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Editorial Preface to the 
New Edition and Translation 
of On Certainty

1.  The previous editions and the New Edition

On Certainty was published in 1969 by Basil Blackwell, edited by G. E. M. 
Anscombe and G. H. von Wright. The text was extracted selectively from 
Wittgenstein’s last notebooks, written between late 1949, after his return 
from his visit to the USA, and 27 April 1951, two days before his death. 
The English preface was written by Anscombe, with small corrections 
made by von Wright. The first edition was published without an index. 
The second edition was published in 1974, with corrections and an index.

The translation of these previous editions was made by Denis Paul1 
with corrections by Anscombe. How extensive Anscombe’s corrections 
were is unclear. The translation contains numerous infelicities. Half a 
century later, it is evident that a new translation and edition are desirable. 
The first two editions tampered with the text of the manuscripts in various 
ways. Wittgenstein inserted forty-four horizontal lines of four different 
kinds in his text. Most (twenty-six) are crossed by a small vertical stroke in 
the centre, some are plain horizontals, one is a horizontal with a double 
small vertical, and one is a double horizontal. Whether these differences 
are of any moment is wholly unclear. The function of these horizontals is 
not clear either. Sometimes they appear to indicate a separation of differ-
ent themes. More often, it is unclear what function they were meant to 
fulfil. They may simply indicate ‘enough for today’. Anscombe removed 
many of these lines from the text, and added separating lines of her own 
to indicate new MSS. This has been avoided in the present edition. All 
separating lines in this edition are in the original MSS, but I have not 

1  Denis Eric Paul (1925–2006) was an undergraduate at New College, Oxford from 1948 to 
1951, probably taught by Isaiah Berlin (see Berlin, Enlightening Letters 1946–60, ed. Henry 
Hardy (London: Penguin, 2011), p. 353). He had already worked with Anscombe on her 
translation of the Investigations in 1951.
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preserved their differentiation into four types. The commencement of a 
new MS source in the current edition is indicated by the MS number and 
pages printed in bold.

Because Anscombe was convinced that Wittgenstein’s last manuscripts 
included a self-contained monograph on certainty, she omitted any pas-
sages that did not meet her criteria for inclusion. Since Wittgenstein’s con-
current preoccupation during this period with the Inner and the Outer 
(the mental and its behavioural manifestation) did not fit her vision of a 
treatise on certainty, she screened out all discussions of knowledge, belief, 
certainty and doubt regarding the mental attributes of others, even when 
they were continuous with more general reflections on certainty. This 
seems most distorting in the elimination of the remarks in MS 176, 
46v–51v, which are, in origin, continuous with MS 176, 22r–46r (= OC 
§426–§523), although, to be fair to Anscombe, they were separated by 
horizontal lines from §523 and §524. Nevertheless, it seemed to me appro-
priate to restore them to the text in the new edition and they have been 
numbered §523(a)–§523(s). They were written concurrently with the 
remarks that preceded them and with those that succeeded them in the 
manuscript, and restoring them to their original locus and order seemed 
to me more illuminating than excising them. The numerous other remarks 
on knowledge, belief, certainty and doubt that were screened out by 
Anscombe have been allocated to Appendices 1–5. The rationale for their 
presentation is twofold. First, it is important for scholars to be able to trace 
the evolution of Wittgenstein’s thoughts during the last phase of his life on 
these important matters. Secondly, if On Certainty is used as a teaching 
text on Wittgenstein’s later views on epistemological and logico-
epistemological themes, it is desirable that teachers be able to refer stu-
dents to his remarks on these topics in his contemporaneous writings on 
the Inner and the Outer. Appendix 6 consists of Norman Malcolm’s brief 
notes on his conversations with Wittgenstein in Ithaca in the autumn of 
1949 on Moore’s ‘Proof of an External World’ and his ‘Defence of Common 
Sense’. This too, is relevant for the understanding of Wittgenstein’s text in 
as much as the conversations with Malcolm stimulated Wittgenstein’s 
final reflections on these and related themes after his return from the USA 
(see ‘The Genesis of On Certainty’ below).

