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The Concept of Mind

First published in 1949, Gilbert Ryle’s The Concept of Mind is one of the classics
of twentieth-century philosophy. Described by Ryle as a ‘sustained piece of
analytical hatchet-work’ on Cartesian dualism, The Concept of Mind is a radical
and controversial attempt to jettison once and for all what Ryle called ‘the
ghost in the machine’: Descartes’ argument that mind and body are two separ-
ate entities.

As well as rejecting dualism about the mind, Ryle goes much further, arguing
that more recent materialist or functionalist theories of mind do not solve the
Cartesian puzzle either and even accept some of its fundamental, mistaken,
propositions. It is because of these mistaken propositions that associated
problems, such as mental causation and ‘other minds’, arise in the first place.

Ryle builds his case via an erudite and beautifully written account of the
will, emotion, self-knowledge, sensation and observation, imagination and the
intellect. Some of the problems he tackles, such as the distinction between
‘knowing how and knowing that’, challenged some of the bedrock assumptions
of philosophy and continue to exert important influence on contemporary
philosophy.

A classic work of philosophy, The Concept of Mind is essential reading for
anyone interested in the nature of the mind and human behaviour. This sixtieth
anniversary edition includes a substantial commentary by Julia Tanney.
Together with the reissue of both volumes of Ryle’s Collected Papers, it provides
essential reading for new readers interested not only in the history of analytic
philosophy but in its power to challenge major currents in philosophy of mind
and language today.

Gilbert Ryle (1900-1976) was a lecturer in philosophy at Christ Church College
Oxford and in 1945 was elected to the Waynflete Chair of Metaphysical
Philosophy; a position he held until his retirement in 1968. He was Editor of the
journal Mind for almost twenty-five years.

Julia Tanney is Senior Lecturer of Philosophy at the University of Kent, and has
held visiting positions at the Universities of Picardie and Paris-Sorbonne.



‘This new edition of Ryle’s classic work, with a substantial critical study by Julia
Tanney, will make possible a re-assessment of Ryle and of the revolutionary
potential of The Concept of Mind. Tanney’s essay challenges every aspect of the
familiar conception of Ryle’s thought, and shows that his ideas, properly
understood, reveal fundamental problems within contemporary philosophy of
mind and cognitive science. Ryle’s approach to philosophy of mind is, she
claims, not even one which we have room for in our usual understanding of
what the “possible positions” are in philosophy of mind. Tanney’s treatment of
Ryle is complex and subtle, and opens up important new ways of thinking in
philosophy of mind and philosophy of language.’

Cora Diamond, University of Virginia, USA
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RETHINKING RYLE
A Critical Discussion of The Concept of Mind

Julia Tanney

| INTRODUCTION

Gilbert Ryle’s The Concept of Mind was published in 1949 both to wide
acclaim and to general bemusement. It was anticipated by its critics as a
book that would, if not set the agenda for philosophy of mind, then at
least preoccupy it for the then foreseeable future. Now, more than sixty
years after its initial publication, we are in a better position to appreciate
its legacy. Although Ryle published on a wide range of topics in philo-
sophy (notably in the history of philosophy—especially Plato—and in
philosophy of language), including a series of lectures centred on philo-
sophical dilemmas, The Concept of Mind remains his best known and most
important work. Through this work, Ryle is thought to have accomplished
two major tasks. First, he was seen to have put the final nail in the coffin of
Cartesian dualism. Second, as he himself anticipated, he is thought to have
argued on behalf of, and suggested as dualism’s replacement, the doctrine
known as philosophical (and sometimes analytical) behaviourism. Sometimes
known as an ‘ordinary language’, sometimes as an ‘analytic’, philosopher,
Ryle—even when mentioned in the same breath as Wittgenstein and his
followers—is considered to be on a different, somewhat idiosyncratic
(and difficult to characterise), philosophical track.

To credit Ryle with demolishing substance dualism and paving the
way for behaviourism is to underestimate his achievement. Hardly anyone
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working in philosophy of mind today takes seriously the view Ryle
describes in his book as ‘the official doctrine’—the view he ridicules as
‘the myth of the ghost in the machine’. It is widely agreed that the chaff of
philosophical behaviourism has long been discarded while the wheat has
been appropriated by the philosophical doctrine of functionalism. Func-
tionalism in one of its many forms is widely accepted in the philosophy of
mind today (and it gains its appeal by appearing as the best philosophical
articulation of underlying assumptions in the cognitive sciences). It is a
view that is thought to have saved the ‘reality’ of the mental from the
‘eliminativist” or ‘fictionalist’ tendencies of behaviourism while acknow-
ledging the insight (often attributed to Ryle) that the mental is importantly
related to behavioural output or response (as well as to stimulus or input).
According to a reasonably charitable assessment, the best of Ryle’s lessons
has long been assimilated while the problematic has been discarded. If
there are considerations still brewing from the 1930s and 1940s that would
threaten the orthodoxy in contemporary philosophy of mind, these lie
somewhere in the work of Wittgenstein and his followers—not in Ryle.

I shall argue that the view just outlined, although widespread, repre-
sents a fundamental misapprehension of Ryle’s work. First, the official
doctrine is dead in only one of its ontological aspects: substance dualism
may well have been repudiated but property dualism still claims a number
of contemporary defenders. Indeed, both non-reductive and reductive
physicalists are entangled in a metaphysical overgrowth whose roots are
firmly established in the soil of the official doctrine. The problem of
finding a place for the mental in the physical world, of accommodating
the causal power of the mental, and of accounting for the phenomenal
aspects of consciousness are all live problems in the philosophy of mind
today because they share some combination of the doctrine’s ontological,
epistemological, and semantic assumptions. So the time has come to pay
new attention to Ryle’s little understood ‘dissolution” of the mind—body
problem.

Second, and importantly, Ryle is not a philosophical behaviourist—at
least he does not subscribe to any of the main tenets associated
with that doctrine as it is known today. One may be confused by this if
one is also confused about Ryle’s conception of philosophy. If one identi-
fies him as an ‘analytic philosopher’ and thinks that the only proper goal
of philosophy (attainable if not in practice at least in ideals) is definitional
analysis then the association with behaviourism (in at least one of its many
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senses) will be hard to resist. But Ryle was not an analytical philosopher in
this sense, and it is important to distance his perception of the correct
method of philosophical inquiry from that of the early Moore and Russell,
whose vision many of us working within the analytic tradition have
inherited. That is the third point. For Ryle does not believe in meanings
(concepts or propositions) as these have been traditionally construed: as
stable objects or rules, the grasp of which is logically prior to, and thus
may be used to explain, the use of expressions. Indeed, Ryle’s conception
of philosophy was not fundamentally different from that of Wittgenstein.
Ryle set out in print as early as 1932 a philosophical agenda that pre-
figured the published work of the later Wittgenstein; the ‘elasticity of
significance’ and ‘inflections of meaning’ Ryle finds in most expressions
appear to be the family of structures, more or less related, noticed
by Wittgenstein; and Ryle’s attack on the ‘intellectualist legend’ shares
Wittgenstein’s concern to understand a proper—non-exalted—place
for rules in an explanation of various philosophically interesting achieve-
ments and abilities. In spite of the fact that some of Wittgenstein’s
protégés were dismissive of Ryle’s work, as, perhaps, was Wittgenstein
himself', the best way to understand Ryle is to see him, if not as
following in Wittgentstein’s footsteps, then as walking some stretches of
philosophical terrain down a parallel path. Or so I shall argue.

The Concept of Mind was written in the late 1940s in order to demonstrate
or put on show a programme in philosophy that Ryle had been defending
(in the abstract) since the 1920s, and Ryle’s writings on the mind con-
tinued into the early 1970s. What follows is best construed not as an
exegesis of Ryle’s work, but rather as my own critical interpretation of how
Ryle’s overall project is still relevant today and of how it may be defended.

I THE OFFICIAL DOCTRINE AND ITS
RELEVANCE TODAY

Ryle’s explicit target in The Concept of Mind is what he calls the ‘official
doctrine’, which results, he tells us, at least in part from Descartes’

"'On the one hand, in his letters he seemed dismissive of Ryle’s work (Ludwig
Wittgenstein: Cambridge Letters, B. McGuinness and G.H. Von Wright, eds (Blackwell,
Oxford, 1995), 284); on the other, he is quoted as having told Ryle’s cousin that Ryle
was one of only two philosophers who understood his work. Monk, R. Ludwig Wittgenstein:
The Duty of Genius (London, Vintage, 1991), 436.

Xi
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appreciation that Galilean methods of scientific discovery were fit to
provide mechanical explanations for every occupant of space, together
with Descartes’ conviction that the mental could not simply be a more
complex variety of the mechanical. Whether or not every aspect of the
resulting ‘two-world’ view is properly attributed to Descartes, it is, grdce d
Ryle, a familiar view, which has widely become known as Cartesianism
in Anglo-American philosophy. It has distinctive ontological, epistemo-
logical, and semantic commitments.

The ontological commitment

The ontological strand of the view is that there are two different kinds of
things, body and mind, that are somehow harnessed together. The one
exists in space and is subject to mechanical or physical laws and the other
one is not in space and is not subject to these laws. And yet the mind and
body influence each other.

What the mind wills, the legs, arms and the tongue execute; what affects
the ear and the eye has something to do with what the mind perceives;
grimaces and smiles betray the mind’s moods and bodily castigations
lead, it is hoped, to moral improvement.?

The view that mind and body are somehow fundamentally different or
distinct, but none the less interact, leads to the philosophical conundrum
known as the mind—body problem.

For contemporary philosophers of mind, the mind—body problem no
longer involves construing the mind as an independent substance. But
working out the relation between mental and physical properties remains for
certain philosophers an urgent project.

Through the 1970s and 1980s and down to this day, the mind—body
problem—our mind-body problem—has been that of finding a
place for the mind in a world that is fundamentally physical. The
shared project of the majority of those who have worked on the mind—
body problem over the past few decades has been to find a way of

> The Concept of Mind (subsequent pagination refers to this edition, unless otherwise
stated), 2.
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accommodating the mental within a principled physicalist scheme,
while at the same time preserving it as something distinctive—that is,
without losing what we value, or find special, in our nature as creatures
with minds.?

Today the mind—body problem is often put in the form of an inconsistent
triad. The mental and the physical are distinct; mental events or states are
causally efficacious (they causally interact with physical and other mental
events and states); and physics is a causally closed system (causal explan-
ations of events are completely describable in the language of physics).
The acceptance of any two of these statements seems to require the denial
of the third. Yet, each statement on its own seems true. Various solutions
to the mind—body problem have been offered; most of them attempt to
reconstrue the first statement to allow a mental difference within a
broadly monistic, physicalist ontology. Functionalism, coupled with a
minimal commitment to physicalism, is the most widely held view
today, but how it resolves the mind—body problem is still in need of
clarification.*

One may wonder whether Ryle’s arguments against the official doctrine
might also apply to those who have given up on full-blown substance
dualism but who none the less remain mystified how to find a place for
the mental in the physical world. After all, even within the terms of the
official doctrine the differences between the physical and mental were not
only represented as differences inside the common framework of the
categories of thing and stuff, but also, Ryle says, of attribute, state, process, change,
cause, and effect. Not only were minds thought to be things, but different
sorts of things from bodies, so were mental processes thought to be
causes and effects ‘but different sorts of causes and effects from bodily
movements.”” Minds were represented as extra centres of causal processes,
rather like machines but also considerably different from them. The
official doctrine, says Ryle, involved a para-mechanical hypothesis. Today,
mental processes are thought to be special orders of causal processes,
perhaps like the symbol manipulations in computational devices but

* Jaegwon Kim, Mind in a Physical World—An Essay on the Mind-Body Problem and Mental
Causation (A Bradford Book, MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 2000), 2.

* See Kim, ibid., where he describes in clear terms what the problem is and defends a
(functional-reductive) version of physicalism as a solution to the problem.

® The Concept of Mind, 9.

Xiii
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perhaps also considerably different from them.® Mental properties,
supposed to figure in causal relations, are thought to be in some way
dependent on physical properties, but with enough difference to accord
the mental a (causal) explanatory role of its own. Is this a modern version
of a para-mechanical hypothesis?

That a para-mechanical assumption was at the heart of the official
doctrine, Ryle says,

is shown by the fact that there was from the beginning felt to be a major
theoretical difficulty in explaining how minds can influence and be
influenced by bodies. How can a mental process, such as willing, cause
spatial movements like the movements of the tongue? How can a
physical change in the optic nerve have among its effects a mind’s per-
ception of a flash of light?’

With the acceptance of at least minimal requirements on a broadly
physicalist scheme,® the particular problem of ‘occult’ causation seems
no longer a threat: at least if ‘occult’ is thought to describe mysterious
conscious acts that ‘float free’ from the physical world. But there is still felt
to be a major theoretical difficulty in explaining how the mental can make
a difference in a world whose causal explanations of events are supposed
to be completely describable in the language of physics. The problem of
mental causation may not be exactly the same as Descartes’ problem, but it
is none the less inherited by anyone who insists that mental properties
must, on the one hand, make a causal difference and by those who,
on the other, think that physics is a closed causal system. Just as mind-—
body interaction was a problem for substance dualism, so is mental caus-
ation still the problem facing the many varieties of (both reductive and
non-reductive) physicalism.’

Thus two ontological aspects of the official doctrine—finding a place

¢ One important difference is that whereas computers are alleged to process symbols
that have meaning assigned to them, mental symbols (or representations) are thought to
have their meaning intrinsically.

7 The Concept of Mind, 9.

® A minimalist form of physicalism, Kim argues, would embrace some sort of
dependence of mental properties upon physical ones.

® See Kim, op.cit., 29, 30.
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for the mental in the physical world and the problem of mental causation
—still survive today.

The epistemological and semantic commitments

If the ontological commitments of the official doctrine lead to the
mind—body problem, its epistemological commitments lead to a different
conundrum. According to the traditional view, bodily processes are
external and can be witnessed by observers, but mental processes are
private, ‘internal’ as the metaphor goes (since mental processes are not
supposed to be locatable anywhere). Mental processes or events are
supposed, on the official view, to be played out in a private theatre; such
events are known directly by the person who has them either through the
faculty of introspection or the ‘phosphorescence’ of consciousness. The
subject is, on this view, incorrigible—her avowals of her own mental
states cannot be corrected by others—and she is infallible—she cannot
be wrong about which states she is in.'"” Others can know them only
indirectly through ‘complex and frail inferences’ from what the body does.

It is worth putting Ryle temporarily aside and pausing to consider just
what is sensible and what is not about this aspect of the official doctrine.
There are, to be sure, certain mental phenomena for which something like
this picture is correct. Consider one’s report that one is silently humming
a tune to oneself or one’s description of last night’s dreams. It would be
difficult to deny that there are episodes (hummings in the head, dreams)
that these are reports or descriptions about; so, too, would it be difficult to
deny a kind of privacy which (in normal circumstances) makes the subject
‘authoritative’ and ‘incorrigible’ about whether or not such episodes
occurred and about their character. Although Ryle does not deny—
indeed he frequently peppers his discussions with—such episodes as
hummings or dreaming, he seems to many (including his later self) to go
too far in The Concept of Mind to minimize or downplay their existence. I
shall argue later that such episodes can—indeed, must—be acknow-
ledged within a reasonable view of the mind, but in order to understand
Ryle’s attitude, it is important to note that the official doctrine does not

'” The admission that there may be some mental states (as Freud has shown) that are
not within the sight of our ‘mental eye’ as such is a mere variation, rather than a major
deviation, Ryle points out, from the basic framework of the official doctrine.

XV
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merely acknowledge the existence of mental episodes of this kind; it takes
them to be paradigmatic of all ‘mental states’ or ‘mental events’ (where
these expressions have become accepted as the general placeholders for
the supposed referents of all (or most) mental predicates). That is, the
official doctrine assimilates all mental phenomena to these imaginative, or
as some would say today, conscious (and occasionally unconscious)
‘experiences’. Not only is what you say about your imaginings and the
subject of your dreams protected by correction from others and thus
entitled to a special authority, so, too, is what you say about your sensa-
tions and emotions, and even what you say about your beliefs, desires,
fears, hopes, wants, proclivities, and character-traits.!!

But if all mental phenomena are to be assimilated to episodes like
dreaming or the imagining of sounds and colours ‘in one’s head’, this
raises a problem of how we tell that others have the right mental accom-
paniments to be credited with having minds. It would be possible, on this
view, for others to act as if they are minded, but for them to have none of
the right conscious ‘experiences’ accompanying their actions for them to
thus qualify. Perhaps we are in much the same position as Descartes,
who thought it made sense to wonder whether these creatures are autom-
ata instead. The epistemological commitments of the official doctrine
lead to the philosophical conundrum known as the problem of other minds.

The problem of other minds is compounded by even more serious
difficulties given certain assumptions about the way language works.
Proponents of the official doctrine are committed to the view that mental
discourse—and Ryle is primarily interested in what he calls ‘mental
conduct verbs’—picks out or refers to items that carry the metaphysical
and epistemological load of that doctrine.

The verbs, nouns and adjectives, with which in ordinary life we describe
the wits, characters and higher-grade performances of the people with
whom we have do, are required to be construed as signifying special
episodes in their secret histories, or else as signifying tendencies for
such episodes to occur.”

"' T pass over here Ryle’s criticism that the official doctrine mistakenly construes our
avowals or reports of such episodes as issuing from a special sort of observation or
perception of shadowy existents.

!> The Concept of Mind, 5.
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The underlying semantics of the official doctrine takes the meaning of
mental expressions to be determined in part by what the words in such
expressions name or designate in a similar way as the meaning of the
sentence ‘Jones bought the most expensive house in the village’ is given
in part by the individual named by ‘Jones’ and by the particular piece of
real estate picked out by the definite description ‘the most expensive
house in the village’. Add to this the epistemological commitment that if
mental words name anything at all they must name something about
which only the subject herself could be in a position to make judgements.
Just as the subject herself is the only one who can judge truly that she had
a dream last night about Schipperkes and Egyptian Maus, so too, accord-
ing to the official doctrine, is the subject the only one who can judge
truly that she is seeing black, because the real act/object of the judgement
is something that is in essence or as a matter of necessity only available to
her. But now if this private act/object (seeing black) functions to give the
expression ‘sees black’ its meaning, then what one person means by it
and what another means by it may diverge. It may even diverge if there is
no noticeable difference in the way the two people talk about seeing black
things. And so what one person means by ‘sees . .. black’ may be very
different from what another person means by it without anybody ever
noticing.

If the semantic aspect of the official doctrine were restricted to, say,
sensation vocabulary, then private word-meanings would be a problem
for only a small class of mental concepts. But because the official doctrine
assimilates all mental phenomena to conscious episodes that are essen-
tially private, the problem of private word-meanings develops into an
infection that is virulent enough to affect all mental discourse."* Thus the
semantic accoutrements of the official doctrine—the view that mental
terms function to name phenomena that the epistemological aspects of
the doctrine assure us are hidden—Ilead directly to the philosophical
conundrum known as the threat of (necessarily) private languages for mental
phenomena. T am in pain’, ‘T have an itch’, ‘T see a black dog’, ‘T intend
to go to the store’, and T believe the cat is hungry’, etc. mean something

'3 Note that if the objects of perception and judgement are construed on the analogy
with mental imagery (as, say, Lockean ideas or representations) then the doctrine’s
underlying supposition about the function of language would lead not only to the
essential privacy of mental language but to the necessary privacy of all language and
eventually to idealism and solipsism.

XVii
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(in part) only knowable by me. Such expressions made by you mean
something (in part) only knowable by you. So now, not only do I not
know if it is a person (as opposed to an automaton) with whom I attempt
to communicate; I cannot be said to understand much of what my inter-
locutor is saying or perhaps even that it intends to communicate with me
in the first place.

The problem of other minds was at centre stage of discussions in
philosophy of mind in the 1950s before the mind—body problem attracted
the wider audience. The problem of other minds is this: if certain aspects
of the official doctrine are correct and minds consist of episodes that are
only privately knowable, then we need to rethink our claim to know (with
certainty) that other minds exist. The thought at the time was that this was
an intolerable conclusion, so philosophers set about to show how the
claim to have knowledge of other minds is none the less justified. But
though no longer at the centre, the problem of other minds lurks in the
background of recent discussions of ‘phenomenal consciousness’, which
inherit the epistemological and semantical aspects of the official doctrine.
Consider, for example, whether it is possible that a person may enjoy
colour experiences within a spectrum of colours that is systematically
inverted with respect to another’s and thus ‘really see red’ even though
she (correctly) uses the word ‘green’ to identify green things. Or consider
the possibility of ‘zombies’ who are our behavioural duplicates but who
enjoy no conscious experiences, and thus are not really conscious, have no
sensations, feelings, or other mental states. Both (alleged) possibilities are
thought to present a problem for relational theories of mind such as
behaviourism and functionalism which ignore the phenomenal aspects
of conscious experience.'* To be sure, the literature surrounding these
particular discussions is not about the problem of other minds, or of how
we would know that we were encountering a zombie or someone with
colour spectrum inversion since it is conceded from the beginning that
there would be no way of knowing. (Interestingly—and alarmingly—
this is no longer thought to be intolerable.) But the semantic/epistemo-
logical aspects of the official doctrine survive in thought experiments that
require the existence of mental episodes that are only privately knowable

"It has also been suggested as a problem for non-relational theories such as
physicalism on the grounds that it is not clear how to view the relation between physical
and phenomenal properties either. See Thomas Nagel's “What's It Like to be a Bat?’,
Philosophical Review, vol. 83, 1974, 435-50.



RETHINKING RYLE

and further construe these episodes as essential parts of the meanings of
mental expressions. "’

Ryle’s criticism of the official doctrine begins by pointing out an
absurdity in its semantic consequences. If mental conduct verbs pick out
‘occult’ causes then we would not be able to apply those verbs as we do,
so something must be wrong with a theory of mental phenomena that
renders so inadequate our everyday use of these verbs. For, according to
the official doctrine

when someone is described as knowing, believing or guessing some-
thing, as hoping, dreading, intending or shirking something, as design-
ing this or being amused at that, these verbs are supposed to denote the
occurrence of specific modifications in his (to us) occult stream of
consciousness.'®

Ryle’s criticism of the view is that if it were correct, only privileged access
to this stream of consciousness could provide authentic testimony that
these mental-conduct verbs were correctly or incorrectly applied. ‘The
onlooker, be he teacher, critic, biographer or friend, can never assure
himself that his comments have any vestige of truth.” And yet,

it was just because we do in fact all know how to make such comments,
make them with general correctness and correct them when they turn
out to be confused or mistaken, that philosophers found it necessary to
construct their theories of the nature and place of minds. Finding
mental-conduct concepts being regularly and effectively used, they
properly sought to fix their logical geography. But the logical geography
officially recommended would entail that there could be no regular or
effective use of these mental-conduct concepts in our descriptions of,
and prescriptions for, other people’s minds.”

Consider, for example, the widely-held supposition that a mental
mechanism of some kind accounts for the difference between free,

' For further discussion, see my ‘On the Conceptual, Psychological, and Moral Status
of Zombies, Swamp-Beings, and Other “Behaviourally Indistinguishable” Creatures’,
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, vol. LXIX, No. 1, July 2004, 173-86.

!¢ The Concept of Mind, 5.

" Ihid., 5.

XiX
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rational action and automatic bits of mere behaviour. This view presup-
poses

that one person could in principle never recognise the difference
between the rational and the irrational utterances issuing from other
human bodies, since he could never get access to the postulated
immaterial causes of some of their utterances.”

Although mysterious processes like ‘willing’ and unreduced phenomenal
or ‘experiential’ properties are easily seen to be within Ryle’s target here,
because it is difficult to see how such phenomena can be accommodated
within a physicalist scheme, it is perhaps less clear that any view appealing
to hidden causes—whatever their nature—falls prey to his criticism as
well. This is because the same criticism would apply if one could not, as
a matter of fact, glean access to the causes that are supposed (at bottom) to
be material or physical.

To elaborate this point, consider, for example, the metaphysical stance
implied by a bare functionalism: the doctrine that mental properties are
to be understood as second-order, functional properties with first-order,
physical realizations. Mental properties are construed, on this view, as
mediating between sensory inputs, behavioural outputs, and other
internal states and are constitutively or definitionally tied to this second-
order, functional or causal role: one which is realized or played by some
(as yet unspecified) first-order base property.'” According to functional-
ism, that something plays a causal role (and what kind of causal role it
plays) is an alleged fact about the meaning of mental predicates, while
the nature of what plays this causal role is for science to discover.”
Although the postulated causes of behaviour are no longer thought to be

" Ibid., 10.

'” Physicalist versions of functionalism specify that only physical properties are to be
regarded as the potential occupants of this causal role (and whether or not some
physical property is the realizer of some causal role depends essentially on its causal/
nomological relations to other properties; widely thought to be the microphysical
properties of the organism). See Kim, op. cit. p. 23.

* An analogy is often drawn with the concept of a gene. A gene is, by definition,
something that plays a causal role in transmitting heritable traits from parent to child.
The DNA molecule plays this causal role in biological organisms like us. So the concept
of gene is by definition whatever plays a certain role; but that the DNA molecule plays
this role is a contingent, empirical fact.
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‘ghostly’ they are none the less on this contemporary view just as occult
(to us) as streams of another’s consciousness are on the official view. As
causal mediators between sensory input and behavioural output, the
‘truth-makers’ that this theory says lie behind our descriptions of others
as in pain, or as wanting to watch the news, or as believing that it is time
for the show to start, remain in practice hidden. Thus, at best, such
descriptions can only be good guesses or hypotheses in a mental explan-
ation in which the observable behaviour is a contingent effect. At worst,
such descriptions merely gesture at the real, underlying (presumably
physical) explanation. But to view dall our ascriptions of mental predicates
as good guesses or hypotheses, or as merely gesturing at a more satisfy-
ing underlying, physical explanation would be to undermine their
explanatory role in the common, non-theoretical practices in which they
are made.

The upshot of Ryle’s argument is that theories about the nature of
the alleged referents of the mental concepts we employ in our ordinary
everyday commonsense practices cannot make a mystery of this employ-
ment without threatening to rob the theories of their subject matter.

The question, ‘How do persons differ from machines?’ arose just
because everyone already knew how to apply mental-conduct concepts
before the new causal hypothesis was introduced. This causal hypoth-
esis could not therefore be the source of the criteria used in those
applications.”

Philosophers interested in providing theories about the nature of mental
phenomena will baulk at the idea that their ‘causal hypotheses’ are to
be construed as the source of criteria used in the application of mental
concepts. They would prefer to be seen as making claims—empirical
claims—about the nature of these concepts’ referents. The difficulty with
this rejoinder is that the scientific/metaphysical realism that underpins it
—that ordinary mental concepts purport to refer to items or properties
whose nature is open to empirical investigation—is precisely what
Ryle is challenging. It should be clear at least that whatever the theories
proposed, they must have some relation to these criteria, or else how
could it be claimed they are theories about seeing, or believing, or any other of

*! The Concept of Mind, 11.
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the ordinary phenomena that we express using mental concepts?*” How
ought we to view the relation between the everyday use of mental con-
cepts with their many-layered criteria of application and the theoretical
hypotheses about the alleged referents of such concepts—when the
theories conflict with the criteria?”’

There are some philosophers who have argued that empirical hypoth-
eses in psychology or in the cognitive sciences should be allowed to
appropriate commonsense mental concepts for their own scientific pur-
poses even if the result conflicts with the ordinary use of these concepts.”
There are also philosophers who have argued that work in the cognitive
sciences will provide philosophers with the ‘constitutive’ story about the
nature of the mind or of mental properties and some of these have argued
that theories providing worthwhile reductions can conform to everyday
thinking in most cases without conforming in all; they may in some cases
rectify commonsense, naive judgments.25 The relation, then, between the
ordinary uses of mental conduct terms and their uses under any proposed
revision is still a live one. And Ryle’s reminders of how these concepts are
used, what we normally appeal to when we wish to defend or explain this
use, and of what we need them for, are therefore as important now as they
were sixty years ago. This investigation of their use—a cartographic
exploration of the logical geography of expressions in which these mental
concepts figure—may, in the end, tell against a proposed theory about
the nature of their putative referents.

[l BEHAVIOURISM

In the last section of The Concept of Mind Ryle concedes that the general trend
of his book is bound—harmlessly—to be stigmatised as behaviourist;

*? By ‘criteria’ I just mean the kinds of considerations or reasons we give (and these
will be diverse and depend on the circumstances) to explain, correct, challenge, and
defend a particular application of the relevant concept.

** The problem is considerably worse for philosophers whose theories put heavier
constraints on what is required for mentality; e.g., type-type identities between mental
and physical properties, or a special history or evolution required of the alleged
representations.

** Analogy: the identification of water and H,O is for scientific purposes and need not
constrain the way ordinary folk use the term ‘water’.

** David Papineau, for example, has made this suggestion in ‘Doubtful Intuitions’,
Mind and Language, vol. 11, no. 1 (March 1996), 132.
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although he hints that such a characterisation would not, strictly speaking,
be true. Sixty years on, he is widely recognised as the father of philosophical
(sometimes analytical) behaviourism, so if this epithet is inappropriate, it is
important to see why and what motivates the persistent misinterpretation.
AlJ. Ayer notes in a critical essay on the book that many passages in The
Concept of Mind conspire to make one think that defending a version of
behaviourism is exactly what Ryle is doing:*

It is being maintained throughout this book that when we characterise
people by mental predicates, we are not making untestable inferences
to any ghostly processes occurring in streams of consciousness which
we are debarred from visiting: we are describing the ways in which these
people conduct parts of their predominantly public behaviour [. . .|

The radical objection to the theory that minds must know what they
are about, because mental happenings are by definition conscious, or
metaphorically self-luminous, is that there are no such happenings;
there are no occurrences taking place in a second-status world, since
there is no such status and no such world and consequently no need
for special modes of acquainting ourselves with the denizens of such a
world [. . .J®

It has been argued from a number of directions that when we speak
of a person’s mind, we are not speaking of a second theatre of special-
status incidents, but of certain ways in which some of the incidents of
his one life are ordered. His life is not a double series of events taking
place in different kinds of stuff: it is one concatenation of events, the
differences between some and other classes of which largely consist in
the application or inapplicability to them of logically different types of
law-propositions and lawlike propositions.. . . So questions about the rela-
tions between a person and his mind, like those about the relations
between a person’s body and his mind are improper questions. They are
improper in much the same way as is the question ‘What transactions go
on between the House of Commons and the British Constitution? [. . .]'**

% ‘An Honest Ghost?’ in Ryle, A Collection of Critical Essays, Oscar P Wood and
George Pitcher, eds. (Garden City, New York, Doubleday), 1970 and (London,
MacMillan), 1971.

*7 The Concept of Mind, 50.

*8 Ihid., 154.

*° Ibid., 160—1
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The imputation of a motive for a particular action is not a causal
inference to an unwitnessed event but the subsumption of an episode
proposition under a law-like proposition [. . .J*°

... consciousness and introspection cannot be what they are officially
described as being since their supposed objects are myths [. . .J"

... the concept of picturing, visualising, or ‘seeing’ is a proper and
useful concept ... its use does not entail the existence which we
contemplate or the existence of a gallery in which such pictures are
ephemerally suspended [. . .J*?

Ayer goes on to say that for a behaviourist programme to succeed, it has
to be shown that mental talk can be reformulated in such a way as to
eliminate any reference to an inner life. And yet The Concept of Mind abounds
with such references. Ryle concedes the existence of an inner mental
life, when he says, for example, that ‘Much of our ordinary thinking is
conducted in internal monologue or silent soliloquy, usually accom-
* or that
exercises of knowing-how ‘can be overt or covert, deeds performed or

panied by an internal cinematograph-show of visual imagery’’

deeds imagined, words spoken aloud or words heard in one’s head,
pictures painted on canvas or pictures in the mind’s eye.”** So just what is
Ryle up to?

In order to answer this question, it may be worthwhile comparing
Ryle’s project of mapping mental discourse with the doctrine of logical
behaviourism which held a (very brief) attraction for the positivists of the
Vienna Circle. Philosophers such as Carnap, Neurath, and Hempel were
interested in rejecting the prevailing view of the time that there is an
‘impassable divide’ in principle between natural sciences on the one hand,
and those of the mind, society, or culture on the other.** The view of the
time was that culture, society, and mind were subjects imbued with mean-
ing, requiring ‘empathic insight’, ‘introspection’, and other devices for
‘understanding the sense of meaningful structures’, while the natural

* Ibid., 87

*! Ibid., 149

°2 Ibid., 234

%3 1bid., 28; although he later warns (in chapter 8) against a certain construal of this.

**1bid., 46

** See Hempel’s ‘The Logical Analysis of Psychology’, reprinted in Ned Block, Readings
in Philosophy of Psychology, vol. 1 (Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA, 1980).
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sciences were subjects that could be studied by a combined use of descrip-
tion and causal explanation. The positivists’ aim was to defend the view
that ‘all of the branches of science are in principle of one and the same
nature’: namely, branches of physics, which was hailed as the ‘unitary
science’.?® The difference between natural and social sciences, according
to their view, is not a matter of one domain being essentially semantically-
free and the other being semantically-laden, but is based on differences of
methodology and interest. According to the positivists, psychology
belongs with the science of sociology (the science of historical, cultural,
and economic processes) which can be shown, insofar as its statements
are meaningful, to be ‘physicalist’. In the early days of logical behaviour-
ism, this meant that the meaningful statements of the special science could
be translated, without loss of meaning, into statements that do not contain
psychological concepts, but only the concepts of physics.

According to the logical behaviourists, knowing how we would check
whether a statement is true or false is to know what the statement means.
Or: the meaning of a statement is its method of verification.’’ Just as the
sentence ‘This watch runs well” is shorthand for a host of statements
having to do with the mechanism of the watch, and this mechanism’s
relation to the hands on the face of the watch, their relation to numbers,
and their relation to the movement of the planets, psychological state-
ments, like ‘Paul has a toothache’, are similarly abbreviations for sets of
physicalist statements purged of psychological terms, which may be used
to verify (or falsify) the sentence. Any psychological statement that is
meaningful is an abbreviation of the physicalist statements that would
verity or falsify it, and is thus translatable into (a set of) such statements.
Mental constructs, in their legitimate use, appear only as abbreviations in
physicalist statements.

Ryle’s view is standardly characterised as a weaker or ‘softer’ version of
this doctrine. According to this standard interpretation, Ryle’s view is that
statements containing mental terms can be translated, without loss of
meaning, into subjunctive conditionals about what the individual will do
in various circumstances. So Ryle (on this account) is to be thought of

¢ 1bid., 21.

3 Por Ryle’s criticisms of verificationism see ‘Unverifiability by Me’ (first published
1936) and ‘The Verification Principle’ (first published 1951). Reprinted in Collected
Papers Volume 2 (Routledge, Abingdon, 2009), 126—136 and 300-306.
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offering a dispositional analysis of mental statements into behavioural
ones. It is usually conceded that Ryle does not confine his descriptions of
what the agent will do (under the circumstances) to purely physical
behaviour—in terms, say, of skeletal or muscular descriptions—but is
happy to speak of full-bodied actions like scoring a goal, or paying a
debt.’® But the ‘soft’ behaviourism attributed to Ryle still attempts an
analysis (or translation) of mental statements into a series of dispositional
statements which are themselves construed as subjunctive conditionals
describing what the agent will do (albeit under the relevant action
description) under various circumstances. Even this ‘soft’ behaviourism is
bound to fail, however, since mentalistic vocabulary is not analysable or
translatable into behavioural statements even if these are allowed to
include descriptions of actions. For the list of conditions and possible
behaviour will be infinite since any one proffered translation can be
defeated by slight alteration of the circumstances; and the defeating condi-
tions in any particular case may involve a reference to facts about the
agent’s mind, thereby rendering the analysis circular. In sum, the standard
interpretation of Ryle construes him as offering a somewhat weakened
form of reductive behaviourism whose reductivist ambitions, however
weakened, are none the less futile.*®

But although it is true that Ryle was keen to point out the dispositional
nature of many mental concepts, it would be wrong to construe him
as offering a programme for strict analysis of mental predicates into a
series of subjunctive conditionals.*” The relationship between mental
predicates and the ‘hypothetical’ and ‘semi-hypothetical’ sentences with
which we can “unpack’ them is other than that required by strict analysis.

Some evidence that Ryle was not following this version of the
behaviourist programme (for which he is often criticized) can be found in

%% Tt is also usually conceded that the project of analysing actions in terms of muscular
behaviour is doomed because there will be any number of different physical behaviours
that could be involved, say, in an action (like paying a debt) and because identical
physical behaviours admit of various action-descriptions.

** A fuller discussion would mention Ryle’s so-called ‘anti-realism’ about disposi-
tions (his denial that certain mental predicates pick out underlying states), and his
attendant objection that such states are to be construed as the mental causes of
behaviour, as well as the (related) objection against Ryle’s alleged behaviourism that it
renders mental predicates explanatorily vacuous.

* It would also be wrong to construe Ryle as offering a strict analysis of disposition
statements in general into a series of subjunctive conditionals.
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his discussion of dispositions in The Concept of Mind. In describing simple
dispositions, Ryle says, such as the brittleness of glass or the smoking habit
of a man, it is easy to unpack the hypothetical proposition implicitly
conveyed in the ascription of the dispositional properties, since these
are ‘single-track’ dispositions, ‘the actualisations of which are nearly
uniform’.*' But the practice of considering such simple models may lead,
he says, to erroneous assumptions. Many disposition-concepts are not
as easy to unpack since they are determinable concepts: their actualisations
can take ‘a wide and perhaps unlimited variety of shapes’.

