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And what we expect with certainty is essential to our whole life.

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Remarks on
the Foundations of Mathematics



Introduction

The form of On Certainty

The difficulty of On Certainty

Avrum Stroll notes that of all of Wittgenstein’s later works, On Certainty is
perhaps ‘the hardest... to get a handle on’ (2002, 446). I agree with this ver-
dict, and suggest that the reason for it lies in the circumstances of composi-
tion and in the style of the work. On Certainty is a work in progress, an
unrevised and possibly unfinished, work whose final entries Wittgenstein
wrote two days before he died. In it, Wittgenstein is seen in the midst of
philosophical analysis and questioning. If, as was demonstrated by Alois
Pichler, the style of the later Wittgenstein is generally dramatic, vivid and
investigative,! On Certainty stands out as more dramatic, vivid and inves-
tigative still. Indeed, in On Certainty, it can be said that Wittgenstein is phi-
losophizing live. He has a very specific problem to solve and is, more than
in any other work, seen in the throes of solving it.

Upon opening On Certainty, the reader is abruptly drawn behind the
scenes to witness the struggle of a philosopher alone with his subject.
We are taken on an intellectual journey, where all is expressed and shared:
the questioning, the perplexity, the wavering, the seeming contradictions,
the frustration and the near resignation; but also the upward path, the
sightings, the apprehensions, the unfolding of the evidence, the delibera-
tions, the suspense and the solutions. The result, for the reader, of this
seemingly chaotic and unsettled development, is double edged. It can make
for a disconcerting, or even discouraging reading; but it can also make
for one of the most powerfully engaging readings in all of philosophy. Our
having to live the text, follow Wittgenstein through the delineation of his
thought, become tuned to his developing nuances, to the subtleties of
his internal allusions, the precise weight of his emphases, the sometimes
misleading use of his words, the obscure and yet unavoidable interrelated-
ness of the various strands of his thought, is what makes On Certainty the



2 Understanding Wittgenstein’s On Certainty

most fascinating and challenging of Wittgenstein’s works. It also makes it a
work which, if the reader is not drawn into the intellectual adventure,
remains impenetrable.

On Certainty as a work

In fact, what has posthumously been entitled On Certainty are unpolished
notes written by Wittgenstein between 1949 and 1951. As G.H. von Wright
indicates:

Wittgenstein’s writings in the last two years of his life (after May 1949)
never advanced to the typescript stage. In these writings three main
themes can be clearly distinguished. The one which is treated most fully
concerns knowledge and certainty, and what Wittgenstein wrote on this
theme was published under the title On Certainty in 1969. (1982, 59)

It may be objected, then, that the notes which make up On Certainty cannot
be called a ‘work’. What can and cannot rightly be called a work in
Wittgenstein’s corpus is debatable, and the discussion would have to include
Philosophical Investigations, which Wittgenstein himself did not regard as a
finished work.? As Michael Biggs and Alois Pichler remark: ‘The expression
“Wittgenstein’s works” may be interpreted in a number of ways’ (1993, 7),
but what is clear is that any stringent definition of ‘a work’” would leave us
with a much diminished Wittgenstein corpus. Indeed, it would consist of a
single work. The Tractatus, as Guido Frongia and Brian McGuinness write, is
‘the sole work that Wittgenstein considered finished enough to be printed’,
and we would be hard put to find, after the Tractatus, any of his own writ-
ings that Wittgenstein would have regarded as a ‘finished work’ (1990, 3).
And yet, about the notes that make up On Certainty, G.H. von Wright has
this to say:

During the last year and a half of his life, Wittgenstein wrote almost
exclusively about knowledge and certainty. These writings possess a the-
matic unity which makes them almost unique in Wittgenstein’s whole
literary output. ... Considering that the remarks constitute a first, unre-
vised manuscript they seem to me remarkably accomplished both in form
and content. (1982, 166)

That, in spite of being unpolished, these notes possess a thematic unity
unparalleled in Wittgenstein’s other writings® and seem remarkably accom-
plished, is not fortuitous. They are an attempt by Wittgenstein to unravel
the knots of a specific philosophical problem which he felt was posed by
some of G.E. Moore’s essays; and this attempt lasted a year and a half. We
are not here, then, in the presence of a compilation of passages written over
a 20-year span, as is the case with Philosophical Investigations; or of a compi-
lation effected by someone other than Wittgenstein, as is Remarks on the
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Foundations of Mathematics or Zettel.* On Certainty is an astonishingly intense
treatment of a topic over a period of 18 months. This is presumably why the
editors, G.E.M. Anscombe and G.H. von Wright, have no qualms about
calling it a ‘work’:

It seemed appropriate to publish this work by itself. It is not a selection;
Wittgenstein marked it off in his notebooks as a separate topic, which he
apparently took up at four separate periods during this eighteen months.
It constitutes a single sustained treatment of the topic. (OC Preface, my
emphasis)

By the standards of all his writing - including Philosophical Investigations —
On Certainty unquestionably qualifies as one of Wittgenstein’s works. This
much, however, must be conceded: it is a work in progress.

Wittgenstein’s style: analysis and Cubism

Each of the sentences I write is trying to say the whole thing, i.e.
the same thing over and over again; it is as though they were all
simply views of one object seen from different angles.

€V, p.7)

In the Preface to Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein notes his inability
to weld his remarks into a natural, uninterrupted order. This noncontinuity
of his thoughts is one with the nature of his investigation. His remarks,
he writes, are like sketches of landscape drawn from varying perspectives,
and thus the book is really an album (PI Preface, vi). Although one would
be hard put to trace a simple linear progression or continuation in any of
Wittgenstein'’s later works,® this lack of progression is particularly marked in
On Certainty, where later passages do not seem to benefit from the conclu-
sions drawn in earlier ones.® Avrum Stroll calls Wittgenstein’s style in
On Certainty that of a ‘broken text’:

We find this literary style already in the Investigations...[bJut in
On Certainty it is especially egregious and adds to the difficulties of under-
standing the work. By a broken text, I mean a literary style of writing
that is non-systematic, rambling, digressive, discontinuous, interrupted
thematically and marked by rapid transitions from one subject to
another. It typically takes the form of pithy remarks: maxims, apothegms,
aphorisms, short paragraphs or other sorts of scattered fragments.
(2002, 447)

Stylistic discontinuity does not imply thematic disparity. We have seen that
von Wright takes On Certainty to ‘possess a thematic unity which makes [it]
almost unique in Wittgenstein’s whole literary output’, and Stroll himself
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finds that On Certainty’s apparently random jottings form ‘a cohesive logical
structure that is not generally recognized’ (2002, 449). Indeed, as Stroll
notes, there is, in spite of the absence of linear progression,

...a dynamic, evolving structure to the work. It begins with a set of
critical comments about Moore’s proof of an external world and about
Moore’s claims to know, with certainty, the premises of his proof. From
this beginning, the investigation branches in various directions, though
it is impossible to find a straight or continuing line through any one
of them. Wittgenstein comes back again and again to older comments,
sometimes repeating them, sometimes varying them. But interspersed in
these are sudden, nodal moments: flashes of insight that show a deepen-
ing grasp of the issues. These nodal moments carry the reader forward.
There is that is a kind of stepwise, progressive movement in this apparent
randomness. (2002, 449)

The impression of a ‘broken text’, therefore, should not prevent us from
perceiving the thematic unity in On Certainty, nor from recognising that a
problem is indeed being examined and resolved. So that, although
Wittgenstein’s harsh evaluation of his philosophizing in On Certainty has
some truth to it:

[I do philosophy now like an old woman who is always mislaying some-
thing and having to look for it again: now her spectacles, now her keys.]
(OC 532)

we must recognize that the ‘mislaying’ is not a bad thing. This unflattering
self-image of a dying philosopher can be read in the light of the less damn-
ing analysis of his ‘method’ in Philosophical Investigations: ‘The same or
almost the same points were always being approached afresh from different
directions, and new sketches made’ (Preface, v). Wittgenstein’s sketching of
the same landscape from multiple perspectives does not imply dispersal; it
shows him surveying and making sure; he draws his conclusions repeatedly
from several angles, not just one. And each new perspective, not only the first,
demands a fresh mind, a naive approach, taking nothing for granted, accept-
ing no previous conclusions. He must start from scratch each time; asking
the same questions insistently, with just a slight variation or in a different
context. It is not mere dissatisfaction with previous conclusions that
accounts for the repetitions, but respect for the particular which compels
him to scrutinize it — each variant case bringing with it new parameters, new
considerations and a new, more informed contribution to the general. The
later Wittgenstein’s philosophical manner is characterized by a perpetually
energized ability to spring back again and again, though each time from
a renewed perspective, and with a new series of words, onto the same
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question. This is of course part and parcel of his aversion for definitive,
dogmatic pronouncements, but it nonetheless results in a finished picture,
a kind of Perspectivist or Cubist picture.

Indeed, what Ernst Gombrich has to say about Cubism captures the effect
achieved by On Certainty’s style or method. We find the same rebellion
against the reduction of forms to a flat pattern; the same vision of depth as
belonging to the surface; the same attempt to resolve this paradox by
exchanging a frontal, static view for a multiperspectival, truncated, dis-
jointed and yet comprehensive one; the same reordering of the object into
a ‘strange medley of images’” which render more of the ‘real’ object than
any single perspective or orderly representation could; the same attentive-
ness, not to the esoteric or the ideal, but to the ordinary and the concrete.
And the same effect operates on the viewer or reader: for in both cases, the
seeming confusion dissipates with the gradual recognition of what had, at
first glance, seemed confused and unfamiliar.

The point of Cubism is not to inform (Gombrich 1950, 458). Similarly,
Wittgenstein’s work does not pretend to inform us, but only to highlight the
familiar, so familiar in fact that we were no longer attending. Unlike
Heidegger, in trying to understand the ‘essence of language - its function,
its structure’, Wittgenstein does not look for ‘something that lies beneath
the surface’, ‘hidden from us’, but for ‘something that already lies open to
view and that becomes surveyable by a rearrangement’ (PI 92). And indeed,
the rearrangement itself lies open to view; as we witness Wittgenstein pon-
dering, displacing and replacing pieces of the traditional epistemological
puzzle. At first glance, the result may convey the same impressions of
incompleteness and confusion produced by our first viewing of a Picasso,
and yet the picture has its order and it is a finished picture. The conclusion
that in On Certainty Wittgenstein comes to no decision about the status and
nature of our basic certainty® is as superficial or transient as our inability to
perceive the unsettling coherence of Violin and Grapes.’ For the decision is
there: not only in the spontaneous consistency of the repetitive conclusions
he draws, but enmeshed in the whole spirit of the work, giving it its subtle
yet compelling direction:

[I believe it might interest a philosopher, one who can think himself,
to read my notes. For even if I have hit the mark only rarely, he would
recognize what targets I had been ceaselessly aiming at.] (OC 387)

Wittgenstein's repetitions, his frequent ‘mislaying’ of spectacles and keys,
his saccaded, nonlinear progression strewn with echoes of déja vu from ear-
lier passages or indeed earlier works, his self-castigating remarks — all these
do not point to ultimate indecision. They are the reminders that a search is
going on, an insistent investigation into the resonances of the words we use,
and this search itself produces its own reverberation of meaning and feeling,
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much as the repetitive, haunting chords of music or poetry, or the disarrayed
coherence of some pictures.

The content of On Certainty

‘In the beginning was the deed’

My mother groan’d, my father wept; Into the dangerous world I leapt,
Helpless, naked, piping loud, Like a fiend hid in a cloud.
From ‘Infant Sorrow’ by William Blake

‘Im Anfang war die Tat’,'° Wittgenstein echoes Goethe in On Certainty (402),
thereby situating our beginnings in our doing rather than in our thinking.
Wittgenstein breaks here not only with biblical mythology but also with
philosophical dogma. Not the sacrosanct Word, not the Logos of the
Ancients, nor the Proposition of the Moderns lies at the foundation of all our
thoughts and actions, but a way of acting. We are not born thinkers and if
an infant is as human as an adult, then language cannot be what defines us.!!

Shakespeare was right about the world being a stage; we are actors,
born actors, pushing our way into the world in an act of forceful entry and
a histrionic shriek — before we learn to speak. Other living creatures have
language,'? full-blown and intricate modes of communication, but no
sophistication. Their language does not evolve into one capable of specula-
tion, abstraction and falsity. Infants too lack this sophistication, but not the
ability to evolve into it: the potential ability to develop their basic expres-
sive language, their nonpropositional shrieks and gurgles into a pro-
positional language capable of description and dissimulation, and subject
to error. Animals will not develop the ability to command, to question,
to recount, to chat; whereas these ‘are as much a part of our natural history
as walking, eating, drinking, playing’ (PI 25). Our potential to develop these
abilities is an endowment of nature; the actualization of that potential is
ensured by nurture, and furthered by culture. This potential given to
humans will find no actualization outside the context of a human commu-
nity: ‘to imagine a language means to imagine a form of life’ (PI 19). A form
of life; that is: living organisms engaged in a complex web of activities and
practices. For a language to emerge or be possible, there has to be something
shared. What is shared is a distinct form of life: the particular biosocial con-
ditions and activities that make particular languages possible. The human
form of life could not have produced a feline language; nor a feline form of
life, a human language. Language and form of life are internally related: to
imagine a human language is necessarily to imagine a human form of life, a
human way of being and acting, which essentially involves both our
biological make-up and our social behaviour. Both these components are
necessary. And Wittgenstein introduces ‘the term “language-game”...to
bring into prominence the fact that the speaking of language is part of an
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activity, or of a form of life’ (PI 23). For a language can only be imagined
in use.

Human language, then, is not innate, nor is it primitive. In Wittgenstein'’s
view, language is the complicated development of our primitive'® expressions,
a development made possible by our participation in a human form of life.
Our language is a refinement, an extension of our reactions, of our primi-
tive behaviour:

The origin and the primitive form of the language game is a reaction;
only from this can more complicated forms develop.

Language — I want to say - is a refinement, ‘in the beginning was the
deed’. (CV 31)

In the course of this book, we shall come across the various ways (anthro-
pological, logical, psychological) in which behaviour — the deed - is ‘in the
beginning’. But the primitivity, which will most concern us, is that of our
basic beliefs — the starting points of thought and action. And here, too, it
will be seen that primitivity is internally linked to acting, and not saying.

The wrong linguistic turn - language: a false start

I was afraid I might be completely blinded in my mind if I looked
at things with my eyes and attempted to apprehend them with one
or other of my senses; so I decided I must take refuge in proposi-
tions, and study the truth of things in them.

Plato Phaedo 99E (Hackforth translation, 1972)

According to Richard Rorty, it was dissatisfaction with such inarticulate
candidates for the ‘starting points of thought’ as ‘clear and distinct ideas,
sense data, categories of pure understanding, structures of prelinguistic con-
sciousness, and the like’ that moved philosophers to take a linguistic turn
and seek these starting points in language itself:

The ubiquity of language is a matter of language moving into the vacan-
cies left by the failure of all the various candidates for the position of
‘natural starting points’ of thought, starting points which are prior to
and independent of the way some culture speaks or spoke. (Rorty 1982a,

pp- XX)

But Rorty shows he has seriously misread Wittgenstein when he places him
alongside such ‘prophets of the ubiquity of language’ as Derrida and
Foucault.!* For Wittgenstein, language does not ‘go all the way down’ (xxx).
We shall see that Wittgenstein is much more of a pragmatist’® than even
Rorty makes him out to be. The ‘natural starting points of thought’ are not
for him in language but in our instinctive actions and reactions. There is
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more to us than our conventions, not ‘something Beyond’ (xxiii) but some-
thing else, that is also of us — something animal:

I really want to say that scruples in thinking begin with (have their roots
in) instinct. Or again: a language-game does not have its origin in
consideration [Uberlegung].'® Consideration is part of a language-game.
(Z 391)

In On Certainty, Wittgenstein subverts the traditional picture of basic
beliefs. They are not indubitable or self-justified propositions, but animal
certainties. With the word ‘animal’, Wittgenstein does not mean to reduce
these basic certainties to brute impressions. He is saying that these certain-
ties are nonreflective, and they can be nonreflective either in that they are
instinctual (or innate) certainties (such as ‘I have a body’), or in that they
are, or have become, automatic (reflex-like) certainties (e.g. “This is (what we
call) a hand’). Their being nonreflective or animal invites us to think of these
certainties in nonpropositional terms. Indeed, although Wittgenstein often
refers to our ‘hinge’ or basic beliefs as ‘propositions’, we shall see that one
of the crucial accomplishments of On Certainty is the realization that this is
a misleading result of our putting them into words. And the reason we put
these animal certainties into words is at best heuristic. That is, we do it for
philosophical analysis (such as Moore and Wittgenstein were doing) or lin-
guistic instruction (such as a parent does who teaches his child: ‘This is
(what we call) a hand’). As we shall see, then, hinge beliefs — as, for example:
‘The world exists’, ‘I have a body’, ‘There are others such as ourselves’, ‘T am
here’ — are certainties whose verbal articulation is never an occurrence of cer-
tainty. What philosophers like Descartes and Moore have put forward as
propositions susceptible of falsification and thereby vulnerable to scepticism
(e.g. ‘Here is a hand’) are in fact artificial formulations of certainties whose
only occurrence qua certainty is in action — that is: in what we say (e.g. ‘T'll
wash my hands’) and in what we do (e.g. we wash our hands). Hinge beliefs
are not falsifiable propositions, empirical observations or epistemic conclu-
sions, but logical certainties that unquestionably and ineffably stand fast for
normal human beings. Though they look like empirical conclusions, we shall
see that our certainties constitute the ungrounded, necessary,!” pragmatic
basis of our knowledge, not the objects of knowledge or the propositions at
the heart of our fallible epistemic enterprises.

Wittgenstein’s focus on language did not go as deep as many of his
commentators — admirers and detractors — like to think. Roger Scruton is
unwarranted in saying that for Wittgenstein ‘[t|he ultimate facts are lan-
guage’ (1984, 280). His turn to the linguistic did not bring Wittgenstein to
view language as foundational; that was done by those who took the wrong
linguistic turn. In fact, the wrong linguistic turn branched out in several
directions, which can be crudely traced as follows: (a) the Postmodernist
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route — ‘there is nothing prior to language’ — on which we have just seen
Rorty attempt to embark Wittgenstein; (b) philosophers of language who
believe that the foundations of knowledge can be put into the more or less
ordinary language of ‘observation statements’; (c¢) philosophers of mind
who locate the origin of thought, action, indeed of knowledge, in a ‘lan-
guage of thought’ internally represented by ‘sentences of Mentalese’. It is
not the object of this book to review these ramifications of the linguistic
turn. Rather, to show that Wittgenstein took the right linguistic turn, the one
originating in behaviour.

Unmediated grasp

Wittgenstein’s motive...is to put the human animal back into
language and therewith back into philosophy.
Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 207

On John McDowell’s view, ‘the world is embraceable in thought’ (1994, 33).
In order to avoid the error-prone gap between our impressions and our con-
cepts, McDowell attributes to our intuitions the conceptual trait of our
understanding: ‘the world’s impressions on our senses are already possessed
of conceptual content’ (1994, 18). [ interpret Wittgenstein as doing precisely
the opposite: he sees belief as starting in the nonintellectual, nonconceptual
realms of instinct and action. Belief, at this primitive level, is a nonpro-
positional attitude. It is not perception that is conceptual, but our basic
or primitive ordering of the world that is nonconceptual. In McDowell’s
Kantian terminology, this amounts to saying that, at a basic level, our under-
standing is utterly receptive but it is nonetheless a form of understanding, of
making sense of the world. On Wittgenstein’s view, the world is not primi-
tively embraceable in thought. We embrace it nonintellectually, and then
move on to a more sophisticated grasp. This nonintellectual taking hold
of the world is heuristically or artificially articulated in so-called hinge
propositions. It is, however an immediate taking-hold that is articulated
here, an Einstellung, an (inexorable) attitude, not a reasoned understanding.
An attitude which, in spite of being nonpropositional, I shall argue (in
Chapter 9), is a form of belief.

The problem with many current interpretations of On Certainty and, by
extension, of the nature of basic beliefs, is their insistence on seeing the cer-
tainty that underpins our knowledge as itself a knowledge. As Michael
Williams puts it: ‘Knowledge indeed emerges out of prior knowledge’ (2001,
176). To concede that this does not imply that the (more basic) knowledge
is individually generated, but can be ‘a shared and socially transmitted
accomplishment’ does not reduce the epistemic nature of the knowledge in
question, and its consequent conceptual link (at least on most views, and
certainly on Williams’s) to justification and inference. Although Williams’s
contextualism acknowledges a default background, and a pragmatic (knowing
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how) component of this background, on his view, our ‘bedrock certainties’
are nonetheless unavoidably propositional. For, asks Williams, how could
our basic beliefs not be propositional, if they are to generate our nonbasic
beliefs:

However basic knowledge is understood, it must be capable of standing
in logical relations to whatever judgements rest on it. For example, it
must be capable of being consistent or inconsistent with them. But this
means that even basic knowledge must involve propositional content...
(2001, 97)

But the message of On Certainty is precisely that knowledge does not have
to be at the basis of knowledge. Underpinning knowledge are not default
justified propositions that must be susceptible of justification on demand,'®
but pragmatic certainties that can be verbally rendered for heuristic pur-
poses, and whose conceptual analysis uncovers their function as unjustifi-
able rules of grammar. So that our basic beliefs stand to our nonbasic beliefs,
not as propositional beliefs stand to other propositional beliefs, but as rules
of grammar stand to propositional beliefs. Hence the absence and the use-
lessness of inference and propositionality.

In their efforts to gain understanding, philosophers have lost touch with
the spontaneity of our beginnings. In an excessive subservience to reason,
they have rationalized our every act and thought, seeking to trace a reason-
ing that often never was. In On Certainty, Wittgenstein attempts to reverse
the process, to release us from the hegemony of the intellect and remind us
that where we look for a thought or a reason, it is often a ‘direct taking-hold’
(OC 511) that has occurred. Here, at the origin of our knowledge, there are
no such preliminaries as proposition, judgment and inference, but spon-
taneity, automatism, rule, reflex and instinct. Here, we do not go from the
proposition to the deed, but vice versa: from a natural, nonreflective grasp
to a sophisticated, reflective and hesitating pondering. From doing to
thinking. There are no necessary epistemic intermediaries, no protocol or
observation statements, no mental representations, no intervening proposi-
tions between our perceiving the world and our grasping it. Wittgenstein’s
conception of objective certainty allows us to make sense of how we grasp
(in all the rich ambivalence of this term) reality without having to contend
with the shadow of the gap-producing proposition. Indeed, going in this
direction, we will not encounter any inexplicable gap; not find the ominous
roadblock that philosophers travelling in the other direction are still
confronted with: ‘the mind/body interaction problem’, as Jerry Fodor calls
it (1994, 82). Instead, we find the same smooth and continuous evolution
that characterizes our moving from nonlinguistic shrieks to sentences — an
evolution rooted in nonpropositional assimilation, such as training and
repeated exposure. Hinge beliefs are certainties whose verbal articulation for
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heuristic purposes deceives us into thinking that we have here to do with
propositional beliefs. In fact, their nonreflective or animal nature make
them an imperceptible bridge where there once seemed an incomprehensi-
ble gap between our thinking and our acting.

The right linguistic turn: language from life

As language gets its way of meaning from what it means, from the
world, no language is thinkable which doesn’t represent this world.
Wittgenstein, Philosophy (PO 192)

Like Rorty (1982b), Wittgenstein pledged no allegiance or ‘obedience to per-
manent nonhuman constraints’ (166), but unlike Rorty, he did not let ‘the
contingent character of our starting-points’ be reduced to our ‘conversation’
with our fellow humans (166). Our community is not ‘ours rather than
nature’s’, not ‘shaped rather than found’ (ibid.). It is both ours and nature’s,
both shaped and found. Human beings have not only a language and con-
vention, they have language and convention rooted and enacted in a natural
context. The problem with making language go ‘all the way down’, whether
in a pseudo-Wittgensteinian philosophy of language a la Rorty or in a
flagrantly anti-Wittgensteinian philosophy of mind a la Fodor, is that either
way, language has no substance, no content, no life. In the first version, it is
lifeless for refusing to relate to life, preferring delirious deferral to vital con-
textualization; in the latter, it is lifeless for being unable to transform itself into
any content. How does a computational language become an intention?
A unique, pulsating, momentary intention? Any attempt to retrace the fun-
daments of our culture, of our thoughts and language, must start with our life;
not with some ghostly, implicit grammar or pseudolanguage stored in our
brain and waiting to emerge from the inner to the outer, from the unvoiced
to the voiced, from ‘universal deep structures’ to regional, open ‘superficial
variations’ (Pinker 1994, 7, 411)." To Fodor’s: ‘one cannot learn a language
unless one has a language’ (1975, 64), one is tempted to reply: ‘Get a life!’

As the Postmodernists have steered it, the philosophical turn to the
linguistic has been a vacuous turn, a turn on itself, leading into nothing
but a cul-de-sac. In the same way that, in literary criticism, Derrida and
Deconstruction see language as self-contained, as not reaching out into and
from the world, and so fall short of an appreciation of language as the repos-
itory of our human form of life (FR. Leavis), in philosophy, Rorty and his
brand of Pragmatism fail to grasp Wittgenstein’s appreciation of language in
its essentially contextualized nature:

...language does connect up with my own life. And what is called
‘language’ is something made up of heterogeneous elements and the way
it meshes with life is infinitely various. (PG 66)
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For both ER. Leavis and Ludwig Wittgenstein, language is essentially placed.
Our language could not mean independently of the context of our individ-
ual acts, our cultural tradition or our human form of life: “‘Words have mean-
ing only in the stream of life’, writes Wittgenstein (LW I, 913). And Leavis,
in The Living Principle:

Where language is concerned, ‘life’ is human life — is man...a language
is more than a means of expression; it is the heuristic conquest won out
of representative experience, the upshot or precipitate of immemorial
human living, and embodies values, distinctions, identifications, conclu-
sions, promptings, cartographical hints and tested potentialities. (1975,
42-4)

For all the focus of their genius on language, neither Leavis nor Wittgenstein
ever celebrated it as a self-sufficient or self-nourishing entity. Derrida and
Rorty took the wrong linguistic turn when they failed to see the obvious.
That our language-games are not artificially or self-propelled but have their
roots hors-texte.

