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Abstract

"Certainty" occupies an important place in Wittgenstein’s epistemology: it
does not belong to the category of knowledge but constitutes its
foundation. In his view, knowledge boils down to language games, and
language games are based on indubitable certainties. According to
Wittgenstein, scepticism is meaningless, and if there is no certainty, then
even doubt would be meaningless. Wittgesntein maintains that [relative]
doubt and knowledge are epistemic categories, whereas absolute doubt
and certainty are non-epistemic categories. Epistemic categories are
meaningful and when expressed by means of statements could be either
true or false. In contrast, non-epistemic categories are meaningless and
when expressed by means of statements the properties of truth and
falsehood do not apply to them. The aim of the present paper is two fold:
1- Providing an explanation of the status of certainty in comparison to
categories such as doubt and knowledge in Wittgenstein’s thought; 2-
Providing a critical assessment of Wittgenstein's approach to cettainty
through the lens of critical rationalism. The main arguments of the paper
are as follows: 1. Although Wittgenstein considers certainty to be
meaningless and therefore not on a par with epistemological categories, he
regards it as an objective concept that functions as the foundation upon
which all human knowledge is based; 2. Wittgenstein's efforts to show the
objectivity of certainty have not been entirely successful, partly due to his
reliance on a defective notion of ‘objectivity’ and partly as a result of the
prominence he assigns to the category of ‘meaning’ at the expense of the
category of ‘truth’.
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I. Some of the Themes of Critical Rationalism:

1-  From the critical rationalists’ point of view, certainty is subjective
and personal. What is objective is publicly accessible and assessable
(Popper, 2000: 194; Paya 2016: 394-433).

2-  Critical rationalists do not accept the cliché definition of
knowledge (knowledge = justified true belief). In their view, justification
has no place in the process of reasoning. “Justification, conclusive or
inconclusive, is revealed as neither possible, nor useful, nor necessary”
(Miller, 2009: 147).

3-  Critical rationalism has a realistic view of the world. From the
perspective of this school of thought, capturing the truths (in the sense of
knowledge claims that correspond to reality) is the main goal of
epistemological endeavours. We can approach this goal through the
conjectures we make to capture reality and eliminate their errors with the
help of critical evaluations (Popper, 2007: 21).

4-  Critical rationalists’ opposition to the epistemic status of certainty
and validity of justification does not lead to scepticism and relativism. Its
aim is to oppose dogmatism (Musgrave, 2016: 223-225).

I1. The Status of Certainty in Wittgenstein's Thought

Unlike philosophers such as Moore and Descartes, Wittgenstein, in On
Certainty, does not seek to formulate some rational arguments against the
validity of the sceptic claim but to undermine its meaningfulness. From
Wittgenstein's point of view doubt and knowledge can be divided into the
following categories, respectively:

Doubt:

1-  Relative doubt: A type of doubt that only doubts some particular
things

2-  Absolute doubt: A type of doubt that doubts everything

Knowledge:

1-  Relative knowledge: A type of knowledge that is accompanied by
the possibility of doubt
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2-  Absolute knowledge: A type of knowledge that is infallible and
indubitable. It is, in this sense, equivalent to certainty

According to Wittgenstein, both the Moorean and Cartesian sceptics
are wrong, and what they do is meaningless. Certainties, to which he refers
as "the hinge propositions," belong neither to the realm of knowledge nor
the realm of doubt. In fact, unlike the relative doubt and relative
knowledge, both of which belong to the realm of knowledge, are
meaningful assertions and can be true or false, absolute certainty and doubt
are outside of the realm of knowledge and are therefore meaningless and
when expressed in terms of statements, cannot be either true or false.

III. The Mistake in the Phrase "I know"

To prove the external world, Moore uses the proposition "I know I have
two hands" as a premise for his argument. But in Wittgenstein's view, the
phrase "I know" cannot be used to prove that "I have two hands". “One
says ‘I know’ when one is ready to give compelling grounds. ‘I know’ relates
to a possibility of demonstrating the truth” (Wittgenstein, 1969, pt. 243).
Therefore, according to Wittgenstein, this proposition, and propositions
like it, are not epistemic propositions in their customary usage, but only a
kind of "Utterance". Of course, these propositions can be meaningful in
special situations (for example, when a person finds his severed hands on
the battlefield and claims to know that they are his hands). But using a
proposition of this kind in such situations does not help to disprove the
sceptic because these situations cause “it [i.e. the proposition in question]
loses everything that is philosophically astonishing” (Wittgenstein, 1969,
pt. 622). According to Wittgenstein, “it is philosophically uninteresting
whether Moore knows this or that, but it is interesting that, and how, it can
be known” (Wittgenstein, 1969, pt. 84; Kenny, 2013, pp. 310-311).