When an object is described as hard, we do not mean only that it would
resist deformation; we mean also that it would, for example, give out a
sharp sound if struck, that it would cause us pain if we came into sharp
contact with it, that resilient objects would bounce off it, and so on
indefinitely. If we wished to unpack all that is conveyed in describing an
animal as gregarious, we should similarly have to produce an infinite
series of different hypothetical propositions.**

Ryle goes on to say that the ‘higher-grade’ dispositions of people with
which he is concerned are in general not single-track, but dispositions the
exercise of which are indefinitely heterogeneous.

When Jane Austen wished to show the specific kind of pride which
characterised the heroine of ‘Pride and Prejudice’, she had to represent
her actions, words, thoughts and feelings in a thousand different situ-
ations. There is no standard type of action or reaction such that Jane
Austen could say ‘My heroine’s kind of pride was just the tendency to do
this, whenever a situation of that sort arose.’®

Ryle embraces, in the passages cited above, each of the points that would
defeat soft behaviourism. He agrees that a description of what may be
involved in unpacking a dispositional predicate may be infinitely long
(because of its unlimited variety of shapes; but also, he need not deny,
because an ascription of a mental concept to another will be defeasible in

*! The Concept of Mind, 31.
*2 1bid., 32.
*3 1bid., 32.
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an open-ended set of circumstances); and he argues that an elucidation of
pride, for example, will include not only actions and words, but thoughts
and feelings as well. This alone should dampen any inclination to interpret
Ryle’s discussion of ‘multi-track’ dispositions as committing him to a
thesis about the translatability of mental statements or even to the weaker
idea that there are logical entailments between statements containing
mental predicates and those containing behavioural (including action)
predicates.

Ryle insists in The Concept of Mind that there is a kind of logical mistake
involved in conjoining or disjoining ‘the mind exists’ and ‘the body
exists’ in the same sentence, for the expressions use different senses of
‘exist’. The thought that the mind must simply be the body; that mental
processes simply are physical processes; that mental properties just are
patterns of behaviour; and that mental talk just is abbreviated physical talk
are guilty of making this mistake.

... the ‘reduction’ of mental states and processes to physical states and
processes presuppose the legitimacy of the disjunction ‘Either there
exist minds or there exist bodies (but not both)’. It would be like saying,
‘Either she bought a left-hand glove and right-hand glove or a pair of
gloves (but not both)’.#

Nor, as Ayer correctly points out, is there any sign that Ryle wants to deny
the ‘reality’ of mental processes, or that he holds a fictionalist or instrumentalist
view about them as has often been alleged of various forms of behaviour-
ism. On the contrary, early in the first chapter of the book Ryle warns the
reader against interpreting him in this way: doing long division and
making a joke are both examples, he says, of mental processes. Further,
calling Ryle a behaviourist also fails to do justice, not only to his rejection
of ‘isms’ in philosophy*® but also to his conception of philosophy as the
dissolution of dilemmas.**

So what are we to make of Ryle’s discussion of dispositions, if not as
setting the stage for a softened version of logical behaviourism? Ayer
suggests an answer in his essay:

** The Concept of Mind, 12.

* “Taking Sides in Philosophy’ (first published 1937); reprinted in his Collected Papers
Volume 2, op. cit., 160—177.

*¢ Dilemmes, The Tarner Lectures (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1954).
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In a great many instances in which a person is said to satisfy a ‘mental’
predicate, what is being said of him is not only, and perhaps not at all,
that he is undergoing some inner process, but rather that he is exhibiting
or disposed to exhibit a certain pattern of behaviour. This can apply to
the ascription of intelligence, of motives and purposes, of voluntary
actions, of emotions and moods, and of thoughts when they are overtly
expressed.

This thesis is weaker than the other [that our talk about the mind is
translatable into talk about behaviour], in that it does not do away with
inner processes altogether. What it does is to minimize their role. When
someone acts intelligently, his movements may be preceded or accom-
panied by some inner planning, but they need not be; the silent thought
is not necessary for the performance to be intelligent. Similarly, when |
utter a meaningful sentence, it is possible, but not necessary, that | have
already run through the sentence ‘in my head’; even if no such inner
process has taken place, the utterance will still be the expression of my
thought. In the case of the will, Ryle takes the stronger line of denying
that there are any inner acts to which ‘willing’ could be taken to refer; but
his main point, here again, is that even if such acts of volition were
to occur, their occurrence could not be necessary to make an action
voluntary; for one thing, the assumption that they were necessary would
lead to an infinite regress, since it would make sense to ask whether
these acts were voluntary themselves.#

Following up this suggestion, we should, in my view, construe Ryle
as arguing against the official doctrine (with its attendant ontological,
epistemological, and semantic commitments) by reminding us how we
settle disputes, for example, about someone’s character or intellect. In a
large number of cases when we apply mental conduct verbs we have a way
of settling disputes about such applications. If you dispute my character-
isation of someone as believing or wanting something, I will point to
what he says and does in defending my particular attribution (as well as to
features of the circumstances). But our practice of giving reasons of this
kind to defend or to challenge ascriptions of mental predicates would be
put under substantial pressure if the official doctrine were correct.

For Ryle to remind us that we do, as a matter of fact, have a way of

7 Op.cit., 67, 68.
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settling disputes about whether someone is vain or whether she is in
pain is much weaker than saying that a concept is meaningless unless it
is verifiable; or even that the application of mental predicates requires
that we have a way of settling disputes in all cases. Showing that a
concept is one for which, in a large number of cases, we have
agreement-reaching procedures (even if these do not always guarantee
success) captures an important point, however: it counts against any
theory, say, of vanity or pain that would render it unknowable in
principle or in practice whether or not the concept is correctly applied in
every case. And this was precisely the problem with the official doctrine
and is still a problem, as I suggested in the last section, with some of its
contemporary progeny.

In his later essays on the concept of thinking, Ryle’s particular interest is
in the form of dilemma that pits the reductionist against the duplicationist.*®
This is the contrast between those whose battle cry is ‘Nothing but . . .’
and those who insist on ‘Something else as Well . ... The way out, for
Ryle (as for Wittgenstein) is to solve the dilemma by rejecting the
two horns; not by taking sides with either one, though part of what the
dissolution requires in this case, as in others, is a description of how both
sides are to be commended for seeing what the other side does not, and
criticised for failing to see what the other side does.

The attraction of behaviourism is simply that it does not insist that
occult happenings are the referents, and thus account for the meaningful-
ness, of mental expressions and points to the perfectly observable criteria
that are by and large employed when we are called upon to defend or
correct our employment of these mental terms. The problem with
behaviourism is that it has a too-narrow view both of what counts as
behaviour and of what counts as observable. The attraction of Cartesian-
ism is that it recognizes in a way the behaviourist does not that there may
be crucial differences between creatures who—on a certain restrictive
notion of behaviour—do indeed behave identically. The problem with

* Or, as he also puts it, the Occamist against the Platonist or Cartesian, or the deflators
against the inflators. Ryle himself thought that in The Concept of Mind he left unexplored the
notion of thinking as exemplified by Rodin’s Le Penseur and in his later work he undertook
to illuminate what Le Penseur might be doing without, as he says, committing ‘the
Category-howler of Behaviourism’ or ‘the Category-howler of Cartesianism’. See
‘Adverbial Verbs and Verbs of Thinking’ in Ryle’s On Thinking edited by K. Kolenda
(Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1979), 17-32.
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Cartesianism is that it attempts to account for these differences by
hypothesizing the existence of occult or hidden causes.

Ryle refined his views over time, but it is misleading to construe him as
starting, like the reductionist does, from a physicalist world view in which
mentalistic or semantic notions are to be purged. Rather his important
achievement in The Concept of Mind is to take the sting out of—or demystify
—the Cartesian (inflationist or duplicationist) view by showing how the
application of a wide range of mental predicates answers to the sorts of
situations or circumstances that we have no trouble in ordinary life seeing.
But unlike the reductionist, Ryle does not, in his turn, deflate what counts
as seeing. The referee, for example, sees that the player has scored a goal in
a perfectly good sense of ‘see’; but someone with sharper eyesight who
does not understand the rules of the game will see no such thing. If one
insists that ‘seeing’ can only apply to what both these individuals have in
common, or that the referee cannot literally be allowed to see what the
sharper-eyed man cannot, then one deflates ‘seeing’ in such a way that
Cartesianism will reclaim its grip.

Our reductionist had begun by assailing Cartesian and Platonic extrava-
gances on the basis of what can be, in an ordinary way, observed. But
now he reduces, in its turn, observation itself to Nothing But some oddly
stingy minimum. He deflates his own deflator . .. However, this stingi-
ness of the empiricist must not soften us towards the lavishness of the
transcendentalist. For though he properly acknowledges the difference
between kicking and scoring, or between just presenting arms and obey-
ing the order to present arms, yet he goes on to make these differences
occult ones. For since they are not to be the earthly or muscular differ-
ences demanded in vain by the empiricist, they will have instead to
be unearthly, nonmuscular differences that transcend the referee’s and
the sergeant’s powers of perception.*’

In an attempt to defeat the Cartesian or Platonist and remind us that
mental predicates have perfectly ordinary standards of application, Ryle
focuses on what is observable. It is part of his war against what is not only
occult (and observable only through introspection) but also against what
is hidden from the viewpoint of a third-party observer. But, in focussing

49 «

Thinking and Saying’, in On Thinking, op. cit., 84.
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on what is observable, he is not committed to reducing what is observable
to sequences of ‘muscular behaviour’. Those who attribute to Ryle a ‘soft’
behaviourism are at least correct that the reminders he issues to ward us
against the Cartesian include frank appeal to what he later will describe as
actions much higher up on the ‘sophistication ladder’ like paying a bill, or
scoring a goal, as well as to what he will later call ‘concrete’ or ‘per se’
doings like scribbling numbers on a cheque book or kicking a ball
between two posts.

Surely, as his earlier critics pointed out (and as those who see him as
a behaviourist ignore) some of the phenomena he allows will reintroduce
a realm of private occurrences (dreams and imaginings will be the
paradigm case). But as Ayer suspects, this sort of ‘ghost’ is an honest
ghost. Not simply (as Ayer suggests) because the phenomena do not
command the stage of a private theatre: in the sense that no one else can
tell us about them they are in that respect private.”’ For as Ryle him-
self says:

The technical trick of conducting our thinking in auditory word-images,
instead of in spoken words, does indeed secure secrecy for our thinking,
since the auditory imaginings of one person are not seen or heard by
another (or . .. by their owner either).”

It is an ‘honest ghost’, I would suggest, since privacy for certain episodes
will not lead to privacy for them all; and thus the epistemological con-
comitants of the official doctrine that would lead to the problem of other
minds are not a threat. Nor does this sort of privacy usher in the semantic
consequences of the official doctrine. The privacy attending our dreams
and imaginings does not impugn our right to draw on observable (in the
robust sense of the term) phenomena to defend our right to employ
mental predicates for a large number of cases:

... this secrecy is not the secrecy ascribed to the postulated episodes of
the ghostly shadow-world. It is merely the convenient privacy which

** Although Ryle does want to deny that in having dreams or in imagining tunes there
is something shadowy that we see or hear (any more than, when a mock-murder is
staged, is there something shadowy that is really murdered.)

*! The Concept of Mind, 23.
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characterizes the tunes that run in my head and the things that | see in
my mind'’s eye.”

There will indeed be cases in which only the agent can say whether she is
pondering, imagining, dreaming, letting her mind wander, calculating,
solving, planning, or rehearsing. But the sort of privacy in which only she
can say whether she was doing any of these or other particular things is
not the sort of privacy that gives rise to philosophical conundrums like the
problem of other minds and the problem of necessarily private languages.
On the contrary, the ability to describe one’s private dreams, as well as
one’s sensations presupposes a language whose terms have established and
public criteria for their correct use.

IV CATEGORY MISTAKES, RULES, AND MEANING

Category mistakes

Early in his career, Ryle set out in print an agenda that, with various
revisions, was to occupy him for the rest of his philosophical career.
(It was one that also occupied Wittgenstein.)** Certain sentences, which
look on their face to be grammatically similar to other sentences, have a
tendency to mislead. They are not, he insisted, likely to mislead the ordin-
ary man who uses them with perfect propriety and without any danger of
being deceived. They are rather potentially harmful to one who, in a
philosophical spirit, starts to abstract and generalize about the logical form
of sentences of that type.

Toying with some of the theoretical apparatus of the Tractatus, Ryle puts
this point early on by speaking of sentences couched in grammatical or
syntactical forms which are improper to the states of affairs that they pro-
fess to record.”* In later work the idea of a grammatically proper record

52 Ihid.

*? ‘Systematically Misleading Expressions’ (reprinted in Collected Papers Volume 2, 41—65)
was originally published in 1932. J.O. Urmson (1967) notes in his Routledge Encyclopaedia
entry for Ryle that this early article is important as being ‘easily the first, although
incompletely worked out, version of a view of philosophy closely akin to that which
Wittgenstein was then beginning to work out independently, and which is often spoken
of as having been first suggested by Wittgenstein.” ‘Ryle, Gilbert” in Routledge Encyclopaedia
of Philosophy, Paul Edwards, ed., 1967.

** ‘Systematically Misleading Expressions’, op. cit., 43—44.
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of a fact drops out of the picture and we are left with the more digestible
idea that certain statements which share a superficial grammatical simi-
larity with others are apt to mislead if one assimilates the logical form of the
first expression to the logical form of the second. This is because,
although the ‘grammatical prima facies’ may be the same, upon examin-
ation a very different reading of the logical form of the expressions is
required.”

Propositions are related to one another in various discoverable logical
relationships, and although a person may know ‘by wont’ a proposition’s
logical course down a limited set of familiar tracks it is also true that he or
she may be taken by surprise by some of its more distant logical connec-
tions. People in general never achieve a complete appreciation of all the
logical powers of the propositions that they use.*°

Several different propositions may have some (non-propositional)
constituent in common. It is convenient, Ryle tells us, though hazardous,
to abstract this common feature and call it a ‘concept’ or an ‘idea’. It
is hazardous, as we shall see in more detail later, because concepts or ideas
may be construed, as they were in the early days of logical speculation,
as proper parts or substantial bits, the assemblage of at least two of which
(it was supposed) constitutes a proposition. And this construal in turn
misled people into thinking that the rules of logic govern the relations
between propositions but have little or no bearing on their constituent
concepts. For Ryle, this is a mistake. Concepts are abstractions from the
families of propositions of which they are common factors, and when we
talk of concepts or ideas we are talking in a summary fashion of the family
of propositions that resemble each other in respect of this common
factor: ‘Statements about ideas are general statements about families of

**In ‘Philosophical Arguments’ (Ryle’s Inaugural Lecture as Waynflete Professor of
Metaphysical Philosophy, Oxford, 1945 and reprinted in Collected Papers Volume 2,
203-221) Ryle spells out the idea of logical form as follows:

Every proposition has what will here be called certain ‘logical powers’; that is to say, it is
related to other propositions in various discoverable logical relationships. It follows
from some as a consequence and it implies others. It is evidence strengthening or
weakening the probability of ulterior hypotheses. Further, for any logical powers pos-
sessed by a given proposition it is always possible to find or invent an indefinite range of
other propositions which can be classed with it as having analogous logical powers or,
as it is commonly put, as being of the same logical form (207).

5¢ ‘Philosophical Arguments’, op. cit., 208.
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propositions’.”” And just as our understanding of the propositions we use
capably down a limited set of familiar tracks is none the less only a partial
or imperfect understanding (because we will never be able to grasp all the
logical powers of the propositions), so too is our grasp of ideas or con-
cepts: ‘The risk always exists that confusion or paradox will arise in the
course of any hitherto untried operations with those ideas.”*®

Since concepts and propositions do not wear their logical form on their
grammatical sleeves, the possibility exists that the philosopher, in attempt-
ing to abstract and generalize about the logical form of sentences of a
certain type, will be misled by the surface grammar. It is the job of the
philosopher of Ryle’s ilk to show this to the philosopher making the
mistake by generating implausibilities, contradictions and regresses from
the misleading expression, construed as being of one logical type instead
of another, and thus showing it—as so construed—to be absurd or
nonsensical.

What are some examples? Impressed by the fact that ‘Unpunctuality
is reprehensible’ looks grammatically like ‘Jones merits reproof’, a phil-
osopher might mistakenly believe that, because the second sentence has in
its subject-place a (proper) name of an individual or object, the first has
in its subject-place the name of a different kind of object. An abstract noun
such as ‘unpunctuality’ might then be mistakenly construed as referring
to an abstract object. But Unpunctuality, considered as a universal, is not
blameworthy nor is the universal Virtue commendable, since universals
are not the sorts of things that can be commended or blamed. The expres-
sion ‘Unpunctuality is reprehensible’ generalises and abstracts over
expressions such as ‘Jones is unpunctual’, ‘Smith is unpunctual’, ‘the
meeting was unpunctual’, etc., and expressions such as ‘Insofar as they
are unpunctual, Jones and Smith, and whoever was responsible for the
meeting are blameworthy.’ It is not literally true that a universal (any more
than a meeting) can be blamed for anything.*’

%7 ‘Philosophical Arguments’, op cit., 209.

5% ‘Philosophical Arguments’, op cit., 210.

> Who would make such a mistake? Plato’s young Socrates made it, Ryle tells us,
when he propounded the early (Substantial) theory of Forms. Writing about “Parme-
nides’ in 1939, Ryle argues that the later Plato should be credited with discovering (at
the very least) that the Forms (formal concepts) were of a different logical type from
particulars (proper concepts). Thus, Plato’s arguments in ‘Parmenides’
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Similar mistakes are made, Ryle tells us, by a philosopher who takes
the quasi-descriptive phrase ‘the thought of going to hospital’ in a sen-
tence like ‘Jones hates the thought of going to hospital’ to suggest that
there is one object in the world which is what is referred to by the phrase
‘the thought of going to hospital.”®” Making this mistake, philosophers
come to accept ‘Lockean demonology’ with its construal of ‘ideas’, ‘con-
ceptions’, ‘thoughts’ and ‘judgements’ as readily (and for the same
reasons) as their predecessors believed in substantial forms or as children
believe in the North Pole.®' In the last section, we shall see that similar
mistakes are made, according to Ryle, by nominalisations of the verb ‘to
mean’ which have tended to mislead not only philosophers of language,
but other philosophers as well as to the proper construal of the task and
the methods of philosophy.

Ryle’s writings on the question of what constitutes a philosophical
problem, and of the way to solve it, occupied him in the 1920s and 1930s.
The Concept of Mind was written after this ‘long spell of methodological
talk’: what was needed was ‘an example of the method really working’.*”
Although entitled The Concept of Mind, the book, Ryle tells us in a later

essay, is

an examination of multifarious specific mental concepts, such as those
of knowing, learning, discovering, imagining, pretending, hoping, wanting,

should be classified by us as belonging to the same sphere to which belong, for example,
Aristotle’s theory of Categories, Kant's separation of formal from non-formal concepts,
Russell’s theory of types, and Wittgenstein’s and Carnap’s theories of logical syntax.
(‘Plato’s “Parmenides”’, 36, reprinted in Collected Papers Volume | (Routledge,
Abingdon, 2009), 1-46.)

¢ “Systemically Misleading Expressions’, op. cit., 58.
! Or, consider the statements

‘Numbers are eternal’ and ‘Time began a million years ago’. Both are linguistically
regular statements but the latter expresses no proposition. The former is nonsensical if
construed [in one way but not if construed in another way]. If it is construed as a terse
way of saying that numbers are not temporal things or events or, better, that numerical
expressions cannot enter into significant expressions as subjects to verbs with tenses,
then what it says is true and important. But if it is construed as saying . . . that numbers,
like tortoises, live a very long time—and in fact, however old they get, they cannot die—
then it could be shown to be absurd. ‘Philosophical Arguments’, op. cit., 213.

¢ ‘Autobiographical’, in Ryle, A Collection of Critical Essays, Oscar P Wood and George
Pitcher, eds, op. cit, 12.
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feeling depressed, feeling a pain, resolving, doing voluntarily, doing delib-
erately, perceiving, remembering and so on.®

The book focuses on the ‘type-errors’ or ‘category-mistakes’ which
philosophers of mind are prone to make when they consider the logical
form of ‘mental conduct verbs’ especially if they use as their starting-point
the ‘Janus-faced account of human life’ suggested by the official doctrine.
In the book, Ryle investigates the workings not just of one concept
by itself, but ‘of all the threads of a spider’s web of inter-working
concepts.”**

In The Concept of Mind Ryle focuses on a particular mistake which is
typically made by philosophers of mind or epistemologists wishing to
distinguish certain moves or performances that deserve credit (i.e.,
achievements) from others that are perceptually similar (in one sense of
‘perceptual’) that do not. The mistake involves appending on to the
achievement or credit-deserving performance some extra, non-perceptual
feature.®® Later, we shall look at the official doctrine’s version of this
mistake, which takes the additional feature to be a special mental accom-
paniment and to involve theoretical operations upon it. But consider first
my own elaboration of the general mistake—in a context in which the
mistake is obvious.

Consider a ball kicked into a net. The trajectory of the ball, the style of
the kick, the angle it makes may be the same on any two occasions when
the ball is kicked, but the causal effects of the two occasions may be
completely different. On one occasion, nothing remarkable happens; on
another, there are various consequences: approximately half the people in
the stadium scream, clap, and jump to their feet; . . . there is a big parade
in a city and a number of smaller celebrations in various towns; . . . wealth
is redistributed in a very complex way (but the person who kicked the ball
is richer than he was before), and so on.

63 ¢

Phenomenology versus “The Concept of Mind” ’, 188 (first published 1962 and
reprinted in Collected Papers Volume 1, op. cit., 186—204).

** Ibid., 196.

% This mistake presumably arises from assimilating expressions which employ a
mental concept as an active verb like ‘to think’, ‘to reason’, or ‘to deliberate’ (which
verbs, in certain contexts, seem to signify an occurrence) with expressions that use the
adjectival or adverbial forms to qualify actions (‘thoughtful’, ‘deliberate’, ‘reasonable’).
In the latter case, where there is no outright, recognisable occurrence for them to
signify, it is mistakenly supposed that they signify a hidden one.
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Now suppose there to be an ‘anthropologist from Mars” who wants to
study the differences in the causal effects of the two occasions. He asks
himself, “‘What is it about the kick, the ball, or the net that is responsible for
these variable causal effects?” Nothing, apparently, that can be seen with the
naked eye. So the Martian confiscates the ball, the net, and even the kicker to
take them back to his laboratory in order to examine them more closely.

Everyone would agree that no matter how sophisticated his equipment
back on Mars, the Martian will not find a solution to his problem by
examining these items in his laboratory. Nor would he be correct in
inferring—when he cannot find any relevant functional or physical
properties—that the difference was a matter of a mysterious, ghostly,
non-physical property that accompanied the kick, the ball, or the net on
the one occasion but not on the other.

The Martian is making a mistake: he is looking in the wrong place for
what made the difference. There was, indeed, a difference in the ball’s
going into the net on the two occasions and this difference accounts for
the different effects. The difference was that in the one case a goal was
scored (and the game won) and in the other case, there was no goal. And
whether a goal is scored, and whether any particular goal-scoring is also a
winning of the game is not (in the normal case) decided by looking more
closely at the ball, the net, or the kicker. But just because the difference
does not turn on either the functional or the microphysical properties of
the ball etc., this does not mean that the difference is a mysterious or
ghostly fact, or even a ‘bare’ one that cannot be further explained. What it
is to score the winning goal in football is taught by initiating someone into
the practice of competitive sports in general, and of football, in particular.

So far, everyone should agree: our imaginary Martian is making an
obvious mistake, looking in the wrong place for an explanation of the
difference between the ball’s going into the net on the two occasions. But
according to Ryle, philosophers are making a similar sort of mistake
(although rather less obviously so) when they look into what they take
to be cognitive mechanisms in order to account for agency, intelligence, ration-
ality, understanding, seeing, believing, and so on. Consider: if you were
to look to a coin’s physical properties in order fully to account for its
purchasing power you would be making a mistake similar to the one the
Martian made with the football. A credit card is a more interesting object
for its magnetic strip and chip encode information that plays an even more
complex role in the sort of economic transactions in which it trades. Make
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the credit card as complex as you like but you still will not find an answer
to how it gets its purchasing power without adverting to the banking
institutions and economic environment in which it plays its role. The
human brain is, by all accounts, the most complex and wonderful object
in the world. But like the alien anthropologist, the cognitive psychologist
who imagines that an explanation of agents’ rational and cognitive powers
supervenes on first-order properties inside the agents’ skulls is also look-
ing in the wrong place—no matter how exponentially vast the complexity
of the human brains.*®

The ‘natural’ phenomena that philosophers are interested in studying
are, according to Ryle, better construed as many-layered, complex prac-
tices in which the concepts of agency, rationality, understanding, meaning,
and the like are wielded.®” A striking feature of the normative practices
that interest philosophers is that the ‘game-pieces’ or ‘counters’ in such
language-games are—in the usual case—self-reflecting agents. In much
the same way as the game of chess could become significantly more
complex by converting the chess pieces into agents who are responsible
for their own moves, so, too, are the practices in which the concepts of
understanding, meaning, and the like are invoked, made more complex, by
the fact that the ‘game-pieces’ or ‘counters’ that we, as onlookers, are
theorizing about are also required at times to be theorizers themselves.®*

Although Ryle does not put it in this way, it seems that we are partly led
to make the logical or category mistake of construing mental conduct
concepts as signifying occurrences of hidden processes because (very
roughly) we conflate how we (as theorizers) explain an individual’s
successful moves with what we require of the individual in making those
moves. What I mean by this will become clearer in what follows.

% Daniel Dennett disagrees and suggests (wrongly I think) that the complexity of the
human brain just does make a difference and that Ryle’s silence on the question how brains
make it possible for people to do what they do leaves important philosophical problems
unaddressed. See his Preface to the Penguin Classics edition of Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of
Mind (Penguin, 2000), op. cit., xiii.

¢’ These practices are as natural as the game of football, as long as the domain of the
natural is allowed, while excluding the ghostly, to include the conventional. Scoring a
goal in football (unlike in the Quidditch matches imagined by J.K. Rowling) does not
violate the laws of physics, broadly construed. But it would be a mistake to require of a
reasonable naturalism that the laws of physics (broadly construed) have any more to say
about the scoring of a goal than they have to say about the ball’s going into a net.

¢ A fuller treatment of Ryle’s work would address his discussions of self-knowledge.
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Rules

We saw earlier that Ryle is often given credit for having shown some of the
many difficulties in substance or Cartesian dualism. He is widely recog-
nized, that is, for exorcising the ghost in the machine. But, I argued, the
arguments in The Concept of Mind suggest difficulties for any account that
takes all (or most) mental predicates to signify inner processes: whether
the properties involved are occult, second-order functional, or first-order
physical ones. Ryle’s target was not merely the mysteriousness or ghostli-
ness of the mental processes hypothesized by the Cartesian; it was their
essential hidden-ness. Our practice of employing mental concepts would
be a complete mystery on a view that takes the ‘truth-makers’ of our
mental statements to be not only items within an occult (to us) stream of
consciousness, but also on a view that takes them to be items within an
occult (to us) series of computations or neurological events. But this
is only part of Ryle’s destructive strategy. The other part is to show how
logical absurdities arise with one particular offshoot of the official doc-
trine: one he dubs ‘the intellectualist legend’. This involves the type-error
illustrated above of supposing that what distinguishes certain performances
from others that are perceptually similar (in one sense of ‘perceptual’) is
the addition of some non-perceptual feature. The official doctrine con-
strues this feature as a special mental accompaniment.®’ The intellectualist
legend, accepting this construal of the official doctrine, says that intelli-
gent or rational behaviour can be accommodated or explained by some
sort of theoretical operations involving these hidden accompaniments.
And if this is a mistake, it is a big one; for it is made not only throughout
various sub-branches of philosophy but also in collaborating disciplines.”

% In contemporary versions, this feature becomes a special mental property which is
none the less tied (identical to or realized by) physical properties (which are, in turn,
widely supposed to depend upon the microphysical properties of the individuals). See
Kim, op. cit.

7% As Fodor says about the tendency to attempt to explain behaviour by reference to
underlying psychological mechanisms:

If this is a mistake, I'm in trouble. For it will be the pervasive assumption of my discus-
sion that such explanations, however often they may prove to be empirically unsound
are, in principle, methodologically impeccable. The Language of Thought (Harvard Uni-
versity Press, Cambridge Massachusetts, 1975), 5.

For a defense of Ryle against Fodor’s criticism, see my ‘Ryle’s Regress and the
Philosophy of Cognitive Science’, forthcoming in La Philosophie d’Oxford au 20éme Siécle :
Approches du Sens Commun, edited by B. Ambroise & S. Laugier (Hildesheim : Olms).
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Consider: what distinguishes one bodily movement from another
imperceptibly different movement (in one sense of ‘imperceptible’) is the
fact that one is intentional and the other not; one the result of agency, the
other not; or one the result of reasons, the other not. On the intellectualist
construal, this difference amounts to the occurrence of a non-perceptual,
mental feature (an ‘intention’, ‘volition’, or ‘reason’) that plays a causal
role issuing in behaviour. Similarly, what distinguishes the meaningful-
ness of a person’s utterance from a phonetically similar sound made by a
parrot is the addition, in the first case, of a mental act of ‘meaning’. What
distinguishes acts of hearing from acts of listening is the mental accom-
paniment of ‘understanding’. What distinguishes an inference from a
mere string of statements is that the first was, but the second was not,
made ‘under the influence’ of the rules of logic. What distinguishes a
witty or tactful performance from one that was clumsy or gauche is some
mental act which renders it witty, tactful, or the lack of such, which
renders it clumsy or gauche. And so on.

This construal of what is required for intelligence, rationality, agency,
meaning, or understanding, and the like, is partly funded, Ryle tells us, by
the idea that mathematics and natural science set the standard as human
accomplishments. Impressed by the analogy, one might suppose that it is
the capacity for theorizing that constitutes the intellectual excellence of
man, together with

the idea that the capacity to attain knowledge of truths was the defining
property of a mind. Other human powers could be classed as mental
only if they could be shown to be somehow piloted by the intellectual
grasp of true propositions. To be rational was to be able to recognize
truths and the connexions between them. To act rationally was, there-
fore, to have one’s non-theoretical propensities controlled by one's
apprehension of truths about the conduct of life.”

Ryle’s argument-strategy against the supposition that (broadly rational)
abilities can be explained in terms of prior theoretical operations
(involving the apprehension of the relevant truths) is to exhibit how
the supposition leads to a logically vicious regress. Intelligent behaviours
cannot be explained, in general, by assuming that theoretical operations

"' The Concept of Mind 15.

xli
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have gone on behind the scene, since those operations themselves can be
intelligent or non-intelligent. The supposition that intelligent behaviour
always requires prior theoretical operations launches a vicious regress of
theoretical operations. Thus, it must be allowed that some intelligent
behaviour is not the outcome of prior theoretical operations.

But how, then, are we to distinguish successful from non-successful
performances if not by saying that in the first case, the relevant moves
were influenced by apprehension or ‘cognitive awareness’ of a rule
whereas in the latter case they were not? As Ryle asks:

What is involved in our descriptions of people as knowing how to make
and appreciate jokes, to talk grammatically, to play chess, to fish, or to
argue? Part of what is meant is that, when they perform these oper-
ations, they tend to perform them well, i.e., correctly or efficiently or
successfully. Their performances come up to certain standards, or satisfy
certain criteria. But this is not enough. The well-regulated clock keeps
good time and the well-drilled circus seal performs its tricks flawlessly,
yet we do not call them ‘intelligent’. We reserve this title for the persons
responsible for their performances. To be intelligent is not merely to
satisfy criteria, but to apply them; to regulate one's actions and not
merely to be well-regulated. A person’s performance is described as
careful or skilful, if in his operations he is ready to detect and correct
lapses, to repeat and improve upon successes, to profit from the
examples of others and so forth. He applies criteria in performing critic-
ally, that is, in trying to get things right.”?

Colloquially, the point is put by saying that an action is intelligent because
the agent is thinking about what she is doing. But the intellectualist
interprets this ‘because’ to mean that whenever the agent acts intelligently
a mental process of the relevant kind generates her action. Today, the
intellectualist still flourishes: though conceding that there may be no overt
act of deliberation or theorizing, she is none the less tempted to suppose
that a corresponding (presumably, at bottom, physical) process occurs
covertly or tacitly.”?

7> The Concept of Mind, 17.
73 Compare: an agent acts for, or because of, certain reasons rather than others when
those reasons cause her action, where reasons are now construed as mental states and
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Consider, for example, how such a temptation presents itself to those
wishing to give an account of the ability to understand and to speak a
language. Let it be conceded that language use itself is unreflective and that
the competence involved in speaking a language is a practical skill that
does not require of speakers or understanders that they work out explicitly
in advance how to say or interpret what is said. None the less, as one
philosopher of language explains it,

there is a recurrent temptation to think of there being something about
my inner, mental life, some further, non-behavioural component of my
understanding, which explains these successful performances ... The
meaning of an expression, we want to say, is what grounds a competent
speaker’s understanding ... [and] one, intuitively persuasive, remark-
ably persistent, and highly abstract thought about the notion of meaning
is [that] the meaning of an expression is given by a rule which determines
that expression’s correct usage. . . . A sufficient condition of understand-
ing an expression is explicit propositional knowledge of that rule. . ..
[Flor any meaningful expression there is a rule governing its usage know-
ledge of which would suffice for understanding, for mastery, of that
expression.’*

Because it will help reveal how Ryle construes the notion of meaning
(concepts and propositions) and because this will in turn help us to
understand how Ryle conceives his task as a philosopher, it may be worth
looking in some more detail at the case of understanding and speaking a
language to see why one might be tempted toward the view that there are
two achievements: one that is logically independent of, and explanatorily
prior to, the other.

Here is one line of reasoning. When someone fails to use or react to an
expression properly we will agree that this may be because she does not
understand its meaning. It seems a mere platitude to say, then, that when
she does use an expression properly it is because she understands its

triggering events thought to be (or to be realized or instantiated in, or dependent upon)
some physical (presumably neurophysiological) states or other. See Donald Davidson's
‘Actions, Reasons, and Causes’, reprinted in Essays on Actions and Events (Clarendon Press,
Oxford, 1980), 3—19.

7* Mark de Bretton Platts, Ways of Meaning- An Introduction to Philosophy of Language, second
edition (A Bradford Book, MIT Press, Cambridge, MA and London), 217, 218.
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meaning. Indeed, sometimes even if a person deploys an expression or
reacts to it in a way that shows understanding, we might be tempted to
demand further proof. Asking the speaker what she means by her deploy-
ment of the expression might be one way of demanding such proof. The
fact that we are sometimes satisfied by her answer might tempt us to think
that the ability to answer in one or more of these ways lies behind, or
accounts for, the ability to use the expression correctly.” After all, it does
not seem enough to say that to know the meaning of an expression just is
to have the ability to use it properly, since someone might use, or react to
the expression appropriately by coincidence or by accident and in such
cases we would not wish to credit her with understanding it. So it seems
that understanding of the meaning of the expression is one thing, and the
ability to use it correctly something else. If so, then understanding the
meaning of an expression may be part of a robust explanation of the ability
to use the expression correctly. To understand or to know the meaning of
an expression would then be an achievement of its own—one which is
causally (and perhaps only contingently) connected to any subsequent
deployment of the expression.

This picture of how rational abilities in general are to be explained,
including the ability to speak a language, was called into question by Ryle in
anumber of early papers’® and by Wittgenstein in his discussion of rules.”’

Close attention to the cases in which we credit someone for her
performance shows that it is often enough for her (merely) to have

7> As suggested by the quotation from Platts, above, in recent discussions that are
arguably mere variations of the intellectualist legend, it is acknowledged that the
speaker may not have the ability to answer the question but that a theorist can, so a
theoretical construction of what would explain meanings is attributed to the speaker
as tacit (inaccessible to her) knowledge which would suffice to explain her understand-
ings. For a further discussion and references, see my ‘Playing the Rule-Following Game’,
Philosophy, vol. 75, no 292 (2000), 203224, especially note 14.

76 Especially in ‘Knowing How and Knowing That’ (first published in 1946; reprinted
in Collected Papers Volume 2, op. cit., 222—235; and ostensibly reworked as the second chapter
of The Concept of Mind); “Why Are the Calculuses of Logic and Arithmetic Applicable to
Reality?’ (first published in 1946; reprinted in Collected Papers Volume 2, 244—260); and
““If”, “So”, and “Because” ’ (first published in 1950; reprinted in Collected Papers Volume 2,
435-445).

