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ABSTRACT
Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘hinge propositions’ – those propositions that stand fast for us and around which all empirical enquiry turns – remains controversial and elusive, and none of the recent attempts to make sense of it strike me as entirely satisfactory. The literature on this topic tends to divide into two camps: either a ‘quasi-epistemic’ reading is offered that seeks to downplay the radical nature of Wittgenstein’s proposal by assimilating his thought to more mainstream epistemological views, or a non-epistemic, ‘quasi-pragmatic’ conception is adopted that goes too far in the opposite direction by, for example, equating ‘hinge propositions’ with a type of ‘animal’ certainty. Neither interpretative strategy, I will argue, is promising for the reason that ‘hinges’ are best not conceived as certainties (or uncertainties) at all. Rather, what Wittgenstein says in respect to them is that doubt is ‘logically’ excluded
: And where there can be no doubt, I contend, there is no such thing as knowledge or certainty either. 
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I 
Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘hinge propositions’ – those propositions that stand fast for us and around which all empirical enquiry turns – remains controversial and elusive, and none of the recent attempts to make sense of it strike me as entirely satisfactory. The literature on this topic tends to divide into two camps: either a ‘quasi-epistemic’ reading
 is offered that seeks to downplay the radical nature of Wittgenstein’s proposal by assimilating his thought to more mainstream epistemological views, or a non-epistemic, ‘quasi-pragmatic’
 conception is adopted that goes too far in the opposite direction by, for example, equating ‘hinge propositions’ with a type of ‘animal’ certainty. Neither interpretative strategy, I will argue, is promising for the reason that ‘hinges’ are best not conceived as certainties (or uncertainties) at all. Rather, what Wittgenstein says in respect to them is that doubt is ‘logically’ excluded
: And where there can be no doubt, I contend, there is no such thing as knowledge or certainty either. 
The strategy I adopt in this paper is as follows. First, I explain why Wittgenstein believes that in respect to ‘hinge propositions’ the expression of uncertainty is senseless by juxtaposing the discussion from On Certainty with what Wittgenstein says about ‘knowing one is in pain’ in Philosophical Investigations. This will help us understand why Wittgenstein believes that one cannot know a ‘hinge proposition’ to be true (or false), thus enabling us to see where ‘quasi-epistemic’ readings go wrong. I then go on to criticize the ‘quasi-pragmatist’ alternative, and show why, if our relation to ‘hinges’ is indeed non-epistemic, they cannot be thought of as ‘certainties’ either. I conclude by drawing out some implications of this discussion for the wider debate about the cogency of radical scepticism.
II 
There are many cryptic passages in Wittgenstein’s On Certainty, and one of them goes like this:
If ‘I know etc.’ is conceived as a grammatical proposition, of course the ‘I’ 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.


‘I know’ is here a logical insight. Only realism can’t be proved by means of it (§58-9).
I believe that a good way of making sense of this passage is to read it in the light of  Wittgenstein’s remarks about ‘knowing that one is in pain’ from Philosophical Investigations (PI). Compare, for example, the remark from On Certainty with what Wittgenstein says at PI §246-7:
In what sense are my sensations private? – Well, only I can know whether I am really in pain; another person can only surmise it. – In one way this is false, and in another nonsense. If we are using the word ‘know’ as it is normally used (and how else are we to use it?), then other people very often know if I’m in pain. – Yes, but all the same, not with the certainty with which I know it myself! – It can’t be said of me at all (except perhaps as a joke) that I know I’m in pain. What is it supposed to mean – except perhaps that I am in pain?


Other people cannot be said to learn of my sensations only from my behaviour – for I cannot be said to learn of them. I have them.


This much is true: it makes sense to say about other people that they doubt whether I am in pain; but not to say it about myself.

‘Only you can know if you had that intention.’ One might tell someone this when explaining the meaning of the word ‘intention’ to him. For then it means: that is how we use it. (And here ‘know’ means that the expression of uncertainty is senseless.)

The most important bits often come in brackets. So I will start off the discussion by focussing on why Wittgenstein thinks that ‘know’ means ‘that the expression of uncertainty is senseless’, for we seem, here, to have an analogue to the claim from On Certainty, where Wittgenstein says that ‘I know’ means ‘that there is no such thing as a doubt in this case’ – i.e. that the expression of uncertainty is senseless. If we can understand why Wittgenstein makes this remark in PI, this will throw some light on what he was up to in On Certainty (OC) as well. 

