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On Certainty Ludwig Wittgenstein

On Certainty Ludwig Wittgenstein Ludwig Wittgenstein, one of the most influential
philosophers of the 20th century, made profound contributions to the philosophy of language,
logic, and epistemology. Among his many philosophical explorations, his work on certainty
stands out as a critical examination of how humans understand, justify, and claim knowledge.
Wittgenstein's reflections on certainty, especially in his later years, challenge traditional notions
of knowledge as justified true belief and instead emphasize the role of trust, language, and
shared practices in underpinning what we consider to be certain. This article delves into
Wittgenstein’s insights on certainty, exploring his key ideas, the context of his philosophical
investigations, and their significance in contemporary philosophy.

Understanding Wittgenstein's Philosophy of Certainty

Wittgenstein’s thoughts on certainty are primarily articulated in his work On Certainty (also
known as Certainty), a posthumously published collection of notes, reflections, and aphorisms
based on his last writings. These notes represent a culmination of his philosophical inquiry into
the foundations of knowledge, doubt, and language. The Context of Wittgenstein’s Inquiry
Wittgenstein was responding to the foundational crises in philosophy initiated by figures such as
Descartes, Kant, and the logical positivists. Traditional epistemology often sought to justify
knowledge claims through a chain of reasoning or evidence, leading to skeptical challenges.
Wittgenstein, however, questioned whether such justification is necessary or even meaningful
for understanding how certainty functions in everyday life. The Shift from Picture Theory to
Language Games In his earlier work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Wittgenstein proposed a
picture theory of language, where propositions mirror reality. Later, in Philosophical
Investigations, he shifted focus to language as a set of social practices—what he called
"language games." This shift profoundly influenced his approach to certainty, emphasizing that
our claims to knowledge are embedded in shared forms of life.

Key Concepts in Wittgenstein’s View on Certainty

Wittgenstein’s treatment of certainty involves several interconnected ideas, which collectively
challenge the notion that knowledge must be justified by evidence or logical proof. 1. Certainty
as a Praxis, Not a Justification Wittgenstein argues that certainty is not something that can be
justified or proved; instead, it is a fundamental part of our language and actions. Certainty is
embedded in our forms of life—our routines, practices, and shared understandings. - Certainty is
a precondition for meaningful language. - It underpins our ability to make sense of the world
and communicate effectively. 2. The Role of Groundless Beliefs Wittgenstein emphasizes that
some beliefs or claims are held without proof because they are part of the bedrock of our
language. These are often called "hinge propositions" or "hinge beliefs." - These beliefs are not
justified in the traditional sense—they are assumed as a given. - Examples include the belief in
the existence of the external world or the reliability of our sensory experiences. 3. Hinge
Propositions and Skepticism Hinge propositions serve as the foundation for all our other beliefs.



They are: - Ubiquitous in everyday life. - Not susceptible to doubt because doubting them would
undermine the very possibility of meaningful discourse. Wittgenstein suggests that skepticism,
such as Cartesian doubt, misses the point because it targets these hinge propositions instead of
recognizing their role as unquestioned grounds. 4. Language Games and Context Understanding
certainty involves recognizing that our language functions within specific "language games."
The meaning and justification of claims depend on the context of these practices. - Certainty is
rooted in the forms of life and language games that we participate in. - Different communities
may have different hinge propositions, but within each, these form the foundation for
meaningful talk.

Implications of Wittgenstein’s Philosophy of Certainty

Wittgenstein’s ideas have far-reaching implications for epistemology, the philosophy of
language, and even science. 1. Rejection of Foundational Justification - Traditional epistemology
seeks a firm foundation for knowledge. Wittgenstein challenges this by showing that certainty
does not require justification. - Instead, certainty is a practical, lived aspect of human life. 2.
Redefining Skepticism - Skeptical challenges, like the brain-in-a-vat thought experiment, lose
their force when understood through Wittgenstein’s lens. - Since our language and practices are
grounded in hinge propositions, skepticism targets the wrong kind of doubt. 3. Understanding
the Nature of Knowledge - Knowledge is better understood as embedded in our language games
and forms of life rather than as a set of justified beliefs. - Certainty provides the background
against which all claims are evaluated. 4. Philosophical Therapy - Wittgenstein saw philosophy
not as a theoretical enterprise but as a therapeutic activity aimed at dissolving confusions about
meaning, justification, and certainty. - Recognizing the role of hinge propositions helps clarify
misunderstandings about doubt and knowledge.