7 Philosophical Investigations, translated by G.E.M. Anscombe (Blackwell, Oxford, 1953),
especially §§143—-155 and 179-202. For a discussion see my ‘Real Rules’, Synthese
(Special edition dedicated to the work of Crispin Wright, ed. by D. Pritchard and
J. Kallestrup) forthcoming.
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satisfied certain criteria.”® Close attention to the cases in which we require
not only that she satisfy certain criteria but also that she is guided by
criteria or rules shows that the latter is in fact a separate skill, which we
only sometimes (but importantly not always) demand of the one we wish
to credit for her performance. To require that one advert to criteria in
order to ensure that one’s performance is successful is like requiring that
one show a ticket in order to prove one’s right to travel by rail.”” Although
this is sometimes required, it would be a category-mistake to imagine that
the ticket itself plays a role in the explanation of the train journey on the
same level as the pistons, levers, and tracks do. So, too, would it be a
category mistake to imagine that reasons, for example, play a role in the
explanation of action on (almost) the same level as the internal processes
that have a role to play in the explanation of the body’s motions; or that
meanings or understandings play a role in the explanation of language use
on (almost) the same level as the internal processes that play a role in
the explanations of vocalisations. But just this type of category-error
seems to be made by those who construe mental phenomena, including
understanding, as inner causal events.*

As a way of seeing how we might resist this temptation, it will be again
useful to consider a less controversial case, in which such a picture is
rather less compelling. Ryle used a number of analogies in order to break
its attraction, but I shall again attempt to tell the story in my own way
(adapting an example from Ryle and taking some hints from the later
Wittgenstein.)®'

Consider the following confession of the (then) recently married,
celebrity chef, Jamie Oliver:*

’® Indeed, this was the point of ‘unpacking’ certain intelligence-ascribing sentences in
use into various hypothetical and semi-hypothetical sentences about what the agent
would do in various circumstances: namely, to show that, in these uses, the relevant
criteria are satisfied by what she says and how she acts (in the circumstances) and that
no implicit appeal to covert processes is necessary.

I “So”, and “Because” op. cit., 251-253.

8 The qualifier ‘almost’ is needed in order to accommodate the idea that the inner
processes are supposed to be content-bearing. Indeed, the category-error reaches its
apex with the idea that mental predicates pick out inner, casually-efficacious (probably
at bottom) physical events with semantic or representational content.

¥ See ‘Knowing How and Knowing That’, * “If”, “So, and “Because” ’, op. cit. and
Philosophical Investigations, op. cit.

8 Quoted in the Independent (16 October 2004).
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My wife used to cook things and there’d be blatant things wrong. So |
told her and she'd get right upset. So I've developed this new technique;
it's called lying. Have you ever tried it?

We can understand how Ryle (and Wittgenstein) would like us to
understand the role of rules by imagining—as part of a philosophical
thought-experiment—how we might meddle in the Olivers’ marriage.
Jamie is a gifted chef, inventor and adaptor of many interesting and
delicious dishes. He acquired this ability in part by training in his father’s
pub, and then by apprenticeships in some of the better restaurants in
London. Suppose, contrary to fact, that Jamie himself is not very good at
articulating what constitutes a successful dish or how to go about making
one, thus is not a good teacher.

Now suppose, for the sake of the thought-experiment, that Mrs Oliver
—Jules—wants very much to cook dishes like her husband’s. But she has
not received the appropriate training, nor does she have his natural gift.
One way of helping her would be to convert what Jamie does well into a
procedure that can easily be followed by someone who lacks his flair for
cooking. This is the point of cookbooks which give recipes to follow such
that, if any good and if followed correctly, they should facilitate the
production of the dish. Since we are supposing that Jamie is not very
articulate about what he does well and perhaps also not the best person to
take a synoptic view of it—retaining the good moves and dispensing with
the bad—Iet us introduce a theorist or, in this case, a recipe-writer into the
picture who can convert what Jamie does well into recipes for other
people to follow.

In real life, Jamie Oliver is able to play the role that I have given to the
recipe-writer but I have described the story in this way to underline that this
role is different from the role he plays as creator or adaptor of tasty dishes.
This latter role is one he has acquired by practice and drill and by instruc-
tion from his teachers. True, he might have learned by following others’
recipes, but it should be clear that he need not have learned this way. In fact
Jamie might have been unable to read or write or, indeed, unable to
understand spoken language yet none the less acquire his skill by imitating
his teachers, then going beyond imitation to devise dishes of his own.
Jamie does well what Jules wants to do well, and, according to this
counter-factual thought experiment we are to imagine that for the pur-
pose of teaching Jules somebody else comes along—a recipe-writer—and
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converts Jamie's successful ‘moves’ into recipes for Jules (and others)
to follow.

The first point to notice is that what Jules will do in learning to cook is
very different from what Jamie does in cooking and from what he did in
learning to cook, for she has the additional task of following a recipe. This
will require the mastery of various skills not required of her husband. She
must be able to read, for example, either the words or the diagrams in
which the recipes are written. She must be able to apply the recipe to
the situation at hand. She will probably also have to master additional
techniques, for example, the technique of measuring, even if her husband
never measures ingredients since he can ‘just tell’ how much of a certain
ingredient he needs. When the recipe says to add the salt after adding the
yeast but before adding any liquid ingredients, Jules will have to convert
this direction into an action sequence.

The second point is that recipes are general: they are meant to be read
by an indefinite number of people. They also must presuppose certain
abilities. As we have seen, they presuppose the ability to read; to see that
the situation at hand is one to which the recipe applies, and that the
general advice will be followed by acting in such and such way at the
appropriate moment. But so, too, will recipes normally presuppose other
abilities specifically related to cooking. Some will presuppose knowledge
how to whip eggs into soft or hard peaks; some will presuppose mastery
of auxiliary ingredients which are themselves the result of a procedure
which might have been followed from a recipe (like those recipes that
without further explanation require you to add mayonnaise or sauce hol-
landaise which you are not expected to produce from a jar). Still others will
presuppose abilities the acquisition of which does not normally depend
on following rules. It is unlikely to be specified, for example, how long a
recipe-follower must wait before adding the liquid ingredients (or if only
an instant will do); nor where she is to find a certain casserole dish in her
kitchen; nor, whether a cast-iron dish is more appropriate than one made
of clay.

Whether or not Jules succeeds in creating dishes as delicious as her
husband’s will in part depend on whether she has the abilities that are
required for following the recipes in the first place. Some of these will
be abilities that are not required of her husband; some of these will also be
abilities that are required of her husband but (because of their generality
and their particular audience) would not be useful to him.



xIViii RETHINKING RYLE

It should be clear by now that what Jamie does in concocting dishes by
wont or by know how (to use two of Ryle’s expressions) is very different
from what Jules is expected to do in creating dishes by following rules, or by
knowing that (according to the recipe) she is to do such and such. Although
they are related in Jules’s case—following the recipe is supposed to
enable her to cook a successful meal—her following a recipe does not
guarantee that she will succeed, for reasons we have seen. Rules cannot tell
you how to follow them (for this you would need other rules); but these
second-order rules do not guarantee their own mastery either (for this
there would have to be third-order rules); and so on. If Jules were to
follow the recipes incorrectly then she presumably would have less chance
of creating a successful dish; however, she may follow them incorrectly
but nevertheless create successful dishes anyway (and this demolishes the
idea that she must have followed rules in order to be given credit for her
performance or for it to have counted as an achievement). Even on the
supposition that Jules were able to cook dishes as well as her husband, and
that this success may be partly explained by her having followed the
recipes, this would not be sufficient to explain her success. For, as we have
seen, there are many skills that are involved in following recipes which
are not themselves governed by those recipes.

All of this is clear enough in the case of cooking and following recipes.
But when the topic switches to logic, language, meaning, or action,
philosophers have the tendency to forget or ignore the fact that the ability
to follow rules—in the cases in which this notion has clear application
—involves various skills of its own with their own (separate) criteria
for success. Ignoring this, philosophers argue that the skills that may be
acquired by training and drill (knowledge by wont or know-how)
are reducible to knowledge of recipes or rules and that knowledge of
the recipes or rules will figure in a cognitive explanation of the ability.
And here, what the theorist says in explaining why the move was success-
ful (because it accorded with a rule) is mistakenly construed as a
procedure followed or as a process undergone by the agent who makes the
move (grasp or apprehend, and then follow the rule). Failing to recognize
the possibility of different (equally legitimate and non-competing)
explanations, the intellectualist converts a normative ‘because’ into a
causal ‘because’. Two different kinds of explanation are being conflated.
The first, an explanation by appeal to standards or norms that are codified
in the performance-rules that govern some activity or practice; the



RETHINKING RYLE

second, an explanation by appeal to causal relations or to the laws of
nature which are supposed to subsume them.*

It is true that we sometimes require of self-reflecting agents that they
stand back from their performances and speak the language of the ‘theor-
ist’. We sometimes require of chefs that they be able to explain what they
do by reference to recipes; of speakers that they tell us what they mean;
and of rational agents that they tell us reasons for which they acted. We
do not always require this, nor do we always accept the account that we
are given. But the intellectualist mistake is to suppose that even in the cases
where this is not required, covert processes involving meanings, or reasons
lie behind, and causally explain, the successful dishes, the meaningful
utterances, and the reasonable actions.?*

That this is a mistake can be seen by focusing on how the notion of
following a rule (or arecipe) has been imported from one context in which
ithas a clear purchase to another in which those features that made it a clear
case of rule-following completely disappear. For consider a suggestion that
Jamie, himself, is tacitly following rules when he creates his dishes (on the
assumption that such would be required of a cognitive explanation of his
ability to cook). It is clear that Jamie (in the thought-experiment) does not
follow recipes explicitly or consciously in the way that Jules does. But, so
the argument goes, he may have tacit knowledge of the recipes, and follow
them automatically without being aware of doing so.

One rejoinder to this is that this supposition is not necessary; indeed
the story was told in such a way as to make it clear that what Jamie does
comes about through drill and training.

A second rejoinder to the supposition that Jamie, himself, follows
recipes when creating his dishes (that the theorist then writes down when
she watches what he does) is that it leaves us unable to give an account of
where the recipes come from in the first place; at least as long as we are
willing to reject as unhelpful the idea that Jamie unconsciously intuits or
apprehends the recipe for Farfalle with Savoy Cabbage, Pancetta, Thyme, and

¥ For more discussion, see my ‘Ryle’s Regress and the Philosophy of Cognitive
Science’, op. cit.

¥ Bven in the cases in which it is required, a cognitive-mechanical account taking us
from grasp of first-order rule to action will not explain the separate ability that involves
appeal to (first-order) rules, the exercise of which is sometimes required of self-
reflecting agents. For, as we have seen, this is a separate ability with (second-order)
standards of its own.

xlix



RETHINKING RYLE

Mozzarella or that he was born with knowledge of it as part of his innate
inheritance. According to the thought-experiment, there is such an
account: what Jamie does in concocting the dish comes first; the recipe
comes second. The recipes are, after all, abstractions from what Jamie does
—the various steps he takes—but steps that will, it is hoped, enable
another to produce the dish. Other ‘moves’ Jamie makes have been dis-
carded by the recipe-writer when she produces the recipe. The point of a
recipe is not to record everything that Jamie does in the construction of a
dish: the point is to whittle it down to the most direct and practicably
general procedure so that others can have the basis for producing the
desired result.

But the most important difficulty with the suggestion that Jamie’s tacit
following of the recipes explains his ability to cook is that the second-
order practice that Jules had to master (involving competences which
must be presupposed or learned; mistakes which must be avoided) has
ceased to exist. There are no corresponding competences to master or
pitfalls to avoid for Jamie on the hypothesis that he follows the rules
tacitly. Jules may misread the recipe, read it correctly but implement it
wrongly, read it and implement it correctly but fail because other abilities
(knowing which pan to use or how long to preheat an oven) were want-
ing. Jules may also follow the recipe correctly but fail because the recipe
was bad (due to mistakes the recipe-writer made in abstracting the neces-
sary moves, or because she expresses these moves in a misleading way,
and so forth.) The introduction of invisible or tacit rule-following obliter-
ates the possibility of these errors. But if these errors, which were possible
for Jules, are not possible for Jamie, then the analogy that they both follow
rules (one explicitly, one tacitly) breaks down. Where there is a case to be
made that someone understands what the rules require, there must be the
possibility of misunderstanding those rules; and where there is a case to
be made that someone follows the rules correctly, there must be the
possibility of following them incorrectly.

Following a recipe or a rule involves standards of its own. Ryle’s
regresses turn on the fact that standards of reasonableness, intelligence,
or rationality are in play as much for the higher-order activities of deliber-
ation or theorizing as for the lower-order activities upon which these
are alleged to operate. Those who construe these activities as automatic
processes—those who mechanize them, if you will—forget that the
possibility of these second-order mistakes and competences (diagnosable
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by still higher-order rules) is an essential part of the logic of rule-
following as it figures—when it figures—in our first-order normative
practices.

Meaning

According to Ryle’s account of the history of logic and philosophy,
Husserl, Meinong, Frege, Bradley, Peirce, Moore, and Russell were all alike
in revolting against the associationist and internal idea-psychology of
Hume and Mill and in demanding the emancipation of logic from
psychology. The notion of meaning, he says, was their escape-route from
subjectivist theories of thinking. And nearly all of them had a Platonist
construal of meanings as concepts and propositions; they ‘talked as if
these conceptual enquiries of philosophy terminated in some super-
inspections of some super-objects, as if conceptual enquiries were, after
all, super-observational enquiries.”®’

Moore’s regular practice and Russell's frequent practice seemed to
exemplify beautifully what, for example, Husserl and Meinong had
declared in general terms to be the peculiar business of philosophy and
logic, namely to explore the third realm of Meanings. Thus philosophy
had acquired a right to live its own life, neither as a discredited pretender
to the status of the science of mind, nor yet as a superannuated hand-
maiden of démodé theology. It was responsible for a special field of facts,
facts of impressively Platonized kinds.®

Just as Ryle thought that there was a danger in expressions such as ‘Jones
hated the idea of going to the hospital’ because it might lead to a mistaken
view about ideas, so, too, did he think that there is a danger in talking
about meanings. Although philosophers may describe what they study as
concepts (word-meanings) and propositions (sentence-meanings) it is
important not to be misled by this description. The meaning of expression
is not an entity denoted by it and not the nominee of anything; and it is a
related mistake to suppose that a particular concept is precisely indicated

% Phenenomology and ‘The Concept of Mind’, op.cit., 187.
% “The Theory of Meaning’, 370 (first published 1957 and reprinted in Collected Papers
Volume 2, 363—385).
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by a particular expression: as if the idea of equality could be identified as
that for which the word ‘equality’ stands.® For Ryle, ‘concepts are not
things that are there crystallised in a splendid isolation.*®

We are not at all likely to be misled by expressions of the form ‘x means
what y means.” But when we use the expression quasi-descriptively, as in
‘The meaning of x is the same as the meaning of y’ or “The meaning of x is
doubtful” we are liable to be misled into thinking that we are referring to
some queer new object. Ryle generalises the point to suggest that all the
mistaken doctrines of concepts, ideas, terms, judgment, contents, and the
like derive from the fallacy

that there must be something referred to by such expressions as ‘the
meaning of the word (phrase or sentence) x' [which is analogous to
the policeman] who is really referred to by the descriptive phrase in ‘our
village policeman is fond of football’.2?

The idea that expressions have meaning insofar as they stand for things
should be rejected. Indeed, some expressions denote (in one of a variety
of ways) because they are significant. Learning the meaning of an expres-
sion is to learn to operate correctly with it; more like learning a piece of
drill than like coming across a previously unencountered object.”

Considering the meaning of an expression is, for Ryle, considering
what can be said, truly or falsely, with it, as well as what can be asked,
commanded, advised, or any other sort of saying. In this—normal—
sense of ‘meaning’:

the meaning of a sub-expression like a word or phrase, is a functional
factor of a range of possible assertions, questions, commands and the
rest. It is a tributary to sayings. It is a distinguishable common locus of a
range of possible tellings, askings, advising, etc.”'

%7 ‘Philosophical Arguments’, op. cit., 215.

% ‘Phenomenology versus the “Concept of Mind””’, op. cit., 192. Compare Wittgen-
stein: “The preconceived idea of crystalline purity (of logic) can only be removed by turning
our whole examination round ... The philosophy of logic speaks of sentences and
words in exactly the sense in which we speak of them in ordinary life. . ." . Philosophical
Investigations, op. cit., §108.

% “Systematically Misleading Expressions’, op. cit., 59.

% “Theory of Meaning’, op. cit., 379.

*! Ibid., 372.
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This way of looking at meanings inverts the natural assumption that the
meaning of words and phrases can be understood (learned, classified, or
discussed) before consideration begins of entire sayings.

Word-meanings do not stand to sentence-meanings as atoms to
molecules or as letters of the alphabet to the spellings of words, but
more nearly as the tennis-racket stands to the strokes which are or may
be made with it.**

According to the intellectualist legend, various rational abilities can be
explained by attributing to the speaker propositional knowledge of
the rules that govern that ability, which knowledge is then applied to
particular cases. The intellectualist account of what explains the ability
to speak and understand a language is roughly that the speaker has a
cognitive grasp of concepts or word-meanings which she then uses to
form or to apply to particular expressions and sub-expressions. This rough
idea of what is involved in language use gives the philosopher a particular
problem she can call her own: the study of word-meanings or concepts
considered as objects in their own right ‘crystallised in splendid isolation’
from the (normative) practices or language-games in which they are
expressed.”

If the discussion of recipes above convinces us that there is something
wrong with this rough picture and we decide to reject the idea that the
ability to understand and speak a language depends, as Wittgenstein would
say, on ‘operating a calculus according to fixed rules’, what is left of
philosophers’ concepts? The apprehension of concepts, or word-meanings,
was supposed to be part of a cognitive explanation of a person’s ability to
understand expressions in which those concepts figure. Without that form
of explanation we risk losing the proprietary subject of philosophy. Just
what is an analytic philosopher supposed to be analysing if concepts do
not (because they cannot) play the role originally ascribed to them?

Ryle credits Wittgenstein’s Tractatus for inverting the two disastrous
Millian assumptions that much of philosophy of language inherited (that

°% Thid.

** This conception survives in remarks (heard in philosophical discussions) such as: ‘I
am not interested in anyone’s judgments about how such expressions [in which these
concepts are a distinguishable factor] are correctly used; I am interested in the concepts,
themselves.’
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every word names something and that the meaning of the word is what it
names). For Wittgenstein, the meaning of an expression is a style of
operation performed with it: operating with a word in speaking a
language is like operating with a knight in playing chess. But the introduc-
tion of rules is not enough to subvert the intellectualist, for as we have
seen, she can finesse what it is to grasp a concept into having knowledge
of a rule-book. She may be happy to agree that operating with a knight
involves operating in accordance with the rules of chess (the scoring of
a goal involves playing in accordance with the rules of football); so too
would operating with words involve operating in accordance with gram-
matical and semantic rules. But just as the intellectualist might attempt to
explain the chess player’s abilities by supposing she consults her prop-
ositional knowledge of the rules of chess, so too, might the intellectualist
suppose that language mastery can be explained (in contemporary ver-
sions) by supposing the speaker/understander to have knowledge of a
theory of meaning (etc.) sufficient for understanding and use.’*

Ryle, together with the later Wittgenstein, came completely to reject
this way of conceiving of language (meanings) and thus also the
corresponding way of conceiving the task of philosophy. Wittgenstein’s
discussion of family resemblances among concepts amounts to a renunci-
ation of the idea that there is a compendium of rules, which, once
understood or grasped, determines the use of the expression in all of
the circumstances in which it is correct to use it.”®> There are no rules, set

** “Theorists’ can explain to others who share the vocabulary of the theory how her
subject’s actions have ‘measured up’ to the standards required in order to credit her
with having the ability in question. But this is not an answer to a causal question. The
intellectualist mistake (on my way of understanding it) involves supposing that
the subject herself must somehow have used what is represented by this theory to
measure her own results as she went along—if not explicitly, then implicitly (or
tacitly). The mistake is made because we sometimes do require of a subject, say, that she
be able to tell us what she means. Sometimes she can play the role of the ‘theorist’,
herself, in helping to explain how what she has done measures up. But (again) in doing
this she is involved in two (explicit) activities, each with their own standards.

°* In other words, in suggesting that we use the same general term for many different
objects because we notice a family resemblance in things which are known by that
name, Wittgenstein rejects not only a theory of universals but the very idea that there is
something which we grasp which enables us to use the expression properly. His notion
of a family resemblance is not a new theory which is meant to justify our grouping
many things under one expression (or else one might be led to ask: what is the family
resemblance by which we call individual chairs ‘chairs’?). It is rather the denial that
such an answer can be given.
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out in advance for the application of the general noun ‘game’, for
example. We use the word to apply to various activities because we
just do find certain things similar, in various salient ways, and group them
together because we do. But there is no philosophical, underlying explan-
ation or justification for this fact. Ryle emphasizes the ‘systematic ambigu-
ity’, ‘elasticity of significance’ or ‘inflections of meaning’ that attend most
of our expressions.”® This does not make them ‘pun-words’ or ambiguous
expressions like ‘report’, ‘still’, or ‘bank’. But it does mean that the
logical behaviour of an expression used in one context cannot be taken
for granted when the same expression is used in another.”” ‘A given
word, will, in different sorts of context, express ideas of an indefinite
range of differing logical types and, therefore, with different logical
powers.””®

The theorist I introduced earlier in the thought-experiment is inter-
ested in assembling recipes, or rules for cooking, which are abstractable
features of various moves made in the creation of successful dishes: in
constructing the theory (or recipe) she presupposes that one acquires the
ingredients as listed and prepares them as required, and then she relays
mixing and heating procedures of a particularly talented chef. Conceptual
philosophers of Ryle’s ilk are primarily interested in word meanings con-
strued as a functional factor (or a distinguishable common locus) of a
range of possible assertions, questions, commands, and the rest: those
features which are ‘tributaries to sayings’. Just as the recipe theorist must
devise recipes by construing the role that ingredients, measuring, mixing
and heating play within a range of possible (successful) dishes, the
philosopher’s chart of the logical geography of concepts deals with the
various ways in which these concepts figure in the sayings (not only
the describings) of people competent in their use. Like the recipe-writer,
the philosopher-cartographer will presuppose many abilities of the
follower of his philosophical map.

%¢ See, for example, ‘Philosophical Arguments’, op. cit., 214.
°7 And this, presumably, is why the formal logician must also engage in the philo-
sophical enterprise that Ryle recommends:

The extraction of the logical skeletons of propositions does not reveal the logical powers
of those propositions by some trick which absolves the logician from thinking them out.
At best it is merely a summary formulation of what they have discovered. (‘Philosophical
Arguments’, op. cit., 208.)

8 Ibid., 215.
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The local villager knows his way around ambulando but it puzzles him to
describe the route in terms of compass bearings and distances measured
in meters; for this a cartographer is needed. The chef in our thought-
experiment knows how to produce delicious meals but is unable to
abstract, generalise, and idealise what he does; for this, a recipe-writer is
required. We may operate with expressions down a limited set of tracks
but will never know all the ‘implication threads’ of the expressions we
ordinarily and naively rely upon and operate with; for this a philosopher-
cartographer is needed.

As people’s understanding of the propositions that they use is always
imperfect, in the sense that they never have realized and never could
realize all the logical powers of those propositions, so their grasp of
ideas or concepts is necessarily incomplete. The risk always exists that
confusion or paradox will arise in the course of any hitherto untried
operations with those ideas.”

Insofar as she constructs her map of the logical geography in this way by
using actual and possible sayings as her data, the conceptual philosopher
of Ryle’s ilk is distancing herself from her Platonic cousins. Two sentences of
different languages, idioms, authors or dates may say the same thing;
when they do, what they say can be considered in abstraction from the
several sayings of it. But this does not mean that what is said stands to the
sayings of it as a town stands to the several signposts which point to it.'"
Concepts or ideas, according to the Rylean philosopher, are (double)
abstractions from our sayings; they are not part of a cognitive (para-
mechanical) explanation of those sayings, any more than recipes or maps
figure in a cognitive (para-mechanical) explanation of Jamie’s ability to
cook, or the local villager’s ability to find his way about.

Unlike the project suggested by ‘analysis’, the philosopher-as-
cartographer is required to take a synoptic view of the logical geography
of concepts; this will require the opposite of a piece-meal approach. The
task is not to pinpoint the locus of this or that idea, ‘but to determine the

*° ‘Philosophical Arguments’, op. cit., 208.
1% ‘Categories’, 182 (first published 1938 and reprinted in Collected Papers Volume 2,
op.cit., 178-193).
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cross-bearings of all of a galaxy of ideas belonging to the same or con-
tiguous fields.”""!

What is to be done with a map of the logical geography of concepts that
the philosopher-cartographer constructs? Just the kind of enterprise that
Ryle illustrates in The Concept of Mind. The risk always exists that confusion
or paradox will arise in the course of untried operations—perhaps not
with concrete ideas but with those that are more abstract. Ryle, like
Wittgenstein, attempts to show us how in our attempts to abstract
and theorise about our expressions we must avoid being misled by
‘grammatical prima facies’, or avoid committing ‘type-trespasses’ when
we operate with an idea as if it belongs to one category instead of another.
The reductio arguments he uses figure as a kind of ‘philosophical destruc-
tion test” of our initial attempts to abstract, generalise, and theorise about
the ideas, or distinguishable factors, we identify in our expressions. It is
also a destruction-test that is applied to philosophers’ theories—which
deliberately recommend that we operate with an idea as if it belongs to a
particular category. Ryle agrees with Wittgenstein that the philosopher, in
her role as cartographer, does not discover, or look for, new matters of fact:
the philosopher throws new light on the terrain, but does not give new
information. ‘And the light he throws is resident in the rigour of his
arguments.”'”” The diagnosis and cure of category-errors should not
only enable us to understand the real (as opposed to naively anticipated)
logical powers of ideas; they should eventually pave the way toward the
dissolution of philosophical dilemmas. The Concept of Mind thus not only
charts the logical geography of our mental concepts: in doing so, it also
points the way toward the dissolution of the mind—body problem, the problem of

other minds, and the problem of (necessarily) private languages.'**

JULIA TANNEY
University of Kent

101 «

Abstractions’, 444, (first published 1962 and reprinted in Collected Papers
Volume 2, 435—445).

192 “Taking Sides in Philosophy’, op. cit., 173.

19 Thanks to John Flower, Edward Harcourt, Bruno Ambroise, Richard Norman, and
David Wiggins for helpful suggestions. Work on this project was funded by a University
of Kent study leave, as well as an Arts and Research Council award. A version of this
introduction was translated into French by B. Ambroise and published as ‘Une Cartog-
raphie des Concepts Mentaux’, a Critical Introduction to (the republication of) Gilbert
Ryle’s La Notion d’Esprit (The Concept of Mind), 2005, Payot, Paris, pp. 7—70.
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INTRODUCTION

This book offers what may with reservations be described as a theory of
the mind. But it does not give new information about minds. We possess
already a wealth of information about minds, information which is
neither derived from, nor upset by, the arguments of philosophers. The
philosophical arguments which constitute this book are intended not to
increase what we know about minds, but to rectify the logical geography
of the knowledge which we already possess.

Teachers and examiners, magistrates and critics, historians and novel-
ists, confessors and non-commissioned officers, employers, employees
and partners, parents, lovers, friends and enemies all know well enough
how to settle their daily questions about the qualities of character and
intellect of the individual with whom they have to do. They can appraise
his performances, assess his progress, understand his words and actions,
discern his motives and see his jokes. If they go wrong, they know how to
correct their mistakes. More, they can deliberately influence the minds of
those with whom they deal by criticism, example, teaching, punishment,
bribery, mockery and persuasion, and then modify their treatments in the
light of the results produced.

Both in describing the minds of others and in prescribing for them,
they are wielding with greater or less efficiency concepts of mental
powers and operations. They have learned how to apply in concrete
situations such mental-conduct epithets as ‘careful’, ‘stupid’, ‘logical’,
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‘unobservant’, ‘ingenious’, ‘vain’, ‘methodical’, ‘credulous’, ‘witty’,
‘self-controlled’ and a thousand others.

It is, however, one thing to know how to apply such concepts, quite
another to know how to correlate them with one another and with
concepts of other sorts. Many people can talk sense with concepts but
cannot talk sense about them; they know by practice how to operate with
concepts, anyhow inside familiar fields, but they cannot state the logical
regulations governing their use. They are like people who know their
way about their own parish, but cannot construct or read a map of it,
much less a map of the region or continent in which their parish lies.

For certain purposes it is necessary to determine the logical cross-
bearings of the concepts which we know quite well how to apply.
The attempt to perform this operation upon the concepts of the powers,
operations and states of minds has always been a big part of the task of
philosophers. Theories of knowledge, logic, ethics, political theory and
®sthetics are the products of their inquiries in this field. Some of these
inquiries have made considerable regional progress, but it is part of the
thesis of this book that during the three centuries of the epoch of natural
science the logical categories in terms of which the concepts of mental
powers and operations have been co-ordinated have been wrongly
selected. Descartes left as one of his main philosophical legacies a myth
which continues to distort the continental geography of the subject.

A myth is, of course, not a fairy story. It is the presentation of facts
belonging to one category in the idioms appropriate to another. To
explode a myth is accordingly not to deny the facts but to re-allocate them.
And this is what I am trying to do.

To determine the logical geography of concepts is to reveal the logic
of the propositions in which they are wielded, that is to say, to show
with what other propositions they are consistent and inconsistent, what
propositions follow from them and from what propositions they follow.
The logical type or category to which a concept belongs is the set of ways
in which it is logically legitimate to operate with it. The key arguments
employed in this book are therefore intended to show why certain sorts of
operations with the concepts of mental powers and processes are breaches
of logical rules. I try to use reductio ad absurdum arguments both to disallow
operations implicitly recommended by the Cartesian myth and to indicate
to what logical types the concepts under investigation ought to be allo-
cated. I do not, however, think it improper to use from time to time
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arguments of a less rigorous sort, especially when it seems expedient to
mollify or acclimatise. Philosophy is the replacement of category-habits by
category-disciplines, and if persuasions of conciliatory kinds ease the
pains of relinquishing inveterate intellectual habits, they do not indeed
reinforce the rigorous arguments, but they do weaken resistances to them.

Some readers may think that my tone of voice in this book is excessively
polemical. It may comfort them to know that the assumptions against
which I exhibit most heat are assumptions of which I myself have been a
victim. Primarily I am trying to get some disorders out of my own system.
Only secondarily do I hope to help other theorists to recognise our malady
and to benefit from my medicine.

GILBERT RYLE

Ixi






DESCARTES’ MYTH

(1) THE OFFICIAL DOCTRINE

There is a doctrine about the nature and place of minds which is so
prevalent among theorists and even among laymen that it deserves to be
described as the official theory. Most philosophers, psychologists and
religious teachers subscribe, with minor reservations, to its main articles
and, although they admit certain theoretical difficulties in it, they tend
to assume that these can be overcome without serious modifications
being made to the architecture of the theory. It will be argued here that
the central principles of the doctrine are unsound and conflict with the
whole body of what we know about minds when we are not speculating
about them.

The official doctrine, which hails chiefly from Descartes, is something
like this. With the doubtful exceptions of idiots and infants in arms every
human being has both a body and a mind. Some would prefer to say that
every human being is both a body and a mind. His body and his mind are
ordinarily harnessed together, but after the death of the body his mind
may continue to exist and function.

Human bodies are in space and are subject to the mechanical laws
which govern all other bodies in space. Bodily processes and states can be
inspected by external observers. So a man’s bodily life is as much a public



THE CONCEPT OF MIND

affair as are the lives of animals and reptiles and even as the careers of
trees, crystals and planets.

But minds are not in space, nor are their operations subject to mechan-
ical laws. The workings of one mind are not witnessable by other observers;
its career is private. Only I can take direct cognisance of the states and
processes of my own mind. A person therefore lives through two collateral
histories, one consisting of what happens in and to his body, the other
consisting of what happens in and to his mind. The first is public, the
second private. The events in the first history are events in the physical
world, those in the second are events in the mental world.

It has been disputed whether a person does or can directly monitor all
or only some of the episodes of his own private history; but, according
to the official doctrine, of at least some of these episodes he has direct
and unchallengeable cognisance. In consciousness, self-consciousness and
introspection he is directly and authentically apprised of the present states
and operations of his mind. He may have great or small uncertainties
about concurrent and adjacent episodes in the physical world, but he can
have none about at least part of what is momentarily occupying his mind.

It is customary to express this bifurcation of his two lives and of his
two worlds by saying that the things and events which belong to the
physical world, including his own body, are external, while the workings
of his own mind are internal. This antithesis of outer and inner is of
course meant to be construed as a metaphor, since minds, not being in
space, could not be described as being spatially inside anything else, or as
having things going on spatially inside themselves. But relapses from this
good intention are common and theorists are found speculating how
stimuli, the physical sources of which are yards or miles outside a person’s
skin, can generate mental responses inside his skull, or how decisions
framed inside his cranium can set going movements of his extremities.

Even when ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ are construed as metaphors, the problem
how a person’s mind and body influence one another is notoriously
charged with theoretical difficulties. What the mind wills, the legs, arms
and the tongue execute; what affects the ear and the eye has something to
do with what the mind perceives; grimaces and smiles betray the mind’s
moods and bodily castigations lead, it is hoped, to moral improvement.
But the actual transactions between the episodes of the private history
and those of the public history remain mysterious, since by definition
they can belong to neither series. They could not be reported among the
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happenings described in a person’s autobiography of his inner life, but
nor could they be reported among those described in someone else’s
biography of that person’s overt career. They can be inspected neither by
introspection nor by laboratory experiment. They are theoretical shuttle-
cocks which are forever being bandied from the physiologist back to
the psychologist and from the psychologist back to the physiologist.

Underlying this partly metaphorical representation of the bifurcation of
a person’s two lives there is a seemingly more profound and philosophical
assumption. It is assumed that there are two different kinds of existence or
status. What exists or happens may have the status of physical existence, or
it may have the status of mental existence. Somewhat as the faces of coins
are either heads or tails, or somewhat as living creatures are either male or
female, so, it is supposed, some existing is physical existing, other existing
is mental existing. It is a necessary feature of what has physical existence
that it is in space and time; it is a necessary feature of what has mental
existence that it is in time but not in space. What has physical existence
is composed of matter, or else is a function of matter; what has mental
existence consists of consciousness, or else is a function of consciousness.

There is thus a polar opposition between mind and matter, an oppos-
ition which is often brought out as follows. Material objects are situated
in a common field, known as ‘space’, and what happens to one body in
one part of space is mechanically connected with what happens to other
bodies in other parts of space. But mental happenings occur in insulated
fields, known as ‘minds’, and there is, apart maybe from telepathy, no
direct causal connection between what happens in one mind and what
happens in another. Only through the medium of the public physical
world can the mind of one person make a difference to the mind of
another. The mind is its own place and in his inner life each of us lives
the life of a ghostly Robinson Crusoe. People can see, hear and jolt one
another’s bodies, but they are irremediably blind and deaf to the workings
of one another’s minds and inoperative upon them.

What sort of knowledge can be secured of the workings of a mind? On
the one side, according to the official theory, a person has direct know-
ledge of the best imaginable kind of the workings of his own mind. Mental
states and processes are (or are normally) conscious states and processes,
and the consciousness which irradiates them can engender no illusions
and leaves the door open for no doubts. A person’s present thinkings,
feelings and willings, his perceivings, rememberings and imaginings are
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intrinsically “phosphorescent’; their existence and their nature are inevit-
ably betrayed to their owner. The inner life is a stream of consciousness
of such a sort that it would be absurd to suggest that the mind whose life
is that stream might be unaware of what is passing down it.

True, the evidence adduced recently by Freud seems to show that there
exist channels tributary to this stream, which run hidden from their
owner. People are actuated by impulses the existence of which they vigor-
ously disavow; some of their thoughts differ from the thoughts which
they acknowledge; and some of the actions which they think they will to
perform they do not really will. They are thoroughly gulled by some of
their own hypocrisies and they successfully ignore facts about their mental
lives which on the official theory ought to be patent to them. Holders
of the official theory tend, however, to maintain that anyhow in normal
circumstances a person must be directly and authentically seized of the
present state and workings of his own mind.

Besides being currently supplied with these alleged immediate data of
consciousness, a person is also generally supposed to be able to exercise
from time to time a special kind of perception, namely inner perception,
or introspection. He can take a (non-optical) ‘look’ at what is passing in
his mind. Not only can he view and scrutinize a flower through his sense
of sight and listen to and discriminate the notes of a bell through his sense
of hearing; he can also reflectively or introspectively watch, without any
bodily organ of sense, the current episodes of his inner life. This self-
observation is also commonly supposed to be immune from illusion,
confusion or doubt. A mind’s reports of its own affairs have a certainty
superior to the best that is possessed by its reports of matters in the
physical world. Sense-perceptions can, but consciousness and introspec-
tion cannot, be mistaken or confused.

On the other side, one person has no direct access of any sort to the
events of the inner life of another. He cannot do better than make prob-
lematic inferences from the observed behaviour of the other person’s
body to the states of mind which, by analogy from his own conduct, he
supposes to be signalised by that behaviour. Direct access to the workings
of a mind is the privilege of that mind itself; in default of such privileged
access, the workings of one mind are inevitably occult to everyone else.
For the supposed arguments from bodily movements similar to their own
to mental workings similar to their own would lack any possibility of
observational corroboration. Not unnaturally, therefore, an adherent of
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the official theory finds it difficult to resist this consequence of his prem-
isses, that he has no good reason to believe that there do exist minds
other than his own. Even if he prefers to believe that to other human
bodies there are harnessed minds not unlike his own, he cannot claim to
be able to discover their individual characteristics, or the particular things
that they undergo and do. Absolute solitude is on this showing the
ineluctable destiny of the soul. Only our bodies can meet.

