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1 Introduction: An Ultimately Binding Character of Morality? 26 

The idea that morality is based on an unquestionable foundation has gained prominence among 27 

moral philosophers. Notably, there is a growing body of literature inspired by Ludwig 28 

Wittgenstein’s philosophy that argues for such an understanding of morality (e.g., Diamond, 29 

2019; Pleasants, 2008, 2009, 2015). This view of the nature of morality is enticing as it seems 30 

that many people expect morality to provide us with a non-arbitrary and solid orientation, in 31 

the sense of clear indications of what is right (and allowed) or wrong in our lives (e.g., Rini, 32 

2013; Scanlon, 1992). This expectation may include the view that some actions are indefensible, 33 

certainly wrong, or even unthinkable—such as killing someone simply for the thrill of it 34 

(Scanlon, 1992, 6). The understanding underlying such intuitions may be that morality should 35 

abstract “away from the individual thinker’s present personal perspective” (Rini, 2013, 262) 36 

and be guided by undoubtable propositions that do not allow for deviation. These propositions, 37 

then, are authoritative and can be invoked to dispel the confusion of anyone seeking to argue 38 

or think otherwise. Underlying such an understanding of morality seems to be the idea that 39 

moral thinking has a binding character in the sense that chains of justification come to an end. 40 

This idea of the binding character of morality can be found in many influential accounts of 41 

moral philosophy. In one such account, Ernst Tugendhat provides an everyday example of how 42 

chains of justification come to an end: consider a parent who needs to cut the cake at a children’s 43 

birthday party. The children all want the largest slice they can get. If no child can advance a 44 

convincing reason why their piece should be larger than everyone else’s, then the cake must be 45 

divided into equal pieces (Tugendhat, 1993, 378). As equals, the children are to be treated 46 

equally. Indeed, it goes without saying that equals are to be treated equally. Mentioning this 47 

rule of thought explicitly, as we just did, is odd because it does not add anything to the example 48 

that was not already understood. However, if the rule is violated—if, for instance, one child 49 

receives a bigger slice than the others—protest will clearly follow: “Hey, why does she get a 50 

bigger slice?” 51 

Ultimately, such protest can be explained as resting on the background rule that equals are to 52 

be treated equally. We shall argue that this rule is a precondition for moral reasoning and hence 53 

should be denoted a TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTY in morals. Such a rule goes without saying 54 

and neither needs to be justified nor can be. A distribution that deviates from it can be justified 55 

only by giving reasons, for example, that the birthday child gets the biggest slice because it is 56 

their birthday (whether this is a good or bad reason is a different question). This, however, does 57 

not mean that equals are treated unequally but that there is a reason to regard the birthday child 58 

as unequal to the other children (in virtue of being the birthday child), rendering it permissible 59 
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to treat them unequally.1 This is in line with the implications of the identified rule: equals are 60 

to be treated equally, and unequals may be treated unequally. As will become clear below, if 61 

this rule is abandoned, attempts at justification lose their intelligibility. The rule is undoubtable 62 

and allows for no deviation, and as such it represents a certainty in morals. 63 

The argumentation in this paper will be based on a critical examination of the growing literature 64 

regarding certainties in morality, particularly focusing on the perspectives of moral 65 

philosophers such as Cora Diamond (2019) and Nigel Pleasants (2008, 2009, 2015), who claim, 66 

inspired by Wittgenstein’s philosophy, that certain chains of moral reasoning end in certainty. 67 

In other words, they claim that moral thought rests on certainties in morality. The main 68 

characteristic of a certainty in morality is that it is undoubtable—deviating from it is 69 

unthinkable. Interestingly, the binding character of morality in such an understanding is not 70 

displayed by the justification of “certainty statements” but rather by the absence of 71 

justifications. Certainty, in this sense, marks the boundary of the unintelligible. 72 

In this paper, we shall critically affirm the importance of certainties in morality (i.e., the claim 73 

that rational moral thought rests on certainties). We shall show, in agreement with the literature 74 

on certainties in morality, that such certainties put an end to a chain of reasoning (Diamond, 75 

2019; Hermann, 2015; Johnson, 2019; Pleasants, 2008, 2009, 2015). In Wittgenstein’s words: 76 

“Once I have exhausted the justifications, I have reached bedrock, and my spade is turned” (PI 77 

§217; see also OC §248).2 According to the literature, certainties in morals are part of the 78 

bedrock in Wittgenstein’s sense. But we depart from existing accounts by arguing that 79 

certainties in morality in the strictest sense (i.e., bedrock in the strictest sense) are not 80 

propositions but rules that, by themselves, do not contain any particular moral content or 81 

knowledge. This idea has not been discussed in the literature so far and introduces a major twist 82 

for the debate on certainties. What is fully certain in morality is not a collection of undoubtable 83 

propositions or beliefs but the forms of thinking, the rules, that enable moral language use in 84 

the first place—such as the abovementioned rule that equals are to be treated equally. Although 85 

all accounts discussed in this paper point to this indispensable, transcendental trait of 86 

certainties, implied by Wittgenstein himself (OC §341), they fail to reflect it appropriately. As 87 

we shall see, capturing the diversity of moral certainties requires differentiating among different 88 

ways in which bedrock can be reached. 89 

 
1 Strictly speaking, “if x and y are equal, then x and y are to be treated equally” does not entail “If x and y are not 

equal, then x and y are not to be treated equally.” P → Q does not entail  ⁓P → ⁓Q. P might be sufficient for Q 

without being necessary for Q. 
2 Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations (2009) will henceforth be abbreviated as PI and Wittgenstein’s On 

Certainty (1969) as OC. 
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In other words, certainties function as “regress stoppers” (Sayre-McCord, 1996) by putting an 90 

end to the chain of reasoning in different ways. With bedrock reached in the strictest sense, 91 

justifications can no longer be provided or requested because they would no longer be 92 

intelligible. Thus, regress stoppers function as the ultimate foundations of our reasoning and 93 

conduct and therefore can explain the ultimately binding character of morality introduced 94 

above. In the following, we shall explore the variety of types of regress stoppers, which rests 95 

on the difference between the formal and material aspects of certainty. The former encompasses 96 

undoubtable rules; the latter, propositions whose content is certain to some extent. That 97 

certainties can be distinguished in this way follows from a detailed examination of Diamond’s 98 

(2019) work on what have come to be called thinking guides, the analysis of which is the subject 99 

of the next section. 100 

2 Thinking Guides in Morality 101 

2.1 Diamond’s account of path-indicators 102 

In Reading Wittgenstein with Anscombe, Going on to Ethics (2019), Cora Diamond offers a 103 

particularly interesting account of undoubtable propositions by drawing on Wittgenstein’s 104 

earlier and later philosophy. Although she does not make explicit use of the term ‘moral 105 

certainty’, some of her writings in this book can be classified as contributions to this debate. 106 

Discussion of Diamond’s idea of thinking guides in morality will show that certainties in 107 

morality have a material and a formal aspect. 108 

Diamond has argued that some moral propositions are non-bipolar. If a proposition or belief is 109 

bipolar, then it can be either true or false. Some propositions and beliefs are not bipolar because 110 

they are not matters of debate or disagreement. That not all propositions have a bipolar structure 111 

is a central component of Diamond’s (2019) account of “thinking guides”3 in moral reasoning. 112 

These “thinking guides” lead moral thought in a non-bipolar way. Diamond illustrates this with 113 

the proposition “slavery is unjust and insupportable.” Attempting to deny this proposition, 114 

results, she claims, in nothing but nonsense.4 That is the sense in which the proposition is 115 

certain: its negation, which implies that slavery is justifiable or supportable, is not simply wrong 116 

or irrational—it is “thought that has gone astray” (Diamond, 2019, 205; emphasis in the 117 

original). 118 

 
3 This term was coined by Kuusela (2020) in reference to Diamond’s work on path-indicators. 
4 Here, Diamond is echoing David Wiggins, who similarly contends that one eventually comes to see “that there 

is nothing else to think but that slavery is unjust and insupportable” (Wiggins, 1991, 70; emphasis in the original). 
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Diamond develops the idea that non-bipolar propositions are “path-indicators” that are “either 119 

blockers of false paths or indications of open and useful ones” (Diamond, 2019, 233). Their 120 

function is quite straightforward: “In a variety of different sorts of cases, the structure of thought 121 

and debate may involve propositions the role of which is to block paths of thought, or to indicate 122 

their availability and significance” (Diamond, 2019, 233). Path-indicators are thus tools in our 123 

endeavors to think well. Thus, it makes sense to follow Oskari Kuusela (2020) in calling them 124 