  So why does Wittgenstein think that ‘it can’t be said of me at all (except perhaps as a joke) that I know I am in pain’? Apparently, because Wittgenstein believes that it means nothing more than that I am in pain. In other words, no relevant contrast can be drawn between merely being in pain, and knowing that one is. Since (physically) ‘being in pain’ has a distinct phenomenology that is incompatible with utter ignorance about being in that state, there is no such thing as ‘being in pain’ and not knowing it
. Naturally, one can be distracted from one’s pain in various ways, but it would make no sense to say to someone going about their daily business in an ordinary way (i.e. to someone who neither exhibits any pain behaviour nor admits to feeling any pain whatsoever), ‘you’ve actually been in (physical) pain all day long without knowing it’.

Consequently, Wittgenstein’s interlocutor is mistaken to think that one learns about one’s pains by introspection – for one does not relate to one’s own body as a third party does. As Wittgenstein says, I cannot be said to learn of my sensations, I have them. The idea that introspection is an internal, and more certain, equivalent of ‘outer’ perception, is a myth: there is no epistemic ‘gap’ between being in pain and knowing that one is. For I don’t believe that I am in pain by having drawn an inference or by having an evidential warrant for it. But if there is no such epistemic gap, and I, therefore, do not stand in an epistemic relation to my pain, then expressions of ‘knowing’ are pointless and do not inform anyone of anything (which, in turn, means that one is not using ‘to know’ as one does ordinarily). Hence, other people can doubt whether I am in pain – as there is always the possibility that I might be simulating – but I cannot doubt that I am. ‘Doubting’ one is in pain just reduces to not being in pain.
In other words, there is a first/third person asymmetry that means that claims to know are empty or senseless in the first person case, but not in the third, for here the possibility that I might be wrong can arise. Since I can decide to conceal my pain, you would be mistaken if you claimed, for example, that you knew that I was not in pain. For these reasons Wittgenstein thinks that it makes sense to say of other people that they can know, or fail to know, that I am in pain, but not to say this about myself
.


The concept of ‘knowledge’, for Wittgenstein, is consequently ‘bipolar’. It only makes sense to enter a knowledge-claim into conversation, if there is also the possibility (at least in principle) that, had things been otherwise, I might not have known the thing in question. If, however, a failure to know is ruled out ab initio, as in first-person ascriptions of pain, then ‘knowledge-claims’ simply do no work – i.e. claiming to ‘know’ that one is in pain adds nothing whatever to claims just to be in pain
. 

What are the implications of this for Wittgenstein’s discussion in On Certainty? Unsurprisingly, here, too, Wittgenstein cleaves to the view that if knowledge is to be possible, there must also be room for error. That is to say, I can only claim to know something, if there is a suitable epistemic gap between what I claim to know to be true, and this actually being so, which, in turn, makes it possible for the concept of evidential warrant to get a proper grip. For example, returning to the pain case, I can meaningfully claim to know that you are in pain, because it is also possible for me to be wrong about this. Furthermore, when challenged, I can supply reasons for why I think that you are in pain. For instance, I might cite the fact that you have just cut yourself, your hand is bleeding, and you are screwing your face up. If it subsequently emerged that you were merely playing a Halloween trick on me, then my claim about your being in pain would be undermined. As Wittgenstein says: ‘Whether I know something depends on whether the evidence backs me up or contradicts me. For to say one knows one has a pain means nothing’ (OC §504).  In other words, first-person ascriptions of pain are not based on evidential grounds, and so knowledge-claims are out of place.  


This gets us some way towards understanding why Moore’s attempt to refute external world scepticism by insisting that he knows that he has hands strikes everyone as singularly inept: ‘Moore’s mistake lies in this – countering the assertion that one cannot know that, by saying “I do know it”’ (OC §521). This remark might, perhaps, suggest that Wittgenstein is siding with the sceptic here, but that would be a mistake. The law of excluded middle does not apply in this case for reasons similar to the first-person pain example. To see why, consider the following:

If a blind man were to ask me ‘Have you got two hands?’ I should not make sure by looking. If I were to have any doubt of it, then I don’t know why I should trust my eyes. For why shouldn’t I test my eyes by looking to find out whether I see my two hands? What is to be tested by what? (OC §125)

