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Preface

| begin the essay by presenting Wittgenstein’s criticism of philosophical doubt, a
line of thinking that begins with his distinction between empirical and grammatical
statements, continues through his remarks on the ‘standard metre’ and his criticism of G.
E. Moore’s attempt to defeat skepticism in his article “Proof of the External World,” and
culminates in his insight into the error that can lead to the confusion of philosophical
doubt: the treatment of grammatical statements as if they were empirical, which in
general amounts to the error of overlooking the undoubted assumptions of philosophical
doubt.!

The second part of the essay consists of a presentation of Kierkegaard’s criticism
of philosophical doubt in his book Johannes Climacus, a criticism that functions similarly
to Wittgenstein’s criticism. Like Wittgenstein, Kierkegaard exposes the contradictions
inherent in the skeptical procedure, contradictions that result from the skeptic’s error of
overlooking the undoubted assumptions of philosophical doubt, and like Wittgenstein,
Kierkegaard achieves this through both a linguistic analysis and an analysis of the subject
of language: the subject.  Wittgenstein and Kierkegaard show that undoubted
assumptions provide the context for philosophical doubt and that philosophical doubt
betrays these assumptions.

In spite of the fact that the title character of Kierkegaard’s narrative provides a

sound criticism of philosophical doubt, he loses his self. Part Il provides a bridge to the

! At some points in this essay the reader might determine that this or that unmentioned Wittgenstein
passage would be of benefit if it were included. The following might be the reason for the absence of some
relevant Wittgenstein quotes: in this paper | attempt to balance a display of the development of
Wittgenstein’s line of thought while pushing forward and constructing the line of thought of this essay. 1
do not simply want to present his ideas; | want show how he moves from point to point. | want to display
the traction of his movements.



second half of this essay, Parts I1l and 1V, for not only is it my intent to develop a sound
criticism of philosophical doubt and show how Wittgenstein and Kierkegaard
compliment each other superbly to this end, I intend to develop an analysis of the subject
of language, which is also the subject of philosophical doubt. To this end, | turn next to
the last chapter of Johannes Climacus, in which Kierkegaard develops an analysis of the
consciousness for which doubt is a possibility, a consciousness arises in the collision of
language and reality.

In Part 111, 1 present and develop Kierkegaard’s description of the consciousness
for which doubt is a possibility. Kierkegaard’s analysis of this consciousness, a
consciousness that is a contradiction, sheds light on the following: the individual of
philosophical doubt, to whom I will refer as ‘the agent of philosophical doubt’; the error-
producing structure of philosophical doubt; the resistance of the agent of philosophical
doubt to a disclosure of the presuppositions that make doubt possible; the difficulty in the
task of proving to the agent of philosophical doubt that he is in error, and the significance
of Wittgenstein’s many attempts to show the reader the errors of philosophical doubt; the
significance of Johannes Climacus’ losing of his self.

In Part IV, | direct my expansion of Kierkegaard’s analysis toward the subjective
side of doubt to directly address the problem of communicating the contradiction of
consciousness to the agent of philosophical doubt. In this section I continue exploring
the significance of Wittgenstein’s attempts to show the errors of philosophical doubt, for
at times in his writing it appears that a direct disproving of philosophical doubt is nearly
impossible. This issue directly pertains to the question of whether philosophical doubt is

an essential part of philosophy, which | also address. In my effort to galvanize the



problem of communicating the contradiction of consciousness to the agent of
philosophical doubt, I explore three types of relation that may exist between the

individual and the contradiction of consciousness.



Part |
Wittgenstein: Grammatical investigations

In Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein often performs a grammatical
investigation. One of the primary tools of this method of analysis is to ask whether the
opposite of a particular statement would make sense in the same context. In
Wittgenstein’s taxonomy, empirical statements describe the world, and the opposite of an
empirical statement shares the ‘sense’ of the original, i.e., the opposite functions under
the same linguistic conditions as the original, and does not challenge these conditions.
“That rod is four feet long” is a fine example of an empirical statement. It might be the
case that the opposite of an empirical statement is false: a group of people could perform
measurements that show that a particular rod is only three feet long. However, if the
opposite of a statement operates under the same linguistic conditions under which the
initial statement operated without challenging or altering these conditions, it is an
empirical statement.?