It was Wittgenstein’s custom to inscribe general cultural, and some-
times personal, reflections in his MSS, marking them out by flanking them 
with short vertical lines. Anscombe removed most of these remarks. They 
have all been restored, leaving it to readers to reflect on whether their 
occurrence at any particular point is purely coincidental or whether the 
remark is associatively linked with its antecedent. They have been given 
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the number of their antecedent together with a lower-case bracketed 
letter. (For the most part, they have been extracted and printed in 
Vermischte Bemerkungen, edited by G. H. von Wright (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 2nd edn 1994).)

One form of editorial interference has been allowed in this edition. 
Wittgenstein, often scribbling hastily and engaged in intense dialogue 
with himself, frequently did not bother to complete lines, leaving 
instead either an ‘etc.’ or a sequence of dots (viz. . . .). It seemed war-
ranted to insert the missing words or sentence in these cases in order to 
clarify and disambiguate. This editorial intervention is always placed 
between curly brackets (viz. { and }). Another use of the same nota-
tional device is to bracket the insertion of the word ‘kind of ’ in phrases 
such as ‘That is: If I make certain false statements, . . .’ (gewisse falsche 
Aussagen mache) (§81) and ‘The truth of certain empirical propositions 
. . .’ (gewisser Erfahrungssätze) (§83) to read ‘That is: if I make certain 
{kinds of} false statements’, and ‘The truth of certain {kinds of} empiri-
cal propositions’ in order to make it clear that in such contexts the word 
‘certain’ signifies a particular sort or kind of item, not something that is 
certain as opposed to doubtful.

Wittgenstein often scribbled two or three variants of a given word, 
phrase or sentence. Where these are philosophically relevant, they have 
been incorporated in the translated text, using one of Wittgenstein’s 
devices, namely double slashes (// . . . //). So, for example, one variant on 
the idea that he is certain that he had never been to the moon is that he 
had never been to the north pole. The decision as to relevance is an 
editorial judgement. Since this is not a critical edition, no attempt has 
been made to incorporate all variants (which can be seen in the Bergen 
electronic edition of the Nachlass).

Wittgenstein’s German punctuation and underlining is erratic and 
often eccentric. After several failed attempts to emulate it in English, 
it seemed preferable to abandon such futile efforts and to opt for per-
spicuous contemporary English punctuation and more circumspect 
italicization.

2.  The translation

Wittgenstein was not particularly interested in exploring the differences 
between Gewißheit and Sicherheit, between gewiß and sicher, but used 
them as an Austrian native speaker of German would find natural. 
The  two earlier editions did not attempt to cleave to his usage. 
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The New Edition endeavours to mirror his usage, since the two expres-
sions are not equivalent, and the differences are often important.2

As always in the translation of German texts, the expression ‘Satz’ is 
problematic and choices have to be made between ‘sentence’ and ‘proposi-
tion’ according to the exigencies of the argument. The expressions ‘Grund’ 
and ‘Gründe’ have been translated by ‘reason’ and ‘reasons’, rather than the 
more laboured ‘ground’ and ‘grounds’ (e.g. §18, 78, 90–92). This translation 
also maintains the nexus with reasoning and rationality. The German prac-
tice of referring to or listing concepts by inserting words in quotation 
marks, for example ‘den Begriffen “glauben”, “vermuten”, “zweifeln”, 
“überzeugt sein”’ (§21) is inappropriate in English and wherever possible 
such phrases are translated by disquotation, namely ‘the concepts of believ-
ing, surmising, doubting and being convinced’. The German definite article 
is not always to be translated by the corresponding English one. For 
example, Wittgenstein often speaks of ‘der Andre’ (e.g. §18). This has been 
translated as ‘some other person’ rather than ‘the other person’.

Wittgenstein is liberal with his use of ‘ z. B.’, ‘D. h.’, ‘u. s. w.’ and ‘etc.’. 
This is ugly in print, and an effort has been made to reduce the number 
of  these abbreviations in the English text by more frequent use of ‘for 
example’, ‘that is’, and ‘and so forth’.

Double quotation marks have been used for quoted sentences, and sin-
gle quotation marks for quotations within quotations. Single quotation 
marks have also been employed to mention as opposed to using an 
expression, and for scare quotes. When in doubt, clarity has overridden 
consistency.

