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Although Wittgenstein, especially in his later philosophy, did not explicitly
discuss ethics, his method of philosophizing holds particular significance and
gives hope that some of his insights may be applied in that domain as well.
Some philosophers, referring to On Certainty, have argued that there are moral
certainties that function analogously to the epistemic certainties Wittgenstein
discusses. | aim to show that, although moral propositions may serve a similar
structural role, they differ in several crucial respects from the certainties
Wittgenstein examined: There are multiple moral language-games, each
grounded in different certainties; these certainties themselves rest upon
epistemic ones; yet, unlike epistemic certainties, the basic certainties of moral
language-games are not embedded in our instinctive actions. Moreover, the
propositions expressing them are typically general statements- often ambiguous
or allowing exceptions. Clarifying their meaning or specifying the conditions
of exception opens the door to divergent interpretations and ensuing
disagreements. Finally, unlike epistemic certainties, there are alternatives to
acting in accordance with moral certainties. All these considerations point to a
significant difference between moral certainties and the kind of certainty
Wittgenstein discusses.
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Extended Abstract

Although Wittgenstein did not speak much about ethics in his later philosophy, since his method
of philosophizing is of special importance, giving reason to hope that some of his insights may
also be applied to ethics. One of his later works, On Certainty, addresses questions of knowledge
and certainty, in which he discusses propositions that, in his view, are neither knowable nor subject
to doubt; they merely express our way of acting, and as such, they are neither reasonable nor
unreasonable, neither doubtable nor justifiable. At the same time, these beliefs form the basis of
all inquiries and human research. Some have claimed that certain moral beliefs belong among these
basic certainties. This article aims to show that there are important differences between moral
beliefs and empirical beliefs, which prevent moral certainty from being classified among the
certain propositions discussed in On Certainty. Some philosophers have claimed that there is no
difference between the certainties discussed by Wittgenstein in On Certainty and moral certainties.
For instance, Russell Goodman defends the idea of objective moral certainty and regards
everything Wittgenstein says about hinge propositions in On Certainty as being applicable to
central moral judgements (Goodman 1982, 144-145). Likewise, Nigel Pleasants argues for basic
moral certainties and tries to show that moral certainty plays the same foundational role in our
moral practices and judgments as empirical certainty does in our epistemic practices and judgments
(Pleasants 2009, 669). After presenting and critiquing some of these views, this paper argues that,
although basic propositions in ethics play a similar structural role, they differ from the hinge
propositions Wittgenstein describes in several crucial respects outlined below: 1. One of
Wittgenstein’s most fundamental insights about certainty is the primordial intertwining of belief
and action. This entanglement is evident from the earliest stages of a child’s behavior, yet at these
stages, the child does not seem to recognize any norms, nor can we say that the child’s basic
behavior manifests moral norms. Epistemic certainties are embedded in all our actions—from the
first acts of an infant to the actions of all rational adults—something that cannot be said, in any
comparable sense, of moral certainties. 2. According to Wittgenstein’s remarks in On Certainty,
human beings participate in a variety of language-games, each with its own basic certainties. Yet
some games seem to be more general than others—for instance, the language-game of science is
more general than that of a particular technique. The hinge propositions Wittgenstein discusses
appear to belong to the most general of all games _the human language-game itself, or more
precisely, the game of those whom we call “rational beings” (see OC 220, 223, 252, 254, 324).
The language-game of ethics arises within this broader game, not alongside it; without epistemic
certainties, moral propositions would be incomprehensible or inapplicable. Thus, only when a
language-game is the most general_ such that other games tack place within it_ there can be no
discourse outside or beyond it capable of challenging its certainties. 3. Wittgenstein frequently
speaks about the possibility of different world-pictures, but what is discussed in On Certainty is a
shared human world-picture. However, moral certainties are not equally certain for everyone, but
there are several moral language games. Certainties of these games, as Rummens puts it, are basic
but not absolutely basic; While absolutely basic certainties serve as the precondition for any doubt,
inquiry, or reflection, basic certainties are only the precondition for doubt, inquiry, or reflection
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within a particular language-game. 4. examining the examples Wittgenstein provides in On
Certainty, we see that almost all of them are singular propositions, while moral certainties, e.g.,
“Murder is wrong”, are typically expressed as general propositions. The generality of such
propositions allows for diverse interpretations, which in turn has certain implications. 5.
Propositions such as “Injustice is wrong” or “Killing an innocent person without reason is wrong,”
which are treated as examples of moral certainties, are typically ambiguous, exception-permitting,
or open to interpretation. For example, the concept of injustice does little to determine its own
instances and thus cannot resolve moral disagreements by itself. Similarly, when a proposition
allows exceptions, disputes often arise about when and under what conditions those exceptions
apply. Some may even regard killing an innocent person permissible for the sake of protecting a
greater right or good. Moreover, when we speak of “killing without reason,” the question of what
counts as a “reason” itself invites various forms of disagreement. 6. When general moral norms
are applied to specific cases, considerations from other domains_ metaphysical, empirical,
psychological, sociological, economic, etc._ are inevitably involved; Each particular case involves
many features that influence the judgment, making moral evaluation in such cases far more
complex and open to controversy. 7. If the analogy between moral certainty and empirical certainty
is intended as a response to moral skepticism, it cannot succeed. The examples Wittgenstein gives
of epistemic certainty concern beliefs with which we begin and continue our lives—beliefs that
cannot be removed from anyone’s life. While moral beliefs also play an important role in how we
live together, it is nonetheless possible for a person to live without manifesting them, or to
disregard them altogether. In conclusion, while morality is indeed an important aspect of our
human lives and in fact, “it is there—Ilike our life” (cf. OC: §559), it is there with its own distinctive
features. It is true that there are moral beliefs shared among human beings, and these shared beliefs
make our moral interactions possible. However, there are crucial differences between these moral
certainties and empirical certainties—especially regarding the ambiguity, interpretability, and
exceptionality of moral beliefs. Therefore, Wittgenstein’s insights in On Certainty cannot be
directly extended or replicated within the domain of ethics
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