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The Little Man Within

Ludwig Wittgenstein, one of the most influential philosophers of the 20th century, offered 
profound critiques of traditional notions of mind and self, particularly in relation to Cartesian 
dualism and the concept of the 'little man within.' This term broadly refers to the Cartesian idea 
of an inner observer or a homunculus that perceives and interacts with the external world, a 
concept that Wittgenstein vehemently opposed throughout his work.

Cartesian Dualism and the 'Little Man Within'
The Cartesian model, named after René Descartes, posits a strict separation between mind and 
body. According to this view, the mind is an immaterial substance that exists independently of 
the physical body and interacts with it. Descartes famously declared, "Cogito, ergo sum" ("I think,
therefore I am"), suggesting that the essence of self lies in the thinking mind. This led to the 
notion of a 'little man within,' an internal observer or soul that experiences thoughts, sensations, 
and perceptions.

Wittgenstein’s Critique of Cartesian Dualism
Wittgenstein challenged this dualistic framework on several fronts, focusing on the problematic 
nature of positing an inner observer. He argued that the Cartesian model misrepresents the 
nature of mental states and experiences, leading to confusion and philosophical errors.

The Private Language Argument

One of Wittgenstein’s key contributions to this critique is the Private Language Argument, 
primarily presented in his later work, Philosophical Investigations. Wittgenstein contended that 
language is inherently public and social; it functions through shared rules and communal 
activities. A private language, one that refers solely to an individual’s internal states, is incoherent
because the meanings of words in such a language could not be verified or understood by 
others.

Wittgenstein used the example of pain to illustrate this point. He argued that the word "pain" 
derives its meaning from public criteria and shared usage, not from an individual's internal 
experience. If someone tried to create a private language where "pain" referred to a specific, 
private sensation, there would be no way to establish consistent usage or meaning. This 
undermines the Cartesian idea of a private, inner realm of experience separate from the external 
world.

The Beetle in the Box Analogy

To further dismantle the notion of an inner observer, Wittgenstein introduced the Beetle in the 
Box analogy. He asked us to imagine that everyone has a box with something inside, which they 
call a "beetle." However, no one can look inside anyone else's box. Over time, the word "beetle" 
becomes meaningful not because of the actual content of the boxes, but because of its use in 
language.
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Wittgenstein suggested that the content of the box (the beetle) is irrelevant to the meaning of 
the word "beetle." Similarly, the specific content of individual consciousness (the 'little man 
within') is irrelevant to the meaning of mental state terms. What matters is how these terms are 
used in the public domain. This analogy challenges the Cartesian idea that private, internal 
experiences are the foundation of meaning and understanding.

Wittgenstein’s Conception of the Self
Wittgenstein’s critique extends to the concept of the self. He rejected the notion of a 
metaphysical self or an inner observer that stands apart from the world. Instead, he argued that 
the self is not a distinct entity but a function of language and social interaction.

The Self as a Grammatical Fiction

In his earlier work, the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein hinted at the idea that 
the self is not an object in the world but a limit of the world. In his later work, he developed this 
idea further, suggesting that the self is a grammatical fiction – a product of our language and 
forms of life.

Wittgenstein argued that the sense of self arises from the use of first-person pronouns and the 
way we talk about ourselves. The self is not an inner entity but a way of organizing experiences 
and actions. This view undermines the Cartesian idea of a separate, inner observer by situating 
the self within the practices and activities of everyday life.

The Role of Practices and Forms of Life
Central to Wittgenstein’s philosophy is the concept of practices and forms of life. He emphasized 
that understanding, meaning, and mental states are rooted in the shared practices and forms of 
life that constitute our social existence.

Language-Games

Wittgenstein introduced the notion of language-games to highlight how meaning is context-
dependent and grounded in specific activities. A language-game consists of the rules and 
practices that give meaning to words within a particular context. For example, the language-
game of describing pain involves certain behaviours, expressions, and responses that are part of 
our form of life.

By focusing on language-games, Wittgenstein showed that meaning is not derived from inner 
experiences but from the external, social practices that shape our interactions. This perspective 
challenges the Cartesian view of the mind as an inner realm of private experiences and situates it
within the public domain of language and action.