As a necessary corollary of this general scheme there is implicitly pre-
scribed a special way of construing our ordinary concepts of mental
powers and operations. The verbs, nouns and adjectives, with which in
ordinary life we describe the wits, characters and higher-grade perform-
ances of the people with whom we have do, are required to be construed
as signifying special episodes in their secret histories, or else as signifying
tendencies for such episodes to occur. When someone is described as
knowing, believing or guessing something, as hoping, dreading, intend-
ing or shirking something, as designing this or being amused at that, these
verbs are supposed to denote the occurrence of specific modifications in
his (to us) occult stream of consciousness. Only his own privileged access
to this stream in direct awareness and introspection could provide authen-
tic testimony that these mental-conduct verbs were correctly or incorrectly
applied. The onlooker, be he teacher, critic, biographer or friend, can never
assure himself that his comments have any vestige of truth. Yet it was just
because we do in fact all know how to make such comments, make them
with general correctness and correct them when they turn out to be
confused or mistaken, that philosophers found it necessary to construct
their theories of the nature and place of minds. Finding mental-conduct
concepts being regularly and effectively used, they properly sought to
fix their logical geography. But the logical geography officially recom-
mended would entail that there could be no regular or effective use of
these mental-conduct concepts in our descriptions of, and prescriptions
for, other people’s minds.

(2) THE ABSURDITY OF THE OFFICIAL DOCTRINE

Such in outline is the official theory. I shall often speak of it, with deliber-
ate abusiveness, as ‘the dogma of the Ghost in the Machine’. I hope to
prove that it is entirely false, and false not in detail but in principle. It is not
merely an assemblage of particular mistakes. It is one big mistake and a
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mistake of a special kind. It is, namely, a category-mistake. It represents
the facts of mental life as if they belonged to one logical type or category
(or range of types or categories), when they actually belong to another.
The dogma is therefore a philosopher’s myth. In attempting to explode the
myth I shall probably be taken to be denying well-known facts about
the mental life of human beings, and my plea that I aim at doing nothing
more than rectify the logic of mental-conduct concepts will probably be
disallowed as mere subterfuge.

I must first indicate what is meant by the phrase ‘Category-mistake’.
This I do in a series of illustrations.

A foreigner visiting Oxford or Cambridge for the first time is shown
a number of colleges, libraries, playing fields, museums, scientific depart-
ments and administrative offices. He then asks ‘But where is the University?
I have seen where the members of the Colleges live, where the Registrar
works, where the scientists experiment and the rest. But I have not yet seen
the University in which reside and work the members of your University.’
It has then to be explained to him that the University is not another
collateral institution, some ulterior counterpart to the colleges, laborator-
ies and offices which he has seen. The University is just the way in which
all that he has already seen is organized. When they are seen and when
their co-ordination is understood, the University has been seen. His mis-
take lay in his innocent assumption that it was correct to speak of Christ
Church, the Bodleian Library, the Ashmolean Museum and the University,
to speak, that is, as if ‘the University’ stood for an extra member of the
class of which these other units are members. He was mistakenly alloca-
ting the University to the same category as that to which the other institu-
tions belong.

The same mistake would be made by a child witnessing the march-past
of a division, who, having had pointed out to him such and such bat-
talions, batteries, squadrons, etc., asked when the division was going to
appear. He would be supposing that a division was a counterpart to the
units already seen, partly similar to them and partly unlike them. He
would be shown his mistake by being told that in watching the battalions,
batteries and squadrons marching past he had been watching the division
marching past. The march-past was not a parade of battalions, batteries,
squadrons and a division; it was a parade of the battalions, batteries and
squadrons of a division.

One more illustration. A foreigner watching his first game of cricket
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learns what are the functions of the bowlers, the batsmen, the fielders, the
umpires and the scorers. He then says ‘But there is no one left on the field
to contribute the famous element of team-spirit. I see who does the bowl-
ing, the batting and the wicket-keeping; but I do not see whose role it is
to exercise esprit de corps.” Once more, it would have to be explained that
he was looking for the wrong type of thing. Team-spirit is not another
cricketing-operation supplementary to all of the other special tasks. It is,
roughly, the keenness with which each of the special tasks is performed,
and performing a task keenly is not performing two tasks. Certainly exhib-
iting team-spirit is not the same thing as bowling or catching, but nor is
it a third thing such that we can say that the bowler first bowls and then
exhibits team-spirit or that a fielder is at a given moment either catching
or displaying esprit de corps.

These illustrations of category-mistakes have a common feature which
must be noticed. The mistakes were made by people who did not know
how to wield the concepts University, division and team-spirit. Their puzzles
arose from inability to use certain items in the English vocabulary.

The theoretically interesting category-mistakes are those made by people
who are perfectly competent to apply concepts, at least in the situations
with which they are familiar, but are still liable in their abstract thinking
to allocate those concepts to logical types to which they do not belong.
An instance of a mistake of this sort would be the following story. A
student of politics has learned the main differences between the British,
the French and the American Constitutions, and has learned also the
differences and connections between the Cabinet, Parliament, the various
Ministries, the Judicature and the Church of England. But he still becomes
embarrassed when asked questions about the connections between the
Church of England, the Home Office and the British Constitution. For
while the Church and the Home Office are institutions, the British
Constitution is not another institution in the same sense of that noun.
So inter-institutional relations which can be asserted or denied to hold
between the Church and the Home Office cannot be asserted or denied
to hold between either of them and the British Constitution. ‘The British
Constitution’ is not a term of the same logical type as ‘the Home Office’
and ‘the Church of England’. In a partially similar way, John Doe may be
a relative, a friend, an enemy or a stranger to Richard Roe; but he cannot
be any of these things to the Average Taxpayer. He knows how to talk
sense in certain sorts of discussions about the Average Taxpayer, but he is
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baffled to say why he could not come across him in the street as he can
come across Richard Roe.

It is pertinent to our main subject to notice that, so long as the student
of politics continues to think of the British Constitution as a counterpart
to the other institutions, he will tend to describe it as a mysteriously occult
institution; and so long as John Doe continues to think of the Average
Taxpayer as a fellow-citizen, he will tend to think of him as an elusive
insubstantial man, a ghost who is everywhere yet nowhere.

My destructive purpose is to show that a family of radical category-
mistakes is the source of the double-life theory. The representation of a
person as a ghost mysteriously ensconced in a machine derives from this
argument. Because, as is true, a person’s thinking, feeling and purposive
doing cannot be described solely in the idioms of physics, chemistry and
physiology, therefore they must be described in counterpart idioms. As
the human body is a complex organised unit, so the human mind must
be another complex organised unit, though one made of a different sort
of stuff and with a different sort of structure. Or, again, as the human
body, like any other parcel of matter, is a field of causes and eftects, so the
mind must be another field of causes and effects, though not (Heaven be
praised) mechanical causes and effects.

(3) THE ORIGIN OF THE CATEGORY-MISTAKE

One of the chief intellectual origins of what I have yet to prove to be the
Cartesian category-mistake seems to be this. When Galileo showed that his
methods of scientific discovery were competent to provide a mechanical
theory which should cover every occupant of space, Descartes found in
himself two conflicting motives. As a man of scientific genius he could
not but endorse the claims of mechanics, yet as a religious and moral man
he could not accept, as Hobbes accepted, the discouraging rider to those
claims, namely that human nature differs only in degree of complexity
from clockwork. The mental could not be just a variety of the mechanical.

He and subsequent philosophers naturally but erroneously availed
themselves of the following escape-route. Since mental-conduct words are
not to be construed as signifying the occurrence of mechanical processes,
they must be construed as signifying the occurrence of non-mechanical
processes; since mechanical laws explain movements in space as the
effects of other movements in space, other laws must explain some of the
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non-spatial workings of minds as the effects of other non-spatial workings
of minds. The difference between the human behaviours which we
describe as intelligent and those which we describe as unintelligent must
be a difference in their causation; so, while some movements of human
tongues and limbs are the effects of mechanical causes, others must be
the effects of non-mechanical causes, i.e. some issue from movements of
particles of matter, others from workings of the mind.

The differences between the physical and the mental were thus repre-
sented as differences inside the common framework of the categories of
‘thing’, ‘stuft’, “attribute’, ‘state’, “process’, ‘change’, ‘cause’ and ‘effect’.
Minds are things, but different sorts of things from bodies; mental pro-
cesses are causes and effects, but different sorts of causes and effects from
bodily movements. And so on. Somewhat as the foreigner expected the
University to be an extra edifice, rather like a college but also considerably
different, so the repudiators of mechanism represented minds as extra
centres of causal processes, rather like machines but also considerably
different from them. Their theory was a para-mechanical hypothesis.

That this assumption was at the heart of the doctrine is shown by the
fact that there was from the beginning felt to be a major theoretical
difficulty in explaining how minds can influence and be influenced by
bodies. How can a mental process, such as willing, cause spatial move-
ments like the movements of the tongue? How can a physical change in
the optic nerve have among its effects a mind’s perception of a flash of
light? This notorious crux by itself shows the logical mould into which
Descartes pressed his theory of the mind. It was the self-same mould into
which he and Galileo set their mechanics. Still unwittingly adhering to the
grammar of mechanics, he tried to avert disaster by describing minds in
what was merely an obverse vocabulary. The workings of minds had to
be described by the mere negatives of the specific descriptions given to
bodies; they are not in space, they are not motions, they are not modifica-
tions of matter, they are not accessible to public observation. Minds are not
bits of clockwork, they are just bits of not-clockwork.

As thus represented, minds are not merely ghosts harnessed to machines,
they are themselves just spectral machines. Though the human body is
an engine, it it not quite an ordinary engine, since some of its workings
are governed by another engine inside it—this interior governor-engine
being one of a very special sort. It is invisible, inaudible and it has no size
or weight. It cannot be taken to bits and the laws it obeys are not those



10

THE CONCEPT OF MIND

known to ordinary engineers. Nothing is known of how it governs the
bodily engine.

A second major crux points the same moral. Since, according to the
doctrine, minds belong to the same category as bodies and since bodies
are rigidly governed by mechanical laws, it seemed to many theorists to
follow that minds must be similarly governed by rigid non-mechanical
laws. The physical world is a deterministic system, so the mental world
must be a deterministic system. Bodies cannot help the modifications that
they undergo, so minds cannot help pursuing the careers fixed for them.
Responsibility, choice, merit and demerit are therefore inapplicable concepts—
unless the compromise solution is adopted of saying that the laws govern-
ing mental processes, unlike those governing physical processes, have
the congenial attribute of being only rather rigid. The problem of the
Freedom of the Will was the problem how to reconcile the hypothesis that
minds are to be described in terms drawn from the categories of mechan-
ics with the knowledge that higher-grade human conduct is not of a
piece with the behaviour of machines.

It is an historical curiosity that it was not noticed that the entire argu-
ment was broken-backed. Theorists correctly assumed that any sane man
could already recognise the differences between, say, rational and non-
rational utterances or between purposive and automatic behaviour. Else
there would have been nothing requiring to be salved from mechanism.
Yet the explanation given presupposed that one person could in principle
never recognise the difference between the rational and the irrational
utterances issuing from other human bodies, since he could never get
access to the postulated immaterial causes of some of their utterances. Save
for the doubtful exception of himself, he could never tell the difference
between a man and a Robot. It would have to be conceded, for example,
that, for all that we can tell, the inner lives of persons who are classed as
idiots or lunatics are as rational as those of anyone else. Perhaps only their
overt behaviour is disappointing; that is to say, perhaps ‘idiots” are not
really idiotic, or ‘lunatics’ lunatic. Perhaps, too, some of those who are
classed as sane are really idiots. According to the theory, external observers
could never know how the overt behaviour of others is correlated with
their mental powers and processes and so they could never know or even
plausibly conjecture whether their applications of mental-conduct con-
cepts to these other people were correct or incorrect. It would then be
hazardous or impossible for a man to claim sanity or logical consistency
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even for himself, since he would be debarred from comparing his own
performances with those of others. In short, our characterisations of per-
sons and their performances as intelligent, prudent and virtuous or as
stupid, hypocritical and cowardly could never have been made, so the
problem of providing a special causal hypothesis to serve as the basis of
such diagnoses would never have arisen. The question, ‘How do persons
differ from machines?’ arose just because everyone already knew how to
apply mental-conduct concepts before the new causal hypothesis was
introduced. This causal hypothesis could not therefore be the source of the
criteria used in those applications. Nor, of course, has the causal hypoth-
esis in any degree improved our handling of those criteria. We still dis-
tinguish good from bad arithmetic, politic from impolitic conduct and
fertile from infertile imaginations in the ways in which Descartes himself
distinguished them before and after he speculated how the applicability of
these criteria was compatible with the principle of mechanical causation.

He had mistaken the logic of his problem. Instead of asking by what
criteria intelligent behaviour is actually distinguished from non-
intelligent behaviour, he asked ‘Given that the principle of mechanical
causation does not tell us the difference, what other causal principle will
tell it us?” He realised that the problem was not one of mechanics and
assumed that it must therefore be one of some counterpart to mechanics.
Not unnaturally psychology is often cast for just this role.

When two terms belong to the same category, it is proper to construct
conjunctive propositions embodying them. Thus a purchaser may say that
he bought a left-hand glove and a right-hand glove, but not that he bought
a left-hand glove, a right-hand glove and a pair of gloves. ‘She came home
in a flood of tears and a sedan-chair’ is a well-known joke based on the
absurdity of conjoining terms of different types. It would have been
equally ridiculous to construct the disjunction ‘She came home either in
a flood of tears or else in a sedan-chair.” Now the dogma of the Ghost in
the Machine does just this. It maintains that there exist both bodies and
minds; that there occur physical processes and mental processes; that there
are mechanical causes of corporeal movements and mental causes of cor-
poreal movements. I shall argue that these and other analogous conjunc-
tions are absurd; but, it must be noticed, the argument will not show that
either of the illegitimately conjoined propositions is absurd in itself. I am
not, for example, denying that there occur mental processes. Doing long
division is a mental process and so is making a joke. But I am saying that
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the phrase ‘there occur mental processes’ does not mean the same sort of
thing as ‘there occur physical processes’, and, therefore, that it makes no
sense to conjoin or disjoin the two.

If my argument is successful, there will follow some interesting con-
sequences. First, the hallowed contrast between Mind and Matter will be
dissipated, but dissipated not by either of the equally hallowed absorp-
tions of Mind by Matter or of Matter by Mind, but in quite a different way.
For the seeming contrast of the two will be shown to be as illegitimate as
would be the contrast of ‘she came home in a flood of tears’ and ‘she came
home in a sedan-chair’. The belief that there is a polar opposition between
Mind and Matter is the belief that they are terms of the same logical type.

It will also follow that both Idealism and Materialism are answers to an
improper question. The ‘reduction’ of the material world to mental states
and processes, as well as the ‘reduction’ of mental states and processes to
physical states and processes, presuppose the legitimacy of the disjunction
‘Either there exist minds or there exist bodies (but not both)’. It would be
like saying, ‘Fither she bought a left-hand and a right-hand glove or she
bought a pair of gloves (but not both)’.

It is perfectly proper to say, in one logical tone of voice, that there exist
minds and to say, in another logical tone of voice, that there exist bodies.
But these expressions do not indicate two different species of existence,
for ‘existence’ is not a generic word like ‘coloured’ or ‘sexed’. They indi-
cate two different senses of ‘exist’, somewhat as ‘rising’ has different
senses in ‘the tide is rising’, ‘hopes are rising’, and ‘the average age of
death is rising’. A man would be thought to be making a poor joke who
said that three things are now rising, namely the tide, hopes and the
average age of death. It would be just as good or bad a joke to say that there
exist prime numbers and Wednesdays and public opinions and navies;
or that there exist both minds and bodies. In the succeeding chapters I try
to prove that the official theory does rest on a batch of category-mistakes
by showing that logically absurd corollaries follow from it. The exhibition
of these absurdities will have the constructive effect of bringing out part
of the correct logic of mental-conduct concepts.

(4) HISTORICAL NOTE

It would not be true to say that the official theory derives solely from
Descartes’ theories, or even from a more widespread anxiety about
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the implications of seventeenth century mechanism. Scholastic and
Reformation theology had schooled the intellects of the scientists as well
as of the laymen, philosophers and clerics of that age. Stoic-Augustinian
theories of the will were embedded in the Calvinist doctrines of sin and
grace; Platonic and Aristotelian theories of the intellect shaped the ortho-
dox doctrines of the immortality of the soul. Descartes was reformulating
already prevalent theological doctrines of the soul in the new syntax of
Galileo. The theologian’s privacy of conscience became the philosopher’s
privacy of consciousness, and what had been the bogy of Predestination
reappeared as the bogy of Determinism.

It would also not be true to say that the two-worlds myth did no
theoretical good. Myths often do a lot of theoretical good, while they are
still new. One benefit bestowed by the para-mechanical myth was that it
partly superannuated the then prevalent para-political myth. Minds and
their Faculties had previously been described by analogies with political
superiors and political subordinates. The idioms used were those of rul-
ing, obeying, collaborating and rebelling. They survived and still survive
in many ethical and some epistemological discussions. As, in physics, the
new myth of occult Forces was a scientific improvement on the old myth
of Final Causes, so, in anthropological and psychological theory, the new
myth of hidden operations, impulses and agencies was an improvement
on the old myth of dictations, deferences and disobediences.
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KNOWING HOW AND
KNOWING THAT

(1) FOREWORD

In this chapter I try to show that when we describe people as exercising
qualities of mind, we are not referring to occult episodes of which their
overt acts and utterances are effects; we are referring to those overt acts
and utterances themselves. There are, of course, differences, crucial for our
inquiry, between describing an action as performed absent-mindedly and
describing a physiologically similar action as done on purpose, with care
or with cunning. But such differences of description do not consist in the
absence or presence of an implicit reference to some shadow-action
covertly prefacing the overt action. They consist, on the contrary, in the
absence or presence of certain sorts of testable explanatory-cum-predictive
assertions.

(2) INTELLIGENCE AND INTELLECT

The mental-conduct concepts that I choose to examine first are those
which belong to that family of concepts ordinarily surnamed ‘intelli-
gence’. Here are a few of the more determinate adjectives of this family:
‘clever’, ‘sensible’, ‘careful’, ‘methodical’, ‘inventive’, ‘prudent’, ‘acute’,
‘logical’, ‘witty’, ‘observant’, ‘critical’, ‘experimental’, ‘quick-witted’,



CHAPTER II: KNOWING HOW AND KNOWING THAT

‘cunning’, ‘wise’, judicious’ and ‘scrupulous’. When a person is deficient
in intelligence he is described as ‘stupid’ or else by more determinate
epithets such as ‘dull’, ‘silly’, ‘careless’, ‘unmethodical’, ‘uninventive’,
‘rash’, ‘dense’, ‘illogical’, ‘humourless’, ‘“unobservant’, ‘uncritical’,
‘unexperimental’, ‘slow,” ‘simple’, ‘unwise’ and ‘injudicious’.

It is of first-rate importance to notice from the start that stupidity is not
the same thing, or the same sort of thing, as ignorance. There is no
incompatibility between being well-informed and being silly, and a person
who has a good nose for arguments or jokes may have a bad head for facts.

Part of the importance of this distinction between being intelligent and
possessing knowledge lies in the fact that both philosophers and laymen
tend to treat intellectual operations as the core of mental conduct; that is to
say, they tend to define all other mental-conduct concepts in terms of con-
cepts of cognition. They suppose that the primary exercise of minds con-
sists in finding the answers to questions and that their other occupations
are merely applications of considered truths or even regrettable distrac-
tions from their consideration. The Greek idea that immortality is reserved
for the theorising part of the soul was discredited, but not dispelled, by
Christianity.

When we speak of the intellect or, better, of the intellectual powers and
performances of persons, we are referring primarily to that special class of
operations which constitute theorising. The goal of these operations is the
knowledge of true propositions or facts. Mathematics and the established
natural sciences are the model accomplishments of human intellects. The
early theorists naturally speculated upon what constituted the peculiar
excellences of the theoretical sciences and disciplines, the growth of which
they had witnessed and assisted. They were predisposed to find that it was in
the capacity for rigorous theory that lay the superiority of men over ani-
mals, of civilised men over barbarians and even of the divine mind over
human minds. They thus bequeathed the idea that the capacity to attain
knowledge of truths was the defining property of a mind. Other human
powers could be classed as mental only if they could be shown to be some-
how piloted by the intellectual grasp of true propositions. To be rational
was to be able to recognise truths and the connections between them. To
act rationally was, therefore, to have one’s non-theoretical propensities
controlled by one’s apprehension of truths about the conduct of life.

The main object of this chapter is to show that there are many activ-
ities which directly display qualities of mind, yet are neither themselves
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intellectual operations nor yet effects of intellectual operations. Intelligent
practice is not a step-child of theory. On the contrary theorising is one
practice amongst others and is itself intelligently or stupidly conducted.

There is another reason why it is important to correct from the start the
intellectualist doctrine which tries to define intelligence in terms of the
apprehension of truths, instead of the apprehension of truths in terms of
intelligence. Theorising is an activity which most people can and nor-
mally do conduct in silence. They articulate in sentences the theories that
they construct, but they do not most of the time speak these sentences out
loud. They say them to themselves. Or they formulate their thoughts in
diagrams and pictures, but they do not always set these out on paper. They
‘see them in their minds’ eyes’. Much of our ordinary thinking is con-
ducted in internal monologue or silent soliloquy, usually accompanied by
an internal cinematograph-show of visual imagery.

This trick of talking to oneself in silence is acquired neither quickly nor
without effort; and it is a necessary condition of our acquiring it that we
should have previously learned to talk intelligently aloud and have heard
and understood other people doing so. Keeping our thoughts to ourselves
is a sophisticated accomplishment. It was not until the Middle Ages that
people learned to read without reading aloud. Similarly a boy has to learn
to read aloud before he learns to read under his breath, and to prattle
aloud before he prattles to himself. Yet many theorists have supposed that
the silence in which most of us have learned to think is a defining prop-
erty of thought. Plato said that in thinking the soul is talking to itself. But
silence, though often convenient, is inessential, as is the restriction of the
audience to one recipient.

The combination of the two assumptions that theorising is the primary
activity of minds and that theorising is intrinsically a private, silent or
internal operation remains one of the main supports of the dogma of the
ghost in the machine. People tend to identify their minds with the ‘place’
where they conduct their secret thoughts. They even come to suppose that
there is a special mystery about how we publish our thoughts instead of
realising that we employ a special artifice to keep them to ourselves.

(3) KNOWING HOW AND KNOWING THAT

When a person is described by one or other of the intelligence-epithets
such as ‘shrewd’ or ‘silly’, ‘prudent’ or ‘imprudent’, the description
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imputes to him not the knowledge, or ignorance, of this or that truth, but
the ability, or inability, to do certain sorts of things. Theorists have been so
preoccupied with the task of investigating the nature, the source and the
credentials of the theories that we adopt that they have for the most part
ignored the question what it is for someone to know how to perform
tasks. In ordinary life, on the contrary, as well as in the special business of
teaching, we are much more concerned with people’s competences than
with their cognitive repertoires, with the operations than with the truths
that they learn. Indeed even when we are concerned with their intellectual
excellences and deficiencies, we are interested less in the stocks of truths
that they acquire and retain than in their capacities to find out truths for
themselves and their ability to organise and exploit them, when discovered.
Often we deplore a person’s ignorance of some fact only because we
deplore the stupidity of which his ignorance is a consequence.

There are certain parallelisms between knowing how and knowing that, as
well as certain divergences. We speak of learning how to play an instrument
as well as of learning that something is the case; of finding out how to
prune trees as well as of finding out that the Romans had a camp in a certain
place; of forgetting how to tie a reef-knot as well as of forgetting that the
German for ‘knife’ is ‘Messer’. We can wonder how as well as wonder whether.

On the other hand we never speak of a person believing or opining how,
and though it is proper to ask for the grounds or reasons for someone’s
acceptance of a proposition, this question cannot be asked of someone’s
skill at cards or prudence in investments.

What is involved in our descriptions of people as knowing how to make
and appreciate jokes, to talk grammatically, to play chess, to fish, or to
argue? Part of what is meant is that, when they perform these operations,
they tend to perform them well, i.e. correctly or efficiently or successfully.
Their performances come up to certain standards, or satisty certain cri-
teria. But this is not enough. The well-regulated clock keeps good time
and the well-drilled circus seal performs its tricks flawlessly, yet we do not
call them ‘intelligent’. We reserve this title for the persons responsible for
their performances. To be intelligent is not merely to satisfy criteria, but to
apply them; to regulate one’s actions and not merely to be well-regulated.
A person’s performance is described as careful or skilful, if in his oper-
ations he is ready to detect and correct lapses, to repeat and improve upon
successes, to profit from the examples of others and so forth. He applies
criteria in performing critically, that is, in trying to get things right.
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This point is commonly expressed in the vernacular by saying that an
action exhibits intelligence, if, and only if, the agent is thinking what he is
doing while he is doing it, and thinking what he is doing in such a
manner that he would not do the action so well if he were not thinking
what he is doing. This popular idiom is sometimes appealed to as evidence
in favour of the intellectualist legend. Champions of this legend are apt to
try to reassimilate knowing how to knowing that by arguing that intelligent
performance involves the observance of rules, or the application of criteria.
It follows that the operation which is characterised as intelligent must be
preceded by an intellectual acknowledgment of these rules or criteria; that
is, the agent must first go through the internal process of avowing to
himself certain propositions about what is to be done (‘maxims’, ‘impera-
tives’ or ‘regulative propositions’ as they are sometimes called); only then
can he execute his performance in accordance with those dictates. He
must preach to himself before he can practice. The chef must recite his
recipes to himself before he can cook according to them; the hero must
lend his inner ear to some appropriate moral imperative before swimming
out to save the drowning man; the chess-player must run over in his head
all the relevant rules and tactical maxims of the game before he can make
correct and skilful moves. To do something thinking what one is doing is,
according to this legend, always to do two things; namely, to consider
certain appropriate propositions, or prescriptions, and to put into practice
what these propositions or prescriptions enjoin. It is to do a bit of theory
and then to do a bit of practice.

Certainly we often do not only reflect before we act but reflect in order
to act properly. The chess-player may require some time in which to
plan his moves before he makes them. Yet the general assertion that all
intelligent performance requires to be prefaced by the consideration of
appropriate propositions rings unplausibly, even when it is apologetically
conceded that the required consideration is often very swift and may go
quite unmarked by the agent. I shall argue that the intellectualist legend is
false and that when we describe a performance as intelligent, this does not
entail the double operation of considering and executing.

First, there are many classes of performances in which intelligence is
displayed, but the rules or criteria of which are unformulated. The wit,
when challenged to cite the maxims, or canons, by which he constructs
and appreciates jokes, is unable to answer. He knows how to make good
jokes and how to detect bad ones, but he cannot tell us or himself any
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recipes for them. So the practice of humour is not a client of its theory. The
canons of aesthetic taste, of tactful manners and of inventive technique
similarly remain unpropounded without impediment to the intelligent
exercise of those gifts.

Rules of correct reasoning were first extracted by Aristotle, yet men
knew how to avoid and detect fallacies before they learned his lessons, just
as men since Aristotle, and including Aristotle, ordinarily conduct their
arguments without making any internal reference to his formulae. They
do not plan their arguments before constructing them. Indeed if they had
to plan what to think before thinking it they would never think at all; for
this planning would itself be unplanned.

Efficient practice precedes the theory of it; methodologies presuppose
the application of the methods, of the critical investigation of which they
are the products. It was because Aristotle found himself and others reason-
ing now intelligently and now stupidly and it was because Izaak Walton
found himself and others angling sometimes effectively and sometimes
ineffectively that both were able to give to their pupils the maxims and
prescriptions of their arts. It is therefore possible for people intelligently to
perform some sorts of operations when they are not yet able to consider
any propositions enjoining how they should be performed. Some intelli-
gent performances are not controlled by any anterior acknowledgments
of the principles applied in them.

The crucial objection to the intellectualist legend is this. The consider-
ation of propositions is itself an operation the execution of which can be
more or less intelligent, less or more stupid. But if, for any operation to
be intelligently executed, a prior theoretical operation had first to be
performed and performed intelligently, it would be a logical impossibility
for anyone ever to break into the circle.

Let us consider some salient points at which this regress would arise.
According to the legend, whenever an agent does anything intelligently, his
act is preceded and steered by another internal act of considering a regula-
tive proposition appropriate to his practical problem. But what makes
him consider the one maxim which is appropriate rather than any of the
thousands which are not? Why does the hero not find himself calling to
mind a cooking-recipe, or a rule of Formal Logic? Perhaps he does, but
then his intellectual process is silly and not sensible. Intelligently reflecting
how to act is, among other things, considering what is pertinent and
disregarding what is inappropriate. Must we then say that for the hero’s
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reflections how to act to be intelligent he must first reflect how best to
reflect how to act? The endlessness of this implied regress shows that
the application of the criterion of appropriateness does not entail the
occurrence of a process of considering this criterion.

Next, supposing still that to act reasonably I must first perpend the reason
for so acting, how am I led to make a suitable application of the reason to
the particular situation which my action is to meet? For the reason, or
maxim, is inevitably a proposition of some generality. It cannot embody
specifications to fit every detail of the particular state of affairs. Clearly,
once more, I must be sensible and not stupid, and this good sense cannot
itself be a product of the intellectual acknowledgment of any general
principle. A soldier does not become a shrewd general merely by endors-
ing the strategic principles of Clausewitz; he must also be competent to
apply them. Knowing how to apply maxims cannot be reduced to, or
derived from, the acceptance of those or any other maxims.

To put it quite generally, the absurd assumption made by the intel-
lectualist legend is this, that a performance of any sort inherits all its title
to intelligence from some anterior internal operation of planning what to
do. Now very often we do go through such a process of planning what
to do, and, if we are silly, our planning is silly, if shrewd, our planning
is shrewd. It is also notoriously possible for us to plan shrewdly and
perform stupidly, i.e. to flout our precepts in our practice. By the original
argument, therefore, our intellectual planning process must inherit its title
to shrewdness from yet another interior process of planning to plan, and
this process could in its turn be silly or shrewd. The regress is infinite, and
this reduces to absurdity the theory that for an operation to be intelligent
it must be steered by a prior intellectual operation. What distinguishes
sensible from silly operations is not their parentage but their procedure,
and this holds no less for intellectual than for practical performances.
‘Intelligent’ cannot be defined in terms of ‘intellectual’ or ‘knowing
how’ in terms of ‘knowing that’; ‘thinking what I am doing’ does not
connote ‘both thinking what to do and doing it’. When I do something
intelligently, i.e. thinking what I am doing, I am doing one thing and
not two. My performance has a special procedure or manner, not special
antecedents.
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(4) THE MOTIVES OF THE
INTELLECTUALIST LEGEND

Why are people so strongly drawn to believe, in the face of their own daily
experience, that the intelligent execution of an operation must embody
two processes, one of doing and another of theorising? Part of the answer
is that they are wedded to the dogma of the ghost in the machine. Since
doing is often an overt muscular affair, it is written off as a merely physical
process. On the assumption of the antithesis between ‘physical’ and ‘men-
tal’, it follows that muscular doing cannot itself be a mental operation. To
earn the title ‘skilful’, ‘cunning’, or ‘humorous’, it must therefore get it by
transfer from another counterpart act occurring not ‘in the machine’ but
‘in the ghost’; for ‘skilful’, ‘cunning’ and ‘humorous’ are certainly mental
predicates.

It is, of course, perfectly true that when we characterise as witty or
tactful some piece of overt behaviour, we are not considering only the
muscular movements which we witness. A parrot might have made the
same remark in the same situation without our crediting it with a sense of
humour, or a lout might have done precisely what the tactful man did,
without our thinking him tactful. But if one and the same vocal utterance
is a stroke of humour from the humorist, but a mere noise-response, when
issuing from the parrot, it is tempting to say that we are ascribing wit not
to something that we hear but to something else that we do not hear.
We are accordingly tempted to say that what makes one audible or visible
action witty, while another audibly or visibly similar action was not, is
that the former was attended by another inaudible and invisible action
which was the real exercise of wit. But to admit, as we must, that there
may be no visible or audible difference between a tactful or witty act and a
tactless or humourless one is not to admit that the difference is constituted
by the performance or non-performance of some extra secret acts.

The cleverness of the clown may be exhibited in his tripping and tum-
bling. He trips and tumbles just as clumsy people do, except that he trips
and tumbles on purpose and after much rehearsal and at the golden
moment and where the children can see him and so as not to hurt himself.
The spectators applaud his skill at seeming clumsy, but what they applaud
is not some extra hidden performance executed ‘in his head’. It is his
visible performance that they admire, but they admire it not for being an
effect of any hidden internal causes but for being an exercise of a skill.
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Now a skill is not an act. It is therefore neither a witnessable nor
an unwitnessable act. To recognise that a performance is an exercise of
a skill is indeed to appreciate it in the light of a factor which could not
be separately recorded by a camera. But the reason why the skill exercised
in a performance cannot be separately recorded by a camera is not that it
is an occult or ghostly happening, but that it is not a happening at all.
It is a disposition, or complex of dispositions, and a disposition is a factor
of the wrong logical type to be seen or unseen, recorded or unrecorded.
Just as the habit of talking loudly is not itself loud or quiet, since it is not
the sort of term of which ‘loud” and ‘quiet’ can be predicated, or just as
a susceptibility to headaches is for the same reason not itself unendurable
or endurable, so the skills, tastes and bents which are exercised in overt
or internal operations are not themselves overt or internal, witnessable or
unwitnessable. The traditional theory of the mind has misconstrued the
type-distinction between disposition and exercise into its mythical bifur-
cation of unwitnessable mental causes and their witnessable physical
effects.

The clown’s trippings and tumblings are the workings of his mind, for
they are his jokes; but the visibly similar trippings and tumblings of a
clumsy man are not the workings of that man’s mind. For he does not trip
on purpose. Tripping on purpose is both a bodily and a mental process,
but it is not two processes, such as one process of purposing to trip and, as
an effect, another process of tripping. Yet the old myth dies hard. We are
still tempted to argue that if the clown’s antics exhibit carefulness, judg-
ment, wit, and appreciation of the moods of his spectators, there must be
occurring in the clown’s head a counterpart performance to that which is
taking place on the sawdust. If he is thinking what he is doing, there must
be occurring behind his painted face a cogitative shadow-operation which
we do not witness, tallying with, and controlling, the bodily contortions
which we do witness. Surely the thinking of thoughts is the basic activity
of minds and surely, too, the process of thinking is an invisible and inaud-
ible process. So how can the clown’s visible and audible performance be
his mind at work?

To do justice to this objection it is necessary to make a verbal conces-
sion. There has fairly recently come into general use a certain special sense
of the words ‘mental’ and ‘mind’. We speak of ‘mental arithmetic’, of
‘mind-reading’ and of debates going on ‘in the mind’, and it certainly is
the case that what is in this sense mental is unwitnessable. A boy is said to
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be doing ‘mental arithmetic’ when instead of writing down, or reciting
aloud, the numerical symbols with which he is operating, he says them to
himself, performing his calculations in silent soliloquy. Similarly a person
is said to be reading the mind of another when he describes truly what the
other is saying or picturing to himself in auditory or visual images. That
these are special uses of ‘mental’ and ‘mind’ is easily shown. For a boy
who does his calculating aloud, or on paper, may be reasoning correctly
and organising his steps methodically; his reckoning is not the less a
careful intellectual operation for being conducted in public instead of in
private. His performance is therefore an exercise of a mental faculty in the
normal sense of ‘mental’.

Now calculating does not first acquire the rank of proper thinking when
its author begins to do it with his lips closed and his hands in his pockets.
The sealing of the lips is no part of the definition of thinking. A man may
think aloud or half under his breath; he may think silently, yet with lip-
movements conspicuous enough to be read by a lip-reader; or he may, as
most of us have done since nursery-days, think in silence and with motion-
less lips. The differences are differences of social and personal conveni-
ence, of celerity and of facility. They need import no more differences into
the coherence, cogency or appropriateness of the intellectual operations
performed than is imported into them by a writer’s preference for pencils
over pens, or for invisible ink over ordinary ink. A deaf and dumb person
talks in manual signs. Perhaps, when he wants to keep his thoughts to
himself, he makes these signs with his hands kept behind his back or
under the table. The fact that these signs might happen to be observed by a
Paul Pry would not lead us or their maker to say that he was not thinking.

This special use of ‘mental’ and ‘mind’ in which they signify what is
done ‘in one’s head’ cannot be used as evidence for the dogma of the
ghost in the machine. It is nothing but a contagion from that dogma. The
technical trick of conducting our thinking in auditory word-images,
instead of in spoken words, does indeed secure secrecy for our thinking,
since the auditory imaginings of one person are not seen or heard by
another (or, as we shall see, by their owner either). But this secrecy is not
the secrecy ascribed to the postulated episodes of the ghostly shadow-
world. It is merely the convenient privacy which characterises the tunes
that run in my head and the things that I see in my mind’s eye.

Moreover the fact that a person says things to himself in his head does
not entail that he is thinking. He can babble deliriously, or repeat jingles in
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inner speech, just as he can in talking aloud. The distinction between
talking sense and babbling, or between thinking what one is saying and
merely saying, cuts across the distinction between talking aloud and talk-
ing to oneself. What makes a verbal operation an exercise of intellect is
independent of what makes it public or private. Arithmetic done with
pencil and paper may be more intelligent than mental arithmetic, and the
public tumblings of the clown may be more intelligent than the tumblings
which he merely ‘sees’ in his mind’s eye or ‘feels’ in his mind’s legs, if,
as may or may not be the case, any such imaginings of antics occur.

(5) ‘IN MY HEAD’

It is convenient to say something here about our everyday use of the
phrase ‘in my head’. When I do mental arithmetic, I am likely to say that
I have had the numbers with which I have been working ‘in my head’ and
not on paper; and if I have been listening to a catchy air or a verbal jingle,
I am likely to describe myself later on as still having the tune or jingle
‘running in my head’. It is ‘in my head’ that I go over the Kings of
England, solve anagrams and compose limericks. Why is this felt to be an
appropriate and expressive metaphor? For a metaphor it certainly is. No
one thinks that when a tune is running in my head, a surgeon could unearth
a little orchestra buried inside my skull or that a doctor by applying a
stethoscope to my cranium could hear a muffled tune, in the way in which
I hear the muffled whistling of my neighbour when I put my ear to the
wall between our rooms.