On the other hand, grammatical statements usually concern how one thinks about
the world, and they constitute (at least in part) the context in which empirical statements
operate. Consider the following: “Every rod has a length.” 1 can imagine a teacher
saying this to a person who does not use the world “rod” correctly in a particular context.
In this context of teaching, what would it mean to say “Every rod does not have a length”

or “Not every rod has a length”? Though these statements might sound strange, | can

2 Wittgenstein’s distinction between empirical and grammatical statements applies to sentences or parts of
sentences in context. His emphasis on use is important in this context. In a particular context, a person
might ask another the following: “Did you leave the cupboard open when you left the kitchen?” If the
person is actually asking a ‘normal’ question about ‘the cupboard’ and “the kitchen’ (i.e., if he is not
speaking poetically, fantastically, etc.), then this is an empirical question. At one level, the answers “yes, |
left the cupboard open” and “no, I shut the cupboard” have the same use in this context. Though opposites,
each answers the empirical question, and each is an empirical statement.



imagine abnormal uses of the word “rod.” If one uttered the statement “Not every rod
has a length” in a context in which “Every rod has a length” is a condition of the context
(e.g., measuring length), however, it would amount to a challenge to this condition, a
challenge to the practice and context of measuring length with a rod. If one assumes that
“Every rod has a length” means among other things that “If a thing is a rod, it has
length,” one might begin to see how the negative statements derived from the initial
statement fail to share the same sense.
Wittgenstein elaborates on the character of grammatical statements by providing

the following example:

There is one thing of which one can say neither that it is

one metre long, nor that it is not one metre long, and that is

the standard metre in Paris.—But this is, of course, not to

ascribe any extraordinary property to it, but only to mark its

peculiar role in the language-game of measuring with a

metre-rule.’?
The “peculiar role” that the standard meter plays in the language-game of measuring is
one of definition. Though in some contexts it is appropriate to treat the standard meter as
an object in the world like any other object, in most contexts the standard meter serves an
additional function. In some contexts it would make sense to say the empirical statement
“The standard meter is in that drawer.” When | conceive of the opposite of this
statement, | realize that the location of the standard meter is at issue — it could be in this
box, in this drawer, etc. — and this is an example of an empirical statement. In most cases
when one says “The standard meter is a meter long,” however, one is dealing with a

grammatical statement. On the surface, the statement appears to be a sensible and true

statement about the meter as it is in the world, for one can measure the standard meter, an

® Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, Ltd., 1998, p. 25 (#50).



act that takes place in time and space, and apparently check the validity of the claim. If
this task were performed, one would measure the standard meter by comparing it to
another meter stick. This other meter stick, however, acquires its significance as a
measuring tool from the standard meter in Paris. Therefore, this task amounts to one
‘measuring’ the standard meter in Paris by itself.* In a sense, the odd activity of
measuring the standard meter by itself takes place when one utters “The standard meter is
a meter long” (in most contexts), for this statement includes the definition (“standard
meter”) and a reiteration of the definition (“is a meter long”).> In most situations, the trap
to avoid is the treatment of “The standard meter is a meter long” as if it were simply an
empirical statement. Though | can imagine situations in which the claim would be
appropriate (e.g., a person tries to teach another how to use the words correctly, how to
play this particular language-game of measurement), in most cases, the statement could

easily lead to confusion if one treats in as an empirical claim.®

* It is possible for standards of measure to be changed and replaced. For example, there are now methods
of measuring a meter that utilize standards other than the ‘standard meter’. The point holds true, however,
for in the context of ‘measuring with the standard meter as the standard’, one misunderstands the role that
the standard meter plays in measuring if one both considers it to be the standard and measures the length of
the standard meter with another meter stick because he doubts that the standard meter is actually a meter
long. Over time grammatical statements can become empirical statements and vice versa in much the same
way that standards of measure can be changed and replaced. In the analysis of these types of statements,
attention to the context and use of statements is important.