The passages to which the notes relate are indicated by an asterisk in 
the German text and translation.

2  Those who are interested in pursuing the matter further are advised to read Alan R. White, 
The Nature of Knowledge (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and Littlefield, 1982), pp. 66–72, 75–8, his 
article ‘Certainty’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supplementary volume 46 (1972), 
pp. 1–18, and, in his wake, P. M. S. Hacker, ‘Certainty and Possibility’, in Christian Kietzmann 
(ed.), Teleological Structures in Human Life: Essays in Honour of Anselm W. Müller (New York: 
Routledge, 2022), chapter 10.



The Genesis of On Certainty

1.  Wittgenstein’s last notebooks

On 21 July 1949 Wittgenstein set sail for the USA on the Queen Mary to 
visit his friend and erstwhile pupil Norman Malcolm, who had invited 
Wittgenstein to stay with him in Ithaca, where Malcolm taught philoso-
phy at Cornell University. While there, Wittgenstein gave a public talk at 
the Cornell philosophy department and engaged in numerous philosophi-
cal discussions with Malcolm’s teacher Oets Bouwsma, Willis Doney, Max 
Black, Stuart Brown and John Nelson. He also met Cornell graduate 
students on two consecutive evenings to talk about verification and about 
knowledge. He had brought with him a typescript of his recent work 
(presumably the now lost TS 234, made from MS 144, which is printed in 
the fourth edition of the Investigations as Philosophy of Psychology  – A 
Fragment), which he proposed to read together with Malcolm. However, 
this seemed too restrictive to Malcolm, and instead they began discussing 
Moore’s ‘Proof of an External World’ and his ‘A Defence of Common 
Sense’, on which Malcolm had had an exchange with Moore. The discus-
sions proved fruitful for them both (for Malcolm’s account of these discus-
sions, see Appendix 6). Indeed, they provided the stimulus for one theme 
that was to preoccupy Wittgenstein in the final phase of his life.1

The notes and notebooks written during this period are referred to as 
Wittgenstein’s ‘last writings’. They are catalogued as MSS 170–7, all written 

1  To be sure, Wittgenstein had engaged with Moore’s April 1939 address to the Cambridge 
Moral Science Club entitled ‘Certainty’, in which Moore had defended the view that sense-
experience statements, such as ‘I am in pain’, are certain, and that they are certain in the 
same sense as some material-thing statements. To this Wittgenstein objected vehemently, 
advancing the view that finds its mature expression in the Investigations’ non-cognitive 
account of avowals (PI §246; cf. PPF §315). This, however, is not the concern of his 
reflections in On Certainty, which has altogether different and novel issues in its sights.



The Genesis of On Certaintyxiv

between late 1949 and Wittgenstein’s death on 29 April 1951. MS 169 occu-
pies an intermediate position. It is a large undated notebook, purchased in 
Dublin, of 162 alternately numbered pages. Most of this text was written 
before Wittgenstein went to the USA. Much of it consists of materials that 
went into the composition of TS 234 (Philosophy of Psychology  – A 
Fragment). But the entries towards the end of the MS were evidently writ-
ten after Wittgenstein’s return from the USA and some of these are directly 
relevant to his reflections on Moore and do indeed mention Moore by 
name. I have collected these remarks in Appendix 1, which consists of MS 
169, 71r–76r. Dating the last writings is highly problematic, for it seems 
clear that Wittgenstein sometimes switched to a new notebook without 
having completed a prior one and subsequently switched back according to 
convenience – his reasons for doing so will be explained below. The only 
fragment that undergoes reworking is a segment of the notes on colour in 
MS 176. Why Wittgenstein redrafted these remarks is not known.