Critiques and Influence of Wittgenstein’s View on
Certainty

While Wittgenstein’s approach offers a compelling alternative to traditional epistemology, it has
also faced critiques. 1. Critics’ Perspectives - Some argue that Wittgenstein’s stance on hinge
propositions doesn’t sufficiently address the justificatory aspect of knowledge. - Others claim
that his focus on language practices neglects the empirical basis of scientific knowledge. 2.
Influence on Contemporary Philosophy - Wittgenstein’s ideas have influenced various fields,
including:

Phenomenology: Emphasizing lived experience and practical engagement.1.
Post-analytic philosophy: Moving away from formal logic towards understanding language2.
use.
Sociology of knowledge: Recognizing the role of social practices in shaping what we3.
consider certain.

- His concept of hinge propositions has also informed debates on foundationalism and anti-
foundationalism.
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Conclusion: The Significance of Wittgenstein’s On
Certainty

Wittgenstein’s exploration of certainty offers a nuanced understanding of how humans establish
and sustain knowledge within their language and social practices. By shifting the focus from
justification to the practical and contextual nature of belief, he provides a framework that
dissolves many traditional epistemological dilemmas. His emphasis on hinge propositions and
the embeddedness of certainty in our forms of life underscores the importance of shared
practices and trust in our everyday rationality. In an era where skepticism and relativism often
challenge the notion of objective certainty, Wittgenstein’s insights remind us that certainty is
not a fragile product of proof but a resilient feature of our human engagement with the world.
Recognizing this helps foster a more grounded and pragmatic approach to understanding
knowledge, language, and human life. References for Further Reading: - Wittgenstein, Ludwig.
On Certainty. Edited by G.E.M. Anscombe and G.H. von Wright, translated by Dennis Paul.
HarperCollins, 1969. - Monk, Ray. Ludwig Wittgenstein: The Duty of Genius. New York: Free
Press, 1990. - Diamond, Cora. The Realist Moment: From Realism to Relativism in the Philosophy
of Science. Harvard University Press, 1995. - Malcolm, Norman. Wittgenstein: A Religious Point
of View? Routledge, 1994. This comprehensive exploration of on certainty Ludwig Wittgenstein
underscores his enduring influence on how we understand the foundations of human knowledge
and the importance of trust, language, and social practices in establishing what we consider to
be certain.

On Certainty: An In-Depth Analysis of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Inquiry Ludwig
Wittgenstein’s On Certainty stands as a profound and challenging collection of notes and
reflections that continue to influence contemporary philosophy, particularly epistemology and
philosophy of language. This work, published posthumously in 1969, captures Wittgenstein’s
ongoing engagement with the nature of knowledge, doubt, and the foundations of our
understanding of the world. It is not a systematic treatise but rather a series of aphorisms and
remarks, reflecting his attempt to grapple with how certainty functions within our language
games and forms of life. This article aims to explore the core themes, philosophical significance,
and implications of On Certainty, providing a comprehensive and analytical perspective on
Wittgenstein’s late thought. We will examine its relation to his earlier philosophy, its critique of
traditional epistemology, and its relevance for current debates.

Understanding the Context of On Certainty

Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Journey

Ludwig Wittgenstein's philosophical journey can be broadly divided into two major phases. His
early work, exemplified by Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, focused on logical structure,
language, and the limits of meaningful statements. It aimed to delineate what can be said
clearly and what must be shown or left unsaid, emphasizing a picture theory of language. In
contrast, his later philosophy, encapsulated in Philosophical Investigations and On Certainty,
shifted towards ordinary language and the way language functions in everyday contexts. His



later thought emphasizes that meaning is rooted in use, and that philosophical problems often
arise from misunderstandings of language. On Certainty belongs to this later phase, where
Wittgenstein delves into the nature of knowledge, doubt, and the bedrock of our beliefs. It
reflects his conviction that many philosophical issues are rooted in confusions about language
and that clarity can be achieved by examining our language practices.

