
Receiving & sorting Wittgenstein’s remarks on education

Preliminary notes on Wittgenstein’s relation to Philosophy of  Education



Seems to address educators

• Any explanation has its foundation in training. 
(Educators ought to remember this.) (Z §419)

I cannot describe how (in general) to employ rules, except by teaching you, 
training you to employ rules. (Z §318)



Seems to aver educators

Am I doing child psychology? I am making a connexion between 
the concept of  teaching and the concept of  meaning. (Z §412)
How does one teach a child (say in arithmetic) “Now take these things 
together!” or “Now these go together”? Clearly “taking together” and 
“going together” must originally have had another meaning for him than 
that of  seeing in this way or that. – And this is a remark about 
concepts, not about teaching methods. (PI, p.208, stress added; cf. 
RFM VII.4) 



Seems to be doing both

“We all learn the same multiplication table.” This might, 
no doubt, be a remark about the teaching of  
arithmetic in our schools, – but also an observation 
about the concept of  the multiplication table. (PI, 
p.227)



Biographical (non-philosophical) remarks

• A teacher may get good, even astounding, results from his pupils while 
he is teaching them and yet not be a good teacher; because it may be 
that, while his pupils are directly under his influence, he raises them to a 
height which is not natural to them, without fostering their own 
capacities for work at this level, so that they immediately decline again as 
soon as the teacher leaves the classroom. Perhaps this is how it is with me; I 
have sometimes thought so. (CV, p. 38e, emphasis added) 



Rare, pedagogical remarks

• Only a dictionary makes it possible to hold the student completely responsible 
for the spelling of  what he has written because it furnishes him with reliable 
measures for finding and correcting his mistakes, provided he has a mind to do so. 
It is, however, absolutely necessary that the student corrects his composition 
on his own. He should feel that he is the author of  his work and he alone 
should be responsible for it. It is also this independent correction that 
enables the teacher to get a correct picture of  the student’s knowledge and 
mental capacities. The exchange of  exercise-books and the reciprocal correction 
of  compositions results in a blurred image, so to speak, of  the abilities of  the class. 
(PO, p.15) 

Preface to a Dictionary for Elementary Schools 



Epistemological questions 
& educational relevance

I myself  wrote in my book that children learn to understand a word 
in such and such a way.   Do I know that, or do I believe it? Why in 
such a case do I write not “I believe etc.” but simply the indicative 
sentence? (OC §290; cf. PI §121)

‘Knowing’ something allows for learning and also correction, 
unlike having certainties taken-in without formal learning and 
beyond doubt.



Wittgenstein’s Language-games of  
Education: Reading higher and lower 
registers of  ‘learning’ in On Certainty

Jeff  Stickney

University of  Toronto



Analytic philosophy: applied to the ‘teaching’ 
concept

• Consider the ‘family resemblances’ in the following educational terms.  What 
differentiates teaching from its cousins: advertising, conditioning, preaching, 
proselytizing, indoctrinating, and training?  

Giving reasons, weighing evidence, allowing rational contestation, etc. (non-doctrinaire)

TeachingConditioning Indoctrinating

IntellectualAnimal/training

Tuning in teaching



Topic space: On Certainty

• Relatively few Wittgenstein scholars have examined the role of  
education (broadly conceived) in On Certainty as an institution 
‘binding’ us to shared certainties, systems of  verification and 
agreements in judgment. …
• I will focus on Wittgenstein’s concept of  ‘learning’, 

mainly looking at how it plays out in the weighing of  
evidence and giving of  reasons -- held by analytic 
philosophers to be so central to their enucleated concept 
of  ‘teaching’.   



Imponderable evidence



Is there such a thing as ‘expert judgment’ about 
the genuineness of  expressions of  feelings?...

–Can one learn this knowledge? Yes; some can. Not, however, by 
taking a course in it, but through “experience”. Can someone else be a 
man’s teacher in this? Certainly. From time to time he gives him the 
right tip. – That is what ‘learning’ and ‘teaching’ are like here. – What 
one acquires here is not a technique; one learns correct judgments. 
There are also rules, but they do not form a system, and only 
experienced people can apply them right. Unlike calculating rules. …(PI, 
p. 227) 



Exegetical account of  On Certainty



Education appears in On Certainty, especially, as 
an institution (customs)

•Wittgenstein portrays education as practices 
(labs, proofs, and history or geography 
lessons) that help gather us into communities 
of  similarly reasonable beings.  