Wittgenstein had fallen ill towards the end of his sojourn with Malcolm. 
He returned from America at the end of October 1949, feeling exceedingly 
unwell. He was diagnosed by the Trinity College physician Dr Bevan on 
25 November 1949 as suffering from prostate cancer. Hearing that his sis-
ter Hermine was dying of cancer, he flew to Vienna on 24 December to be 
with her in the family home in the Alleegasse. He concealed the fact that 
he himself had cancer. Hermine died on 11 February 1950. It was while he 
was in Vienna that he began reading Goethe’s Farbenlehre (Theory of 
Colour), which stimulated him into writing extensive notes on colour, one 
of the three topics that occupied him in the final part of his life. Wittgenstein 
left Vienna on 23  March 1950 and returned to London for a few days 
before going to Cambridge to stay with von Wright. It was at the end of 
April 1950 that Wittgenstein’s interests turned again to the subject of the 
Inner and the Outer, which had so preoccupied him while writing the 
Investigations and the subsequent Philosophy of Psychology – A Fragment 
and the extensive writing on the philosophy of psychology. This consti-
tutes the second theme of his last writings. The third theme was the sub-
ject of doubt and certainty, knowledge and belief, stimulated by his 
conversations with Malcolm on Moore’s papers mentioned above.

It should be noted that the treatment for prostate cancer at the time 
consisted of a combination of oestrogen (a female hormone) to try to 
reduce the growth of the tumour and X-ray. Wittgenstein felt that the 
treatment made it impossible for him to think clearly, and there is indeed 
a six-month period, between the end of September 1950 and early March 
1951, in which he ceased to write. He resumed writing only when the 
treatment was abandoned and he was able to think clearly again in the 
final weeks of his life.
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2.  Alternative publication plans

It is noteworthy that most of the notebooks written after his return from 
the USA were in his possession in Dr Bevan’s house when he died. So they 
were among the first items with which his literary executors became 
familiar. Among the executors the most enthusiastic supporter of the 
project of publishing these late manuscripts was G. H. von Wright, 
Wittgenstein’s pupil, friend and successor in his Cambridge chair. Already 
in 1954 von Wright publicly announced that plans were afoot to publish 
Wittgenstein’s last writings.2 However, other publications took prece-
dence, in particular Philosophical Investigations (1953); Remarks on the 
Foundations of Mathematics (1st edition, 1956); The Blue and Brown Books 
(1958); Notebooks 1914–1916 (1st edition, 1961); Philosophische 
Bemerkungen (German edition 1964); Zettel (1967); as well as some 
occasional pieces. It was not until 1969 that Über Gewißheit (On Certainty) 
was published. Its publication in the form it took was largely driven by  
G. E. M. Anscombe against von Wright’s judgement.

By January 1962 von Wright had produced a transcript of the late manu-
scripts which were then available (MS 172 was discovered only in 1964). 
A generous grant from the Rockefeller foundation had made possible the 
photographing of some of Wittgenstein’s manuscripts, which were then 
bound into hard-cover volumes. Among them are three sets (one for each of 
the executors) of two hard-covered volumes, referred to as ‘The Omega 
Volumes’ (‘Omega’ signifying final). Von Wright’s transcript of the Omega 
Volumes was supposed to function as the foundation for collaborative work 
with Anscombe on the last writings. By August 1967 he had a volume 
of  Last  Writings together with a draft preface.3 He sent the preface to 
Anscombe for her approval.4 On 29 May 1968, he wrote to Henry Schollick, 
editor at Basil Blackwell publishers, saying that his typescript was “ready for 
printing” and that he was waiting for Anscombe’s response to his proposal. 
Von Wright’s edition was, it seems, divided into three parts: (i) The Inner 
and the Outer; (ii) Colour; (iii) Knowledge and Certainty. However, the 

2  According to Lassi Jakola, von Wright announced this in the very first, Swedish publica-
tion of his memorial essay ‘Ludwig Wittgenstein: A Biographical Sketch’, published in 
Ajatus 18 (1954), 5–23.
3  The title von Wright chose had the merit of not begging any questions about the thematic 
unity or diversity of the contents.
4  All the following information about the aetiology of the text is due to the philological 
research of Lassi Jakola, ‘G. H. von Wright’s Unpublished Edition of Wittgenstein’s “Late 
Writings”: Editor’s Preface and Other Materials, ca. 1967–8’, Nordic Wittgenstein Review 
10 (pp. 51–95), as well as an unpublished ‘Draft for an Editorial History for Wittgenstein’s 
Last Writings’.
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editing was extensive. It was organized thematically, and consequently 
obscured the manner in which the various themes were interwoven and 
continuous. Furthermore, it was selective, rather than comprehensive.