Publication and Composition

On Certainty was compiled from Wittgenstein’s private notebooks and manuscripts, assembled
by his students and followers after his death. It contains fragments of thought, aphorisms, and
remarks that Wittgenstein never intended as a formal treatise, but rather as a series of
reflections to be read and interpreted in context. Its fragmentary nature invites multiple
interpretations, making it a fertile ground for philosophical inquiry.

Core Themes and Philosophical Insights

Certainty as a Fundamental Bedrock

At the heart of On Certainty lies the idea that human knowledge rests upon a foundation of
unquestioned beliefs—what Wittgenstein calls “hinge propositions.” These are statements or
assumptions that are not genuinely doubted; instead, they serve as the backdrop against which
all questioning takes place. Examples include basic perceptual experiences, shared linguistic
conventions, and common-sense beliefs about the world—such as “the Earth exists,” or “I am
here now.” These propositions are not justified in the traditional sense; rather, they are taken
for granted, constituting the framework within which doubt and inquiry occur. Wittgenstein
emphasizes that certainty is not about having infallible proof, but about the practical and
pragmatic necessity of certain propositions that underpin our language and actions. This shift
challenges the traditional epistemological quest for foundational justifications, instead
highlighting the practical and normative aspects of certainty.

The Rejection of Skepticism

On Certainty critically engages with philosophical skepticism, particularly the radical doubt
championed by Descartes and later skeptics. Wittgenstein argues that skepticism
misunderstands the nature of knowledge and certainty, which cannot be reduced to a chain of
justificatory steps. He suggests that skepticism presumes a model of knowledge that demands
absolute certainty and justification for every belief. However, our everyday practices do not
operate on such a basis. Instead, certainty is embedded in our form of life—our social and
linguistic practices—that do not require justification for fundamental beliefs. This perspective
implies that skepticism, while intellectually stimulating, does not threaten the practical
functioning of our language and beliefs. Certainty, in Wittgenstein’s view, is not about having a
proof for everything but about the unshakable nature of certain basic propositions that are part
of our shared human life.
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The Concept of ‘Hinge Propositions’

A central technical term in On Certainty is “hinge propositions.” These are the propositions that
serve as the hinges of our belief system—statements we do not doubt but rely upon. Examples
include: - “The external world exists.” - “I am experiencing sensation X now.” - “Other people
have minds.” Hinge propositions are not justified; they are part of our language-games that
function as the groundwork for any inquiry or statement. They remain unexamined because
questioning them would undermine the very possibility of meaningful discourse. This concept
helps to explain how certainty functions in everyday life: it is not based on evidence, but on the
practical necessity of certain beliefs that are woven into our language and social practices.

Language, Forms of Life, and Normativity

Wittgenstein emphasizes that language is embedded in our “forms of life”—the cultural, social,
and practical contexts that give meaning to our words. The certainty we have is rooted in these
shared forms of life, which are not subject to logical proof but are upheld through normative
practices. He argues that understanding the meaning and justification of our beliefs requires
looking at how language functions in our daily activities. The normative aspect of
language—what is considered reasonable, appropriate, or correct—is foundational to the
stability of our beliefs and certainties. This view shifts focus away from a search for ultimate
justification towards an appreciation of the social and practical dimensions of meaning and
certainty.

Philosophical Significance and Implications

Reevaluating Epistemology

On Certainty challenges traditional epistemology, which seeks to ground knowledge in
indubitable foundations. Instead, Wittgenstein proposes that certainty is a practical, contextual,
and conventional feature of our language game. He suggests that attempts to find an absolutely
certain foundation are misguided because they overlook the embeddedness of certainty in our
social practices. Knowledge, then, is not a matter of justified true belief in the classical sense
but a functional aspect of our life as language users. This perspective aligns with a form of anti-
foundationalism, emphasizing the contextual and pragmatic nature of knowledge rather than
seeking absolute certainty.