The most detrimental result of the refusal to let go of the proposition is
that it obstructs our vision of the pragmatic and essentially nonintellectual,
noninferred assimilation which lies at the foundation of epistemic assimila-
tion. This mote in the eye impedes the dislodgement well initiated by
Wittgenstein of the proposition (or the thought) as the foundation of thought
and action and its replacement with the more instinctive deed. In the
following chapters, we will see that, for Wittgenstein, our language-games
are poised on a nonlinguistic, nonintellectual, pragmatic certainty. Let us
begin by distinguishing it from knowledge.



1

Objective Certainty versus
Knowledge

Wittgenstein’s last work has been posthumously entitled Uber Gewissheit —
On Certainty. This is because certainty is the subject matter of the work. In
German, Wittgenstein speaks not only of Gewissheit, but also of Sicherheit,!
and he uses other equivalent expressions: Bestimmtheit (‘certainty’);
Versicherung (‘assurance’); Uberzeugung (‘conviction’); (das) Sichersein (‘being
sure’); unbedingt vertrauen (‘trust without reservation’); Glaube (‘belief’) — the
most frequently used expression being: es steht (fiir mich) fest: ‘it stands fast
(for me)’.? Wittgenstein uses these terms in an attempt — inspired by
G.E. Moore and Norman Malcolm’s discussions of the subject® - to circum-
scribe the nature of our basic assurance, of our assurance about such things
as ‘Here is a hand’ or ‘I am standing here’. At the outset of his examination
of that assurance, Wittgenstein expresses, albeit circuitously, his conviction
that this assurance is not a knowing: ‘If you do know that here is one hand,
we'll grant you all the rest’ (OC 1). But of course, he does not leave it there.
Much of On Certainty is devoted to fleshing out the distinction between cer-
tainty and knowledge. I am concerned in this chapter, to locate categorially
the kind of certainty which is the focus of Wittgenstein'’s last work. Is this
concept of certainty epistemic, or does Wittgenstein’s dissociation of it
from knowledge exclude our foundational certainty from the realm of
epistemology?

The rejection of knowledge in favour of belief

For when Moore says ‘I know that that’s...” I want to reply ‘you
don’t know anything!’
(OC 407)

In his ‘Proof of an External World’ (1939), G.E. Moore, took it upon himself
to prove the existence of external objects. This endeavour began with an act,
the act of showing his hand, and this purported to be a display of knowledge.
One of the conditions for the validity of a proof, writes Moore anticipating

13
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sceptical objection, is that one must ‘know’ one’s premise (i.e. ‘Here is a
hand’),* and although he admits his inability to prove he knows his premise,
Moore does not see this as invalidating; he insists that he cannot but ‘know’
that ‘Here is a hand”:

How absurd it would be to suggest that I did not know it, but only
believed it, and that perhaps it was not the case! You might as well suggest
that I do not know that I am now standing up and talking... (1939,
146-7)

That is precisely what Wittgenstein will suggest — Moore does not know that
he is now standing up and talking or that the object he is waving is a hand.
This is not to say that Wittgenstein is questioning or belittling Moore’s
assurance about these things, only that he believes this assurance to be of
another, more foundational, breed than knowing:

I should like to say: Moore does not know what he asserts he knows, but
it stands fast for him, as also for me; regarding it as absolutely solid is part
of our method of doubt and enquiry. (OC 151)

To say of man, in Moore’s sense, that he knows something; that what he
says is therefore unconditionally the truth, seems wrong to me. — It is the
truth only inasmuch as it is an unmoving foundation of his language-
games. (OC 403)

But on the other hand: how do I know that it is my hand? Do I even here
know exactly what it means to say it is my hand? - When I say ‘how do
I know?’ I do not mean that I have the least doubt of it. What we have
here is a foundation for all my action. But it seems to me that it is
wrongly expressed by the words ‘I know’. (OC 414)

Wittgenstein then does not question the legitimacy of Moore’s assurance,
only whether Moore and philosophical tradition are right to call it ‘knowl-
edge’. Does ‘knowing’ correctly describe my assurance about something as
basic as this being a hand I am waving or about my presently being in
England?

...why don’t I simply say with Moore ‘I know that I am in England’?
Saying this is meaningful in particular circumstances, which I can imagine.
But when I utter the sentence outside these circumstances, as an exam-
ple to shew that I can know truths of this kind with certainty, then it at
once strikes me as fishy. — Ought it to? (OC 423)

It ought to. In On Certainty, Wittgenstein examines our various expressions
of assurance, surveying our use in ordinary language of ‘I know’, ‘I believe’,
‘I am certain’ and analogous expressions, in an effort to determine whether
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Moore’s incontestable assurance can rightly be called ‘knowing’. He will
conclude that it cannot. But we must follow Wittgenstein to this conclusion.

‘Objective certainty’

It must first be noted that Wittgenstein adheres to the standard view of
knowledge as justified true belief,> and therefore sees not only the claim to
knowledge, but also the possession of knowledge as conceptually linked to
justification:

‘Tknow it’ I say to someone else; and here there is a justification. (OC 175)

Whether [ know something depends on whether the evidence backs me
up or contradicts me. (OC 504)

In the process of comparing and contrasting knowledge and certainty,
Wittgenstein distinguishes objective from subjective certainty:

With the word ‘certain’ we express complete conviction, the total
absence of doubt, and thereby we seek to convince other people. That is
subjective certainty.

But when is something objectively certain? When a mistake is not
possible. But what kind of possibility is that? Mustn’t mistake be logically
excluded? (OC 194)

Subjective certainty is not what Wittgenstein is after. For, although the cer-
tainty he is striving to define is a certainty that stands fast for us individu-
ally (‘I act with complete certainty. But this certainty is my own’ (OC 174)),
it cannot be merely personal:® ‘But it isn’t just that I believe in this way that
I have two hands, but that every reasonable person does’ (OC 252). The cer-
tainty in question, though in a way personal, is also a shared or collective
certainty:’

The truths which Moore says he knows, are such as, roughly speaking, all
of us know, if he knows them. (OC 100)

Complete conviction, the total absence of doubt, suffices for someone to
be subjectively certain (OC 194), but there must be something beyond per-
sonal conviction if the certainty is to be shared by ‘every reasonable person’.
If the claim to certainty is to be more than a subjective claim, the certainty
needs to be objectively established:

Even if the most trustworthy of men assures me that he knows things are
thus and so, this by itself cannot satisfy me that he does know. Only that
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he believes he knows. That is why Moore’s assurance that he knows...
does not interest us. (OC 137)

It needs to be shewn that no mistake was possible. Giving the assurance
‘I know’ doesn’t suffice. For it is after all only an assurance that I can’t be
making a mistake, and it needs to be objectively established that I am not
making a mistake about that. (OC 15)

But what is it to objectively establish that I am not making a mistake about
that? If all it is to adduce compelling grounds for my conviction — ‘ “I have
compelling grounds for my certitude.” These grounds make the certitude
objective’ (OC 270) - then the claim to objective certainty is not really dis-
tinguishable from the claim to knowledge. Moreover, an objective certainty
that is based on grounds — compelling or not — is susceptible of mistake: ‘For
there can be dispute whether something is certain; I mean, when something
is objectively certain’ (OC 273). The certainty Wittgenstein is seeking to
define as objective is objective not merely as opposed to subjective, but as in:
not based on grounds at all. For once grounds are adduced, we are in the
realm of knowledge and justification. So that the only objective certainty that
would be categorially distinct from knowledge is a certainty which would not
depend on justification: ‘giving grounds ... justifying the evidence’ has come
to an end (OC 204). And only that objective certainty is categorially distinct
from knowing whose imperviousness to mistake and doubt is not grounded
at all, but logical:®

The difference between the concept of ‘knowing’ and the concept of
‘being certain’ isn’t of any great importance at all, except where ‘I know’
is meant to mean: I can’t be wrong. (OC 8)

But when is something objectively certain? When a mistake is not possi-
ble. But what kind of possibility is that? Mustn’t mistake be logically
excluded? (OC 194)

We can then conclude that although Wittgenstein does allude to a concept
of objective certainty that is based on (‘compelling’ or ‘telling’) grounds (OC
270-1), he finds that it is not the type of objective certainty he is after. That
concept of objective certainty — precisely because it is linked to justification —
does not sufficiently differ from the concept of knowing (OC 8). Only that
certainty which is categorially distinct from knowing - that certainty which
entitles Wittgenstein to say that: ‘“[kjnowledge” and “certainty” belong to
different categories’ (OC 308) because it is a groundless, logical, nonepistemic
certainty will, in this book, be called: ‘objective certainty’.” But many readers
of On Certainty do not see that Wittgenstein makes a categorial distinction
between knowing and (objective) certainty; much less, that he rejects
knowing in favour of (objective) certainty.! This is due to Wittgenstein’s
ambiguous uses of ‘know’, which will be scrutinized later in this chapter in
the section ‘The ambiguities in Wittgenstein’s uses of “know”’. But because
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the point is both moot and crucial to understanding On Certainty and the
revolutionary nature of Wittgenstein’s depiction of our basic beliefs, it is
important to retrace the steps that led Wittgenstein to that distinction.

‘Do you know or only believe?’

No one but a philosopher would say ‘I know that I have two
hands...’
(Z 405)

We say we ‘know’ when we have gained our assurance through explicit
learning - that is, ‘I know that Ottawa is the capital of Canada’ — or when
our assurance is a result of observation or perception - ‘I know I am fourth
in this queue.’ In the first case, we have learned something from authority:
be it an encyclopaedia or a teacher; in the second, from looking and count-
ing. Also, in either case we could give someone proof or grounds for our
knowledge by repeating the investigation: showing her the encyclopaedia
entry in the first instance; counting again in her presence in the second. We
also say we know something when we have come to it through reasoning
or when our memory has supplied us with the missing information.
Sometimes, however, our assurance stems neither from authority, nor from
observation, inference or recollection. I can be said to know that there was
a lower incidence of crime in New York in 1999 than in 1997 because I have
reason to know it — that is, I have read it in the newspapers, heard it on tele-
vision, noticed that even the mayor’s opponents do not contest it when he
boasts of it — but I cannot be said to know that human beings can kill and
be killed. I have not come to this certainty from having first questioned it,
and then consulted newspapers or experts on the question. That people can
kill and be killed is assumed as part of the unquestioned, unmentioned basis
from which we can learn about such things as lower incidence of crime in
New York. This is not to say that we cannot ask the question (as some chil-
dren might), or that we have no experience amounting to humans killing
and being killed, it is rather that this experience — though it may be the cause
of our certainty — is not its reason or ground: ‘No, experience is not the ground
for our game of judging’ (OC 131; my emphasis).

In some cases — for example, ‘I have two hands’, ‘I have a body’, ‘I live in such
and such a country’, ‘I am sitting at my desk’, ‘There are external objects’, ‘The world
exists’ — our assurance is not due to reasoning. Our certainty about our having
a body or (natural) parents cannot be said to be justified, for it was never ver-
ified. In fact, unlike the objects of our knowledge, we have probably never even
thought about, however ephemerally, the objects of our objective certainty:

I believe that I had great-grandparents, that the people who gave themselves
out as my parents really were my parents, etc. This belief may never have
been expressed; even the thought that it was so, never thought. (OC 159)
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And if ever we have thought that thought, it was not what spurred or
confirmed our assurance. Our having two hands or parents simply got
‘assumed as a truism, never called in question, perhaps not even ever
formulated’ (OC 87).

Moore articulates, for the sake of philosophical argument, his assurance
about having hands, standing up, talking, and so on, but such assurance is
usually left inarticulate. We use our hands every day, we stand up, we talk,
without formulating our assurance about these things. This assurance goes
without saying, as it were. In the same way, there seem to be many unmen-
tioned presuppositions underlying our ordinary assertions, questions and
commands that are indispensable to the intelligibility of these assertions,
questions and commands. In notes contemporaneous with those that con-
stitute On Certainty (end of 1949-April 1951),!! Wittgenstein puzzles over
whether to call such apparent presuppositions manifestations of ‘knowing’:

Is it correct to say that the order ‘Go into the house’ presupposes that
there is a house there and that the person giving the order knows it? (LW 1II
44; my italics)

In the next paragraph, the envisaged alternative is ‘belief’. We say of some-
one giving the order when no house is there that he (falsely) believed one
was there. Ought we not say of the other that he (rightly) believed, rather
than knew, it was there?

If someone were to say ‘Go into this house’ when there is no house there,
we would say of him: ‘He believes that there is a house there’. But is this
less right when there actually is one there? (LW II 44; my italics)

Similarly, in the case of animals, is not belief more appropriate than
knowledge? ‘Does the dog believe that his master is in front of the door, or
does he know it?” (LW II 44). In both cases, there is an unawareness or inar-
ticulateness to the assurance that is compatible with the dispositional nature
of both believing and knowing.!? Yet to say that believing and knowing can
outlast their expression is not to say that they do not require at least an
initial act of judgment. In the two cases above, an act of judgment is not
precluded, yet is it what enables the dog to rest in the satisfaction that this
is, in fact, his master; or what enables someone to give the order: ‘Go into
the house?’ Is the order ‘Go into the house’ justified by my knowing that there
is a house there? The order: ‘Go into the house!’ can be voiced for all sorts
of reasons: I order you to go into the house because I want to punish you;
because I think you will catch a cold if you stay out, and so on, but I do not
order you to go into the house because I know there is a house there.
That there is a house there is the unreasoned basis upon which I voice my
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order; not a reason, but a cause. Our most basic beliefs and our most basic acts
are not rationally grounded:

Would it be correct to say: ‘I sit down because I know that this is a chair;
I reach for something because I know that it is a book; etc. etc.” What is
gained by this? (LW II 46; my emphasis)'?

Nothing is gained because there had been no doubt there in the first
place which needed allaying. The ‘because’ stands here not only as a super-
fluous, artificially imposed intermediate between my certainty and the order
(or the act) but also as introducing an explanation or justification which, as
such, would both result from and be susceptible of doubt. And this is the
crunch, for in the cases Wittgenstein is examining, the very possibility of
doubt is to be cast out; it is not only that doubt does not arise, but also that
it cannot arise. Doubt here is a logical impossibility:

Imagine a language-game ‘When I call you, come in through the door’.
In any ordinary case, a doubt whether there really is a door there will be
impossible. (OC 391)

Peirce, from his nineteenth-century Pragmatic point of view, had antici-
pated Wittgenstein in his ‘emphatic denial that indubitable belief is
inferential, or is “accepted”’ (1905, 362). This precludes appealing to tacit
inference, or to something like Findlay’s ‘unqualified’ or ‘open’ belief, which
is ‘essentially inferential (however much it may have come to cover cases in
which this inferential element is inexplicit or suppressed)’ (1961, 105;
cf. 98, 99):

No one ever taught me that my hands don’t disappear when I am not
paying attention to them. Nor can I be said to presuppose the truth of
this proposition in my assertions etc., (as if they rested on it) while it only
gets sense from the rest of our procedure of asserting. (OC 153)

Wittgenstein is here after a kind of assurance that is not arrived at, whether
explicitly or implicitly. But can an assurance which is neither the derived
consequence of other (implicit or explicit) beliefs, nor requires a single act
of attention be called ‘belief’ or ‘knowledge’ at all, or does Wittgenstein have
his options wrong? ‘“Do you know or do you only believe that your name
is L.W.?” Is that a meaningful question?’ (OC 486).

In On Certainty, Wittgenstein resumes his consideration of such cases as
had occupied him in Last Writings, volume II. The question: ‘Do(es) I/you/a
child/a cat know or (only/merely) believe...?’ verges on the obsessive.!*
The core question seems straightforward enough - is it a knowing or
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a believing? — and yet a submerged question is perceptible in (though not
dependent on) his frequent qualification of the verb ‘believe’ with
‘only/merely’. This qualification signals both Wittgenstein’s ambivalent
attitude towards belief — is it merely/only belief? — and his conception of belief
as ambivalent - is belief merely/only that? Both questions are clearly
articulated in the following passage:

Do you know or do you only believe that what you are writing down are
German words? Do you only believe that ‘believe’ has this meaning?
What meaning? (OC 486)

There is more to belief than meets the eye, and one of Wittgenstein’s tasks
in On Certainty will be to further explore the territory of belief. Yet old habits
die hard. While suspecting and at times outrightly acknowledging and
tracing the contours of a belief which is not subjective, Wittgenstein has
difficulty overcoming the inferior status of ‘mere’ belief. This difficulty is
compounded by his examination of our linguistic practices which indicate
that ‘I believe’ just does not come up to the mark of ‘I know’ in the hierar-
chy of our assurance claims. This accounts for Wittgenstein’s ambivalent
attitude towards believing, most clearly seen in the 1948-49 notes as he
considers the difference between our claim to knowledge and our claim to
certainty (where ‘I am certain’ is simply used as a more forceful alternative
to ‘I believe’):

‘T know’
‘I am certain’

We say, for instance, ‘I know that this is so’ if someone reports a well-
known fact to us. In this case we do not say ‘I am certain that it is so’. (‘I
know that that is the Schneeberg.’) Were I to answer ‘I am certain that it
is the Schneeberg’, then one would say ‘It isn’t subject to any doubt at
alll’. (LW 1I 45)

Also in On Certainty: ‘if someone asked me what [a] color was called in
German and I tell him, and now he asks me “are you sure?” — then I shall
reply “I know it is; German is my mother tongue”’ (OC 528).

There is then, in our linguistic practices, a superiority attached to knowing
which proves problematic for Wittgenstein. Believing and being certain do
not, in our ordinary usage, carry the same weight as knowing. Wittgenstein’s
dilemma is as follows. He is trying to decide whether our basic assurance is a
knowing or a believing. We have seen that a feature of our basic assurance is
that it is underived and unjustified. Belief, therefore, seems more appropri-
ate in that, unlike knowing, it does not require justification:!>

‘T know it’ I say to someone else; and here there is a justification. But
there is none for my belief. (OC 175)
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If someone believes something, we needn’t always be able to answer the
question ‘why he believes it’; but if he knows something, then the ques-
tion ‘how does he know?’ must be capable of being answered. (OC 550)

As G.H. von Wright notes:

Wittgenstein is here pointing to an important conceptual difference
between belief and knowledge. In order to establish that I believe that p,
I need not give grounds for thinking p true. But in order to vindicate a
claim to knowledge, grounds must normally be provided, that is, we must
be able to tell, how we know this. (1982, 269)

The superfluity of grounds in the case of belief would then take care of the
underived and unjustified, aspect of the assurance under examination here.
But what of the objective aspect? The depreciative qualifiers (‘merely/only’),
which Wittgenstein attaches to belief, attest to his suspicion that in opting
for belief, he would be losing the aura of indubitability and objectivity con-
nected exclusively with knowledge. In replacing ‘I know’ by ‘I believe’ or
‘Tam certain’ as the implicit basis of our actions, would he not be exchanging
indubitability for something that smacks of subjectivity and whose object is
open to correction? Thus far'® the claim to indubitability seems to have only
one face: ‘I know’; so that Wittgenstein is torn — and this partly accounts for
the recurrence in On Certainty of the question mentioned above and vari-
ants thereof — between the objectivity and maximal credibility of knowledge
and the appeal of belief as not needing justification. ‘Objective certainty’
will be his answer, and Moore will be the one to compel Wittgenstein to the
lucidity that he himself had lacked:

When one hears Moore say ‘I know that that’s a tree’, one suddenly under-
stands those who think that that has by no means been settled.

The matter strikes one all at once as being unclear and blurred. It is as
if Moore had put it in the wrong light. (OC 481)

For Moore, for traditional philosophy, for ordinary users of language, as
for Wittgenstein in his ‘bewitched’ moments,!” knowing is the highest point
attainable on the continuum of certainty. In attempting to describe this cer-
tainty which he cannot prove and which nevertheless seems to him the
most indubitable of all, Moore refers to it as ‘knowledge’ because that is to
him the concept that lies at the opposite end of ‘ignorance’ on our epistemic
continuum and expresses the greatest degree of certainty. Wittgenstein
agrees that these objects of Moore’s assurance are indeed those of our most
imperturbable beliefs, but disagrees that the certainty in question here is of
an epistemic nature. For epistemic claims are by nature defeasible and often
the product of reasoning. And Moore’s certainty about having hands and
external objects existing is neither grounded, nor defeasible.
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The defeasibility of knowledge claims

...knowledge cannot (by definition) be erroneous; but it is always
possible for a knowledge claim to be erroneous.
John Hick, Faith and Knowledge, 208

Reflecting on Moore’s use of ‘I know’ brings Wittgenstein to the realization
that our regard for the claim to knowledge is excessive, and that a knowledge
claim is not logically more credible than a claim to certainty.!® Although
knowing logically implies the truth of what is known, in claiming knowledge,
it is possible that one is merely certain and wrong; for the claim to knowledge
logically guarantees no more truth than the claim to certainty or belief:

And in fact, isn’t the use of the word ‘know’ as a preeminently philo-
sophical word altogether wrong? If ‘know’ has this interest, why not
‘being certain’? Apparently because it would be too subjective. But isn’t
‘know’ just as subjective? Isn’t one misled simply by the grammatical
peculiarity that ‘p’ follows from ‘I know p’? (OC 415)

Here, Wittgenstein is struck with the full measure of our misconception that
the claim to knowledge ‘guarantees what is known, guarantees it as a fact’.
The claim to knowledge, however honestly made, is never a guarantee of
truth: ‘One always forgets the expression “I thought I knew”’ (OC 12):

The wrong use made by Moore of the proposition ‘I know...” lies in his
regarding it as an utterance as little subject to doubt as ‘I am in pain’. And
since from ‘I know it is so’ there follows ‘It is so’, then the latter can’t be
doubted either. (OC 178)

— or so Moore thinks. But in fact this wrong assumption is due to a confu-
sion. As Thomas Morawetz makes clear:

The assertion that ‘I know’ guarantees what is known rests on a confusion
between knowing and claiming to know. On the one hand, it is a logical
point that knowing guarantees what is known, not because a claim to know
is invulnerable but because a vulnerable and refuted claim to know is not
a case of knowing but of thinking one knows. On the other hand, the claim
‘T know’ does not guarantee or insure the truth of the object of the claim
(the act of claiming p does not guarantee p), although it implies that the
claimant believes p, is prepared to give grounds for p, etc. (1978, 87)

In On Certainty, writes Morawetz, Wittgenstein is pointing out two fallacies:

The first is the view that the utterance ‘I know’ is like ‘I believe’ or ‘1
think’ or ‘I surmise’ in that, said in appropriate circumstances and
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without deceit (including self-deceit), it is ‘self-insuring’ and cannot be a
mistake...

The second fallacy is that because the truth of p follows from the fact
that I know p, the truth of p follows from the fact of my claiming to know
p. (1978, 87-8)

Wittgenstein thinks Moore commits both fallacies (OC 21). They are due to
his failure to distinguish between, on the one hand, the (standard) defini-
tion of knowledge and, on the other hand, the conditions that justify a claim
to know. Morawetz:

It is important to distinguish the correct view that I cannot know (or have
known) anything that is false from the absurd view that I cannot claim
to know, or give grounds for, anything that is false. Claiming to believe
differs from claiming to know in that the latter, but not the former, is a
commitment to give grounds. (1978, 86)

All empirical knowledge claims, however well grounded, are susceptible of
doubt by others and indeed of subsequent doubt by oneself. And if the claim
that ‘I know p’ does not, as traditionally assumed, always entail p, the claim
to knowledge hardly differs from the claim to certainty: ‘know’ is then
indeed ‘just as subjective’ as being certain (OC 415). The gap between knowl-
edge and certainty is not as wide as we tend to think. The categorial bound-
ary between certainty and knowledge can only be drawn where what is
really in question is the logical impossibility of being wrong:

The difference between the concept of ‘knowing’ and the concept of
‘being certain’ isn’t of any great importance at all, except where ‘I know’
is meant to mean: I can’t be wrong. (OC 8)

That, we will see, is the exclusive prerogative of objective certainty. The dif-
ference then between the claim to knowledge and the claim to certainty
may be simply that in the former a commitment is made to justification, and
thus to objectivity. Wittgenstein wants both the commitment and the objec-
tivity, only the justification is de trop. For the assurance here must be logi-
cally, not rationally indubitable. But it is in believing, not in knowing, that
justification is optional.

The adoption of belief

Just as in the ‘certain class of cases’” Wittgenstein is examining, justification
is meaningless, so too, the great asset of belief is that its claim need not com-
ply to demands for justification or any exhibition of evidence: ‘ “I know it”
I say to someone else; and here there is a justification. But there is none for
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my belief’ (OC 175). Whereas in the claim to know, an initial act of judg-
ment is implied; an inference has been made: belief does not demand justi-
fication, does not imply that an inference has been made (e.g. from
sense-impressions to proposition: cf. PI 486), leaving open the question of
whether an initial act of judgment or, indeed, of attention is required at
all.’ The exclusion of doubt in the case of a genuine knowledge claim is
backed up by some reason or ground, by some initial act of judgment. But,
as we have seen, there is no reasoning or act of judgment underpinning our
most basic certainty, because there was never any doubt or hesitation there
to start with which would have prompted judgment or reasoning:

No doubt arises about all this. But that is not enough. In a certain class
of cases, we don’'t know what consequences doubt would have, how it
could be removed, and therefore what meaning it has. (LW II 46)

Here, Wittgenstein opens wide the door to his concept of objective cer-
tainty. In a ‘certain class of cases’, doubt could not exist at all meaningfully:

‘Do I know or do I only believe...?” might also be expressed like this.
What if it seemed to turn out that what until now has seemed immune to
doubt was a false assumption? Would I react as I do when a belief has
proved to be false? or would it seem to knock from under my feet the
ground on which I stand in making any judgments at all? ...