In other words, just as I do not ascribe pain to myself on the basis of evidence, so I do not believe that I have hands because I have made sure in the relevant way. For there is no ‘relevant way’ of making sure here: If the existence of my hands is in doubt, then I can hardly rely on the testimony of my eyes to reassure me of their presence. What is more, it is hard to see what doubting that one’s got hands could so much as amount to in ordinary circumstances where grounds for doubt are absent – that one wouldn’t care or flinch if someone tried to chop them off?
Naturally, there are cases where it would make sense to doubt that one’s got hands. For example, I visit someone in hospital who has been in an accident and his whole body is covered in bandages. In such a case, I might not know whether this person still has hands, for they might have been amputated. If he reassures me by saying ‘I know I have hands’, then I will take this to imply that he has been able to check (say, by having had the bandages removed by a doctor earlier in the day)
. Here the claim ‘I know I have hands’ makes sense, since we also have a clear idea of what it would be like not to know that one has hands. For example, had one just woken up from an anaesthetic after a serious accident with one’s body completely covered in bandages, one would not know that one had hands. In other words, in ordinary, what I’m going to call, ‘epistemic’, cases of ‘knowing’, there is ‘logical space’ both for knowing the proposition in question as well as for not doing so (depending on the way things happen to be). Furthermore, if one does know, one is able to offer justification for one’s knowledge claim (e.g. having made sure in the relevant way, say by looking).

None of these conditions are met in the Moorean (sceptical) case. If I assert in ordinary circumstances where nothing unusual (such as accidents etc.) has occurred, that I know that I have hands (in order to counter a radical sceptical claim, say), it is unclear what sort of justification I could offer for this. That is to say, if, in such a context, I could nevertheless be ‘wrong’ about having hands, then this would be no ordinary ‘mistake’, but would rather constitute what Wittgenstein calls ‘an annihilation of all yardsticks’: 
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 an annihilation of all yardsticks? (On Certainty §492) 

In other words, while a mistake does not call into question the validity of the practice in which one is participating – but only one’s own competence – the notion that I could be wrong about everything I have hitherto taken for granted undermines the coherence of the very practices on which, paradoxically, my expression of doubt at the same time depends. For just as the possibility of disagreement presupposes a common background of agreement, so the possibility of doubt presupposes an ‘inherited background against which I distinguish between [what is] true and [what is] false’ (OC §94). Without such a ‘background’, the words I use to formulate this ‘doubt’ could mean anything, or nothing. 
Consequently, it is not just that scepticism is unstateable – but might, for all that, be true (as some philosophers believe) – it is rather that, if Wittgenstein is right, the sceptic’s ‘thought’ cannot, in the end, be given a clear sense at all and is, in this much, not even a candidate for truth or falsity. For, if, for example, it were conceivable that I were falsely ascribing pain to myself all the time, then it is just no longer clear what ‘pain’ really means
. But if the meaning of ‘pain’ is under threat, what, then, would it mean to say, with the sceptic, that ‘I doubt that there is such a thing as pain’? Would that not be like saying, ‘I doubt that there is such a thing as “blah”?’ It is for these reasons that Wittgenstein says that ‘if you tried to doubt everything you would not get as far as doubting anything. The game of doubting itself presupposes certainty’ (OC §115). 
If this is right, then it seems that the kind of justification that the sceptic is after – namely, a fully general evaluation of our entire rational system – turns out to be impossible. But this is not because human powers are unequal to the task. Rather, the very idea of such a thing makes no sense: ‘So is the hypothesis possible that all the things around us don’t exist? Would that not be like the hypothesis of our having miscalculated in all our calculations?’ (OC §55) For a ‘miscalculation’ in all our calculations is not, as it were, just an ‘aggregated’ mistake, but rather implies that we have never calculated at all – that nothing that we have ever done counts as an instance of calculating. But, if so, the sceptic owes us an explanation of what ‘calculation’ really means, and of what it is, that we allegedly cannot do (or know). In the absence of such an explanation, we need not accept the sceptic’s challenge that unless we can show in advance that we are not radically mistaken about everything, we aren’t entitled to our ordinary knowledge claims. 
In this respect, a recent reading offered by Pritchard (2014) is subtly misleading. For Pritchard thinks that although we must recognize that our reasons are by necessity essentially local, this realization puts us in an epistemic predicament. How, Pritchard asks, ‘are we as reflective rational creatures to live with (our awareness of) the fact that our rational system is limited in this way?’ (Pritchard (2014: 210)) The notion that the incoherence of the idea of ‘global validation’ might constitute an epistemic limitation, however, is precisely one that Wittgenstein is out to challenge. For, if Wittgenstein is right, there could not so much as be such a thing, and, consequently, its absence is not to be lamented: ‘I did not get my picture of the world by satisfying myself of its correctness; nor do I have it because I am satisfied of its correctness. No: it is the inherited background against which I distinguish between [what is] true and [what is] false’ (OC §94).

