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0. Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk209573038]Hinge epistemology[footnoteRef:1] is a rapidly growing trend in present-day epistemology. It builds on Wittgenstein’s insight in On Certainty (1969 OC, hereafter) that justification and knowledge always depend on a system of prior certainties, or “hinges”. Writes Wittgenstein in OC (341-343): [1:  The label was first used in Coliva (2015) and gained traction since Coliva and Moyal-Sharrock (2016). To this date, three major conferences, as well as several collections, journal special issues and numerous articles have been devoted to hinge epistemology under this label.] 

The questions that we raise and our doubts depend on the fact that some propositions are exempt from doubt, are as it were like hinges on which those turn. 
That is to say, it belongs to the logic of our scientific investigations that certain things are in deed not doubted. 
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 assumption. If I want the door to turn, the hinges must stay put.
Often connected to Wittgenstein exegesis (Strawson 1985, Wright 1985, McGinn 1989, Moyal-Sharrock 2005, Coliva 2010, Pritchard 2015a), hinge epistemology has been subject to various developments over the years. The focus has been primarily on the nature and epistemic status of hinges (Wright 1985, 2004, 2014; Williams 1991, 2004a, b, 2005; Moyal-Sharrock 2005, 2021; Coliva 2010, 2015, 2022; Pritchard 2015a; Coliva & Pritchard 2022); the bearing of hinge epistemology on the issue of perceptual justification and knowledge (Wright 1985, 2004; Pritchard 2012; Coliva 2015; Schönbaumsfeld 2016; Coliva, Gupta & Wright 2024); its anti-skeptical import (Strawson 1985, Wright 1985, 2004, 2014; Williams 1991; Moyal-Sharrock 2002, 2003, 2005, Coliva 2015, 2022; Pritchard 2015a; Schönbaumsfeld 2016; Coliva & Pritchard 2022, Coliva, Gupta & Wright 2024), and its implications for relativism (Moyal-Sharrock 2017; Forthcoming, Coliva 2010a, b, 2019a, 2022; Pritchard 2010, 2018d; Baghramian & Coliva 2020; Kusch 2013, 2016a, b, 2017; Ashton 2021).[footnoteRef:2] [2:  For a recent survey of this literature see Moyal-Sharrock & Pritchard (2024). See also Pritchard (2017b).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk209573095][bookmark: _Hlk209573160][bookmark: _Hlk209573111][bookmark: _Hlk209573146]More recently, its applications to social epistemology have started being investigated (Coliva 2025a and 2025b), with special attention to the topics of deep disagreement (Lynch 2016; Pritchard 2018a, 2021c, 2023c; Ranalli 2020, 2021; Coliva & Palmira 2020, 2021; Coliva & Doulas 2022, 2025), testimony (Coliva 2019), trust (Hertzberg 1988; Stern 2017; Pritchard 2023a; Coliva 2026), epistemic injustice and feminist epistemology (Ashton 2019; Boncompagni 2019, 2021; Coliva 2026), ideology (Ranalli 2022; Pritchard 2025a, 2025b), and the epistemology of religious belief (Pritchard 2011, 2017a, 2022a; Boncompagni 2022). Meanwhile, hybrid versions of hinge epistemology, connecting it specially with virtue epistemology, have started appearing (Greco 2016, 2021; Kelp 2019; Sosa 2021, Ohlhorst 2021), testifying to the interest spurred by the hinge epistemology framework well outside the circle of Wittgenstein scholars.
[bookmark: _Hlk209573192]This chapter presents three kinds of general hinge epistemology proposed by Danièle Moyal-Sharrock (§1), Duncan Pritchard (§2), and Annalisa Coliva (§3), respectively. Each section highlights points of similarity and departure from Wittgenstein’s text. 

1. Moyal-Sharrock’s nonpropositional hinge epistemology
[bookmark: _Hlk25242450]Moyal-Sharrock’s version of hinge epistemology rests on Wittgenstein’s groundbreaking realization, in On Certainty, that our basic certainty is neither epistemic nor propositional but enacted and grammatical. Only such a reading, she contends, takes Wittgenstein’s insight to its full realization; that is, solves the infinite regress of justification thereby dissolving radical scepticism.
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 sceptical objection, is that one must ‘know’ one’s premise (i.e., “Here is a hand”), but 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”[footnoteRef:3]. Wittgenstein will prove him wrong: “For when Moore says ‘I know that that’s ...’ I want to reply ‘you don’t know anything!’” (OC 407). [3:  Moore (1939, 146-7).] 