On Certainty

“We are sure of  it” does not just mean that every 
single person is certain of  it, but that we belong 
to a community which is bound together by 
science and education. (OC §298) 



Context
• How can we read this passage about ‘belonging to a community 

through education’ (Erziehung, ‘upbringing’) in context?

• Here are its companions:

For we learn, not just that such and such experiments had those 
and those results, but also the conclusion which is drawn. And of  
course there is nothing wrong in our doing so. For this inferred 
proposition is an instrument for a definitive use. (OC §297)

We are satisfied that the earth is round. [In English] (OC §299)



Working back through sections

• OC §298 culminates a section ending at §299 (solid line) and beginning §193 where 
Wittgenstein embarks on our grounds for certainty: 

• “What does this mean: the truth of  a proposition is 
certain?”  The interlocutor is answered by visiting imaginary 
tutorials.

For how can a child immediately doubt what it is taught?  
That could only mean the he was incapable of  learning 
certain language games. (OC §283; cf. Z §§408-413)



Teaching as imparting pictures

• A child asks naively if  earth was here before his/her birth.  

In answering the question I should have to be imparting a 
picture of  the world to the person who asked it.   If  I do 
answer the question with certainty, what gives me this 
certainty? (OC §233) 
• We ‘know’ of  Earth’s long existence through historical evidence (OC §§187-190); 

however, “I cannot say of  this [evidence] that it is definitely correct” (OC §188).



People unbound by common education seem 
‘intellectually very distant from us’ (OC §108). 
• We have trouble under-standing or ‘finding our feet’ with them 

(Z §390). See the parable of  the doubting pupil in OC §§ 310-315.

While at school our children get taught that water consists of  
the gases hydrogen and oxygen, or sugar of  carbon, 
hydrogen and oxygen.  Anyone who doesn’t understand is 
stupid. The most important questions are concealed. (CV, 
p.71e)



Acquiring our system of  
verification

It is quite sure that motorcars don’t grow out of  the earth. We feel if  someone could 
believe the contrary he could believe everything that we say is untrue, and could question 
every-thing that we hold to be sure. 
But how does this one belief  hang together with all the rest? We should like to say that 
someone who could believe that does not accept our whole system of  verification. 

This system is something a human being acquires by means of  
observation and instruction. I intentionally do not say “learns”. (OC §279) 
After he has seen this and this and heard that and that, he is not in a position to doubt 
whether... (OC §280) 

Carhenge, NB



Unintentional learning?

• If  the verb ‘learn’ (German, lehren) implies an intentionality around 
learning (I read in English; see MacMillan 1995; Ariso 2015), then 
why is Wittgenstein denying its application to the acquisition of  
our most stabilizing empirical propositions (e.g., I have two feet, 
water boils at 100 degrees Celsius, and our round earth is very old 
indeed)?  

• Does switching attention from training to learning exonerate 
Wittgenstein, or deepen a liberal-analytic case against him?



Approaches to opposing remarks

Balancing

• See Forster 2004, re: arbitrariness 
of  grammar.  

• Leaves Wittgenstein an even more 
divided self, with little assurance 
we have the right one. 

Deciphering

• Searching for a translation code or 
key.

• Invites contradiction: Wittgenstein 
professed that ‘nothing is hidden’
(PI §435).



What is ‘inexplicit’ learning?

• I do not explicitly learn the propositions that stand fast 
for me. I can discover them subsequently like the axis 
around which a body rotates. (OC §152, emphasis added)

• This axis is not fixed in the sense that anything holds it fast, but the movement around it 
determines its immobility. 



Infinite regress problems in articulating 
or teaching the background

One learns the word ‘think’, i.e. its use, under certain 
circumstances, which, however, one does not learn to 
describe. (Z §114)
But I can teach a person the use of  the word! For a 
description of  the circumstances is not needed for that. (Z 
§115; cf. OC §545–8) 



Reading higher and lower registers of  
‘learning’ in On Certainty

• Without assigning hierarchical status or assuming 
systematic usage, ‘higher’ applies to formal education 
and ‘lower’ to enculturation and training into animal-like 
reactions.  I avoid lumping all uses of  ‘training’, ‘teaching’ 
and ‘learning’ into one overriding explanation (system) or 
appropriating them into some educational theory. 



