Wittgenstein’s. Frege writes: 

 

These are unanswerable, indeed really nonsensical, questions. For when the word ‘red’ is 

meant not to state a property of things but to characterize sense impressions belonging to 

my consciousness, it is only applicable within the realm of my consciousness. For it is 

impossible to compare my sense impression with someone else’s. (Frege 1918, 67) 

 

The questions are nonsensical (as Frege says), because they misconstrue the meaning of the 

words ‘red’, ‘green’ and ‘colour’ as if these referred to the particular sense impressions of a 

given subject. Wittgenstein’s famous beetle-analogy is an elegant demonstration of the same 

point: 

 

Suppose that everyone had a box with something in it which we call a “beetle”. No one 

can ever look into anyone else’s box, and everyone says he knows what a beetle is only by 

looking at his beetle. — Here it would be quite possible for everyone to have something 

different in his box. One might even imagine such a thing constantly changing. — But 
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what if these people’s word “beetle” had a use nonetheless? — If so, it would not be as the 

name of a thing. . . . 

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

‘object and name’, the object drops out of consideration as irrelevant. (PI, §293) 

 

Thus, Frege and Wittgenstein agree that our ordinary sensation language, at least insofar as 

colour is concerned, is, in this way, not private. 

Another case Frege considers, which does not concern sensation, is this: 

 

Suppose . . . that Herbert Garner knows that Dr Gustav Lauben was born on 13 September 

1875 in N.N. and this is not true of anyone else; suppose, however, that he does not 

know . . . anything else about him. On the other hand, suppose Leo Peter does not know 

that Dr Lauben was born on 13 September 1875 in N.N. Then as far as the proper name 

‘Dr Gustav Lauben’ is concerned, Herbert Garner and Leo Peter do not speak the same 

language, although they do in fact designate the same man with this name; for they do not 

know that they are doing so. (Frege 1918, 65) 

 

Describing the two as not speaking the same language in this case may appear an 

exaggeration, given merely their ignorance of whether they designate the same individual 

with the name ‘Dr Gustav Lauben’. But this much is true: for all they know, they might be 

speaking different languages; if they were to combine dictionaries of their respective idiolects, 

they would have to include two entries for ‘Dr Gustav Lauben’. However, once they have 

established that they actually designate the same man with this name, they will know that 

they have spoken the same language all along. 
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Both Frege and Wittgenstein had, of course, the bigger picture in view. The relevant 

difficulty of communication becomes apparent as one moves on, from the schematic 

examples of Wittgenstein’s picture of a stage set and Frege’s ‘Dr Gustav Lauben’, to the real 

world. For, the real difficulty is one that is not due to the kind of thing in question or whose 

thing it is; it does not matter whether we are discussing my music, your music or Mozart’s, 

Woody Allen’s latest film, the British schooling system, the US Presidential election, 

Russell’s philosophy of logic, the nature of numbers, racism, justice, love, or whatever else 

the case may be. Rather, what tends to make it difficult to understand what somebody else is 

saying on these subjects and others—and, analogously, what tends to make it difficult to 

express oneself regarding the same subjects in a way that will be understood—is their relative 

complexity. Any non-trivial assertion regarding any of these matters, for example, will 

necessarily be based on a number of implicit assumptions or presuppositions, of many of 

which the speaker will usually be unaware, concerning world, language and values. It is the 

fact that this potential for complexity so frequently proves to be enormous, in cultural and 

scientific discourse as well as in countless instances of ordinary human affairs, that warrants 

the use of the label ‘private language’ in this connection; although, given that the relevant 

difficulty of communication is raised in proportion by the degree of complexity of the issue at 

hand, one would perhaps do better using the more precise concept of the privacy of complex 

thought. 