Wittgenstein agrees that such objects of Moore’s assurance are those of our most unquestionable beliefs but disagrees that this makes them objects of knowledge – “I cannot possibly doubt that I was never in the stratosphere. Does that make me know it? Does that make it true?” (OC 222). His answer is negative: the certainty in question is not epistemic; it is of a more foundational breed than knowing: “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 realizes that the regress problem of epistemology lies in philosophers’ insistence that the assurance which underpins our knowledge is itself a knowledge or as Michael Williams puts it, that “[k]nowledge ... emerges out of prior knowledge” (2001, 176). Wittgenstein takes Moore to task for confusing knowledge with the nonepistemic brand of conviction that logically underlies it, and he drives a category wedge between them: “‘Knowledge’ and ‘certainty’ belong to different categories” (OC 308).
Failing a universally agreed definition of knowledge, let us settle for the one with the longest lifespan and broadest acceptance in philosophy: knowledge as justified true belief. The first thing to note is that if knowledge requires justification, knowledge cannot be our basic assurance. If we’re not to endlessly seek justification, there must be some basic beliefs – such as that one is sitting at one’s desk typing or reading these words, that the world exists – that are not open to doubt and therefore not susceptible of justification. Following an oft quoted passage, Moyal-Sharrock refers to basic beliefs as “hinge certainties” (or simply “hinges”): “the questions that we raise and our doubts depend on the fact that some propositions [Sätze] are exempt from doubt, are as it were like hinges on which those turn” (OC 341). 
The nonepistemic nature of hinge certainties is guaranteed by the logical impossibility of justification and verification as regards our assurance of them: “The difficulty is to realize the groundlessness of our believing” (OC 166). And if our basic certainties are not arrived at by reasoning or justification, nor are they arrived at by induction: 

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 justify our actions or our predictions. (OC 87)
Of course, it is the case that many natural phenomena are reliable – e.g., that human beings are born and die, that fire will burn us and that mountains don’t sprout up in a day. On an empirical reading, such basic certainties are rational conclusions that we come to (tacitly or not) from having observed these regularities. Wittgenstein opposes this: “experience is not the ground for our game of judging” (OC 131). But to say that our certainties are not grounded on (that is: justified by) experience is not to rule out all impact of experience on our certainty. Experience does contribute to the formation of some of our basic certainties, but it does so non-inferentially and non-inductively; that is: just as the squirrel does not argue to itself that because it had always needed stores in winter it will need stores next winter as well, I do not argue to myself “Fire has always burned me, so it will happen now too” (cf. PI 325). 
[bookmark: _Hlk209576812]Hinge certainty may then be conditioned by certain facts – that is to say, it can be caused by them – but not justified, by them: “previous experience may very well be the cause of my present certitude, but is it its ground?” (OC 429), asks Wittgenstein, and his answer is: “No, experience is not the ground for our game of judging” (OC 131). Our basic certainty may be due to instinct, training, repeated exposure, not to reasoning from experience. And here, we might helpfully distinguish between experiential and empirical. Whereas basic certainty may be experiential – manifested, embedded in or caused by experience – it cannot be empirical: inferred or reasoned from experience. Wittgenstein makes clear that although we invariably invoke an implicit or ghostly reasoning to explain our most basic beliefs, in fact no such reasoning takes place; we do not arrive “at the conviction by following a particular line of thought” (OC 103).
Our basic certainty, therefore, is not rational but arational, animal: “I want to conceive it as something that lies beyond being justified or unjustified; as it were, as something animal” (OC 359); “I want to regard man here as an animal; as a primitive being to which one grants instinct but not ratiocination” (OC 475). Hinge certainty is as unreasoned, and therefore as indubitable, as my assurance of being in pain when I have a migraine or have sharply cut myself. This certainty is likened to 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)
According to Moyal-Sharrock, where epistemologists have always thought of our basic beliefs as propositions that are known to us, On Certainty makes clear that they are nonepistemic and nonpropositional. Our hinge certainties underpin thought and action not as propositions that strike us immediately as true but as ways of acting:
... 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)
Moore’s saying “I know that ‘here is a hand’” conveyed no certainty that was not already visible in his speaking about his hand, in his ostensibly showing it to his audience, or simply in his unselfconsciously using it. In the same way, our certainty that “Tables, chairs, pots and pans do not think” shows itself in our treating them as unthinking, inanimate objects. Our hinge certainty that “There are physical objects” shows itself in our reaching out to pick a flower, but not a thought. Hinges are grammatical rules whose only manifestation, qua hinge, is in action:
That is to say, it belongs to the logic of our scientific investigations that certain things are in deed not doubted. (OC 342)
In deed [in der Tat] – in acting – certain things are not doubted. Logic is embedded in our practices – in our deeds: “Children do not learn that books exist, that armchairs, exist, etc., etc., – they learn to fetch books, sit in armchairs, etc., etc.” (OC 476; my emphasis). Our life, our deeds, show that we do not, cannot, doubt some things if we are to proceed to doubt and knowledge.
[bookmark: _Hlk209576866]As we have just seen, Wittgenstein describes the arationality of hinge certainty in terms of “something animal” and in terms of action, but he also describes it as something logical (cf. OC 56-59). Hinge certainties are instinctive or nonratiocinated ways of acting which, when formulated, do not have the status of empirical propositions but of rules of grammar: they “have a peculiar logical role in the system of our empirical propositions” (OC 136). Our having a body is an animal certainty for us, and the formulation of this certainty does not make it into an empirical proposition but a rule of logic/grammar. Hinges are as little an object of reasoning as “2+2=4”.
In order for our words and deeds to make sense, we must take such certainties as grammatical, not as empirical, starting points: “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 are misled by form (see also OC 401). Wittgenstein realised that basic beliefs – though they look like humdrum empirical or epistemic propositions – are in fact ways of acting which, when conceptually elucidated, can be seen to function as rules of grammar: that is, they underlie “our operating with thought (language)” (OC 401).
Because of their grammatical status (they determine sense), grammatical rules make no sense when uttered within the language game[footnoteRef:4]. Uttering a hinge certainty in ordinary contexts does not result in a display of certainty but is perceived as queer (OC 553); incomprehensible (OC 347); a joke (OC 463); a sign of madness (OC 467). To utter a hinge certainty in the flow of ordinary discourse is to speak nonsense; it is to utter a rule where no reminder of the rule was needed. To use one of Wittgenstein’s examples in On Certainty, if a forester were to say to his men: “This tree has got to be cut down, and this one and this one”, that would be an informative statement. If he were then to say, pointing to a perfectly ordinary tree: “That is a tree”, his men would look at him perplexed. The language-game is suddenly frozen; the forester isn’t making sense: he seems to want to inform his men of something so basic they would have learned it as children. That that is a tree is a rule of grammar; a hinge which, as such, is unsaid, “fixed and … removed from the traffic” (OC 210) – that is, it enables, but does not belong to the language-game. To say a hinge in the flow of the language-game invariably arrests the game; the fluidity of the game depends on its hinges remaining invisible (unsaid): all the forester needs to say for his men to get to work is which trees need cutting. Although we can formulate rules of grammar in heuristic circumstances such as in philosophical elucidation or in teaching language to a child (e.g., we say: “This is a tree” pointing to the oak tree next to her), such formulation in non-heuristic circumstances is senseless. [4:  “A rod has a length” is, on Wittgenstein’s view, as nonsensical as “A rod has no length”; the latter is nonsense in that it contravenes a rule of grammar, the other in that it expresses a rule of grammar (PG 129).] 