Lower register

If  we teach a human being such-and-such a technique 
by means of  examples – that he then proceeds like 
this and not that in a particular new case, or that in 
this case he gets stuck, and thus that this and not that 
is the ‘natural’ continuation for him: this of  itself  is an 
extremely important fact of  nature. (Z §355)



Something animal

Now I would like to regard the certainty not as something akin to hastiness or 
superficiality, but as a form of  life.  …  (OC §358) 

But that means that 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.  As a creature in a primitive state.  (OC 
§475)



Higher register

• ‘Higher’ learning is more formal but no more important 
in life, and may involve lessons, labs, reading textbooks, 
and sometimes the mastery of  established techniques. 

• Learning mathematics, for instance, requires mastery of  
proofs into which we are trained by example, correction, 
guidance and encouragement (PI §208).  



Learning proofs as binding us into 
communities of  learners

They are determined by a consensus of  action: a consensus of  
doing the same thing, of  reacting in the same way. There is a 
consensus but it is not a consensus of  opinion. We all act the same 
way, walk the same way, count the same way. (LFM, XIX, pp. 183–84)

• Professor Harding instructing the brilliantly inspired, Indian 
mathematician Ramanujan how to perform proofs in order to fit the 
Cambridge set and receive his chair in mathematics.



Normative aspects of  mastering techniques:
higher ‘learning’ includes lower register enculturation

It makes a difference: whether one is learning in school what is right and 
wrong in mathematics, or whether I myself  say that I cannot be making 
a mistake in a proposition. (OC §664)

Our children are not only given practice in calculation but are also trained to 
adopt a particular attitude towards a mistake in calculating.  What I am saying 
is that mathematics is normative. But “norm: does not mean the same thing 
as “ideal.” (RFM, VII.61)

“Certainly as children we are punished if  we don’t do it in the right way” 
(LFM XIX, pp.182-3).  



Ambiguity in ‘learned’

Lavoisier makes experiments with substances in his laboratory and now he 
concludes that this and that takes place when there is burning. He does not 
say that it might happen otherwise another time. He has got hold of  a 
definite world-picture—not of  course one that he invented: he learned 
it as a child. I say world-picture and not hypothesis, because it is the 
matter-of-course foundation for his research and as such also goes 
unmentioned. (OC §167, emphasis added)
• His methods become a (non-empirical) norm of  description, or rule for 

reporting results. 



Lower registers

• ‘Lower’ applying to cases like ‘teaching’ expert 
judgment of  emotions or music appreciation (CV, 
p.70e).

• ‘Lower’ does not mean less important; it simply means 
informal -- less reasoned and intentional; more animal-
reactive, circumstantial and closer to shallow bedrock. 



No set of  rules or techniques

• In ‘leaning judgments’ of  emotion or in aesthetics, however, 
there is no precise ‘technique’ to master (PI, p.227), and no 
system of  rules, but considerable normative baggage in terms of  
how, by means of  examples and tips, we have been taught to react 
to expressions and works of  art. (On developing aesthetic 
judgment, see CV, p.70e; LC pp.5-7)

• How do we know when a picture is hung correctly?



Coupling of  higher to lower registers

• We are conjoined through our initiation into social practices, such as carrying 
out mathematical proofs or scientific demonstrations, partly because we 
attended similar courses of  instruction at school. These higher forms are 
dependent, however, upon the lower ones and even make sense to us, 
as normative formalities, because we have already adopted second-
nature ways of  reacting in common. 

• For in doing maths and sciences it is “important that we agree on many 
things” (RFM VI.39).   



Learning judgments?

I want to say: We use judgments as principles of  judgment. 
(OC §124; cf. PI §§241-2 on agreement in judgements)
This is how I learned to judge; this I got to know as 
judgment. (OC §128) 
From a child up I learnt to judge like this. This is 
judging. (OC §129)



Lower register ‘learning’ is not 
equivocation in terms

• Wittgenstein does not mean (by gelernt, as in Kind gelernt
in OC §167, on Lavoisier) formally ‘learnt’, as though 
children attend lessons on judging. 

We judge an action according to its background within 
human life, and this background is not monochrome, but we 
might picture it as a very complicated filigree pattern,…. 
(RPP II, §624; cf. Z §§567–69)



Taught, but not learned?

We do not learn the practice of  making empirical judgments by 
learning rules: we are taught judgments and their connexion with 
other judgments. A totality of  judgments is made plausible to us. 
(OC §140, emphasis added)
• He clarifies that we do not ‘learn’ (lernen) these agreements, even 

though he again indicates that we are ‘taught judgments’ 
and also a background ‘system of  propositions’ used in 
verifying knowledge claims.  