However, Anscombe in effect blocked von Wright’s edition, declaring 
that she was “against a scrappy publication” (presumably meaning the 
multiplicity of distinct themes in von Wright’s proposed edition). She 
argued that the literary executors had “a single treatise on a single topic to 
put before the public” – namely a treatise on certainty. In September 1968, 
she wrote peremptorily to von Wright “I went ahead with the certainty 
thing as a monograph on its own, as I always wanted it to be. I hope you 
will agree that this was right.” The latter sentence was not a request. 
Anscombe in effect took von Wright’s edited material on certainty, mak-
ing it into a monograph, deferring publication of the material on colours 
and on the Inner and the Outer.

Strikingly, von Wright came round to thinking that Anscombe was 
right. He wrote to her on 10 March 1969,

I am now completely convinced that you were right (against me) in 
insisting that the writings on certainty should be published as a book 
on its own. The impression it makes is strong and wonderful  – in 
spite of a certain repetitiveness and occasional ‘drops’ to levels of not 
so high quality.

However, it is of interest to discover that in the late 1980s von Wright 
changed his mind again. He had come to think that Anscombe’s publication 
distorted the character of Wittgenstein’s late writings and his preoccupa-
tions in the last period of his life. In 1988, von Wright supported an initiative 
by Suhrkamp Verlag to publish a special facsimile edition of all the last writ-
ings on the centenary of Wittgenstein’s birth. At that time, he wrote to 
Rhees, “I think it of real interest to see and to read the material in toto in its 
original arrangement.” Unfortunately, the initiative was abortive.

3.  Anscombe’s edition

What Anscombe did was to select materials from the last writings that fitted 
her conception of a treatise on certainty. It consisted of the following extracts:

OC §1–§65 = MS 172, 1–20
OC §66–§192 = MS 174, 14v–40
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OC §193–§425 = MS 175, 1r–78v (the complete notebook)
OC §426–§523 = MS 176, 22r–46r
OC §524–§637 = MS 176, 51v–80v
OC §638–§676 = MS 177, 1r–11 (the complete notebook)

Each selected remark was assigned a number for convenience of refer-
ence. Pages 46r–51v of MS 176 were excluded by Anscombe as they are 
concerned with certainty and doubt in connection with the Inner and the 
Outer, and they did not fit her idea of a monograph on certainty. She omit-
ted all but one of the remarks flanked by two vertical strokes. As noted in 
the Editorial Preface, she also cut out many of Wittgenstein’s horizontal 
separating lines and added some of her own.

To this edition Anscombe composed a preface in English. This pref-
ace incorporates a number of falsehoods. It asserts that the book “con-
tains the whole of what Wittgenstein wrote on this topic [of certainty] 
until his death”. But this is untrue, as is evident from Appendices 1–5, 
which consist of remarks written at the time that Anscombe had omit-
ted, presumably because they are concerned with certainty and doubt 
with respect to ascription of experience to others (and hence to the topic 
of the Inner and the Outer).

Anscombe’s preface further asserts that the material falls into four 
parts: §1–§65; §66–§192; §193–§299; §300–§676. This seems mistaken. 
It is virtually impossible to impose a clear chronological order upon 
the last notes, as Wittgenstein evidently switched from one notebook 
to another according to availability (i.e. which notebooks he had with 
him on his manifold wanderings during this period) and convenience 
(small notebooks and the reporters’ spiral-bound notebook (MS 171) 
could fit into his pocket and could be used when he was going for 
walks).

Certainly §1–§65 are a single continuous piece of writing, and the first 
series of remarks consequent upon his discussions with Malcolm. They 
were written on six large-format sheets of foolscap (MS 172), each folded 
in half to produce four pages (i.e. twenty-four in total). These seem to have 
been obtained in Vienna in early 1950. Four of its twenty-four pages are on 
colour; the other twenty pages are §1–§65 of what we now know as On 
Certainty. All these pages were left in Anscombe’s house in Oxford after 
Wittgenstein’s sojourn there, but it is not clear when precisely they were 
written. The four pages on colour were probably written in Vienna, where 
Wittgenstein was reading Goethe’s Theory of Colour in the last weeks of 
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1949 and early 1950.5 But it is unclear when the remarks on Moore and 
certainty were written.