But if formulating some of our certainties for philosophical elucidation is important, it can also be misleading. Our ability to put certainties in sentences – e.g., “I have a body”; “There exist people other than myself” – misleads us into thinking that they are propositions, and therefore susceptible of verifiability or dubitability. And this has the further consequence of deceiving us into believing that sceptical doubt is possible and legitimate, even if only in the philosophical study. For Moyal-Sharrock it is crucial to remember that formulating and elucidating a hinge certainty does not make it into a propositional or an epistemic certainty.
Hinge certainties are not objects of subjective or psychological conviction, but of logical conviction: I cannot doubt them “without giving up all judgment” (OC 494). Doubt here is tantamount to having lost the bounds of sense: “If someone said to me that he doubted whether he had a body I should take him to be a half-wit” (OC 257). In thus logically closing the door to doubt as regards our basic certainties, Wittgenstein closes the door to universal scepticism. In On Certainty, Wittgenstein elucidates the concept of doubt in two ways: he shows that universal doubt is impossible and that not everything that has the appearance of doubt is doubt (OC 255). In some cases, what looks like doubt is only doubt-behaviour. Of course, where doubt has no rational motivation or justification, it may have (pathological) causes (OC 74), but normal doubt must have reasons. It isn’t enough to say or imagine we doubt: genuine doubt, like suspicion, must have grounds (OC 322, 458). We should not, like Moore and most philosophers since Descartes, take the mere mouthing of doubt for doubt.
Wittgenstein’s recognition that the sceptic’s doubt is only doubt-behaviour is spurred by his realization that it is hinged on the very certainties it dismisses. For, were she not hinged on some certainties, the sceptic could not even formulate her doubt:
The fact that I use the word “hand” and all the other words in my sentence without a second thought, indeed that I should stand before the abyss if I wanted so much as to try doubting their meanings – shews that absence of doubt belongs to the essence of the language-game, that the question “How do I know...” drags out the language-game, or else does away with it. (OC 370)
Its being essential to our making sense means that this certainty underpins all our questions and doubts (OC 341) including the sceptic’s universal doubt, thereby invalidating it. At “the foundation of all operating with thoughts (with language)” (OC 401) is an essential certainty, a certainty endorsed every time a doubt (towards it) is formulated: “If you tried to doubt everything you would not get as far as doubting anything. The game of doubting itself presupposes certainty” (OC 115); “A doubt that doubted everything would not be a doubt” (OC 450).
Some commentators have expressed resistance principally to the nonepistemic and the nonpropositional features of hinge certainty. This, according to Moyal-Sharrock, is due to two deeper layers of resistance. It is difficult for epistemologists to give up the idea that knowledge is our fundamental form of conviction. This would mean, as Duncan Pritchard puts it, “granting that an awful lot of what we take ourselves to know is in fact unknown” (2011, 268-9). But that is a psychological, not a logical difficulty. Once this is crossed, the next real barrier is nonpropositionality. Propositionality is difficult for the epistemologist to give up because its absence makes room for the “animal” in epistemology; with nonpropositionality, we seem to give up our grip on the rational. But what On Certainty shows us is that our distrust of the animal (the arational) and our reliance on propositions are both excessive. It is only by realising that putting ways of acting into sentences is only a means of elucidating our basic, animal, certainty that we can find the “rock bottom of our convictions” (OC 248). On Certainty is a masterful illustration of how philosophy has overloaded the proposition, causing the gap between body and mind, and exaggerating the natural gap between the animal and the human. As Norman Malcolm points out in “Thoughtless brutes”:
… the gap between ourselves and at least the higher of the lower animal is not as great as Descartes supposed. His distorted view of the matter was in part due to his doctrine that human mental phenomena are always propositional. His claim that his essential nature is thinking is actually the claim that his essential nature consists in thinking of propositions. When we see the enormity of this exaggeration of the propositional in human life, our unwillingness to ascribe propositional thinking to animals ought no longer to make us refuse to attribute to them a panoply of forms of feeling, of perception, of realization, of recognition, that are, more often than not, nonpropositional in the human case. (1972-3, 16)
In situating the foundation of knowledge in nonreflective certainties that manifest themselves as ways of acting, Wittgenstein has found the non-intellectual source of knowledge, the place where justification comes to an end, thereby solving the regress problem of basic beliefs – and, in passing, shown the logical impossibility of radical scepticism[footnoteRef:5].  [5:  For more focused discussions of relativism by Moyal-Sharrock, see Moyal-Sharrock (2017; 2021; Forthcoming).] 