“Light dawns gradually over the whole” (OC §141)

The child learns to believe a host of  things. I.e. it 
learns to act according to these beliefs. Bit by bit there 
forms a system of  what is believed, and in that system 
some things stand unshakeably fast and some are 
more or less liable to shift. What stands fast does so, not 
because it is intrinsically obvious or convincing; it is rather 
held fast by what lies around it. (OC §144; cf. §§97-99, 152)



Teaching in accordance with our 
internalized ‘system of  verification’

• Of  special interest to Philosophers of  Education is the relationship 
between this piece-meal acquisition of  our shared ability to judge 
and the way children smartly receive teaching in school. 

• Wittgenstein offers a description of  the way children gradually 
come through science and education to regard certain teachings as
true, or persuasive based on bedrock certainties we cannot easily 
reveal as they have sedimented or fossilized (see OC §512) into our 
social life.  



‘Teaching’ as conveying persuasive pictures

I can imagine a man who had grown up in quite special 
circumstances and been taught that the earth came into being 50 
years ago, and therefore believed this.  We might instruct him: the 
earth has long…etc.—We would be trying to give him our 
picture of  the world.
This would happen through a kind of  persuasion. (OC §262)
The schoolboy believes his teachers and his schoolbooks.  (OC §263)



Higher learning has to ‘ring true’

• Receiving teachings in accordance with our collective ways of  seeing 
and judging (PI, pp.194-6, §§241-2; see PI, p.214 on aspect-blindness and 
tone-deafness).  

I believe what people transmit to me in a certain 
manner.  In this way I believe geographical, chemical, 
historical facts etc. That is how I learn the sciences.  Of  
course learning is based on believing.  (OC §170) 



Coupling intentional & unintentional 
learning with post-foundationalism

• The school house brings together higher and lower 
registers of  learning.  

I have arrived at the rock bottom of  my convictions. 
...And one might almost say that these foundation 
walls are carried by the whole house. (OC §248) 
Something must be taught us as a foundation. (OC §449)



Knowledge on authority (KoA)

• As children we learn facts: e.g., that every human being has a brain, and we take them on trust.  I believe that 
there is an island, Australia, of  such-and-such a shape, and so on and so on. … (OC §159)   

• The child learns by believing the adult.   Doubt comes after belief.  (OC §160)  
• I learned an enormous amount and accepted it on human authority, and then I found some things confirmed 

and disconfirmed by my own experience. (OC §161) 
• In general I take as true what is found in text-books, or geography for example.  Why?  I say: All these facts have 

been confirmed a hundred times over.  But how do I know that? What is my evidence for it?  I have a world-
picture.  Is it true or false?  Above all it is the substratum of  all my enquiring and asserting. The propositions 
describing it are not equally subject to testing. (OC §162)  

• Doesn’t testing come to an end? (OC §164)   
• One child might say to another: “I know that the earth is already hundreds of  years old” and that would 

mean: I have learnt it.  (OC §165)
• The difficulty is to realize the groundlessness of  our believing. (OC §166) 



KoA related to: Our spade is turned on shallow 
ground (PI §§ 211 & 217)

§ Reading ‘learning on authority’ through post-foundationalism:

Well, if  everything speaks for an hypothesis and nothing 
against it – is it then certainly true? One may designate it as 
such. – But does it certainly agree with reality, with the 
facts? With this question you are already going around in a 
circle. 
To be sure there is justification; but justification comes to 
an end. (OC §§191–92)



If  someone claims travelling to the moon… 

• What we believe depends on what we learn. We all believe that it isn't 
possible to get to the moon; but there might be people who believe that 
that is possible and that it sometimes happens. We say: these people do 
not know a lot that we know. And, let them be never so sure of  their 
belief  - they are wrong and we know it.
If  we compare our system of  knowledge with theirs then theirs is 
evidently the poorer one by far. (OC §286)



Anti-verificationism

• “But is there then no objective truth? Isn’t it true, or false, that 
someone has been to the moon?” If  we are thinking within our system,
then it is certain that no one has ever been on the moon.  Not merely is 
nothing of  the sort ever seriously reported to us by reasonable people, but 
our whole system of  physics forbids us to believe it…. (OC §108) 
• What counts as its test? - "But is this an adequate test? And, if  so, must it 

not be recognizable as such in logic?" - As if  giving grounds did not 
come to an end sometime. But the end is not an ungrounded 
presupposition: it is an ungrounded way of  acting. (OC §110)



Fine tuning the ‘teaching’ frequency?

• From this new picture of  learning in On Certainty,
we cannot simply tune the radio-dial of  ‘teaching’ 
acts to sharpen reception of  the liberal-analytic 
frequency for weighing reasons and evidence; 
children continuously receive frequencies across 
the teaching and training spectrum (well into the 
inaudible range of  infrasound that only elephants 
hear).  