® This is especially the case if the statement is treated as empirical. If the statement is understood in context
(i.e., as a definition, if that is its use in the context), the peculiar character falls away.

® The mistake of treating a grammatical statement as if it were an empirical statement is similar to the
following scenario: a drill sergeant teaches a private, one of her underlings and her future replacement, the
correct way to accomplish some marching steps. To find out whether her pupil performs the steps
correctly, the drill sergeant asks the private to judge her own marching technique. Upon hearing from the
private that she executed the steps perfectly, the drill sergeant is relieved. (For a moment, the sergeant
thought that her pupil did not know how to march well.) The drill sergeant’s conclusion is mistaken,
however, for all that is verified is that her subject marches in the way she thinks she has been taught,
possibly in the way that she plans to teach others to march. The question of whether she marches in the
way that her teacher tried to teach her is unanswered. Also, it is unclear whether she correctly understands
her own movements as she teaches them to others. In this case, there is an ambiguous connection between
the grammatical (the definition of how to march) with the empirical (empirical statements made in the
encounter with objects in the world, all within the context of grammatical statements). The treatment of the
statement “The standard meter is a meter long” in most contexts as if it were an empirical statement shares



By asking whether a particular statement can have a meaningful opposite,
Wittgenstein helps eliminate some of the confusion that can arise from a philosophical
consideration of a particular statement that overlooks the statement’s context and use.
This tool will prove indispensable in the investigation to follow, for the philosopher’s
failure to distinguish between these two types of statements invites much of the
conceptual confusion that Wittgenstein attempts to expose.

In On Certainty, Wittgenstein addresses G. E. Moore’s discussion of the
statement “Here is one hand, and here is another,” a statement that Moore claimed to
know for sure in his article “Proof of the External World.” This statement is similar to “I
know I’m in pain,” a statement that Wittgenstein address in Philosophical Investigations.
First, | will consider the statement concerning pain. Found in the early sections of the
private language argument in Philosophical Investigations, the following is a response to
both the idea that only the person who is in pain can know that she is in pain, and the
statement “I know I’m in pain”:

Other people cannot be said to learn of my sensations only
from my behaviour,-for I cannot be said to learn of them. |
have them.
The truth is: it makes sense to say about other people that
they doubt whether I am in pain; but not to say it about
myself.’”
Though the ideas expressed here concern sensation language, the role that certainty and
doubt play in a discussion of sensation language and Wittgenstein’s private language

argument pertains to the question of skepticism. If one performs a grammatical

investigation on the statement “I know I’m in pain” by analyzing its opposite in the initial

the dynamic of this teaching scenario, and Wittgenstein’s distinction between grammatical and empirical
statements pertains to learning, teaching, and knowledge acquisition in general.
" Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, p. 89 (#246).



context, one finds that it is similar to the statement “The standard meter is a meter long.”
In both cases, if one treats the statement as a description of the empirical status of the
object (either the standard meter or pain) that could be false (opposite), confusion begins
to take hold. In this context, one would be treating the object as if one has empirical
knowledge about it that could be incorrect. Though pain is an empirical phenomenon,
Wittgenstein stresses that one does not acquire knowledge of one’s pains; a person has
pain. It is a mistake to think that one can have pain and only later acquire knowledge of
it. Though the statements “I know I’m in pain” and “The standard meter is a meter long”
partially consist of ‘empirical-type’ language, the first is not an empirical claim about
pain, and the second is not an empirical claim about the standard meter. In most
contexts, the statement “I know 1I’m in pain” is a misleading distortion of the claim “I am
in pain.” When one treats the statement empirically, one incorrectly suggests that one
could have pain and not know it. Likewise, if in most contexts of measuring one treats
the statement “The standard meter is a meter long” as simply an empirical claim about
the standard meter, which would amount to one treating it incorrectly, one conceals the
important grammatical role that the standard meter plays in the contexts of measuring in
which the standard meter plays a role.