Would I simply say ‘I should never have thought it!’ — or would I (have
to) refuse to revise my judgment — because such a ‘revision’ would
amount to annihilation of all yardsticks? (OC 492)

Giving up some beliefs is like giving up our yardsticks — that is, giving up
not the content, but the form of thinking — the very possibility of judgment.
Which amounts to saying that some beliefs have the nature of rules of
thought:

‘I cannot doubt this proposition without giving up all judgment.’

But what sort of proposition is that?...It is certainly no empirical
proposition. It does not belong to psychology. It has rather the character
of a rule. (OC 494)

A ‘yardstick’ or a ‘rule’ - in fact, a logical necessity — and still, this does not
stop Wittgenstein from calling it a belief. A few passages later, to the ques-
tion of whether he knows or only believes that the law of induction is true,
Wittgenstein answers that it would strike him ‘as nonsense to say “I know
that the law of induction is true” ... It would be more correct to say “I believe
in the law of ...” where “believe” has nothing to do with surmising’ (OC 500).
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Where, that is, ‘believe’ is ‘believe in’; where belief has the resonance of
faith, not reason. We will come back to this consideration of objective cer-
tainty as a belief in.

It is in the nature of the concept of knowledge that if a claim to knowl-
edge be proven inappropriate, one gives it up. In the case of belief, it is also
common to give up one’s claim when confronted with a refutation of the
proposition believed, but one is not, in all cases, as in the knowledge claim,
compelled to do so0.2° This is why belief is the real option here. In some cases,
nothing could induce one to give up one’s belief: ‘I could say: “That I have
two hands is an irreversible belief”’ (OC 245). This irreversible belief is how-
ever not, as in the case of a religious belief or a prejudice, a subjective, stub-
born belief: Indeed, it lacks the psychological quality of subjective belief and
resembles a logical necessity: ‘“I know” is here a logical insight’ (OC 59) -
‘T know’, that is: in the way Moore uses it, which is a wrong use of ‘I know’.
The quotation marks around I know signal that it is not really knowledge that
is in question, but objective certainty.

The ambiguities in Wittgenstein’s uses of ‘know’

We just do not see how very specialized the use of ‘I know’ is.
(OC11)

Wittgenstein has come to a decision in On Certainty about whether our most
fundamental assurance is a knowing or a believing. His suspicion about
‘knowing’ was fully warranted: ‘ “I know...” states what I know, and that is
not of logical interest’ (OC 401). But this decision is the result of much
deliberation and the open arena of this deliberation is On Certainty.
Throughout the work, Wittgenstein wrestles with the word ‘know’ and its
inflections. He is at pains to elucidate how Moore (mis)uses it (e.g. OC 112,
178, 407, 481, 521), how it is standardly (mis)used by philosophers (e.g. OC
415, 467), how it should and should not be used (e.g. OC 483-4, 621; 41,
482, 498, 623), and how it is used in ordinary language (e.g. OC 50, 170,
1735). In his consideration of these various uses, Wittgenstein often under-
lines the term ‘know’ or puts it (sometimes in a phrase or sentence) in quo-
tation marks.?! This is a clear indication that we have here to do with an
expression that is being scrutinized, not used. Wittgenstein, however, is not
systematic in this practice (e.g. OC 7), and his inconsistency has led to some
grave misunderstandings, such as the interpretation of On Certainty as
upholding a form of knowing or epistemic certainty as our basic form of assur-
ance. As a rule of thumb in reading On Certainty, 1 suggest systematically
regarding the word ‘know’ as under scrutiny, even where it is neither
underlined, nor otherwise emphasized by Wittgenstein (OC 1, 6, 7, 9, 10,
14 etc.). So that the word ‘know’, in all its manifestations, should be read
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in the same way it is when underlined or ‘quoted’ by Wittgenstein; that is:

to quote Moore (e.g. OC 4);

to highlight Moore’s error in using it (e.g. OC 151);

to correct Moore’s use of it (e.g. OC 136);

in the same way Moore was unwittingly using it (which is also the way it

is sometimes used in ordinary language) that is to characterize what is in

fact not knowing at all, but certainty (e.g. OC 93, 395, 528);

e to indicate (the conditions for) the correct use of the word (e.g. OC 432);
how the word is correctly used in ordinary language (e.g. OC 170) or
philosophically (e.g. OC 504);

e to stress one of the ways in which the expression would be misused (e.g.
OC 431);

e to envisage whether using it would be appropriate in the case at hand

(e.g. OC 369).

It is in cases defined at (d) that confusion is most likely. Cases where, as in
the following, crucial, passage — Wittgenstein seems to be describing
instances of knowing (‘I know all that’), but is in fact describing what Moore
was misnaming as knowing, that is, being objectively certain:

‘I know all that.” And that will come out in the way I act and in the way
I speak about the things in question. (OC 395)%?

In On Certainty, when Wittgenstein uses ‘know’, he usually does it to show
that it is not really ‘know’ that is meant, or at least not a ‘knowing that'. Just
as in cases of first-person psychological statements which he had been
examining, ‘here “know” means that the expression of uncertainty is sense-
less’ (PI 247); that is: ‘“I know” is here a logical insight’ (OC 59) — ‘here’,
that is: in Moore’s use of it, ‘I know’ conveys a grammatical, not an epis-
temic, certainty.

Achieving a consistent and enlightening reading of On Certainty requires
that we acknowledge it as first and foremost a reaction to Moore.
Wittgenstein rehearses Moore’s scenario and variants of it in an attempt to
penetrate its intended as well as its achieved meaning, and to understand
why it is at the same time so compelling and so weak. Wittgenstein’s being
thus moved by Moore’s essays is indicative of how tenuous the line is
between what Moore was saying and what Wittgenstein would have said,
and indeed, will say. Of course ‘Here is a hand’ is indubitable; of course,
Moore is right to feel he is entitled to claim supreme assurance, and yet
Wittgenstein crosses the tenuous dividing line when he recognizes that the
fault in Moore’s scenario is a fundamental category mistake. It appears to
Wittgenstein that our knowing something is not our ultimate way of being
sure; it does not constitute our fundamental assurance about our world and
ourselves. Underlying knowing is a bedrock, logically solid, objective
certainty. A nonepistemic belief, not a knowable one.?
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I know, not just that the earth existed long before my birth, but also that
it is a large body, that this has been established, that I and the rest of
mankind have forebears, that there are books about all this, that such
books don't lie, etc. etc. And I know all this? I believe it. (OC 288; my
emphasis)

Such passages in On Certainty show Wittgenstein’s ambivalence giving way
to decision - the decision being not only to opt for unjustified believing
rather than knowing as the suitable concept in such cases, but also in rec-
ognizing belief as not only or merely that which we commonly associate with
subjectivity and corrigibility. Belief is not of a uniform nature and in On
Certainty, Wittgenstein is working hard to extend our concept of it.

The extended family of belief: nonepistemic certainty

Belief is generally considered to be a propositional attitude: X believes that
p, as one says. Yet I have spoken of the nonpropositionality of objective cer-
tainty (and will return to this in the next chapter). Should its alleged non-
propositionality not preclude referring to objective certainty as a kind of
belief? This question will be the focus of Chapter 9 where Wittgenstein’s
apparently newfangled concept of belief will be compared to other philo-
sophical conceptions of belief. Here, I am concerned only with Wittgenstein's
classification of objective certainty as a kind of belief within his own
framework — a classification that Norman Malcolm finds inconclusive.?*

In Malcolm'’s view, his explicit opting for belief in such passages as OC 288
does not mean that Wittgenstein was satisfied with this option. Glossing
OC 288, Malcolm insists: ‘I am sure, however, that Wittgenstein does not
regard “I believe it” as a happier choice of words than “I know”: nor would
“T am certain of it”, or “I am convinced of it”, or “I assume it”, be any bet-
ter’ (1986a, 214). Malcolm’s justification for this is that our ‘ordinary con-
ceptions of evidence’ (ibid.) could not in such cases meaningfully apply.
Malcolm is incontestably right: our ordinary conceptions of evidence do not
apply here, but Wittgenstein has assembled reminders of a form of belief
which is precisely not ordinary. No ordinary conception of belief, but belief
nevertheless.

Malcolm rejects not only belief, but also any psychological term, indeed
any attempt to characterize this ‘fundamental thing’ which does not prop-
erly belong to any language-game:

This fundamental thing is so fundamental that it is difficult, or perhaps
impossible, to describe it in words. One would like to characterise it in men-
tal terms - to call it knowledge, or belief, or conviction, or certainty, or
acceptance, or confidence, or assumption. But none of these expressions
fit. All of them have their appropriate application within various language-
games. Whereas Wittgenstein is trying to call attention to something that
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underlies all language-games.... There are indications in On Certainty that
Wittgenstein is dissatisfied with every attempt to characterise this fact that
is so fundamental to language, thought and action. (1982, 81-3)

There are two obstacles here for Wittgenstein, according to Malcolm. The
only option open to him is: psychological verbs, and what Wittgenstein
is trying to describe is (a) nonpsychological (b) not verbally describable. In
his list of psychological verbs to be rejected, Malcolm indiscriminately
includes ‘I believe’ and ‘I am certain’:

Wittgenstein says: ‘I would like to reserve the expression “I know” for the
cases in which it is used in normal linguistic exchange’ (OC 260).
Of course the same should hold for ‘I believe’, ‘I am certain’, ‘I agree’,
‘I assume’, and also ‘I do not doubt’. (1982, 82)

But Malcolm is wrong here. The same does not hold for ‘I believe’ and ‘I am
certain’ as for the other three, and Wittgenstein nowhere says that it should.
‘I believe’ and ‘I am certain’ are precisely what should be used in philosoph-
ical exchange to describe the unquestionable assurance that Moore was
experiencing and wrongly expressing as ‘I know’. Philosophers should not
use ‘1 know’ to indicate ‘objective certainty’, and Wittgenstein therefore
wishes to ‘reserve’ this expression for normal linguistic exchange, where such
conceptual precision does not obtain. Philosophy is not ‘normal linguistic
exchange’, but rather strives towards the clarification of our use of words.
Whereas in ordinary linguistic exchange, we use words with ‘grammatical’
imprecision (and it is not the business of philosophy to interfere with this),
philosophical discourse should not idly ape this imprecision. To neglect the
distinction between the use of ‘I know’ and ‘I believe’ is to dismiss much of
Wittgenstein'’s labour in On Certainty. Malcolm's salient point — the charac-
terization of our fundamental assurance as nonpsychological, nonintellec-
tual, instinctive — can be made without this wholesale rejection. He justifies
it by invoking Wittgenstein’s mistrust of all psychological terms: ‘Here all
psychological terms merely lead us away from the main thing’ (OC 459). But
here Malcolm should have asked himself whether Wittgenstein’s treatment
of these psychological terms has left them all intact; that is, whether belief
and certainty have not lost their exclusively psychological or mental
colouring. Subsequent to Wittgenstein’s examination, especially but not only
in On Certainty, belief and certainty can no longer be considered as
merely psychological concepts; they are also that, but not only that.

The concept of certainty that Wittgenstein is striving to elucidate in On
Certainty is a nonpropositional and nonepistemic concept. Yet we have seen
that Wittgenstein constantly refers to this certainty as a belief. If he is right
in doing this, we will need to see what kind of belief, if any, can accommo-
date a nonepistemic certainty. This will be the task of Chapter 9.
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The redescription of grammar

The second obstacle to Wittgenstein’s precise characterization of our
fundamental beliefs was, for Malcolm, their not being amenable to verbal
description. This, he links to a passage in OC on the indescribability of logic
(OC 501):

Logic cannot be described! 1 take this to mean that it is not appropriate for
Wittgenstein to say either that he ‘knows’, or ‘believes’, or is ‘certain’, or
is ‘convinced’, or ‘assumes’, or ‘does not doubt’, that his name is L.W.,
or that this is called a ‘hand’, or that the law of induction is true. None
of these terms are correct. (1982, 83)

Yet Malcolm goes on to qualify this objection: he concedes that ‘On Certainty
is full of grammatical remarks’, that is of ‘attempts to describe how a certain
expression in the language is actually used’, and that the later Wittgenstein
no longer holds the view ‘that any remark that expresses something
noncontingent is “nonsensical” and must finally be “thrown away”
(Tractatus 6.54)" (1982, 85). So Malcolm follows suit; he no longer considers
the logical nature of hinge beliefs as the obstacle in Wittgenstein’s descrip-
tion of them:

The difficulty confronting Wittgenstein in On Certainty is not that what
he is trying to state is a logical or conceptual necessity. It is instead a prob-
lem concerning the words in terms of which the necessary truth can be
stated.... Can it be said that the small child ‘accepts’ that what he is told
to sit on is a ‘chair’? Isn’t this too sophisticated a term to apply to him at
this stage? Nor can one say that he ‘agrees’ that it is a chair, nor that he
‘believes’ this, nor even that he ‘does not doubt’ it. (1982, 85)

The problem has then been relocated, and Malcolm’s modified objection
becomes less clear: is it that there are no words in (any) language which
would suit Wittgenstein's description or is Wittgenstein at loss for words? In
fact, Malcolm concludes from Wittgenstein’s attempts to find alternative
expressions for this unfounded belief — for example, something ‘stands fast
for me’; a ‘direct taking-hold’ (OC 116, 511) - that he is altogether rejecting
belief as what is in question here (1986a, 214). But what Wittgenstein is in
fact rejecting as suitable candidates for the implicit assurance at the basis of
all our thoughts and actions is ‘knowledge’ —

Suppose I replaced Moore’s ‘I know’ by ‘I am of the unshakeable
conviction’? (OC 86)

I should like to say: Moore does not know what he asserts he knows, but
it stands fast for him, as also for me. (OC 151)
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and founded belief:

I may be sure of something, but still know what test might convince
me of error. I am e.g. quite sure of the date of a battle, but if I should
find a different date in a recognized work of history, I should alter my
opinion... (OC 66)

And Wittgenstein repeatedly uses ‘certainty’ [Sicherheit] and ‘belief’ [Glaube]
in their extended form:

But why am I so certain that this is my hand? Doesn’t the whole
language-game rest on this kind of certainty?

Or: isn’t this ‘certainty’ already presupposed in the language-game?
Namely by virtue of the fact that one is not playing the game, or is
playing it wrong, if one does not recognize objects with certainty.
(OC 446)

At the foundation of well-founded belief lies belief that is not founded.
(OC 253; my emphasis)

Wittgenstein does not seem at loss for words here; there is no hint of hesi-
tation or dissatisfaction, not even in the last passage where one would
expect both, in that the ambivalence of belief is so clearly present. This clar-
ity indicates that this is one of those passages where Wittgenstein is freed
from his ambivalent attitude towards belief into an unobscured recognition
of the ambivalent nature of belief.

This lengthy confrontation with Malcolm was necessary in that securing
the concept of ‘belief’ is essential to the success of Wittgenstein’s whole enter-
prise. Wittgenstein recognizes a certainty at the bottom of our propositional
beliefs upon which they are grounded, but if it is to be basic, that certainty
cannot then itself be grounded, or susceptible of truth and falsity (i.e., it
cannot be propositional); and yet, it must be commensurable with our
propositional beliefs if it is to interact with them at all. In retaining the con-
cept of belief to refer to an attitude that can be both nonpropositional and
propositional, Wittgenstein is smoothing the way for commensurability.

Wittgenstein’s continuing use of ‘belief’ and ‘certainty’ in their extended
connotations is not faute de mieux. He has refined these concepts, not
attempted - and failed - to replace them. His alternative expressions are not
meant as substitutes but as enlightening descriptions of the newly perceived
aspect of a familiar concept. The features of objective certainty — that it is
logically indubitable and unreasoned (these features will be scrutinized in
Chapter 4) — make it clear that it is not a knowing, but a less sophisticated
brand of belief. A categorial separation must be made between objective
certainty and knowledge: ‘ “Knowledge” and “certainty” belong to different
categories’ (OC 308). But to make this categorial distinction is not to
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altogether sever relations between objective certainty and knowledge.
Knowledge is standardly related to belief (e.g. knowledge as justified true
belief) and to consider objective certainty also as a kind of belief is to envis-
age a continuity ranging from a nonreflective, nonpropositional ass-
urance (objective certainty) to a reflective, propositional one (knowledge).
Although for the sake of conceptual clarification, a categorial distinction
between objective certainty and knowledge is essential, when we come to
describe the anthropological (phylogenetic and ontogenetic) role of belief in
human knowledge, the categories can be ordered along a continuum.
Objective certainty, then, would take its place at the beginning of the con-
tinuum, as the animal-like, instinctive starting point of human concept for-
mation. A huge, bridging step is thereby taken towards understanding that
our forms of believing can manifest themselves differently, and yet belong
to a single, smooth, evolutionary continuum. After all, the nonrationality
of animal belief is not reason enough, writes Richard Jeffrey, to prevent us
from thinking of it as belief:

I am content to count rats and dogs as nonrational animals. But I still
want to interpret many of their doings in terms of wants and expecta-
tions, i.e., in terms of desires and beliefs, i.e., in terms of preferences
(which involve degrees of belief, i.e. probabilities, as well as desires).
(1985, 486)

Towards nonpropositional belief

In On Certainty, Wittgenstein re-examines the concepts of belief and certainty
and shows that these concepts do not merely denote subjective assurance but
may also denote objective assurance, which is not knowledge. We may use
‘T know’, ‘I believe’, ‘1 am certain’ indiscriminately to articulate our com-
mitment in the face of certain facts, but where are the real connections?
They are in the actual commitment which our words imply. And
Wittgenstein found that where our commitment is unconditional — that is, not
grounded on evidence and therefore immune to it: ‘I should stay in the sad-
dle however much the facts bucked’ (OC 616) - it is closer to the logical
nature of certainty or belief than to that of knowledge. And where this cer-
tainty or belief is not subjective, that is, where it is not what I believe that
has produced the belief but what it is logically necessary to believe — ‘That is
to say, it belongs to the logic of our scientific investigations that certain
things are in deed not doubted’ (OC 342) - this kind of belief is more pre-
cisely termed ‘objective certainty’. But the most distinguishing feature of
objective certainty is that it is a belief which is not susceptible of meaning-
ful propositional articulation. It is crucial that hinge beliefs are not to
be seen as propositions. Crucial in that, as we will see, Wittgenstein is here
describing a certainty that is animal-like, reflex-like, and can meaningfully
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manifest itself only in what we say and do - in our ways of acting. A belief
that is a way of acting. This would go a long way towards making the bound-
ary between word and deed porous, thereby rendering the incommensura-
bility of mind and body, and its explanatory gap obsolete.

Yet some eminent Wittgenstein scholars, such as Peter Hacker, insist on
considering hinge beliefs as propositions. To show that this is wrong, it is
necessary that we be clear about what Wittgenstein both considers and calls
‘propositions’.



2

The Nonpropositionality of
Some ‘Propositions’

...the only thing that characterises a proposition as a proposition
of ‘essence’ is its being a rule of language; that is, its not being a
proposition at all.

Jacques Bouveresse, Le Mythe de l'intériorité (my translation)

Wittgenstein, we have just seen, uses the word ‘know’ (and its inflections)
in ways that can be misleading. Another terminological source of confusion
lies in the word ‘proposition’, but here the confusion is often due to trans-
lation. Leafing through On Certainty, particularly in its English translation,
one gets the impression that Wittgenstein is describing basic propositions —
indeed, what have been called (following OC 341) ‘hinge propositions’. And
yet, whatever else it is that we shall find lying at bedrock according to
Wittgenstein, ‘it is not certain propositions striking us... as true’ (OC 204; my
emphasis). In this chapter, we shall examine the meaning the term ‘propo-
sition’ has for Wittgenstein, and conclude that what have been called ‘hinge
propositions’ are not propositions at all.

Satz: sentence and proposition

Wittgenstein did not think it possible to give a general definition for the
word: ‘proposition” (MWL 55; AWL 20). As G.E. Moore recalls (MWL 55-9),
Wittgenstein used the word ‘proposition’ to refer not only to empirical
propositions (or descriptions or hypotheses), but also to mathematical
equations, expressions of grammatical rules (MWL 60), and first-person
psychological expressions (MWL 59). As Moore notes:

... he seemed to me often to use the words ‘proposition’ and ‘sentence’ as
if they meant the same, perhaps partly because the German word ‘Satz’
may be properly used for either; and therefore often talked as if sentences
could be ‘true’. (MWL 61)

Though his native German can certainly partly explain Wittgenstein’s lib-
eral usage of the term ‘proposition’ throughout his works, the explanation
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also lies in the fact that, in some cases, Wittgenstein is still in the process of
determining whether a certain kind of statement is a proposition or not (e.g.
OC 167). But his overall liberality with the term can easily be exaggerated
when one considers that it is not Wittgenstein, but his translators who are
more often than not responsible for its appearance in his works. When
speaking or writing in English,! Wittgenstein uses the term in three ways:

1. the German way: as if it were interchangeable with ‘sentence’;

2. the English way: in its philosophically technical usage: as an abstract
entity a la Frege; as a Fregean ‘thought’;? the sense of a sentence;

3. as ‘statement’; that is: to refer to what is stated or said without the
connotation that this is an abstract entity.

In his specialized usage of the term (2), Wittgenstein, we shall see, is from
first to last unequivocal about whether a proposition is essentially bipolar,
that is to say, something which can be true and can be false. This of course
precludes his considering any string of words which is not susceptible of fal-
sity from being a ‘proposition’ in the narrow or technical sense of the word.
In On Certainty, when Wittgenstein wants to say that a string of words is a
proposition in the technical sense, he usually uses the term Erfahrungssatz;
otherwise, he uses the word Satfz. Often, however, his translators render
Satz as ‘proposition’, even where it cannot technically be a ‘proposition’ that
Wittgenstein is talking about. The most unfortunate occurrence of this is at
OC 341:

That is to say, the questions that we raise and our doubts depend on the
fact that some propositions® [Sitze] are exempt from doubt, are as it were
like hinges on which those turn.

This translation is responsible for the misleading, indeed erroneous expres-
sion: ‘hinge propositions’. Insofar as they are said to be ‘exempt from doubt’,
these hinge-Sdtze cannot, on Wittgenstein'’s bipolar view of the proposition,
be hinge propositions. But we have now to delineate Wittgenstein’s view of
what, strictly speaking is a proposition.

Propositions, strictly speaking

What is a proposition? The question was to engage Wittgenstein from
the Notebooks to On Certainty.* Wittgenstein came to regard the concept
of a proposition as a family resemblance concept under which disparate
members could be accommodated:

I shall not try to give a general definition of ‘proposition’, as it is impos-
sible to do so. This is no more possible than it is to give a definition of
the word ‘game’. (AWL 20)
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Indeed, in On Certainty, his very last work, he still seems to think that this
is the case, or at least that the concept of proposition does not have sharp
boundaries:

Here one must, I believe, remember that the concept ‘proposition’ [Satz]
itself is not a sharp one. (OC 320)

And yet even as he continues to regard the concept of a proposition as a
family resemblance concept having, like those of ‘game’ or ‘joke’, a ‘rainbow
of meanings’ (MWL 107), asserting that ‘[i]t is more or less arbitrary what
we call a “proposition”’ (MWL 55), Wittgenstein never abandons his initial
consideration of the proposition as something which is essentially contin-
gent and descriptive. This does not betray any inconsistency: on the one
hand, it is the nonspecialized use of the concept Wittgenstein refuses to
restrict; on the other, the specialized use he never deviates from.

Bipolarity: a condition of propositionality
...what is said...is not true or false because it is a statement, but
rather it is a statement because it can be true or false, that is because
both possibilities lie within the game.
(PLP 288)

For G.H. von Wright ‘the idea of Bi-polarity’ is one of the ‘two features
which can be said to pervade the whole of Wittgenstein’s philosophy’
(1982, 174); Anthony Kenny insists that Wittgenstein’s meditations on the
proposition were persistently governed by the idea that bipolarity was defin-
itive of it (1973, 229) and Newton Garver affirms that it is a ‘constant in
Wittgenstein’s work from beginning to end, that a proposition makes sense
if and only if its negation makes sense’ (1996, 148-9). For Wittgenstein, to
be a proposition is to be bipolar; that is, to be susceptible of truth and
falsity. From the first, Wittgenstein’s technical concept of the proposition
is internally related to bipolarity: ‘In order for a proposition [Satz] to be
capable of being true it must also be capable of being false’ (NB 55); ‘Any
proposition [Satz] can be negated’ (NB 21); ‘A proposition [Satz] must restrict
reality to two alternatives’ (4.023) and to nothing less, that is not to one or
the other absolutely. One must be able to conceive of a proposition’s con-
tent and of the negation of its content; it must be capable of being true and
of being false — both possibilities must lie within the game. In the thirties,
Wittgenstein still upholds bipolarity: ‘In logic we talk of a proposition as
that which is true or false, or as that which can be negated’ (AWL 101);
‘“A proposition [Satz] is whatever can be true or false” means the same as
“a proposition [Satz] is whatever can be denied”’ (PG 123); ‘it is a part of the
nature of what we call propositions [Satz] that they must be capable of being
negated’ (PG 376). The ruling out of the possibility of falsity amounts to the
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ruling out of propositionality: “There is no such proposition as “Red is darker
than pink”, because there is no proposition that negates it’ (AWL 208; my
emphasis). In other words, so-called analytic and synthetic a priori proposi-
tions are not propositions.