Fine tuning the ‘teaching’ frequency?

• From this new picture of  learning in On Certainty,
we cannot simply tune the radio-dial of  ‘teaching’ 
acts to sharpen reception of  the liberal-analytic 
frequency for weighing reasons and evidence; 
children continuously receive frequencies across 
the teaching and training spectrum (well into the 
inaudible range of  infrasound that only elephants 
hear).  



Climate change education



Much of  what we are doing is trying to change 
the style of  thinking. (LC, p.28)

• Climate change education: a combination of  now 
standard ‘systems theory’ in environmental science with 
diverse forms of  ‘transformative pedagogy’.  

• Education as a social change-agent:  more complicated 
than the relationship between higher and lower registers 
of  ‘learning’ so far depicted, and sometimes revealing 
their uncoupling. 



Man has to awaken to wonder—and so perhaps do peoples. 
Science is a way of  sending him to sleep again. (CV, p.5e)

• If  science is part of  the problem plaguing society, what gives 
environmental educators any reason for optimism?  
• Bulletin of  Atomic Scientists has now included climate change 

along with weapons of  mass destruction as grounds for setting 
the doomsday clock at three-minutes to midnight, while many 
science-deniers in powerful administrations such as the U.S. are 
shutting down efforts to protect the environment or reach global 
climate accords.  



Getting the point

• Despite underlying ‘agreements in judgements’ within a form of  life: …, instead of  
unflinching, certain and common accord with the intended way of  proceeding (PI 
§212) we find a great deal of  rule-deviation (PI §201).  

• We respond in kind to pointing gestures, but not always when pointing 
to rising CO2 levels.  …the background against we judge the 
efficacy of  climate change curricula is much more complex, and 
the education system much less unified in terms of  its pupil-
subjects than we might expect from considerable overlap in its 
subject-matter.

When someone whom I am frightened of  orders me to 
continue the series, I act quickly, with perfect certainty, and 
the lack of  reasons does not trouble me.  (PI §212)



Climate change education & 
student diversity

• Learning subject-knowledge (e.g., threshold concepts like the carbon 
cycle) and instruction in their tests (measuring CO2 levels), in relation to 
the substratum ‘system of  verification’ acquired through early training 
and enculturation, is surrounded by a vast array of  norms, values, 
bedrock assumptions, and cultural myths we inherit somewhat 
differently as members belonging to diverse communities 
‘bound by education & science’. 



Dogmatic brakes

• The effect of  making men think in accordance with 
dogmas,…. It is not a wall setting limits to what can be 
believed, but more like a brake which, however, 
practically serves the same purpose; it’s almost as though 
someone were to attach a weight to your foot to restrict 
your freedom of  movement. (CV, p. 28e)



Transformative pedagogy as 
indoctrination? Or allegory of  the cave?
• Responsibly, liberal-analytic concerns about mere conditioning and 

indoctrinating arise as we hear talk of  transforming behaviours and 
shifting paradigms, radically altering our students’ daily practices and 
thinking.   “Don’t eat meat!”

• Although as valid a concern as in moral and religious education, it is not 
simply a matter of  introducing some kind of  indoctrination into 
environmentalism – a new ‘green and entangling eco-ideology’ (viz., 
Plato’s fraternal unification myth of  the Earth-mother in the Republic). 



Ceremonial animals 
and the real gi-ants

By nature and by a particular training, a particular education, we are 
disposed to give spontaneous expressions to wishes in certain 
circumstances.  (PI §441)



Altering a mode of  life

• Although Wittgenstein provides little optimism for either progress or our ability to 
reform societies, he does offer some hope in noting that a change in practice could 
bring about a new way of  thinking.

The sickness of  a time is cured by an alteration in the mode of  life of  
human beings, … not through a medicine invented by an individual.

Think of  the use of  the motor-car producing or encouraging certain 
sicknesses, and mankind being plagued by such sicknesses until, from 
some cause or other, as the result of  some development or other, it 
abandons the habit of  driving.  (RFM, II.4, p.13)



Teaching that points 
beyond the examples

• As in science-class training toward foreseeing outcomes from 
experiments (cf. PI §630), environmental educators try to convey the 
self-destructive path we are on by showing many examples of  the 
harm being done to all life on earth, trusting this somehow ‘points 
beyond’ each case to illustrate the pattern: as in shocking docu-
dramas like “The Age of  Stupid”.