Thus, the conception of private language that provides an interesting sense in which 

private language exists, which Frege and Wittgenstein were concerned with, employs a 

notion of contingent, rather than necessary, privacy. Nevertheless, the connected difficulty of 

communication poses a serious problem, which has to do, on the one hand, with the medium 

that is (or has been) human communication and, on the other, with the complexity of what we 

often wish to communicate and our not-so-modern lack of time. 
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3 Plato’s Paradox 

According to Plato, Socrates once told his friend Phaedrus the following: 

 

You know, Phaedrus, writing shares a strange feature with painting. The offsprings of 

painting stand there as if they are alive, but if anyone asks them anything, they remain 

most solemnly silent. The same is true of written words. You’d think they were speaking 

as if they had some understanding, but if you question anything that has been said because 

you want to learn more, it continues to signify just that very same thing forever. When it 

has once been written down, every discourse roams about everywhere, reaching 

indiscriminately those with understanding no less than those who have no business with it, 

and it doesn’t know to whom it should speak and to whom it should not. And when it is 

faulted and attacked unfairly, it always needs its father’s support; alone, it can neither 

defend itself nor come to its own support. (Phaedrus 275d–e) 

 

Earlier in the dialogue, Socrates has already pointed out that he thinks of this problem as 

applying to moral and, more generally, philosophical discourse in particular: 

 

When someone utters the word ‘iron’ or ‘silver,’ don’t we all think of the same thing? . . . 

But what happens when we say ‘just’ or ‘good’? Doesn’t each one of us go in a different 

direction? Don’t we differ with one another and even with ourselves? (Phaedrus 263a) 
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Following this line of thought, Socrates then suggests calling those who persistently seek 

after greater understanding, including with regard to the most elusive objects of our 

intellectual curiosity, ‘wisdom’s lover—a philosopher—or something similar’ (278d).vi 

Socrates argues that anyone with only the slightest understanding of philosophy will have 

to dismiss any serious attempt at writing philosophy and, instead, be more ‘sensible with his 

seeds’: 

 

He won’t be serious about writing them in ink, sowing them, through a pen, with words 

that are as incapable of speaking in their own defense as they are of teaching the truth 

adequately. (Phaedrus 276c) 

 

According to Socrates, a philosopher may write down philosophical thoughts for their own 

amusement, or perhaps as an aid to memory (see 276d), but (he believes) the only legitimate 

form of serious philosophical communication is ‘the living, breathing discourse’ (276a).vii 

If Socrates really believed what Plato has him say in the Phaedrus, then we could 

understand thus why he practised philosophy, as it would appear he did, exclusively via the 

spoken word and in spontaneous conversation. Concerning Plato, however, as the author of 

this dialogue, the situation is more complicated. For example, it is not plausible that he 

should be using Socrates as a mouthpiece here, as is often said he did, because then Plato 

would appear to be asserting the pointlessness of the very activity in which he is engaging. Or 

did Plato perhaps intend the Phaedrus not to be taken seriously; or is it merely an entertaining 

piece, or written as an aid to the author’s memory? None of these questions are likely to 

receive a positive answer from any respectable scholar. 
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The fundamental problem according to Socrates, which leads him to conclude that 

philosophical writing cannot achieve its purpose, is that, since we tend to differ—as he says, 

with each other as well as ourselves—regarding notions such as ‘just’ or ‘good’ (including 

many other common notions) , the following observation holds true of philosophical 

discourse in particular: ‘One kind of soul is necessarily convinced by one kind of speech 

while another necessarily remains unconvinced. . . . People of such-and-such a character are 

easy to persuade by speeches of such-and-such a sort in connection with such-and-such an 

issue for this particular reason, while people of such-and-such another sort are difficult to 

persuade for those particular reasons’ (271b–d).viii What Socrates describes here might be 

called the individuality of philosophical understanding (or, more generally put, the 

individuality of understanding thought that is complex in the way in which philosophical 

thought typically is). And, given that philosophy is a paradigm of discourse concerning 

complex matters and, hence, a paradigm of complex thought, this is just the consequence of 

the privacy of complex thought (as defined in Section 2 above).ix 

An underlying assumption of the argument is the Socratic conception of philosophical 

issues. According to this conception, a given philosophical issue persists for as long as either 

a subject believes that they do not have a solution to it or there is significant evidence that, 

contrary to a subject’s belief that they have a solution, they do not have one. It follows that it 

is not easy to know precisely what the issue at hand is; and that  what constitutes a solution to 

a given philosophical issue  depends on a subject’s acknowledgement of it (in the absence of 

significant evidence that, contrary to the subject’s belief that they have a solution, they do not 

have one).x 

This conception of philosophical issues may have the most intuitive appeal when the issue 

is expressed in the form of a ‘What is . . . ?’-question. Socrates famously asked, for example, 