The claim that propositions are essentially bipolar cannot be consistent
with accommodating rules, tautologies or anything else which is necessarily
true within the propositional fold. This is why Peter Hacker and H.-J. Glock
insist that Wittgenstein’s discussion of ‘hinge propositions’ implies — since
these do not admit of falsity — that he must have given up bipolarity as
definitive of propositionality.® Indeed, Hacker contends that Wittgenstein
‘was later [after the Tractatus] to jettison’ ‘the claim that bipolarity is the
essence of the proposition’ (1996, 35):”

It was ... mistaken to suppose that bipolarity is the essence of the propo-
sition, an essence which mirrors the metaphysical nature of facts,
namely, that it is of their essence that they either obtain or fail to obtain.
(1996, 80)

I have not found that Hacker anywhere gives arguments for his claim.
However, because there is, in The Principles of Linguistic Philosophy (PLP), a
discussion of the nature of the proposition which includes a formulation of
bivalence - ‘A proposition is what can be true or false’ (288) - I shall briefly
consider it.8

A look at the pertinent sections’ makes clear that though the discussion
was supposed to go towards extending the concept of proposition, the upshot
is rather the opposite: we end up with two legitimate types of propositions:
‘descriptions’ and ‘hypotheses’, legitimate in that they can be negated; and
two usurpers, ‘rules’ and ‘tautologies’ (PLP 299), illegitimate in that they
cannot be negated - indeed, with ‘pseudo-propositions’ and ‘degenerate
cases of propositions’. It seems then that no discernible departure is made
from the Tractatus about the bipolar nature of the proposition, and the discus-
sion leans rather towards justifying — by appealing to misleading appearance —
the tendency to attribute propositionality to ‘very different forms related
only by haphazard similarities’ (PLP 298). It is only ‘language’!® that ‘links
together’ such ‘grammatically different formations in a kind of unity’ (PLP
298). And indeed, PLP exhibits the persistent, underlying assurance of the
necessarily bipolar nature of the proposition:

If one forbade the formation of false propositions, the remainder would
not consist of true ones, but of no propositions at all. Cancelling out one
side of this contrast would deprive the other one of its meaning. (PLP 292)

The notion of ‘misleading appearance’ is deployed to alert us to the dan-
ger of succumbing to the temptation of treating something as a proposition
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because it has the look or the ring of one:

A convention as to the use of language often sounds like a proposition,
and this may give rise to a number of obscurities. ‘A round square is
impossible’, ‘Time flows’, ‘Red and green exclude each other’ — all these
sound like propositions. In such cases it is always advisable to ask, is it
possible to negate such an expression? One should make a trial, to see
whether the expression can be used in the truth—false calculus, and that
will show whether or not it is a proposition. (PLP 289)

The nonpropositionality of grammatical ‘propositions’

Above all, our grammar is lacking in perspicuity.
(P 177)

In the course of the same lectures, G.E. Moore reports Wittgenstein as assert-
ing both that a proposition ‘has a rainbow of meanings’ (MWL 107) and, of
the ‘kind of “proposition”’ that has traditionally been called ‘ “necessary”,
as opposed to “contingent”’, such as ‘mathematical propositions’,

...he sometimes said that they are not propositions at all...They are
propositions of which the negation would be said to be, not merely false,
but ‘impossible’, ‘unimaginable’, ‘unthinkable’ (expressions which
[Wittgenstein] himself often used in speaking of them). They include not
only the propositions of pure Mathematics, but also those of Deductive
Logic, certain propositions which would usually be said to be proposi-
tions about colours, and an immense number of others. (MWL 60)

Moore reports Wittgenstein as saying that ‘ “Rules of deduction are analo-
gous to the fixing of a unit of length”, and (taking “3 + 3 = 6” as an instance
of a rule of deduction)’, that ‘“3 + 3 = 6" is a rule as to the way we are going
to talk...it is a preparation for a description, just as fixing a unit of length is
a preparation for measuring’ (MWL 72). The comparison of the mathemati-
cal ‘proposition’ to a ‘grammatical rule’ precludes its being true or false:

[Wittgenstein] actually introduced his comparison between rules of
deduction and the fixing of a unit of length by saying: ‘The statement
that rules of deduction are neither true nor false is apt to give an uncom-
fortable feeling.’ It appeared, therefore, as if he thought that this state-
ment that they are neither true nor false followed from the statement
that they are arbitrary, and that the comparison of them with the fixing
of a unit of length would tend to remove this uncomfortable feeling,
i.e. to make you see that they really are neither true nor false.

...And it certainly does give me a very uncomfortable feeling to be told
that ‘3 + 3 = 6’ is neither true nor false. MWL 73)
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To be told that grammatical rules such as ‘Red is a colour’ or ‘3 + 3 =6’ are
neither ‘true’ nor ‘false’ can be grating on the ear. And Moore admits suc-
cumbing to this discomfort. Old habits die hard. By the end of the lecture,
Moore was still not converted: ‘Wittgenstein has not succeeded in removing
the “uncomfortable feeling” which it gives me to be told that “3 + 3 =6"
and “(p D q . p) entails g” are neither true nor false’ (MWL 81).

However Moore may have taken Wittgenstein’s ‘puzzling assertion that
3+3=6 (and all rules of deduction, similarly) is neither true nor false’
(MWL 80), there is no ambiguity about Wittgenstein’s ‘declaration’ and
‘insistence’ that mathematical ‘propositions’ are ‘rules’, indeed ‘rules of
grammar’ (MWL 79) and that these ‘rules’ are ‘neither true nor false’ (MWL
62, 73). And this cannot be dismissed as ‘early Wittgenstein’. He is still
making the same claim in the Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics:

There must be something wrong in our idea of the truth and falsity of our
arithmetical propositions [Sdtze]. (RFM, p. 90)

It is important to underline that Wittgenstein does not only attribute
nonpropositionality to mathematical ‘propositions’ but, as he makes clear
in the AWL passage above, and it is worth repeating, to any ‘proposition’ of
which the negation would be said to be, not merely false, but ‘impossible’,
‘unimaginable’, ‘unthinkable’ and these

...include not only the propositions of pure Mathematics, but also those
of Deductive Logic, certain propositions which would usually be said
to be propositions about colours, and an immense number of others.
(MWL 60)

In fact, nonpropositionality is attributed to any string of words that consti-
tutes a rule or a norm:

Some sentences are propositions, and other sentences look like proposi-
tions and are not. ... Sentences which themselves state conventions seem not
to be propositions. (AWL 65; my emphasis)

Statements of conventions are not propositions, but neither is any sentence
that seems to report something, but is in fact not capable of falsity:

Examine the sentence: ‘There is something there’, referring to the visual
sensation I'm now having.

Aren’t we inclined to think that this is a statement making sense
and being true? And on the other hand, isn’t it a pseudo-statement?
(LPE 271)
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Many so-called ‘statements’ or ‘propositions’ are divested of their propo-
sitional status inasmuch as their nature is similar to propositions of mathe-
matics; that is, inasmuch as they are not empirically derived, and are
therefore not candidates for doubt, verification or falsification.!!

The timelessness of rules: grammatical ‘propositions’
versus empirical propositions

That statement can be used in a temporal or in a (to use a mislead-
ing phrase) timeless way.
(LFM 35)

Throughout the Ambrose lectures, Wittgenstein urges us not to regard ‘norms
of expression that we ourselves have fixed’ as a priori laws of nature (AWL
16).12 So that when he goes on to speak of some sentences as ‘timeless’,'® he
does not intend to associate them with ideal truths, but means, rather, to
dissociate them from temporal truths. The sentence ‘The pentagon has 5 outer
vertices’ is timeless, not in the sense that it describes the eternal, Platonic
nature of pentagons, but in the sense that it is atemporal, without tense:

Let us compare: ‘The pentagram has 5 outer vertices’ and ‘My hand has
5 fingers’. These are enormously different, although they sound alike.
Their grammars differ in a way that could be described in terms of
ordinary English grammar: the first has no tenses, whereas one can say of
a hand that it has had 5 fingers. The proposition which answers the
question ‘How many?’ is in the first case timeless... (AWL 172)

Wittgenstein calls norms of expression ‘timeless’ because he wants to con-
trast them with temporal or empirical propositions; that is: with statements
that are the time-linked result of investigation, ratiocination, demonstration
or proof. This is put clearly in RFM:

When we say: ‘This proposition [Satz] follows from that one’ here again
‘to follow’ is being used non-temporally [unzeitlich]. (And this shows
that the proposition [Satz] does not express the result of an experiment.)
(REM, p. 75)

Grammatical ‘propositions’ belong neither to the empirical world, nor to
the ideal realm. Here, Wittgenstein is trying to steer us clear from believing
that in assimilating a mathematical or grammatical rule, we are ‘learning
by experience a timeless truth’ (AWL 176; my emphasis):

...the equation 2 +2 =4 is timeless. That 4 consists of 2 and 2 in the
sense of ‘2 + 2 =4’ cannot be seen. There is no phenomenon of seeing that
a proposition of grammar holds. (AWL 181)
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We did not come to the conclusion that 2+ 2 =4 with time or through
experience. Wittgenstein’s reference to the timelessness of grammatical or
mathematical ‘propositions’ is also a way of asserting their autonomy from
experience: ‘we cannot say that it was through experience we were made
aware of an extra application of grammar’ (PG 255); “There is no experience
of something necessarily happening’ (AWL 15).

Grammatical ‘propositions’ are not begotten in the course or progression
of time but are conventions that we impose on ourselves: ready-to-use rules.
The rules of mathematical and verbal languages are as ungrounded, arbitrary
or unreasoned as those of chess. Not hypotheses whose truth or falsity needs
be determined, but stipulations or conditions that must be unquestioningly
accepted if one is to play the game:

‘I you hit the target anywhere within the circle, you have won.’
‘I think you will hit the target somewhere within the circle.’

Someone might ask about the first proposition: how do you know?
Have you tried all possible places? And the answer would have to be: that
isn’t a proposition [Satz] at all, it is a general stipulation [Festzetzung].
(PG 252)

The insistence in the Ambrose Lectures that mathematical and grammat-
ical ‘propositions’ are ‘timeless’, far from inviting a Platonic gloss, must be
taken to mean that they are nontemporal rules and not time-linked
hypotheses. Rules, as we have seen in the section, ‘The nonpropositionality
of grammatical “propositions”’ in Chapter 2, are not true or false, but only
practical or impractical:

We can draw the distinction between hypothesis and grammatical rule by
means of the words ‘true’ or ‘false’ on the one hand, and ‘practical’ and
‘impractical’ on the other. The words ‘practical’ and ‘impractical’ charac-
terize rules. A rule is not true or false. (AWL 70, my emphasis)

The suggestion, then, that ‘Red is a colour’ is a true grammatical proposition
is unacceptable on two counts: (1) it expresses a rule and a rule is neither
true nor false, and (2) the expression of a rule is not a proposition because
there is no proposition that negates it, nothing to be negated, and so it is
not, strictly speaking, a proposition.

Peter Hacker’s objection

Making bipolarity an essential feature of the proposition entails the exclu-
sion of rules from the propositional realm, and therefore from the realm of
the true and the false. And this seems as discomforting for Peter Hacker as
it was for Moore. Though he admits that a grammatical proposition is ‘best
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viewed ... as a rule’ (1989, 198), Hacker seems to think that nothing is wrong
with our idea of necessarily true propositions (frue arithmetical, or more
generally grammatical, propositions):

Surely it is true that 2+ 3 =15? Indeed it is; that is what is called a true
proposition of arithmetic. (1989, 207n)

If bipolarity is definitive of the proposition, rules can only be illegitimate
pseudopropositions. But Hacker rejects this, and would rather we go on
speaking of ‘true propositions of arithmetic’ than of ‘illegitimate pseudo-
propositions of arithmetic’ (1989, 189). For a rule to be a proposition, bipo-
larity must be rejected as definitive of propositions, and Hacker has no
qualms about rejecting bipolarity for some propositions. But why does he
contend it was Wittgenstein’s doing?

True enough, over a very important range, empirical propositions are
bipolar. On the other hand, mathematical propositions are not. And, as
[Wittgenstein] realized towards the end of his life, propositions of our
‘world-picture’, such as ‘the world has existed for a long time’, are not
bipolar either. Within the category of empirical propositions there are
deep and important logical differences with ramifying philosophical con-
sequences. Although in the very early 1930s he was inclined to claim that
ethical and aesthetic sentences do not express genuine propositions, it is,
I think, doubtful whether he would have expressed himself thus later.
The concept of a proposition is a family resemblance concept. It is linked
together by intermediate cases, overlapping similarities which do not run
through the totality. (1989, 133)

...bipolarity was an important grammatical insight. Nevertheless, as
Wittgenstein later realized, it requires qualification. The concept of a
proposition is a family-resemblance concept. Bipolarity characterises one
important member of the family, but not all. It is not even true that all
empirical propositions are bipolar, since many propositions of our
Weltbild'* are not. (1996a, 34n)

H.-J. Glock echoes Hacker’s view of Wittgenstein’s position. He acknowl-
edges that Wittgenstein ‘insisted on bipolarity rather than bivalence, and
treated this as an essential condition of a proposition’s ability to represent
reality’ (1996, 64), but contends that Wittgenstein ‘later rejected the princi-
ple of bipolarity as part of a “mythology of symbolism”’. Glock offers no
substantiation for this,!> rather conceding that ‘the dogmatic [bipolarity]
principle soldiers on in some parts of his later work’ (1996, 65), but adding:

Wittgenstein continued to hold that something like bipolarity defines
the notion of a proposition ... However, in other passages Wittgenstein
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realized that there is no warrant for restricting the notion of a proposi-
tion to bipolar descriptions of possible states of affairs. It is legitimate to
speak of necessary propositions in mathematics and logic, as long as one
keeps in mind the differences between them and empirical propositions.
Not even all empirical propositions fit the narrow picture: the Weltbild
propositions of On Certainty could not simply turn out to be false. (1996,
318; first emphasis mine)

That the Weltbild propositions of On Certainty cannot turn out to be false,
as Glock recognizes; or that they are not bipolar, as Baker and Hacker claim,
does not imply that Wittgenstein no longer held a bipolar view of the
proposition, but that they are not propositions at all — as Wittgenstein
often, though perhaps too subtly, tells us in On Certainty:

Giving grounds, ... justifying the evidence, comes to an end; — but the
end is not certain propositions’ [Sdtze] striking us immediately as true,
i.e. it is not a kind of seeing on our part; it is our acting, which lies at
the bottom of the language-game. (OC 204)

If the true is what is grounded, then the ground is not true, nor yet false.
(OC 205)

The hinge ‘propositions’ of On Certainty are no evidence for Wittgenstein’s
abandoning bipolarity; it is rather his continuing adherence to the essential
bipolarity of propositions that allowed him to realize that Weltbild or Moore-
type ‘propositions’ are not propositions at all. We shall see that they are
grammatical rules (cf. section, ‘Grammatical: hinges are rules of grammar,’)
not empirical propositions’ in Chapter 4. Baker and Hacker repeatedly point
to our mistaking grammatical ‘propositions’ for empirical propositions, state-
ments about reality, but they fail to see that the case is precisely the same
with hinge or Weltbild ‘propositions’: they also ‘have the form of empirical
propositions [Erfahrungssdtze]’ (OC 308), look like statements about reality,
but are not:!®

...the grammatical constructions we call empirical propositions
[Erfahrungssdtze] ...have a particular application, a particular use. And a
construction may have a superficial resemblance to such an empirical
proposition [Erfahrungssatz] and play a somewhat similar role in a calcu-
lus without having an analogous application; and if it hasn’t we won’t be
inclined to call it a proposition [Satz]. (PG 127)

Using propositions will remain for Wittgenstein a matter of using lan-
guage to describe; when language is used to express or regulate, it is not
propositional. Wittgenstein will never give up his Tractarian conviction that
all genuine propositions are factual, and that whatever is not susceptible of
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falsity is not a proposition:

““I have consciousness” — that is a statement about which no doubt is
possible.” Why should that not say the same as: ‘“I have consciousness”
is not a proposition [Satz]'? (Z 401)

On Wittgenstein’s view, only what is susceptible of doubt can be expressed
by propositions. So that when Wittgenstein writes that ‘... no such proposi-
tion as “There are physical objects” can be formulated’ (OC 36), he means
that the sentence: ‘There are physical objects’ cannot be a proposition.!” But
he also means that the sentence: “There are physical objects’ cannot be said.
In the same way that ‘There are humans who see’ cannot be said (cf. RC III,
331; 1, 86).

Saying versus speaking
In 1919, Wittgenstein wrote to Russell:

...my main contention, to which the whole business of logical proposi-
tions is only a corollary ... is the theory of what can be expressed (gesagt)
by propositions - i.e. by language (and which comes to the same, what
can be thought); and what cannot be expressed by propositions, but
only shown (gezeigt); which I believe is the cardinal problem of philosophy.
(CL 124)

It will also be one of the main contentions of On Certainty, where
Wittgenstein is intent on telling Moore that he cannot say what he thought
he had said, and indeed proved: ‘... no such proposition as “There are phys-
ical objects” can be formulated’ (OC 36). Sayability is an important and often
specialized term for Wittgenstein. Indeed, I suggest that from the Tractatus
to On Certainty, Wittgenstein considers saying, and not only meaning, as
internally related to use.!® I can here give only a brief defence of this claim.

To say that ‘the meaning of a word is its use in the language’ (PI 43) - or,
more simply, that meaning is use — is to say that what a word or string of
words means is conditioned by rules and is dependent on the context or circum-
stances in which the word or words are pronounced; but it is also to say that
for a word or string of words to be meaningful, it must have a use; that is,
a function or a point!® in the language-game in which it is pronounced;
that is, it cannot be idle. So that an identical sentence can be meaningful or
meaningless depending on whether or not it does some work in the
language-game in which it is formulated. If I say: ‘I am here’ to inform some-
one who is in another room and cannot see that I've arrived, the sentence
has a point; if I say it to someone who is sitting next to me at the Q bar in
Saigon, and who can see me clearly, to express my satisfaction that after
all the years of wanting to visit Vietnam, I have finally made it, it also has
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a point; but if I say it in an unmotivated or undetermined way, out of the
blue, or ‘out of all context’, as Wittgenstein puts it (OC 349, 350, 4635) to
someone who is standing next to me and can see me clearly, the sentence is
meaningless — that is; it has no use (does no work) and says nothing:

...the words ‘I am here’ have a meaning only in certain contexts, and not
when I say them to someone who is sitting in front of me and sees me
clearly ... (OC 548)

So that when Wittgenstein writes that ‘... no such proposition as “There are
physical objects” can be formulated’ (OC 36), he does not mean that the
sentence cannot be pronounced. But to pronounce or voice something is
not always to say anything.

Technically, for Wittgenstein, not everything that is spoken is said. On his
view, to pronounce well-formed sentences is not necessarily to say anything.
Any word or concatenation of words can be spoken, but only meaningful
words or concatenation of words can be said (gesagt). Although Wittgenstein
does not make a general distinction between saying and speaking, he does
explicitly exclude some (spoken or written) sentences from the possibility of
being said:

So one cannot say, for example, ‘There are objects’, as one might say,
‘There are books.” (TLP 4.1272)

Certainly it makes no sense to say that the colour red is torn up or
pounded to bits. (PI 57)

The truth is: it makes sense to say about other people that they doubt
whether [ am in pain; but not to say it about myself. (PI 246)

...to say one knows one has a pain means nothing. (OC 504)

And he also explicitly excludes the possibility of uttering?® some sentences in
certain contexts:

It is queer: if I say, without any special occasion, ‘I know’ — for example,
‘I know that I am now sitting in a chair’, this statement seems to me
unjustified and presumptuous. (OC 553)

Moreover, Wittgenstein implicitly excludes some sentences from the possi-
bility of being said or of being used to say something in some contexts:
(a) by asking the question whether it makes sense to say such-and-such
(e.g. RC 1, 86; OC 468), or (b) by stating that it is not clear what it would
mean to say such-and-such, (e.g. RC III, 331; OC 237, 350, 433). Although
the distinction between saying and speaking is implied in Wittgenstein’s
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(explicit and implicit) exclusion of some spoken (or written) sentences from
the possibility of being said, I have not found that he explicitly makes
that distinction (in these, or any specific, terms).?! Yet in order to high-
light Wittgenstein’s important exclusion of some sentences from the possi-
bility of being technically said, I believe we should introduce a dichotomy
between ‘saying’ and ‘speaking’ — where ‘speaking’ might inconsequentially be
replaced by ‘voicing’, ‘articulating’ or ‘pronouncing’.

What is sayable, what it makes sense to say, is what has a use in a language-
game. Sayability and use/sense®? are internally linked. On this point, the later
Wittgenstein differs from ‘the author of the Tractatus’ only in that his com-
ing to realize the multiplicity of the uses of language (PI 23) automatically
prompts an extension of the scope of the sayable. For the author of the
Tractatus, sense was exclusive to (empirical) propositions: ‘only propositions
have sense’ (TLP 3.3),%® and all that can be said are the propositions of nat-
ural science (TLP 6.53). But when use/sense is no longer limited to empirical
propositions, neither then is sayability. So that the later Wittgenstein’s
view of what has sense encompasses any word or string of words that has
a use within a language-game, regardless of whether or not it constitutes
a proposition. Spontaneous utterances, though they do not express propo-
sitions, have sense. It is important to stress, then, that the later Wittgenstein
no longer equates propositionality with sense or with sayability; but he
does retain his Tractarian view that only what has sense is (technically)
sayable.

Although the scope of the sayable increases in the later Wittgenstein, what
remains unchanged throughout his philosophizing is the idea that what can
be said is what does not go without saying as explained in the section,
‘Ineffability: hinges go without saying’ in Chapter 4. That is, what can be said
are (strings of) words that do some work in a language-game — that are not
idle, but have a use or a point — whether that work be descriptive or expres-
sive.?* And of course, doing some work can include repetition and stating the
obvious, for emphasis, irony, and so on. What, on the other hand, does
no work within a language-game does not bear saying. So that although
grammatical rules do some work, it is not work within the game; but work
supportive of the game. They can therefore not be said (within the flow of
the language-game), though they can be voiced outside the game (e.g. in
order to instruct someone on the rules of the game).?> What cannot be said,
therefore, is

(a) that which has no sense, either because it has not been assigned one
(e.g. ‘Ab sur ah’), or because it violates sense — that is, it uses a com-
bination of words which transgresses the sense of words already in
circulation®® (e.g. ‘Red is lighter than pink’);

(b) that which makes sense possible (e.g. ‘Red is darker than pink’ and all
grammatical rules), and therefore does not itself make sense.?’



46 Understanding Wittgenstein’s On Certainty

The problem is that the ineffable — that which cannot be said — can never-
theless be spoken; that is: articulated in sentences (such as those expressing
grammatical rules). This is bound to cause confusion. It is for the philoso-
pher here to be perspicacious and distinguish sentences that constitute
propositions or expressions, from sentences that do not.?8 The perspicacity
required is not ocular; for strings of words can look identical and yet have
differing statuses. Indeed, the very same sentence can, in different contexts
or uses, be said or only spoken. Speaking is, for example,

(a) articulating (strings of) words that are devoid of use in the language-
game in which they are articulated (e.g. ‘I am here’, pronounced in
the middle of a conversation to someone sitting in front of me who can
see me clearly); or that have no recognizable use in any language-game
(e.g. ‘Ab sur ah’);

(b) articulating sentences as formulations of rules of grammar, or as objects
of conceptual scrutiny (e.g. ‘I am here’, proffered as the translation of
the French sentence: ‘Je suis 13’ in a language class, or pronounced by
a philosopher examining the categorial status of basic beliefs).

I can formulate (speak) grammatical rules (in order to transmit them to a
child or foreign speaker; or, as a philosopher, for conceptual investigation),
but I cannot say them (that is: articulate them in a language-game as if they
were informative or descriptive propositions). To say, then, that something
is unsayable or ineffable (in Wittgenstein'’s technical sense) is not to say that
it cannot be spoken. We can use words; indeed, sentences; indeed, perfectly
well-formed sentences, and yet not be saying anything; not be making sense.
It is crucial, if we are to understand Wittgenstein’s conceptual clarifications
as consistent,?” that we not conflate these two ways of articulating sen-
tences: saying versus speaking. And, as we shall see in the section, ‘Hinges as
nonsense’ in Chapter 4, what cannot be said is nonsense — so that rules of
grammar are, on Wittgenstein’s view, as nonsensical as their violations.

SAYING SPEAKING
expressing uttering voicing
expressing®! pronouncing®?
propositions33 spontaneous utterances  tautologies

rules of grammar
basic (or hinge) beliefs

+ bipolar —truth value —truth value
+sense +sense —sense
+descriptive +expressive +regulative

Chart 2.1 Saying versus speaking
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As shown in Chart 2.1, the distinction between saying and speaking is cor-
relative to distinct uses of language. It is, moreover, interesting to note that
the three modes of articulation depicted below correspond to the tripartite
division of the functions of language envisaged by Karl Biihler (1934),
according to which, some words are used to describe, others to express and
others to steer (though Biihler speaks of ‘representation’ rather than ‘descrip-
tion’).3° These were the uses of language that most occupied Wittgenstein.

Rules (Tractarian, or (later) grammatical, ‘propositions’) are ineffable; that
is: they can be voiced, but (technically) not said. They cannot be said in the
language-game, for they support the language-game. They are its ladder or
its scaffolding. To attempt to say the unsayable is what we do, for example,
when we proffer a sentence that formulates a grammatical rule (e.g. ‘There
are objects’) as if it were depicting a state of affairs, as if it were a falsifiable
proposition (4.1272). What we cannot say, we must be quiet about.3* Saying
it implies that it does not go without saying. For Wittgenstein, from the
Tractatus to On Certainty, the logical does not bear saying: ‘... one cannot say,
for example, “There are objects”, as one might say, “There are books”’ (TLP
4.1272); and ‘... to say...“There are external objects is nonsense”’ (OC 37).

Throughout his early and late works, Wittgenstein continually toys with
the pseudo-propositionality or nonpropositionality of some ‘propositions’,
questions the propriety of calling certain concatenations of words ‘proposi-
tions’, and outrightly denounces it in the case of mathematical and gram-
matical ‘propositions’, of some psychological ‘propositions’ and of hinge
‘propositions’. In each case, he comes to the explicitly stated conclusion
that the candidates are not propositions at all.3®> The enquiry into what
Wittgenstein took to be a proposition and what he begrudged that status is
not a mere exegetical exercise. Wittgenstein’s sporadically unequivocal
assertions about the nonpropositionality of some strings of words go hand
in hand with his coming to see that some of what seem to be either empir-
ical or epistemic claims are not what they seem to be. Nonpropositional
strings of words are variously distinguished from propositional ones by
their foundational, regulative, primitive or expressive statuses; generally, all
linked to deed, rather than word.