• Teaching which is not meant to apply to anything but the examples 
is different from that which ‘points beyond’ them.  (PI §208)



Uncoupling higher & 
lower forms of  ‘learning’

• Piling on evidence for climate change does not seem to sway science-deniers, 
perhaps because they cannot receive the picture on offer: as though these 
doubting pupils have not acquired our operating ‘system of  verification’ or lack 
the ‘normal learner-reactions’ needed for our evidence to ring true (PI §§142-4; 
PI, p.214).  

• Earlier inculcation into a consumerist, individualist world-picture of  prosperity 
and progress appears to be halting learning among such members of  our global 
community, as can scepticism about evolutionary theory and adherence to a 
biblical worldview of  human dominance over animals and earth (Genesis 1:26).



• What kind of  grounds have I for trusting text-books of  experimental physics?
I have no grounds for not trusting them. And I trust them. I know how such books are produced - or 
rather, I believe I know. I have some evidence, but it does not go very far and is of  a very scattered 
nature. I have heard, seen and read various things.  (OC §600)

• I am taught that under such circumstances this happens. It has been discovered by making the experiment a few 
times. Not that that would prove anything to us, if  it weren't that this experience was surrounded by others which 
combine with it to form a system. …

• But in the end I rely on these experiences, or on the reports of  them, I feel no scruples about ordering my 
own activities in accordance with them. - But hasn't this trust also proved itself ? So far as I can judge -
yes. (OC §603)

• Supposing we met people who did not regard that as a telling reason. Now, how do we imagine this? Instead of  
the physicist, they consult an oracle. (And for that we consider them primitive.) Is it wrong for them to consult an 
oracle and be guided by it? - If  we call this "wrong" aren't we using our language-game as a base from which to 
combat theirs? (OC §609)

• At the end of  reasons comes persuasion. (Think what happens when missionaries convert natives.) (OC §612)

Rainmakers vs. Climate scientists



Limits to learning (cf. §§PI 142-44)

• That we do not find common ground through science and 
education for belonging to a community united in this cause is 
deeply concerning.  On the basis of  ‘our’ received education 
and training, ‘reasonable’ educators (in solidarity) can refute 
apparent absurdities and denials of  the obvious but cannot 
necessarily make someone else see or accept our picture, 
and in trying to persuade them not without some reservation 
as to the limits of  the knowledge-system and tests we 
inherited. 



Discord over ‘facts’

• I have experienced this difficulty in trying to teach about 
fossil fuels, which requires knowledge of  the Paleozoic seas 
and Mesozoic forests from which our oil, gas and coal 
deposits were formed; ‘geologic history’ is not a teachable 
concept for some students who identify as Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, for whom the earth is only ten-thousand years old 
and dinosaurs were also gathered on Noah’s Ark.

Kentucky Creation Museum/Ark



• Can we teach non-anthropogenic causes behind climate 
change to someone for whom the ‘recent’ two million-year 
Pleistocene epoch and its four successive warming and 
cooling periods (ice ages) never occurred?  



Opposing world-pictures

• In my experience, despite fundamentally different world-pictures, 
we can nevertheless find common appreciation in the beauty and 
sanctity of  nature, ….  Someone who believes fossil fuels were 
placed here by intelligent design for human use may nevertheless 
come to appreciate that they are running out now (by divine will 
instead of  incredibly slow processes) and that we need alternative 
forms of  energy. 



Giving reasons ends; 
learning (uptake) begins…

If  someone asked us “but is that true?” we might say “yes” 
to him; and if  he demanded grounds we might say “I can’t 
give you any grounds, but if  you learn more you too 
will think the same”. 

If  this didn’t come about, that would mean that he 
couldn’t for example learn history. (OC §206) 



Wittgenstein offers comparative cases, in which we 
can see space for negotiation over ‘telling grounds’:

“It is certain that we did not arrive on this planet from 
another one a hundred years ago.”  Well, it’s as certain 
as such things are. (OC §184)

• “Such as things are,” there is an inherent circularity in our 
attempt to provide grounds or justifications for our 
‘steady’ ways of  seeing the world and for our ‘regular 
ways of  acting’. 



Breccia & bedrock

• Classrooms as meeting places of  sometimes conflicting 
world-pictures or colliding bedrock  --

• Bedrock that is not homogenous but broken through time 
and transmission into fragments: not uniform slabs to build 
upon, but chunks and bits of  eroded cultural foundations 
reconsolidated into conglomerate rock (breccia).  

• Identifying which chunks of  bedrock weigh-down learners 
is an entry point into climate change education.