“thinking guides.”  125 

Thinking guides play regulative roles in moral reasoning by directing thought or helping to 126 

redirect thinking that has gone astray. As Diamond (2019, 267) contends: 127 

 128 

[W]e may stand in need of, or find useful, many different sorts of path-indicators, both 129 

of the kind that block paths of thought we may be tempted to take, and also of the kind 130 

that indicate open paths of thought which it may be important for us to be aware of, but 131 

which habits of ease-in-thinking make invisible to us, or enable us to go on not seeing. 132 

 133 

How does Diamond arrive at this view of thinking guides? In her discussion, Diamond begins 134 

with statements that lack the bipolarity of senseful propositions but that nonetheless make sense, 135 

such as Elizabeth Anscombe’s well-known example “‘Someone’ is not the name of someone.” 136 

Diamond emphasizes that there is no possibility that such propositions are false because their 137 

opposition “is mere muddle” (Diamond, 2019, 203)—their negation, “when examined, peters 138 

out into nothingness” (Diamond, 2019, 204). Following Wittgenstein’s Lectures on the 139 

Foundations of Mathematics (1976), Diamond characterizes such statements, including “I am 140 

not dead” and “2 + 2 = 4,” as “preparatory” to engagement in language (Diamond, 2019, 218). 141 

The role of preparatory uses of language is to “[enable] other types of uses of propositions” 142 

(Diamond, 2019, 264) such as inequalities like “2 × 24 ≠ 46” (Diamond, 2019, 259). These 143 

preparatory uses are required, then, to make language uses meaningful. By the same token, they 144 

are themselves, in a very practical sense, “useful”: they can “bring someone out of confusion 145 

and back into engaged life” (Diamond, 2019, 219).5 Accordingly, preparatory uses of language 146 

set out paths that are open for thinking and block others that are not open in that way. 147 

According to Diamond’s account, preparatory uses of language are non-bipolar propositions. 148 

These provide the undoubtable foundations for thinking. They cannot be doubted because their 149 

 
5 Kuusela (2020) criticizes the criterion of usefulness, because something that counts as useful may turn out to be 

not morally desirable. 
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negations are nonsense. What, other than nonsense, would it be if one were to claim—with full 150 

sincerity—that “now, in this particular moment, I’m not alive, I’m dead”? Such a thought 151 

cannot be successfully entertained, except perhaps metaphorically or in a joke or fairy tale. 152 

Diamond accordingly concludes that any sincere attempt at thinking that might contradict non-153 

bipolar propositions “is nothing but a piece of confusion” (Diamond, 2019, 218). 154 

Thus, non-bipolar propositions function, to use a term from Wittgenstein’s later thought, as 155 

“hinges” (OC §341) that make it possible to use other propositions.6 This has far-reaching 156 

implications for morality. Following David Wiggins, Diamond illustrates the importance of 157 

non-bipolar propositions in moral thought by comparing the statement that “slavery is unjust 158 

and insupportable” with “7 + 5 = 12.” In these cases, she suggests, there is nothing to be thought 159 

but that slavery is unjust and insupportable, just as there is nothing to be thought but that 160 

7 + 5 = 12 (Diamond, 2019, 232). 161 

These two propositions are, according to Diamond, equally certain, in the sense that attempts 162 

to doubt them produce nonsense. According to Wiggins, this becomes apparent when we draw 163 

“upon the full riches of our intersubjectivity and our shared understanding” (Wiggins, 1991, 164 

70). Eventually, we shall be left with “nothing else to think but that slavery is unjust and 165 

insupportable” (Wiggins, 1991, 70). However, someone might insist that 7 + 5 = 11 or that it is 166 

not unthinkable that 7 + 5 = 11. One who did so—seeing no binding, logical character in 167 

“7 + 5 = 12”—would have “opted out altogether from the point of view that shall be common 168 

between one person and another” (Wiggins, 1991, 70). Likewise, if you think of “slavery [as] 169 

not being unjust and insupportable, you are at risk of depriving yourself of the possibility of 170 

putting together a workable system of moral ideas” (Diamond, 2019, 218; see also Wiggins, 171 

1991, 70–71). 172 

This is Diamond’s core claim about thinking guides in morality: that, were we to think that 173 

slavery is just or supportable, we would deprive ourselves of a workable system of moral ideas. 174 

She concludes that “slavery is just and supportable” must be unintelligible. But does this 175 

statement have the same binding character as a (non-bipolar) equation? Contra Diamond, we 176 

shall show that path-blockers such as this are QUASI-UNDOUBTABLE CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS that 177 

are not non-bipolar in the sense that applies to “7 + 5 = 12.” As we shall see, Diamond’s 178 

conclusion results from a conflation of propositions in thought and rules of thought. 179 

2.2 A critique of Diamond’s account of thinking guides 180 

 
6 Note that Diamond does not use that term. 
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As regards the injustice of slavery, Diamond argues that what is intelligible has changed over 181 

time (Diamond, 2019, 304–306). During the US debate over slavery in the 1830s, it was 182 

intelligible both to defend and to attack slavery. There were, so to speak, two rival belief 183 

systems.7 Today, Diamond suggests, a defense of slavery would no longer be intelligible, and 184 

thinking guides serve to reflect the non-intelligibility of such thinking. Gilad Nir summarizes 185 

this point: “In Diamond’s view, the truths expressed by these propositions are so deeply 186 

embedded in our manner of thinking that they may seem utterly trivial to us” (Nir, 2022, 195). 187 

These are “undeniable truths” (Nir, 2022, 196) that can guide someone out of confusion. 188 

We agree with Nir that such thinking guides are vitally important tools for guiding moral 189 

thought well and for leading it out of confusion. We disagree, however, as regards their 190 

establishing undeniable truths or transcendental certainties in morality. In line with Diamond 191 

and Nir, we regard non-bipolar propositions as foundational because they make language use 192 

in general possible. They serve as a foundation by providing language with an ultimately 193 

binding character. However, we also think that the slavery example does not qualify as bedrock 194 

in the strictest sense. To meet that standard, a statement would have to be fully undoubtable and 195 

thus also non-bipolar. 196 

For the sake of argument, note that there is a possible, intelligible opposite, namely pro-slavery 197 

advocacy. This position is heinous, pernicious, and repugnant for construing humans as 198 

property. However, even though the thinking that leads to such a position has gone wrong, it 199 

has not “gone astray as thinking” (pace Diamond and Nir) in the same sense as thinking that 200 

leads to denying that 7 + 5 = 12. 201 

Diamond seeks to establish a robust structure of morality that resists moral relativism’s 202 

“insidious presumption of symmetry between points of view” (Wiggins, 1991, 78)—for 203 

example, that you can either think of slavery as unjust and insupportable or not. The idea is that 204 

the latter view should not be an option for appropriate moral thinking. To strengthen this 205 

argument, Diamond invokes the fact that most pro-slavery thinkers shared the same moral 206 

vocabulary as their opponents. Even if they were insisting that slavery in the Southern states 207 

was profitable, they were, as Diamond notes, sharing moral concepts such as justice: “The main 208 

point here, then, is that, in various ways, people may turn off the issue of the application to 209 

themselves (or to particular others) of some concept that they do use in an ordinary way in other 210 

circumstances” (Diamond, 2019, 275). The concepts of justice and respect for humanity were 211 

as fully available to pro-slavery advocates as to their opponents. Consequently, a sign was 212 

 
7 As Diamond (2019) shows, the belief systems were by far less binary and rigid than one might assume.  
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(metaphorically speaking) erected with the “statement that men are by nature equal, or the 213 

statement that all men are created equal” (Diamond, 2019, 287)—a warning against taking the 214 

heinous pro-slavery path. Talk about slavery should leave you “with nothing to think but that it 215 

is odious, unjust, an intolerable evil” (Diamond, 2019, 277). Diamond’s line of thought here 216 

reflects a workable system of moral ideas. However, crucially, it consists of statements that 217 

convey content and, hence, can be doubted. Therefore, they are not undoubtable and do not 218 

meet the criterion for non-bipolarity. 219 

To show the importance of path-indicators in moral thought, Diamond draws on Wiggins’s idea 220 

that, in the face of discrepancies in belief, convergence of beliefs is possible through a 221 