IV. Objectivism in Wittgenstein

For Wittgenstein, the notion of objectivity as applied to the meaning of
words and the use of language boils down to the "intersubjective"
communicability. He does not measure it against a reality outside of
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language and language games. His philosophical approach is

phenomenological or Pseudo-phenomenological and therefore does not
seek the truth behind the appearances (Gier, 1981; Van Peursen, 1959). In
his discussion of certainty, Wittgenstein subscribes to the "objective
certainty". For him, “certainty” is neither subjective nor personal. In his
On Certainty, he wuses the term ‘objective certainty’ three times
(Wittgenstein, 1969, pp. 194, 203, 273) and the term ‘subjective certainty’
twice (Wittgenstein, 1969, pt. 194, 245). His aim is to show that the type of
certainty that he seeks to prove is objective, not personal. In his view, "if
everything speaks for an hypothesis and nothing against it" (203), then it
can be said that it is "objectively certain" (203). From here, it follows that
for Wittgenstein objective certainty is a type of certainty that is agreed upon
by “everyone”, and of course, for him "everyone" refers to those who share
a particular language game or a particular form of life.

V. A Critique of Wittgenstein from the Perspective of Critical
Rationalism

1-  Unsuccessful Objectivism: Later Wittgenstein does not use reality
as a criterion for assessing objectivity. In his view, the main arbiter in this
respect is the collective agreement of the participants in a particular form
of life and a particular linguistic game and not external reality. This
approach, which makes the understanding of the meaning of terms
dependent on the participation of a group of people in a particular language
game, inevitably succumbs to a kind of incommensurability that renders
the objective examination of meanings outside of the frameworks of the
language games in question impossible. To articulate the difference
between Wittgenstein and critical rationalists' approaches to objectivity and
certainty, it would be helpful to note that while Wittgenstein limits
objectivity to the intersubjective evaluation among the participants in a
particular form of life and language game, for critical rationalists, the
intersubjectivity relationship goes beyond all frameworks, language games
and forms of life. For critical rationalists, objectivity is (in principle)
available to all those who have the ability of rational reasoning. Moreover,
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while for Wittgenstein the relationship of intersubjectivity within a form of
life implies objective certainty, for critical rationalists, certainty is not
objective.

2-  The Priority of Truth in Epistemological Endeavoures: The issues
of meaning and meaningfulness have been Wittgenstein's concern in both
periods of his intellectual activities. Turning one’s attention to meaning is
tantamount to placing language at the centre of philosophical
investigations. In this approach, language is taken to be a representational
tool that can help us explore various aspects and functions of reality.
Ordinary language philosophy, which became popular in England in the
1950s, was a direct product of this kind of approach to understanding
reality. In contrast to this approach, critical rationalism places reality at the
centre of theoretical and philosophical investigations. The difference
between these two approaches becomes apparent, in particular, in their
attention to the most central goal of the theoretical and philosophical
investigations. In the linguistic approach, meaning and the discovery of its
various capacities is the main goal, whereas, in the critical rationalist
approach, the goal is achieving a true account of reality (Paya, 2003; Paya,
2010).

3-  Definitions with a Questionable Degree of Adequacy: In many of
his discussions, Wittgenstein bases his arguments on his proposed
definitions. For example, Wittgenstein's definition of doubt applies only to
relative doubt. For him, absolute doubt, such as Cartesian doubt, is
meaningless. Therefore, it can be said that his definition of doubt
somewhat differs from the usual definition used in the customary
philosophical language games. There are two notable points about
Wittgenstein's approach. The first is that even the most meaningless claims
could make sense if placed in appropriate contexts. Another is that because
definitions are subject-oriented, relying on definitions in philosophical
investigations blocks the way for rational discussions to a large extent.
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Conclusion

The root cause of Wittgenstein's philosophical problems seems to lie in his
approach to language and the meaning of terms and in his expectation of
these two constructed entities to help us understand the complexity of
reality. In pursuit of knowledge, if all that is achieved by the inquirer is
merely a closed network of meanings, his achievement would resemble the
fables and fictions which, at best, have internal coherence, and perhaps

heuristic merit, but do not correspond to objective reality.
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