Forms of Life

Wittgenstein’s concept of forms of life refers to the broader cultural and social contexts that give 
rise to language-games. Forms of life encompass the shared practices, norms, and activities that 
constitute a community. They provide the backdrop against which language and meaning 
operate.
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For Wittgenstein, understanding mental states and experiences requires looking at the forms of 
life that underpin them. This approach shifts the focus from an inner observer to the external, 
communal practices that shape our understanding. It challenges the Cartesian idea of a 
detached, inner self and emphasizes the interconnectedness of individuals within a social 
context.

The Rejection of Mental Representations
Wittgenstein also critiqued the Cartesian notion of mental representations – the idea that the 
mind contains internal images or symbols that represent the external world. He argued that this 
view leads to a problematic dualism between inner representations and outer reality.

The Myth of the Inner

In his later work, Wittgenstein described the idea of mental representations as a "myth of the 
inner." He argued that this myth arises from a mistaken analogy between physical objects and 
mental states. Just as physical objects have an inner structure, we assume that mental states 
must have an inner representation.

Wittgenstein contended that this analogy is misleading. Mental states are not hidden objects or 
representations but are expressed in our behaviour, language, and actions. For example, 
understanding a word is not a matter of having a mental representation but of knowing how to 
use the word appropriately in various contexts.

Wittgenstein’s Positive Account of Mind and Meaning
Having critiqued the Cartesian framework, Wittgenstein offered a positive account of mind and 
meaning that emphasizes the external, social aspects of mental states and language.

The Use Theory of Meaning

Central to Wittgenstein’s positive account is the use theory of meaning. According to this theory, 
the meaning of a word is determined by its use in language. Words do not have meaning in 
isolation but derive their meaning from the ways they are used within specific language-games.

This theory applies to mental state terms as well. Words like "pain," "belief," and "desire" gain 
their meaning from the practices and activities in which they are used. This perspective shifts the
focus from inner representations to external practices, challenging the Cartesian notion of a 
private, inner observer.

The Role of Criteria

Wittgenstein also emphasized the role of criteria in understanding mental states. Criteria are the 
publicly observable signs and behaviours that indicate the presence of a mental state. For 
example, saying "I am in pain" is meaningful because there are criteria (such as expressions of 
pain, requests for help, etc.) that are publicly recognized and understood.

By focusing on criteria, Wittgenstein highlighted the social and public aspects of mental states. 
Mental states are not private, inner experiences but are intertwined with the external practices 
and forms of life that give them meaning.
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Implications for Philosophy and Psychology
Wittgenstein’s critique of Cartesian dualism and his positive account of mind and meaning have 
significant implications for both philosophy and psychology.

The Rejection of Introspection

Wittgenstein’s philosophy challenges the traditional reliance on introspection as a method for 
understanding the mind. If mental states are not private, inner experiences but are rooted in 
external practices, then introspection is not a reliable or primary source of knowledge about the 
mind.

Instead, Wittgenstein advocated for a focus on the external, observable aspects of mental states. 
This approach aligns with behaviourist and social constructivist perspectives in psychology, 
which emphasize the role of social interaction and external behaviour in understanding mental 
processes.

The Importance of Social Context

Wittgenstein’s emphasis on forms of life and language-games underscores the importance of 
social context in understanding mental states and meaning. This perspective challenges 
individualistic approaches to psychology and highlights the need to consider the broader social 
and cultural contexts that shape human behaviour and thought.

The Critique of Essentialism

Wittgenstein’s rejection of essentialist notions of mind and meaning has broader implications for
philosophy. It challenges the idea that there are fixed, universal essences underlying mental 
states and emphasizes the contingent, context-dependent nature of meaning and 
understanding.

Conclusion
Ludwig Wittgenstein’s critique of the Cartesian 'little man within' offers a profound rethinking of 
traditional notions of mind and self. By challenging the idea of an inner observer and 
emphasizing the performative, social aspects of mental states, Wittgenstein provides a 
framework that situates the mind within the public domain of language and action.

Wittgenstein’s philosophy shifts the focus from private, inner experiences to external, shared 
practices and forms of life. This perspective not only undermines Cartesian dualism but also 
offers a more inclusive and context-sensitive understanding of mind and meaning. By 
emphasizing the social and public dimensions of mental states, Wittgenstein’s work continues to 
influence contemporary thought
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