“vindicatory explanation.” Such an explanation takes the following form: “there is really 222 

nothing else to think but that p; so it is a fact that p; so, given the circumstances and given the 223 

subject’s cognitive capacities and opportunities and given his access to what leaves nothing else 224 

to think but that p, no wonder he believes that p” (Wiggins, 1991, 66). Through a vindicatory 225 

explanation, one comes to see that slavery is unjust and insupportable, and that, as a result, this 226 

proposition is necessary and certain. It is important to note that Wiggins accounts for the 227 

possibility that people eventually come to see that there is nothing else to think but that slavery 228 

is unjust and insupportable. After all, people might initially be wrong and confused and 229 

eventually change their minds. Following this line of thought, one might be inclined to state 230 

that what seemed to be intelligible at a certain point in history can become unintelligible over 231 

time—think, for instance, of witch hunts. 232 

But does the intelligibility of a proposition change over time? Is it not possible to recall the 233 

hideous arguments that were put forward in the 1830s to justify slavery? Is it not even 234 

sometimes necessary to recall this kind of thinking to strengthen the point that these paths of 235 

thinking should be blocked? Think of the testimony of people such as Harriet Tubman or 236 

Frederick Douglass who witnessed the atrocities of slavery—isn’t it useful to draw on their 237 

stories to demonstrate the injustice of slavery for present and future generations? Such 238 

considerations indicate that the statement about the injustice of slavery actually has bipolar 239 

structure, contrary to what Diamond and Nir suggest. As such, it is (only) a QUASI-240 

UNDOUBTABLE CERTAIN PROPOSITION. Such propositions are shared and should not be doubted. 241 

Their negations are taboo for good reasons. However, they have material contents that can be 242 

doubted—albeit at the cost of moral condemnation. They stop the regress with a strong moral 243 

conviction; their negations have highly counterintuitive implications; therefore, they should not 244 

be doubted. However, because they can be doubted, they do not fully qualify as “bedrock” in 245 

the strictest Wittgensteinian sense. 246 
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In summary, the moral propositions that form “thinking guides” can be framed as being certain 247 

in a particular way: they are quasi-undoubtably certain. Diamond’s path-indicators are 248 

necessary for thinking well; they guide thinking in a morally desirable direction. As such, they 249 

rest on argumentation (i.e., on asking for and giving reasons with propositional contents). Such 250 

thinking guides do function as regress stoppers, but not in the way claimed by Diamond. QUASI-251 

UNDOUBTABLE CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS provide the moral foundations for acceptable moral 252 

thought and conduct. When such QUASI-UNDOUBTABLE CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS are violated, 253 

moral taboos are broken. That is the sense in which a thinking guide stops the regress of asking 254 

for reasons. However, Diamond’s thinking guides in morality lack the non-bipolar and rule-like 255 

character of “7 + 5 = 12.” 256 

In fact, “7 + 5 = 12” is not a proposition or belief at all but a rule. Owing to its logical nature, a 257 

calculation has the binding character of a certainty and thus reaches bedrock in its strictest 258 

sense. While attempts to defend or justify slavery are brought to an end by arguments that it is 259 

heinous and vicious, disputes over calculations do not come to an end in the same way. Hence, 260 

it is necessary to distinguish between the material and formal aspects of certainty. The material 261 

aspect captures the (quasi-)undoubtable nature of some propositions and beliefs, as in the 262 

slavery example discussed by Diamond and Wiggins. The moral validity of their stance on 263 

slavery is not in doubt, but this is because it has been immunized against doubt over time, with 264 

great effort—and rightly so! Still, it has been made quasi-non-bipolar in the course of history. 265 

As a moral belief, the injustice of slavery has not always been certain; it was moral debates and 266 

insights that revealed it to be certain. In contrast, a non-bipolar rule—reflecting the formal 267 

aspect of certainty—has a universally binding character that is essentially devoid of any moral 268 

content. It is binding for all across context and time. For Wittgenstein, logic, including 269 

calculations, reflects the transcendental feature of language and thought (OC §501). In other 270 

words, logic is indisputable. Logic precedes language games and contains no meaning in itself, 271 

while propositions have content that can be reflected on as meaningful.  272 

So far, we have seen that certainty can be analyzed in terms of its material and formal aspects. 273 

The formal aspect of certainty is reflected in rules such as those of mathematics and logic. In 274 

Section 4, we shall see that the rule “equals are to be treated equally” belongs in the same 275 

category. Such rules share the trait of being transcendental in the sense that they do not contain 276 

or convey content themselves; rather, by functioning as preparatory uses of language, they serve 277 

as foundations enabling intelligible thought. However, we turn first to a slightly different aspect 278 

of material certainty, involving CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS—propositions that function similarly to 279 

truisms in justification. 280 
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3 Basic Moral Certainties 281 

3.1 The current debate on basic moral certainties 282 

In critiquing Diamond’s thinking guides, we proposed that certainties can be analyzed in terms 283 

of their material aspect (content) and/or their formal aspect (rule-like function). Using 284 

Diamond’s arguments, we identified the criteria for qualifying as a formal certainty in morals 285 

and showed that her core example is not a formal but a material certainty as it remains on the 286 

level of content. To further inform the proposed meaning of “material certainties”—i.e., (QUASI-287 

UNDOUBTABLE) CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS—we draw on the current debate about “basic moral 288 

certainties.” A critical discussion of this debate strengthens the motivation for differentiating 289 

certainties in accordance with their material and formal aspects. Notably, like Diamond, the 290 

main advocates for basic moral certainty, particularly Pleasants (2008, 2009, 2015), implicitly 291 

defend what we denote as the formal aspect of certainty but suggest candidates that fail to 292 

exemplify it.  293 

Pleasants (2008, 2009, 2015) coined the term “basic moral certainties” and has discussed such 294 

certainties the most prominently and prolifically, drawing on Wittgenstein’s discussion of 295 

epistemic certainty in On Certainty. Pleasants’ influential writings are the basis of both 296 

affirmative (Galli, 2023; Hermann, 2015; Johnson, 2019; Laves, 2020, 2021; O’Hara, 2018) 297 

and critical (Ariso, 2020, 2021; Brice, 2013; Deininger et al., 2022; Fairhurst, 2019; Glock, 298 

2023; Kusch, 2021, 2023; Manhire, 2022) accounts of moral certainty. Pleasants’ ideas will be 299 

the present focus, followed in the next subsection by the critical reception of his writings. 300 

The proposed examples of basic moral certainties most debated in the literature are “killing is 301 

wrong” and “death is bad” (both discussed in Pleasants, 2008, 2009, 2015). Other enticing 302 

examples of moral certainty have been offered, most notably by Julia Hermann and Jeremy 303 

Johnson, including “cheating is wrong” (Johnson, 2019, 206) and “promises have to be kept” 304 

(Hermann, 2015, 99–100). This paper focuses on the example that has received the most 305 

attention, Pleasants’ basic moral certainty that “killing is wrong.”8 306 

According to Pleasants, killing “an innocent and non-threatening person” is not a matter of 307 

being right or wrong (Pleasants, 2009, 677); to claim that it is wrong is not the result of an 308 

argument against killing. Pleasants argues that we “have no evidence, reasons, or grounds for 309 

regarding […] killing [as] wrong, just as we have no evidence, reasons, or grounds for acting 310 

in ways that presuppose that we believe our hands will not fall off in use, or that we are 311 

 
8 Space restrictions preclude a detailed discussion of these examples, but as will become clear in the following, 

we believe that our criticism applies to them as well. See also fn. 13 for a brief discussion of these examples. 
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incorrigibly authoritative on what our name is” (Pleasants, 2009, 677). So, condemning killing 312 

as wrong does not require adding that it is wrong to kill innocent and non-threatening people. 313 