Saying versus showing

According to Cora Diamond, although the distinction between what can be
said and what can only be shown is central to the Tractatus, Wittgenstein
did not himself endorse this distinction (1984-85, 180). And according to
Peter Hacker, Wittgenstein abandoned the Tractatus distinction between
what can be said and what cannot be said but only shown (2000, 369). I dis-
agree with both Diamond and Hacker. The view that there is a distinction
between what can be said and what can only be shown is Wittgenstein's
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view, and he does maintain it throughout his philosophical career. Indeed,
it is particularly salient in On Certainty. As we shall see in the section,
‘Objective certainty as a silent or ineffable certainty’ in Chapter 3, our objec-
tive certainty is not sayable; it can only show itself in what we say and do:

‘I know all that.”*® And that will come out in the way I act and in the way
I speak about the things in question. (OC 395; my emphasis)

My life shews that [ know or am certain that there is a chair over there,
or a door, and so on. — I tell a friend e.g. “Take that chair over there’, ‘Shut
the door’, etc. etc. (OC 7)

As Jerry Gill writes:

... Wittgenstein’s main contention in On Certainty is that the character of
epistemological bedrock can only be displayed or allowed to show itself;
every attempt to doubt it or justify it becomes entangled in self-stultifying
confusion. (1974, 282)

There is a crucial difference between articulating a sentence as a certainty —
which is what G.E. Moore pointlessly does when he pronounces the words:
‘Here is a hand’ — and showing our certainty about ‘This is a hand’ in the way
we act and speak about this hand (e.g. in our saying: ‘Oh, I've dirtied my hands
again’, or in our playing the piano. We will see, in Chapter 3, that only the
latter can count as occurrences of objective certainty; that showing is the only
mode of occurrence of our objective certainty. Moore’s articulation of the
sentence: ‘Here is a hand’ is not an occurrence of certainty, but only a for-
mulation of it. Occurrences of objective certainty can only be shown, not
said. Here, then, we have an instance of the saying/showing distinction —
which Wittgenstein believed, as he wrote to Russell, was ‘the cardinal
problem of philosophy’, and it should not be confused or conflated with the
saying/speaking distinction I have made in the previous section. Hinge
beliefs, though they cannot, qua hinge beliefs, be said, can be spoken. Far
from abandoning the saying/showing distinction, Wittgenstein retains it to
the very end, and indeed it constitutes a crucial continuity in his work - the
only qualification being that gradually the showing is also referred to as
an acting. And this is indicative of the growing pragmatism in Wittgenstein
which finds its culmination in On Certainty (cf. section, ‘Logic in action’ in
Chapter 8).

Like many of the pseudo-propositions of the Tractatus, the apparently
empirical propositions of On Certainty are in fact grammatical rules,?” and
their correct analysis would require that ‘we destroy the outward similarity’
between these propositions and experiential ones (BB 55). Of course, this
drastic option is not available to the philosopher who must leave ordinary
language as it is, but she can and should make a perspicuous presentation
of it to other philosophers.
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Calling a spade a spade: philosophical versus
ordinary language

What I am aiming at is also found in the difference between the
casual observation ‘I know that that’s a...’, as it might be used in
ordinary life, and the same utterance when a philosopher makes it.

(OC 406)

In ordinary language, we might say of ‘2+3 =5’ that it is true and of
‘2+3=6" that it is false. It is on these grounds, and in deference to
Wittgenstein’s injunction not to interfere with the actual use of language,
that Baker and Hacker adopt a laissez-faire policy:

We do, of course, say of innumerable necessary propositions that they
are true.... Wittgenstein did not deny this platitude; nor did he try to
persuade us to stop saying this. For ‘philosophy may in no way interfere
with the actual use of language. ... It leaves everything as it is’ (PI 124).
(1992, 276)

But Baker and Hacker are not warranted in appealing to Wittgenstein for
support. There is a difference between interfering with ‘the actual use of
language’ — that is, with ordinary language — and clarifying the use of philo-
sophical language. Wittgenstein urges that we not interfere with ordinary
language, not that we do nothing, as philosophers, to clarify our grammar.
What is perfectly in order as it is and must be left alone in ordinary
language, must incur any needed modification in philosophical language.
Indeed, here is Wittgenstein correcting Moore’s and our grammar of
‘T know’:

For when Moore says ‘1 know that that’s...” I want to reply ‘you don't
know anything!’ — and yet I would not say that to anyone who was speak-
ing without philosophical intention. That is, I feel (rightly?) that these
two mean to say something different. (OC 407)

Glock is wrong to suggest that it is legitimate to go on speaking of neces-
sary propositions as long as we keep in mind the differences between these and
empirical propositions because, for one thing: ‘An unsuitable means of
expression is a sure means of remaining in a state of confusion. It as it were,
bars the way out’ (PI 339); but also because, as Hacker himself acknowledges,
the differences are ‘prodigious’. So that Hacker’s reluctance to give up calling
mathematical equations or expressions of rules ‘propositions’ and ‘true’
forces him to envisage a categorial distinction as if it were a faint family
resemblance:

Proposition is a family resemblance concept and there are prodigious
differences between propositions of different kinds, differences reflected
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in what it means to say that such and such is true. The truth of a propo-
sition in mathematics is no more akin to the truth of an empirical
proposition than a chess queen is akin to a queen. (1989, 170)

We are dealing here with differences in kind, and family resemblance is not
a carte blanche for grouping prodigiously different uses under the same
denomination. Attempting to group such incompatible candidates as rules
of grammar and empirical propositions under the same banner leads to
category mistakes.

There is no question here of reinventing language, but no question either
of a spectator role for the philosopher:

The danger sets in when we notice that the old model is not sufficient
but then we don't change it. (P 199)

The philosophical problem is an awareness of disorder in our concepts,
and can be solved by ordering them. (P 181)

To champion Wittgenstein's rearrangement of the pictures that hold us cap-
tive, it is not enough to point to it; we must use it. And go on rearranging,
where Wittgenstein has left off. In ‘“Truth’, J.L. Austin writes:

Recently, it has come to be realized that many utterances which have
been taken to be statements (merely because they are not, on grounds of
grammatical form, to be classed as commands, questions, &c.) are not in
fact descriptive, nor susceptible of being true or false. When is a state-
ment not a statement? When it is a formula in a calculus: when it is a
performatory utterance: when it is a value-judgement: when it is a defin-
ition: when it is part of a work of fiction - there are many such suggested
answers. It is simply not the business of such utterances to ‘correspond
to the facts’...

It is a matter for decision how far we should continue to call such mas-
queraders ‘statements’ at all, and how widely we should be prepared to
extend the uses of ‘true’ and ‘false’ in ‘different senses’. My own feeling
is that it is better, when once a masquerader has been unmasked, not to
call it a statement and not to say it is true or false.3® In ordinary life we
should not call most of them statements at all, though philosophers and
grammarians may have come to do so (or rather, have lumped them all
together under the term of art ‘proposition’). (1950, 131)

What has the look or the ring of a proposition is not always one. So why,
in philosophical circles, go on calling it one? Why not acknowledge, mark
the difference and avoid further confusion? Wittgenstein’s comparison of
our Welthild or hinge ‘propositions’ to rules (OC 95) is consistent with his
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other pronouncements about hinge ‘propositions’: that they are logically
indubitable, nonempirical, foundational and nonpropositional. These — the
features of hinge ‘propositions’ — will be the subject of Chapter 4. I will, how-
ever, in keeping with my appeal to call a spade a spade, no longer refer to
hinge ‘propositions’, but simply to hinges. But before we scrutinize the features
of hinges, or objective certainties, we must distinguish them conceptually
from the assurance whose occurrences they are: objective certainty. The
next chapter will attempt to iron out the seeming inconsistencies in
Wittgenstein’s use of multifarious images, terms and concepts so as to
stretch a smooth canvas upon which an exposition of his conceptual
elucidations can then be made.



3

Objective Certainty and
Obijective Certainties

But why am I so certain that this is my hand? Doesn’t the whole
language-game rest on this kind of certainty?
(OC 446)

The descriptions of objective certainty

In his struggle to uncover the nature of our basic beliefs, Wittgenstein refers
to them in many different ways in On Certainty: he thinks of them as propo-
sitions (OC 415), as rules (OC 95), as forming a picture (OC 94) and as ways
of acting (OC 148). As propositions, they would be of a peculiar sort — hybrid
propositions between logical and empirical propositions (OC 136, 309). These
are the so-called ‘hinge propositions’ of On Certainty (OC 341). We shall see
that Wittgenstein rejects the propositional option; that, for him, ‘the end is
not certain “propositions” striking us immediately as true’ (OC 204). Thinking
of these beliefs as forming a picture, a World-picture — or Weltbild (OC 167) is
a step in the right (nonpropositional) direction, but not the ultimate step.
Wittgenstein'’s ultimate and crucial account of our basic beliefs is in terms of
a know-how. But the way he arrives at this view is not clear cut.

Listing the concepts and images Wittgenstein uses in his depiction of our
basic certainty might well prompt suspicion as to their mutual compatibil-
ity. Granted, the propositional option is rejected, but not the others. This
leaves us perplexed: how can certainty be both a way of acting and a rule of
grammar (OC 53, 57)? The perplexity partly evaporates when we realize that
there is an attitude (act)/object ambiguity here. Wittgenstein, although he
does not explicitly distinguish between the two, is in fact describing two
things in On Certainty: objective certainty and objective certainties:

(1) a kind of certainty whose nature is foundational, which I will call
objective certainty;!

(2) the ‘objects’ of that certainty, which I will call objective certainties, or
hinges (e.g. ‘I have a body’, “The world exists’, ‘Here is a hand’).

52
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But the ambiguity does not stop here. For Wittgenstein’s elucidation of (1) —
that is, of objective certainty - is itself effected from two different angles, or
rather with two distinct philosophical aims. We might call one of the aims:
phenomenological. Here, Wittgenstein is striving to describe what it is like to
be objectively certain; to have an attitude of objective certainty.? The other
aim might be called: categorial; Wittgenstein is here seeking to find out what
kind of certainty objective certainty is; where it fits into our epistemic and
doxastic® categories. Objective certainty is then depicted

(1a) as a doxastic category; a kind of certainty whose status or role in our sys-
tem of beliefs is described as foundational or basic. Here, the objective
certainties, or basic beliefs, that make up the ‘scaffolding of our thoughts’
are recognized to be rules of grammar;

(1b) as a kind of doxastic attitude, whose objects are foundational but (unlike
the objects of ordinary belief) nonpropositional. This attitude is best
described as a kind of know-how, and its objects as belonging to grammar.

The objective certainty and its objects that Wittgenstein is striving to elu-
cidate in (1a) and (1b) are of course one and the same but under different
descriptions. We then have two different descriptions of objective certainty
in On Certainty: one elucidating the phenomenological nature of the cer-
tainty; the other its categorial status. These two descriptions are inconsistent
with each other only in that the images, which respectively inform them,
are incompatible. As regards the philosophical elucidation of the concept of
objective certainty, however, the phenomenological and categorial descrip-
tions are not incompatible, but complementary. Let us briefly review these
two complementary depictions.

Obijective certainty as a doxastic category:
foundational images: ground and background

Where Wittgenstein speaks of objective certainty in foundational terms, he
can be said to be situating objective certainty in our system of beliefs, and
attempting to determine its doxastic status. In his attempts at categorial elu-
cidation, his observations are, more often than not, couched in founda-
tional imagery or terminology: we are at the ground; have reached bedrock,
rock bottom.* The foundational metaphor, of course, harks back to traditional
philosophy’s quest for certainty in the form of fundamental principles or
axioms, something which Wittgenstein alludes to in his own quest: “We
might speak of fundamental principles of human enquiry’ (OC 70). But
Wittgenstein, we shall see, does not persist in this path.

At times, the ground becomes a background, and it is likened to a Weltbild
or ‘world-picture’:

But I did not get my picture of the world [Weltbild| by satisfying myself
of its correctness; nor do I have it because I am satisfied of its correctness.
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No: it is the inherited background [Hintergrund] against which I distin-
guish between true and false. (OC 94)

But even this background or world-picture is depicted as a kind of ground: a
‘matter-of-course foundation’ or ‘substratum’:

...I say world-picture and not hypothesis, because it is the matter-
of-course foundation for...research and as such also goes unmentioned.
(OC 167)

I have a world-picture. Is it true or false? Above all it is the substratum of
all my enquiring and asserting. (OC 162)

All our enquiring and asserting, all our research; indeed all our language-
games (OC 403); all our thoughts and actions (OC 411) are said to be based
on this ground, or background or World-picture. To describe the nature of our
foundational certainty, Wittgenstein uses images that evoke

e a basic or ultimate status (foundation, ground, foundation walls, scaffolding,
bedrock, substratum, rock bottom, inherited background® (OC 253, 248, 211,
97, 162, 94));

e adifference in nature from the rest (e.g. the foundations from the house;
the background from the foreground; the bedrock from the fluid waters);®

e an unquestionable solidity, hardness, reliability, stability (solid, hardened,
standing fast, immovable, unmoving, anchored (OC 151, 96, 144, 655, 403,
103)).

Certainty here, is described as something that, in our system of belief,
stands fast (e.g. OC 116, 125) whilst all else is questionable or questioned; it
is a bedrock of hardened propositions (OC 96), rules (e.g. OC 95, 98), norms of
description (e.g. OC 197) which are like the hinges on which the door of
enquiry, of questions and answers, turns (OC 341). These descriptions con-
fer to our hinges — our basic beliefs — the status of rules of grammar. In the
section, ‘Grammatical: hinges are rules of grammar, not empirical proposi-
tions’ in Chapter 4, we will come back to the claim that Wittgenstein con-
siders our basic beliefs to be rules of grammar, and envisage dissenting views.
For now, I am merely describing Wittgenstein’s view.

Obijective certainty as a doxastic attitude: a taking-hold
and a blind trust

Wittgenstein depicts objective certainty as a doxastic attitude (both as a
disposition and as an occurrence), where he refers to it as a certainty or sure-
ness; an assurance; a conviction; a being sure; a trust; a relying on; a belief; an
attitude; a (direct) taking-hold; a holding fast; acting; a way of acting and
speaking; something that I show or that shows itself in what I say and do.” Our
doxastic attitude here is not a belief that; we shall see that it is depicted as a
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kind of animal trust, or belief-in,® and that its occurrent mode is described
as a kind of know-how. Indeed, this ‘sureness’ resembles an unhesitating
mastery; it ‘is just like directly taking hold of something’ (OC 510). And so,
we might ask, what is that something here that is being taken directly
hold of?

The phenomenological nature of our objective certainty seems at first to
resist philosophical elucidation. It is not the attitude itself that resists
description - indeed, we have just listed several expressions descriptive of it
(e.g. a taking-hold, a holding fast, a trusting) - it is rather the object of this
attitude that is difficult to pin down. We want to say that objective certainty
is a doxastic attitude. But what is it an attitude towards, if not propositions?
The categorial elucidation of objective certainty depicts its objects as rules of
grammar. But do we have an attitude of certainty towards a rule of gram-
mar? Can we say that the attitude of certainty that underpins our knowl-
edge is an attitude we have towards rules? This may be so for such cases as:
‘2+2=4', but what of such hinges as: ‘Here is a hand’ or ‘I am standing
here?’ Is my certainty, in each case, a certainty directed towards a rule of
grammar? In the latter types of case, it would be more correct to say that we
have an attitude towards objects (including states of affairs and individuals)
that belong to grammar; objects that are paradigms of our method of descrip-
tion. Such objects (states of affairs, individuals etc.) are, as much as samples
or objects used in ostensive definitions, also part of grammar.

To say that a colour sample or a human hand is part of a grammatical rule
is bound to cause some discomfort. And yet, sometimes objects of experience
do function like rules of grammar. When Wittgenstein writes: ‘some things
stand unshakeably fast’ (OC 144, my emphasis), there is here a definite allu-
sion to something nonverbal. Indeed, our constitutive or definitional rules
are not always in verbal form; nor do we always learn them verbally:

I do not explicitly learn the propositions that stand fast for me. (OC 152)

No one ever taught me that my hands don’t disappear when I am not
paying attention to them. (OC 153)

Nor are these certainties ‘presuppositions’:

One cannot make experiments if there are not some things that one does
not doubt. but that does not mean that one takes certain presuppositions
on trust. When I write a letter and post it, I take it for granted that it will
arrive — I expect this. (OC 337)

This expectation, like Moore’s certainty that ‘Here is a hand’ is a certainty
towards some thing (or object of experience) standing fast, so fast as to
belong to our method of description, to our rules of grammar. Being some
‘thing’ does not preclude something from belonging to grammar. As
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H.-J. Glock writes: ‘the objects pointed at [in ostensive definitions| are
samples, which provide standards for the correct use of words and are in that
respect part of grammar’ (1996, 25-6). And Kevin Mulligan makes clear: ‘...
whatever non-linguistic items are necessary to the acquisition of language,
exemplars, colour patterns or colour tables, belong to language’ (1997, 203).
Indeed, Wittgenstein proposes we call the objects used in ostensive definitions
‘instruments of the language’:

What about the colour samples that A shews to B: are they part of the
language? Well, it is as you please. They do not belong among the words;
yet when I say to someone: ‘Pronounce the word “the”’, you will count
the second ‘the’ as part of the sentence. Yet it has a role just like that of
a colour-sample in language-game (8); that is, it is a sample [Muster] of
what the other is meant to say.

It is most natural, and causes least confusion, to reckon the samples
among the instruments of the language [Werkzeugen der Sprache).” (P1 16)

A particular sample, say of colour, plays, like the standard metre in Paris, a
‘peculiar role’ (PI 50) in language:

We can put it like this: This sample is an instrument of the language used
in ascriptions of colour. In this language-game it is not something that is
represented, but is a means of representation. — And... this gives this
object a role in our language-game; it is now a means of representation.
(PI 50)

These samples or instruments of the language can be said to belong to lan-
guage inasmuch as they give language its meaning or use. And at PI 53,
Wittgenstein suggests we call such samples or tables: expressions of rules of the
language-game.!? But if expressions of rules and instruments of the language
belong fo language, they do not, indeed cannot, belong in language — that is,
they are not part of the language-game, but only enable the language-game.
They are ‘not something that is represented, but a means of representation’.
It is in order to make sure this distinction is clearly in view that I suggest we
speak of these objects as belonging to grammar, rather than to language.
We might say, with H.-J. Glock, that they are ‘part of grammar, not of the
empirical application of language’ (1996, 276):

Ostensive definitions have the same normative function as other types of
grammatical explanation. They determine what counts as the correct
application of signs. For this reason, they are part of grammar, not of the
empirical application of language. More precisely, they function as sub-
stitution rules which license the substitution of a demonstrative together
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with a gesture indicting a sample for the definiendum. They specify that
anything which is this can be characterized as being A. An ostensive
definition of red, for example, entitles one to pass from ‘My bike is this
& colour’ to ‘My bike is red’ (PR 78; PG 88-91, 202; BB 12, 85-90, 109).
Language remains autonomous because the samples used in ostensive
definitions are part of grammar (PI 16; PR 73). This claim does not
amount to a stipulative extension of the concept of language. Rather, it
reminds us of the fact that samples function as standards for the correct
use of words, and thus have a normative role analogous to that of
grammatical propositions. We explain ‘Red is this# colour’, and subse-
quently criticize misapplications of the term by reference to the sample
we pointed at. (1996, 276)

As Glock also writes: ‘... there are expressions the meaning of which seems
to be tied to the existence of objects’ (1996, 273). But in fact the tie here
is not an existential or an empirical tie, but a grammatical one. As
Wittgenstein makes clear: ‘What looks as if it had to exist ... is a paradigm in
our language-game; something with which comparison is made. And this
may be an important observation; but it is none the less an observation con-
cerning our language-game — our method of representation’ (PI 50). The
object pointed to in an ostensive definition is, we shall say, instrumental to
language. Just as a hinge is instrumental to the turning of a door.

So although it may seem implausible to think of objective certainty as in
all cases an attitude towards a rule of grammar, the implausibility disappears
when we see that having an attitude towards some objects is sometimes
equivalent to having an attitude towards a grammatical rule. Objective cer-
tainty is then not necessarily an attitude towards a verbal grammatical rule,
but it is an attitude towards something that functions like grammar, or
belongs to grammar. In the same way that being a sentence does not preclude
a string of words from also being an act (a speech-act), being an object does
not prevent something from being a means of representation or part of the
expression of a rule. Function is not intrinsic to words or acts, but is depen-
dent on use. And the same object can be either an object of description or a
means of description — though not simultaneously. An object that serves as
a means of representation loses its empirical status; that is, it becomes, for
as long as it is thus used, uniquely a grammatical object, and not an object of
empirical description. A (physical) hand can be a sample of (what we call)
‘a hand’, and as such (qua sample), belongs to grammar:

Qua sample, the object belongs to the means of representation and can-
not be described in empirical propositions. One and the same object may
function now as a sample, now as an object described as having the
defined property; but the normative and the empirical roles are mutually
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exclusive inasmuch as what functions as a norm of description cannot
simultaneously be described as falling under that norm; it might be the
subject of a subsequent measurement, but not as long as it is a canonical
sample... (Glock 1996, 276)

The same, as we have seen in the section, ‘Saying versus speaking’ in
Chapter 2, applies to sentences. The sentence: ‘Here is a hand’, in the cir-
cumstances in which Moore pronounces it, is not (as Moore wrongly
believed) a description, but an ostensive definition, the articulation of a rule
of grammar:

...one might grant that Moore was right, if he is interpreted like this: a
proposition saying that here is a physical object may have the same
logical status as one saying that here is a red patch. (OC 52)

Objective certainty is a foundational belief in something standing unshake-
ably fast (OC 144), where ‘something’ refers to a rule of grammar or to an
object of experience that functions like a rule of grammar (such as a sam-
ple, or an object that is pointed at in the process of ostensive definition: for
example, ‘This = is (what we call) a hand’'"). I will call verbal expressions
of grammatical rules and tables (cf. PI 51) expressions of rules of grammar;
and I will call samples, objects pointed to in ostensive definition, and any
object (including states of affairs and individuals) that belongs to our
method of representation: grammatical objects or instruments. So that when
I am teaching someone English, my standing here would serve as a para-
digmatic state of affairs; a sample used in my instruction of the use of the
words ‘I am standing here’. I could not teach anyone the correct use of
those words if I were unable to stand. In heuristic circumstances (and these
include philosophical elucidation), the sentences: ‘1 am standing here’,
‘There are people in the room’, ‘I have two hands’ or ‘I am holding a piece
of paper in my hand’ are verbal renderings of paradigmatic states of affairs.
States of affairs that in nonheuristic situations go unmentioned, and gram-
matically underpin what we say and do. That is, my saying: “There are not
enough people here for a game of bridge’ is hinged on the unmentioned
certainty that can be verbalized as: “There are people here’. Yet although
rules of grammar are never verbalized in the stream of life, or within the
language-game,'? they can all (including those rules that make use of gram-
matical objects: for example, ‘Red is this = colour’, ‘Here = is a hand’,
‘There is a pen on the table’) be verbally formulated for heuristic or philo-
sophical purposes. (Indeed, this is what is done in the categorial elucidation
of objective certainty). I will therefore call all such formulations: expressions
of rules of grammar.

Once we realize that Wittgenstein is in fact describing the same concept
from two different angles — objective certainty as a doxastic attitude and
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OBJECTIVE CERTAINTY
(1) as a doxastic attitude (2) as a doxastic category
(1a) amgon\ (1b) as occurrence'®
certainty, sureness, assurance, taking-hold, holding fast; foundation, ground,
conviction, relying on, trust, acting, ways of acting and foundation walls,
belief speaking, something that scaffolding, bedrock,
| show or that shows itself substratum, rock bottom,
in what | say and do background, world-picture,
something solid, hardened,
standing fast, immovable,
unmoving, anchored
trust or belief in know-how foundational certainty
directed towards of consisting of

Obijective certainties or hinges
= rules (or instruments or objects) of grammar

Chart 3.1 Obijective certainty and objective certainties

objective certainty as a doxastic category — we are no longer befuddled by the
abundance of seemingly incompatible images. And we are lenient also,
when these overlap, as in: ‘... it is our acting, which lies at the bottom of the
language-game’ (OC 204). This overlap notwithstanding, here (Chart 3.1) is
an attempt to chart some of the terms, concepts and images that Wittgenstein
employs to describe objective certainty and objective certainties.

Objective certainties

Obijective certainty is like a foundation. It stands fast in order that things can
be built on it; and it comes first (OC 354). It is like a foundation also in that
it is made up of individual ‘building-stones’ (Bausteine: OC 396) — which
Wittgenstein refers to as ‘propositions’ or ‘sentences’ (Sdtze) (e.g. OC 95;
152); as ‘beliefs’ or ‘convictions’ (e.g. OC 144; 248). So that the solidity of
the whole foundation or bedrock or background is really indissociable from
that of its individual components: the bedrock is a bedrock of certainties, of
hardened Sdtze (OC 96); it is individual certainties that form the (metaphor-
ical) structure: ‘my convictions do form a system, a structure’ (OC 102). Our
Weltbild, then, can be dissected into individuated certainties (e.g. ‘The world
exists’, ‘I exist’, ‘Human beings are not made of glass’), though this individ-
uation does not imply that these certainties are assimilated individually or
independently of one another. These certainties of my world-picture ‘hang
together’ (OC 279); they are interwoven into a coherent network, and the
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loss of certainty in one of them affects the coherence of the whole:

If T wanted to doubt the existence of the earth long before my birth,
I should have to doubt all sorts of things that stand fast for me. (OC 234)

When we first begin to believe anything, what we believe is not a single
proposition, it is a whole system of propositions. (OC 141)

But this talk of propositions makes it seem as if what we assimilated were
just that: propositions. In fact, hinges are nonpropositional certainties that
are formulated for heuristic purposes only, and our assimilation of them is not
propositional, nor is it empirical or epistemic. So how do we come to have
hinges? This is a question whose detailed discussion we shall have to postpone;
for now, suffice it to say that some of our objective certainties are instinctive,
whilst others are acquired — and those that are acquired, are not acquired epis-
temically or empirically, but through some form of conditioning.