It is sometimes suggested that the phrase derives from theories about
the relations between brains and intellectual processes. It probably is from
such theories that we derive such expressions as ‘racking one’s brains to
solve a problem’; yet no one boasts of having solved an anagram ‘in his
brains’. A schoolboy would sometimes be ready to say that he had done an
easy piece of arithmetic in his head, though he did not have to use his
brains over it; and no intellectual effort or acumen is required in order to
have a tune running in one’s head. Conversely, arithmetic done with paper
and pencil may tax one’s brains, although it is not done ‘in the head’.

It appears to be primarily of imagined noises that we find it natural to say
that they take place ‘inside our heads’; and of these imagined noises it is
primarily those that we imagine ourselves both uttering and hearing.
It is the words which I fancy myself saying to myself and the tunes which
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I fancy myself humming or whistling to myself which are first thought of
as droning through this corporeal studio. With a little violence the phrase
‘in my head’ is then sometimes, by some people, extended to all fancied
noises and even transferred to the description of the things that I fancy
I see; but we shall come back to this extension later on.

What then tempts us to describe our imaginations of ourselves saying
or humming things to ourselves by saying that the things are said or
hummed in our heads? First, the idiom has an indispensable negative
function. When the wheel-noises of the train make ‘Rule Britannia’ run in
my head, the wheel-noises are audible to my fellow-passengers, but my
‘Rule Britannia’ is not. The rhythmic rattle fills the whole carriage; my
‘Rule Britannia” does not fill that compartment or any part of it, so it is
tempting to say that it fills instead another compartment, namely one that
is a part of me. The rattle-noises have their source in the wheels and the
rails; my ‘Rule Britannia’ does not have its source in any orchestra outside
me, so it is tempting to state this negative fact by saying that it has its
source inside me. But this by itself would not explain why I find it a
natural metaphor to say that ‘Rule Britannia’ is running in my head rather
than in my throat, chest or stomach.

When I hear the words that you utter or the tunes that the band plays, I
ordinarily have an idea, sometimes a wrong one, from which direction the
noises come and at what distance from me their source is. But when I hear
the words that I myself utter aloud, the tunes that I myself hum, the sounds
of my own chewing, breathing and coughing, the situation is quite differ-
ent, since here there is no question of the noises coming from a source
which is in any direction or at any distance from me. I do not have to turn
my head about in order to hear better, nor can I advance my ear nearer
to the source of the noise. Furthermore, though I can shut out, or muffle,
your voice and the band’s tunes by stopping up my ears, this action, so far
from decreasing, increases the loudness and resonance of my own voice.
My own utterances, as well as other head-noises like throbbings, sneezes,
sniffs and the rest, are not airborne noises coming from a more or less
remote source; they are made in the head and are heard through the head,
though some of them are also heard as airborne noises. If I make noises of
a very resonant or hacking kind, I can feel the vibrations or jerks in my
head in the same sense of ‘feel in” as I feel the vibrations of the tuning-fork
in my hand.

Now these noises are literally and not metaphorically in the head. They
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are real head-borne noises, which the doctor could hear through his
stethoscope. But the sense in which we say that the schoolboy doing
mental arithmetic has his numbers not on paper but in his head is not this
literal sense but a metaphorical sense borrowed from it. That his numbers
are not really being heard in his head in the way in which he really hears
his own coughing in his head is easily shown. For if he whistles or yells
loudly with his ears stopped up, he can half-deafen himself or set his ears
singing. But if in doing his mental arithmetic, he ‘sings’ his numbers to
himself as if in a very shrill voice, nothing half-deafening occurs. He
makes and hears no shrill noises, for he is merely imagining himself
making and hearing shrill noises, and an imagined shriek is not a shriek,
and it is not a whisper either. But he describes his numbers as being in his
head, just as I describe my ‘Rule Britannia’ as running in my head, because
this is a lively way of expressing the fact that the imagination of the
production-cum-audition is a vivid one. Our phrase ‘in my head’ is meant
to be understood as inside inverted commas, like the verb ‘see’ in such
expressions as ‘T “see” the incident now, though it took place forty years
ago’. If we were really doing what we imagine ourselves doing, namely
hearing ourselves saying or humming things, then these noises would be
in our heads in the literal usage of the phrase. However, since we are not
producing or hearing noises, but only fancying ourselves doing so, when
we say that the numbers and the tunes that we imagine ourselves droning
to ourselves are ‘in our heads’, we say it in the knowing tone of voice
reserved for expressing things which are not to be taken literally.

I have said that there is some inclination to expand the employment of
the idiom ‘in my head’, to cover not only imagined self-made and head-
borne noises but also imagined noises in general and, even wider, imagined
sights as well. I suspect that this inclination, if T am right in thinking that it
exists, derives from the following familiar set of facts. In the case of all the
specifically head-senses, either we are endowed with a natural set of shut-
ters or we can easily provide an artificial set. We can shut out the view with
our eyelids or with our hands, our lips shield our tongues; our fingers can
be used to stop our ears and nostrils. So what is there for you and me to
see, hear, taste and smell can be excluded by putting up these shutters. But
the things that I see in my mind’s eye are not excluded when I close
my eyes. Indeed sometimes I ‘see’ them more vividly than ever when I do
so. To dismiss the ghastly vision of yesterday’s road-accident, I may even
have to open my eyes. This makes it tempting to describe the difference
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between imaginary and real views by saying that while the objects of the
latter are on the far side of the shutters, the objects of the former are on
the near side of them; the latter are well outside my head, so the former
are well inside it. But this point needs a certain elaboration.

Sight and hearing are distance-senses, while touch, taste and smell are
not; that is to say, when we make our ordinary uses of the verbs ‘see’,
‘hear’, ‘watch’, ‘listen’, ‘espy’, ‘overhear’ and the rest, the things we speak
of as ‘seen’ and ‘listened to” are things at a distance from us. We hear a train
far away to the south and we get a peep at a planet up in the sky. Hence we
find a difficulty in talking about the whereabouts of the spots that float
‘before the eye’. For though seen they are not out there. But we do not
speak of feeling or tasting things in the distance, and if asked how far off
and in which direction a thing lies, we do not reply ‘Let me have a sniff or
a taste’. Of course we may explore tactually and kinaesthetically, but when
we find out in these ways where the electric light switch is, we are finding
that it is where the finger-tips are. An object handled is where the hand
is, but an object seen or heard is not, usually, anywhere near where the eye
or ear is.

So when we want to emphasise the fact that something is not really being
seen or heard, but is only being imagined as seen or heard, we tend to assert
its imaginariness by denying its distance, and, by a convenient impropri-
ety, we deny its distance by asserting its metaphorical nearness. ‘Not out
there, but in here; not outside the shutters and real, but inside the shutters
and unreal’, ‘not an external reality, but an internal phantasm’. We have
no such linguistic trick for describing what we imagine ourselves feeling,
smelling, or tasting. A passenger on a ship feels the deck rolling beneath
him chiefly in his feet and calves; and when he gets ashore, he still ‘feels’
the pavement rolling beneath him ‘in his feet and calves’; but as kinaes-
thetic feeling is not a distance-sense, he cannot pillory his imaginary leg-
feelings as illusions by saying that the rolling is in his legs and not in the
street, for the rolling that he had felt when aboard has equally been felt in
his legs. He could not have said ‘I feel the other end of the ship rolling’.
Nor does he describe the illusory rolling of the pavements as being ‘felt in
his head’, but only as ‘felt in his legs’.

I suggest, then, that the phrase “in the head’ is felt to be an appropriate
and expressive metaphor in the first instance for vividly imagined self-
voiced noises, and secondarily for any imaginary noises and even for
imaginary sights, because in these latter cases a denial of distance, by
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assertion of metaphorical nearness, is intended to be construed as an
assertion of imaginariness; and the nearness is relative, not so much to the
head-organs of sight and hearing themselves, as to the places where their
shutters are put up. It is an interesting verbal point that people sometimes
use ‘mental’ and ‘merely mental” as synonyms for ‘imaginary’.

But it does not matter for my general argument whether this excursus
into philology is correct or not. It will serve to draw attention to the sorts
of things which we say are ‘in our heads’, namely, such things as imagined
words, tunes and, perhaps, vistas. When people employ the idiom ‘in the
mind’, they are usually expressing over-sophisticatedly what we ordinarily
express by the less misleading metaphorical use of ‘in the head’. The
phrase ‘in the mind’ can and should always be dispensed with. Its use
habituates its employers to the view that minds are queer ‘places’, the
occupants of which are special-status phantasms. It is part of the function
of this book to show that exercises of qualities of mind do not, save
per accidens, take place ‘in the head’, in the ordinary sense of the phrase, and
those which do so have no special priority over those which do not.

(6) THE POSITIVE ACCOUNT OF KNOWING HOW

So far I hope to have shown that the exercise of intelligence in practice
cannot be analysed into a tandem operation of first considering prescrip-
tions and then executing them. We have also examined some of the
motives which incline theorists to adopt this analysis.

But if to perform intelligently is to do one thing and not two things,
and if to perform intelligently is to apply criteria in the conduct of the
performance itself, it remains to show how this factor does characterise
those operations which we recognise as skilful, prudent, tasteful or
logical. For there need be no visible or audible differences between an
action done with skill and one done from sheer habit, blind impulse, or in
a fit of absence of mind. A parrot may squawk out ‘Socrates is mortal’
immediately after someone has uttered premisses from which this conclu-
sion follows. One boy may, while thinking about cricket, give by rote the
same correct answer to a multiplication problem which another boy gives
who is thinking what he is doing. Yet we do not call the parrot ‘logical’, or
describe the inattentive boy as working out the problem.

Consider first a boy learning to play chess. Clearly before he has yet
heard of the rules of the game he might by accident make a move with his
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knight which the rules permit. The fact that he makes a permitted move
does not entail that he knows the rule which permits it. Nor need the
spectator be able to discover in the way the boy makes this move any
visible feature which shows whether the move is a random one, or one
made in knowledge of the rules. However, the boy now begins to learn the
game properly, and this generally involves his receiving explicit instruc-
tion in the rules. He probably gets them by heart and is then ready to cite
them on demand. During his first few games he probably has to go over
the rules aloud or in his head, and to ask now and then how they should
be applied to this or that particular situation. But very soon he comes to
observe the rules without thinking of them. He makes the permitted
moves and avoids the forbidden ones; he notices and protests when his
opponent breaks the rules. But he no longer cites to himself or to the
room the formulae in which the bans and permissions are declared. It has
become second nature to him to do what is allowed and to avoid what is
forbidden. At this stage he might even have lost his former ability to cite
the rules. If asked to instruct another beginner, he might have forgotten
how to state the rules and he would show the beginner how to play only
by himself making the correct moves and cancelling the beginner’s false
moves.

But it would be quite possible for a boy to learn chess without ever
hearing or reading the rules at all. By watching the moves made by others
and by noticing which of his own moves were conceded and which were
rejected, he could pick up the art of playing correctly while still quite
unable to propound the regulations in terms of which ‘correct’ and
‘incorrect” are defined. We all learned the rules of hunt-the-thimble and
hide-and-seek and the elementary rules of grammar and logic in this way.
We learn how by practice, schooled indeed by criticism and example, but
often quite unaided by any lessons in the theory.

It should be noticed that the boy is not said to know how to play, if
all that he can do is to recite the rules accurately. He must be able to make
the required moves. But he is said to know how to play if, although he
cannot cite the rules, he normally does make the permitted moves, avoid
the forbidden moves and protest if his opponent makes forbidden moves.
His knowledge how is exercised primarily in the moves that he makes, or
concedes, and in the moves that he avoids or vetoes. So long as he can
observe the rules, we do not care if he cannot also formulate them. It is not
what he does in his head or with his tongue, but what he does on the
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board that shows whether or not he knows the rules in the executive way
of being able to apply them. Similarly a foreign scholar might not know
how to speak grammatical English as well as an English child, for all that
he had mastered the theory of English grammar.

(7) INTELLIGENT CAPACITIES VERSUS HABITS

The ability to apply rules is the product of practice. It is therefore tempting
to argue that competences and skills are just habits. They are certainly
second natures or acquired dispositions, but it does not follow from this
that they are mere habits. Habits are one sort, but not the only sort, of
second nature, and it will be argued later that the common assumption
that all second natures are mere habits obliterates distinctions which are of
cardinal importance for the inquiries in which we are engaged.

The ability to give by rote the correct solutions of multiplication prob-
lems differs in certain important respects from the ability to solve them by
calculating. When we describe someone as doing something by pure or
blind habit, we mean that he does it automatically and without having to
mind what he is doing. He does not exercise care, vigilance, or criticism.
After the toddling-age we walk on pavements without minding our steps.
But a mountaineer walking over ice-covered rocks in a high wind in the
dark does not move his limbs by blind habit; he thinks what he is doing,
he is ready for emergencies, he economises in effort, he makes tests and
experiments; in short he walks with some degree of skill and judgment. If
he makes a mistake, he is inclined not to repeat it, and if he finds a new
trick effective he is inclined to continue to use it and to improve on it. He
is concomitantly walking and teaching himself how to walk in conditions
of this sort. It is of the essence of merely habitual practices that one
performance is a replica of its predecessors. It is of the essence of intelli-
gent practices that one performance is modified by its predecessors. The
agent is still learning.

This distinction between habits and intelligent capacities can be illus-
trated by reference to the parallel distinction between the methods used
for inclucating the two sorts of second nature. We build up habits by drill,
but we build up intelligent capacities by training. Drill (or conditioning)
consists in the imposition of repetitions. The recruit learns to slope arms
by repeatedly going through just the same motions by numbers. The child
learns the alphabet and the multiplication tables in the same way. The
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practices are not learned until the pupil’s responses to his cues are auto-
matic, until he can ‘do them in his sleep’, as it is revealingly put. Training,
on the other hand, though it embodies plenty of sheer drill, does not
consist of drill. It involves the stimulation by criticism and example of the
pupil’s own judgment. He learns how to do things thinking what he is
doing, so that every operation performed is itself a new lesson to him how
to perform better. The soldier who was merely drilled to slope arms cor-
rectly has to be trained to be proficient in marksmanship and map-reading.
Drill dispenses with intelligence, training develops it. We do not expect
the soldier to be able to read maps ‘in his sleep’.

There is a further important difference between habits and intelligent
capacities, to bring out which it is necessary to say a few words about the
logic of dispositional concepts in general.

When we describe glass as brittle, or sugar as soluble, we are using
dispositional concepts, the logical force of which is this. The brittleness of
glass does not consist in the fact that it is at a given moment actually being
shivered. It may be brittle without ever being shivered. To say that it is
brittle is to say that if it ever is, or ever had been, struck or strained, it
would fly, or have flown, into fragments. To say that sugar is soluble is to
say that it would dissolve, or would have dissolved, if immersed in water.

A statement ascribing a dispositional property to a thing has much,
though not everything, in common with a statement subsuming the thing
under a law. To possess a dispositional property is not to be in a particular
state, or to undergo a particular change; it is to be bound or liable to be
in a particular state, or to undergo a particular change, when a particular
condition is realised. The same is true about specifically human dis-
positions such as qualities of character. My being an habitual smoker does
not entail that I am at this or that moment smoking; it is my permanent
proneness to smoke when I am not eating, sleeping, lecturing or attending
funerals, and have not quite recently been smoking.

In discussing dispositions it is initially helpful to fasten on the simplest
models, such as the brittleness of glass or the smoking habit of a man. For
in describing these dispositions it is easy to unpack the hypothetical prop-
osition implicitly conveyed in the ascription of the dispositional proper-
ties. To be brittle is just to be bound or likely to fly into fragments in such
and such conditions; to be a smoker is just to be bound or likely to fill,
light and draw on a pipe in such and such conditions. These are simple,
single-track dispositions, the actualisations of which are nearly uniform.
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But the practice of considering such simple models of dispositions,
though initially helpful, leads at a later stage to erroneous assumptions.
There are many dispositions the actualisations of which can take a wide
and perhaps unlimited variety of shapes; many disposition-concepts are
determinable concepts. When an object is described as hard, we do not
mean only that it would resist deformation; we mean also that it would,
for example, give out a sharp sound if struck, that it would cause us pain if
we came into sharp contact with it, that resilient objects would bounce off
it, and so on indefinitely. If we wished to unpack all that is conveyed in
describing an animal as gregarious, we should similarly have to produce
an infinite series of different hypothetical propositions.

Now the higher-grade dispositions of people with which this inquiry
is largely concerned are, in general, not single-track dispositions, but
dispositions the exercises of which are indefinitely-heterogeneous. When
Jane Austen wished to show the specific kind of pride which characterised
the heroine of ‘Pride and Prejudice’, she had to represent her actions,
words, thoughts and feelings in a thousand different situations. There is
no one standard type of action or reaction such that Jane Austen could say
‘My heroine’s kind of pride was just the tendency to do this, whenever a
situation of that sort arose’.

Epistemologists, among others, often fall into the trap of expecting
dispositions to have uniform exercises. For instance, when they recognise
that the verbs ’know’ and ‘believe’ are ordinarily used dispositionally, they
assume that there must therefore exist one-pattern intellectual processes in
which these cognitive dispositions are actualised. Flouting the testimony
of experience, they postulate that, for example, a man who believes that
the earth is round must from time to time be going through some unique
proceeding of cognising, judging’, or internally re-asserting, with a feel-
ing of confidence, ‘The earth is round’. In fact, of course, people do not
harp on statements in this way, and even if they did do so and even if we
knew that they did, we still should not be satisfied that they believed that
the earth was round, unless we also found them inferring, imagining,
saying and doing a great number of other things as well. If we found them
inferring, imagining, saying and doing these other things, we should be
satisfied that they believed the earth to be round, even if we had the best
reasons for thinking that they never internally harped on the original state-
ment at all. However often and stoutly a skater avers to us or to himself,
that the ice will bear, he shows that he has his qualms, if he keeps to the
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edge of the pond, calls his children away from the middle, keeps his
eye on the life-belts or continually speculates what would happen, if
the ice broke.

(8) THE EXERCISE OF INTELLIGENCE

In judging that someone’s performance is or is not intelligent, we have, as
has been said, in a certain manner to look beyond the performance itself.
For there is no particular overt or inner performance which could not
have been accidentally or ‘mechanically’ executed by an idiot, a sleep-
walker, a man in panic, absence of mind or delirium or even, sometimes,
by a parrot. But in looking beyond the performance itself, we are not
trying to pry into some hidden counterpart performance enacted on the
supposed secret stage of the agent’s inner life. We are considering his
abilities and propensities of which this performance was an actualisation.
Our inquiry is not into causes (and a fortiori not into occult causes), but
into capacities, skills, habits, liabilities and bents. We observe, for example,
a soldier scoring a bull’s eye. Was it luck or was it skill? If he has the
skill, then he can get on or near the bull’s eye again, even if the wind
strengthens, the range alters and the target moves. Or if his second shot is
an outer, his third, fourth and fifth shots will probably creep nearer and
nearer to the bull’s eye. He generally checks his breathing before pulling
the trigger, as he did on this occasion; he is ready to advise his neighbour
what allowances to make for refraction, wind, etc. Marksmanship is a
complex of skills, and the question whether he hit the bull’s eye by luck or
from good marksmanship is the question whether or not he has the skills,
and if he has, whether he used them by making his shot with care, self-
control, attention to the conditions and thought of his instructions.

To decide whether his bull’s eye was a fluke or a good shot, we need
and he himself might need to take into account more than this one
success. Namely, we should take into account his subsequent shots, his
past record, his explanations or excuses, the advice he gave to his neigh-
bour and a host of other clues of various sorts. There is no one signal of a
man’s knowing how to shoot, but a modest assemblage of heterogeneous
performances generally suffices to establish beyond reasonable doubt
whether he knows how to shoot or not. Only then, if at all, can it be
decided whether he hit the bull’s eye because he was lucky, or whether he
hit it because he was marksman enough to succeed when he tried.
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A drunkard at the chessboard makes the one move which upsets his
opponent’s plan of campaign. The spectators are satisfied that this was due
not to cleverness but to luck, if they are satisfied that most of his moves
made in this state break the rules of chess, or have no tactical connection
with the position of the game, that he would not be likely to repeat this
move if the tactical situation were to recur, that he would not applaud such
a move if made by another player in a similar situation, that he could not
explain why he had done it or even describe the threat under which his
King had been.

Their problem is not one of the occurrence or non-occurrence of
ghostly processes, but one of the truth or falsehood of certain ‘could’ and
‘would’ propositions and certain other particular applications of them.
For, roughly, the mind is not the topic of sets of untestable categorical
propositions, but the topic of sets of testable hypothetical and semi-
hypothetical propositions. The difference between a normal person and an
idiot is not that the normal person is really two persons while the idiot is
only one, but that the normal person can do a lot of things which the idiot
cannot do; and ‘can’ and ‘cannot’ are not occurrence words but modal
words. Of course, in describing the moves actually made by the drunk and
the sober players, or the noises actually uttered by the idiotic and the sane
men, we have to use not only ‘could’ and ‘would’ expressions, but also
‘did’” and ‘did not’ expressions. The drunkard’s move was made recklessly
and the sane man was minding what he was saying. In Chapter Five I shall try
to show that the crucial differences between such occurrence reports as
‘he did it recklessly” and ‘he did it on purpose’ have to be elucidated not as
differences between simple and composite occurrence reports, but in
quite another way.

Knowing how, then, is a disposition, but not a single-track disposition
like a reflex or a habit. Its exercises are observances of rules or canons or
the applications of criteria, but they are not tandem operations of theor-
etically avowing maxims and then putting them into practice. Further, its
exercises can be overt or covert, deeds performed or deeds imagined,
words spoken aloud or words heard in one’s head, pictures painted on
canvas or pictures in the mind’s eye. Or they can be amalgamations of
the two.

These points may be jointly illustrated by describing what happens
when a person argues intelligently. There is a special point in selecting this
example, since so much has been made of the rationality of man; and part,
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though only part, of what people understand by ‘rational’ is ‘capable of
reasoning cogently’.

First, it makes no important difference whether we think of the rea-
soner as arguing to himself or arguing aloud, pleading, perhaps, before an
imagined court or pleading before a real court. The criteria by which his
arguments are to be adjudged as cogent, clear, relevant and well organised
are the same for silent as for declaimed or written ratiocinations. Silent
argumentation has the practical advantages of being relatively speedy,
socially undisturbing and secret; audible and written argumentation has
the advantage of being less slap-dash, through being subjected to the
criticism of the audience and readers. But the same qualities of intellect
are exercised in both, save that special schooling is required to inculcate
the trick of reasoning in silent soliloquy.

Next, although there may occur a few stages in his argument which are
so trite that he can go through them by rote, much of his argument
is likely never to have been constructed before. He has to meet new objec-
tions, interpret new evidence and make connections between elements in
the situation which had not previously been co-ordinated. In short he has
to innovate, and where he innovates he is not operating from habit. He is
not repeating hackneyed moves. That he is now thinking what he is doing
is shown not only by this fact that he is operating without precedents, but
also by the fact that he is ready to recast his expression of obscurely put
points, on guard against ambiguities or else on the look out for chances to
exploit them, taking care not to rely on easily refutable inferences, alert in
meeting objections and resolute in steering the general course of his
reasoning in the direction of his final goal. It will be argued later that all
these words (‘ready’, ‘on guard’, ‘careful’, ‘on the look out’ and ‘resolute”)
are semi-dispositional, semi-episodic words. They do not signify the con-
comitant occurrence of extra but internal operations, nor mere capacities
and tendencies to perform further operations if the need for them should
arise, but something between the two. The careful driver is not actually
imagining or planning for all of the countless contingencies that might
crop up; nor is he merely competent to recognise and cope with any one
of them, if it should arise. He has not foreseen the runaway donkey, yet he
is not unprepared for it. His readiness to cope with such emergencies
would show itself in the operations he would perform, if they were to
occur. But it also actually does show itself by the ways in which he con-
verses and handles his controls even when nothing critical is taking place.
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Underlying all the other features of the operations executed by the
intelligent reasoner there is the cardinal feature that he reasons logically,
that is, that he avoids fallacies and produces valid proofs and inferences,
pertinent to the case he is making. He observes the rules of logic, as well as
those of style, forensic strategy, professional etiquette and the rest. But he
probably observes the rules of logic without thinking about them. He does
not cite Aristole’s formulae to himself or to the court. He applies in his
practice what Aristotle abstracted in his theory of such practices. He
reasons with a correct method, but without considering the prescriptions
of a methodology. The rules that he observes have become his way of
thinking, when he is taking care; they are not external rubrics with which
he has to square his thoughts. In a word, he conducts his operation effi-
ciently, and to operate efficiently is not to perform two operations. It is to
perform one operation in a certain manner or with a certain style or
procedure, and the description of this modus operandi has to be in terms of
such semi-dispositional, semi-episodic epithets as ‘alert’, ‘careful’, ‘crit-
ical’, ‘ingenious’, ‘logical’, etc.

What is true of arguing intelligently is, with appropriate modifications,
true of other intelligent operations. The boxer, the surgeon, the poet and
the salesman apply their special criteria in the performance of their special
tasks, for they are trying to get things right; and they are appraised as
clever, skilful, inspired or shrewd not for the ways in which they consider,
if they consider at all, prescriptions for conducting their special perform-
ances, but for the ways in which they conduct those performances them-
selves. Whether or not the boxer plans his manoeuvres before executing
them, his cleverness at boxing is decided in the light of how he fights. If he
is a Hamlet of the ring, he will be condemned as an inferior fighter,
though perhaps a brilliant theorist or critic. Cleverness at fighting is exhib-
ited in the giving and parrying of blows, not in the acceptance or rejection
of propositions about blows, just as ability at reasoning is exhibited in the
construction of valid arguments and the detection of fallacies, not in the
avowal of logicians’ formulae. Nor does the surgeon’s skill function in his
tongue uttering medical truths but only in his hands making the correct
movements.

All this is meant not to deny or depreciate the value of intellectual
operations, but only to deny that the execution of intelligent perform-
ances entails the additional execution of intellectual operations. It will be
shown later (in Chapter IX), that the learning of all but the most
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unsophisticated knacks requires some intellectual capacity. The ability to
do things in accordance with instructions necessitates understanding
those instructions. So some propositional competence is a condition of
acquiring any of these competences. But it does not follow that exercises
of these competences require to be accompanied by exercises of prop-
ositional competences. I could not have learned to swim the breast
stroke, if T had not been able to understand the lessons given me in that
stroke; but I do not have to recite those lessons, when I now swim the
breast stroke.

A man knowing little or nothing of medical science could not be a good
surgeon, but excellence at surgery is not the same thing as knowledge of
medical science; nor is it a simple product of it. The surgeon must indeed
have learned from instruction, or by his own inductions and observations,
a great number of truths; but he must also have learned by practice a great
number of aptitudes. Even where efficient practice is the deliberate
application of considered prescriptions, the intelligence involved in put-
ting the prescriptions into practice is not identical with that involved in
intellectually grasping the prescriptions. There is no contradiction, or even
paradox, in describing someone as bad at practising what he is good at
preaching. There have been thoughtful and original literary critics who
have formulated admirable canons of prose style in execrable prose. There
have been others who have employed brilliant English in the expression of
the silliest theories of what constitutes good writing.

The central point that is being laboured in this chapter is of consider-
able importance. It is an attack from one flank upon the category-mistake
which underlies the dogma of the ghost in the machine. In unconscious
reliance upon this dogma theorists and laymen alike constantly construe
the adjectives by which we characterise performances as ingenious, wise,
methodical, careful, witty, etc. as signalising the occurrence in someone’s
hidden stream of consciousness of special processes functioning as ghostly
harbingers or more specifically as occult causes of the performances so
characterised. They postulate an internal shadow-performance to be
the real carrier of the intelligence ordinarily ascribed to the overt act,
and think that in this way they explain what makes the overt act a mani-
festation of intelligence. They have described the overt act as an effect
of a mental happening, though they stop short, of course, before
raising the next question—what makes the postulated mental happenings
manifestations of intelligence and not mental deficiency.
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In opposition to this entire dogma, I am arguing that in describing
the workings of a person’s mind we are not describing a second set of
shadowy operations. We are describing certain phases of his one career;
namely we are describing the ways in which parts of his conduct are
managed. The sense in which we ‘explain’ his actions is not that we
infer to occult causes, but that we subsume under hypothetical and
semi-hypothetical propositions. The explanation is not of the type ‘the
glass broke because a stone hit it’, but more nearly of the different type
‘the glass broke when the stone hit it, because it was brittle’. It makes no
difference in theory if the performances we are appraising are operations
executed silently in the agent’s head, such as what he does, when duly
schooled to it, in theorising, composing limericks or solving anagrams. Of
course it makes a lot of difference in practice, for the examiner cannot
award marks to operations which the candidate successfully keeps to
himself.

But when a person talks sense aloud, ties knots, feints or sculpts, the
actions which we witness are themselves the things which he is intelli-
gently doing, though the concepts in terms of which the physicist or
physiologist would describe his actions do not exhaust those which
would be used by his pupils or his teachers in appraising their logic, style
or technique. He is bodily active and he is mentally active, but he is not
being synchronously active in two different ‘places’, or with two different
‘engines’. There is the one activity, but it is one susceptible of and requir-
ing more than one kind of explanatory description. Somewhat as there is
no aerodynamical or physiological difference between the description of
one bird as ‘flying south’ and of another as ‘migrating’, though there is a
big biological difference between these descriptions, so there need be no
physical or physiological differences between the descriptions of one man
as gabbling and another talking sense, though the rhetorical and logical
differences are enormous.

The statement ‘the mind is its own place’, as theorists might construe
it, is not true, for the mind is not even a metaphorical ‘place’. On the
contrary, the chessboard, the platform, the scholar’s desk, the judge’s
bench, the lorry-driver’s seat, the studio and the football field are among
its places. These are where people work and play stupidly or intelli-
gently. ‘Mind’ is not the name of another person, working or frolicking
behind an impenetrable screen; it is not the name of another place
where work is done or games are played; and it is not the name of
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another tool with which work is done, or another appliance with which
games are played.

(9) UNDERSTANDING AND MISUNDERSTANDING

It is being maintained throughout this book that when we characterise
people by mental predicates, we are not making untestable inferences to
any ghostly processes occurring in streams of consciousness which we are
debarred from visiting; we are describing the ways in which those people
conduct parts of their predominantly public behaviour. True, we go
beyond what we see them do and hear them say, but this going beyond is
not a going behind, in the sense of making inferences to occult causes; it
is going beyond in the sense of considering, in the first instance, the
powers and propensities of which their actions are exercises. But this point
requires expansion.

A person who cannot play chess can still watch games of chess. He sees
the moves being made as clearly as does his neighbour who knows the
game. But the spectator who does not know the game cannot do what his
neighbour does—appreciate the stupidity or cleverness of the players.
What is this difference between merely witnessing a performance and
understanding what is witnessed? What, to take another example, is the
difference between hearing what a speaker says and making sense of what
he is heard to say?

Advocates of the double-life legend will answer that understanding
the chess-player’s moves consists in inferring from the visible moves
made on the board to unwitnessable operations taking place on the
player’s private stage. It is a process of inference analogous to that by
which we infer from the seen movements of the railway-signals to the
unseen manipulations of the levers in the signal-box. Yet this answer
promises something that could never be fulfilled. For since, according to
the theory, one person cannot in principle visit another person’s mind
as he can visit signal-boxes, there could be no way of establishing the
necessary correlation between the overt moves and their hidden causal
counterparts. The analogy of the signal-box breaks down in another
place. The connections between levers and signal-arms are easy to dis-
cover. The mechanical principles of the fulcrum and the pulley, and
the behaviour of metals in tension and compression are, at least in outline,
familiar to us all. We know well enough how the machinery inside the
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signal-box works, how that outside the signal-box works and how the
two are mechanically coupled. But it is admitted by those who believe in
the legend of the ghost in the machine that no one yet knows much
about the laws governing the supposed workings of the mind, while the
postulated interactions between the workings of the mind and the
movements of the hand are acknowledged to be completely mysterious.
Enjoying neither the supposed status of the mental, nor the supposed
status of the physical, these interactions cannot be expected to obey
either the known laws of physics, or the still to be discovered laws of
psychology.

It would follow that no one has ever yet had the slightest understanding
of what anyone else has ever said or done. We read the words which Euclid
wrote and we are familiar with the things which Napoleon did, but we
have not the slightest idea what they had in their minds. Nor has any
spectator of a chess tournament or a football match ever yet had an inkling
of what the players were after.

But this is patently absurd. Anybody who can play chess already under-
stands a good deal of what other players do, and a brief study of geometry
enables an ordinary boy to follow a good deal of Euclid’s reasoning.
Nor does this understanding require a prolonged grounding in the
not yet established laws of psychology. Following the moves made by
a chess-player is not doing anything remotely resembling problematic
psychological diagnosis. Indeed, supposing that one person could under-
stand another’s words or actions only in so far as he made causal infer-
ences in accordance with psychological laws, the queer consequence
would follow that if any psychologist had discovered these laws, he could
never have conveyed his discoveries to his fellow men. For ex hypothesi they
could not follow his exposition of them without inferring in accordance
with them from his words to his thoughts.

No one feels happy with the view that for one person to follow what
another person says or does is to make inferences somewhat like those
made by a water-diviner from the perceived twitching of the twig to the
subterranean flow of water. So the consolatory amendment is sometimes
made that, since a person is directly aware of the correlations between his
own private experiences and his own overt actions, he can understand the
performances of others by imputing to them a similar correlation. Under-
standing is still psychological divining, but it is divination reinforced by
analogies from the diviner’s direct observation of the correlations
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between his own inner and outer lives. But this amendment does not
abolish the difficulty.

It will be argued later that a person’s appraisals of his own perform-
ances do not differ in kind from his appraisals of those of others, but for
the present purpose it is enough to say that, even if a person did enjoy a
privileged illumination in the ascription of mental-conduct concepts to
his own performances, his supposed analogical argument to the mental
processes of others would be completely fallacious.

If someone has inspected a number of railway-signals and signal-boxes,
he can then in a new case make a good probable inference from observed
signal-movements to unobserved lever-movements. But if he had exam-
ined only one signal-box and knew nothing about the standardisation-
methods of large corporations, his inference would be pitiably weak, for it
would be a wide generalisation based on a single instance. Further, one
signal-arm is closely similar to another in appearance and movements, so
the inference to a correspondingly close similarity between the mechan-
isms housed in different signal-boxes has some strength. But the observed
appearances and actions of people differ very markedly, so the imputation
to them of inner processes closely matching one another would be actu-
ally contrary to the evidence.

Understanding a person’s deeds and words is not, therefore, any kind of
problematic divination of occult processes. For this divination does not
and cannot occur, whereas understanding does occur. Of course it is part
of my general thesis that the supposed occult processes are themselves
mythical; there exists nothing to be the object of the postulated diagnoses.
But for the present purpose it is enough to prove that, if there were such
inner states and operations, one person would not be able to make prob-
able inferences to their occurrence in the inner life of another.

If understanding does not consist in inferring, or guessing, the alleged
inner-life precursors of overt actions, what is it? If it does not require
mastery of psychological theory together with the ability to apply it, what
knowledge does it require? We saw that a spectator who cannot play chess
also cannot follow the play of others; a person who cannot read or speak
Swedish cannot understand what is spoken or written in Swedish; and a
person whose reasoning powers are weak is bad at following and retaining
the arguments of others. Understanding is a part of knowing how. The
knowledge that is required for understanding intelligent performances of
a specific kind is some degree of competence in performances of that kind.
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The competent critic of prose-style, experimental technique, or embroi-
dery, must at least know how to write, experiment or sew. Whether or not
he has also learned some psychology matters about as much as whether he
has learned any chemistry, neurology or economics. These studies may in
certain circumstances assist his appreciation of what he is criticising; but
the one necessary condition is that he has some mastery of the art or
procedure, examples of which he is to appraise. For one person to see the
jokes that another makes, the one thing he must have is a sense of humour
and even that special brand of sense of humour of which those jokes
are exercises.

Of course, to execute an operation intelligently is not exactly the same
thing as to follow its execution intelligently. The agent is originating, the
spectator is only contemplating. But the rules which the agent observes
and the criteria which he applies are one with those which govern the
spectator’s applause and jeers. The commentator on Plato’s philosophy
need not possess much philosophic originality, but if he cannot, as too
many commentators cannot, appreciate the force, drift or motive of a
philosophical argument, his comments will be worthless. If he can appre-
ciate them, then he knows how to do part of what Plato knew how to do.

If T am competent to judge your performance, then in witnessing it I
am on the alert to detect mistakes and muddles in it, but so are you in
executing it; I am ready to notice the advantages you might take of pieces
of luck, but so are you. You learn as you proceed, and I too learn as you
proceed. The intelligent performer operates critically, the intelligent spec-
tator follows critically. Roughly, execution and understanding are merely
different exercises of knowledge of the tricks of the same trade. You
exercise your knowledge how to tie a clove-hitch not only in acts of tying
clove-hitches and in correcting your mistakes, but also in imagining tying
them correctly, in instructing pupils, in criticising the incorrect or clumsy
movements and applauding the correct movements that they make, in
inferring from a faulty result to the error which produced it, in predicting
the outcomes of observed lapses, and so on indefinitely. The words
‘understanding’ and ‘following’ designate certain of those exercises of
your knowledge how, which you execute without having, for example, any
string in your hand.