According to Pleasants, this addition “would not merely be redundant, it would betray a lack of 314 

moral sensibility” (Pleasants, 2009, 677). As a basic moral certainty, the wrongness of killing 315 

“underlies everyone’s—conservative, liberal or radical—moral and political opinions and 316 

judgements” (Pleasants, 2009, 679).  317 

Pleasants introduces the wrongness of killing by way of the wrongness of killing an innocent, 318 

unthreatening person. However, he seems to advocate that the wrongness of killing as such is a 319 

basic moral certainty: “the wrongness of killing as such is so blatant that few see any need to 320 

ask, never mind answer, it [why it is wrong]” (Pleasants, 2009, 672; our emphasis). Pleasants 321 

seems to hold that killing is usually wrong because acts of killing “unjustly inflict death, pain 322 

and other modes of suffering on people” (Pleasants, 2015, 202). The possibility of justified 323 

exceptions does not violate the underlying certainty. Thus, for Pleasants, “killing is wrong,” 324 

together with other basic moral certainties, forms the indubitable bedrock for moral thinking. 325 

As defined in the debate, basic moral certainties are understood as the background against 326 

which meaningful moral claims can be made (Johnson, 2019, 211). Although some moral 327 

statements and beliefs are open to discussion, basic moral certainties turn out not to be 328 

questionable and thus resist skeptical inquiries (Rummens 2013). Basic moral certainties, such 329 

as the wrongness of killing, serve as “fundamental condition[s] of human morality as such” 330 

(Pleasants, 2015, 201). As Pleasants suggests, it is certain for us that we must not kill an 331 

innocent and non-threatening person. This is simply how we think and act within our moral 332 

community. Nobody (besides philosophers) would doubt that killing is wrong. A person who 333 

thinks that killing fellow humans is perfectly acceptable in ordinary circumstances would—334 

justifiably—be regarded as morally alien as they would not be participating in the same form 335 

of life as the rest of us. That form of life is expressed in our shared moral beliefs, which 336 

themselves rest on a bedrock made up of basic moral certainties. 337 

Pleasants argues that his examples display basic moral certainty in the sense that they “cannot 338 

be sensefully asserted, explained, justified, questioned, or denied first-personally; and indeed 339 

no-one would even think of doing so outside a philosophical debate on the phenomenon” 340 

(Pleasants, 2015, 200). Thus, as a basic moral certainty, the statement “killing is wrong” is 341 

certain “because its wrongness cannot sensefully be asserted, explained or doubted” (Pleasants, 342 

2015, 201). Therefore, basic moral certainties are “immune to justification, challenge and 343 

doubt, and hence cannot be objects of first-personal knowledge” (Pleasants, 2015, 197), 344 
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because what “is truly foundational is something which nothing imaginable would speak 345 

against” (Johnson, 2019, 213). According to this line of reasoning, moral thinking, just as with 346 

thinking as such, is founded on basic moral certainties that are not “claims that might turn out 347 

to be wrong. They are the background against which and the foundation upon which meaningful 348 

claims can be made which might turn out to be wrong. They are not grounds for belief, they are 349 

the ground of belief” (Johnson, 2019, 211; emphasis added).  350 

Pleasants and his followers (see especially Hermann, 2015 and Johnson, 2019, but also Galli, 351 

2023 and Laves, 2021) understand basic moral certainties, following Danièle Moyal-Sharrock 352 

(2004), as “non-propositional,” meaning that they cannot be negated like “normal” 353 

propositions. Their negations are not false but unimaginable and unintelligible. Moyal-Sharrock 354 

notes that some propositions, namely “hinge propositions” (see OC §341), are non-355 

propositional grammatical rules as they “are divested of their propositional status inasmuch as 356 

their nature is similar to propositions of mathematics; that is, inasmuch as they are not 357 

empirically derived, and are therefore not candidates for doubt, verification or falsification” 358 

(Moyal-Sharrock, 2004, 39). In other words: hinge propositions such as basic moral certainties 359 

lack bipolarity (i.e., susceptibility of being either true or false), which is the core characteristic 360 

of a “normal” proposition.9 361 

Much has been said thus far about the nature of basic moral certainty but little about how such 362 

certainties function in moral reasoning. Johnson argues that basic moral certainties function as 363 

“pseudo-premises” that can be omitted from any argument as they add nothing of substance: 364 

“They mark out the form, not the content, of our practical reasoning” (Johnson, 2019, 213; 365 

emphasis added). (Note that here Johnson explicitly highlights the formal aspect of certainty.) 366 

A genuine basic moral certainty must meet this criterion of being a pseudo-premise. Johnson 367 

illustrates the functioning of such certainties with the following example: “If you were to 368 

parachute from 30m, you would probably die. Therefore, you should not parachute from 30m” 369 

(Johnson, 2019, 213). The pseudo-premise, which can be left out without losing anything, 370 

would be “you should not do anything that is likely to result in your death” (Johnson, 2019, 371 

213).10 To put this in formal terms: 372 

 
9 We wish to emphasize that the introduced terminology may be prone to confusion on first sight: Moyal-Sharrock 

thinks of hinge propositions as non-propositional. Hinge propositions are, as Moyal-Sharrock highlights, not 

propositions in the regular sense as they are divested of their propositional status which makes them, e.g., logically 

indubitable. Therefore, it is helpful to understand hinge propositions as non-propositional grammatical rules to 

differentiate them from “normal” propositions which are not logically indubitable.  
10 Space restrictions preclude a detailed discussion of this example. However, as the next subsection will make 

clear, the critique given there applies here as well. In summary, it states that although a pseudo-premise typically 

does not need to be made explicit, it can, contrary to Johnson and Pleasants, be intelligibly doubted in certain 

circumstances (see also fn. 13). 
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P1: If you were to parachute from 30m, you would probably die. 373 

(Pseudo-Premise P0: You should not do anything that is likely to result in your death.) 374 

C: Therefore, you should not parachute from 30m. 375 

‘Pseudo-premise’ is indeed an enticing term for describing moral certainty, particularly its 376 

formal aspect and how it functions in moral reasoning. But Johnson’s proposed pseudo-377 

premise—like all other proposed candidates for basic moral certainty—fails to reflect the 378 

formal characteristics of basic moral certainties as defended by him and Pleasants. However, 379 

we agree with the definition of a pseudo-premise as being logically necessary for thinking 380 

without needing to be made explicit for arguments to be recognizably valid. 381 

Following this review of the literature on basic moral certainties, it should be clear that they are 382 

what Diamond calls non-bipolar propositions—propositions that cannot be sensefully negated 383 

and that function as preparatory uses of language, setting out paths that are open for thinking. 384 

In light of this, attempts to deny moral certainties, rather than being wrong, amount to thinking 385 

that goes off the rails. We agree with Pleasants and his followers that moral thinking ultimately 386 

rests on common ground that cannot be disputed and that certainties function as regress 387 

stoppers. The problem, as we shall now show, is that basic moral certainties such as “killing is 388 

wrong” cannot fulfill the formal criterion (set by the advocates themselves!) for being bedrock 389 

in its strictest sense. Although Pleasants and his followers ascribe an indisputable, 390 

transcendental nature to moral certainties, the examples they provide convey content that can 391 

be doubted. Still, they are, as we shall now show, part of the bedrock in a less strict sense. 392 

3.2 A critique of basic moral certainties 393 

Here, we shall argue that the candidate basic moral certainties mentioned above—e.g., “killing 394 

is wrong”—are what we shall call CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS.11 Owing to their propositional 395 

structure, their negations can be entertained in certain circumstances. It is possible to imagine 396 

opposition to the beliefs reflected in these certainties. Such opposition rests on intelligible 397 

grounds. Importantly, the grounds for these beliefs can be reasonably doubted and hence do not 398 

meet the criterion put forward by Pleasants and his followers for qualifying as a bedrock moral 399 

certainty. This is not to attack the idea of basic moral certainty as indisputable bedrock but to 400 

 
11 At the end of this section, it should have become clear that CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS resemble truisms in that they 

are generally accepted as obviously true, having been repeated so often that it has become superfluous to make 

them explicit. They reflect the material aspect of certainty and are therefore comparable to QUASI-UNDOUBTABLE 

CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS. Both types of certainty convey content that can be doubted. However, as shall become 

clear in the remainder of this section, CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS are more general in their nature, whereas QUASI-

UNDOUBTABLE CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS represent concrete moral taboos encompassing a rich moral history. While 

both types of certainties are similar in their function as regress stoppers, QUASI-UNDOUBTABLE CERTAIN 

PROPOSITIONS come closer to being undoubtable, as their history has impregnated them against doubt. 
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show that Pleasants and his followers fail to acknowledge the diversity of types of moral 401 

certainty. Pleasants’ example of the wrongness of killing will be the focus here as some 402 

philosophers have objected to this at length (especially Ariso, 2020 and Brice, 2013). The 403 

results below, however, will differ from those of Pleasants’ critics. 404 

We shall argue that, in particular circumstances, these seemingly unquestionable certainties 405 

become questionable. The examples provided in the literature on basic moral certainties involve 406 

propositions that seem to be certain, but their content can nonetheless be doubted. Therefore, 407 

they do not meet the authors’ own formal criterion of being non-propositional. For instance, 408 

although Pleasants introduces “killing is wrong” to exemplify an unquestionable certainty, this 409 

example contains propositional content and can therefore be reasonably doubted. It is very 410 

likely that the arguments for denying these propositions will not satisfy everybody, but they are 411 

nonetheless intelligible. 412 

Pleasants and his followers are wrong to hold that their suggested examples of basic moral 413 

certainties cannot sensefully be justified; instead, these propositions have only been immunized 414 

against doubt. As Kusch (2023) notes, this does not prevent them from being reflected on or 415 

doubted. For instance, it is usually wrong to kill. A community relies on such beliefs to make 416 

peaceful coexistence and, with it, morality work. But it also thrives by discussing and disputing 417 

possible exceptions. Such certainties come close to describing what W. D. Ross (2022) called 418 

prima facie duties, but they allow for exceptions in particular circumstances. For instance, 419 

although it is taken as a certainty that killing is wrong, there was a debate in Austria, at the time 420 

of writing, about the admissibility of assisted suicide. Rational arguments for or against this are 421 

possible, potentially (depending on one’s perspective) with the result that in certain 422 

circumstances killing is not wrong but good—and even perhaps a positive duty. Furthermore, 423 

in the case of mercy killing, reasons can be given for deviating from the statement that killing 424 

is always wrong—even if the situation in which this is true is an unfortunate one. Thus, the 425 

purported wrongness of killing is certainly not immune to being questioned and debated. It 426 

follows that it is possible to doubt that killing is wrong tout court.  427 

The status of “killing is wrong” as an indispensable certainty has also been contested by other 428 

philosophers. There is an interesting discussion about whether the wrongness of killing is a 429 

local (Ariso, 2020, 2021; Brice, 2013) or a universal (Laves, 2021; Galli, 2023) moral certainty. 430 

Critical reflection on this debate will clarify what we mean by a diversity of types of certainty 431 

in morality.  432 
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José María Ariso (2020, 2021) claims that the wrongness of killing is a local moral certainty. 433 

Ariso draws this terminology from Moyal-Sharrock’s (2004) taxonomy of Wittgenstein’s 434 

epistemic certainties. Local certainties “constitute the underlying framework of knowledge of 435 

all or only some human beings at a given time (e.g., ‘The earth is flat’; ‘The earth is round’; 436 

‘Human beings cannot go to the moon’; ‘Human beings can go to the moon’)” (Moyal-437 

Sharrock, 2004, 102). Universal certainties, in contrast, “delimit the universal bounds of sense 438 

for us: they are ungiveupable certainties for all normal human beings” (Moyal-Sharrock, 2004, 439 

103; emphasis in the original). Pleasants and his followers take their moral certainties to be 440 

certainties of the latter kind. 441 

Ariso applies Moyal-Sharrock’s terminology to the debate on basic moral certainties. He claims 442 

that the wrongness of killing is not a universal certainty as there are or have been communities 443 

who have not shared this certainty, such as the pisa-suaves, children born into Fuerzas Armadas 444 

Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) to fight against the Colombian army (Ariso, 2020, 62–445 

63). Indoctrinated by the FARC, these children “were not acquainted with the concepts of 446 

‘morally right’ or ‘morally wrong’” (Ariso, 2020, 63). From this depiction of the pisa-suaves, 447 

Ariso concludes that there are communities that do not perceive the wrongness of killing as a 448 

universal moral certainty. A universal moral certainty would not allow for exceptions, 449 

regardless of community membership. “The moral certainty about the wrongness of killing is 450 

therefore a local certainty because it allows for variations over time and depends upon each 451 

community” (Ariso, 2020, 69). 452 

Samuel Laves (2021) and Enrico Galli (2023) object to Ariso’s argument. Laves (2021, 80) 453 

points out that Pleasants is not claiming that all killing is wrong but that the wrongness of killing 454 

an innocent, non-threatening person is a universal basic moral certainty (see also Pleasants, 455 

2009, 677). The wrongness here is attributable to the person’s status as innocent and non-456 

threatening. Based on this clarification of Pleasants’ arguments, Laves concludes that the pisa-457 

suaves in fact conform to the universal moral certainty that killing is wrong as they differentiate 458 

between enemies, whom they regard as non-innocent, and others (Laves, 2021, 86). Thus, while 459 

“the certainty itself is universal, its manifestations are variable across cultures and times” 460 

(Laves, 2021, 88). Galli (2023), meanwhile, argues that either the pisa-suaves are moral agents 461 

violating a basic moral certainty that they possess or—if they really lack the moral certainty 462 

that killing is wrong—they do not share our form of life, and their language games would not 463 

fully align with ours. In either case, the wrongness of killing would not be disqualified as a 464 

universal certainty. 465 
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While we appreciate that the authors recognize diversity among moral certainties (by 466 

distinguishing between universal and local certainties), we think that they do not sufficiently 467 

address the problem with Pleasants’ account. We hold that “killing is wrong,” while universal 468 

in scope, is not a certainty in the sense of an ungiveupable hinge proposition. A universal 469 

certainty delimits the bounds of sense and would not allow for exceptions. As we have seen, 470 

this is not the case with “killing is wrong.” Laves and Galli acknowledge that there is room for 471 

debate as to who is innocent and non-threatening but maintain that the certainty itself is 472 

universal. Although the view that killing is wrong is probably shared by all human communities, 473 

as long as there is room to debate what kinds of killing are wrong or who counts as 474 

unthreatening and innocent, the bounds of sense have not yet been reached as they would have 475 

to be for a genuine universal certainty.  476 

So, the wrongness of killing is not a universal, indispensable certainty. But it is not a merely 477 

local certainty either. For as Galli (2023) rightly points out, those who would not understand 478 

that killing is usually wrong would not share our form of life, and thus their language games 479 

would not fully align with ours. This belief about the wrongness of killing is (probably) shared 480 

by all human beings. Therefore, we regard the shared belief that killing is wrong as what we 481 

call a CERTAIN PROPOSITION rather than as a local or universal certainty. We suggest that this 482 

belief is shared universally by human communities but is not universal in the sense of delimiting 483 

the bounds of sense. Usually, it is wrong to kill, but there are meaningful exceptions to that 484 

proposition. The important work is done by the conjunction ‘but.’ 485 

Let us look more closely at what Pleasants seeks to show in arguing that “killing is wrong” is a 486 

basic moral certainty. Both Pleasants and Laves have noted that what is wrong is not all killing 487 

but unjustified killing, or the killing of a non-threatening and innocent person. Pleasants refers 488 

to how Wittgenstein himself allowed for basic certainties to be doubted in certain, 489 

extraordinary circumstances without causing us to question and abandon such certainties 490 

altogether. An example is the basic empirical certainty “my hands exist” (OC §150). There “can 491 

be (extraordinary) circumstances in which someone might be mistaken in the claim to be in 492 

possession of their hand—in the turmoil of battlefield carnage, for example” (Pleasant, 2008, 493 

262). The existence of extraordinary circumstances allowing for this very specific local doubt, 494 