The Role of Skepticism

By dissecting skepticism’s assumptions, Wittgenstein demonstrates that skepticism presumes a
model of knowledge incompatible with how humans actually live and speak. Recognizing the
pragmatic basis of certainty allows us to see skepticism as a philosophical distraction rather
than a genuine threat to our everyday practices. This has profound implications for
philosophical debates: it urges philosophers to focus less on searching for ultimate justifications
and more on understanding the contextual and normative dimensions of belief.



Impacts on Philosophy of Language and Mind

On Certainty underscores that meaning and understanding are rooted in shared practices, not
in a correspondence with an external reality that can be justified externally. This supports a
view of language as a social activity, grounded in forms of life, rather than as a mirror of the
world. Furthermore, Wittgenstein’s emphasis on the normative and practical functions of
language influences contemporary philosophy of mind and cognitive science, highlighting the
importance of social interaction and context in mental states.

Critical Perspectives and Debates

While On Certainty has been highly influential, it has also attracted critique and discussion.
Some critics argue that Wittgenstein’s dismissal of justification undercuts the rationalist
tradition and leaves epistemology without a firm foundation. Others see his focus on language
and practice as too relativistic or dismissive of the possibility of objective knowledge. Despite
these debates, Wittgenstein’s work remains a pivotal touchstone for rethinking the nature of
certainty and knowledge, challenging philosophers to reconsider assumptions about
justification, truth, and the role of language.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of On Certainty

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s On Certainty offers an intricate and nuanced account of how certainty
functions within human life. By emphasizing the role of hinge propositions, language games,
and forms of life, Wittgenstein shifts the philosophical focus from searching for indubitable
foundations to understanding the practical, normative, and social dimensions of belief. Its
insights continue to resonate in contemporary philosophy, inspiring new approaches to
epistemology, philosophy of language, and the human sciences. Ultimately, On Certainty invites
us to recognize that our most fundamental beliefs are not justified by evidence but are woven
into the fabric of our shared human practices—the bedrock upon which all inquiry and
understanding stand. As philosophy moves forward in grappling with the nature of knowledge,
Wittgenstein’s late reflections serve as both a challenge and a guide, urging us to see certainty
not as an unattainable ideal but as an integral part of the human condition.

Questions & Answers About on certainty ludwig
wittgenstein

N
o

Question Answer

1 What is Ludwig Wittgenstein's
concept of certainty in his later
philosophy?

Ludwig Wittgenstein's concept of certainty in his later
philosophy, especially in 'On Certainty,' explores the
foundational beliefs that underpin our knowledge. He
argues that certain basic beliefs form an unshakeable
bedrock for language and understanding, which are not
themselves justified but are accepted as given in our
form of life.
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2 How does Wittgenstein
differentiate between 'knowing
that' and 'knowing how' in
relation to certainty?

Wittgenstein emphasizes that certainty is often rooted
in practical, non-verifiable forms of knowledge, such as
knowing how to use language, rather than propositional
knowledge ('knowing that'). He suggests that our
certainties are embedded in the contexts and practices
of everyday life, not solely in explicit justified beliefs.

3 Why is the concept of 'hinge
propositions' important in
Wittgenstein's discussion of
certainty?

Hinge propositions are basic, self-evident propositions
that serve as the foundations of our language games. In
Wittgenstein's view, these propositions are accepted as
certain without proof and form the 'hinges' around
which our entire network of knowledge and certainty
revolves.

4 How does Wittgenstein respond
to skepticism about certainty in
his work 'On Certainty'?

Wittgenstein counters skepticism by asserting that
doubt and questioning are always situated within a
framework of unquestioned certainties. He argues that
our language and form of life rely on these fundamental
certainties that are not subject to doubt, thereby
making skepticism about certainty misplaced.

5 In what way does
Wittgenstein's view of certainty
influence contemporary
debates in epistemology?

Wittgenstein's emphasis on the contextual and
practical basis of certainty challenges traditional
epistemological attempts to justify knowledge through
evidence alone. His ideas have influenced debates on
foundationalism, the role of language in knowledge,
and the recognition of non-propositional forms of
understanding in contemporary epistemology.

certainty, Ludwig Wittgenstein, philosophy, language, meaning, epistemology, doubt,
knowledge, metaphysics, logic
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