It should by now be otiose to point out that this does not imply that the
spectator or reader, in following what is done or written, is making ana-
logical inferences from internal processes of his own to corresponding
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internal processes in the author of the actions or writings. Nor need he,
though he may, imaginatively represent himself as being in the shoes, the
situation and the skin of the author. He is merely thinking what the author
is doing along the same lines as those on which the author is thinking
what he is doing, save that the spectator is finding what the author is
inventing. The author is leading and the spectator is following, but their
path is the same. Nor, again, does this account of understanding require or
encourage us to postulate any mysterious electric sympathies between
kindred souls. Whether or not the hearts of two chess-players beat as
one, which they will not do if they are opponents, their ability to follow
one another’s play depends not on this valvular coincidence but upon
their competence at chess, their interest in this game and their acquired
familiarity with one another’s methods of playing.

This point, that the capacity to appreciate a performance is one in type
with the capacity to execute it, illustrates a contention previously argued,
namely that intelligent capacities are not single-track dispositions, but are
dispositions admitting of a wide variety of more or less dissimilar exer-
cises. It is however necessary to make two provisos. First, the capacity to
perform and to appreciate an operation does not necessarily involve the
ability to formulate criticisms or lessons. A well-trained sailor boy can
both tie complex knots and discern whether someone else is tying them
correctly or incorrectly, deftly or clumsily. But he is probably incapable of
the difficult task of describing in words how the knots should be tied.
And, second, the ability to appreciate a performance does not involve the
same degree of competence as the ability to execute it. It does not take
genius to recognise genius, and a good dramatic critic may be indifferent
as an actor or playwright. There would be no teachers or pupils if the
ability to understand operations required complete ability to perform
them. Pupils are taught how to do things by people who know better than
they how to do them. Euclid’s Elements are neither a sealed, nor an open,
book to the schoolboy.

One feature in this account of understanding has been grasped, though
from the wrong end, by certain philosophers who have tried to explain
how an historian, scholar or literary critic can understand the deeds or
words of his subjects. Adhering without question to the dogma of the
ghost in the machine, these philosophers were naturally perplexed by the
pretensions of historians to interpret the actions and words of historic
personages as expressions of their actual thoughts, feelings and intentions.

43



44

THE CONCEPT OF MIND

For if minds are impenetrable to one another, how can historians pene-
trate the minds of their heroes? Yet if such penetration is impossible, the
labours of all scholars, critics and historians must be vain; they may
describe the signals, but they can never begin to interpret them as effects
of operations in the eternally sealed signal-boxes.

These philosophers have put forward the following solution of their
spurious puzzle. Though I cannot witness the workings of your mind or
Plato’s mind, but only the overt actions and written words which I take to
be outward ‘expressions’ of those inner workings, I can, with due effort
and practice, deliberately enact such operations in my own private theatre
as would naturally originate just such actions and words. I can think
private thoughts of my own which would be well expressed by the sen-
tences ascribed to Plato’s hand, and I can, in fact or in fancy, execute
volitions of my own which originate or would originate actions like those
which I have witnessed you performing. Having put myself into a frame of
mind in which I act like you, or write like Plato, I can then impute to you
and to him similar frames of mind. If this imputation is correct, then,
from knowing what it is like for me to be in the frame of mind which
issues in these actions and words, I can also know what it was like to be
Plato writing his Dialogues and what it is like to be you, tying, perhaps, a
clove-hitch. By re-enacting your overt actions I re-live your private
experiences. In a fashion, the student of Plato makes himself a second
Plato, a sort of re-author of his Dialogues, and thus and only thus he
understands those Dialogues.

Unfortunately this programme of mimicking Plato’s mental processes
can never be wholly successful. I am, after all, a twentieth-century English
student of Plato, a thing which Plato never was. My culture, schooling,
language, habits and interests are different from his and this must impair
the fidelity of my mimicry of his frame of mind and therefore the success
of my attempts to understand him. Still, it is argued, this is, in the nature
of the case, the best that I can do. Understanding must be imperfect. Only
by really being Plato could I really understand him.

Some holders of theories of this type add extra comforts to it. Though
minds are inaccessible to one another, they may be said to resonate,
like tuning-forks, in harmony with one another, though unfortunately
they would never know it. I cannot literally share your experiences, but
some of our experiences may somehow chime together, though we can-
not be aware of their doing so, in a manner which almost amounts to
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genuine communion. In the most fortunate cases we may resemble
two incurably deaf men singing in tune and in time with one another.
But we need not dwell on such embellishments to a theory which is
radically false.

For this theory is just another unsuccessful attempt to wriggle out of a
perfectly mythical dilemma. It assumes that understanding would have to
consist in contemplating the unknowable workings of insulated ghosts
and tries to remedy this trouble by saying that, in default of such know-
ledge, I can do nearly as well by contemplating such ghostly operations of
my own as would naturally issue in overt ‘expressions’ similar to those
of the persons whom I wish to understand. But this involves a further
unwarrantable but interesting assumption, namely that to similar overt
deeds and words there always correspond similar internal processes, an
assumption which is, according to the theory itself, completely untestable.
It assumes, also quite improperly, that it follows from the fact that I go
through certain internal processes that I must perfectly appreciate them
for what they are, i.e. that I cannot misconstrue, or be puzzled by, any-
thing that goes on in my own stream of consciousness. In short, this
whole theory is a variant of the doctrine that understanding consists in
problematic causal divination, reinforced by a weak analogical argument.

What makes the theory worth discussing is that it partly avoids equating
understanding with psychological diagnosis, i.e. with causal inferences
from overt behaviour to mental process in accordance with laws yet to be
discovered by psychologists; and it avoids this equation by making an
assumption to which it is not entitled but which is on the edge of the
truth. It assumes that the qualities of people’s minds are reflected in the
things that they overtly say and do. So historians and scholars in studying
the styles and procedures of literary and practical activities are on the right
track; it is, according to the theory, just their inescapable misfortune that
this track terminates in the chasm separating the ‘physical’ from the ‘men-
tal’, the ‘overt’ from the ‘inner’. Now, had the holders of this theory seen
that the styles and procedures of people’s activities are the way their minds
work and are not merely imperfect reflections of the postulated secret
processes which were supposed to be the workings of minds, their
dilemma would have evaporated. The claims of historians and scholars to
be able in principle to understand what their subjects did and wrote
would have been automatically vindicated. It is not they who have been
studying shadows.
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Overt intelligent performances are not clues to the workings of minds;
they are those workings. Boswell described Johnson’s mind when he
described how he wrote, talked, ate, fidgeted and fumed. His description
was, of course, incomplete, since there were notoriously some thoughts
which Johnson kept carefully to himself and there must have been many
dreams, daydreams and silent babblings which only Johnson could have
recorded and only a James Joyce would wish him to have recorded.

Before we conclude this inquiry into understanding, something must
be said about partial understanding and misunderstanding.

Attention has already been drawn to certain parallelisms and certain
non-parallelisms between the concept of knowing that and the concept of
knowing how. A further non-parallelism must now be noticed. We never
speak of a person having partial knowledge of a fact or truth, save in the
special sense of his having knowledge of a part of a body of facts or truths.
A boy can be said to have partial knowledge of the counties of England, if
he knows some of them and does not know others. But he could not be
said to have incomplete knowledge of Sussex being an English county.
Either he knows this fact or he does not know it. On the other hand, it is
proper and normal to speak of a person knowing in part how to do
something, i.e. of his having a particular capacity in a limited degree. An
ordinary chess-player knows the game pretty well but a champion knows
it better, and even the champion has still much to learn.

This holds too, as we should now expect, of understanding. An ordinary
chess-player can partly follow the tactics and strategy of a champion;
perhaps after much study he will completely understand the methods
used by the champion in certain particular matches. But he can never
wholly anticipate how the champion will fight his next contest and he is
never as quick or sure in his interpretations of the champion’s moves as
the champion is in making or, perhaps, in explaining them.

Learning how or improving in ability is not like learning that or acquir-
ing information. Truths can be imparted, procedures can only be incul-
cated, and while inculcation, is a gradual process, imparting is relatively
sudden. It makes sense to ask at what moment someone became apprised
of a truth, but not to ask at what moment someone acquired a skill.
‘Part-trained’ is a significant phrase, “part-informed’ is not. Training is the
art of setting tasks which the pupils have not yet accomplished but are not
any longer quite incapable of accomplishing.

The notion of misunderstanding raises no general theoretical difficulties.
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When the card-player’s tactics are misconstrued by his opponents, the
manoeuvre they think they discern is indeed a possible manoeuvre of the
game, though it happens not to be his manoeuvre. Only someone who
knew the game could interpret the play as part of the execution of the
supposed manoeuvre. Misunderstanding is a by-product of knowing how.
Only a person who is at least a partial master of the Russian tongue can
make the wrong sense of a Russian expression. Mistakes are exercises
of competences.

Misinterpretations are not always due to the inexpertness or careless-
ness of the spectator; they are due sometimes to the carelessness and
sometimes to the cunning of the agent or speaker. Sometimes, again, both
are exercising all due skill and care, but it happens that the operations
performed, or the words spoken, could actually be constituents of two or
more different undertakings. The first ten motions made in tying one knot
might be identical with the first ten motions required for tying another, or
a set of premisses suitable for establishing one conclusion might be
equally suitable for establishing another. The onlooker’s misinterpretation
may then be acute and well-grounded. It is careless only in being
premature. Feinting is the art of exploiting this possibility.

It is obvious that where misunderstanding is possible, understanding
is possible. It would be absurd to suggest that perhaps we always mis-
construe the performances that we witness, for we could not even learn to
misconstrue save in learning to construe, a learning process which
involves learning not to misconstrue. Misinterpretations are in principle
corrigible, which is part of the value of controversy.

(10) SOLIPSISM

Contemporary philosophers have exercised themselves with the problem
of our knowledge of other minds. Enmeshed in the dogma of the ghost in
the machine, they have found it impossible to discover any logically satis-
factory evidence warranting one person in believing that there exist minds
other than his own. I can witness what your body does, but I cannot
witness what your mind does, and my pretensions to infer from what
your body does to what your mind does all collapse, since the premisses
for such inferences are either inadequate or unknowable.

We can now see our way out of the supposed difficulty. I discover that
there are other minds in understanding what other people say and do. In
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making sense of what you say, in appreciating your jokes, in unmasking
your chess-stratagems, in following your arguments and in hearing you
pick holes in my arguments, I am not inferring to the workings of your
mind, I am following them. Of course, I am not merely hearing the noises
that you make, or merely seeing the movements that you perform. I am
understanding what I hear and see. But this understanding is not inferring
to occult causes. It is appreciating how the operations are conducted. To
find that most people have minds (though idiots and infants in arms do
not) is simply to find that they are able and prone to do certain sorts of
things, and this we do by witnessing the sorts of things they do. Indeed we
do not merely discover that there are other minds; we discover what
specific qualities of intellect and character particular people have. In fact
we are familiar with such specific matters long before we can comprehend
such general propositions as that John Doe has a mind, or that there exist
minds other than our own; just as we know that stones are hard and
sponges are soft, kittens are warm and active, potatoes are cold and inert,
long before we can grasp the proposition that kittens are material objects,
or that matter exists.

Certainly there are some things which I can find out about you only, or
best, through being told of them by you. The oculist has to ask his client
what letters he sees with his right and left eyes and how clearly he sees
them; the doctor has to ask the sufferer where the pain is and what sort of
a pain it is; and the psychoanalyst has to ask his patient about his dreams
and daydreams. If you do not divulge the contents of your silent solilo-
quies and other imaginings, I have no other sure way of finding out what
you have been saying or picturing to yourself. But the sequence of your
sensations and imaginings is not the sole field in which your wits and
character are shown; perhaps only for lunatics is it more than a small
corner of that field. I find out most of what I want to know about your
capacities, interests, likes, dislikes, methods and convictions by observing
how you conduct your overt doings, of which by far the most important
are your sayings and writings. It is a subsidiary question how you conduct
your imaginings, including your imagined monologues.



THE WILL

(1) FOREWORD

Most of the mental-conduct concepts whose logical behaviour we exam-
ine in this book, are familiar and everyday concepts. We all know how to
apply them and we understand other people when they apply them. What
is in dispute is not how to apply them, but how to classify them, or in
what categories to put them.

The concept of volition is in a different case. We do not know in daily
life how to use it, for we do not use it in daily life and do not, con-
sequently, learn by practice how to apply it, and how not to misapply it. It
is an artificial concept. We have to study certain specialist theories in order
to find out how it is to be manipulated. It does not, of course, follow from
its being a technical concept that it is an illegitimate or useless concept.
‘Tonisation’ and ‘off-side’ are technical concepts, but both are legitimate
and useful. “Phlogiston” and ‘animal spirits’ were technical concepts,
though they have now no utility.

I hope to show that the concept of volition belongs to the latter tribe.
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(2) THE MYTH OF VOLITIONS

It has for a long time been taken for an indisputable axiom that the Mind is
in some important sense tripartite, that is, that there are just three ultimate
classes of mental processes. The Mind or Soul, we are often told, has three
parts, namely, Thought, Feeling and Will; or, more solemnly, the Mind or
Soul functions in three irreducibly different modes, the Cognitive mode,
the Emotional mode and the Conative mode. This traditional dogma is not
only not self-evident, it is such a welter of confusions and false inferences
that it is best to give up any attempt to re-fashion it. It should be treated as
one of the curios of theory.

The main object of this chapter is not, however, to discuss the whole
trinitarian theory of mind but to discuss, and discuss destructively, one of
its ingredients. I hope to refute the doctrine that there exists a Faculty,
immaterial Organ, or Ministry, corresponding to the theory’s description
of the “Will” and, accordingly, that there occur processes, or operations,
corresponding to what it describes as ‘volitions’. I must however make it
clear from the start that this refutation will not invalidate the distinctions
which we all quite properly draw between voluntary and involuntary
actions and between strong-willed and weak-willed persons. It will, on
the contrary, make clearer what is meant by ‘voluntary’ and ‘involuntary’,
by ‘strong-willed’ and ‘weak-willed’, by emancipating these ideas from
bondage to an absurd hypothesis.

Volitions have been postulated as special acts, or operations, ‘in the
mind’, by means of which a mind gets its ideas translated into facts. I think
of some state of affairs which I wish to come into existence in the physical
world, but, as my thinking and wishing are unexecutive, they require the
mediation of a further executive mental process. So I perform a volition
which somehow puts my muscles into action. Only when a bodily move-
ment has issued from such a volition can I merit praise or blame for what
my hand or tongue has done.

It will be clear why I reject this story. It is just an inevitable extension of
the myth of the ghost in the machine. It assumes that there are mental
states and processes enjoying one sort of existence, and bodily states
and processes enjoying another. An occurrence on the one stage is never
numerically identical with an occurrence on the other. So, to say that a
person pulled the trigger intentionally is to express at least a conjunctive
proposition, asserting the occurrence of one act on the physical stage and
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another on the mental stage; and, according to most versions of the myth,
it is to express a causal proposition, asserting that the bodily act of pulling
the trigger was the effect of a mental act of willing to pull the trigger.

According to the theory, the workings of the body are motions of
matter in space. The causes of these motions must then be either other
motions of matter in space or, in the privileged case of human beings,
thrusts of another kind. In some way which must forever remain a mys-
tery, mental thrusts, which are not movements of matter in space, can
cause muscles to contract. To describe a man as intentionally pulling the
trigger is to state that such a mental thrust did cause the contraction of
the muscles of his finger. So the language of ‘volitions’ is the language of
the para-mechanical theory of the mind. If a theorist speaks without
qualms of ‘volitions’, or ‘acts of will’, no further evidence is needed to
show that he swallows whole the dogma that a mind is a secondary field
of special causes. It can be predicted that he will correspondingly speak of
bodily actions as ‘expressions’ of mental processes. He is likely also to
speak glibly of ‘experiences’, a plural noun commonly used to denote the
postulated non-physical episodes which constitute the shadow-drama on
the ghostly boards of the mental stage.

The first objection to the doctrine that overt actions, to which we
ascribe intelligence-predicates, are results of counterpart hidden oper-
ations of willing is this. Despite the fact that theorists have, since the Stoics
and Saint Augustine, recommended us to describe our conduct in this
way, no one, save to endorse the theory, ever describes his own conduct,
or that of his acquaintances, in the recommended idioms. No one ever
says such things as that at 10 a.m. he was occupied in willing this or that,
or that he performed five quick and easy volitions and two slow and
difficult volitions between midday and lunch-time. An accused person
may admit or deny that he did something, or that he did it on purpose, but
he never admits or denies having willed. Nor do the judge and jury
require to be satisfied by evidence, which in the nature of the case could
never be adduced, that a volition preceded the pulling of the trigger.
Novelists describe the actions, remarks, gestures and grimaces, the day-
dreams, deliberations, qualms and embarrassments of their characters; but
they never mention their volitions. They would not know what to say
about them.

By what sorts of predicates should they be described? Can they be sud-
den or gradual, strong or weak, difficult or easy, enjoyable or disagreeable?
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Can they be accelerated, decelerated, interrupted, or suspended? Can
people be efficient or inefficient at them? Can we take lessons in executing
them? Are they fatiguing or distracting? Can I do two or seven of them
synchronously? Can I remember executing them? Can I execute them,
while thinking of other things, or while dreaming? Can they become
habitual? Can I forget how to do them? Can I mistakenly believe that I have
executed one, when I have not, or that I have not executed one, when I
have? At which moment was the boy going through a volition to take the
high dive? When he set foot on the ladder? When he took his first deep
breath? When he counted oft ‘One, two, three—Go’, but did not go? Very,
very shortly before he sprang? What would his own answer be to those
questions?

Champions of the doctrine maintain, of course, that the enactment
of volitions is asserted by implication, whenever an overt act is described
as intentional, voluntary, culpable or meritorious; they assert too that
any person is not merely able but bound to know that he is willing when
he is doing so, since volitions are defined as a species of conscious pro-
cess. So if ordinary men and women fail to mention their volitions in
their descriptions of their own behaviour, this must be due to their
being untrained in the dictions appropriate to the description of their
inner, as distinct from their overt, behaviour. However, when a champion
of the doctrine is himself asked how long ago he executed his last vol-
ition, or how many acts of will he executes in, say, reciting ‘Little Miss
Muffet’ backwards, he is apt to confess to finding difficulties in giving
the answer, though these difficulties should not, according to his own
theory, exist.

If ordinary men never report the occurrence of these acts, for all that,
according to the theory, they should be encountered vastly more fre-
quently than headaches, or feelings of boredom; if ordinary vocabulary
has no non-academic names for them; if we do not know how to settle
simple questions about their frequency, duration or strength, then it is fair
to conclude that their existence is not asserted on empirical grounds. The
fact that Plato and Aristotle never mentioned them in their frequent and
elaborate discussions of the nature of the soul and the springs of conduct
is due not to any perverse neglect by them of notorious ingredients of
daily life but to the historical circumstance that they were not acquainted
with a special hypothesis the acceptance of which rests not on the
discovery, but on the postulation, of these ghostly thrusts.
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The second objection is this. It is admitted that one person can never
witness the volitions of another; he can only infer from an observed overt
action to the volition from which it resulted, and then only if he has any
good reason to believe that the overt action was a voluntary action, and
not a reflex or habitual action, or one resulting from some external cause.
It follows that no judge, schoolmaster, or parent ever knows that the
actions which he judges merit praise or blame; for he cannot do better
than guess that the action was willed. Even a confession by the agent, if
such confessions were ever made, that he had executed a volition before
his hand did the deed would not settle the question. The pronouncement
of the confession is only another overt muscular action. The curious con-
clusion results that though volitions were called in to explain our
appraisals of actions, this explanation is just what they fail to provide. If we
had no other antecedent grounds for applying appraisal-concepts to the
actions of others, we should have no reasons at all for inferring from those
actions to the volitions alleged to give rise to them.

Nor could it be maintained that the agent himself can know that any
overt action of his own is the effect of a given volition. Supposing, what is
not the case, that he could know for certain, either from the alleged direct
deliverances of consciousness, or from the alleged direct findings of intro-
spection, that he had executed an act of will to pull the trigger just before
he pulled it, this would not prove that the pulling was the effect of that
willing. The connection between volitions and movements is allowed to
be mysterious, so, for all he knows, his volition may have had some other
movement as its effect and the pulling of the trigger may have had some
other event for its cause.

Thirdly, it would be improper to burke the point that the connection
between volition and movement is admitted to be a mystery. It is a mys-
tery not of the unsolved but soluble type, like the problem of the cause of
cancer, but of quite another type. The episodes supposed to constitute the
careers of minds are assumed to have one sort of existence, while those
constituting the careers of bodies have another sort; and no bridge-status
is allowed. Transactions between minds and bodies involve links where no
links can be. That there should be any causal transactions between minds
and matter conflicts with one part, that there should be none conflicts
with another part of the theory. Minds, as the whole legend describes
them, are what must exist if there is to be a causal explanation of the
intelligent behaviour of human bodies; and minds, as the legend describes
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them, live on a floor of existence defined as being outside the causal
system to which bodies belong.

Fourthly, although the prime function of volitions, the task for the
performance of which they were postulated, is to originate bodily move-
ments, the argument, such as it is, for their existence entails that some
mental happenings also must result from acts of will. Volitions were postu-
lated to be that which makes actions voluntary, resolute, meritorious and
wicked. But predicates of these sorts are ascribed not only to bodily
movements but also to operations which, according to the theory, are
mental and not physical operations. A thinker may ratiocinate resolutely,
or imagine wickedly; he may try to compose a limerick and he may
meritoriously concentrate on his algebra. Some mental processes then can,
according to the theory, issue from volitions. So what of volitions them-
selves? Are they voluntary or involuntary acts of mind? Clearly either
answer leads to absurdities. If I cannot help willing to pull the trigger, it
would be absurd to describe my pulling it as ‘voluntary’. But if my vol-
ition to pull the trigger is voluntary, in the sense assumed by the theory,
then it must issue from a prior volition and that from another ad infinitum. It
has been suggested, to avoid this difficulty, that volitions cannot be
described as either voluntary or involuntary. “Volition’ is a term of the
wrong type to accept either predicate. If so, it would seem to follow that it
is also of the wrong type to accept such predicates as ‘virtuous’ and
‘wicked’, ‘good’ and ‘bad’, a conclusion which might embarrass those
moralists who use volitions as the sheet-anchor of their systems.

In short, then, the doctrine of volitions is a causal hypothesis, adopted
because it was wrongly supposed that the question, “What makes a bodily
movement voluntary?” was a causal question. This supposition is, in fact,
only a special twist of the general supposition that the question, ‘How are
mental-conduct concepts applicable to human behaviour?’ is a question
about the causation of that behavior.

Champions of the doctrine should have noticed the simple fact that they
and all other sensible persons knew how to decide questions about the
voluntariness and involuntariness of actions and about the resoluteness
and irresoluteness of agents before they had ever heard of the hypothesis
of the occult inner thrusts of actions. They might then have realised that
they were not elucidating the criteria already in efficient use, but, tacitly
assuming their validity, were trying to correlate them with hypothetical
occurrences of a para-mechanical pattern. Yet this correlation could, on
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the one hand, never be scientifically established, since the thrusts postu-
lated were screened from scientific observation; and, on the other hand, it
would be of no practical or theoretical use, since it would not assist our
appraisals of actions, depending as it would on the presupposed validity
of those appraisals. Nor would it elucidate the logic of those appraisal-
concepts, the intelligent employment of which antedated the invention of
this causal hypothesis.

Before we bid farewell to the doctrine of volitions, it is expedient
to consider certain quite familiar and authentic processes with which
volitions are sometimes wrongly identified.

People are frequently in doubt what to do; having considered alterna-
tive courses of action, they then, sometimes, select or choose one of these
courses. This process of opting for one of a set of alternative courses of
action is sometimes said to be what is signified by ‘volition’. But this
identification will not do, for most voluntary actions do not issue out of
conditions of indecision and are not therefore results of settlements of
indecisions. Moreover it is notorious that a person may choose to do
something but fail, from weakness of will, to do it; or he may fail to do it
because some circumstance arises after the choice is made, preventing the
execution of the act chosen. But the theory could not allow that volitions
ever fail to result in action, else further executive operations would have to
be postulated to account for the fact that sometimes voluntary actions are
performed. And finally the process of deliberating between alternatives
and opting for one of them is itself subject to appraisal-predicates. But if,
for example, an act of choosing is describable as voluntary, then, on this
suggested showing, it would have in its turn to be the result of a prior
choice to choose, and that from a choice to choose to choose . . .

The same objections forbid the identification with volitions of such
other familiar processes as that of resolving or making up our minds to do
something and that of nerving or bracing ourselves to do something. I
may resolve to get out of bed or go to the dentist, and I may, clenching my
fists and gritting my teeth, brace myself to do so, but I may still backslide.
If the action is not done, then, according to the doctrine, the volition to
do it is also unexecuted. Again, the operations of resolving and nerving
ourselves are themselves members of the class of creditable or discredit-
able actions, so they cannot constitute the peculiar ingredient which,
according to the doctrine, is the common condition of any performance
being creditable or discreditable.
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(3) THEDISTINCTION BETWEEN VOLUNTARY
AND INVOLUNTARY

It should be noticed that while ordinary folk, magistrates, parents and
teachers, generally apply the words ‘voluntary” and ‘involuntary’ to actions
in one way, philosophers often apply them in quite another way.

In their most ordinary employment ‘voluntary’ and ‘involuntary’ are
used, with a few minor elasticities, as adjectives applying to actions which
ought not to be done. We discuss whether someone’s action was volun-
tary or not only when the action seems to have been his fault. He is
accused of making a noise, and the guilt is his, if the action was voluntary,
like laughing; he has successfully excused himself, if he satisfies us that it
was involuntary, like a sneeze. In the same way in ordinary life we raise
questions of responsibility only when someone is charged, justly or
unjustly, with an offence. It makes sense, in this use, to ask whether a boy
was responsible for breaking a window, but not whether he was respon-
sible for finishing his homework in good time. We do not ask whether it
was his fault that he got a long-division sum right, for to get a sum right
is not a fault. If he gets it wrong, he may satisfy us that his failure was not
his fault, perhaps because he had not yet been shown how to do such
calculations.

In this ordinary use, then, it is absurd to discuss whether satisfactory,
correct or admirable performances are voluntary or involuntary. Neither
inculpation nor exculpation is in point. We neither confess to authorship
nor adduce extenuating circumstances; neither plead ‘guilty’ nor plead
‘not guilty’; for we are not accused.

But philosophers, in discussing what constitutes acts voluntary or
involuntary, tend to describe as voluntary not only reprehensible but also
meritorious actions, not only things that are someone’s fault but also
things that are to his credit. The motives underlying their unwitting exten-
sion of the ordinary sense of ‘voluntary’, ‘involuntary’ and ‘responsible’
will be considered later. For the moment it is worth while to consider
certain consequences which follow from it. In the ordinary use, to say that
a sneeze was involuntary is to say that the agent could not help doing it,
and to say that a laugh was voluntary is to say that the agent could have
helped doing it. (This is not to say that the laugh was intentional. We do
not laugh on purpose.) The boy could have got the sum right which he
actually got wrong; he knew how to behave, but he misbehaved; he was
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competent to tie a reef-knot, though what he unintentionally produced
was a granny-knot. His failure or lapse was his fault. But when the word
‘voluntary’ is given its philosophically stretched use, so that correct as well
as incorrect, admirable as well as contemptible acts are described as volun-
tary, it seems to follow by analogy with the ordinary use, that a boy who
gets his sum right can also be described as having been ‘able to help it’. It
would then be proper to ask: Could you have helped solving the riddle?
Could you have helped drawing the proper conclusion? Could you have
helped tying a proper reef-knot? Could you have helped seeing the
point of that joke? Could you have helped being kind to that child? In
fact, however, no one could answer these questions, though it is not at
first obvious why, if it is correct to say that someone could have
avoided getting a sum wrong, it is incorrect to say that he could have
avoided getting it right.

The solution is simple. When we say that someone could have avoided
committing a lapse or error, or that it was his fault that he committed it,
we mean that he knew how to do the right thing, or was competent to do
so, but did not exercise his knowledge or competence. He was not trying,
or not trying hard enough. But when a person has done the right thing,
we cannot then say that he knew how to do the wrong thing, or that he
was competent to make mistakes. For making mistakes is not an exercise
of competence, nor is the commission of slips an exercise of knowledge
how; it is a failure to exercise knowledge how. It is true in one sense of
‘could’ that a person who had done a sum correctly could have got it
wrong; in the sense, namely, that he is not exempt from the liability to be
careless. But in another sense of ‘could’, to ask, ‘Could you have got it
wrong?” means ‘Were you sufficiently intelligent and well-trained and
were you concentrating hard enough to make a miscalculation?’, and this
is as silly a question as to ask whether someone’s teeth are strong enough
to be broken by cracking nuts.

The tangle of largely spurious problems, known as the problem of the
Freedom of the Will, partly derives from this unconsciously stretched use
of ‘voluntary’ and these consequential misapplications of different senses
of ‘could’ and ‘could have helped’.

The first task is to elucidate what is meant in their ordinary, undistorted
use by ‘voluntary’, ‘involuntary’, ‘responsible’, ‘could not have helped’ and
‘his fault’, as these expressions are used in deciding concrete questions of
guilt and innocence.
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If a boy has tied a granny-knot instead of a reef-knot, we satisty our-
selves that it was his fault by first establishing that he knew how to tie a
reef-knot, and then by establishing that his hand was not forced by
external coercion and that there were no other agencies at work prevent-
ing him from tying the correct knot. We establish that he could tie reef-
knots by finding out that he had been taught, had had practice, usually got
them right, or by finding that he could detect and correct knots tied by
others, or by finding that he was ashamed of what he had done and,
without help from others, put it right himself. That he was not acting
under duress or in panic or high fever or with numb fingers, is discovered
in the way in which we ordinarily discover that highly exceptional inci-
dents have not taken place; for such incidents would have been too
remarkable to have gone unremarked, at least by the boy himself.

The first question which we had to decide had nothing to do with the
occurrence or non-occurrence of any occult episode in the boy’s stream of
consciousness; it was the question whether or not he had the required
higher-level competence, that of knowing how to tie reef-knots. We were
not, at this stage, inquiring whether he committed, or omitted, an extra
public or private operation, but only whether he possessed or lacked a
certain intelligent capacity. What satisfied us was not the (unattainable)
knowledge of the truth or falsity of a particular covert cause-overt effect
proposition, but the (attainable) knowledge of the truth or falsity of a
complex and partially general hypothetical proposition—not, in short,
that he did tie a shadowy reef- or granny-knot behind the scenes, but that
he could have tied a real one with this rope and would have done so on
this occasion, if he had paid more heed to what he was doing. The lapse
was his fault because, knowing how to tie the knot, he still did not tie it
correctly.

Consider next the case of an act which everyone would decide was
not the agent’s fault. A boy arrives late for school and on inquiry it turns
out that he left home at the usual time, did not dally on his way to the
omnibus halt and caught the usual omnibus. But the vehicle broke down
and could not complete the journey. The boy ran as fast as he could the
rest of the way, but was still late. Clearly all the steps taken by the boy were
either the same as those which normally bring him to school in time, or
were the only steps open to him for remedying the effects of the break-
down. There was nothing else that he could have done and his teacher
properly recommends him to follow the same routine on future occasions.
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His late arrival was not the result of a failure to do what he was capable of
doing. He was prevented by a circumstance which was not in his power to
modify. Here again the teacher is judging an action with reference to
the capacities and opportunities of the agent; his excuse is accepted that
he could not have done better than he did. The whole question of the
involuntariness of his late arrival is decided without the boy being asked
to report any deliverances of consciousness or introspection about the
execution or non-execution of any volitions.

It makes no difference if the actions with which an agent is charged
either are or embody operations of silent soliloquy or other operations
with verbal or non-verbal images. A slip in mental arithmetic is the
pupil’s fault on the same grounds as a slip made in written arithmetic;
and an error committed in matching colours in the mind’s eye may
merit the reproach of carelessness in the same way as an error committed
in matching colours on the draper’s counter. If the agent could have
done better than he did, then he could have helped doing it as badly as
he did.

Besides considering the ordinary senses of ‘voluntary’, ‘involuntary’,
‘responsible’, ‘my fault’ and ‘could’ or ‘could not help’, we should notice
as well the ordinary uses of such expressions as ‘effort of will’, ‘strength of
will” and ‘irresolute’. A person is described as behaving resolutely when in
the execution of difficult, protracted or disagreeable tasks he tends not to
relax his efforts, not to let his attention be diverted, not to grumble and
not to think much or often about his fatigue or fears. He does not shirk or
drop things to which he has set his hand. A weak-willed person is one
who is easily distracted or disheartened, apt to convince himself that
another time will be more suitable or that the reasons for undertaking the
task were not after all very strong. Note that it is no part of the definition
of resoluteness or of irresoluteness that a resolution should actually have
been formed. A resolute man may firmly resist temptations to abandon or
postpone his task, though he never went through a prefatory ritual-
process of making up his mind to complete it. But naturally such a man
will also be disposed to perform any vows which he has made to others or
to himself. Correspondingly the irresolute man will be likely to fail to
carry out his often numerous good resolutions, but his lack of tenacity of
purpose will be exhibited also in surrenders and slacknesses in courses of
action which were unprefaced by any private or public undertakings to
accomplish them.

59



60

THE CONCEPT OF MIND

Strength of will is a propensity the exercises of which consist in sticking
to tasks; that is, in not being deterred or diverted. Weakness of will is
having too little of this propensity. The performances in which strength of
will is exerted may be performances of almost any sort, intellectual or
manual, imaginative or administrative. It is not a single-track disposition
or, for that and other reasons, a disposition to execute occult operations of
one special kind.

By ‘an effort of will’ is meant a particular exercise of tenacity of
purpose, occurring when the obstacles are notably great, or the counter-
temptations notably strong. Such efforts may, but need not, be accom-
panied by special processes, often of a ritual character, of nerving or
adjuring oneself to do what is required; but these processes are not so
much ways in which resoluteness is shown as ways in which fear of
irresoluteness manifests itself.

Before we leave the concept or concepts of voluntariness, two further
points need to be made. (1) Very often we oppose things done voluntarily
to things suffered under compulsion. Some soldiers are volunteers, others
are conscripts; some yachtsmen go out to sea voluntarily, others are car-
ried out to sea by the wind and tide. Here questions of inculpation and
exculpation need not arise. In asking whether the soldier volunteered or
was conscripted, we are asking whether he joined up because he wanted
to do so, or whether he joined up because he had to do so, where ‘had to’
entails ‘no matter what he wanted’. In asking whether the yachtsman went
out to sea of his own accord or whether he was carried out, we are asking
whether he went out on purpose, or whether he would still have gone out
as he did, even if he had meant not to do so. Would bad news from home,
or a warning from the coastguard, have stopped him?

What is involuntary, in this use, is not describable as an act. Being
carried out to sea, or being called up, is something that happens to a
person, not something which he does. In this respect, this antithesis
between voluntary and involuntary differs from the antithesis we have in
mind when we ask whether someone’s tying of a granny-knot, or his
knitting of his brows, is voluntary or involuntary. A person who frowns
involuntarily is not forced to frown, as a yachtsman may be forced out to
sea; nor is the careless boy forced to tie a granny-knot, as the conscript
is forced to join the army. Even frowning is something that a person does.
It is not done to him. So sometimes the question ‘Voluntary or involun-
tary?’ means ‘Did the person do it, or was it done to him?’; sometimes it



CHAPTER I1I: THE WILL

presupposes that he did it, but means ‘Did he do it with or without
heeding what he was doing?” or ‘Did he do it on purpose or inadvertently,
mechanically, or instinctively, etc.?’

(2) When a person does something voluntarily, in the sense that he
does it on purpose or is trying to do it, his action certainly reflects some
quality or qualities of mind, since (it is more than a verbal point to say) he
is in some degree and in one fashion or another minding what he is doing.
It follows also that, if linguistically equipped, he can then tell, without
research or conjecture, what he has been trying to accomplish. But, as will
be argued in Chapter V, these implications of voluntariness do not carry
with them the double-life corollaries often assumed. To frown intention-
ally is not to do one thing on one’s forehead and another thing in a second
metaphorical place; nor is it to do one thing with one’s brow-muscles and
another thing with some non-bodily organ. In particular, it is not to bring
about a frown on one’s forehead by first bringing about a frown-causing
exertion of some occult non-muscle. ‘He frowned intentionally’ does not
report the occurrence of two episodes. It reports the occurrence of one
episode, but one of a very different character from that reported by ‘he
frowned involuntarily’, though the frowns might be photographically as
similar as you please.

(4) FREEDOM OF THE WILL

It has been pointed out that in some philosophers’ discussions of the
voluntariness of actions, the words ‘voluntary’, ‘involuntary’ and ‘respon-
sible’ are used, not with their ordinary restriction to lapses or apparent
lapses, but with a wider scope covering all performances which are to be
adjudged favourably or unfavourably by any criteria of excellence or
admissibility. In their use, a person is described as voluntarily doing the
right thing and as voluntarily doing the wrong thing, or as being respon-
sible not only for actions for which he is subject to accusation, but also
for actions entitling him to kudos. It is used, that is, as a synonym of
‘intentional’.

Now the philosophers who have worked with this stretched usage have
had a strong intellectual motive for doing so. They felt the need for an
apparatus of terms by which to demarcate those things and occurrences to
which either plaudits or strictures are appropriate from those to which
neither are appropriate. Without such an apparatus it would, they felt, be
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impossible to state what are the qualifications for membership of the
realm of Spirit, the lack of which entails relegation to the realm of brute
Nature.