2. Pritchard’s restrictive reading of hinge commitments
The starting-point of Pritchard’s version of hinge epistemology is to take seriously Wittgenstein’s remarks emphasizing the animal, visceral, nature of our hinge commitments.[footnoteRef:6] Like Moyal-Sharrock, Pritchard therefore treats our hinge commitments as primarily manifest in a kind of overarching primitive certainty that imbues our actions. Unlike Moyal-Sharrock, however, Pritchard (like Coliva) treats our hinge commitments as a kind of propositional attitude, albeit of a distinctive type.[footnoteRef:7] Like many other commentators, Pritchard regards our hinge commitments as arational in virtue of the framework role that they play in our practices of rational evaluation. In particular, since the framework provided by the hinge certainty is required in order for rational evaluations to occur, so it follows that our hinge commitments cannot be themselves subject to rational evaluation, and hence are arationally held.  [6:  For the main places where Pritchard develops the hinge proposal articulated here, see Pritchard (2012; 2015a; 2018b; 2019a; forthcominga). Note that in earlier work Pritchard (2005a; 2005b) developed a distinct, epistemically externalist reading of hinge commitments.]  [7:  Note that it is due to his focus on the distinctive nature of the commitment involved that Pritchard uses the terminology of hinge commitments rather than (as it common in the literature) hinge propositions, as the latter puts the focus on the particular propositional content that functions as a hinge rather than the distinctive kind of certainty on display.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk209577029]A key move in Pritchard’s proposal is to claim that our hinge commitments are not ordinary knowledge-apt (‘K-apt’) beliefs. He has thus described his proposal at times as a ‘non-belief’ reading (e.g., Pritchard 2015a). It is important to note, however, that Pritchard is not claiming that our hinge commitments fail to be beliefs in the folk sense of that term (he claims that they are beliefs in this sense of the term), but only in a narrower sense of belief that is of specific interest to epistemology. Pritchard argues that the folk notion of belief is effectively an umbrella notion, in that it applies to many different kinds of propositional attitude. Accordingly, the bar for counting as a belief in the folk sense of the term is very low. In contrast, Pritchard argues that there is a specific kind of belief that is of particular interest to epistemology—viz., that propositional attitude that is a constituent part of rationally grounded knowledge (K-apt belief). Pritchard maintains that K-apt belief bears some basic connections to truth and reasons that are not always appliable to folk belief. In particular, he argues that one cannot K-apt believe that p while simultaneously recognizing that one has no rational basis for the truth of p. (In contrast, Pritchard claims that the folk conception of belief doesn’t make this demand).[footnoteRef:8] [8:   For further discussion of the folk conception of belief, K-apt belief, and hinge commitments, see Pritchard (2015a, part 2; 2018a; 2024a). ] 

This condition on K-apt belief is important for Pritchard’s purposes because he argues that our hinge commitments do not satisfy it. In particular, one’s hinge commitments are reasons-unresponsive in the sense that one’s certainty is unaffected by the recognition that one has no rational basis for the truth. (Of course, one might assert that one is less sure of these commitments as a result—as when the sceptical philosopher claims to be doubting them—but the idea is that one’s actions reveal that one’s visceral certainty in the hinge commitments is unaffected). More generally, Pritchard argues that not only are our hinge commitments not K-apt beliefs, but that they are also different from a range of other propositional attitudes that we are familiar with, such as acceptance, presupposition, assumption, hypothesis, alief, trusting, and so on. Pritchard accordingly claims that the propositional attitude involved in our hinge commitments is sui generis.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  As just noted, our hinge commitments on this view are beliefs in the folk sense of the term, but given Pritchard’s claim that our folk notion of belief is an umbrella notion, this is not in tension with the thesis that the hinge propositional attitude is sui generis.] 