§66–§192 were written in MS 174, 14v–40 in the spring to summer of 
1950 (it is a large 88-page notebook, only forty pages of which are 
inscribed). It contains only one date a few pages in: 24 April 1950.

§193–§425  were written in a single large notebook, MS 175. It is 
180 pages long, but it was written in two distinct periods, interrupted by 
six months in which Wittgenstein felt unable to write due to the effect 
upon him of the oestrogen with which he was being treated for his pros-
tate cancer. So pages 1r–34v (corresponding to On Certainty §193–§299) 
were written up until 23 September 1950, and pages 34r–79 (correspond-
ing to On Certainty §300–§ 425) were written between 10 March 1951 and 
21 March 1951.

MS 176, 22r–46r6 corresponds to On Certainty §426–§ 523, after which 
Anscombe excised pp.  46v–51v, which, though continuous with the 
antecedent remarks and written at the same time, are concerned with 
knowledge, doubt, and belief regarding the Inner and the Outer. 
Anscombe’s edition (without indicating any break) continues with MS 
176, 51v–81 (i.e. the whole of the rest of the notebook), corresponding to 
On Certainty §524–§ 637.

The final remarks of the book, On Certainty §638–§676, were written in 
a further notebook MS 177, pages 1r–11 of which Wittgenstein filled in 
during a three-day period of writing from 25 April 1951 until 27 April 
1951, two days before his death.

A further misrepresentation in the preface is in the final paragraph, in 
which Anscombe wrote,

it seemed appropriate to publish this work by itself. It is not a selec-
tion; Wittgenstein marked it off in his notebooks as a separate topic, 
which he apparently took up at four separate periods during this [sic] 
eighteen months. It constitutes a single sustained treatment.7

5  In a letter to Rhees, dated 22 January 1950, written from Vienna, he writes, “I have been 
reading again parts of Goethe’s ‘Farbenlehre’ which attracts and repels me. It’s certainly 
philosophically interesting and I’ve been thinking about it and even written down some 
weak remarks.” Six days earlier, he had written to Malcolm, “I am not writing at all because 
my thoughts never sufficiently crystallize.” This suggests that the four pages on colour were 
written between 17 and 22 January 1950.
6  MS 176, 1–22r is concerned with colour and is printed in Remarks on Colour.
7  Preface to the 1969 edition of OC (p. vie).
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But it is a selection and Wittgenstein did not mark it off in his note-
books as a separate topic.

Anselm Müller, then a visiting scholar from Freiburg working on his 
PhD and studying with Anscombe, translated the preface that Anscombe 
had written in English.

4.  The New Edition

The task of editing Wittgenstein’s last writings was, at the time, an oner-
ous one. His literary executors were eager that their much-admired teacher 
be recognized and acknowledged as the foremost philosopher of the age. 
Producing what the Germans call a “critical edition” of the complex 
sequence of last writings would not have served that purpose. However, 
there can be little doubt that Anscombe’s edition was distorting and con-
fused readers about the nature of Wittgenstein’s philosophical thought in 
the final phase of his life. He was not writing a final monograph on the 
nature of knowledge and belief, doubt and certainty. The three different 
themes that preoccupied him are interwoven, and obscuring this fact does 
no more than generate misunderstanding. It was perhaps unfortunate 
that the subsequent Suhrkamp Verlag proposal of publishing a facsimile 
edition in 1989 never came to fruition.

The present edition began its life as a joint project between Joachim 
Schulte and myself. Having worked together on the fourth edition and 
translation of the Philosophical Investigations, we resolved to work 
together on On Certainty. It was our intention to include various addenda; 
indeed, they were planned to be more extensive than in the current edi-
tion. We worked intensively together from 2015 on the translation of 
Anscombe’s text and went over much of that together in a number of 
meetings in Zurich and Oxford. However, the work was brought to a hia-
tus by personal obligations that Joachim had to discharge, and subse-
quently by his ill health. Our joint labours were, in effect, terminated by 
the pandemic, as it became obvious that the kind of intense cooperative 
work that is necessary was not possible over the internet. I was left with a 
wide range of drafts in various stages of completion.