The main source of this concern to discover some peculiar element
present, wherever Spirit is present, and absent, where it is absent, was
alarm at the bogy of Mechanism. It was believed that the physical sciences
had established, or were on the way to establishing, that the things and
events of the external world are rigidly governed by discoverable laws,
laws the formulations of which admit no appraisal-words. It was felt
that all external happenings are confined within the iron grooves of mech-
anical causation. The genesis, the properties and the courses of these
happenings were, or would be, totally explained in terms of measurable
and, it was supposed, therefore purposeless forces.

To salve our right to employ appraisal-concepts, the field of their proper
application had to be shown to lie somewhere else than this external
world, and an internal world of unmeasurable but purposeful forces
was thought to do the trick. “Volitions’ being already nominated as the
required outputs of internal forces, it was then natural to suppose that
voluntariness, defined in terms of propagation by volitions, was the com-
mon and peculiar element which makes occurrences spiritual. Scientific
propositions and appraisal-propositions were accordingly distinguished as
being respectively descriptions of what takes place in the external world
and descriptions of what takes place in the internal world—at least until
psychologists claimed that their assertions were scientific descriptions of
what takes place in the inner world.

The question whether human beings can merit praise or blame was
consequently construed as the question whether volitions are effects.

(s) THEBOGY OF MECHANISM

Whenever a new science achieves its first big successes, its enthusiastic
acolytes always fancy that all questions are now soluble by extension
of its methods of solving its questions. At one time theorists imagined
that the whole world was nothing more than a complex of geometrical
figures, at another that the whole world was describable and explicable
in the propositions of pure arithmetic. Chemical, electrical, Darwinian
and Freudian cosmogonies have also enjoyed their bright but brief days.
‘At long last’, the zealots always say, ‘we can give, or at least indicate, a
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solution of all difficulties and one which is unquestionably a scientific
solution’.

The physical sciences launched by Copernicus, Galileo, Newton and
Boyle secured a longer and a stronger hold upon the cosmogony-builders
than did either their forerunners or their successors. People still tend to
treat laws of Mechanics not merely as the ideal type of scientific laws, but
as, in some sense, the ultimate laws of Nature. They tend to hope or fear
that biological, psychological and sociological laws will one day be
‘reduced’ to mechanical laws—though it is left unclear what sort of a
transaction this ‘reduction” would be.

I have spoken of Mechanism as a bogy. The fear that theoretically
minded persons have felt lest everything should turn out to be explicable
by mechanical laws is a baseless fear. And it is baseless not because the
contingency which they dread happens not to be impending, but because
it makes no sense to speak of such a contingency. Physicists may one day
have found the answers to all physical questions, but not all questions are
physical questions. The laws that they have found and will find may, in
one sense of the metaphorical verb, govern everything that happens, but
they do not ordain everything that happens. Indeed they do not ordain
anything that happens. Laws of nature are not fiats.

An illustration may elucidate this point. A scientifically trained specta-
tor, who is not acquainted with chess or any other game, is permitted to
look at a chessboard in the intervals between the moves. He does not yet
see the players making the moves. After a time he begins to notice certain
regularities. The pieces known to us as “pawns’, normally move only one
square at a time and then only forwards, save in certain special circum-
stances when they move diagonally. The pieces known to us as ‘bishops’
only move diagonally, though they can move any number of squares at a
time. Knights always make dog-legged moves. And so on. After much
research this spectator will have worked out all the rules of chess, and he is
then allowed to see that the moves of the pieces are made by people whom
we know as ‘players’. He commiserates with them upon their bondage.
‘Every move that you make’, he says, ‘is governed by unbreakable rules;
from the moment that one of you puts his hand on a pawn, the move that
he will make with it is, in most cases, accurately predictable. The whole
course of what you tragically dub your “game” is remorselessly pre-
ordained; nothing in it takes place which cannot be shown to be governed
by one or other of the iron rules. Heartless necessity dictates the play,
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leaving no room in it for intelligence or purpose. True, I am not yet
competent to explain every move that I witness by the rules that I have so
far discovered. But it would be unscientific to suppose that there are
inexplicable moves. There must therefore be further rules, which I hope to
discover and which will satisfactorily complete the explanations which I
have inaugurated.” The players, of course, laugh and explain to him that
though every move is governed, not one of them is ordained by the rules.
‘True, given that I start to move my bishop, you can predict with certainty
that it will end on a square of the same colour as that from which it
started. That can be deduced from the rules. But that, or how far, I shall
move my bishop at this or that stage of the game is not stated in, or
deducible from, the rules. There is plenty of room for us to display clever-
ness and stupidity and to exercise deliberation and choice. Though noth-
ing happens that is irregular, plenty happens that is surprising, ingenious
and silly. The rules are the same for all the games of chess that have ever
been played, yet nearly every game that has ever been played has taken a
course for which the players can recall no close parallels. The rules are
unalterable, but the games are not uniform. The rules prescribe what the
players may not do; everything else is permitted, though many moves that
are permitted would be bad tactics.

‘There are no further rules of the game for you to discover and the
“explanations” which you hope to find for the particular moves that we
make can, of course, be discovered, but they are not explanations in terms
of rules but in terms of some quite different things, namely, such things as
the player’s consideration and application of tactical principles. Your
notion of what constitutes an explanation was too narrow. The sense in
which a rule “explains” a move made in conformity with it is not the
same as the sense in which a tactical principle explains a move, for all that
every move that obeys a tactical principle also obeys a rule. Knowing how
to apply tactical principles involves knowing the rules of the game, but
there is no question of these principles being “reducible” to rules of
the game.’

This illustration is not intended to suggest that the laws of physics
are very much like the rules of chess; for the course of Nature is not a
game and its laws are not human inventions or conventions. What the
illustration is meant to bring out is the fact there is no contradiction in
saying that one and the same process, such as the move of a bishop, is in
accordance with two principles of completely different types and such
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that neither is ‘reducible’ to the other, though one of them presupposes
the other.

Hence there derive two quite different sorts of ‘explanation’ of the
moves, neither of which is incompatible with the other. Indeed the
explanation in terms of tactical canons presupposes that in terms of
the rules of chess, but it is not deducible from those rules. This point can
be expressed in another way. A spectator might ask, in one sense of ‘why’,
why the bishop always ends a move on a square of the same colour as that
on which it began the game; he would be answered by being referred to
the rules of chess, including those prescribing the design of the board. He
might then ask, in another sense of ‘why’, why a player at a certain stage
of the game moved one of his bishops (and not some other piece) to one
square (and not to another); he might be answered that it was to force the
opposing Queen to cease to threaten the player’s King.

Words like ‘explanation’, ‘law’, ‘rule’, ‘principle’, ‘why’, ‘because’,
‘cause’, ‘reason’, ‘govern’, mecessitate’, etc., have a range of typically
different senses. Mechanism seemed to be a menace because it was
assumed that the use of these terms in mechanical theories is their sole
use; that all ‘why’ questions are answerable in terms of laws of motion. In
fact all “‘why’ questions of one type are perhaps answerable in those terms
and no ‘why’ questions of other types are answerable merely in those
terms.

It may well be that throughout the whole length of The Decline and Fall of
the Roman Empire Gibbon never once infringes the rules of English grammar.
They governed his entire writing, yet they did not ordain what he should
write, or even the style in which he should write; they merely forbade
certain ways of conjoining words. Knowing these rules and Gibbon's
obedience to them, a reader can predict from the fact that a particular
sentence has for its subject a plural noun that its verb will be a plural verb.
His predictions will be uniformly correct, yet we feel no inclination to
lament that Gibbon'’s pen ran in a fatal groove. Grammar tells the reader
that the verb must be a plural verb, but not which verb it will be.

An argumentative passage from The Decline and Fall might be examined
for the grammatical rules which its word-arrangements observe, the styl-
istic canons which its word-arrangements observe, and the logical rules
which its word-arrangements observe. There is no conflict or competition
between these different types of principles; all alike are applied in the
same material; all alike can supply licenses for correct predictions; all alike
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may be referred to for answers to questions of the same verbal pattern
‘Why did Gibbon write this and not something else?’

The discoveries of the physical sciences no more rule out life, sentience,
purpose or intelligence from presence in the world than do the rules of
grammar extrude style or logic from prose. Certainly the discoveries of the
physical sciences say nothing of life, sentience, or purpose, but nor do the
rules of grammar say anything about style or logic. For the laws of physics
apply to what is animate as well as to what is inanimate, to intelligent
people as well as to idiots, just as the rules of grammar apply to Whitaker’s
Almanac as well as to The Decline and Fall, to Mrs. Eddy’s as well as to Hume's
reasonings.

The favourite model to which the fancied mechanistic world is assimi-
lated is that of billiard balls imparting their motion to one another by
impact. Yet a game of billiards provides one of the simplest examples of a
course of events for the description of which mechanical terms are neces-
sary without being sufficient. Certainly from accurate knowledge of the
weight, shape, elasticity and movements of the balls, the constitution of
the table and the conditions of the atmosphere it is in principle possible,
in accordance with known laws, to deduce from a momentary state of the
balls what will be their later state. But it does not follow from this that the
course of the game is predictable in accordance with those laws alone. A
scientific forecaster, who was ignorant of the rules and tactics of the game
and of the skill and plans of the players, could predict, perhaps, from the
beginning of a single stroke, the positions in which the balls will come to
rest before the next stroke is made; but he could predict no further. The
player himself may be able to foresee with modest probability the sort
of break that he will make, for he knows, perhaps, the best tactics to apply
to situations like this and he knows a good deal about his own skill,
endurance, patience, keenness and intentions.

It must be noticed that in so far as the player has any skill in getting the
balls where he wishes, he must have knowledge, of a rule-of-thumb sort,
of the mechanical principles which govern the accelerations and deceler-
ations of the balls. His knowledge how to execute his intentions is not at
loggerheads with his knowledge of mechanical laws; it depends on that
knowledge. In applying appraisal-concepts to his play we are not worried
by the fact that the motions imparted by him to the balls are governed
by mechanical laws; for there could not be a game of skill at all if, per
impossibile, the instruments of the game behaved randomly.
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The modern interpretation of natural laws as statements not of neces-
sities but of very, very long odds is sometimes acclaimed as providing
a desiderated element of non-rigorousness in Nature. Now at last, it is
sometimes felt, we can be scientific while reserving just a very few occa-
sions in which appraisal-concepts can be properly applied. This silly view
assumes that an action could not merit favourable or unfavourable criti-
cism, unless it were an exception to scientific generalisations. But the
billiards player asks for no special indulgences from the laws of physics
any more than he does from the rules of billiards. Why should he? They
do not force his hand. The fears expressed by some moral philosophers
that the advance of the natural sciences diminishes the field within which
the moral virtues can be exercised rests on the assumption that there is
some contradiction in saying that one and the same occurrence is gov-
erned both by mechanical laws and by moral principles, an assumption as
baseless as the assumption that a golfer cannot at once conform to the laws
of ballistics and obey the rules of golf and play with elegance and skill. Not
only is there plenty of room for purpose where everything is governed by
mechanical laws, but there would be no place for purpose if things were
not so governed. Predictability is a necessary condition of planning.

Mechanism then is a mere bogy and while there is much to be eluci-
dated in the special concepts of biology, anthropology, sociology, ethics,
logic, asthetics, politics, economics, historiography, etc., there is no need
for the desperate salvage-operation of withdrawing the applications of
them out of the ordinary world to some postulated other world, or of
setting up a partition between things that exist in Nature and things that
exist in non-Nature. No occult precursors of overt acts are required to
preserve for their agent his title to plaudits or strictures for performing
them, nor would they be effective preservatives if they did exist.

Men are not machines, not even ghost-ridden machines. They are
men—a tautology which is sometimes worth remembering. People often
pose such questions as ‘How does my mind get my hand to make the
required movements?’ and even ‘What makes my hand do what my mind
tells it to do?” Questions of these patterns are properly asked of certain
chain-processes. The question ‘What makes the bullet fly out of the bar-
rel?” is properly answered by ‘The expansion of gases in the cartridge’;
the question “What makes the cartridge explode?’ is answered by refer-
ence to the percussion of the detonator; and the question ‘How does my
squeezing the trigger make the pin strike the detonator?’ is answered by
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describing the mechanism of springs, levers and catches between the
trigger and the pin. So when it is asked ‘How does my mind get my finger
to squeeze the trigger?’ the form of the question presupposes that a fur-
ther chain-process is involved, embodying still earlier tensions, releases
and discharges, though this time ‘mental’ ones. But whatever is the act or
operation adduced as the first step of this postulated chain-process, the
performance of it has to be described in just the same way as in ordinary
life we describe the squeezing of the trigger by the marksman. Namely we
say simply ‘He did it’ and not ‘He did or underwent something else which
caused it’.

In conclusion, it is perhaps worth while giving a warning against a very
popular fallacy. The hearsay knowledge that everything in Nature is sub-
ject to mechanical laws often tempts people to say that Nature is either one
big machine, or else a conglomeration of machines. But in fact there are
very few machines in Nature. The only machines that we find are the
machines that human beings make, such as clocks, windmills and tur-
bines. There are a very few natural systems which somewhat resemble
such machines, namely, such things as solar systems. These do go on by
themselves and repeat indefinitely the same series of movements. These
do go, as few unmanufactured things go, ‘like clock-work’. True, to make
machines we have to know and apply Mechanics. But inventing machines
is not copying things found in inanimate Nature.

Paradoxical though it may seem, we have to look rather to living organ-
isms for examples in Nature of self-maintaining, routine-observing sys-
tems. The movements of the heavenly bodies provided one kind of ‘clock’.
It was the human pulse that provided the next. Nor is it merely primitive
animism which makes native children think of engines as iron horses.
There is very little else in Nature to which they are so closely analogous.
Avalanches and games of billiards are subject to mechanical laws; but they
are not at all like the workings of machines.



IV

EMOTION

(1) FOREWORD

In this chapter I discuss certain of the concepts of emotion and feeling.

This scrutiny is necessary because adherents of the dogma of the
ghost in the machine can adduce in support of it the consent of most
philosophers and psychologists to the view that emotions are internal or
private experiences. Emotions are described as turbulences in the stream
of consciousness, the owner of which cannot help directly registering
them; to external witnesses they are, in consequence, necessarily occult.
They are occurrences which take place not in the public, physical world
but in your or my secret, mental world.

I shall argue that the word ‘emotion’ is used to designate at least three
or four different kinds of things, which I shall call ‘inclinations’ (or
‘motives’), ‘moods’, ‘agitations’ (or ‘commotions’) and ‘feelings’. Inclin-
ations and moods, including agitations, are not occurrences and do not
therefore take place either publicly or privately. They are propensities, not
acts or states. They are, however, propensities of different kinds, and their
differences are important. Feelings, on the other hand, are occurrences,
but the place that mention of them should take in descriptions of human
behaviour is very different from that which the standard theories accord
to it. Moods or frames of mind are, unlike motives, but like maladies and



70

THE CONCEPT OF MIND

states of the weather, temporary conditions which in a certain way collect
occurrences, but they are not themselves extra occurrences.

(2) FEELINGS VERSUS INCLINATIONS

By ‘feelings’ I refer to the sorts of things which people often describe as
thrills, twinges, pangs, throbs, wrenches, itches, prickings, chills, glows,
loads, qualms, hankerings, curdlings, sinkings, tensions, gnawings and
shocks. Ordinarily, when people report the occurrence of a feeling, they
do so in a phrase like ‘a throb of compassion,” ‘a shock of surprise’ or ‘a
thrill of anticipation’.

It is an important linguistic fact that these names for specific feelings,
such as ‘itch’, ‘qualm’ and ‘pang’ are also used as names of specific bodily
sensations. If someone says that he has just felt a twinge, it is proper to ask
whether it was a twinge of remorse or of rheumatism, though the word
‘twinge’ is not necessarily being used in quite the same sense in the
alternative contexts.

There are further respects in which the ways in which we speak of, say,
qualms of apprehension are analogous to the ways in which we speak of,
say, qualms of sea-sickness. We are ready to characterise either as acute or
faint, sudden or lingering, intermittent or steady. A man may wince from
a pricking of his conscience or from a pricking in his finger. Moreover, we
are in some cases ready to locate, say, the sinking feeling of despair in the
pit of the stomach or the tense feeling of anger in the muscles of the jaw
and fist. Other feelings which we are not prepared to locate in any particu-
lar part of the body, like glows of pride, seem to pervade the whole body
in much the same way as do glows of warmth.

James boldly identified feelings with bodily sensations, but for our
purposes it is enough to show that we talk of feelings very much as we talk
of bodily sensations, though it is possible that there is a tinge of metaphor
in our talk of the former which is absent from our talk of the latter.

On the other hand, it is necessary to do justice to the crucial fact that we
do report feelings in such idioms as ‘qualms of apprehension’ and ‘glows
of pride’; we do, that is, distinguish a glow of pride from a glow of
warmth, and I shall have to try to bring out the force of such distinctions. I
hope to show that though it is quite proper to describe someone as feeling
a throb of compassion; his compassion is not to be equated with a
throb or a series of throbs, any more than his fatigue is his gasps; so no
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disillusioning consequences would follow from acknowledging that
throbs, twinges and other feelings are bodily sensations.

In one sense, then, of ‘emotion’ the feelings are emotions. But there is
quite another sense of ‘emotion’ in which theorists classify as emotions
the motives by which people’s higher-level behaviour is explained. When
a man is described as vain, considerate, avaricious, patriotic or indolent,
an explanation is being given of why he conducts his actions, daydreams
and thoughts in the way he does, and, according to the standard termin-
ology, vanity, kindliness, avarice, patriotism and laziness rank as species of
emotion; they come thence to be spoken of as feelings.

But there is a great verbal muddle here, associated with a great logical
muddle. To begin with, when someone is described as a vain or indolent
man, the words ‘vain’ and ‘indolent’ are used to signify more or less
lasting traits in his character. In this use he might be said to have been vain
since childhood, or indolent during his entire half-holiday. His vanity and
indolence are dispositional properties, which could be unpacked in such
expressions as ‘Whenever situations of certain sorts have arisen, he has
always or usually tried to make himself prominent” or “Whenever he was
faced by an option between doing something difficult and not doing it, he
shirked doing the difficult thing’. Sentences beginning with “Whenever’
are not singular occurrence reports. Motive words used in this way signify
tendencies or propensities and therefore cannot signify the occurrence of
feelings. They are elliptical expressions of general hypothetical proposi-
tions of a certain sort, and cannot be construed as expressing categorical
narratives of episodes.

It will however be objected that, besides this dispositional use of motive
words, there must also be a corresponding active use of them. For a man
to be punctual in the dispositional sense of the adjective, he must tend to
be punctual on particular occasions; and the sense in which he is said to
be punctual for a particular rendezvous is not the dispositional but the
active sense of ‘punctual’. ‘He tends to be at his rendezvous on time’
expresses a general hypothetical proposition, the truth of which requires
that there should also be corresponding true categorical propositions of
the pattern ‘he was at today’s rendezvous in good time’. So, it will be
argued, for a man to be a vain or indolent man there must be particular
exercises of vanity and indolence occurring at particular moments, and
these will be actual emotions or feelings.

This argument certainly establishes something, but it does not establish
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the point desired. While it is true that to describe a man as vain is to say
that he is subject to a specific tendency, it is not true that the particular
exercises of this tendency consist in his registering particular thrills or
twinges. On the contrary, on hearing that a man is vain we expect him, in
the first instance, to behave in certain ways, namely to talk a lot about
himself; to cleave to the society of the eminent, to reject criticisms, to seek
the foot-lights and to disengage himself from conversations about the
merits of others. We expect him also to indulge in roseate daydreams
about his own successes, to avoid recalling past failures and to plan for his
own advancement. To be vain is to tend to act in these and innumerable
other kindred ways. Certainly we also expect the vain man to feel certain
pangs and flutters in certain situations; we expect him to have an acute
sinking feeling, when an eminent person forgets his name, and to feel
buoyant of heart and light of toe on hearing of the misfortunes of his
rivals. But feelings of pique and buoyancy are not more directly indicative
of vanity than are public acts of boasting or private acts of daydreaming.
Indeed they are less directly indicative, for reasons which will shortly
appear.

Some theorists will object that to speak of an act of boasting as one of
the direct exercises of vanity is to leave out the cardinal factor in the
situation. When we explain why a man boasts by saying that it is because
he is vain, we are forgetting that a disposition is not an event and so
cannot be a cause. The cause of his boasting must be an event antecedent
to his beginning to boast. He must be moved to boast by some actual
‘impulse’, namely an impulse of vanity. So the immediate or direct actu-
alisations of vanity are particular vanity impulses, and these are feelings.
The vain man is a man who tends to register particular feelings of vanity;
these cause or impel him to boast, or perhaps to will to boast, and to do all
the other things which we say are done from vanity.

It should be noticed that this argument takes it for granted that to
explain an act as done from a certain motive, in this case from vanity, is to
give a causal explanation. This means that it assumes that a mind, in this
case the boaster’s mind, is a field of special causes; that is why a vanity
feeling has been called in to be the inner cause of the overt boasting. I shall
shortly argue that to explain an act as done from a certain motive is not
analogous to saying that the glass broke, because a stone hit it, but to
the quite different type of statement that the glass broke, when the stone
hit it, because the glass was brittle. Just as there are no other momentary
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actualisations of brittleness than, for example, flying into fragments when
struck, so no other momentary actualisations of chronic vanity need to be
postulated than such things as boasting, day-dreaming about triumphs
and avoiding conversations about the merits of others.

But before expanding this argument I want to show how intrinsically
unplausible the view is that, on each occasion that a vain man behaves
vaingloriously, he experiences a particular palpitation or pricking of
vanity. To put it quite dogmatically, the vain man never feels vain. Certainly,
when thwarted, he feels acute dudgeon and when unexpectedly success-
tul, he feels buoyant. But there is no special thrill or pang which we call
a ‘feeling of vanity’. Indeed, if there were such a recognisable specific
feeling, and the vain man was constantly experiencing it, he would be the
first instead of the last person to recognise how vain he was.

Take another example. A man is interested in Symbolic Logic. He
regularly reads books and articles on the subject, discusses it, works out
problems in it and neglects lectures on other subjects. According to the
view which is here contested, he must therefore constantly experience
impulses of a peculiar kind, namely feelings of interest in Symbolic Logic,
and if his interest is very strong these feelings must be very acute and very
frequent. He must therefore be able to tell us whether these feelings are
sudden, like twinges, or lasting, like aches; whether they succeed one
another several times a minute or only a few times an hour; and whether
he feels them in the small of his back or in his forehead. But clearly his
only reply to such specific questions would be that he catches himself
experiencing no peculiar throbs or qualms while he is attending to his
hobby. He may report a feeling of vexation, when his studies are inter-
rupted, and the feeling of a load off his chest, when distractions are
removed; but there are no peculiar feelings of interest in Symbolic Logic
for him to report. While undisturbedly pursuing his hobby, he feels no
perturbations at all.

Suppose, however, that there were such feelings cropping up, maybe,
about every two or twenty minutes. We should still expect to find him
discussing and studying the subject in the intervals between these occur-
rences, and we should correctly say that he was still discussing and study-
ing the subject from interest in it. This point by itself establishes the
conclusion that to do something from a motive is compatible with being
free from any particular feelings while doing it.

Of course, the standard theories of motives do not speak so crudely of
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qualms, pangs and flutters. They speak more sedately of desires, impulses
or promptings. Now there are feelings of wanting, namely those we call
‘hankerings’, ‘cravings’ and ‘itchings’. So let us put our question in this
way. Is being interested in Symbolic Logic equivalent to being liable or
prone to feel certain special hankerings, gnawings or cravings? And does
working at Symbolic Logic from interest in it involve feeling one such
itching before each bit of the work is begun? If the affirmative answer is
given, then there can be no answer to the question, ‘From what motive
does the student work at the subject in the intervals between the itchings?’
And if to say that his interest was strong meant that the supposed feelings
were frequent and acute, the absurd consequence would follow that the
more strongly a man was interested in a subject, the more his attention
would be distracted from it. To call a feeling or sensation ‘acute’ is to say
that it is difficult not to attend to it, and to attend to a feeling is not the
same thing as to attend to a problem in Symbolic Logic.

We must reject, then, the conclusion of the argument which tried to
prove that motive words are the names of feelings or else of tendencies to
have feelings. But what was wrong with the argument for this conclusion?

There are at least two quite different senses in which an occurrence is
said to be ‘explained’; and there are correspondingly at least two quite
different senses in which we ask ‘why’ it occurred and two quite different
senses in which we say that it happened ‘because’ so and so was the case.
The first sense is the causal sense. To ask why the glass broke is to ask what
caused it to break, and we explain, in this sense, the fracture of the glass
when we report that a stone hit it. The ‘because’ clause in the explanation
reports an event, namely the event which stood to the fracture of the glass
as cause to effect.

But very frequently we look for and get explanations of occurrences in
another sense of ‘explanation’. We ask why the glass shivered when struck
by the stone and we get the answer that it was because the glass was brittle.
Now ‘brittle’ is a dispositional adjective; that is to say, to describe the glass
as brittle is to assert a general hypothetical proposition about the glass. So
when we say that the glass broke when struck because it was brittle, the
‘because’ clause does not report a happening or a cause; it states a law-like
proposition. People commonly say of explanations of this second kind that
they give the ‘reason’ for the glass breaking when struck.

How does the law-like general hypothetical proposition work? It says,
roughly, that the glass, if sharply struck or twisted, etc. would not dissolve



CHAPTER IV: EMOTION

or stretch or evaporate but fly into fragments. The matter of fact that the
glass did at a particular moment fly into fragments, when struck by a
particular stone, is explained, in this sense of ‘explain’, when the first
happening, namely the impact of the stone, satisfies the protasis of the
general hypothetical proposition, and when the second happening, namely
the fragmentation of the glass, satisfies its apodosis.

This can now be applied to the explanation of actions as issuing from
specified motives. When we ask “Why did someone act in a certain way?’
this question might, so far as its language goes, either be an inquiry into
the cause of his acting in that way, or be an inquiry into the character of
the agent which accounts for his having acted in that way on that occasion.
I suggest, what I shall now try to prove, that explanations by motives are
explanations of the second type and not of the first type. It is perhaps more
than a merely linguistic fact that a man who reports the motive from
which something is done is, in common parlance, said to be giving the
‘reason’ for the action. It should be also noticed that there are lots of
different kinds of such explanations of human actions. A twitch may be
explained by a reflex, the filling of a pipe by an inveterate habit; the
answering of a letter by a motive. Some of the differences between
reflexes, habits and motives will have to be described at a later stage.

The present issue is this. The statement ‘he boasted from vanity’ ought,
on one view, to be construed as saying that ‘he boasted and the cause of his
boasting was the occurrence in him of a particular feeling or impulse of
vanity’. On the other view, it is to be construed as saying ‘he boasted on
meeting the stranger and his doing so satisfies the law-like proposition that
whenever he finds a chance of securing the admiration and envy of others,
he does whatever he thinks will produce this admiration and envy’.

My first argument in favour of the second way of construing such
statements is that no one could ever know or even, usually, reasonably
conjecture that the cause of someone else’s overt action was the occur-
rence in him of a feeling. Even if the agent reported, what people never do
report, that he had experienced a vanity itch just before he boasted, this
would be very weak evidence that the itch caused the action, since for all
we know, the cause was any one of a thousand other synchronous happen-
ings. On this view the imputation of motives would be incapable of
any direct testing and no reasonable person would put any reliance on
any such imputation. It would be like water-divining in places where
well-sinking was forbidden.
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In fact, however, we do discover the motives of other people. The
process of discovering them is not immune from error, but nor are
the errors incorrigible. It is or is like an inductive process, which results in
the establishment of law-like propositions and the applications of them
as the ‘reasons’ for particular actions. What is established in each case is or
includes a general hypothetical proposition of a certain sort. The imput-
ation of a motive for a particular action is not a causal inference to an
unwitnessed event but the subsumption of an episode proposition under
a law-like proposition. It is therefore analogous to the explanation of
reactions and actions by reflexes and habits, or to the explanation of the
fracture of the glass by reference to its brittleness.

The way in which a person discovers his own long-term motives is the
same as the way in which he discovers those of others. The quantity and
quality of the information accessible to him differ in the two inquiries,
but its items are in general of the same sort. He has, it is true, a fund of
recollections of his own past deeds, thoughts, fancies and feelings; and he
can perform the experiments of fancying himself confronted by tasks and
opportunities which have not actually occurred. He can thus base his
appreciations of his own lasting inclinations on data which he lacks for his
appreciations of the inclinations of others. On the other side, his appreci-
ations of his own inclinations are unlikely to be unbiased and he is notin a
favourable position to compare his own actions and reactions with those
of others. In general we think that an impartial and discerning spectator
is a better judge of a person’s prevailing motives, as well as of his habits,
abilities and weaknesses, than is that person himself, a view which is
directly contrary to the theory which holds that an agent possesses a
Privileged Access to the so-called springs of his own actions and is,
because of that access, able and bound to discover, without inference or
research, from what motives he tends to act and from what motive he
acted on a particular occasion.

We shall see later on (Chapter V) that a person who does or undergoes
something, heeding what he is doing or undergoing, can, commonly,
answer questions about the incident without inference or research. But
what gives him those ready-made answers can and often does give his
companions also those same ready-made answers. He does not have to be
a detective, but nor do they.

Another argument supports this thesis. A person replying to an interro-
gation might say that he was delving into a ditch in order to find the larvae



CHAPTER IV: EMOTION

of a certain species of insect; that he was looking for these larva in order
to find out on what fauna or flora they were parasitic; that he was trying to
find out on what they were parasitic in order to test a certain ecological
hypothesis; and that he wanted to test this hypothesis in order to test a
certain hypothesis about Natural Selection. At each stage he declares his
motive or reason for pursuing certain investigations. And each successive
reason that he gives is of a higher level of generality than its predecessor.
He is subsuming one interest under another, somewhat as more special
laws are subsumed under more general laws. He is not recording a
chronological series of earlier and earlier stages, though of course he
could do this if asked the quite different questions What first aroused your
interest in this problem? and in that?

In the case of every action, taken by itself, for which it is natural to ask
‘From what motive was it done?’ it is always possible that it was not done
from a motive but from force of habit. Whatever I do or say, it is always
conceivable, though nearly always false, that I did it, or said it, in complete
absence of mind. The performance of an action from a motive is different
from its performance out of habit; but the sorts of things which belong to
the one class also belong to the other. Now to say that an action was done
from force of habit is patently to say that a specific disposition explains the
action. No one, I trust, thinks that ‘habit’ is the name of a peculiar internal
event or class of events. To ask whether an action was done from force of
habit or from kindliness of heart is therefore to ask which of two specified
dispositions is the explanation of the action.

Finally, we should consider by what tests we should try to decide
a dispute about the motive from which a person had done something;
did he, for example, throw up a well-paid post for a relatively humble
Government job from patriotism or from a desire to be exempt from
military service? We begin, perhaps, by asking him; but on this sort of
matter his avowals, to us or to himself, would very likely not be frank. We
next try, not necessarily unsuccessfully, to settle the dispute by consider-
ing whether his words, actions, embarrassments, etc., on this and other
occasions square with the hypothesis that he is physically timorous and
averse from regimentation, or whether they square with the hypothesis
that he is relatively indifferent to money and would sacrifice anything
to help win the war. We try, that is, to settle by induction the relevant
traits in his character. In applying, then, the results of our induction to his
particular decision, i.e. in explaining why he came to it, we do not press
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him to recall the itches, pangs and throbs that he registered in making it;
nor, probably, do we trouble to infer to their occurrence. And there is a
special reason for not paying much heed to the feelings had by a person
whose motives are under investigation, namely that we know that lively
and frequent feelings are felt by sentimentalists whose positive actions
show quite clearly that their patriotism, e.g. is a self-indulgent make-
believe. Their hearts duly sink when they hear that their country’s plight
is desperate, but their appetities are unaffected and the routines of their
lives are unmodified. Their bosoms swell at a march-past, but they avoid
marching themselves. They are rather like theatregoers and novel readers,
who also feel genuine pangs, glows, flutters and twinges of despair, indig-
nation, exhilaration and disgust, with the difference that the theatregoers
and novel readers realise that they are making-believe.

To say, then, that a certain motive is a trait in someone’s character is to
say that he is inclined to do certain sorts of things, make certain sorts of
plans, indulge in certain sorts of daydreams and also, of course, in certain
situations to feel certain sorts of feelings. To say that he did something
from that motive is to say that this action, done in its particular circum-
stances, was just the sort of thing that that was an inclination to do. It is to
say ‘he would do that’.

(3) INCLINATIONS VERSUS AGITATIONS

Quite different from inclinations are the states of mind or moods, persons
in which are described as agitated, disturbed, distracted or upset. To be
anxious, startled, shocked, excited, convulsed, flabbergasted, in suspense,
flurried and irritated, are familiar kinds of agitation. They are commo-
tions, the degrees of upsettingness of which are ordinarily characterised as
degrees of violence. In respect of any one of them it makes sense to say
that a person is too much disturbed to think or act coherently, too much
startled to utter a word, or too excited to be able to concentrate. When
people are said to be speechless with amazement, or paralysed by horror,
the specific agitation is, in effect, being described as extremely violent.
This point already indicates part of the difference between inclinations
and agitations. It would be absurd to say that a person’s interest in Symbolic
Logic was so violent that he could not concentrate on Symbolic Logic, or
that someone was too patriotic to be able to work for his country. Inclin-
ations are not disturbances and so cannot be violent or mild disturbances.



CHAPTER IV: EMOTION

A man whose dominant motive is philanthropy or vanity cannot be
described as distracted or upset by philanthropy or vanity; for he is not
distracted or upset at all. He is entirely single-minded. Philanthropy and
vanity are not gusts or storms.

As the words ‘distraction’ and ‘agitation’ themselves indicate, people in
these conditions are, to use a hazardous metaphor, subject to opposing
forces. The two radical kinds of such conflicts are these, namely when one
inclination runs counter to another, and when an inclination is thwarted
by the hard facts of the world. A man who wants a country life and wants
to hold a position which requires his living in a town is inclined in
opposing directions. A man who wants to live and is dying is precluded by
the facts from doing what he wants. These instances show an important
feature of agitations, namely that they presuppose the existence of inclin-
ations which are not themselves agitations, much as eddies presuppose the
existence of currents which are not themselves eddies. An eddy is an
interference-condition which requires that there exist, say, two currents,
or a current and a rock; an agitation requires that there exist two inclin-
ations or an inclination and a factual impediment. Grief, of one sort, is
affection blocked by death; suspense, of one sort, is hope interfered with
by fear. To be torn between patriotism and ambition the victim must be
both patriotic and ambitious.

Hume, following Hutcheson, was partially alive to this distinction
between inclinations and agitations, when he noticed that some ‘passions’
are intrinsically calm, while others are violent. He noticed too that a calm
passion might ‘vanquish’ a violent passion. But his antithesis of ‘calm’ and
‘violent’ suggests a mere difference of degree between two things of the
same kind. In fact, inclinations and agitations are things of different kinds.
Agitations can be violent or mild, inclinations cannot be either. Inclin-
ations can be relatively strong or relatively weak, but this difference is not
a difference of degree of upsettingness; it is a difference of degree of
operativeness, which is quite a different sort of difference. Hume’s word
‘passion’ was being used to signify things of at least two disparate types.

When a man is described as being both very avaricious and rather fond
of gardening, part of what is being said is that the former motive is
stronger than the latter, in the sense that much more of his internal and
external conduct is directed towards self-enrichment than is directed
towards horticulture. Moreover, when situations arise in which a slight
financial loss would be accompanied by a major improvement to his
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garden, he is likely to give up the orchids and to keep the cash. But more
is being said than this. For a man to be describable as very avaricious, this
propensity must in the same way be dominant over all or nearly all his
other inclinations. Even to be described as rather fond of gardening indi-
cates that this motive dominates a lot of other inclinations. The strengths
of motives are their relative strengths vis-d-vis either some other specified
motive, or every other motive, or most other motives. They are deter-
mined partly by the way in which the agent distributes his internal and
external activities and, what is only a special case of this, partly by the
outcomes of competitions between his inclinations, when circumstances
bring about such competitions, i.e. when he cannot do two things, to both
of which he is inclined. Indeed, to say that his motives have such and such
strengths is simply to say that he tends to distribute his activities in such
and such ways.

Sometimes a particular motive is so strong that it always, or nearly
always, dominates every other motive. The miser or the saint would per-
haps sacrifice everything, even life itself, rather than lose what he most
prizes. Such a man would, if the world were kind, never be seriously
agitated or distracted, since no other inclination is strong enough ser-
iously to compete or conflict with his heart’s desire. He could not be set at
loggerheads with himself.

Now one of the most popular uses of ‘emotion’, ‘emotional’, ‘moved’,
etc., is to describe the agitations, or other moods, in which people from
time to time are, or to which they are liable. By a ‘highly emotional
person’ is commonly meant a person who is frequently and violently
distraught, thrilled or flustered. If, for any reason, this is chosen as the
standard, or proper sense, of ‘emotion’, then motives or inclinations are
not emotions at all. Vanity would not be an emotion, though chagrin
would; being interested in Symbolic Logic would not be an emotion,
though being bored by other topics would. But there is no point in trying
to prune the ambiguities of the word ‘emotion’, so it is better to say that
motives are, if you like, emotions, but not in the sense in which agitations
are emotions.