What seems reasonable may later change, being regarded 
unreasonable by our next generation of  global citizens.  

Isn't this altogether like the way one can instruct a child to believe in a God, or 
that none exists, and it will accordingly be able to produce apparently telling 
grounds for the one or the other? (OC §107)
But what men consider reasonable or unreasonable alters. At certain periods 
men find reasonable what at other periods they found unreasonable. And vice 
versa. 
But is there no objective character here? 
Very intelligent and well-educated people believe in the story of  creation in 
the Bible, while others hold it is proven false, and the grounds of  the latter are 
well known to the former. (OC §336) 



World-pictures & lower register 
learning 

But I did not get my picture of  the world by satisfying myself  of  its 
correctness; nor do I have it because I am satisfied of  its correctness. 
No: it is the inherited background against which I distinguish between 
true and false. (OC §94; cf. §140)

The propositions describing this world-view might be part of  a kind of  
mythology. And their role is like that of  rules of  a game; and the game 
can be learned purely practically, without learning any explicit rules. 
(OC §95; see §§96–99)



Shifting sands and river banks

The mythology may change back into a state of  flux, the river-bed 
of  thoughts may shift. But I distinguish between the movement of  
the waters on the river-bed and the shift of  the bed itself; though 
there is not a sharp division of  the one from the other. (OC §97)
And the bank of  that river consists partly of  hard rock, subject to 
no alteration or only to an imperceptible one, partly of  sand, which 
now in one place now in another gets washed away, or deposited. 
(OC §99) 



Shifting bedrock
• It entails shifts in the bedrock or riverbanks that channel our thoughts, 

tantamount to ushering in a new era or epoch (post-Anthropocene).  
And now if  I were to say ‘It is my unshakeable conviction that etc.’, this means in the 
present case too that I have not consciously arrived at the conviction by following 
a particular line of  thought, but that it is anchored in all my questions and 
answers, so anchored that I cannot touch it. (OC §103)
It may be for example that all enquiry on our part is set so as to exempt certain 
propositions from doubt, if  they are ever formulated. They lie apart from the route 
travelled by enquiry. (OC §88) 

Now it gives our way of  looking at things, and our researches, their form. 
Perhaps it was once disputed. But perhaps for unthinkable ages, it has belonged to 
the scaffolding of  our thoughts. (Every human being has parents.) (OC §211)



Underlying, hinge propositions

• Here I am sidestepping the issue of  what these ‘hinges’ are (how they have 
been variously interpreted) in order to get to the educational matter of  how 
they limit what we teach.  

That is to say, the questions that we raise and our doubts depend on the fact that some propositions 
are exempt from doubt, are as it were lie hinges on which those turn. (OC §341) 
That is to say, it belongs to the logic of  our scientific investigations that certain things are 
in deed not doubted. (OC §342)
But 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 assumptions.  If  I want the door to turn, the hinges must stay 
put. (OC §343)
My life consists in my being content to accept many things. (OC §344)



Parable of  the doubting pupil: 
scaffolds not working…

• That is to say, the teacher will feel that this is not really a legitimate question at all. 
And it would be just the same if  the pupil cast doubt on the uniformity of  nature, 
that is to say on the justification of  inductive arguments. – The teacher would feel 
that this was only holding them up, that this way the pupil would only get 
stuck and make no progress. – And he would be right. It would be as if  
someone were looking for some object in a room; he opens a drawer and doesn’t 
see it there; then he closes it again, waits, and opens it once more to see if  perhaps it 
isn’t there now, and keeps on like that. He has not learned to look for things. 
And in the same way this pupil has not learned how to ask questions. He has 
not learned the game that we are trying to teach him. (OC §315; cf. Z §413) 



Caught in the elliptic curve

• All testing, all confirmation and disconfirmation of  a 
hypothesis takes place already within a system. And this 
system is not a more or less arbitrary and doubtful point of  
departure for all our arguments: no, it belongs to the essence 
of  what we call an argument. The system is not so much the 
point of  departure, as the element in which arguments have 
their life. (OC §105) 



Relativity?