OC 234 hints at another crucial feature of objective certainty: it is not a tran-
scendental certainty (OC 47); what stands fast stands fast for someone.
Although the certainty in question is termed objective, it is not ‘objective’ in
the Nagelian sense — that is, it is not a perspectiveless or impersonal objectiv-
ity. To depict objective certainty is to depict someone being objectively certain.
The ground stands fast for me; I have a world-picture — the idea of having a
picture itself presupposes an onlooker. So that to be objectively certain con-
ceptually requires a vantage point. And yet, Wittgenstein wants to wean us away
from the perceptual, intellectual, epistemological metaphors; he wants to push
us towards the conception of this certainty, not as a seeing, but as a doing:

Giving grounds, however, justifying the evidence, comes to an end; — but
the end is not certain ‘propositions’ striking us immediately as true,
i.e. it is not a kind of seeing on our part; it is our acting, which lies at the
bottom of the language-game. (OC 204)

He does this by using metaphors such as ‘grasping’ and ‘taking hold’, which
evoke a practical stance. We shall see then that objective certainty can be
assimilated to the category of belief inasmuch as, like ordinary belief, it is a
disposition and an attitude; but it differs from ordinary belief in that it is
a disposition whose occurrence can only be enacted (cf. section, ‘Enacted:
hinge beliefs can only manifest themselves in action’ in Chapter 4), and an
attitude which is nonpropositional.

Obijective certainty as a nonpropositional attitude

A taking hold

I want to say: it’s not that on some points men know the truth with
perfect certainty. No: perfect certainty is only a matter of their
attitude.

(OC 404)
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As M.J. Van Den Hoven puts it: ‘In On Certainty Wittgenstein tried to break
away from a philosophical tradition that construes our relation towards
these certainties as being epistemic in nature: the basis is not something we
know, but something we do’ (1990, 273). What kind of attitude then, is
this, nonepistemic, nonpropositional attitude? John Searle would call it a
commitment. This is how he describes our nonpropositional certainty of, for
example, the existence of the external world or of other minds; and this
certainty is part of what he calls the ‘Background’: our set of abilities,
skills, habits, and stances that are not themselves Intentional states but
enable Intentional contents to work in the various ways that they do (1983,
143, 158):

Realism, I want to say, is not a hypothesis, belief, or philosophical thesis;
Realism is part of the Background in the following sense. My commit-
ment to ‘realism’ is exhibited by the fact that I live the way that I do,
I drive my car, drink my beer, write my articles, give my lectures, and ski
my mountains. Now in addition to all of these activities, each a mani-
festation of my Intentionality, there isn’t a further ‘hypothesis’ that the
real world exists. My commitment to the existence of the real world is
manifested whenever I do pretty much anything. It is a mistake to treat
that commitment as if it were a hypothesis, as if in addition to skiing,
drinking, eating, etc., I held a belief — there is a real world independent
of my representations of it. (1983, 158-9)

The absence of a hypothesis makes this commitment very close to what
Wittgenstein calls a ‘direct taking-hold’:

It is just like directly taking hold of something, as I take hold of my towel
without having doubts. (OC 510)

And yet this direct taking-hold corresponds to a sureness, not to a
knowing. (OC 511)

This ‘sureness’ is not prefaced by a precursory thought or hesitation.
Wittgenstein also compares it to an ‘utterance’, an ‘immediate utterance’, and
this is meant to contrast it with a conclusion. Let us take the passage above
from the beginning:

If I say ‘Of course I know that that’s a towel’ I am making an utterance.
I have no thought of a verification. For me it is an immediate utterance.
I don’t think of past or future. (And of course it’s the same for Moore, too.)
It is just like directly taking hold of something, as I take hold of my
towel without having any doubts. (OC 510)

Indeed, Wittgenstein speaks of our objective certainty as ‘something ani-
mal’ (OC 359). By this, he means to distinguish this kind of assurance from
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a justified or pondered assurance. In contrast to the kind of certainty we
come to — from reasoning, observation or research — this certainty is akin to
instinctive or automatic behaviour: to a direct taking-hold or thought-less
grasp. This is just the kind of propositionless commitment or nonpropositional
attitude that Searle describes.'* And Wittgenstein also describes our certainty
in terms of our maintaining an immovable stance or attitude (Einstellung:
OC 381, 404) in the face of opposition: ‘I should stay in the saddle however
much the facts bucked’ (OC 616). This all-confident, yet nonpropositional,
stance or commitment is then also a kind of blind trust.

A blind trust

Must I not begin to trust somewhere? That is to say: somewhere I
must begin with not-doubting; and that is not, so to speak, hasty
but excusable: it is part of judging.

(OC 150; my emphasis)

My relation to an unfounded objective certainty is that: it stands fast for
me. To say that something stands fast for me is to say that I rely on it
(OC 603); that I regard it as solid (OC 151); that I have an attitude of trust
towards it. Wittgenstein calls objective certainty a trust (OC 603)" in an
effort to distance it from a reasoned belief. Indeed, we might say that objec-
tive certainty is a kind of trust or belief in, without that belief being reducible
to a proposition.!® It is a nonratiocinated and nonconscious trust, or ur-trust,
which we share with neonates and animals.!” This trust is not experienced as
trust, but rather shows itself in the absence of mistrust — that is, in our taking-
hold of something, directly, without any doubts — the way we take hold of a
towel (OC 510). In ordinary cases, there is no preliminary hesitation and
making sure that ‘the towel is there’; that ‘it is something I can take a hold
of’. Nor do I systematically hesitate before sitting on a chair:

When I sat down on this chair, of course I believed it would bear me. I had
no thought of its possibly collapsing. (PI 575; my italics)

Certainty here is better described as the utter absence of doubt - ‘I had no
thought of its possibly collapsing’ — than the lived experience of trust. So that
the kind of certainty or trust in question here is what, after Austin (1962,
70), is called an excluder concept. Rather than affirm anything positive, it
excludes something: ‘doubt’. Another way of putting it is that trust here is
the default attitude, and any absence of it the exception. Here trust is, as it
were, recessive — a background, default, unconscious certainty. Its default
status does not mean that this certainty or trust is less effective or operative,
but that it is not a conscious experience. Indeed, this nonconscious trust
shows itself in all our ordinary gestures and activities: as we wake up in the
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morning, glance at the clock, head for the shower, dress, eat, rush to work —
all these activities and the questions that accompany them (e.g. ‘Is the clock
slow again?’; ‘Will I be on time for my appointment?’; ‘Shall I walk or take
a taxi?’; ‘Is the hot water off again?’) are poised on nonconscious and inar-
ticulate certainties (hinges), such as: ‘A clock tells time’; ‘Time is how we
measure the deployment of life’; “‘We have conventions about being on time’;
‘Walking is how I and most humans get from one place to another’; ‘The
shower tap will not melt in my hands nor the towel disappear as I take hold
of it’, and so on. Some of these certainties (e.g. ‘A clock tells time’) may have
been consciously assimilated at some point, either through training or
repeated exposure (cf. section, ‘Origin of hinges’ in Chapter 5), but once this
assimilation is effected, the certainties are nonconscious, inarticulate cer-
tainties.!® They require no cognitive attention; are not objects of thought,
but constitute the ineffable background of thought: the ‘matter-of-course
foundation’ which ‘goes unmentioned’ (OC 167). This background is not a
theoretical one but a practical one.'? It is a background which in fact amounts
to a seamless expertise: ‘... the end is not an ungrounded presupposition: it
is an ungrounded way of acting’ (OC 110). Hinge certainty is not the prod-
uct of an attentive or conscious attitude towards a hypothesis, but manifests
itself as a flawless way of acting; as an expert and unhesitating grasp. Our
not questioning, our trust or confidence, our certainty, takes the shape of a
tflawless know-how.

The relationship between a person and her background or Weltbild is a
know-how. One knows one’s way about, not through any theoretical aware-
ness or rational process — not through any knowledge that — but through a
kind of thoughtless savoir-faire. But this is no run-of-the-mill, ordinary know-
how; it is an objective know-how. The difference will now be made clear.

Objective certainty as a know-how

... the bus conductor, as he rushes through the aisle, tugs at the bell
cord, calls out the bus stops, is pure, hard, nothing can scratch him;
no crack between his gestures and himself through which the
slightest impurity might penetrate.

Nathalie Sarraute, Le Planétarium (my translation)

John Searle speaks of the ‘Background’ as a Background of abilities or
know-how:%°

...a Background of abilities that are not themselves Intentional states. In
order that I can now have the Intentional states that I do I must have cer-
tain kinds of know-how. I must know how things are and I must know
how to do things, but the kinds of ‘know-how’ in question are not, in
these cases, forms of ‘knowing that’. (1983, 143)
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Searle further describes the components of the Background:

...the Background consists of mental?! capacities, dispositions, stances,
ways of behaving, know-how, savoir-faire, etc., all of which can only be
manifest when there are some intentional phenomena, such as an inten-
tional action, a perception, a thought, etc. (1992, 196)

In his description of the constituents of the Background, Searle lists:
capacities, dispositions, stances, ways of behaving, know-how and savoir-
faire. Let us try and sort these out. Capacities are assimilable to disposi-
tions;?? attitudes to stances. Ways of behaving, or what Searle also calls
Background ways of behaving (1992, 77) are what Wittgenstein refers to as
ungrounded ways of acting. These ways of acting are the occurrent version of
our objective certainty, and Searle calls the manner of their occurrence a
know-how or savoir-faire to evoke the expertise and smoothness that char-
acterize them. We could say that the Background, on Searle’s view, is noth-
ing but dispositions that can actualize themselves into outright know-how.
One example may illustrate what this means.?® Take our certainty that tables
offer resistance to touch. Rather than say that we believe that tables offer
resistance to touch — which would imply, on Searle’s view, an intentional
or theoretical attitude — we should describe this certainty as a stance or
disposition that I have towards tables and other solid objects: I expect (here,
also, in the recessive sense of the term) tables to remain solid when I touch
them, not to vanish, not to become human. And this nonreflective starnce or
disposition manifests itself in my ways of behaving which, when it comes to
such certainties, are expert and smooth — a know-how: I know how to sit at
a table, how to write on a table; I handle tables as solid, nonhuman,
unthinking objects: I put stacks of books on them, fold them, build them,
discard them; and all this, without a moment’s hesitation or attention.
The occurrence of my certainty that this is a table is my handling the table
expertly and thoughtlessly.

The thoughtlessness is important here; it not only calls attention to the
nonpropositionality of our objective certainty; it also underlines its resem-
blance to a reflex or automatic action. Indeed, hinge certainty is not a ‘heed
concept’.?* Like that of instinctive and habitual actions, its manifestation
does not involve any degree of attention. On the contrary, the presence of
attention would be a sure sign that the certainty in question is not a hinge
certainty. Indeed, where self-criticism and self-correction are attendant on
ordinary know-how, the know-how of objective certainty is complacent and
inattentive. No vigilance, no readiness to detect and correct lapses because
there are no lapses. As Gilbert Ryle reminds us, to speak of ‘know-how’ is to
imply success:

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
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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.
(1949, 29)

And in the novel from which the epigraph of this section is taken, Nathalie
Sarraute speaks also of the ‘exceptional savoir-faire’ and skill of the bus con-
ductor. Yet whereas in ordinary know-how, there is self-regulation — the
application of ‘criteria in the conduct of the performance’ (Ryle, p. 40) —
objective certainty is a know-how in which there is no room for improve-
ment. Whether our primitive know-how is natural or conditioned, it is
unerring. Objective certainty shares with ordinary know-how only its suc-
cess and confidence, for only in objective certainty is the performance so
natural and the confidence so utter that one plays the game with one’s eyes
shut. And wins.

Obijective certainty as a silent or ineffable certainty

The foundation for all our actions (OC 414) (including, of course, our
language-games (OC 403, 411)) is, we have just seen, described in terms of
acting. ‘Giving grounds, ... justifying the evidence, comes to an end’, and
‘it is our acting, which lies at the bottom of the language-game’ (OC 204).
By this, Wittgenstein means that our foundational certainty is a practical cer-
tainty (not a theoretical or propositional or presuppositional certainty) which
manifests itself as a way of acting (OC 7, 284-5; 395); but also that it can only
manifest itself thus — that is, in action, and not in words; not in our saying it:

‘I know that this room is on the second floor, that behind the door a short
landing leads to the stairs, and so on.” One could imagine cases where I
should come out with this [wo Ich die Ausserung machen wiirde], but they
would be extremely rare. But on the other hand I shew this knowledge
day in, day out by my actions and also in what I say. (OC 431; my
emphasis)

What Wittgenstein refers to as the rare cases where we would ‘come out
with’, that is, say such sentences as ‘I know that this room is on the second
floor...” or ‘I know that this is a hand’, are cases where these sentences do
not function as hinges (although they are identical in appearance to sen-
tences that formulate hinges), but as conclusions or descriptions — that is, as
empirical propositions. As, for example, in the following case: I am asked to
identity what I see on a blurry photograph; and I say ‘I know that this is a
hand because I saw it very clearly on another print of the same shot.” This is
a case where my ‘coming out with’ such a sentence is meaningful; where the
sentence is an informative description, an empirical proposition, that bears
saying. Whereas in Moore’s circumstances, the same sentence did not bear
saying. It was meaningless because it was useless.?> The sentence was
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doing no work; it was idle. It did not describe anything that required
description; it did not persuade anyone of anything they were not previ-
ously certain of; nor did it prove anything. Moore’s holding up his hand and
saying ‘Here is a hand’ was not a demonstration, but a simple monstration —
and all it showed was something that was never hidden. Meaning is use —
where there is no use, there is no meaning. Hinges cannot be meaningfully
said, but the doppelginger of hinges can be — and we mistakenly take a hinge
to be an empirical proposition simply because it has doppelginger, or twins,
that have empirical uses.?®

Primitive certainty, it turns out, is not only a blind trust, but also a silent
trust; a certainty that cannot (as such) manifest itself verbally. Indeed, Ortega
also notes the nonformulation of our primitive beliefs, and speaks of them
as stillschweigend (silent).?” For Wittgenstein, however, it is not that our
objective certainties are not usually said, but that they are logically ineffable:
they cannot be meaningfully said qua certainties in the stream of the
language-game.?® Articulating these certainties as such in the language-game
is useless, pointless, meaningless, and its only effect is to arrest the game:

My difficulty can also be shewn like this: I am sitting talking to a friend.
Suddenly I say: ‘I knew all along that you were so-and-so.” Is that really
just a superfluous, though true, remark?

I feel as if these words were like ‘Good morning’ said to someone in the
middle of a conversation. (OC 464)

The articulation of our objective certainties, qua certainties, in the stream
of the language-game does not result in a display of certainty, but in their
being perceived as queer (OC 553); incomprehensible (OC 347); a joke (OC
463) or a sign of the speaker’s being demented (OC 467). And far from
contributing to the language-game, such articulation simply blocks it.

Occurrence versus formulation

Were we nonhuman animals, it would be enough to say that objective
certainty is a kind of nonpropositional, inarticulate, animal trust in certain
things. But we are animals endowed with a conceptual language, and hence
our normally inarticulate objective certainties get articulated by philoso-
phers eager to elucidate the nature of our basic certainty. In doing this,
philosophers give verbal articulation to certainties whose verbalization in
ordinary discourse would be a sign of something gone awry:

I am sitting with a philosopher in the garden; he says again and again ‘1
know that that’s a tree, pointing to a tree that is near us. Someone else
arrives and hears this, and I tell him: “This fellow isn’t insane. We are
only doing philosophy.”’ (OC 467)
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It must therefore be stressed that when such formulation occurs, it has an
exclusively heuristic status: the status of a grammatical elucidation, not of
an informative statement or of an objective certainty. Moore and Wittgenstein
have given some of our nonlinguistic certainties linguistic expression. Such
a linguistic rendering is important — it allows us to individuate and elucidate
the objects of our basic certainty. But it is also misleading: it gives the
impression that our basic beliefs are propositional, epistemic or intellectual.
Hinge beliefs are not internal propositional or cognitive beliefs susceptible
of inference.?? Hinges do not have a propositional form, be it internal or
external: they are not implicit propositional beliefs that lie dormant in some
belief-box until occasionally stirred to inform our external propositional
beliefs. The hinge belief verbalized as: ‘I have a body’ is a disposition of a
living creature which manifests itself in her acting in the certainty of having
a body. When asleep or unconscious, this belief remains a disposition, but
becomes occurrent in any normal use she makes of her body*" - for example,
in her eating, running and her not attempting to walk through walls as if she
were a disembodied ghost. This occurrence of her belief resembles an
instinctive reaction, not a tacit belief. My hinge belief that ‘T have a body’ is
much the same as a lion’s instinctive certainty of having a body. In both
cases, this belief manifests itself in acting embodied; in my case, however, it
can also manifest itself in the verbal references I make to my body.3! It must
be clear that Moore-type sentences and the formulation of hinges in On
Certainty, and in this book (cf. especially taxonomy in Chapter 5), are
artificial verbalizations — not occurrences — of our primitive (animal or condi-
tioned) certainties. What philosophers have traditionally called basic
beliefs, and what Wittgenstein alludes to as ‘hinge propositions’, are merely
heuristic, or artificial, verbalizations of certainties that can only show
themselves — in what we say and do.

Wittgenstein’s phenomenological description of objective certainty
renders the mindless, animal certainty with which we move about in the
world. His categorial description — his talk of ‘hinge Sditze’ — goes one
philosophical step further. It attempts to elucidate the status of these
enacted certainties — our mindless ways of acting — in our system of beliefs.
So that whereas the phenomenological description remains at the animal
level, at a description of our practical stance; with the categorial description,
we are in danger of being seen gliding on an invisible bedrock of what have
traditionally been called ‘tacit beliefs’. I urge that we refrain from this
temptation, and that we understand these various philosophical elucida-
tions as drawing the following picture: our basic certainty is animal or
practical through and through. We can verbalize it, but this is something
philosophers do in an effort to understand the nature of our certainty.
The verbalization or formulation of an objective certainty is never an occur-
rence of objective certainty, but only a mere heuristic operation. Our
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objective certainty occurs or manifests itself exclusively as a know-how,
which, for philosophical analysis, we depict by articulating into individu-
ated certainties. Verbalizing these certainties makes us realize another thing
about them: they constitute the ineffable underpinning of knowledge,
description and inquiry. They are the invisible hinges upon which our ques-
tions revolve. They condition our acts and thoughts. This is precisely what
grammatical rules do.3?

Objective certainties as rules of grammar

Wittgenstein likens our objective certainties to rules (OC 95, 494, 98); rules of
grammar (OC 57-9); method (OC 151, 318); norms of description (OC 167),
frame of reference (OC 83), and this highlights the nonpropositional charac-
ter of hinges and our nonepistemic assimilation of them. Hinges are like the
rules of a game, more specifically, like the rules that underpin our language-
games.3® Some of our objective certainties are instinctive, whilst others are
acquired, but the instinctive ones are not any less grammatical rules (cf. sec-
tion, ‘Empirical and logical’ in Chapter 4). Granted, mathematical equations
and other linguistic certainties (e.g. ‘2 + 2 =4'; ‘This is (what we call) a table’)
are the prototypes of acquired hinges: they are explicitly formulated to
instruct us in the use of words and numbers, but the certainty: ‘Humans have
bodies’, though perhaps never explicitly formulated as a rule, also conditions
our correct use of words. Explicit formulation of our objective certainties is
necessary only in the case of deliberate training/drill, as in teaching a child or
a foreign speaker a grammatical rule; or as in philosophers attempting to
determine the status of some sentences (cf. OC 467, 406) (though formula-
tion of our basic beliefs by philosophers is not always acknowledged or rec-
ognized as the formulation of rules). The formulation or articulation of hinges
(grammatical rules) is not to be confused with the manifestation or occurrence
of hinges. The manifestation of our objective certainties, qua certainties, is inef-
fable. Chart 3.2 on the next page ought to make this clearer.

My objective certainties show themselves in my using such sentences as
exemplified in the left column, and in acting in such ways as exemplified in
the right column. My objective certainty is a dispositional certainty about
some things, which shows or manifests itself in the way I act and speak about
these things.

The objectivity of objective certainty: ‘It stands fast for
me...and many others’

Objective certainty is both a personal and a shared certainty. It is personal in
that it stands fast for me that, say, the world exists. It is part of my ground,
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Formulations of some objective certainties

A.‘The world exists’

B. ‘Human beings need nourishment’
C.5>4

D.‘l have a body’

Formulation is always merely heuristic and cannot count as
a manifestation or occurrence of objective certainty

Manifestations/occurrences of these objective certainties

Occurrences of objective certainties are logically ineffable; they only show themselves,

and they do so
In what we say and/or In what we do
A.‘What if Nostradamus were right and A. | work for Greenpeace and our aim
the end of the world were nigh’ is to save the world from ecological
destruction
B. ‘He starved to death’ B. | feed myself, my children; take food

with me to places where | know it will be
scarce; worry about the effect of anorexia
on my daughter.

C. ‘Now that John has arrived, C. When teaching arithmetic, | subtract 4
| can get a 4+ group ticket’ from 5; not 5 from 4
D. ‘I sprained my ankle’ D. | go to the doctor, | move about, | feed

and dress myself

Chart 3.2 Formulation versus occurrence

of my background. Although the certainty here is complete — that is: objective —
it is nevertheless my certainty:

I act with complete certainty. But this certainty is my own. (OC 174)

My relation to objective certainties is that they count for me as solid, unmov-
ing, unwavering foundations underpinning all that I say and do. I do not
contemplate these certainties unless it be, as I am doing now, to analyse
their nature and their role in human life. They are the hinges upon which
my thinking, inquiring and contemplating takes place. They are certainties
for me, in that sense. In that, without them I could neither think nor act.
Me, personally. 1 could not move were I not objectively certain that I have a
body (cf. section, ‘Autopersonal hinges’ in Chapter 6); I could not have
meaningful transactions with other people were I not certain of what most
words mean, or that people are biologically and in other ways similar, and
so on. These are certainties that stand fast for me and play a role in my life,
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enabling me to be an operative human being. They count for me in that I could
find myself bereft of one or more of these certainties, and it would affect my
life, without anyone else finding themselves thus bereft. There is a personal
relationship between my certainties and me, one that need not affect any
other human being. But the importance of these certainties is also internally
linked to their being shared certainties. Kevin Mulligan speaks of ‘shared or
collective primitive certainty’ with respect to meaning, rule following and
rules (2000, 15). If, as Wittgenstein suggests, hinges are grammatical rules,
then objective certainty, however personal or, in Mulligan’s term, ‘solitary’
(ibid.) an occurrence, is never merely personal:

Instead of ‘I know...”, couldn’t Moore have said: ‘It stands fast for me
that...’? and further: ‘It stands fast for me and many others...” (OC 116)

The truths which Moore says he knows, are such as, roughly speaking,
all of us know, if he knows them. (OC 100)

But it isn’t just that I believe in this way that I have two hands, but that
every reasonable person does. (OC 252)

There is something universal here; not just something personal. (OC 440)

Indeed, although it is I who believes, we can only speak of ‘objective cer-
tainty’ where my certainty can be objectively established:

It needs to be shewn that no mistake was possible. Giving the assurance
‘I know’ doesn'’t suffice. For it is after all only an assurance that I can’t be
making a mistake, and it needs to be objectively established that I am not
making a mistake about that. (OC 15)

As Avrum Stroll puts it, our certainty must be ‘objective and interpersonal’
(1994, 153):

That the earth is very old and that other persons exist are both certain
and foundational ... Whatever is foundational must not only be certain
but other than private or personal as well. (ibid.)

Obijective certainty is both solitary and collective. It is objective not in the
sense of being human-independent or perspectiveless: ‘It is objectively certain for
me that the world exists’ is not to say ‘That the world exists is certain.” Two
different senses of the term ‘certainty’ are being used here. The physical cer-
tainty that the world exists is not the kind of certainty that Wittgenstein is
concerned with in On Certainty. Indeed, his insistence on distinguishing
truth from certainty is aimed at resisting the interpretation of ‘objective cer-
tainty’ as qualifying what truly (or otherwise) mirrors the world. So much is
Wittgenstein set against this interpretation that he goes as far as to refer to
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our objective certainty as a mythology (OC 95, 97).3% Our hinges are not
reflections of how the world is; they are our fundamental Einstellungen (OC
404), but these attitudes are not grounded on or justified by how the world is.
It may be frue that ‘I am sitting here’, that ‘I speak French’, that ‘The world
exists’, but as formulations of hinges, these sentences do not reflect truth;
they merely formulate nonpropositional beliefs. The notion of doppelgdinger
is useful here, as it will be elsewhere in this book. The same sentence can have
different meanings and statuses depending on context. The sentence: ‘I
speak French’ can be used to inform someone of what language I speak —
and here it may be a true or false statement; but the same sentence (its
doppelginger) cannot be used to inform myself. As an objective certainty, as
a hinge, it articulates no truth; it only translates my unjustified (to myself)
certainty that I speak French. As a hinge, the sentence cannot be an object
of knowledge or a description of facts; in other contexts, the same sentence
can be a description of facts. In On Certainty, Wittgenstein is concerned with
that and how we are certain of some things; how these things count as cer-
tain for us; stand fast for us — regardless of whether these things are (or not)
certain fout court; whether they are or not facts. We are speaking here of an
‘inherited background’, not of a ‘view from nowhere’.