A further feature of Pritchard’s proposal is the contention that our hinge commitments to specific propositions, such as that one has hands (in normal conditions) or that one’s name is such-and-such, are manifestations of an underlying overarching certainty. This is what Pritchard terms the über hinge commitment, the content of which is that one’s overall worldview is not radically and fundamentally mistaken.[footnoteRef:10] Note that Pritchard’s contention is not that subjects have an occurrent thought with this content. Rather the idea is that this overarching certainty needs to permeate one’s actions in order for one to enter into the game of reasons and be a rational subject at all. Pritchard’s claim is that a subject’s hinge commitments to specific propositions are a consequence of the über hinge commitment and the subject’s set of K-apt beliefs. This is why, for example, one is hinge committed to having hands in normal conditions, but not in certain abnormal conditions, such as when one awakes in a hospital bed after a large explosion. In these abnormal conditions it can make perfect sense to form one’s (K-apt) belief that one has hands on the basis that one can see that one has hands (something that would be incoherent in normal conditions). The point is that in the latter case circumstances are different and hence one’s set of K-apt beliefs are different too. Accordingly, which hinge commitments to specific propositions manifest the über hinge commitment will change too. [10:  The point of stipulating both that one isn’t radically or fundamentally mistaken is to emphasize that we are interested both in the scope and the depth of the error involved.] 

Pritchard uses this aspect of the view to explain several features of hinge commitments. On this proposal, for example, not any certainty is thereby a hinge commitment, as it needs to bear the appropriate relationship to the über hinge commitment. This is the sense in which Pritchard’s account of hinge commitments is a restrictive reading, in that it offers a more restricted conception of hinge commitments when compared with other accounts in the literature.[footnoteRef:11] Pritchard’s account can also explain why there is such an overlap in our hinge commitments, despite their surface differences, given that we all share the same über hinge commitment and many of the same K-apt beliefs too. Moreover, the account also explains how our hinge commitments to specific propositions can be indirectly responsive to rational considerations even if they are not directly responsive. For example, it is because of the change in one’s K-apt beliefs (where one’s K-apt beliefs are reasons-responsive in the usual way) that one loses one’s hinge commitment to having two hands when one is in abnormal conditions. Similarly, if there is sufficient change in one’s circumstances, then over time what was a hinge commitment might become an ordinary K-apt belief as one’s set of K-apt beliefs changes in rational response to these changes in circumstances. [11:  Pritchard relates this point to an exegetical claim about On Certainty, to the effect that Wittgenstein in these notebooks is drawing a distinction between different kinds of certainty, thereby highlighting the distinctive nature of the certainty involved in our hinge commitments. Accordingly, not every certainty that Wittgenstein discusses in this work is to be read as a hinge commitment. See Pritchard (2022b; forthcominga).] 

This last point is important to the issue of epistemic relativism. Many commentators have argued that hinge epistemology invites a troubling form of epistemic relativism by making one’s systems of rational evaluation hinge-relative. Pritchard maintains, however, that epistemic relativism is only concerning if it leads to epistemic incommensurability, whereby two epistemic systems are unable even in principle to rationally engage with one another. Pritchard argues, however, that it is unlikely that the hinge framework would lead to epistemic relativism of this kind. This is because of the shared nature of our hinge commitments on this view, which ensures that even epistemic systems that are technically distinct (in virtue of having distinct hinge commitments) are nonetheless such that there is a great deal of overlap in hinge commitments, of a kind that can prevent the epistemic systems from being epistemically incommensurable.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  See Pritchard (2010; 2018a; 2021c) for further discussion of this point.] 

Note too that on Pritchard’s proposal our hinge commitments to specific proposition are essentially quotidian and concrete in nature, as only everyday commitments of this kind would manifest the animal certainty that is embodied in the über hinge commitment. In particular, Pritchard rejects the idea made by other commentators (such as Coliva) that our hinge commitments can include theoretical/philosophical claims like ‘there is an external world’ or general principles like ‘testimony is mostly reliable’ or ‘the future resembles the past’. Insofar as these claims are to be understand as contentful at all, Pritchard argues that they are not hinge commitments.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Pritchard (e.g., 2015a; 2022b) follows Williams (2004) as arguing that the first notebook that makes up On Certainty is largely devoted to showing that philosophical statements like ‘there are physical objects’ are simply nonsense. For more on the idea that our hinge commitments are concrete quotidian claims, see Pritchard (2022b; forthcominga). Note that Pritchard (2011; 2015b; 2017a; 2018c; 2022a; 2022c; 2023b; 2024b; 2026) has also discussed the application of his account of hinge commitments to the religious case, a view that he calls quasi-fideism. As Pritchard (e.g., 2022a) points out, however, applying his hinge proposal to the religious case in this way may well commit one to allowing that there can be certain kinds of hinge commitment that are not quotidian in the way that our ordinary hinge commitments are (which may be a reason to resist this application).] 

Pritchard uses his account of hinge commitments to motivate a response to closure-based radical scepticism. He argues that the point of Wittgenstein’s proposal is not to highlight a cognitive limitation on our parts (as some commentators have argued), but rather to highlight the faulty philosophical picture that we are working with. This is a conception of the structure of rational evaluation that allows for universal rational evaluations. Pritchard takes Wittgenstein to be arguing that the very idea of universal rational evaluations is incoherent because of the necessity of hinge commitments to any system of rational evaluation. That is, it is not a mere incidental fact about our rational practices that they involve hinge commitments, as if this is an assumption that we can discharge, but is rather in the very nature of what a rational practice involves. If that’s right, then while the arational nature of our hinge commitments entails that they are not known, it is not as if we are ignorant of these propositions, as they are simply not in the market for knowledge.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  As one might put it, just as one’s inability to imagine a circle-square does not reveal a limitation of one’s imaginative powers, so one’s inability to know one’s hinge commitments does not reveal a limitation of one’s cognitive powers. See Pritchard (2021b) for more on the notion of ignorance in play here and why, in particular, our inability to know our hinge commitments is not ignorance. ] 