Supposing it wasn’t true that the earth already existed long before I as 
born – how should we imagine the mistake being discovered?  (OC 
§301)

It’s no good saying, “Perhaps we are wrong,” when, if  no evidence is 
trustworthy, trust is excluded in the case of  the present evidence. (OC 
§302)

Here once more there is needed a step like the one taken in 
relativity theory. (OC §305)



Learning by doing

• What Wittgenstein repeatedly demonstrates is that we ‘learn 
by doing’ (on his teacher-training in Arbeitsschule, see 
Savickey 2017) in relation to a pre-existing ‘consensus of  
action’ (LFM, XIX, pp. 183–84).  
• As with Wittgenstein teaching elementary-school 

orthography, climate change teachers can only do the same, 
learning what seems ‘certainly’ effective by trying out various 
pedagogies and exploring contingent degrees of  certainty 
and responsibility attending each approach. 



Education as a foundation for change

• Some inspiration for transformative environmental education can be found in letting 
Wittgenstein’s post-foundational, form of  life perspective serve background for reading the 
following remark: made toward the end of  his life, which combines educational and 
anthropological elements of  his thinking.

I want to say: an education quite different from ours might also be 
the foundation of  quite different concepts. For here life would run 
on differently. 
-- What interests us would no longer interest them (i.e., the other people involved).  
Here different concepts would no longer be unimaginable.  In fact, this is the only way 
in which essentially different concepts are imaginable. (Z §§387–88; cf. PI, p. 230)



Inversion of  emphasis

• Although we have to be careful not to read too much into any one passage, through 
inversion of  emphasis he seems to suggest that: 

• An education quite like ours is the foundation for 
familiar concepts, and for the customary way in which 
life runs on here.

• The significance of  concept-formation is great, in terms of  how we project our thoughts 
and plans into the future, and how we ascertain whether claims ring true and should bind us.

• Concepts lead us to make investigations, are the expression of  our interest, and 
direct our interest. (PI §570)



Game of  evidence

Consider that you have to teach the child the concept. Thus 
you have to teach it evidence (the law of  evidence, so to 
speak). …Remarkable the concept to which this game of  
evidence belongs. (LW I, p. 55e)    



Extra slides



Responsibility

• Wittgenstein concluded that although one can give 
new meaning to words, in doing so “one is 
responsible to certain things. The new meaning 
must be such that we who have had a certain 
training will find it useful in certain ways” (LFM, VI, 
p. 66).



Receiving pictures as valid, thus learning our 
community’s knowledge, plays upon our ‘unlearned’ 

system of  verification
• Instead of  drawing sharp (analytic) boundaries around the 

‘teaching’ concept, as though mutually-excluding training or 
persuasive techniques, in On Certainty we find blurry 
boundaries and frequent entanglements among educational 
terms (see Green 1968).   



Grounded in action

If  someone asked us “but is that true?” we might say “yes” to him; and if  he 
demanded grounds we might say “I can’t give you any grounds, but if  you 
learn more you too will think the same”. (OC §206)

Whether the earlier experience is the cause of  the certainty depends on the 
system of  hypotheses, or natural laws, in which we are considering the 
phenomenon of  certainty.

Is our confidence justified? – What people accept as justification – is 
shown by how they think and live. (PI §325 cf. PI, p.200)



Hinges, outside formal learning, setting 
limits to what is taught

• It also belongs to the ‘logic of  education’, if  you will, that these things are not 
doubted when we act, as that would make for instance the learning of  some subjects 
impossible (see OC §206 below).  

When a child learns language it learns at the same time what is to be investigated and 
what not.  When it learns that there is a cupboard in the room, it isn’t taught to doubt whether 
what it sees later on is still a cupboard or only a kind of  stage set.  (OC §472)
If  someone asked us “but is that true?” we might say “yes” to him; and if  he demanded 
grounds we might say “I can’t give you any grounds, but if  you learn more you too will 
think the same”. 
If  this didn’t come about, that would mean that he couldn’t for example learn history. (OC 
§206) 



Diversity in classrooms, and in judgments

• What we see through this example is that the background against 
we judge climate change education is much more complex, 
and the school house or education system much less unified in 
terms of  its pupil-subjects than we might expect from 
considerable overlap in its curricula or subject-matter.

We judge an action according to its background within human life, and this 
background is not monochrome, but we might picture it as a very 
complicated filigree pattern,…. (RPP II, §624; cf. Z §§567–69)



Teacher inspection & 
epistemology

• Paul Hirst (1971), “What is teaching?”  - “How upon entering the classroom 
does the inspector know that teaching is taking place, and not crazy and 
fuzzy things undertaken in its name?”

• Part of  what ‘learning to judge correctly’ entails is more nuanced understanding 
of  the ineluctable or almost ‘imponderable evidence’ surrounding the appearance 
of  faces (PI, p.228), or the ‘atmosphere’ and ‘circs’ contextualizing pedagogical 
practices (see Z §534). 