Pleasants suggests, does not take away from the fact that in any normal circumstance this 495 

empirical certainty is fundamental to all human beings. 496 

We find this only partly convincing. Granted, such certainties may allow for exceptions, such 497 

as the case of mercy killing considered above. Still, it is not certain what counts as mercy killing 498 
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or who counts as innocent and non-threatening. To some extent, the wrongness of killing is 499 

certain—we need not revisit the question in every single instance of killing. It is desirable that 500 

communities act on this belief without making it explicit or an issue of constant justification. 501 

But, as Brice (2013) points out, this is something that is not naturally inherent in our form of 502 

life and certain for us but rather reinforced through our social upbringing. Who counts as a 503 

‘person’ and ‘innocent’ has not always been unequivocally agreed upon but has been a matter 504 

of debate across contexts and cultures (Brice 2013, 484–86). The group of cases in which we 505 

regard it as wrong to kill is thus, as Brice suggests, something that has been acquired through 506 

positive social reinforcement. Accordingly, killing is something that we have learned is wrong. 507 

We suggest that in their examples, Pleasants and his followers have identified, not indispensable 508 

certainties, but statements that are generally accepted as obviously true because they are 509 

repeatedly used unproblematically and reinforced to the point that it has become superfluous to 510 

make them explicit. This interpretation of Pleasants’ certainties comes close to the definition of 511 

a truism. To make it explicit that it is wrong to kill someone non-threatening and innocent is 512 

unnecessary as everybody would agree on that; and the ascription to a person of the traits ‘non-513 

threatening’ and ‘innocent’ implies that there are no reasons to kill or even hurt that person. 514 

However, ascriptions of ‘non-threatening’ and ‘innocent’ can be justified, debated, and doubted 515 

in each circumstance and thus are not part of the bedrock. This understanding of basic moral 516 

certainties as CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS resembling truisms does not imply that they are 517 

unquestionable and ungiveupable—however, they retain somewhat their function as pseudo-518 

premises with propositional character that conveys content. They can be omitted as they would 519 

add only a proposition that everybody would agree on.  520 

Let us illustrate this in formal terms, using the example “it is wrong to kill this child” (Hermann 521 

2015, 94): 522 

P1: A child is unthreatening and innocent. 523 

(CERTAIN PROPOSITION CP0: Killing [an unthreatening and innocent person] is wrong.) 524 

C: Therefore, it is wrong to kill this child. 525 

Note that the CERTAIN PROPOSITION CP0 can be omitted without jeopardizing the conclusion. 526 

But this is not because it is an indispensable hinge proposition, but because it functions similarly 527 

to a truism. It would be absurdly superfluous to say that killing an unthreatening and innocent 528 

person is wrong. If someone were actually to assert this out of the blue, one could justifiably 529 

counter that everybody would unproblematically agree. Thus, CP0 is implicitly shared and in 530 
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no need of being made explicit. What one can intelligibly discuss is why a particular killing is 531 

wrong or why children are innocent and unthreatening.12 532 

Accordingly, the examples provided as CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS are shared as obviously true by 533 

a moral community to the extent that it has become superfluous to make them explicit. But they 534 

can be justified or doubted. Deviating from CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS may be irrational or wrong. 535 

For instance, to kill one’s dog in a state of rage is certainly an instance of wrongful killing. But, 536 

to bring one’s terminally ill dog, who is palpably suffering, to the vet for euthanasia can be 537 

considered justified killing. The point is that intelligible reasons can be given to justify 538 

deviations from “killing is wrong.” 539 

Pleasants and his followers thus fail to appreciate all the varieties of moral certainty. They 540 

rightly point out the formal aspect of moral certainty and its criteria, but they fail to differentiate 541 

between the material and formal types of moral certainty. We contend that the proposed 542 

examples of basic moral certainties belong to the material type of moral certainty.13 Therefore, 543 

we suggest classifying them as CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS in morality. These propositions are 544 

regress stoppers in the sense that belief in their truth is shared for good reasons. After all, there 545 

is normally no discussion among non-philosophers about the statement that killing is wrong. 546 

But much of the work is done by coming to terms with what does and does not count as justified 547 

killing. Still, CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS reflect one way of being certain in morality. What makes 548 

“killing is wrong” a CERTAIN PROPOSITION without qualifying it as bedrock in the strictest sense 549 

is the nature of CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS: they are certain only because we can give reasons why 550 

they are true (e.g., why it is wrong to kill an innocent and non-threatening person). We can offer 551 

justifications of the wrongness or rightness in question (with which many might disagree in 552 

 
12 Another interpretation of how Pleasants tries to safeguard the basic moral certainty of “killing is wrong” would 

be the following, which runs through circular argumentation: What seems to a basic moral certainty in “killing is 

wrong” is the “wrongness of (wrongful) killing.” Clearly, killing is wrong and can never be right as long as it is 

wrongful or unjustified. Hence, on this interpretation, the attempt to rescue the non-propositional character of 

“killing is wrong” runs into a vicious circle. Similarly, “the rightness of justified killing” would be circular, as 

would “the wrongness of the infliction of unwarranted harms,” which is also suggested by Pleasants (2015; see 

Deininger et al., 2022 for a critical discussion). We thank an anonymous reviewer for bringing this to our attention. 
13 Space restrictions preclude a detailed discussion of these examples, but we believe that our criticism applies to 

them as well. All examples convey content that can be negated intelligibly and thus fail to meet their formal 

conditions. For completeness, we shall briefly outline our criticism: Contrary to Johnson (2015) we hold that 

cheating is not always, but usually, wrong. If cheating were right, there would be no fair conditions in tests, for 

example. “Cheating is wrong” functions as a precondition for fairness. However, the fact that this proposition 

works in this way does not immunize it from doubt; instead, it allows for the justification that “cheating is wrong” 

should be accepted and followed by a moral community. A similar argument applies to “promises have to be kept” 

(Hermann, 2015, 99–100). If promises were regularly violated, cooperation and trust would eventually become 

impossible. Therefore, “promises have to be kept” is also far from undoubtable and can be argued for, e.g., on 

deontological grounds. Finally, “you should not do anything that is likely to result in your death” (Johnson, 2019, 

213) is not a basic moral certainty either. There are many reasons why you might do something that results in your 

death, such as throwing yourself in front of a truck to save a child’s life. However, all these examples share the 

function in morality that they usually do not need to be made explicit. 
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particular circumstances). In any case, such propositions do not function as rules of thought, 553 

but rather as content we think with. That is why they can be doubted. 554 

In summary, we stress that like Diamond, Pleasants and his followers rightly emphasize the 555 

formal aspect of certainty. Following Wittgenstein, they rightly point out that there are certain 556 

forms of thought that, owing to their transcendental character, can be neither justified nor 557 

rejected. However, these thinkers fail to point out that moral certainty also has a material aspect, 558 

which is reflected in Pleasants’ and Diamond’s writings. The two writers carve out similar but 559 

still significantly different types of material certainty: CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS resemble truisms 560 

in the sense that they are generally accepted as obviously true as they are repeated so often that 561 

it has become superfluous to make them explicit. But they are also quite general when it comes 562 

to their application to concrete cases. QUASI-UNDOUBTABLE CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS, such as 563 

“slavery is unjust and insupportable,” reflect concrete moral taboos that have been achieved via 564 

a concrete rich moral history that seemingly insulates them from doubt. This characteristic 565 

brings them closer to being undoubtable. Both types of certainty represent material or 566 

propositional certainty and are capable of stopping the regress of justification. But both convey 567 

content that can be doubted. Now we shall fully flesh out what formal certainties entail.  568 

4 Transcendental Certainties in Morality 569 

In this section, we shall substantiate the claim that only TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES 570 

constitute bedrock in the strictest sense.14 TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES describe formal 571 

conditions of rational thought. As rules of thought they include mathematical equations such as 572 

“7 + 5 = 12.” Unlike the certainties discussed in Sections 2 and 3, TRANSCENDENTAL 573 

CERTAINTIES fully reflect the formal aspect of certainty. Hence, we argue that only 574 

TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES fulfill the formal criteria set out by Diamond and Pleasants (and 575 

his followers) in the preceding sections. As shown above, the characteristic of formal certainties 576 

in morality is that deviating from them would amount, in Wittgenstein’s words, to the 577 