If this is right, then both the radical sceptic and the traditional anti-sceptic are making a fundamental mistake in attempting to undertake universal rational evaluations (whether to undermine our epistemic practices, in the case of radical scepticism, or to legitimate them, in the case of traditional anti-scepticism). Instead, it is in the very nature of what it is for one’s K-apt beliefs to enjoy rational support that this rational support is essentially local in nature. There thus cannot be anything amiss with our everyday K-apt beliefs in virtue of them only enjoying local rational support.
This relates to closure-based formulations of radical scepticism because the relevant closure-style reasoning involves, in effect, undertaking a wholesale rational evaluation of our beliefs (e.g., by drawing inferences to the denials of radical sceptical hypotheses). Note, however, that Pritchard’s proposal is not that the closure principle should be rejected. Instead, he points out that closure, properly understood anyway, is harmless in this regard, as it is essentially a synchronic principle that involves the formation of a K-apt belief on the basis of a competent deduction. Crucially, however, on Pritchard’s view one cannot have a K-apt belief in a proposition that one is hinge committed to, much less acquire such a K-apt belief via a paradigmatic rational process like competent deduction. The closure-based formulation of the radical sceptical argument is thus neutralized, as the radical sceptic cannot derive their sceptical conclusion.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Note that Pritchard doesn’t argue that appealing to hinge commitments enables us to resolve all aspects of the problem of radical scepticism. In particular, he contends that underdetermination-based formulations of radical scepticism are logically distinct from closure-based formulations, and that the hinge commitment strategy is ineffective against the former. This is why he combines hinge epistemology with epistemological disjunctivism (which he maintains does offer a solution to underdetermination-based scepticism) as part of what he calls a ‘biscopic’ treatment of radical scepticism. See especially Pritchard (2015a). ] 

A final element of Pritchard’s hinge account that deserves note is his notion of epistemic vertigo. Pritchard argues that this is a natural feature of our engagement with radical scepticism, even once we are in possession of the Wittgensteinian solution to (closure-based) radical scepticism. The idea is that while our ordinary practices involve essentially local rational evaluations, there is nothing in those practices that indicates that there cannot be universal rational evaluations. Relatedly, we are not ordinarily aware of our hinge commitments qua hinge commitments. They are instead hidden from us, albeit in plain view, as they “lie apart from the route travelled by inquiry.” (OC, §88) This is why the recognition that our most everyday commitments play this special hinge role is surprising, and can also be intellectually disturbing. That which is most everyday is, it turns, not mundane at all but uncanny.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  This is a point that has been emphasized by Cavell in his reading of the later Wittgenstein. For discussion, see Pritchard (2021a).] 

Pritchard connects this point to Wittgensteinian quietism. The goal of such quietism is not to return us to back to a state of philosophical innocence prior to engaging in the faulty philosophical reasoning that generated our intellectual difficulties (such as radical scepticism, in this case). There is in fact no return to such a pre-philosophical state—we cannot unlearn that our most everyday commitments are arational hinge commitments. A degree of estrangement from one’s everyday practices is thus inevitable. Nonetheless, one can acquire a philosophical understanding of one’s situation, and thereby come to recognize that the putative philosophical challenge to one’s ordinary ways of thinking is based on a dubious theoretical picture, masquerading as common sense, and which can thus be rejected. This is what happens in the sceptical case. We discover that there was nothing amiss with our ordinary practices of rational evaluation. But in discovering this we inevitably occupy a perspective that is partially removed from these practices, and which generates a kind of alienation from them, since we now recognize surprising features of them that are ordinarily hidden from us. Still, we can come to see that the sceptical challenge is illegitimate, and hence that there is nothing amiss with the localized rational support enjoyed by our everyday beliefs. Just as someone high up can respond in a phobic way to their situation even while recognizing that they are not in any danger, so someone disengaged from their ordinary rational practices in this way, and hence able to observe surprising and prima facie disquieting features of those practices, can recognize that the sceptical challenge is illegitimate.[footnoteRef:17]	 [17:  For further discussion of epistemic vertigo and its metaphilosophical significance (including its relationship to Pyrrhonian sceptical themes), see Pritchard (2015a, part 4; 2019b; 2019c; 2020; 2021a; 2026; forthcomingb). ] 


3. [bookmark: _Hlk209577203]Coliva’s constitutivist hinge epistemology
Coliva’s version of hinge epistemology is meant to address Humean skepticism head-on. Unlike Cartesian skepticism, Humean skepticism does not depend on envisaging far-fetched scenarios, involving BIVs, demons, or lucid and sustained dreams. Rather, it depends on adhering to a certain conception of perceptual justification, such that it is not simply by having a certain course of experience that one has a justification to believe that P (where P is a proposition about specific physical objects in one’s surroundings). Rather, it must also be taken for granted that there is an external world,[footnoteRef:18] which is responsible for the experiences one is having. Humean skepticism, however, challenges the rationality of this assumption by pointing out how it cannot itself be justified through experience – as this would be circular – or by means of a priori reasoning.[footnoteRef:19] If so, a Humean skeptic concludes, it is not epistemically rational and is as arbitrary – epistemically speaking – as it may be psychologically compelling for creatures like us. [18:  And possibly other things, such as that one’s sense organs are working reliably.]  [19:  The details of the Humean challenge are spelled out in Coliva (2015, chapters 3-4).] 