 It is not, however, that I should have satisfied myself of its correctness, and did not do so because I was too rash or too lazy. Rather, with respect to our whole rational system, there is no such thing as satisfying oneself of its correctness (or not doing so), since, as Williams points out in a recent paper, so-called ‘knowledge of the external world’ is not a natural kind (Williams (2011: 58)). Instead, what we mean by this term is a hodgepodge of all sorts of different beliefs, methods, and practices. Consequently, there is no unitary ‘entity’ there at all that one could so much as stand in an epistemic relation to. In this much, Wittgenstein’s own claim, which Pritchard has chosen as a motto for his paper, ‘the difficulty is to realize the groundlessness of our believing’ (OC §166), is not felicitous. For ‘groundlessness’ is itself an epistemic notion which implies that there could – or ought to – be grounds, although in fact there are none, whereas what Wittgenstein is really trying to say is that it is logically impossible for there to be any, and that the absence of the possibility of ‘global validation’ is therefore not to be viewed as a lack or as an epistemic shortcoming. 

Consequently, if it is indeed a ‘truth of logic’, as Pritchard contends, that all rational evaluations presuppose hinge commitments, and, more specifically, a commitment to what he calls the ‘überhinge’ that I cannot be mistaken in all my beliefs, then this also constitutes a commitment to something whose opposite isn’t false, but ultimately just senseless. Hence, it is not that we groundlessly need to accept that we know that we have hands, for example, it is rather that we have no clear idea of what it might mean not to ‘accept’ it. For, if, under normal circumstances where grounds for doubt are absent, I nevertheless ‘doubt’ that I have hands, I can no longer be certain of the meaning of my words either (OC §114).

If this is correct, then we don’t stand in an epistemic relation – groundless or otherwise – to ‘hinge propositions’ at all. Rather, ‘their role is like that of rules of a game; and the game can be learned purely practically, without learning any explicit rules’ (OC §95). In other words, propositions expressing these commitments may look like ordinary empirical claims, but that appearance is deceptive, for their role is ‘descriptive of the language-game’ (OC §56), and in this much ‘logical’ or ‘technique-constituting’. So one might say that ‘hinge propositions’ are an attempt to articulate the logical enabling conditions that allow our epistemic practices to operate, and without which even our words could not mean anything
. 
Consequently, ‘hinges’ cannot so much as be in the market for knowledge, and hence it neither makes sense to assert nor to deny that one ‘knows’ them. At best, and as Wittgenstein says, such propositions can express a ‘logical’ (or ‘grammatical’) insight: ‘I know I have two hands’, asserted in ordinary circumstances, really means ‘there is no such thing as a doubt in this case’ – it does not make sense as an anti-sceptical (Moorean) claim. 
In order not to get confused between what Wittgenstein calls a ‘grammatical’ or ‘logical’ sense of ‘to know’ and ordinary uses of these terms, I therefore propose to distinguish between a ‘logical’ and an ‘epistemic’ sense of ‘to know’. For example, an unproblematic – i.e. straightforwardly ‘epistemic’ – employment of ‘I know I have two hands’ would be in the context of the accident scenario discussed above. Here the claim ‘I know I have hands’ makes sense, since we also have a clear idea of what it would be like not to know that one has hands. Furthermore, if one does know, one is able to offer justification for one’s knowledge claim. But as we have already seen, neither of these two conditions are met in the radical sceptical context (i.e. in ordinary circumstances where radical sceptical error-possibilities have been raised), and so one cannot use ‘I know I have two hands’ in order to counter such a scenario. At best, ‘I know’ can have a ‘logical’ use here, informing one’s interlocutor that a doubt makes no sense in this ‘global’ context; that it is ‘logically’ excluded. 
At this point, a sceptically-minded philosopher might perhaps object that, contrary to what I have just argued, we do have a clear idea of what it would be like not to know that one has hands, for, surely, that’s just the brain-in-a-vat (or radical sceptical) scenario! That is to say, if I were a brain-in-a-vat (BIV), I could not know that I have hands, since, firstly, I could not know anything, and, secondly, I would not even have hands. Although the latter two claims are true, the objection does not constitute a genuine counter-example to the foregoing argument. Taking the second point first: if I don’t have hands (say, because I’m a BIV), and I could (miraculously) come to know this fact, then my claim ‘I know I don’t have hands’ (or ‘I doubt that I have hands’) would be perfectly meaningful, and, indeed, not relevantly different from the accident case discussed above. If, on the other hand, the BIV scenario is only a fancy way of fleshing out the thought that I might be globally wrong about everything (as it tends to be), then ‘I know I have two hands’ is no longer a proposition about hands (or other body parts) at all, but rather means something like: ‘I know I cannot be globally wrong’ or ‘I know I’m not the victim of a sceptical hypothesis’. But, if so, we have moved from an ‘epistemic’ sense of ‘to know’ to what I have called a ‘logical’ or ‘grammatical’ use. Consequently, we are not concerned with an ordinary factual claim, but rather with a logical enabling condition: if this is called into question, then the notions of ‘truth’ and ‘falsity’ that the sceptic needs to be able to formulate his doubt lose their meaning too. It is this fact that the radical sceptic overlooks. He believes that he can call everything into doubt at the same time, but does not realize that the attempt to do so simultaneously deprives his expression of doubt of a sense. Hence, ‘I know I have two hands’ can look like an ordinary epistemic (empirical) claim, but in the radical sceptical context (i.e. in ordinary circumstances where radical sceptical error-possibilities have been raised) either has no clear meaning or else constitutes an articulation of the ‘logical truth’ that ‘there is no such thing as a doubt in this case’ (OC §58)
 