‘What is justice?’, ‘What is good?’, ‘What is courage?’, ‘What is piety?’, ‘What is 
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friendship?’ and ‘What is knowledge?’; similarly, we might ask ‘What is the right thing to do 

in this particular situation?’ or ‘What is a possible explanation of this particular case?’ ‘What 

is . . . ?’-questions may appear a notoriously indeterminate expression to use in trying to 

formulate a philosophical issue; and, to the extent that this is so, this is part of what makes 

this kind of expression so apt for Socrates’ purposes. However, anyone with experience in 

philosophical discourse also knows that giving a precise formulation of any philosophical 

issue is difficult (indeed, perhaps as hard as anything in philosophy). 

Unlike other elements of the Socratic conception of philosophy (including Socrates’ 

opposition to writing), the Socratic conception of philosophical issues continues to be widely 

shared amongst philosophers in the Western tradition. Indeed, it appears to be part of a 

common conception of philosophy, which has been shared at least practically by nearly all 

philosophers. For example, any philosopher whose arguments have failed to convince their 

interlocutor will typically try to offer alternatives, attack the issue from different angles, and 

so on, in order to produce a solution that works for this particular interlocutor. Similarly, it 

frequently comes to pass in philosophy that one is relatively ignorant of what exactly the 

issue is that one is working on: it is a common experience when engaged in philosophical 

thinking that what seemed to constitute the answer to one’s question, at one time, later turns 

out merely to be drawing one’s attention to more, and more pressing, questions which 

directly result from one’s initial answer; in principle, we can describe this kind of situation 

either in terms of discovering the interrelatedness of various, distinct issues or in terms of 

discovering the complexity of what is essentially one issue, but, at least phenomenologically 

speaking, the latter description will often be the more accurate one. 

We are now in a position to represent Socrates’ argument in the Phaedrus, according to 

which philosophical writing cannot achieve its purpose, as follows. 
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(1) A given philosophical issue persists for as long as a subject believes that they do not 

have a solution to it; what constitutes a solution to a given philosophical issue is, in this 

way, subject-dependent. (Socratic conception of philosophical issues) 

(2) The subject-dependence of solutions to philosophical issues is a consequence of the 

individuality of understanding thought that is complex in the way in which philosophical 

thought typically is. (individuality of philosophical understanding / privacy of complex 

thought) 

(3) The purpose of philosophical writing is the solution of a given philosophical issue in 

definite form, for instance in the form of a book or paper. 

(4) But, corresponding to a potentially indefinite number of subjects requiring individual 

solutions, there are infinitely many solutions to a given philosophical issue. (from 1 and 2) 

(5) So, the solution of a philosophical issue is not something that can take on a definite 

form. (from 4) 

_________________________ 

Hence, philosophical writing cannot achieve its purpose. (from 3 and 5) 

 

Obviously, like Plato, I cannot easily accept this argument. Nor indeed is it likely that 

many contemporary philosophers are going to accept this argument as it stands. However, it 

is not at all easy, either, to see what might be wrong with it. (This is why it is a good paradox.) 

Insofar, then, as the argument proceeds from a widely shared conception of philosophy, 

including philosophical writing, what the argument primarily shows, I believe, is that there is 

something wrong with the way many people, including many practitioners, presently think 

about philosophy and philosophical writing. And, insofar as the argument can be 

generalised—as I have argued that it can—to cover all discourse concerning complex matters, 
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including political, religious and scientific discourse, the argument shows that there is 

something wrong with the way many people, including many practitioners, presently think 

about public discourse in general and, specifically, about the written communication of 

complex thought. 
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i  I believe that the exegetical account of Wittgenstein on private language presented in this essay is 

compatible with that of Stanley Cavell; see for instance Cavell 1979, 343–54; see also Mulhall 2007. For an 

early discussion which points in the direction of the kind of reading given in the present essay, see Thomson 

1964. For a recent overview of some of the most influential exegetical accounts of Wittgenstein’s remarks on 

private language, see Stern 2011. 