“annihilation of all yardsticks” (OC §492). 578 

Our approach to TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES IN MORALITY is as follows. The bedrock in its 579 

strictest form consists of “hinge propositions” (Moyal-Sharrock, 2004) in the sense introduced 580 

by Wittgenstein. An important aspect of Wittgenstein’s later thought is the observation that not 581 

 
14 We do not want to imply that propositional certainties are deficient in comparison to TRANSCENDENTAL 

CERTAINTIES by writing “in the strictest sense.” All types of certainties that we discuss in this paper function as 

regress stoppers—but in different ways. Only TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES mark the boundary of the 

unintelligible (i.e., what Wittgenstein had in mind in §217 PI). The other types of certainty remain in the realm of 

the intelligible. 
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all propositions are propositions in the ordinary sense; some are undoubtable rules of thought 582 

(OC §95). These function like “hinges” (OC § 341) that make it possible to use other 583 

propositions. Accordingly, we consider all hinge propositions to be transcendental, something 584 

Wittgenstein himself implies (e.g., OC § 341). In accord with Wittgenstein, and following 585 

Moyal-Sharrock, we hold that hinge propositions are primarily characterized by being 586 

“logically indubitable, nonempirical, foundational, and nonpropositional” (Moyal-Sharrock, 587 

2004, 51). Like rules in mathematics, they are not empirical and “therefore not candidates for 588 

doubt, verification or falsification” (Moyal-Sharrock, 2004, 39). These are the criteria that 589 

Diamond and Pleasants and his followers also seek to establish for their respective concepts of 590 

certainty. However, their proposed examples fail to match the description of hinge propositions 591 

as grammatical, non-propositional rules, deviations from which are not false but unimaginable, 592 

unthinkable, and unintelligible. We take this rule-like character to be the main aspect of 593 

TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES IN MORALITY that gives them their binding force. Accordingly, 594 

we shall speak of hinge propositions as grammatical rules in morality and as TRANSCENDENTAL 595 

CERTAINTIES IN MORALITY. 596 

Let us explain what we mean by describing them as transcendental. Hinge propositions are not 597 

empirical but grammatical rules. They are non-factual rules. Their function is analogous to that 598 

of a system of measurement, as William H. Brenner notes: “A system of measurement is 599 

‘transcendental’: it makes measurement possible. And it is ‘ideal’: functioning as a 600 

measurement rather than as an object measured, it is applied to rather than read off or inferred 601 

from experience” (Brenner, 2005, 127; emphasis in the original). This needs to be emphasized: 602 

a system of measurement enables the practice of measuring. One can apply the system wrongly, 603 

but this does not affect its validity as a rule. In other words: A system of measurement is 604 

transcendental as it enables measurement but differs from the practice of measuring. 605 

Hinge propositions as grammatical rules allow for some moves in language and prohibit others. 606 

They are different from propositions that can be true or false as grammatical rules do not possess 607 

this characteristic; rather, as Diamond explains in detail, they are “non-bipolar.” According to 608 

Brenner (2005, 127), such grammatical rules include “One metre = 100 centimetres” and “~(~p) 609 

= p”. Note that these rules cannot be denied as they lack a senseful negation. Try to think against 610 

either of them and to claim, for example, that ~p = p. This is not simply wrong but also 611 

unintelligible. Similarly, that one meter equals one hundred centimeters is a logical relation. 612 

Certainly, people have formerly used different systems of measurement. But this fact did not 613 

and does not count against the rule that 1 meter = 100 centimeters. Within the decimal system 614 

of measurement, this relation is logically binding and thus transcendental. 615 
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Thinking guides and the examples of basic moral certainties given by Pleasants and his 616 

followers are not certain in the manner of a grammatical rule but rather with respect to their 617 

(material) content. We think, however, that there is a promising candidate for a certainty in 618 

morals that is formal in nature and functions exclusively as a rule, or what we call a 619 

TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTY: “equals are to be treated equally.” This rule qualifies as a 620 

certainty in the full sense in virtue of its characteristic of being a grammatical rule. It is a rule 621 

that has no senseful negation: thinking that equals are to be treated unequally is as unintelligible 622 

as “~(~p) ≠ p” or “one meter = 88 centimeters.” And just as a decimal system of measurement 623 

allows us to measure things, the rule “equals are to be treated equally” underlies moral thought. 624 

Support for this argument accrues from Wittgenstein’s later thought, particularly his 625 

observation that there is no dispute “over the question of whether a rule has been followed. This 626 

belongs to the scaffolding from which our language operates” (PI §240). It is manifest, not in 627 

shared opinions, but rather in shared judgment (cf. PI §§241–242). To illustrate the idea of 628 

judgment in cases of rule-based certainty, let us recall the equation “2 + 2 = 4”, which Diamond 629 

uses to illustrate her account of path-indicators. Certainty, in this case, does not lie within ‘4’ 630 

alone but rather in the move from ‘2 + 2’ to ‘4,’ a rule that is followed blindly (PI §219). This 631 

move (following the rule), and not the result ‘4,’ is what is certain (Deininger et al., 2022). Any 632 

deviation from a TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTY is thought that has truly gone astray. It is neither 633 

rational nor irrational but arational. Consider someone insisting that 2 + 2 = 5. This conclusion 634 

is false, but the underlying rule—that 2 + 2 = 4, which makes “2 + 2 = 5” false—is certain. And 635 

with regard to the rule, “[g]iving grounds […] comes to an end” (OC §204), and thought that 636 

tries to do otherwise is unintelligible (see also OC §455). One could only repeat: “Well, 637 

2 + 2 = 4.” 638 

To illustrate the function of hinge propositions as grammatical rules in morals, let us provide 639 

an (admittedly simplified) example that demonstrates how our proposed candidate for 640 

TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTY, “equals are to be treated equally,” works in reasoning. Consider 641 

Adrian, a human, who has an interest in not being physically harmed. Bente, a dog, has a similar 642 

interest in not being physically harmed. Let us further assume, for the sake of argument, that 643 

we take Adrian’s interest in not being physically harmed to be morally relevant because he is 644 

sentient—a condition he shares with Bente. If this is so, then, ceteris paribus, their interest in 645 

not being physically harmed should be considered equally. To put it in formal terms: 646 

P1: A is not to be harmed because he is φ. 647 

P2: B is also φ. 648 
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(Pseudo-Premise P0: Equals are to be treated equally.) 649 

C: Therefore, B is not to be harmed. 650 

Note that C follows from P1 and P2 without making explicit use of the pseudo-premise P0. 651 

“Equals are to be treated equally” is a grammatical, non-propositional rule, which can be 652 

omitted without losing the derivability of this conclusion from these premises. A’s and B’s 653 

equal consideration in virtue of their shared φ-ness derives directly from the rule, which can be 654 

omitted. Whether A and B really count as equals according to their property of φ-ness is a 655 

different matter. We now explain this in detail. 656 

The vast majority of traditional animal ethicists rely on this argumentative model (Monsó & 657 

Grimm, 2019, 6). It is probably most notably defended by Peter Singer (2009a, 2011), who 658 

remarks that the claim that all humans are equal is foundational not only to most moral theories 659 

but to Western thought as such (Singer, 2011, 16–19). Singer argues that, on closer 660 

examination, the characteristic of being human is not sufficient to ensure moral equality among 661 

humans in the face of the variety in human capacities—some humans are, for example, 662 

cognitively disabled to the point of not being rational, a trait that is commonly held to be a core 663 

criterion for equal moral standing (Singer, 2009b). For Singer, moral equality is not, as Alex 664 

Murphy notes, “actual descriptive equality, since humans are descriptively unequal, differing 665 

in all non-trivial properties. Thus, ‘human equality’ must be understood, not as a factual claim, 666 

but as the normative prescription that all humans should be treated equally” (Murphy, 2024, 2). 667 