In 2024, having completed a variety of projects, I was casting around 
for something fruitful with which to occupy myself. Coming across the 
very large pile of typescripts in a drawer, I thought it would be unfortu-
nate if all the labour that we had put into it would come to nothing. I 
approached Joachim with the proposal of my continuing the work on a 
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more modest scale than originally intended. With great generosity he 
gave me permission to use the materials we had jointly produced before 
the project collapsed. My debt to him is great, in particular for his meticul
ous editing of the German text of Über Gewißheit. I hope that the present 
edition is qualitatively commensurate with his generosity.8

P. M. S. Hacker

8  I am most grateful to Lassi Jakola not only for his remarkable philological research on 
Wittgenstein’s last writings and the history of their publication, but also for his invaluable 
comments and corrections to an earlier draft of this preface.
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MS 172, 1–20

1.  Wenn du weißt, daß hier eine Hand ist, so geben wir dir alles übrige zu.
(Sagt man, der und der Satz lasse sich nicht beweisen, so heißt das 

natürlich nicht, daß er sich nicht aus andern herleiten läßt; jeder Satz läßt 
sich aus andern herleiten. Aber diese mögen nicht sicherer sein als er 
selbst.) (Dazu eine komische Bemerkung H. Newmans.) *

2.  Daß es mir – oder Allen – so scheint, daraus folgt nicht, daß es so ist.
Wohl aber läßt sich fragen, ob man dies sinnvoll bezweifeln kann.

3.  Wenn z. B. jemand sagt “Ich weiß nicht, ob da eine Hand ist”, so könnte 
man ihm sagen “Schau näher hin”. – Diese Möglichkeit des Sichüberzeugens 
gehört zum Sprachspiel. Ist einer seiner wesentlichen Züge.

4.  “Ich weiß, daß ich ein Mensch bin.” Um zu sehen, wie unklar der Sinn 
des Satzes ist, betrachte seine Negation. Am ehesten noch könnte man ihn 
so auffassen: “Ich weiß, daß ich die menschlichen Organe habe.” (Z. B. ein 
Gehirn, welches doch noch niemand gesehen hat.) Aber wie ist es mit 
einem Satze wie “Ich weiß, daß ich ein Gehirn habe”? Kann ich ihn 
bezweifeln? Zum Zweifeln fehlen mir die Gründe! Es spricht alles dafür, 
und nichts dagegen. Dennoch läßt sich vorstellen, daß bei einer Operation 
mein Schädel sich als leer erwiese.

5.  Ob sich ein Satz im Nachhinein als falsch erweisen kann, das kommt 
auf die Bestimmungen an, die ich für diesen Satz gelten lasse.

Über Gewißheit
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1.  If you know that there is a hand here, then we’ll grant you all the rest.
(If one says that such-and-such a proposition can’t be proved, then of 

course this does not mean that it can’t be derived from other ones; any 
proposition can be derived from other ones. But these may be no more 
certain than it itself.) (On this a curious remark by H. Newman.) *

2.  That it seems so to me – or to everyone – doesn’t imply that it is so.
However, the question of whether it makes sense to doubt it can be 

raised.

3.  If, for example, someone says, “I don’t know whether there is a hand 
there”, one could say to him “Look closer”. – This possibility of making 
sure belongs to the language-game. It is one of its essential features.

4.  “I know that I am a human being.” To see how unclear the sense of this 
sentence is, look at its negation. It would be most natural to read it as mean-
ing: “I know that I have human organs.” (For example, a brain, which, after 
all, no one has ever seen yet.) But what about a sentence like “I know that 
I have a brain”? Can I doubt this? For doubting, I lack reasons. ‘Everything 
speaks for it, and nothing against it.’ Nevertheless, it is imaginable that in 
the course of an operation my skull might prove to be empty.

5.  Whether in retrospect a proposition can prove to be false depends upon 
what standards I acknowledge as determining its use.

On Certainty