ii A comparison with the original notebook version of section 280, in MS-163 ([1941], 66r–67r), provides 

further evidence that Wittgenstein’s point is that it is not immediately clear what ‘representation (Darstellung)’ 

or ‘piece of information (Mitteilung)’ might mean in connection with the allegedly private meaning of the 

picture; not that there could be no such thing. In the notebook version, Wittgenstein asks: ‘Why do we also call 

something that is admittedly quite different a “piece of information (mitteilen)” and “representation (darstellen)” 

in such a case?’ (67r, my translation). The notebook version also introduces the passage in quotation marks 

(‘“This picture has a double function . . .”’) with the words ‘Now we say for instance (Nun sagt man etwa)’, 

rather than ‘And now I say (Und nun sage ich)’, and thus indicates that Wittgenstein was aware that the kind of 

statement he is considering is not an altogether unusual one. 

iii In the two source manuscripts MS-163 ([1941], 66r–67r) and MS-129 ([1944], 23), the text of section 280 

directly follows the question of section 278 (‘Certainly; what use of the sentence are you thinking of?’); so, 

section 279 of the Investigations was inserted by Wittgenstein at a later stage in the composition process. 

iv A couple of letters exchanged between Wittgenstein and John Maynard Keynes in May 1929 may serve to 

illustrate Wittgenstein’s personal experience of coming to a strange country and, despite having mastered the 

country’s language, not understanding the people. Wittgenstein wrote a long and very anxious letter to Keynes, 

first apologising for bringing up the whole matter—in fact adding, as he often did, that ‘to write it in a foreign 

language makes it still more difficult’—and then explaining in tedious detail how he had heard ‘an undertone of 

grudge and annoyance’ in Keynes’ words, how he could ‘read a whole story’ from Keynes’ face at one point 

during their last conversation and how ‘the second remark’ in one of Keynes’ letters showed him ‘that you don’t 

want to see me [want me to see you?] as my friend but as my benefactor’. Keynes’ reply is brief and betrays the 
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fact that he does not take Wittgenstein’s letter very seriously. He begins, ‘Dear Ludwig, What a maniac you 

are!’, and then swiftly rejects Wittgenstein’s accusations one after the other before ending, ‘Well, if you can 

forgive me sufficiently, will you come and dine with me in hall to-night?’. (The letters are reprinted in 

McGuinness 2008, pages 168 and 170.) 

v Wittgenstein’s explanation, that he seeks to understand the possible reasons behind the intuition that one 

cannot know what is going on in someone else, is directly followed by the following, much-discussed remark: 

‘If a lion could talk, we wouldn’t be able to understand it’ (PPF, xi, §327). There are various insightful ways in 

which this remark may be interpreted that I am aware of, all of which are compatible with my reading of the 

sections leading up to it.  

vi ‘Something similar’ that Socrates also calls these individuals is, for instance, ‘dialecticians’ (266c). 

vii Phaedrus 276e–277a: ‘It is much nobler to be serious about these matters, and use the art of dialectic. The 

dialectician chooses a proper soul and plants and sows within it discourse accompanied by knowledge—

discourse capable of helping itself as well as the man who planted it, which is not barren but produces a seed 

from which more discourse grows in the character of others. Such discourse makes the seed forever immortal 

and renders the man who has it as happy as any human being can be.’ See also 271d–e. 

viii This passage (Phaedrus 271b–d) is strictly speaking about oratory, not dialectic or philosophy. But this 

takes nothing away from the obvious generality of the claim Socrates is making regarding the individuality of 

understanding, covering all kinds of argumentative discourse; moreover, it is easy to see that the ideal of oratory 

which Socrates is expounding in the context of this passage amounts to what Socrates goes on to call ‘the art of 

dialectic’ (276e) and hence philosophy. 

ix The fact that philosophy is a paradigm of complex thought can be seen, for instance, from the exceptional 

level of generality at which philosophy tends to operate: if one continues to ask ‘What is…?’-questions, or 

simply ‘Why?’, regardless of whether these questions spring from scientific theories or the most ordinary things, 

one will ultimately find oneself asking philosophical questions. 

x The connection between the Socratic conception of philosophical issues and the thesis of the individuality 

of philosophical understanding—in particular, the question of which takes priority over the other—is an 

interesting question, both from a theoretical and a historical point of view. 
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