In this chapter, I have attempted to disentangle some of the visible and
less visible knots which - as I have observed from my various formal and
informal presentations of On Certainty — prevent a smooth reading of the
work. I hope it can now be seen that although Wittgenstein conjures up a
great variety of images and concepts in his efforts to understand a certainty
which appears to him both as rigid as a rule of grammar and as supple as a
reflex action, this diversity is not an incoherence. All of Wittgenstein's
images point towards the same conceptual features, which I shall set out in
the following chapter.
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The Features of Hinges

As we have just seen, Wittgenstein uses many images and concepts in an effort
to understand the certainties that perplexed G.E. Moore and philosophers
long before him. The heterogeneity of Wittgenstein’s images and concepts sig-
nal the difficulty involved in trying to capture the nature of these certainties;
it does not however imply an ultimate lack of conceptual coherence. Indeed,
all these images point towards the same conceptual features; hinges are all:

(1) indubitable: doubt and mistake are logically meaningless

(2) foundational: they do not result from justification

(3) nonempirical: they are not derived from the senses

(4) grammatical: they are rules of grammar

(5) ineffable: they cannot be said

(6) enacted: they can only show themselves in what we say and do

On Certainty traces the arduous process by which Wittgenstein comes to
see hinges as having the above features.

Indubitability: doubt and mistake as logically meaningless

There are cases where doubt is unreasonable, but others where it
seems logically impossible.
(OC 454)

What distinguishes objective certainty from subjective certainty is its logical
nature:

With the word ‘certain’ we express complete conviction, the total
absence of doubt, and thereby we seek to convince other people. That is
subjective certainty.

But when is something objectively certain? When a mistake is not pos-
sible. But what kind of possibility is that? Mustn’t mistake be logically
excluded? (OC 194)

72
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Our being objectively certain about some things is not a matter of subjec-
tive or psychological conviction; nor is it that in some cases doubt is simply
not practised or not necessary, but that it is logically impossible:! ‘I cannot
doubt this proposition without giving up all judgment’ (OC 494; my empha-
sis). To have a doubt about whether or not cars grow out of the earth would
be tantamount to having given up our human bounds of sense:

It is quite sure that motor cars don’t grow out of the earth. We feel that
if someone could believe the contrary he could believe everything that we
say is untrue, and could question everything that we hold to be sure.

...someone who could believe that does not accept our whole system
of verification. (OC 279)

A mistake is something we make out of negligence, fatigue or ignorance, but
we could not call someone’s conviction that motorcars grow out of the earth,
a ‘mistake”:

In certain circumstances a man cannot make a mistake. (‘Can’ is here used
logically, and the proposition does not mean that a man cannot say any-
thing false? in those circumstances.) If Moore were to pronounce the
opposite of those propositions which he declares certain, we should not
just not share his opinion: we should regard him as demented. (OC 155)

This means that when I believe that I am sitting in my room when I am not,
I cannot be said to be in the innocuous realm of mistakes:

If I believe that I am sitting in my room when I am not, then I shall not
be said to have made a mistake. But what is the essential difference
between this case and a mistake? (OC 195)

The difference is that between a mistake and an anomaly, such as a mental
disturbance:

I should not call this a mistake, but rather a mental disturbance, perhaps
a transient one. (OC 71)

Not every false belief of this sort is a mistake. (OC 72)
And the difference consists in that:

...a mistake doesn’t only have a cause, it also has a ground. i.e., roughly:
when someone makes a mistake this can be fitted into what he knows
aright. (OC 74)
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But if I believe that I am sitting in my room when I am not, there is no ‘fit-
ting’; there are no grounds which could explain or justify this belief as a
mistake — though there is a cause which could explain it as, for example, a
mental disturbance. My ‘false belief’ (OC 72) here would not be a mistake
but ‘a complete irregularity that happens as an exception’ (OC 647).
The exception in such cases may consist in the individual being exceptional,
outside the norm - that is, sensorially (OC 526) or mentally disturbed: ‘If
someone said to me that he doubted whether he had a body I should take
him to be a half-wit’ (OC 257). There is a logical incompatibility between
being wrong or uncertain about certain statements — that is, doubting,
hesitating, verifying them — and the circumstances or oneself being normal.
If I said, in nonfigurative seriousness: both my biological parents are men,?
itisn’t the truth-content of my statement that would be under investigation,
but my ability to understand the words I am using or, more sadly, my sanity —
I would be under investigation. In some cases, a doubt, a mistake, indeed
any hesitation, is a measure of the person’s lack of stability, a sign of
madness. It is logically impossible to doubt or be wrong about some beliefs
whilst remaining within the ken of normal human understanding:

Suppose a man could not remember whether he had always had five fin-
gers or two hands? Should we understand him? Could we be sure of
understanding him? (OC 157)

In some cases, then, although the behaviour looks like the behaviour of
doubt, it would be more correct to call it doubt-behaviour — behaviour that
only resembles (what we call) doubt:

If someone said that he doubted the existence of his hands, kept looking
at them from all sides, tried to make sure it wasn’t ‘all done by mirrors’,
etc., we should not be sure whether we ought to call that doubting. We
might describe his way of behaving as like the behaviour of doubt, but
his game would not be ours. (OC 255)

For in such cases, there are no real grounds for doubt, and in our game
doubting needs grounds: ‘one doubts on specific grounds’ (OC 323, 458).

To say that hinges are logically indubitable is not to say that they are
necessarily true. There is no question of truth or falsity in the bedrock: ‘If the
true is what is grounded, then the ground is not frue, nor yet false’ (OC 205).
The indubitability of our hinges does not result from our having confirmed
them, but stems from their not being susceptible of confirmation or
falsification at all. Hinges are logically impervious to doubt. At some point,
justification and doubt lose their sense. Reasons stop somewhere; there
where the spade turns is the ungrounded ground, the rock bottom of our
convictions.
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Foundational: hinges do not result from justification

To be sure there is justification; but justification comes to an end.
(0C 192)

The foundational character of objective certainty is referred to explicitly in
On Certainty: ‘At the foundation of well-founded belief is belief that is not
founded’ (OC 253); or less directly in the allusion to an ‘inherited back-
ground’ (OC 94; my emphasis); but more often, it is alluded to metaphori-
cally or analogically. Analogically, it was noted, objective certainty is
compared to rules and to ‘immediate utterances’ — both ways of expressing
its logical primitivity, its ungroundedness. Metaphorically, objective cer-
tainty is said to be like a scaffolding: ‘the scaffolding of our thoughts’ (OC
211), or like ‘foundation-walls’ (OC 248) or ‘hinges’ (OC 341). Another
group of metaphors is of a more geological character: Wittgenstein speaks of
‘hard rock’ (OC 99), ‘bedrock’ (498); refers to ‘the rock bottom of my con-
victions’ (OC 248) and ‘the substratum of all my enquiring and asserting’
(OC 162). This substratum is a resting place; a place of no questions and no
doubts, where our spade is turned, where we rest content. Underlying the
hurly-burly of our hesitations, investigations and measurements lies this
rock bottom of immeasurable conviction:

I may indeed calculate the dimensions of a bridge, sometimes calculate
that here things are more in favour of a bridge than a ferry, etc. etc., — but
somewhere I must begin with an assumption or a decision. (OC 146)

Scientists can estimate the age of the world only inasmuch as they assume,
as a rule of enquiry, not as an object of enquiry, that ‘the world exists and
has existed for a long time”:

If I say ‘we assume that the earth has existed for many years past’ (or some-
thing similar), then of course it sounds strange that we should assume
such a thing. But in the entire system of our language-games it belongs
to the foundations. The assumption, one might say, forms the basis of
action, and therefore, naturally, of thought. (OC 411)

Wittgenstein does not much like the term ‘assumption’, for it has connota-
tions of hastiness and superficiality (OC 358) which do not apply here; it
suggests that hinges are a time-saving device for getting on with our inves-
tigations as best we can; a pis aller:

But it isn’t that the situation is like this: We just can’t investigate
everything, and for that reason we are forced to rest content with assump-
tion. If I want the door to turn, the hinges must stay put. (OC 343; first
emphasis mine)
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For Wittgenstein, it isn’t that we make do, but that we logically cannot do oth-
erwise. Our being objectively certain about some things is a way of life, not
of thought; not an intellectual stratagem: ‘My life consists in my being con-
tent to accept many things’ (OC 344).

In the intellectual retracing of our inquiries and investigations, in the delin-
eation of our reasons and of our reasoning, we come to a natural halt. At some
point, we can no longer reason back, just as there was no reasoning from in
the initial acquisition of our assurance: ‘I have not consciously arrived at the
conviction by following a line of thought’ (OC 103). Never having doubted
and therefore checked these beliefs, we cannot say that our assurance is based
on or supported by any grounds: ‘I cannot say that I have good grounds for
the opinion that cats do not grow on trees or that I had a father and a mother’
(OC 282). As Peter Strawson writes: ‘there is no such thing as the reasons for
which we hold these beliefs’ (1985, 20). The ungroundedness of objective cer-
tainty is conceptual, not psychological or practical. It is not, therefore, as
Michael Williams suggests (2001, 35), that the justificatory process need not
actually occur (though grounds must be produced on demand), or that it need
not be self-conscious, but that objective certainty is conceptually groundless,
groundless by nature. If our certainty stems from justification, it is not a hinge
certainty. The chain of explanation stops somewhere, and this point of
nonratiocination is precisely the point where certainty is at its peak; where,
unlike the object of my knowledge, the object of my certainty is not suscepti-
ble of negation or disbelief, of doubt or mistake. And yet grounds are
lacking: no reasoning supports this unfalsifiable certainty. In fact, grounds
would be useless; no surer than my ungrounded conviction:

...my not having been on the moon is as sure a thing for me as any
grounds I could give for it. (OC 111)

My having two hands is, in normal circumstances, as certain as anything
that I could produce in evidence for it.

That is why I am not in a position to take the sight of my hand as
evidence for it. (OC 250)

No amount of explanation would convince me more, would make me
more comfortably certain than my ungrounded certainty. Here then, we are
no longer in the realm of explanation: this is the ‘point [where] one has to
pass from explanation to mere description’ (OC 189). To the question of
‘why we believe?’, there is no ‘because...’; simply: ‘This is how we act”:

Why do I not satisfy myself that I have two feet when I want to get up
from a chair? There is no why. I simply don’t. This is how I act. (OC 148)

All we can say when asked for reasons is: ‘Any “reasonable” person behaves
like this’ (OC 254). The this replaces the because; description takes the place



The Features of Hinges 77

of explanation. And yet this lack of explanation is not due to a lack of
research, inquisitiveness or to any failure at all on our part: ‘that something
stands fast for me is not grounded in my stupidity or credulity’ (OC 235).
On the contrary, it would be my insistence on looking for explanations that
would be a sign of derangement, eccentricity or uncommon naivety:

Imagine that the schoolboy really did ask ‘and is there a table there even
when I turn round, and even when rno one is there to see it?’ Is the teacher
to reassure him - and say ‘of course there is!’?

Perhaps the teacher will get a bit impatient, but think that the boy will
grow out of asking such questions. (OC 314)

Such questions are out of order because they demand an explanation; they
wrongly assume that there is an empirical justification to our certainty,
whereas this is a certainty that underlies all questions and thinking (OC 415).
It is a norm of thought and action, not a conclusion, as Wittgenstein makes
clear a few passages later: ‘“The question doesn’t arise at all.” Its answer
would characterize a method’ (OC 318).

Despite the abundance of foundational images, On Certainty’s founda-
tionalism is often criticized and rejected.* Various reasons have been offered
to justify this rejection. One is the presence in On Certainty of an apparent
coherentism or holism. As D.Z. Phillips writes: ‘For Wittgenstein, basic
propositions are not foundational. They enjoy their status within practices
where they are held fast by all that surrounds them’; ‘for Wittgenstein, the
basic propositions he discusses in On Certainty are not foundations, not prior
assumptions. On the contrary, they are held fast by all that surrounds them’
(1988 xv, 89). Before discussing this objection and others, I would like the
address a more basic one: there can be no pertinence or plausibility in invok-
ing foundationalism where there are no basic propositions to speak of.> Can
we help ourselves to epistemic theories when the point is precisely that we
do not have to do here with epistemic beliefs? My answer is that we can.
And, here, Avrum Stroll’s emphasis on the revolutionary nature of
Wittgenstein’s foundationalism is key:

Wittgenstein’s genius consisted in constructing an account of human
knowledge whose foundations, whose supporting presuppositions were
in no way like knowledge. Knowledge belongs to the language game, and
certitude does not. The base and the mansion resting on it are completely
different. This is what Wittgenstein means when he says that knowledge
and certainty belong to different categories. In saying this he realized that
he was saying something philosophically insightful about the entire
Western philosophical tradition. And it is his rejection of the thesis of
homogenous foundations that, to a great extent, separates him from that
tradition. (1994, 145-6)
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Our certainty is not a flowing river, but the bedrock which allows the river
to flow; not a construction, but the scaffolding which makes construction
possible; the hinges on which a door can turn. The basis differs from what
it supports. The revolutionary nature of Wittgenstein’s depiction of our basic
beliefs is their differing from the rest of our beliefs, and they do so in being
nonpropositional and nonepistemic. We do not know the primitive beliefs
that underpin our knowledge; they are not falsifiable propositions. How
then do they underpin anything? And what are they? Can we speak here of
a something at all? No, but it is not a nothing either (PI 304).

Foundationalist and coherence theories are accounts of the nature of our
beliefs, which do not draw a categorial line between our basic beliefs and our
more sophisticated ones. These accounts use notions of hierarchical priority
or mutual dependence that are propositional and epistemic throughout; they
can help themselves to propositions which they can hang on their justifica-
tory trees and link with inferential arrows. What Wittgenstein is doing is
correcting that picture. He is not saying that the picture is all wrong; but
that its depiction of basic beliefs is wrong. He therefore retains the
traditional structural metaphors (foundation and coherence), and replaces the
basic structural components with nonpropositional items. The nonproposi-
tional items are not a ‘nothing”: they are certainties that manifest them-
selves in our ways of acting; and the co-presence of these terminal certainties
is conditioned by a coherence which is not less of one for being nonratioci-
nated: it is an ‘unconcerted consensus’ (I develop this in the next chapter).
The structural metaphors which inform foundational and coherence theo-
ries are good ones; they eloquently render the nature and position of our
basic beliefs in our doxastic systems, and therefore there is no reason for not
using the same structural metaphors. But traditionally, philosophers have
crucially distorted the nature of our basic beliefs: by putting them into
sentences, they thought they were dealing with propositions. So that
Wittgenstein adopts the picture but effects the correction. Of course, this
assimilation of Wittgenstein’s abundant foundational and coherentist
images and descriptions to foundationalism and coherentism does not
pretend to be a snug fit. Wittgenstein’s nonpropositional certainties must do
some shaking up in order to find their place in these theories, but that is
precisely the point.

We can now go back to examining the first objection mentioned to the
presence of foundationalism in On Certainty: the presence of coherentism.
There is, of course, no denying the presence of coherentist images in On
Certainty,® but nor can the presence of foundational images be ignored.
Indeed, Wittgenstein’s insistence, both in literal and metaphorical terms, is
unambiguous: he believes that hinges are foundational and they cohere.
They underlie all questions and all thinking (OC 415) and they are held fast
by what lies around them (OC 144). And indeed, as some philosophers have
argued, that coherence is part of the picture need not preclude its also being
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a foundational picture. Hilary Kornblith, for one, who, while agreeing that
the structure of belief dependence is hierarchical or foundational, does not
see this as precluding the causal dependence of these beliefs on others: ‘In
spite of the “foundational” structure of justificatory trees, no beliefs are jus-
tified independently of their relations to other beliefs’ (1980, 149). In
Wittgenstein’s view, the position and stability of our terminal beliefs are
dependent on, or reinforced by, their coherence with other terminal beliefs —
where coherence cannot be understood in terms of propositional or rational
justification, but in causal terms (such as, for instance, repeated exposure).
The foundation is a rock solid basis whose solidity is not due to justification,
but to causal reinforcement. For example, my terminal belief that ‘Human
beings exist’ is causally dependent on, or reinforced by, other terminal
beliefs, such as ‘I have seen human beings around me ever since I can
remember’, ‘I interact with human beings every day’, ‘I can distinguish
human beings from dogs and cats’, and so on. Wittgenstein’s stance might
therefore be seen as a kind of ‘foundherentism’ — to borrow Susan
Haack’s term, though without the epistemic features and implications of
Haack’s foundherentism: objective certainty, not truth, being the binding
force.”

Another objection to Wittgenstein’s foundationalism, evoked mainly by
Therapeutes® and neo-Pragmatists, is that anything remotely resembling a
fixed starting point would be anathema to Wittgenstein in that it would
smack of transcendentalism. I will counter this unwarranted assimilation of
standing fast to transcendental or metaphysical structures in Chapter 8.

Lastly, commentators have rejected Wittgenstein’s foundationalism
because they have been so mesmerized by the changing aspect of the
riverbed that they have completely overlooked its immutable component.’
So much so that Wittgenstein’s Weltbild has been likened to Quine’s web of
beliefs, and hinge certainties viewed as nothing but empirical beliefs that are
more enduring than others.!® But compared to Quine’s free-floating fabric
of belief indeterminately bound by experience at the edges and loosely
sewn together by revisable statements, Wittgenstein’s several images and
metaphors tell an unquestionably foundational story.!' A story which, as
Christopher Hookway concedes, makes Wittgenstein’s ‘un-Quinean adher-
ence to a rough dualism of propositions’ ‘hard to deny’ (1996, 74).

There is a categorial difference, not a difference of degree, between rules
that underlie thinking and propositions. Indeed, Wittgenstein excludes the
idea of a continuum in his description of the relation between norms and
empirical propositions in our system of beliefs: ‘one isn’t trying to express
even the greatest subjective certainty, but rather that certain propositions
seem to underlie all questions and all thinking’ (OC 415). The thrust of
On Certainty must not be lost sight of. Wittgenstein takes Moore to task
for confusing knowledge with the nonepistemic brand of conviction
he dubs ‘objective certainty’, and he drives a categorial wedge between
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them: ‘“Knowledge” and “certainty” belong to different categories’ (OC 308) —
objective certainty, that is. The idea of a mere continuum, or difference of
degree, linking empirical and logical propositions is a Quinean conception
(1953, 46), not a Wittgensteinian one. For Wittgenstein, it is not true that a
mistake gets more and more improbable as we go from a hypothesis to a
rule. At some point, a mistake has ‘ceased to be conceivable’ (OC 54). A
change of category, not of degree, has occurred. And Wittgenstein’s catego-
rial distinction is made even more un-Quinean by the fact that hinges are
not derived from experience. This is clearly stated by G.H. von Wright:

Consider for example the proposition that I have two hands. It would
sometimes be said, I think, that it is based on the evidence of my senses
(Cf. Moore, ‘Certainty’, p. 243). But this is not, as a general statement,
correct; ...the implicit trust which under normal circumstances I have
that I have two hands is not founded on ‘the evidence of my senses.’
(Cf. §125) (1982, 170, 171)

Nonempirical: hinges are not derived from experience

We did not come to the certainty that ‘Humans think’ from having observed
humans, chairs and tables with the aim of finding out whether they
could think and concluded from these observations that humans can, while
chairs and tables cannot. Nor is inductive reasoning responsible for our
certainty:

‘The certainty that the fire will burn me is based on induction.” Does this
mean that I argue to myself: ‘Fire has always burned me, so it will hap-
pen now too?’ (PI 325)

‘Why do you believe that you will burn yourself on the hot-plate? — Have
you reasons for this belief; and do you need reasons?’ (PI 477)

On an empirical interpretation, it is our reasoning from our experience of the
success of the game (which involves checking, trial and error, making sure,
investigating, linking cause and effect and so on) that encourages us to go
on playing. This, Wittgenstein rejects:

The squirrel does not infer by induction that it is going to need stores
next winter as well. And no more do we need a law of induction to jus-
tify our actions or our predictions. (OC 287)

There is no arguing or reasoning to oneself, no inner inference linking pre-
vious experience to present certainty, though it may seem that way; it may
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seem that we derive our certainty from previous experience:

But isn't it experience that teaches us to judge like this, that is to say, that
it is correct to judge like this? But how does experience teach us, then?
We may derive it from experience, but experience does not direct us to
derive anything from experience. (OC 130)

How could experience teach us anything if we did not first have a capacity
to assimilate? How could experience direct us to trust it? Our trust cannot be
both derived from experience and prior to trusting the teachings of experi-
ence: ‘If [experience] is the ground of our judging like this, and not just the
cause, still we do not have a ground for seeing this in turn as a ground’
(OC 130).

Hinge certainties are not inferred from experience, or from the success or
reliability of some experiences:

After putting a book in a drawer, I assume it is there, unless....
‘Experience always proves me right. There is no well attested case of a
book’s (simply) disappearing.” (OC 134)

Wittgenstein opposes this reasoning. For it ‘has often happened that a book
has never turned up again, although we thought we knew for certain where
it was’ (ibid.). If our beliefs were really derived from experience, why have
we never concluded from such cases that books do simply disappear?

But do we not simply follow the principle that what has always happened
will happen again (or something like it)? What does it mean to follow
this principle? Do we really introduce it into our reasoning? Or is it
merely the natural law which our inferring apparently follows? This lat-
ter it may be. It is not an item in our considerations. (OC 135)

It may be that there is a ‘natural law’, a law of induction - that, ‘by favour
of nature’, things happen regularly — and that our inferring, our system of
enquiry, follows from that, but not our certainty. It is the case that natural
phenomena are reliable, that people do not disappear and reappear at will,
that mountains do not sprout up in a day. Yet this regularity does not explain
or justify our certainty. Our certainty is not a rational conclusion that we
have come to from having observed the regularity of things; nor is it rooted
in our awareness of the unanimity of social practice, or grounded in our
recurrent success:

No, experience is not the ground for our game of judging. Nor is its
outstanding success. (OC 131)
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Experiential, not empirical: experience, yes, but not as a ground

And yet Wittgenstein does not totally rule out the contribution of (previous)
experience to hinge certainty:

What reason have I, now, when I cannot see my toes, to assume that I
have five toes on each foot?

Is it right to say that my reason is that previous experience has always
taught me so? Am I more certain of previous experience than that I have
ten toes?

That previous experience may very well be the cause of my present cer-
titude; but is it its ground? (OC 429)

Experience and success are ruled out inasmuch as they are thought to be
grounds for our certainty, but noninferentially, experience and success do
contribute to our certainty. We do not use recurrent experience and success
as arguments, but they constitute an inarticulate, pervasive, nonratiocinated,
lived confirmation of our certainty:!2 ‘it is true that this trust is backed up by
my own experience’; “We believe, so to speak, that this great building exists,
and then we see, now here, now there, one or another small corner of it’ (OC
275-6; my italics). We experience the world and its regularities, but we do not
come to our foundational world-picture by reasoning from this experience.
That is realism without empiricism.'> Our behaviour, our language and, our
certainties are conditioned by the world we live in, indeed by regularities
in the world - and that draws a causal connection, not a justificatory one.
Our foundational hinges — the beliefs that make up the scaffolding of our
language-games — are not rationally, but causally pegged in reality:

Certain events would put me into a position in which I could not go on
with the old language-game any further. In which I was torn away from
the sureness of the game.

Indeed, doesn’t it seem obvious that the possibility of a language-game
is conditioned by certain facts? (OC 617)

Wittgenstein’s use of ‘conditioned’ (bedingt) is apt here, and anticipates his
conclusion that ‘a certain regularity in occurrences’ (this harks back to ‘cer-
tain facts’ of the previous passage) makes the possibility of induction a logi-
cal, not an empirical matter:

In that case it would seem as if the language-game must ‘show’ the facts
that make it possible. (But that’s not how it is.)

Then can one say that only a certain regularity in occurrences makes
induction possible? The ‘possible’ would of course have to be ‘logically
possible’. (OC 618)
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To say that induction here can only be made logically possible (by a certain
regularity in experience) is to say that, here, prediction or generalization are
of a logical, not of a rational nature; that we do not infer that something will
happen from the regularity in experience. We are not certain for this or that
reason or on the basis of this or that experience: ‘The difficulty is to realize the
groundlessness of our believing’ (OC 166). It is not because we have made sure
that humans use language that the hinge: ‘Humans use language’ belongs to
the scaffolding of our thoughts. Our certainty is conditioned, not justified,
by the facts.!* The ‘because’ of inference and reasoning must go, and with
it vanishes the possibility of mistake.'> Our expectation of recurrence is not
based on reasoning, but on training or conditioning. This makes our expec-
tation that ‘Humans use language’ as unreasoned and logical an expectation
as that the sum of ‘2 + 2’ is ‘4’ (see OC 448 and 653). An expectation, if one
can call it that, which is not answerable to reality (that is, not grounded in
reality, not empirical) but is assumed in all we can ask or say of reality.!® Any
empirical enquiry has to take such ‘regularities’ as ‘Humans use language’,
‘Humans die’, or ‘Human skulls are not stuffed with sawdust’ as part of its
logical starting points. Reality, biological and other facts, all contribute to the
shaping of our concepts, and indeed to the determination of our founda-
tional certainties, but the contribution is not an inferential one.