 
.  
III
If what I have argued in the previous section is correct, and doubt really is ‘logically excluded’ when it comes to ‘hinge propositions’, then it follows that they can neither be ‘certain’, nor ‘uncertain’ in the ordinary sense either. In this respect, I disagree with Moyal-Sharrock that what Wittgenstein means by ‘objective certainty’ is a kind of certainty. Rather, ‘objective certainty’ is a logical notion, and not a way of believing something at all. 
 
In her book, Understanding Wittgenstein’s On Certainty, Moyal-Sharrock makes the following four claims: 

(1) The concept of certainty that Wittgenstein employs in OC is non-propositional and non-epistemic, and in this sense ‘groundless’ (Moyal-Sharrock (2004: 28)).
(2) ‘Objective certainty’ or belief is not subjective: it is ‘logically necessary’ belief (2004: 31).
(3) ‘Objective certainty’ is the animal-like, instinctive starting-point of human concept formation (2004: 31).
(4) ‘Objective certainty’ is not expressible; it can only show itself in what we say and do (2004: 48).

I agree with Moyal-Sharrock that what stands fast for us reveals itself in what we say and do, and is only articulated in, say, radical sceptical contexts, where someone is questioning what we ordinarily take for granted. Nevertheless, this does not imply that ‘hinges’ are inexpressible or, indeed, non-propositional. I consequently agree with Peter Hacker that only empirical propositions are bipolar for Wittgenstein; grammatical or ‘logical’ remarks are not, since what they inform us about are not empirical facts. Rather, they remind us of features constitutive of the language-game, and, as Wittgenstein says, ‘everything descriptive of a language-game is part of logic’ (OC §55) 
. In other words, an ordinary factual proposition can coherently be asserted and denied, whereas the denial of a grammatical or ‘logical’ remark just results in nonsense (this is why a denial of what Pritchard calls the ‘überhinge’ is incoherent). For, as Wittgenstein points out at PI §251, with empirical propositions I can imagine the opposite, and, ergo, the thing itself; with grammatical propositions there is, as it were, nothing ‘to imagine’, since they define what a thing is or give a practice its point:

What does it mean when we say, ‘I can’t imagine the opposite of this’ or ‘What would it be like if it were otherwise?’ – For example, when someone has said that my mental images are private; or that only I can know whether I am feeling pain; and so forth.