The empirical-type language in these statements makes it easy for a person to slip
into a mode in which he® treats them as empirical statements, but it is this

misunderstanding that leaves in its wake the philosopher stuck in his metaphysical

® | have chosen to use the male pronoun when referring to the agent of philosophical doubt. This is partly
due to the fact that I cannot recall observing a person | knew to be a woman performing the activity of
philosophical doubt. Though I have no reason to believe that women do not perform the activity of
philosophical doubt, I think it would be unfair to use the female pronoun in light of my experience,
however limited. (In turn, I do not wish to imply that philosophical doubt is an especially male proclivity.)
As one hopefully expects, the term “agent” relates to the issues of this footnote, and the issues of this
footnote relate to the subject of philosophical doubt.



dalliances. This confusion results from what Wittgenstein calls *“a picture that holds us

captive.”®

The problem arises when one fails to look past the deceptive form of a
particular statement. Though these statements that | have discussed are composed of
empirical-type language, they actually function more like definitions (in the contexts | am
considering). This comes to light when one examines the contexts in which they are
actually used. By concentrating on the form of empirical-type words found in many
grammatical statements, an individual creates a “picture’ that inhibits him from realizing
the meaning that sits below the (apparent) surface, and Wittgenstein often works to
remove this picture. By examining the meaning of a statement (how a word is used),
distinguishing between grammatical and empirical statements, and performing other tasks
employed in a grammatical investigation, Wittgenstein tosses a handful of clarity into the
cauldron of philosophical misconception. His insights directly pertain to the subject of
philosophical doubt, for its manifestation is enabled by a picture that holds us captive:
the treatment of grammatical statements as if they were empirical.*°

Philosophical doubt can ensue when one fails to pay close attention to the
grammar and use of grammatical statements. In the following statement from On
Certainty, Wittgenstein comments on the propositions that “stand fast™:
I do not explicitly learn the propositions that stand fast for
me. | can discover them subsequently like the axis around
which a body rotates. This axis is not fixed in the sense

that anything holds it fast, but the movement around it
determines its immobility.**

° Admittedly, some apply the significance of this expression to other concerns (e.g., Wittgenstein’s
criticism of the picture theory of language).

191t is important to point out that the terms ‘grammatical’ and ‘empirical’ pertain to the use of particular
statements in particular contexts. The different terms are not ultimate determinations that apply to any use
of a group of words arranged in a particular order.

1 Wittgenstein, Ludwig. On Certainty. St. Louis: Harper and Row, Publishers, Inc., 1972, p.22 (#152).



Though empirical statements like “The tree is dying” are subject to practical doubt, it is
grammatical statements — agreements, definitions, ways one sees the world — that provide
a context in which one can talk about the world and doubt whether a tree recently lost one
of its branches. Wittgenstein says that the axis, those propositions that stand fast, is not
“fixed in the sense that anything holds it fast.” The relationship between grammatical
statements and empirical statements is similar to that of the axis and “the movement
around it” that “determines its immobility.”

The skeptic (it would seem) fails to realize that an empirical statement is tied
together by agreements and definitions that cannot be tested in the same manner as the

statement in question, whether it is empirical or grammatical. Wittgenstein says that

12« »13

unfounded beliefs,"? “a nest of propositions,”** and certainty™ all support the realm of
empirical propositions in which practical doubt functions, as well as philosophical doubt.
How could one doubt without being certain of something? How could one use language
(i.e., think, speak, etc.) to question everything without adhering to agreements and ways
of seeing the world that are the conditions for the ways one thinks and speaks?
Wittgenstein provides the following insight:

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 like hinges on which those turn.™
Practical doubt functions in a context formed by propositions that are exempt from doubt.