To meet the Humean challenge, Coliva departs considerably from Wittgenstein’s On Certainty, by restricting hinges to those “heavy-weight” assumptions,[footnoteRef:20] which make the acquisition of justification—in particular, of perceptual justification—possible. That rules out many of Wittgenstein’s own hinges, like “Here is my hand”, “My name is N.N.” and many more. According to Coliva, this is a price worth paying, however, because no doubt those propositions are de facto exempted from doubt and inquiry, but they need not be presupposed to acquire justification—perceptual or otherwise—and may, conceivably, turn out to be false. Furthermore, being too liberal with respect to hinges may easily open the way to epistemic relativism—something Coliva would rather avoid.[footnoteRef:21] In addition, it may give rise to a demarcation problem since there would be almost no principled difference between hinges and entrenched empirical propositions or generalizations.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  This is Dretske’s (1970) terminology. Notice, however, that Coliva (2010) doesn’t concur with the interpretation favored by Williams and Pritchard (see fn. 11) according to which “There are physical objects” is always nonsense. It is so only when uttered in a descriptive mode (or it is negated in the same mode by someone of an idealist persuasion, say). It is not nonsense if uttered in a grammatical mode. (See also fn. 25)]  [21:  Coliva has repeatedly argued against interpreting Wittgenstein as an epistemic relativist (Coliva 2010a, b) and against the charge of herself proposing a form of hinge epistemology open to relativistic implications (Coliva 2015, 2022).]  [22:  See Coliva and Palmira (2021). This position is relaxed in Coliva (2024), which contains the extension of her brand of hinge epistemology to issues in social and applied epistemology.] 

Thus, Coliva focuses on hinges such as “There is an external world” (or “There are physical objects”), “My sense organs are mostly reliable”, “I am not a BIV”, and “I am not the victim of a lucid and sustained dream”, which are all necessary assumptions for perceptual justification and knowledge to be possible. She then argues that thanks to such assumptions, we can take the content of our experiences at face value to form defeasible justifications for beliefs about objects in our surroundings. Indeed, this is the gist of the moderate account of perceptual justification defended in her Extended Rationality. A Hinge Epistemology (Coliva 2015).[footnoteRef:23] [23:  The moderate account stirs a middle path between Pryor’s (2004) liberal, and Wright’s (2004) conservative, respective accounts of the structure of perceptual justification. For a detailed discussion, see Coliva (2015, chapters 1-2).] 

Consequently, according to Coliva, arguments such as Moore’s celebrated proof
(I) Here is a hand
(II) If there is a hand here, there is an external world
(III) There is an external world
cannot generate a justification for the conclusion since the perceptual justification we have for (I) depends on taking (III) for granted. That is, such an argument would fail to transmit justification from the premises to the conclusion. For presupposing the latter is necessary to have justification for premise (I) in the first place.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  This kind of transmission failure would differ from Wright’s insofar as it would not depend on presupposing that (III) needs to be independently justified (or “warranted” in Wright’s terminology) in order for the perceptual justification of (I) to be possible. For a detailed discussion, see Coliva (2015, chapter 3).] 

Since, for reasons explored at length in Coliva (2015, chapter 2), Coliva concurs with Humean skeptics that it isn’t possible to justify (III) independently, either by means of a priori arguments or through Wright-style entitlements, it turns out that (III) is in fact unjustified and unjustifiable (and, a fortiori, neither known nor knowable). Yet, if this is correct, it means that Closure for justification and knowledge fails in this case, and in all other cases in which the conclusion of this pattern of argument would be a heavy-weight assumption which is necessary, in its turn, to have a justification for a premise like (I). Thus, according to Coliva, Closure does not hold unrestrictedly. Yet, its failure in such cases is compatible with its retention in all those cases in which ordinary empirical propositions are involved.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  See Coliva (2015, chapter 3).] 

This, in turn, allows Coliva to counter Cartesian skepticism by holding, first, that “I am not a BIV” and “I am not the victim of a lucid and sustained dream” play a hinge-like role and must be presupposed for perceptual justification to be possible. If so, such anti-(Cartesian) skeptical presuppositions cannot be justified either through an argument like the previous one (with either of them in place of (III) “there is an external world”), or in any other way. Hence, Closure fails for them. Therefore, even if we don’t justifiably believe or know either of them, we can still justifiably believe or know ordinary empirical propositions such as (I).
Notice that this style of reply to Cartesian skepticism does not take issue with the conceivability of Cartesian skeptical scenarios. In this sense, Coliva’s account departs from Wittgenstein’s, who notoriously claims that since “I am dreaming” cannot be coherently asserted or thought,[footnoteRef:26] its negation can’t either. In other words, for Wittgenstein, “I am not now dreaming” would be a piece of nonsense, and hence could not figure as a conclusion of any sensible argument. Yet, Coliva thinks this departure from Wittgenstein’s argument against Cartesian skepticism is for the better, since Wittgenstein’s claim is contentious, as it depends on a conception of meaning as use that is not without problems and that may not be commonly agreed upon. Furthermore, this departure from Wittgenstein allows bringing a Wittgenstein-inspired conception of the role played by such assumptions with respect to our epistemic practices to bear onto present-day discussions of skepticism, which tend to proceed by taking for granted that Cartesian skeptical scenarios are at least conceivable. [26:  Cf. OC (383, 676).] 