We must distinguish between two different ways in which we use
words like ‘worried’, ‘excited’ and ‘embarrassed’. Sometimes we use
them to signify temporary moods, as when we say that someone was
embarrassed for some minutes, or worried for an hour. Sometimes we use
them for susceptibilities to moods, as when we say that someone is
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embarrassed by praise, i.e. is regularly embarrassed, whenever he is praised.
Similarly ‘rheumatic’ sometimes means ‘having a bout of rheumatism’,
sometimes ‘prone to have bouts of rheumatism’; and ‘Ireland is rainy’ may
mean that there is a good deal of rain there now, or that there usually is a
good deal of rain there. Clearly, susceptibilities to specific agitations are on
the same general footing with inclinations, namely that both are general
propensities and not occurrences. Anxiety about the issue of a war, or grief
for a dead friend, may characterise a person for months or years. He keeps
on relapsing into anxiety, or he keeps on grieving.

To say that a person has for days or weeks been vexed by someone’s
criticisms of him is not to say that at every moment of that time he has
been in the mood to do pettish things, think resentful thoughts or register
feelings of dudgeon. For he is also from time to time in the mood to eat,
conduct his business and play his games. What it does mean is that he is
prone to relapse into this mood; he keeps on getting into the frame of
mind in which he cannot help harping on the injustice which he has
suffered; cannot help intermittently daydreaming of self-vindications and
retaliations; cannot even seriously try to impute creditable motives to his
critic, or to recognise any substance in his criticisms. And to say that he
keeps on relapsing into this mood is to describe him in dispositional
terms. When susceptibilities to specific moods are chronic, they are traits
of character.

But what sort of a description are we giving, when we say of someone
that he is at a particular time and for a shortish or longish period in a
particular mood? Part of the answer will be given in Section (4) of this
chapter. Here it is enough to show that though moods, like maladies and
states of the weather, are relatively short-term conditions; they are not
determinate incidents, though they issue in determinate incidents.

From the fact that a person has been having indigestion for an hour it
does not follow that he has had one long pain or a series of short pains
during that hour; perhaps he had no pains at all. Nor does it follow that he
has been feeling sick, or that he spurned his food, or that he looked pale. It
is enough if some or other of these and further appropriate occurrences
have taken place. There is no unique episode, the occurrence of which is a
necessary or sufficient condition of having indigestion. ‘Indigestion’ does
not, therefore, stand for any such unique episode. In the same way a
sulky or hilarious person may or may not say certain things, talk in a
certain tone of voice, grimace or gesticulate in certain ways, have certain
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daydreams or register certain feelings. Being sulky or hilarious requires
some or other of these and further appropriate actions and reactions, but
there is no one of them which is a necessary or sufficient condition of
being sulky or hilarious. ‘Sulkiness’ and ‘hilarity’ do not, therefore, stand
for any one specific action or reaction.

To be sulky is to be in the mood to act or react in some or other of
certain vaguely describable, though easily recognisable, ways, whenever
junctures of certain sorts arise. This shows that mood words like ‘tran-
quil’, and ‘jovial’, including words for agitations, like ‘harassed’ and
‘homesick’, stand for liabilities. Even to be for a brief moment scandalised
or in a panic is, for that moment, to be liable to do some such things as
stiffen or shriek, or to be unable to finish one’s sentence, or to remember
where the fire-escape is to be found.

Certainly a person is not to be described as being in a particular mood
unless an adequate number of appropriate episodes actually occur. ‘He
is in a cynical mood’, like ‘he is nervous’, does not merely say ‘He would

. or ‘He could not. . . ." It alludes to actual behaviour as well as men-
tioning liabilities; or, rather, it alludes to actual behaviour as realising these
liabilities. It conjointly explains what is actually going on and authorises
predictions of what will go on, if . . . or of what would have gone on, if.
... Itis rather like saying ‘the glass was brittle enough to crack, when that
pebble struck it.’

But though agitations, like other moods, are liability conditions, they
are not propensities to act intentionally in certain ways. A woman wrings
her hands in anguish, but we do not say that anguish is the motive from
which she wrings her hands. Nor do we inquire with what object an
embarrassed man blushes, stammers, squirms or fidgets. A keen walker
walks because he wants to walk, but a perplexed man does not wrinkle his
brows because he wants or means to wrinkle them, though the actor or
hypocrite may wrinkle his brows because he wants or means to appear
perplexed. The reason for these differences is simple. To be distracted is
not like being thirsty in the presence of drinking-water; it is like being
thirsty in the absence of water, or in the presence of foul water. It is
wanting to do something while not being able to do it, or wanting to do
something and at the same time wanting not to do it. It is the conjunction
of an inclination to behave in a certain way with an inhibition upon
behaving in that way. The agitated person cannot think what to do, or
what to think. Aimless and vacillating behaviour, as well as paralysis of
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behaviour, are symptoms of agitations in a way in which making a joke is
not a symptom but an exercise of a sense of humour.

Motives then are not agitations, not even mild agitations, nor are
agitations motives. But agitations presuppose motives, or rather they
presuppose behaviour trends of which motives are for us the most
interesting sort. Conflicts of habits with habits, or habits with unkind
facts, or habits with motives are also commotion-conditions. An inveterate
smoker on parade, or without any matches, or in Lent, is in this plight.
There is however a linguistic matter which is the source of some confu-
sion. There are some words which signify both inclinations and agitations,
besides some which never signify anything but agitations, and others
again which never signify anything but inclinations. Words like ‘uneasy’,
‘anxious’, ‘distressed’, ‘excited’, ‘startled” always signify agitations. Phrases
like ‘fond of fishing’, ‘keen on gardening’, ‘bent on becoming a bishop’
never signify agitations. But words like ‘love’, ‘want’, ‘desire’, ‘proud’,
‘eager’ and many others stand sometimes for simple inclinations and
sometimes for agitations which are resultant upon those inclinations and
interferences with the exercise of them. Thus ‘hungry’ in the sense of
‘having a good appetite’ means roughly ‘is eating or would eat heartily
and without sauces, etc.’; but this is different from the sense in which a
person might be said to be ‘too hungry to concentrate on his work’.
Hunger in this second sense is a distress, and requires for its existence
the conjunction of an appetite with the inability to eat. Similarly the
sense in which a boy is proud of his school is different from the sense in
which he is speechless with pride on being unexpectedly given a place in
a school team.

To remove a possible misapprehension, it must be pointed out that not
all agitations are disagreeable. People voluntarily subject themselves to
suspense, fatigue, uncertainty, perplexity, fear and surprise in such prac-
tices as angling, rowing, travelling, crossword puzzles, rock-climbing and
joking. That thrills, raptures, surprise, amusement and relief are agitations
is shown by the fact that we can say that someone is too much thrilled,
amused or relieved to act, think or talk coherently. We are then describing
him as being moved in the sense of ‘stirred’ and not as being motivated in
the sense of ‘keen to do or get something’.
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(4) MOODS

We commonly describe people as being at particular times for shorter or
longer periods in certain moods. We say, for example, that a person is
depressed, happy, uncommunicative or restless, and has been so for min-
utes or for days. Only when a mood is chronic do we use such mood
words as descriptions of character. A person may be melancholy today,
though he is not a melancholic person.

In saying that he is in a certain mood we are saying something fairly
general; not that he is all the time or frequently doing one unique thing,
or having one unique feeling, but that he is in the frame of mind to say, do
and feel a wide variety of loosely affiliated things. A person in a frivolous
vein is in the mood to make more jokes than usual, to be more tickled
than usual by the jokes of others, to polish off important matters of
business without anxious consideration, to put heart and soul into
childish games, and so on indefinitely.

A person’s momentary mood is a different sort of thing from the
motives which actuate him. We can say of a person that he is ambitious,
loyal to his party, humane and interested in entomology, and that he is
all of these things, in a certain sense, at the same time. Not that such
inclinations are synchronous occurrences or states, since they are not
occurrences or states at all. But if a situation were to arise in which he
could both advance his career and help his party, he would do both rather
than do either without the other.

Moods, on the contrary, monopolise. To say that he is in one mood is,
with reservations for complex moods, to say that he is not in any other. To
be in the mood to act and react in certain ways is also not to be in the
mood to act or react in a lot of other ways. To be in a conversational mood
is not to be in a reading, writing or lawn-mowing mood. We talk about
moods in terms like those, and sometimes borrowed from those, in which
we talk about the weather, and we sometimes talk about the weather in
terms borrowed from the language of moods. We do not mention moods
or the weather, unless they are changeable. If it is showery here today, then
it is not a settled drizzle here today. If John Doe was sullen yesterday
evening, then he was not hilarious, sad, serene or companionable yester-
day evening. Further, somewhat as this morning’s weather in a given
locality made the same sort of difference to every section of that neigh-
bourhood, so a person’s mood during a given period colours all or most
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of his actions and reactions during that period. His work and his play, his
talk and his grimaces, his appetite and his daydreams, all reflect his
touchiness, his joviality or his depression. Any one of them may serve as a
barometer for all the others.

Mood words are short-term tendency words, but they differ from
motive words, not only in the short term of their application, but in their
use in characterizing the total ‘set’ of a person during that short term.
Somewhat as the entire ship is cruising south-east, rolling, or vibrating, so
the entire person is nervous, serene or gloomy. His own corresponding
inclination will be to describe the whole world as menacing, congenial, or
grey. If he is jovial, he finds everything jollier than usual; and if he is sulky,
not only his employer’s tone of voice and his own knotted shoe-lace seem
unjust to him, but everything seems to be doing him injustices.

Mood words are commonly classified as the names of feelings. But if the
word ‘feeling’ is used with any strictness, this classification is quite
erroneous. To say that a person is happy or discontented is not merely to
say that he has frequent or continuous tingles or gnawings; indeed, it is
not to say even this, for we should not withdraw our statement on hearing
that the person had had no such feelings, and we should not be satisfied
that he was happy or discontented merely by his avowal that he had
them frequently and acutely. They might be symptoms of indigestion or
intoxication.

Feelings, in any strict sense, are things that come and go or wax and
wane in a few seconds; they stab or they grumble; we feel them all over us
or else in a particular part. The victim may say that he keeps on having
tweaks, or that they come only at fairly long intervals. No one would
describe his happiness or discontentment in any such terms. He says that
he feels happy or discontented, but not that he keeps on feeling, or that he
steadily feels happy or discontented. If a person is too gay to brood over a
rebuff, he is not undergoing so violent a feeling that he can think of
nothing else, and therefore not of the rebuff; on the contrary, he enjoys
much more than usual all the things he does and all the thoughts he
thinks, including thoughts of the rebuff. He does not mind thinking of it
as much as he would usually do.

The main motives for classifying moods as feelings seem to be twofold.
(1) Theorists have felt constrained to put them into one of their three
permitted pigeon-holes, Thought, Will and Feeling; and as moods will
not fit either of the first two holes, they must be made to fit the third. We
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need not spend time on this motive. (2) A person in a lazy, frivolous or
depressed mood may, with perfect idiomatic correctness, avow his frame
of mind by saying I feel lazy’, or ‘I am beginning to feel frivolous’, or ‘I
still feel depressed’. How can such expressions be idiomatically correct
unless they report the occurrence of feelings? If ‘I feel a tingle” announces
a tingling feeling, how can T feel energetic’ help announcing an energy
feeling?

But this instance begins to make the argument ring unplausibly. Energy
is obviously not a feeling. Similarly, if the patient says, ‘I feel ill’, or ‘I feel
better’, no one will therefore classify illness or convalescence as feelings.
‘He felt stupid’, ‘capable of climbing the tree’, ‘about to faint” are other
uses of the verb ‘to feel’, where the accusatives to the verb are not the
names of feelings.

Before coming back to the association of ‘feel’ with mood words,
we should consider some differences between such avowals as T feel a
tickle’ and I feel ill’. If a person feels a tickle, he has a tickle, and if he has a
tickle, he feels it. But if he feels ill, he may not be ill, and if he is ill, he may
not feel ill. Doubtless a person’s feeling ill is some evidence for his being
ill; but feeling a tickle is not evidence for his having a tickle, any more than
striking a blow is evidence for the occurrence of a blow. In ‘feel a tickle’
and ‘strike a blow’, ‘tickle’ and ‘blow’ are cognate accusatives to the verbs
‘feel’ and ‘strike’. The verb and its accusative are two expressions for the
same thing, as are the verbs and their accusatives in ‘T dreamt a dream’ and
‘T asked a question’.

But ‘ill” and ‘capable of climbing the tree’ are not cognate accusatives to
the verb ‘to feel’; so they are not in grammar bound to signify feelings, as
‘tickle’ is in grammar bound to signify a feeling. Another purely grammat-
ical point shows the same thing. It is indifferent whether I say T feel a
tickle’ or ‘T have a tickle’; but ‘T have . . .” cannot be completed by *. . .ill’,
‘... capable of climbing the tree’, . . . happy’ or “. . . discontented’. If we
try to restore the verbal parallel by bringing in the appropriate abstract
nouns, we find a further incongruity; ‘I feel happiness’, ‘I feel illness’ or ‘I
feel ability to climb the tree’, if they mean anything, do not mean at all
what is meant by ‘I feel happy, ill, or capable of climbing the tree’.

On the other hand, besides these differences between the different uses
of Tfeel ..." there are important analogies as well. If a person says that
he has a tickle, we do not ask for his evidence, or require him to make
quite sure. Announcing a tickle is not proclaiming the results of an
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investigation. A tickle is not something established by careful witnessing,
or something inferred from clues, nor do we praise for their powers of
observation or reasoning people who let us know that they feel tickles,
tweaks and flutters. Just the same is true of avowals of moods. If a person
says ‘I feel bored’, or ‘I feel depressed’, we do not ask him for his evidence,
or request him to make sure. We may accuse him of shamming to us or to
himself, but we do not accuse him of having been careless in his observa-
tions or rash in his inferences, since we do not think that his avowal was a
report of observations or conclusions. He has not been a good or a bad
detective; he has not been a detective at all. Nothing would surprise us
more than to hear him say ‘T feel depressed’ in the alert and judicious tone
of voice of a detective, a microscopist, or a diagnostician, though this
tone of voice is perfectly congruous with ‘T was feeling depressed’ and ‘he
feels depressed’. If the avowal is to do its job, it must be said in a depressed
tone of voice; it must be blurted out to a sympathizer, not reported to an
investigator. Avowing ‘I feel depressed’ is doing one of the things, namely
one of the conversational things, that depression is the mood to do. It is
not a piece of scientific premiss-providing, but a piece of conversational
moping. That is why, if we are suspicious, we do not ask ‘Fact or fiction?’,
“True or false?’, ‘Reliable or unreliable?’, but ‘Sincere or shammed?’ The
conversational avowal of moods requires not acumen, but openness. It
comes from the heart, not from the head. It is not discovery, but voluntary
non-concealment.

Of course people have to learn how to use avowal expressions appropri-
ately and they may not learn these lessons very well. They learn them from
ordinary discussions of the moods of others and from such more fruitful
sources as novels and the theatre. They learn from the same sources
how to cheat both other people and themselves by making sham avowals
in the proper tones of voice and with the other proper histrionic
accompaniments.

If we now raise the epistemologist’s question ‘How does a person find
out what mood he is in?” we can answer that if, as may not be the case, he
finds it out at all, he finds it out very much as we find it out. As we have
seen, he does not groan ‘T feel bored” because he has found out that he is
bored, any more than the sleepy man yawns because he has found out that
he is sleepy. Rather, somewhat as the sleepy man finds out that he is sleepy
by finding, among other things, that he keeps on yawning, so the bored
man finds out that he is bored, if he does find this out, by finding that
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among other things he glumly says to others and to himself ‘T feel bored’
and ‘How bored I feel’. Such a blurted avowal is not merely one fairly
reliable index among others. It is the first and the best index, since being
worded and voluntarily uttered, it is meant to be heard and it is meant to
be understood. It calls for no sleuth-work.

In some respects avowals of moods like T feel cheerful’ more closely
resemble announcements of sensations like T feel a tickle’ than they
resemble utterances like ‘T feel better’ or ‘I feel capable of climbing the
tree’. Just as it would be absurd to say ‘I feel a tickle but maybe I haven’t
one’, so, in ordinary cases, it would be absurd to say ‘I feel cheerful but
maybe I am not’. But there would be no absurdity in saying ‘T feel better
but perhaps I am worse’, or ‘I feel capable of climbing the tree but maybe I
could not’.

This difference can be brought out in another way. Sometimes it is
natural to say ‘I feel as if T could eat a horse’, or ‘I feel as if my temperature
has returned to normal’. But it would seldom if ever be natural to say ‘I
feel as if I were in the dumps’, or ‘I feel as if T were bored’, any more than
it would be natural to say ‘I feel as if I had a pain’. Not much would be
gained by discussing at length why we use the English verb ‘to feel” in
these different ways. There are hosts of other ways in which it is also used.
I can say ‘I felt a lump in the mattress’, ‘I felt cold’, ‘I felt queer’, ‘I felt my
jaw-muscles stiffen’, ‘I felt my gorge rise’, ‘I felt my chin with my thumb’,
‘I felt in vain for the lever’, ‘I felt as if something important was about to
happen’, ‘T felt that there was a flaw somewhere in the argument’, T felt
quite at home’, ‘I felt that he was angry’. A feature common to most of
these uses is that the speaker does not want further questions to be put.
They would be either unanswerable questions, or unaskable questions.
That he felt it is enough to settle some debates; that he merely felt it is
enough to show that debates should not even begin.

Names of moods, then, are not the names of feelings. But to be in a
particular mood is to be in the mood, among other things, to feel certain
sorts of feelings in certain sorts of situations. To be in a lazy mood, is,
among other things, to tend to have sensations of lassitude in the limbs
when jobs have to be done, to have cosy feelings of relaxation when the
deck-chair is resumed, not to have electricity feelings when the game
begins, and so forth. But we are not thinking primarily of these feelings
when we say that we feel lazy; in fact, we seldom pay much heed to
sensations of these kinds, save when they are abnormally acute.
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Are names of moods names of emotions? The only tolerable reply is
that of course they are, in the sense that some people some of the time use
the word ‘emotion’. But then we must add that in this sense an emotion
is not something that can be segregated from thinking, daydreaming,
voluntarily doing things, grimacing or feeling pangs and itches. To have
the emotion, in this sense, which we ordinarily refer to as ‘being bored’, is
to be in the mood to think certain sorts of thoughts, and not to think other
sorts, to yawn and not to chuckle, to converse with stilted politeness,
and not to talk with animation, to feel flaccid and not to feel resilient.
Boredom is not some unique distinguishable ingredient, scene or feature
of all that its victim is doing and undergoing; rather it is the temporary
complexion of that totality. It is not like a gust, a sunbeam, a shower or the
temperature; it is like the morning’s weather.

(5) AGITATIONS AND FEELINGS

In an early part of this chapter, I undertook to try to bring out what is
meant by describing, for example, a certain glow as a glow of pride, or a
qualm as a qualm of anxiety. It is helpful, to begin with, to notice that,
anyhow commonly, the word which completes the phrase ‘pang of . . .” or
‘chill of . . " is the name of an agitation. I shall now argue that feelings are
intrinsically connected with agitations and are not intrinsically connected
with inclinations, save in so far as inclinations are factors in agitations. But
I am not trying to establish a novel psychological hypothesis; I am trying
to show only that it is part of the logic of our descriptions of feelings that
they are signs of agitations and are not exercises of inclinations.

We have seen that anyhow many of the words used to designate feelings
are also used to designate bodily sensations. A flutter may be a flutter of
anticipation or it may be a flutter of bodily exhaustion; a man may squirm
either with embarrassment or with stomach-ache. A child sometimes does
not know whether the lump he feels in his throat is a sign of misery, or a
sign that he is sickening for something.

Before considering our special problem, ‘By what criteria do we come
to mark off some feelings as feelings “of surprise” or “of disgust”?’, let us
consider the prior question, ‘By what criteria do we come to class certain
bodily sensations as, for example, twinges of toothache or qualms of mal de
mer?’ Indeed, by what criteria do we come to locate or mis-locate sensa-
tions as being, in some sense of ‘in’, in the right knee or in the pit of the
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stomach? The answer is that we learn both to locate sensations and to give
their crude physiological diagnoses from a rule-of-thumb experimental
process, reinforced, normally, by lessons taught by others. The pain is in
the finger in which I see the needle; it is in that finger by the sucking of
which alone the pain is alleviated. Similarly the dull load which I feel, and
locate in the stomach, comes to be recognised as a sign of indigestion,
because it is correlated with loss of appetite, a liability to subsequent
nausea, alleviation by certain medicines and hot-water bottles. Phrases like
‘a twinge of toothache’ already embody causal hypotheses, and the
embodied hypotheses are sometimes wrong. A wounded soldier may say
that he feels a twinge of rheumatism in his right leg, when he has no right
leg, and when ‘rheumatism’ is the wrong diagnosis of the pain he feels.

Similarly, when a person reports a chill of disquiet or a tug of com-
miseration, he is not merely reporting a feeling; he is giving a diagnosis of
it, but a diagnosis which is not in terms of a physiological disturbance. In
some cases his diagnosis may be erroneous; he may diagnose as a twinge
of remorse what is really a twinge of fear, and what he takes to be a sinking
feeling of boredom may actually be a sinking feeling of inferiority. He
may even ascribe to dyspepsia a feeling which is really a sign of anxiety,
or ascribe to excitement fluttering sensations caused by over-smoking.
Naturally such mis-diagnoses are more common in children than in
grown-ups, and in persons in untried situations than in persons living
their charted lives. But the point here being made is that whether we are
attaching a sensation to a physiological condition or attaching a feeling to
an emotional condition, we are applying a causal hypothesis. Pains do
not arrive already hall-marked ‘rheumatic’, nor do throbs arrive already
hall-marked ‘compassionate’.

Next, it would be absurd to speak of someone having a sensation, or a
feeling, on purpose; or to ask someone what he had a twinge for. Rather,
the occurrence of a sensation or of a feeling is accounted for by saying, for
example, that the electric current gave me a tingling sensation, or that the
sound of the siren gave me a squirming feeling in my stomach, where no
one would adduce a motive for feeling this tingle or that squirm. Feelings,
in other words, are not among the sorts of things of which it makes sense
to ask from what motives they issue. The same is true, for the same reasons,
of the other signs of agitations. Neither my twinges nor my winces, neither
my squirming feelings nor my bodily squirmings, neither my feelings of
relief nor my sighs of relief, are things which I do for a reason; nor, in
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consequence, are they things which I can be said to do cleverly or stupidly,
successfully or unsuccessfully, carefully or carelessly—or indeed do at all.
They are neither well managed nor ill managed; they are not managed at
all, though the actor’s winces and the hypocrite’s sighs are well or ill
managed. It would be nonsense to say that someone tried to have a twinge,
though not nonsense to say that he tried to induce one.

This point shows why we were right to suggest above that feelings do
not belong directly to simple inclinations. An inclination is a certain sort
of proneness or readiness to do certain sorts of things on purpose. These
things are therefore describable as being done from that motive. They
are the exercises of the disposition that we call ‘a motive’. Feelings are not
from motives and are therefore not among the possible exercises of such
propensities. The widespread theory that a motive such as vanity, or affec-
tion, is in the first instance a disposition to experience certain specific
feelings is therefore absurd. There are, of course, tendencies to have
feelings; being vertiginous and rheumatic are such tendencies. But we do
not try to modify tendencies of these kinds by sermons.

What feelings do causally belong to are agitations; they are signs of
agitations in the same sort of way as stomach-aches are signs of indiges-
tion. Roughly, we do not, as the prevalent theory holds, act purposively
because we experience feelings; we experience feelings, as we wince and
shudder, because we are inhibited from acting purposively.

It is worth remarking, before we leave this part of the subject that we
can induce in ourselves genuine and acute feelings by merely imagining
ourselves in agitating circumstances. Novel-readers and theatregoers feel
real pangs and real liftings of the heart, just as they may shed real tears and
scowl unfeigned scowls. But their distresses and indignations are feigned.
They do not affect their owners’ appetites for chocolates, or change the
tones of voice of their conversations. Sentimentalists are people who
indulge in induced feelings without acknowledging the fictitiousness of
their agitations.

(6) ENJOYING AND WANTING

The words ‘pleasure’ and ‘desire’ play a large role in the terminology of
moral philosophers and of some schools of psychology. It is important
briefly to indicate some of the differences between the supposed logic of
their use and its actual logic.

o1



92

THE CONCEPT OF MIND

First, it seems to be generally supposed that ‘pleasure’ and ‘desire’ are
always used to signify feelings. And there certainly are feelings which can
be described as feelings of pleasure and desire. Some thrills, shocks, glows
and ticklings are feelings of delight, surprise, relief and amusement; and
hankerings, itches, gnawings and yearnings are signs that something
is both wanted and missed. But the transports, surprises, reliefs and dis-
tresses of which such feelings are diagnosed, or mis-diagnosed, as signs
are not themselves feelings; they are agitations or moods, just as are
the transports and distresses which a child betrays by his skips and his
whimpers. Nostalgia is an agitation and one which can be called in one
sense a ‘desire’; but it is not merely a feeling or series of feelings. Besides
experiencing these, the homesick person also cannot help thinking and
dreaming of home, resisting suggestions that he should prolong his
absence and being half-hearted about recreations of which he is ordinarily
fond. If these and similar trends were not present, we should not call him
homesick, whatever feelings were reported.

‘Pleasure’, then, is sometimes used to denote special kinds of moods,
such as elation, joy and amusement. It is accordingly used to complete the
descriptions of certain feelings, such as flutters, glows and thrills. But
there is another sense in which we say that a person who is so absorbed in
some activity, such as golf or argument, that he is reluctant to stop, or
even to think of anything else, is ‘taking pleasure in’ or ‘enjoying’ doing
what he is doing, though he is in no degree convulsed or beside himself,
and though he is not, therefore, experiencing any particular feelings.

Doubitless the absorbed golfer experiences numerous flutters and glows
of rapture, excitement and self-approbation in the course of his game. But
when asked whether or not he had enjoyed the periods of the game
between the occurrences of such feelings, he would obviously reply that
he had, for he had enjoyed the whole game. He would at no moment of it
have welcomed an interruption; he was never inclined to turn his
thoughts or conversation from the circumstances of the game to other
matters. He did not have to try to concentrate on the game. He concen-
trated on it without lecturing or adjuring himself to do so. It would have
been, and perhaps was, an effort to concentrate on anything else.

In this sense, to enjoy doing something, to want to do it and not to
want to do anything else are different ways of phrasing the same thing.
And just this linguistic fact illustrates an important point. A hankering is
not the same as, or at all similar to, a flutter or a glow. But that someone
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has an inclination to do something that he is doing and no inclination not
to do it can be signified indifferently by ‘he enjoys doing it’ and by ‘he is
doing what he wants to do’ and by ‘he does not want to stop’. It is a
tulfilled propensity to act or react, where these are heeded actions and
reactions.

We see then that ‘pleasure’ can be used to signify at least two quite
different types of things.

(1) There is the sense in which it is commonly replaced by the verbs
‘enjoy’ and ‘like’. To say that a person has been enjoying digging is not to
say that he has been both digging and doing or experiencing something
else as a concomitant or effect of the digging; it is to say that he dug with
his whole heart in his task, i.e. that he dug, wanting to dig and not
wanting to do anything else (or nothing) instead. His digging was a
propensity-fulfilment. His digging was his pleasure, and not a vehicle of
his pleasure.

(2) There is the sense of ‘pleasure’ in which it is commonly replaced
by such words as ‘delight’, ‘transport’, ‘rapture’, ‘exultation’ and ‘joy’.
These are names of moods signifying agitations. “Too delighted to talk
coherently’ and ‘crazy with joy' are legitimate expressions. Connected
with such moods, there exist certain feelings which are commonly
described as ‘thrills of pleasure’, ‘glows of pleasure’ and so forth. It should
be noticed that though we speak of thrills of pleasure coursing through us,
or of glows of pleasure warming our hearts, we do not ordinarily speak of
pleasures or of pleasure coursing through us or warming our hearts. Only
theorists are misguided enough to classify either delight or enjoyment
with feelings. That this classification is misguided is shown by the facts
(1) that enjoying digging is not both digging and having a (pleasant)
feeling; and (2) that delight, amusement, etc. are moods, and that moods
are not feelings. It is also shown by the following considerations. It always
makes sense to ask about any sensation or feeling whether its owner
enjoyed having it, disliked having it or did not care one way or the other
about it. Most sensations and feelings are neither enjoyed nor disliked. It is
exceptional to heed them at all. Now this applies to thrills, flutters and
glows just as much as to tingles. So, even though what a person has felt
is properly described as a thrill of pleasure or, more specifically, as a tickle
of amusement, it is still a proper question whether he not only enjoyed
the joke but also enjoyed the tickled feeling that it gave him. Nor should
we be much surprised to hear him reply that he was so much delighted by
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the joke that the ‘tickled’” feeling was quite uncomfortable; or to hear
someone else, who has been crying from grief, admit that the crying itself
had been slightly agreeable. I discuss in Section (4) of this chapter the
two main motives for misclassifying moods as feelings. The motives for
ranking ‘enjoy’ as a word for a feeling are parallel, though not identical,
since enjoying is not a mood. One can be in the mood, or not in the
mood, to enjoy something.

Similar considerations, which need not be developed, would show that
‘dislike’, ‘want” and ‘desire’ do not denote pangs, itchings or gnawings.
(It should be mentioned that “pain’, in the sense in which I have pains in
my stomach, is not the opposite of ‘pleasure’. In this sense, a pain is a
sensation of a special sort, which we ordinarily dislike having).

Liking and disliking, joy and grief, desire and aversion are, then, not
‘internal” episodes which their owner witnesses, but his associates do not
witness. They are not episodes and so are not the sorts of things which can
be witnessed or unwitnessed. Certainly a person can usually, but not
always, tell without research whether he enjoys something or not, and
what his present mood is. But so can his associates, provided that he
is conversationally open with them and does not wear a mask. If he is
conversationally open neither with them nor with himself, both will have
to do some research to find out these things, and they are more likely to
succeed than he.

(7) THE CRITERIAOF MOTIVES

So far it has been argued that to explain an action as done from a certain
motive is not to correlate it with an occult cause, but to subsume it under a
propensity or behaviour-trend. But this is not enough. To explain an
action as due to habit, or as due to an instinct, or a reflex, squares with this
formula, yet we distinguish actions done, say, from vanity or affection
from those done automatically in one of these other ways. I shall restrict
myself to trying to indicate some of the criteria by which we would
ordinarily decide that an agent had done something not from force of
habit but from a specified motive. But it must not be supposed that the
two classes are demarcated from one another as an equatorial day from an
equatorial night. They shade into one another as an English day shades
into an English night. Kindliness shades into politeness through the
twilight of considerateness, and politeness shades into drill through the
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twilight of etiquette. The drill of a keen soldier is not quite like the drill of
a merely docile soldier.

When we say that someone acts in a certain way from sheer force of
habit, part of what we have in mind is this, that in similar circumstances
he always acts in just this way; that he acts in this way whether or not he is
attending to what he is doing; that he is not exercising care or trying to
correct or improve his performance; and that he may, after the act is over,
be quite unaware that he has done it. Such actions are often given the
metaphorical title ‘automatic’. Automatic habits are often deliberately
inculcated by sheer drill, and only by some counter-drill is a formed habit
eradicated.

But when we say that someone acts in a certain way from ambition or
sense of justice, we mean by implication to deny that the action was
merely automatic. In particular we imply that the agent was in some way
thinking or heeding what he was doing, and would not have acted in that
way, if he had not been thinking what he was doing. But the precise force
of this expression ‘thinking what he was doing’ is somewhat elusive. I
certainly can run upstairs two stairs at a time from force of habit and at the
same time notice that I am doing so and even consider how the act is
done. I can be a spectator of my habitual and of my reflex actions and even
a diagnostician of them, without these actions ceasing to be automatic.
Notoriously such attention sometimes upsets the automatism.

Conversely, actions done from motives can still be naive, in the sense
that the agent has not coupled, and perhaps cannot couple, his action with
a secondary operation of telling himself or the company what he is doing,
or why he is doing it. Indeed even when a person does pass internal or
spoken comments upon his current action, this second operation of
commenting is ordinarily itself naive. He cannot also be commenting on
his commentaries ad infinitum. The sense in which a person is thinking
what he is doing, when his action is to be classed not as automatic but as
done from a motive, is that he is acting more or less carefully, critically,
consistently and purposefully, adverbs which do not signify the prior or
concomitant occurrence of extra operations of resolving, p]anning or
cogitating, but only that the action taken is itself done not absentmindedly
but in a certain positive frame of mind. The description of this frame of
mind need not mention any episodes other than this act itself, though it is
not exhausted in that mention.

In short, the class of actions done from motives coincides with the class
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of actions describable as more or less intelligent. Any act done from a
motive can be appraised as relatively sagacious or stupid, and vice versa.
Actions done from sheer force of habit are not characterized as sensible or
silly, though of course the agent may show sense or silliness in forming,
or in not eradicating, the habit.

But this brings up a further point. Two actions done from the same
motive may exhibit different degrees of competence, and two similar
actions exhibiting the same degree of competence may be done from
different motives. To be fond of rowing does not entail being accom-
plished or effective at it, and, of two people equally effective at it, one may
be rowing for the sport and the other for the sake of health or glory. That
is, the abilities with which things are done are personal characteristics of a
different kind from the motives or inclinations which are the reasons
why they are done; and we distinguish acts done from force of habit from
non-automatic actions by the fact that the latter are exercises of both at
once. Things done quite absent-mindedly are done neither with methods
nor for reasons, though they may be efficacious and they may have com-
plex procedures.

In ascribing a specific motive to a person we are describing the sorts of
things that he tends to try to do or bring about, while in ascribing to him
a specific competence we are describing the methods and the effectiveness
of the methods by which he conducts these attempts. It is the distinction
between aims and techniques. The more common idiom of ‘ends and
means’ is often misleading. If a man makes a sarcastic joke, his perform-
ance cannot be split up into steps and landings, yet the judgment that it
was made from hatred is still distinguishable from the judgment that it
was made with ingenuity.

Aristotle realized that in talking about motives we are talking about
dispositions of a certain sort, a sort different from competences; he real-
ized too that any motive, unlike any competence, is a propensity of which
it makes sense to say that in a given man in a given walk of life this motive
is too strong, too weak, or neither too strong, nor too weak. He seems to
suggest that in appraising the moral, as distinct from the technical, merits
and demerits of actions we are commenting on the excessive, proper or
inadequate strength of the inclinations of which they are the exercises.
Now we are not concerned here with ethical questions, or with questions
about the nature of ethical questions. What is relevant to our inquiry is the
fact, recognised by Aristotle as cardinal, that the relative strengths of
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inclinations are alterable. Changes of environment, companionship, health
and age, external criticisms and examples can all modify the balance of
power between the inclinations which constitute one side of a person’s
character. But so can his own concern about this balance modify it. A
person may find that he is too fond of gossip, or not attentive enough
to other people’s comfort, and he may, though he need not, develop a
second order inclination to strengthen some of his weak, and weaken
some of his strong propensities. He may become not merely academically
critical, but executively corrective of his own character. Of course, his new
second order motive for schooling his first order motives may still be a
prudential or economic one. An ambitious hotel-proprietor might drill
himself in equability, considerateness and probity solely from the desire
to increase his income; and his techniques of self-regimentation might be
more effective than those employed by a person whose ideal was loftier. In
the case, however, of the hotel-proprietor there would be one inclination
the relative strength of which vis-d-vis the others had been left uncriticized
and unregulated, namely his desire to get rich. This motive might be,
though it need not be, too strong in him. If so, we might call him
‘shrewd’, but we should not yet call him ‘“wise’. To generalize this point, a
part of what is meant by saying of any inclination that it is too strong in a
given agent is that the agent tends to act from that inclination even when
he is also inclined to weaken that inclination by deliberately acting differ-
ently. He is a slave of nicotine, or of allegiance to a political party, if he can
never bring himself to take enough of the serious steps by which alone the
strength of these motives could be reduced, even though he has some
second order inclination to reduce it. What is here being described is part
of what is ordinarily called ‘self-control’, and when what is ordinarily
miscalled an ‘impulse’ is irresistible and therefore uncontrollable, it is a
tautology to say that it is too strong.

(8) THE REASONS AND THE CAUSES OF ACTIONS

I have argued that to explain an action as done from a specified motive or
inclination is not to describe the action as the effect of a specified cause.
Motives are not happenings and are not therefore of the right type to be
causes. The expansion of a motive-expression is a law-like sentence and
not a report of an event.

But the general fact that a person is disposed to act in such and such
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ways in such and such circumstances does not by itself account for his
doing a particular thing at a particular moment; any more than the fact
that the glass was brittle accounts for its fracture at 10 p.m. As the impact
of the stone at 10 p.m. caused the glass to break, so some antecedent of an
action causes or occasions the agent to perform it when and where he
does so. For example, a man passes his neighbour the salt from politeness;
but his politeness is merely his inclination to pass the salt when it is
wanted, as well as to perform a thousand other courtesies of the same
general kind. So besides the question ‘for what reason did he pass the
salt’? there is the quite different question ‘what made him pass the salt at
that moment to that neighbour’? This question is probably answered by
‘he heard his neighbour ask for it’, or ‘he noticed his neighbour’s eye
wandering over the table’, or something of the sort.

We are perfectly familiar with the sorts of happenings which induce or
occasion people to do things. If we were not, we could not get them to do
what we wish, and the ordinary dealings between people could not exist.
Customers could not purchase, officers could not command, friends could
not converse, or children play, unless they knew how to get other people
and themselves to do things at particular junctures.

The object of mentioning these imp