Wittgenstein is not an empiricist. He draws on experience, on reality, but
he draws on it only as description,!” and not in order to explain our form of
life. Analogously, we, in our everyday skins do not live in the world as
empiricists. Experience (what Wittgenstein means by ‘realism’ in RFM 325)
is always there, but only in our epistemic and scientific moments do we use
it as a ground or reason (‘empiricism’) for our beliefs. We mistakenly think
that we come to the certainty that ‘Babies do not kill’ in the same way we
come to a conclusion from reasoning. This confusion is due to our always
assuming that some reasoning, inference, rationalization or justification had
taken place where there had in fact been none: ‘Opening the drawer, etc.
happened so to speak automatically and got interpreted subsequently’ (Z 8).
We invoke a ghostly reasoning to explain even our most basic acts, but the
only reasoning that occurs here is ex post facto; only ever an after-thought.
Objective certainty is not the result of judgment; knowledge is. Knowledge
is grounded in reality, in nature, in experience: ‘It is always by favour of
Nature that one knows something’ (OC 505; my emphasis). That is empiri-
cism; and it has everything to do with observation and evidence — ‘Whether
I know something depends on whether the evidence backs me up or contra-
dicts me’ — where objective certainty does not: ‘to say one knows one has a
pain means nothing’ (OC 504; my emphasis). And in the same way that it
is nonsensical to say ‘I know I have a pain’ as if I had deduced it from obser-
vation, it is nonsensical to say ‘I know I exist’ or ‘I know external objects exist’
for the same reason.



84 Understanding Wittgenstein’s On Certainty

All that we expressly, attentively or explicitly learn is learned on a back-
ground of nonratiocinated certainty. Children could not be taught anatomy
were it not for the unmentioned and ungrounded certainty that ‘All human
beings have bodies’, that ‘The basic structure of all human bodies is the
same’, and so on. Such unreasoned certainties constitute the backcloth of all
our reasoned beliefs (OC 253). This is not to say that some of our hinges
(e.g. ‘Tam a woman’) could not be verified and confirmed (by someone other
than myself),'® simply that our own default assurance about them is not
grounded on any reasoning or verification, be it our own or someone else’s:

That I am a man and not a woman can be verified, but if I were to say I
was a woman, and then tried to explain the error by saying I hadn’t
checked the statement, the explanation would not be accepted. (OC 79)

Our ‘world-picture’ is ‘the matter-of-course’ and ‘unmentioned’ founda-
tion of all our founded beliefs (OC 167). How do we come to have this foun-
dation, if not epistemically or empirically? This will be discussed in Chapter 5.
For now, suffice it to say that we do not as children learn these certainties
the way we learn that the French Revolution began in 1789; these certain-
ties are part of a whole world-picture which we absorb or swallow:

[A child] doesn’t learn at all that that mountain has existed for a long
time: that is, the question whether it is so doesn't arise at all. It swallows
this consequence down, so to speak, together with what it learns.
(OC 143)

Our certainty is embedded in experience, not grounded in it. Like the axis
around which a body rotates, our certainty is determined by the movement
around it, but it is not empirically determined. In spite of Wittgenstein’s
reminders that philosophy’s concern with our form of life is not to be
confused with, and indeed ought not to be, a concern with empiricism - an
injunction which finds its most succinct expression in the aphorism: ‘Not
empiricism and yet realism in philosophy, that is the hardest thing’ (RFM
325) - commentators have persisted in equating Wittgenstein’s ‘realism’ with
empiricism. They have taken his ‘realist’ or anthropological picture of our
foundations to be an empirical picture, thereby depriving those foundations
of any logical status or validity.!® Indeed, most Wittgenstein commentators
have failed to recognize the nonempiricality of hinges. Amongst them, Peter
Hacker who takes ‘the Weltbild propositions of On Certainty’ to be empirical
propositions, albeit unfalsifiable ones.?’ But the notion of ‘unfalsifiable
empirical propositions’ is tenuously close to being a contradiction in terms.
An alternative would be to regard hinge propositions as the last empirical
propositions we would renounce: propositions that we are simply most
certain of, that get maximal credence on our epistemic continuum. This,
however, is to confuse Wittgenstein with Quine. Hinge propositions do not
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figure on our epistemic continuum at all. They are the supporting framework
of our epistemic beliefs, not their crown:

...one isn't trying to express even the greatest subjective certainty, but
rather that certain propositions seem to underlie all questions and all
thinking (OC 415)

This is what Wittgenstein means by objective certainty: it is not the result of
thinking, it constitutes the very form of thinking.

Grammatical: hinges are rules of grammar,
not empirical propositions

Empirical and logical?

... the question is this: can we... distinguish two uses here?
(RCIII, 11)

In On Certainty, Wittgenstein revives the issue Moore thought he had
resolved about the unquestionable certainty of some of our ‘propositions’.
He reviews the putative premise and conclusion of Moore’s ‘Proof of an
External World’ (1939) - ‘Here is a hand’ and ‘There are external objects’ —
but we can better apprehend the scope of the type of ‘proposition’ in ques-
tion by glimpsing Moore’s list in ‘A Defence of Common Sense’ (1925):%!

There exists at present a living human body, which is my body. This body
was born at a certain time in the past, and has existed continuously ever
since, though not without undergoing changes; it was, for instance,
much smaller when it was born, and for some time afterwards, than it is
now. Ever since it was born, it has been either in contact with or not far
from the surface of the earth; and, at every moment since it was born,
there have also existed many other things, having shape and size in three
dimensions..., from which it has been at various distances... (1925, 33)

The common feature of all these sentences is that they refer to the empiri-
cal world: to physical objects, events, interactions; and this makes them
seem to be empirical propositions. But there is something else that these sen-
tences share: they are unquestionable, indubitable and nonhypothetical.
About all of these, we would say what we normally say of mathematical
equations: ‘Dispute about other things; this is immovable — it is a hinge on
which your dispute can turn’ (OC 655). Empirical and logical?

Passages in On Certainty point out this peculiarity about Moore-type cer-
tainties: that they seem to be both of a contingent and hypothetical nature
and of an indubitable and nonhypothetical one. Here, Wittgenstein is at
pains to understand the seeming necessity of some empirical propositions,
their logical status, and wonders whether they could exemplify a peculiar
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breed of something which has some features of necessary propositions and
some features of contingent propositions.?? We can briefly retrace
Wittgenstein’s path (keeping in mind that I am suggesting a progression
where - typically - there is none in the text). He begins by noting a lack of
homogeneity within the family of empirical propositions:

It is clear that our empirical propositions do not all have the same status...
(OC 167)

Our ‘empirical propositions’ do not form a homogenous mass. (OC 213)

Wittgenstein is puzzled by the fact that some empirical propositions exhibit
the features of rules; seem to be, not contingent at all, but necessary. They
are ‘general’, ‘count as certain for us’, their truth?® ‘belongs to our frame of
reference’ (OC 273; 83). But whereas Moore in his ‘Proof’ treated them as
empirical propositions and attempted to prove their indubitability,
Wittgenstein views them as logical, and presupposes their indubitability. For
Wittgenstein, then, these are indubitable not as in: proved beyond the shadow
of a doubt, but as in: not subject to doubt at all. Wittgenstein considers non-
sensical Moore’s attempt at proving certainty with regard to such proposi-
tions because these are propositions that it makes no sense to doubt in the
first place: they exhibit a priori features:

When Moore says he knows such and such, he is really enumerating a lot
of empirical propositions which we affirm without special testing; propo-
sitions, that is, which have a peculiar logical role in the system of our
empirical propositions.?* (OC 136)

Wittgenstein speaks nonetheless of this deviant or ‘peculiar’ strand as
belonging to the family of empirical propositions. So that this peculiarity of
some (apparently) empirical propositions prompts him to wonder about the
sharpness of the distinction between the empirical and the logical: ‘Is it that
rule and empirical proposition merge into one another?” (OC 309).
Wittgenstein’s answer to this puzzling possibility will be negative: it is not
that rule and empirical proposition merge into one another, but that what
looks like an empirical proposition is not always one:

That is, we are interested in the fact that about certain empirical propo-
sitions no doubt can exist if making judgments is to be possible at all. Or
again: I am inclined to believe that not everything that has the form of
an empirical proposition is one. (OC 308)

Here again, as is so common in our philosophical speculations, we have
been misled by form. Some strings of words ‘have the form of empirical
propositions’, but are not empirical propositions. This is reminiscent of the
metaphysical propositions of the Tractatus that gave the misleading impression
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of being propositions of super-physics, as Baker and Hacker put it (1992, 56),
whilst being grammatical, as I put it (2004a). In On Certainty, these ‘propo-
sitions’ that masquerade as empirical propositions but in fact operate as
grammatical rules are so-called hinge ‘propositions’:

I want to say: propositions of the form of empirical propositions, and not
only propositions of logic, form the foundation of all operating with
thoughts (with language). (OC 401)

So where exactly does On Certainty leave us? Are ‘hinges’ propositions at all —
empirical or otherwise?

The propositional versus the nonpropositional account

A passage in On Certainty leaves no doubt as to the nonpropositionality of
our fundamental beliefs:

Giving grounds, however, justifying the evidence, comes to an end; — but
the end is not certain propositions’ striking us immediately as true, i.e. it
is not a kind of seeing on our part; it is our acting, which lies at the bot-
tom of the language-game. (OC 204)

And yet it seems to contradict other passages which just as unambiguously
refer to our fundamental beliefs as ‘propositions’. The most famous being
this:

When Moore says he knows such and such, he is really enumerating a lot
of empirical propositions which we affirm without special testing; propo-
sitions, that is, which have a peculiar logical role in the system of our
empirical propositions. (OC 136)

This apparent inconsistency can be interpreted as:

1. incoherence on Wittgenstein'’s part;?>
2. due to translation — ‘Satz’ is often rendered as ‘proposition’ rather than
sentence;%® or as not an inconsistency at all, but rather as indicative of:

3. there being two different accounts of objective certainty in On Certainty,
signalling an evolution in Wittgenstein’s thought;*’
4. the practical aspect of Wittgenstein’s (single) propositional account.?8

On the last view, such passages as OC 204 are not envisaged as vying with
the propositional account (e.g. OC 136), but are simply taken as indicating
that certainty is a practical and not an epistemic mastery of basic proposi-
tions. Wittgenstein’s references to ‘propositions’ have thus encouraged
commentators to believe that objective certainty is a matter of our consid-
ering certain propositions as fundamental and indubitable. On this reading,
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‘hinge propositions’ seem much like traditional axioms, albeit crucially dif-
fering in their mode of being given to us. Whereas Descartes’ cogito, for
instance, is immediately intelligible through introspection, Wittgenstein’s
‘hinge propositions’ would be assimilated in a nonintellectual way. But they
would still be, oddly enough, propositions.

In Avrum Stroll’s view, Wittgenstein held both a propositional and a non-
propositional account, but consecutively: ‘The idea that some propositions
are beyond doubt gradually gives way in On Certainty to a different, non-
propositional account of certainty’ (1994, 134). The earlier account ‘clearly
derives from Wittgenstein's response to Moore, who thinks of certainty in
propositional terms’ (1994, 146). So that

...when Wittgenstein speaks of hinge propositions as immune to justifica-
tion, proof, and so on, we are dealing with the earlier account. The sec-
ond account is completely different. It begins to develop gradually as the
text was being written and comes to dominate it as it closes. On this view,
there are several candidates for F [foundations], and all of them are non-
intellectual. Among these are acting, being trained in communal practices,
instinct, and so on. (1994, 146)

But even in the earlier, so-called propositional account, Stroll notes
Wittgenstein’s departure from Moore and traditional foundationalism.
Although Wittgenstein, following Moore, does speak of ‘propositions’, he
does not really mean propositions, in the ordinary sense:

...what Wittgenstein is calling hinge propositions are not ordinary propo-
sitions at all. Such concepts as being true or false, known or not known,
justified or unjustified do not apply to them, and these are usually taken
to be the defining features of propositions. So Wittgenstein is using a
familiar term - for special reasons — to refer to something that is not a
proposition at all. (1994, 146)

What is then that something which both Moore and Wittgenstein refer to
as a ‘proposition’, but which Wittgenstein does not take to be a proposition,
even within his propositional account? The answer is: a rule of grammar. Let
us recall the paradigmatic ‘propositional’ passage above:

When Moore says he knows such and such, he is really enumerating a lot
of empirical propositions which we affirm without special testing; propo-
sitions, that is, which have a peculiar logical role in the system of our
empirical propositions. (OC 136)

And Stroll does well to remind us that this is not Wittgenstein’s first refer-
ence to such ‘peculiar’ empirico-logical propositions:

...even in the Tractatus [Wittgenstein] had recognized that such locutions
are not straightforwardly about the world. The term he used for their
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‘peculiar’ status was ‘pseudo-proposition’. Then later...he thought of
these as ‘logical insights’ and/or as ‘grammatical rules’. The concept of a
‘hinge proposition’ is his newest attempt to indicate their status. They are
on this latest account proposition-like, and yet they are neither true nor
false, not subject to evidence, proof, confirmation, or disconfirmation.
They are thus not really propositions at all. (1994,146)

According to Stroll, then, even on the propositional account, Wittgenstein
did not think of hinge ‘propositions’ as propositions, but as rules of
grammar. Stroll’s insights about On Certainty are formidable and their clear-
sightedness is unprecedented, I suggest however the following two modifi-
cations to his account of Wittgenstein'’s intellectual struggle to understand
the nature of objective certainty:

1. that there are moments, in this intellectual struggle, where Wittgenstein
actually contemplates a genuine propositional account (e.g. “There are
countless general empirical propositions that count as certain for us’ (OC
273)) — one that neither envisages a kind of hybrid proposition (OC 309),
nor an apparently empirical proposition that actually plays a logical role
(OC 136);

2. that we not think of Wittgenstein'’s ‘propositional’ and nonpropositional
accounts as consecutive, but as indicative of an ongoing, nonlinear and
nonprogressive struggle, throughout On Certainty, to understand the
nature of our foundational beliefs.?® A struggle whose outcome — that our
basic beliefs are nonpropositional and (broadly) pragmatic — is not voiced
as a final exhilarated Eureka! but as sporadic and recurrent insights
dispersed throughout On Certainty, and best formulated in OC 204.

I think that Stroll’s reason for envisaging two accounts may be the appar-
ent difficulty in reconciling Wittgenstein’s allusions to certainty as gram-
matical rules (on Stroll’s view: the early, propositional account) to his
allusions to certainty as a kind of acting, training or instinct (on Stroll’s
view: the later, nonpropositional account). But I believe this difficulty
is resolved when one thinks of Wittgenstein’s allusions to hinge ‘proposi-
tions’ as grammatical rules in terms of allusions to the formulations of a
certainty whose only occurrence is a way of acting.

Hinges as nonsense

Hinges are not empirical propositions, and therefore, on Wittgenstein’s view
of the proposition (cf. Chapter 2) — not propositions at all:

‘There are physical objects’ is nonsense. Is it supposed to be an empirical
proposition? (OC 35)

‘A is a physical object’ is a piece of instruction which we give only to
someone who doesn’t yet understand either what ‘A" means, or what
‘physical object’ means. Thus it is instruction about the use of words, and
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‘physical object’ is a logical concept. (Like colour, quantity, ...) And that
is why no such proposition as: “There are physical objects’ can be formulated.
Yet we encounter such unsuccessful shots at every turn. (OC 36; my
emphasis; see also Z 401)

‘There are physical objects’ is not a proposition; it is (like ‘A is a physical
object’) a piece of instruction about the use of words - that is, a rule of gram-
mar. Why then does Wittgenstein also call it nonsense? Nonsense is not a
derogatory term for Wittgenstein; it is a technical term applied to strings of
words that stand outside the bounds of sense — be they expressions of vio-
lations of rules, or expressions of the rules themselves.’° Indeed, inasmuch as
Wittgenstein holds only falsifiable propositions to have sense, grammatical
rules (in that they are unfalsifiable) are nonsense. On Wittgenstein's view,
‘Red is a colour’ is as nonsensical as: ‘Red is not a colour.” The latter is non-
sense in that it contravenes a rule of grammar, the other in that it is a rule
of grammar:

...when we hear the two propositions, ‘This rod has a length’ and its
negation ‘This rod has no length’, we take sides and favour the first sen-
tence, instead of declaring them both nonsense [Unsinn]. But this par-
tiality is based on a confusion: we regard the first proposition as verified
(and the second as falsified) by the fact ‘that the rod has a length of
4 meters’. (PG 129)

Twice in a letter to Ramsey, Wittgenstein writes: ‘the negation of nonsense
is nonsense’ (CL 2.7.1927). Here, Wittgenstein explicitly corrects the erro-
neous unilateral view of nonsense which holds that ‘White is darker than
black’ is nonsense, but not its negation. As was noted in the last chapter,
the later Wittgenstein will extend the scope of what has sense, but not to the
point of including rules. As Jacques Bouveresse notes:

[Wittgenstein] never went back on his idea that propositions which
express grammatical or conceptual necessities really have no sense,
because they have no meaningful negation. (1981, 93; my translation)

Indeed, according to G.E. Moore:

... [Wittgenstein] certainly held that ‘blue is primary’ is a ‘necessary
proposition’ — that we can’t imagine its not being true — and that there-
fore, as he said, it ‘has no sense’. (MWL 109)

And Moore also notes that Wittgenstein referred to sentences which express
necessary propositions as both ‘nonsensical’ and ‘rules of grammar’ (MWL
635). For Wittgenstein, then, nonsense is not only what violates sense, but
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also what defines it, demarcates it and, elucidates it. Wittgenstein calls
‘There are physical objects’ nonsense — as he would all hinges®! (cf. 10, 461,
467, 500, 627) — because it is the expression of a rule of grammar: ‘regard-
ing it as absolutely solid is part of our method of doubt and enquiry’
(OC 151).

Wittgenstein can also be seen inching towards his assimilation of hinges
to rules of grammar in this comparison of hinges to rules, generally:

The propositions describing this world-picture might be part of a kind of
mythology. And their role is like that of rules of a game...(OC 95)

A rule is not the time- or experience-linked result of ratiocination, demon-
stration or proof. This, Wittgenstein also says of hinges: ‘We don't, for exam-
ple, arrive at any of them as a result of investigation’ (OC 138). Hinges are
not objects of enquiry but rules of enquiry, which we fake and use unques-
tioningly (OC 87, 88). Though they may look like empirical propositions,
their role is a logical one:

When Moore says he knows such and such, he is really enumerating a lot
of empirical propositions which we affirm without special testing; propo-
sitions, that is, which have a peculiar logical role in the system of our
empirical propositions. (OC 136; latter emphasis mine)

And to envisage a peculiar logical role is, in Wittgenstein’s view of things, to
envisage a grammatical role, for a necessary connection is nothing but a
grammatical connection.’? Here now is Wittgenstein explicitly considering
the assimilation of hinge propositions to grammatical or logical propositions:

Now might not ‘I know, I am not just surmising, that here is my hand’3?
be conceived of as a proposition of grammar? Hence not temporally. —
But in that case isn’t it like this one: ‘I know, I am not just surmising,
that I am seeing red’?
And isn’t the consequence ‘So there are physical objects’ like: ‘So there
are colours?’ (OC 57)

If ‘T know etc.” is conceived as a grammatical proposition, of course the
‘" cannot be important. And it properly means ‘There is no such thing as
a doubt in this case’ or ‘The expression “I do not know” makes no sense
in this case.” And of course it follows from this that ‘I know’ makes no
sense either. (OC 58)

‘I know’ is here a logical insight. Only realism can’t be proved by means
of it. (OC 59)

Hinge ‘propositions’ function like norms of description, like statements
that cannot be falsified by experience. And we know that a ‘statement which
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no experience will refute’ is ‘a statement of grammar’ (AWL 16). I cannot be
mistaken or be prey to an illusion or deception when I say (e.g. to someone
on the telephone): ‘I am sitting at my desk right now.” The logical impossi-
bility of being mistaken does not result from my having made absolutely
sure that [ am sitting at my desk, from my having correctly described real-
ity, but from my not having described it at all. ‘I am sitting at my desk’ stands
fast for me, not as a description, or as a conclusion I have come to, but as
an underived certainty. It acts like a rule or norm of description, part of the
scaffolding of my descriptions, not their object. That I am sitting at my desk
right now is a contingent fact, but that does not make ‘I am sitting at my desk
right now’ into a falsifiable belief.

Hinges constitute a method which is unchallengingly assimilated, not a
subject of consideration: ‘fixed...removed from the traffic’ (OC 210). It is
their steadfastness and immobility that enable us to move, to engage in
action and thought. Wittgenstein’s endeavour to clarify the grammar of
Moore-type propositions has brought him to this conclusion:

So one might grant that Moore was right, if he is interpreted like this: a
proposition saying that here is a physical object may have the same log-
ical status as one saying that here is a red patch. (OC 53)

That is, a grammatical status. Moore-type propositions are expressions of
grammatical rules.

From the Tractatus on, Wittgenstein struggled to establish the distinction
between propositions and pseudopropositions — between what can be said
and what can only be shown. This distinction becomes less rigid after the
Tractatus, and also comes to gradually incorporate, or develop into, the dis-
tinction between what can be known and what can be objectively believed,
what stands fast. The development finds its completion in On Certainty.
‘Hinge propositions’ should be seen as Wittgenstein’s final version of
pseudopropositions. Masquerading as propositions, they are uncovered as in
fact belonging to the framework, the scaffolding of our thoughts, of our
rightful propositions:

Now it gives our way of looking at things, and our researches, their form.
Perhaps it was once disputed. But perhaps, for unthinkable ages, it has
belonged to the scaffolding of our thoughts. (OC 211)

The same image was used in the Tractatus: “The propositions of logic describe
the scaffolding of the world, or rather they represent it. They have no
“subject-matter”’ (6.124; my emphasis). The crucial difference is that
the scaffolding of On Certainty is not that of the world, but only ‘of our
thoughts'.
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Understanding hinges

It may be objected that seeing a hinge as a grammatical rule, and therefore
as having no truth-value is inconsistent with understanding its parts as refer-
ring. The options available to us are:

1. no part of a hinge stands in any semantic relation: ‘my hand’ in ‘This is
my hand’ does not refer to my hand;

2. parts of a hinge do refer; nevertheless the hinge itself is not true or false;

3. anyone who understands the expression of objective certainty has to under-
stand the sort of semantic relation that its parts do have in other sentences;

4. the case is similar to that of secondary meaning: content, verbal expres-
sion and context are inseparable.

I would suggest the case of hinges is best described by option 3.3* If I say in
the middle of a conversation: ‘I am here’, the sentence has no truth-value
because, pronounced in such circumstances, it has no informational, hypo-
thetical or descriptive use. We do however understand the sentence, because
we understand the sort of semantic relation that its parts have in other sen-
tences, or indeed, in other uses of the same sentence:

...if someone, in quite heterogeneous circumstances, called out with the
most convincing mimicry: ‘Down with him!, one might say of these
words (and their tone) that they were a pattern that does indeed have famil-
iar applications, but that in this case it was not even clear what language
the man in question was speaking. (OC 350; first emphasis mine)

If I say ‘an hour ago this table didn’t exist’, I probably mean that it was
only made later on.

If T say ‘this mountain didn’t exist then’, I presumably mean that it was
only formed later on — perhaps by a volcano.

If I say ‘this mountain didn't exist half an hour ago’, that is such a strange
statement that it is not clear what I mean. Whether for example I mean
something untrue but scientific. Perhaps you think that the statement that
the mountain didn’t exist then is quite clear, however one conceives the
context. But suppose someone said ‘This mountain didn't exist a minute
ago, but an exactly similar one did instead’. Only the accustomed context
allows what is meant to come through clearly. (OC 237; my emphasis)

Hinges, as I shall argue in the section, ‘Hinges and their doppelginger’ in
Chapter 8, have non-hinge doppelginger — that is, twin sentences whose use
is not grammatical but other — say, descriptive or expressive. We understand
the use of a descriptive doppelginger of a hinge (e.g. my saying ‘I am here’ as
I walk into the house, so that my husband in the kitchen can be informed
of my arrival), and thereby also understand the uselessness of its doppel-
ganger pronounced in circumstances that do not warrant its pronouncement.
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It must however be stressed that hinges do not need to be understood in the
stream of the language-game. A hinge is but the artificial formulation of a
certainty whose defining feature is ineffability.

Ineffability: hinges go without saying

Thus it seems to me that I have known something the whole time,
and yet there is no meaning in saying so, in uttering this truth.
(OC 466)

As was noted in the last section, nonsense is not a derogatory term for
Wittgenstein; it is a technical term applied to (strings of) words that have
no use within a language-game — that is, there is no recognized context or cir-
cumstances in which the expression functions. So that if someone says some-
thing, like ‘I know that that’s a tree’ or ‘Down with him!” or ‘I wish you luck’
‘out of all context’ (this is Wittgenstein’s expression: ‘aufler allem
Zusammenhang'; OC 349, 350, 465), these sentences are nonsense. Of course,
there may prove to be a context — which was not immediately apparent or
obvious — and once it is revealed, the sentences gain sense:

In the middle of a conversation, someone says to me out of the blue: ‘1
wish you luck.” I am astonished; but later I realize that these words con-
nect up with his thoughts about me. And now they do not strike me as
meaningless any more. (OC 469)

If, however, no context is made available which would clarify the use or
function of the sentence, it remains nonsensical:

Someone says irrelevantly ‘That’s a tree’. He might say this sentence
because he remembers having heard it in a similar situation; or he was
suddenly struck by the tree’s beauty and the sentence was an exclama-
tion; or he was pronouncing the sentence to himself as a grammatical
example; etc., etc. And now I ask him ‘How did you mean that?’ and he
replies ‘It was a piece of information directed at you’. Shouldn’t I be at
liberty to assume that he doesn’t know what he is saying, if he is insane
enough to want to give me this information? (OC 468)

Sentences expressed out of all context are nonsense because they stand in
need of determination. Grammatical rules stand outside our language-
games; not because they require determination, but because they make the
game possible. They make sense possible, and do not therefore themselves
make sense. As such (we have seen in Chapter 3) they do not bear saying
within the stream of the language-game but only in heuristic situations, in
situations where such rules of grammar are transmitted (through drill or
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training) to a child, a disturbed adult, a foreign speaker or an alien;3 or in
philosophical discussion:

The sentence ‘I know that that’s a tree’ if it were said outside its language-
game, might also be a quotation (from an English grammar-book
perhaps). (OC 393)

So if I say to someone ‘I know that that’s a tree’, it is as if I told him ‘that
is a tree; you can absolutely rely on it; there is no doubt about it’. And a
philosopher could only use the statement to show that this form of speech is
actually used. But if his