As a scientist tests a hypothesis, or as a person questions her friend’s honesty, practical

12 Wittgenstein, On Certainty, p. 33 (#253).
3 Wittgenstein, On Certainty, p. 30 (#225).
 Wittgenstein, On Certainty, p. 18 (#115).
15 Wittgenstein, On Certainty, p. 44 (#341).
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doubt functions amidst a slew of agreements and beliefs. These agreements, however,
are overlooked by the exercise of philosophical doubt.

Moore tried to challenge skepticism in his attempt to show the certainty of the
statement “lI know there is a hand there.” His effort suffers from some confusion,
however, and fails to undermine the skeptical enterprise (in the way he intended). He
attempted to protect empirical claims from practical doubt by appealing to his knowledge
of the object of an empirical claim, which in turn was an attempt to give empirical claims
a special non-empirical status — a status like that of grammatical statements — to shield
the claims against practical doubt. His energies were misdirected, however, for practical
doubt about empirical claims was not his foe. His true enemy was philosophical doubt.
Whereas the treatment of grammatical statements as empirical statements can lead to
confusion, Moore’s treatment of empirical statements as if they were not empirical
misses the mark, and likely adds to the confusion. By criticizing and working through
Moore’s attempt to protect “I know there is a hand there” against doubt, Wittgenstein
illuminates its shortcomings and pushes closer to the correct target: philosophical doubt.

Throughout On Certainty, Wittgenstein illuminates ways in which Moore’s
treatment of the statement “I know there is a hand over there” is wrongheaded. In the
following, Wittgenstein points out one of Moore’s errors:

“But can’t | infer “It is so” from my own utterance “I know
etc.”? Yes; and also “there is a hand there” follows from
the proposition “He knows that there’s a hand there.” But
from his utterance “l know...” it does not follow that he
does know it.*®

In this stage of his criticism of Moore, Wittgenstein notes what one can infer from an “I

know” statement. For example, one can infer “The phone is ringing” from “I know the

16 Wittgenstein, On Certainty, pp. 4-5 (#13).
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phone is ringing.” It does not follow from “The phone is ringing,” however, that it
should not be doubted. Insofar as Moore tries to squeeze empirical substance out of “I
know...” statements, he commits an error similar to some of the errors | address earlier in
this paper. For example, the testing of the standard meter by empirical means does not
show that the standard is a correct, ultimate standard outside the context in which the
standard meter is used as the standard of measure.
In the following passage, Wittgenstein notes another error made by Moore:

The wrong use made by Moore of the proposition “I

know...” lies in his regarding it as an utterance as little

subject to doubt as “I am in pain”. And since from “I know

it is so” there follows “It is so”, then the latter can’t be

doubted either."’
Moore makes a mistake when he assumes that “I know...” and “I am in pain” are equal in
their resistance to doubt. By equating the two statements, Moore attempts to give the
statement “lI know there is a chair over there” the same kind of certitude as “l am in
pain,” yet there is a fundamental difference between the two types of statements that he
overlooks. Moore treats “I am in pain” as a statement of knowledge about an empirical
phenomenon. As Wittgenstein points out, however, a person does not learn of his pains,
he has his pains. | learn that there is a chair in the corner, whereas | have pain. With this
incorrect move, Moore invites his detractors to thrust all the practical doubt surrounding
“There is a hand there” onto “I know there is a hand there.” This makes the job much
easier for those who would challenge Moore’s claim that he is certain that a statement is
true. The doubt that functions in this realm of confusion is a philosophical doubt that

thrives when one overlooks the grammar of the propositions in question, and

Wittgenstein further defines this doubt as he analyzes Moore’s failed criticism of it.