Yet, as noted, Coliva’s main preoccupation is with Humean, rather than Cartesian skepticism. Humean skepticism does not make play with far-fetched skeptical scenarios, the conceivability of which may be contentious. For, to repeat, Humean skepticism arises, simply, from considering arguments like the one rehearsed above, with “There is an external world” as a conclusion.[footnoteRef:27] By noticing that (III) needs to be presupposed for (I) to be justified, a Humean skeptic would conclude that the argument cannot generate a justification for its conclusion. If, moreover, it is agreed that there is no other way to justify it, “There is an external world” turns out to be an a-rational and arbitrary assumption. Of course, we may be compelled by our psychological nature to hold on to it; or else, we may be viscerally committed to it and even enact it in our life by behaving in keeping with it. None of this means, however, that we are epistemically and hence rationally within our rights in doing so.  [27:  Coliva (2010) argues that for Wittgenstein such a presupposition or its kind “There are physical objects” play a grammatical role and are not nonsense. They are nonsense only when interpreted as empirical, factual statements. In this respect, Wittgenstein’s position is very similar to Carnap’s (1950). For a discussion of the development of Wittgenstein’s views about “There are (physical) objects”, from the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus to On Certainty and the comparison with Carnap, see Coliva (2025c).] 

According to Coliva, to confront such a challenge, the epistemic rationality of that unjustified and unjustifiable assumption needs to be redeemed. That is where the constitutivist view comes in. In her view, it is true that hinges themselves are beyond epistemic appraisal. Yet, she also thinks that we are mandated by epistemic rationality itself to hold on to them. For they are constitutive of the practice of gathering evidence for or against ordinary empirical propositions, which is itself constitutive of epistemic rationality. On a Wittgenstein-inspired epistemology, notions such as the one of epistemic rationality don’t hang in the air. Rather, they depend on human practice and, in particular, on the practice of forming, assessing and withdrawing from beliefs about physical objects on the basis of one’s perceptual evidence. Hence, either a Humean skeptic is a skeptic about epistemic rationality itself, or else, if they are merely a skeptic about a class of targeted propositions, like hinges, they won’t be allowed to conclude that they fall beyond epistemic rationality. For, though unjustifiable, hinges are part of epistemic rationality as they are its constitutive elements. To exclude them from epistemic rationality would then be a categorial mistake just like the mistake of excluding rules from a game simply because they aren’t moves within the game. The correct notion of epistemic rationality is therefore the following, extended one:
Epistemic RationalityExt: a proposition is epistemically rationally held if and only if either there is a (evidential) justification for it, or, while being unjustifiable, it is constitutive of epistemic justifications.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  In the former case, the proposition would be believed, in the latter it would be accepted, where acceptance, on Coliva’s account, is possible without epistemic evidence backing its content.] 

The skeptical mistake would thus reside in holding on to too narrow a notion of epistemic rationality, which confines it only to evidentially justified propositions. Moreover, it would depend on a misconception of the structure of justification and knowledge, which requires them to spring only from more basic, yet similarly justified or even known propositions. This view can be defined as follows:
Epistemic Rationalitysk: a proposition is epistemically rationally held if and only if there is a (evidential) justification for it.
Finally, if a Humean sceptic were not a sceptic about the practice of forming, assessing, and withdrawing from ordinary empirical beliefs based on one’s sensory experience, but merely about its hinges, they would be guilty of not preserving the harmony between the practice and its hinges, and would be hard pressed to explain how a practice which rests on a-rational hinges could ever be epistemically rational in its turn.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  See Coliva and Palmira (2020) on this issue. This problem may generalize and afflict other versions of hinge epistemology which exclude hinges from the range of rationally held commitments or assumptions.] 

According to Coliva, the analogy with games and their constitutive rules, while not itself already present in On Certainty, is a move in keeping with Wittgenstein’s approach and with his claim that hinges play a rule-like role (OC 95). Of course, contrary to Wittgenstein, Coliva is not capitalizing on their semantic discontinuity with respect to ordinary empirical propositions, but rather insisting on their epistemic discontinuity, just like Wittgenstein does, and on their rule-like role with respect to rationality. For to claim that hinges are constitutive of epistemic rationality is to claim that they function as its constitutive rules.

4. Conclusion
Whichever kind of hinge epistemology one might favourbetween Moyal-Sharrock’s non-propositional version, Pritchard’s visceral hinge commitment proposal, or Coliva’s constitutivist accountwe hope to have shown the interest of pursuing hinge epistemology both in its historical and theoretical dimension, and to have elucidated some of the key issues that anyone doing either or both will have to confront. Whatever the details and differences, we all agree that Wittgenstein’s ideas in On Certainty are of profound significance for present-day epistemology and should be properly attended to.
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