Following this, Singer claims that equality is best warranted by applying “the principle of equal 668 

consideration of interests” (Singer, 2011, Chapters 2 and 3, 2009a). According to this principle, 669 

equal interests are to be considered equally in moral deliberation. To have interests requires the 670 

capacity to suffer (or sentience) (Singer, 2011, 50). And this claim entails that the equal interests 671 

of all sentient beings are to be considered equally: “an interest is an interest, whoever’s interest 672 

it may be” (Singer, 2011, 20). Therefore, the principle dictates that all equal interests of sentient 673 

human and non-human animals are to be considered equally (and unequal interests justify 674 

unequal treatment). 675 

It can be doubted whether equal consideration of interests is the best way of showing that 676 

humans and other animals are moral equals (e.g., Kagan, 2016). There is no certainty in 677 

equating ‘equals’ with equal consideration of interests. But this does not violate the 678 

transcendental rule underlying Singer’s argument. 679 

The rule “equals are to be treated equally” is transcendental in the sense that it enables 680 

intelligible justification in the form of giving and accepting reasons. However, it is devoid of 681 
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content because it functions as a rule that must be further “filled” with content. For instance, 682 

what properties φ do individuals such as A and B have to share to count as equals? “Equals are 683 

to be treated equally” leaves such questions of content open to debate, but it serves as an 684 

underlying rule by which we might think about equals. How foundational and important this 685 

certainty is for moral reflection is also mirrored, for instance, in debates on distributive justice. 686 

These debates rely on what Stephan Gosepath (2015) calls the “presumption of equality,” which 687 

takes a rule similar to “equals are to be treated equally” as “the inevitable starting point that 688 

must be assumed” (Gosepath, 2015, 183)—an undoubtable precondition that enables judgments 689 

of equal distribution in the first place. Thus, a TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTY IN MORALS 690 

represents—together with all other hinge propositions—a presupposed general basis, a 691 

framework condition for the functioning of our language games (PI §240; OC §341).  692 

As we have shown, (QUASI-UNDOUBTABLE) CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS do not share this 693 

transcendental characteristic. They are not foundational to language games in the same way; 694 

still, they are certain to some degree. They are deeply enmeshed in our moral life, to the extent 695 

that it becomes odd to mention them explicitly, but they have content, which can be rendered 696 

plausible or implausible depending on the context and one’s perspective. TRANSCENDENTAL 697 

CERTAINTIES IN MORALS are devoid of content; they enable it. 698 

This differentiation can now be substantiated in more detail. We claimed that “killing is wrong” 699 

is a proposition with content as it can be justified or doubted, as argued above. Suppose a child 700 

is playing in a nearby sandbox, displaying no aggression and causing no harm. If someone 701 

asked, with full sincerity, “Do you think it is right to kill that child?”, you would be within your 702 

rights to dismiss the question as needing no further discussion. However, you could substantiate 703 

your dismissal with reasons. The oddness of making “killing is wrong” explicit derives from 704 

the fact that, as with a truism, it is accepted as so obviously true that discussing it is irritatingly 705 

superfluous in most circumstances. This makes “killing is wrong” somewhat foundational to 706 

language use. Still, there is no transcendental element in “killing is wrong.” 707 

At first glance, “Equal interests are to be considered equally” might also appear to be a 708 

proposition with content. But it is not. Granted, content was invoked above when this rule was 709 

linked to the idea that it is interests that are to be treated equally in moral consideration. This 710 

application may suggest that the rule conveys content. However, the rule does not attribute 711 

actual or descriptive equality to a particular case. It does not say, for example, that all humans 712 

are created equally. It merely states that if A and B are equals and A is treated in such and such 713 

a way, then B is to be treated equally in such and such a way. “A and B are equals” does the 714 



24 

work. The rule provides the basis for further justification, but it gives no account of moral 715 

equality, political equality, gender equality, etc. So, again, the sense in which individuals are 716 

equals (regarding their humanity, interests, inherent value, dignity, etc.) is not set in advance 717 

and may remain an open question. In practical terms, consider again this claim à la Singer: 718 

“This animal’s interest in avoiding harm and your interest in avoiding harm are equally strong; 719 

therefore, your interests are to be considered equally.” One can now come up with reasons why 720 

the interests in question are not equally strong or why humans and animals are different in kind, 721 

rendering their interests incommensurable. But these objections apply, not to the underlying 722 

rule, but to the application of the rule. If there were (contrary to fact) agreement that the interests 723 

in question are equally strong, then nobody would doubt that they are to be considered equally. 724 

Thus, TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES function as hinge propositions in the sense of 725 

grammatical rules. Violating such rules comes at the cost of intelligibility. In this way, they are 726 

unlike (QUASI-UNDOUBTABLE) CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS, whose negations can be rational (or 727 

right) or irrational (or wrong). TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES come without content. However, 728 

they can have practical implications in judgments within a given practical context. For example, 729 

“7 + 3 = 10” becomes practically relevant when you lend your friend three euros on Tuesday 730 

and seven euros on Thursday and expect to be repaid in full on Monday. This is important with 731 

regard to the question of which logical relations and TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES share 732 

similarities with the account of morality offered here. 733 

TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES IN MORALITY stop the regress of a chain of justificatory reasons 734 

by providing a “bedrock” for reasoning in its strictest sense (PI §217; OC §248). We can debate 735 

the reasons why someone may appropriately be treated unequally, but such a debate is not about 736 

the basic rule; in fact, it builds on that rule. 737 

In summary, grammatical rules, such as the rule that equals are to be treated equally as well as 738 

rules of measurement and logical rules, function in a non-bipolar way to enable thinking. They 739 

are foundational to thinking. With regard to applying the rule “equals are to be treated equally” 740 

to the world, uncertainty remains over who or what counts as equal. When these considerations 741 

are made explicit, the implicit transcendental character of such certainties also becomes explicit. 742 

Certainty in this sense lies in tacitly following rules of thought; and certainty is not the result 743 

of such thought (PI §241). Such grammatical rules precede our language uses but show in our 744 

practices. This is an important way in which the present use of ‘transcendental’ differs from a 745 

Kantian use of the term. 746 
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It is important to emphasize that TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES must be meaningfully applied. 747 

To say, for instance, that animal and human sentience should be considered equally would be 748 

to value a certain shared characteristic as something that is equally important across different 749 

groups, regardless of the differences between them (e.g., between human and non-human 750 

animals or even between humans and other humans). Again, a question remains as to whether 751 

individuals or entities that are taken to be similar in a given way should be taken to be 752 

significantly similar in terms of moral thinking. This question is to be answered in moral debates 753 

under the guidance of TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES. Only the latter can truly not be doubted. 754 

This is because they are part of the bedrock, the ground on which intelligible argumentation 755 

takes place. In brief: we do find certainty in the transcendental foundation of our thinking, but 756 

not in the empirical world, where these rules are brought into contact with content. 757 

5 Conclusion 758 

The aim of this paper is to contribute to the debate on certainties in morals in two ways: first, 759 

to systematize the variety of certainties, and second, to develop the category of 760 

TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES. We have affirmed the existence of certainties in morals and 761 

the view that certainties function as regress stoppers by stopping the asking and giving of 762 

reasons in the way that Wittgenstein described as reaching bedrock. However, certainty in 763 

morality has two aspects: a material and a formal one. All extant accounts discussed in this 764 

paper point to this distinction but fail to recognize it in practice in the examples they provide. 765 

The systematization developed here shows that there are propositional and non-propositional 766 

certainties in morals. Material, or propositional, certainties (i.e., QUASI-UNDOUBTABLE CERTAIN 767 

PROPOSITIONS and CERTAIN PROPOSITIONS) are certain to the extent that they are manifest in 768 

most people’s beliefs and usually need not be made explicit. And this is desirable; a moral 769 

community in which the injustice of slavery or the wrongness of killing does not have to be 770 

renegotiated tends to be a society that enables worthwhile living more effectively than a 771 

community lacking these certainties. Still, as we have seen, these certainties are not indubitable. 772 

The formal aspect of certainty, which is identified by all the philosophers discussed above and 773 

implied by Wittgenstein himself, is reflected only in hinge propositions, which serve as 774 

grammatical rules and encompass TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES IN MORALS. These are non-775 

bipolar and non-propositional. There may well be more TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTIES in 776 

morals than the one rule identified above. We think, however, that “equals are to be treated 777 

equally” is a promising candidate given that equality, together with equal consideration, plays 778 

such a fundamental role as an undoubtable presupposition in many influential moral theories. 779 
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We offer it as a convincing example to illustrate and give substance to the category of 780 

TRANSCENDENTAL CERTAINTY in morality.  781 
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