7 Wittgenstein, On Certainty, p. 35 (#178).
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Moore appears to invite the skeptic to adopt the following course of action: isolate
the proposition that is considered certain, treat it as empirical (hence subject to doubt),
and show how one fails to objectively prove the empirical proposition. Though in many
situations it is entirely appropriate to doubt empirical propositions, problems arise when
one treats grammatical propositions as if they were empirical propositions, and doubts
them as if one were doubting empirical propositions. Due to the fact that agreements and
definitions provide for the context in which empirical propositions function, grammatical
propositions always form the backdrop of empirical propositions. The treatment of
grammatical propositions as if they were empirical and the subsequent doubting of these
propositions is a hallmark of philosophical doubt. In his attempt to combat skepticism,
Moore commits the same error that is at the heart of philosophical doubt. In his attempt
to defeat skepticism he reflects the error of the skeptical procedure by treating “I

know...” statements as if they are simply empirical claims about objects.

13



Part 11
Kierkegaard: Johannes Climacus

Johannes Climacus is a chronicle of Climacus’ grappling with the issue of
philosophical doubt. He labors to live the maxim De omnibus dubitandum est
[everything must be doubted]. Much of this unfinished book concerns Climacus’
working through of the following three theses in his effort to begin philosophy: “1)
philosophy begins with doubt; 2) in order to philosophize, one must have doubted; 3)
modern philosophy begins with doubt.”™® His mission is to become a philosopher and
discover what it means to doubt everything.® As Climacus considers the three theses, he
ascends the ladder of philosophical truth. Along the way, his criticism of the three theses,
especially theses one and three, exposes their contradictory nature. Unfortunately for
him, he forsakes the clarity and importance of his own critical insights and pushes on in
his attempt to become a philosopher. It is the Johannes Climacus that he himself left
behind — his footprints of hesitation on every rung of the ladder — that bears arms with
Wittgenstein. In the next few paragraphs, | will try to trace these footprints.

In his consideration of the third thesis — modern philosophy begins with doubt —
Climacus exposes some of the congenital contradictions of philosophical doubt. At first
sight, the third thesis appears to be historical in nature (“modern philosophy begins”),
whereas the first and second appear to be eternal (timeless) or philosophical. Upon

further deliberation, however, Climacus finds that the third thesis (modern philosophy

'8 Kierkegaard, Saren. Philosophical Fragments and Johannes Climacus. Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1985, p. 132.

19 He has been told that to become a philosopher one must doubt, though it is not clear that one must know
what it means to doubt everything to be a philosopher. Thus, the following is a logical possibility in this
framework: one could doubt everything, be a philosopher, and not know what it means to doubt everything.
In turn, it is unclear whether there is a difference between ‘one must doubt’ and ‘one must doubt
everything’.

14



begins with doubt) must be eternal, interchangeable with the first thesis (philosophy
begins with doubt). If one endorses the third thesis, one must understand it to be
compatible with the first thesis, for if the third thesis were simply historical, one would
admit to something preceding the historical beginning of modern philosophy, i.e., one
would begin modern philosophy with something other than doubt. With this admission,
how could one begin modern philosophy with doubt? Climacus then asks whether it was
accidental that modern philosophy began with doubt. If it were the case that the
beginning of modern philosophy (doubt) was accidental, this would contradict the first
thesis (with which the third must align itself), for as Climacus says, “It would appear as if

the essential happened by accident.”?

In other words, if the beginning of modern
philosophy (doubt) were not essentially doubt, it would contradict the first thesis (unless
the beginning of philosophy in time is a synthesis of the historical and the eternal).
Climacus then asks whether modern philosophy is a necessity. If modern philosophy is a
necessity, it is a consequence of that which preceded it, which is philosophy. The first
thesis states that philosophy begins with doubt, and the third thesis states that modern
philosophy begins with doubt. If I try to say something historical about the beginning of
philosophy, I get into trouble, for if it is a historical necessity as is modern philosophy, it
will also be a consequence of something else. This would require an undoubted
precursor to philosophy, which would contradict the proposed starting point of doubt.
This causes trouble for the first thesis, for which doubt is the beginning of philosophy. In
an attempt to justify the third thesis, it appears that one must claim that the third thesis is

a synthesis of the eternal and the historical, and that the first thesis must simply be

eternal.