Of course, here ‘I can’t imagine the opposite’ doesn’t mean: my powers of imagination are unequal to the task. We use these words to fend off something whose form produces the illusion of being an empirical proposition, but which is really a grammatical one.

 Despite the obvious differences between empirical and grammatical propositions, some of which this passage is meant to bring out, Wittgenstein clearly has no qualms about using the term ‘grammatical proposition’ here. And that Wittgenstein is happy to employ this notion (and continues to do so throughout OC as well) cannot readily be explained away, as Moyal-Sharrock (2004: 34) contends, by the fact that in German there is only one word for both ‘sentence’ and ‘proposition’ (Satz). For in the passage above it is evidently not the case that Wittgenstein is only talking about the sentence ‘only I can know whether I am feeling pain’

.  
Given that Moyal-Sharrock denies that anything can be a proposition and not be bipolar, however, it is odd that she is not similarly restrictive about the concept of ‘objective certainty’. For if (in ordinary circumstances) my sitting on a chair allegedly shows my objective certainty about there being a chair to sit on, there ought to be some action that shows my objective uncertainty. But this idea seems not to make any more sense than doubting that there is a chair there, which is probably the reason why Moyal-Sharrock claims that ‘primary trust, like objective certainty, is not bipolar’ (2004: 195). 
If ‘objective certainty’ is not bipolar, however, it is hard to see what this concept can amount to. For if there is no ‘objective uncertainty’ to contrast it with, what is being ruling out (and, for that matter, ‘ruled in’) when Moyal-Sharrock claims that although common-sense certainties cannot be known, we can be certain of them? One almost gets the sense that Descartes’ Meditation One is hovering in the background here: if I do not continuously doubt things, then this must imply that I am certain of them. But if Wittgenstein is right and doubt really is ‘logically excluded’ in certain contexts, then it neither makes sense to say that I am certain nor that I am uncertain in respect to them.  PI §679 makes this clear: ‘“But can you doubt that you meant this?” – No; but neither can I be certain of it, know it.’ (As we have already seen, Wittgenstein makes the same point at PI §247 when he says that, when speaking about one’s intentions, ‘knowing’ them means that the expression of uncertainty is senseless.)  So, in such cases, there can only be a ‘logical’ sense of ‘to know’, not an ‘epistemic’ one.
To be fair to Moyal-Sharrock, she does give ‘objective certainty’ a kind of ‘opposite pole’ in the sense that lacking this ‘belief’ would constitute a form of madness. I agree that doubting that there is a chair in front of me or that I have hands would, outside of philosophical contexts, be pathological, but deny that this shows that I am therefore certain that I have hands. For I do not have any particular attitude to my hands or to the chair I am currently sitting on at all (not even a non-propositional one). I just take my hands or the chair for granted. For example, I might trust my abilities to drive a car or to perform a double pirouette on pointe, but in what sense do I trust that there is actually a car there or that my pointe shoes will not just disintegrate when I put them on? Unless, of course, being objectively certain just means driving the car or putting the shoes on. But, if so, then the concept of ‘objective certainty’ is empty, and merely means the same as performing whatever activity we happen to perform. 

In fact, this appears to be just what Moyal-Sharrock’s conception, in the end, comes down to. “‘Logical pragmatism’, she claims, ‘is the view that our basic beliefs are a know-how, and that this know-how is logical – that it is necessary to our making sense’ (2004: 173). So it seems that, on Moyal-Sharrock’s view, something can both be a know-how as well as a non-propositional and ineffable, but nevertheless ‘grammatical’, belief:  ‘Our basic certainties are grammatical rules, manifesting themselves as a flawless know-how’ (2004: 174). This is a very odd conception. For in what sense is being able to sit on a chair, drive a car, use one’s hands, move one’s body, a grammatical rule? This either sounds like a category mistake or renders the distinction between ‘grammar’ and ‘know-how’ void. But, if so, then ‘logical’ pragmatism is either a contradiction in terms – since ‘grammar’ and ‘know-how’ are quite different things – or collapses into pragmatism sans phrase (if the two are conflated).
Furthermore, Moyal-Sharrock’s use of the term ‘objective certainty’ appears to be at odds with the way in which Wittgenstein actually employs this notion in OC. Even though Wittgenstein uses the term ‘objective certainty’, it is not a kind of certainty at all – or, at any rate, nothing we ordinarily mean by certainty. Consider the following passage:

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)

What Wittgenstein seems to be saying here is that one can be certain of something in contexts where doubts can, in principle, be raised, but then it must also be possible to give reasons (grounds) for one’s certitude (sureness). Where it is impossible to give grounds, since doubt is ‘logically excluded’, however, there is no such thing as ‘certainty’ in the ordinary sense: ‘If I say “I know that I have two hands”, and that is not supposed to express just my subjective certainty, I must be able to satisfy myself that I am right. But I can’t do that, for my having two hands is not less certain before I have looked at them than afterwards’ (OC §245). Consequently, I cannot, in ordinary circumstances, be certain that I have two hands, because there is no such thing as being ‘uncertain’ about this. 

But if I cannot be ‘certain’ about having two hands, neither can I take the fact that I do on ‘trust’: 

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).

In other words, a distinction needs to be drawn between ‘things one does not doubt’ and ‘presuppositions one takes on trust’ or accepts in ‘good faith’ (as the original reads). This militates against Moyal-Sharrock’s notion that ‘objective certainty’ is to be construed as a kind of ‘primitive’ or ‘ur-trust’: ‘Objective certainty, like religious belief, is ultimately an enacted faith’ (2004: 200; not my italics). For what would such ‘faith’ ultimately be faith in? Wittgenstein, as we have just seen, explicitly rejects the idea that – Royal Mail notwithstanding – ‘I have faith that my letter will arrive’ (or, for that matter, that ‘I have hands’ or that ‘the external world exists’). 


Now it might, perhaps, be objected that sometimes Wittgenstein seems to be saying the opposite. Consider the following: ‘I really want to say that a language-game is only possible if one trusts something (I did not say “can trust something”)’ (OC §509). But this inconsistency is only due to bad translation, for the original German reads ‘wenn man sich auf etwas verlässt’.  And this actually means ‘if one relies on something’, which is not the same as ‘trusting’ something at all. For to ‘trust’ something is to have faith in it, but in order to rely on something, I don’t first need to have faith in it
. Indeed, if Wittgenstein is right, we precisely do not have faith in the things that stand fast for us. Rather, we take them for granted
.

If this is right, then ‘objective certainty’ is not a kind of certainty at all. Rather, Wittgenstein’s use of this term signals a change in category and is consequently not continuous with ordinary forms certainty. This categorial shift occurs in contexts where the raising of doubts is senseless and, hence, where doubt is ‘logically’ excluded. One can, therefore, neither have faith in ‘hinge propositions’, ‘groundlessly’ take them on trust, nor have any other kind of belief-attitude towards them. So Wittgenstein’s position is not a form of pragmatism
. In contexts where we are philosophically marvelling at our ordinary practices, these logical enabling conditions can be articulated, but in the course of normal life they just ‘dissolve’ into the ‘practice of language’ [die Praxis der Sprache]
. In other words, in ordinary circumstances, I don’t have any particular belief-attitude towards my hands at all – I just use them. 
IV
If what I have argued in this paper is correct, then neither ‘quasi-epistemic’ nor ‘quasi-pragmatic’ readings can do justice to the complexities of Wittgenstein’s position in OC. ‘Quasi-epistemic’ interpretations go against the grain of what Wittgenstein’s over-arching concern seems to be, namely, to show that we do not stand in an epistemic relation to ‘hinge propositions’ at all, whereas the non-epistemic, ‘quasi-pragmatic’ accounts tend to misconstrue the role of ‘hinges’ as a species of ‘certainty’, and, hence, cannot but end up attributing some sort of (unpalatable) pragmatism to Wittgenstein. But if I am right, then it is not that the radical sceptic says something false when he attempts to undermine our practices from a ‘global’ perspective – as Pritchard, for instance, believes – or that he says something that has no ‘application’ to the human form of life – as Moyal-Sharrock (2004: 178), for example, contends – it is rather that he ends up saying nothing coherent at all.  
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� See, for example, On Certainty §194.


� See, for example, Pritchard (forthcoming), Williams (1996), Wright (2004a, 2004b).


� See, for instance, Moyal-Sharrock (2004), McGinn (1989), Stroll (1994).


� See, for example, On Certainty §194.