2 Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments and Johannes Climacus, p. 136.
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If modern philosophy is eternal and manifested in time, it is a synthesis of the
historical and the eternal. Climacus notes that this very notion, however, is strikingly
similar to the Christian notion of Christ, who in time is the eternal truth. It often goes
without saying that philosophy has a problem with this conception, and it seems odd that
it would understand itself to be the same as that which it criticizes, that philosophy would
doubt this in another but not in itself. Regardless of this point, Climacus shares another
insight that challenges this posture of modern philosophy: if modern philosophy holds
that it began with doubt, and that it is a synthesis of the historical and eternal, it follows
that something preceded modern philosophy and the doubt that gave it life. As far as |
know, it is never assumed by Christianity that the world (i.e., the historical and empirical)
failed to exist before Christ’s birth. If one defends the third thesis by holding that it is a
synthesis of the historical and the eternal, one must assume that something historical
preceded modern philosophy’s historical beginning.??  Though this assumption is
necessary for the justification of the third thesis, one cannot maintain it and also begin
modern philosophy, something that begins with doubt. In attempting to rescue the third
thesis from contradiction, it appears that one commits successive contradictions.

Climacus then considers the first thesis: philosophy begins with doubt. He

surmises that either doubt is a part of philosophy, or doubt precedes philosophy. If doubt

2! The doubt-certainty dynamic that | outline is perfectly compatible with the theory of recollection,
perfectly compatible with the seek knowledge / find knowledge dilemma, in response to which Socrates
proposed the theory of recollection: do I have the truth or do I have the truth? I have it, but am I sure that |
have what I think | have? There are two things that | have, which might be the same. How do I determine
whether they are the same? | doubt. Descartes’ clear and present ideas are the truth, and function in the
same way as the assumption that there is truth and that each is of the truth (which is the same assumption),
the assumption of the theory of recollection. In other words, this could be the formulation for both: I have
the truth, therefore | doubt. What has happened? I, get in the way of the truth. If | were not, then the truth
could be. I might be the truth, but I am not sure [though the truth is within me (premise)]. “I am the truth,
therefore | doubt.” The only thing that gets in the way of the truth and me is me. Therefore, doubt myself
away: Johannes Climacus. Johannes Climacus is the embodied logical consequence of philosophical doubt.
Yet one might see the flaw.

16



is a part of philosophy, every one is excluded from philosophy except the philosopher
himself, as far as he is concerned.?> Why is there only one, if that? To become a
philosopher, one must trust the philosopher’s remark that philosophy begins with doubt,
but even if one does this, philosophy has not begun (as far as that individual is
concerned). A trust in the thesis philosophy begins with doubt does not begin philosophy,
for philosophy begins with doubt, yet if doubt is a part of philosophy and not the whole
of philosophy, there is something within philosophy that is not doubted. This poses
another problem. To push through these contradictions, it appears that one must believe
to get doubt and philosophy going, but this is a further contradiction. Climacus remains
confused, and the question of how to begin philosophy is still unanswered. The entry
into philosophy eludes him.

After finding fault in the first and third theses, Climacus turns to the second: in
order to philosophize, one must have doubted. Instead of criticizing this thesis as he
criticized the others, Climacus rests with the realization that the maxim De omnibus
dubitandum est is the required preparation for philosophy.?® Though he has not learned
how one could doubt everything, at this point in the narrative he decides to push ahead
regardless. He says that he “cannot even know whether doubting is a preparation.”?* The
thought of doubting everything defeated him, and he takes it up as his mission. “Come
what may, whether it leads to everything or to nothing, makes me wise or mad, I shall

stake everything but shall not let go of the thought.”* The thought has grabbed him. Ina

%2 In accordance with the theses and the claim that philosophical doubt is a part of philosophy, all
interactions between philosophers should consist of each person doubting whether the other person is a
philosopher, along with whether he is a person, has brown hair, etc.

2% |t appears that philosophy has given him nothing and taken his self.

2 Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments and Johannes Climacus, p. 159.

% Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments and Johannes Climacus, p. 159.
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sense, he has become the philosopher, the philosophical doubter: through finding
inadequacies and contradictions in each thesis, he even doubts that the maxim De
omnibus dubitandum est is a preparation for philosophy.

From one perspective, Johannes Climacus is the story of an individual who tried
to become a philosopher by following one of the three theses. In working through the
three theses, however, he finds it difficult to begin philosophy from the standpoint of any
of them. In his analysis of the three theses, he realizes that none of them can be the
starting point for philosophy, for one must trust either the thesis or something else for
philosophy to begin, which would be contradictory for a philosophy that begins with
doubt. Though he noted the contractions of each thesis that prevent one from becoming a
philosopher, he remained in awe of philosophy. To become a philosopher remained his
goal. Though the theses seemed flawed, he grew to feel that it was an inadequacy on his
part that prevented him from entering into philosophy. He often heard people proclaim
one of the theses, or the maxim “everything must be doubted,” and he assumed that if all
these other people found no trouble in becoming philosophers, he was surely the
problem. The elusive character of the theses enticed him, and he assumed that the
importance of the theses required one to suffer through cumbersome training before their
truth would be exhibited. After all, he felt that an easily acquired truth is a mediocre

truth at best.

18



Wittgenstein and Climacus
Throughout his deliberations, Climacus remained in awe of philosophy, the idea

that one could doubt everything, and the peculiar nature of philosophical propositions. In
the Investigations, Wittgenstein makes some remarks concerning the ways in which the
nature of philosophical propositions tantalizes the philosopher, producing in him or her a
demeanor and cloudiness that stimulates philosophical doubt :

One person might say “A propositions is the most ordinary

thing in the world” and another: “A proposition—that’s

something very queer!”—and the latter is unable simply to

look and see how propositions really work. The forms we

use in expressing ourselves about propositions and thought

stand in his way.”®
Wittgenstein notes that whereas many people treat propositions as ordinary statements,
some, like Climacus, understand them to be strange. Wittgenstein says that this results
from the importance we give to propositions and a misunderstanding of how language
functions. When talking about propositions incorrectly, these forms of expression
bewitch us into thinking that the propositions are mysterious. Though Climacus
challenges philosophical propositions and finds fault with them, he still maintains a
degree of reverence for them. Like Wittgenstein, Climacus disassembles philosophical
doubt. On a personal level, however, Climacus is swept up in philosophy’s intrigue, and
begins committing the contradictions on a personal level that he previously criticized and
dismantled. Climacus is an example of a person who, in spite of all his diligence and

mental agility, ends up treating propositions as queer and elusive. He becomes the

anonymous philosopher in whom Wittgenstein sees a type of philosophical disease, one

%6 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, p. 43 (#93).
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that begets itself as it prevents the person from using propositions correctly. This ill
treatment of propositions breeds philosophical doubt.

Wittgenstein distinguishes between empirical and grammatical statements in his
treatment of the disease that leads to philosophical doubt. Climacus performs a similar
task in his analysis of the aforementioned three theses. After concluding in his analysis
of the third thesis (modern philosophy begins with doubt) that a historical beginning for
modern philosophy is problematic, Climacus decides to consult others about the status of
the third thesis. He was disappointed, though, for it seems that others often used the
terms “historical” and “eternal” interchangeably or imprecisely. Wittgenstein’s use of
“empirical” is strikingly similar to Climacus’ use of “historical,” and the same goes for
the terms “grammatical” and “eternal.” Something that exists in the world or has a
beginning in time is “empirical” or “historical.” Statements that are (or are similar to)
beliefs, definitions, and mathematical rules are “grammatical” or “eternal.” In multiple
instances, Climacus shows the inherent contradictions in a given thesis by exposing its
unacknowledged dependence on historical and/or eternal notions, whatever the case may
be. Against the backdrop of Wittgenstein’s empirical-grammatical distinction and
Climacus’ historical-eternal distinction, | will now contrast Climacus’ considerat