� The same might not apply to ‘psychological’ pain. For example, if we accept Freudian psychoanalysis, then it might make sense to speak, as it were, of ‘unconscious’, psychological pain. But this is an extension of the ordinary concept of pain and involves a consequent shift in grammar. Similarly, if we decided to equate the presence of ‘pain’ with a particular set of neurons ‘firing’.


� Compare Coliva (2010: 90-100).


� Of course there might be contexts where saying ‘I know I am in pain’ is simply supposed to add emphasis to the claim, or, as Wittgenstein suggests, is meant as a joke. But these aren’t counter-examples to the argument.


� Cf. On Certainty §23.


� For a similar point see Alan Thomas (2014).


� Since there would be no practices in which they could play a role.


� The only context where ‘I know I have two hands’ literally means I know I have two hands is in versions of the accident scenario discussed above.


� And once the possibility of global falsehood has been ruled out, the most that can threaten us is a ‘local’ scepticism of the sort, say, that many of my beliefs might be false. In the absence, however, of the acceptability of the thought that I might always be wrong and thus never ‘in touch’ with reality at all, such local scepticisms can, in principle, be overcome. 


� This implies that, on the Wittgensteinian conception that I have been elaborating, there can be no sceptical argument from the closure principle. So, contrary to what some philosophers maintain (see, e.g. Williams (1996) and Coliva (2014)), Wittgenstein does not deny closure. For more on this, see my The Illusion of Doubt (manuscript).


� If this is right, it implies that Stroll’s reading of OC (see Stroll 1994), which attributes a form of ‘non-traditional’ foundationalism to Wittgenstein, must also be mistaken. For ‘grammar’ is not ‘foundational’ of a practice, but rather constitutive of it. The fact that Wittgenstein employs ‘foundational’ language or metaphors when he describes ‘hinge propositions’ is not evidence that his conception is therefore ‘foundationalist’ in nature.  





� And neither is this true of OC §58 quoted above or, indeed, of many of the other times that the term ‘grammatical proposition’ crops up in PI or OC.


� Also compare Coliva (2010: 156).


� Compare Coliva (2010: 173).


� Now there are contexts where Wittgenstein seems a bit cavalier with his terminology. I.e. he sometimes talks of something’s being ‘objectively certain’, where that means that it is the sort of thing one can know: ‘“I have compelling grounds for my certitude.” These grounds make the certitude objective’ (OC §270). Or: ‘I know = I am familiar with it as a certainty’ (OC §272). So these passages would seem to imply that by ‘objective certainty’ Wittgenstein means the state one is in if one has knowledge and not, contra Moyal-Sharrock, a non-propositional belief-state distinct from knowledge-possession. Hence, whether we adopt the reading suggested by OC 194, as I have been advocating above, or the reading implied by the latter two passages, neither of them can be made to square with the conception that Moyal-Sharrock advocates – that is, that while ‘objective certainties’ cannot be known, we can be certain of them. 


� For this reason, the following claim made by Marie McGinn is not quite right: 





Thus, an attitude of commitment to Moore-type propositions is a condition of the meaningful employment of the expressions of our language. The sceptic cannot replace commitment with an attitude of questioning without destroying the meaning of the expression (the techniques of description) in terms of which he tries to express his enquiry. Thus, whatever residual sense we had that we do not fully understand the sceptic’s attempt to doubt that the object before him is a hand, is now revealed as a form of practical perplexity (McGinn 1989: 160).





While McGinn is right that we do not fully understand the sceptic’s attempt to doubt that the object before him is a hand, it is unclear why this manifests a form of ‘practical perplexity’. ‘Practical’, one might ask, as opposed to what? Is McGinn committed, then, to the thought that, theoretically speaking, the sceptic’s doubt does make a kind of sense? Drawing such a distinction would, I think, be a serious mistake. For if an ‘attitude of commitment to Moore-type propositions’ really is a ‘condition of the meaningful employment of the expressions of our language’, then this is a logical (grammatical), not a practical, commitment. And in this much it is misleading to speak of an ‘attitude’ here at all, since, pace Coliva (2010), there is no such thing as having a ‘pro-attitude’ (or the reverse) to norms of description (rules of grammar; ‘logical truths’). It is exactly for this reason that Wittgenstein believes that one cannot ‘doubt’ such commitments, as the attempt to do so simply results in a failure to make sense.





� ‘Am I not getting closer and closer to saying that in the end logic cannot be described? You must look at the practice of language, then you will see it’ (OC §501).
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