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Abstract

The guiding intuition behind this disquisition is that
Blaise Pascal and Ludwig Wittgenstein are similar
philosophers with similar philosophies. This intuition is not
argqued in its entirety here. Instead, the author seeks to
establish a limited version of this intuition as his thesis ;
viz., that Wittgenstein and Pascal share six elements of
their theories of knowledge. The author executes a
demonstration of this thesis by contrasting Wittgenstein's
epistemology with G.E. Mooreﬂs and contrasting Pascal's
epistemology with Rene Descartes'. By showing that
Wittgenstein's epistemology contrasts with G.E. Moore's in
the same way that Pascal's epistemology contrasts with
Descartes', the author is able to conclude that
Wittgenstein's theory of knowledge is indeed similar to

Pascal's with respect to the six elements mentioned above.
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Author's Note Reqarding References

There are two distinct reference systems in this
disquisition. The first is the conventional system of
referring to endnotes. A number by itself in square
brackets ( e.g. [ 1 ] ) refers to an endnote of the
same number at the end of the section in which it
appears. The second system refers the reader directly:to
either a.paragraph in Pascal's Pensées or a passage in
Wittgenstein's On Certainty . A number in square brackets
preceded by the words " Lafuma '52 " ( e.g. [ Lafuma '52,

#343 ] ) refers to paragraph #343 in the Pensées, ( New York :
Harper & Row, Publishers, 1962 ). A number in square brackets
preceded by the words " Lafuma '63 " ( e.g. [ Lafuma '63,

#443 ] ) refers to paragraph #443 in Qeuvres Complétes,

( Paris : Les Editions du Seuil, 1963). A number in square
brackets preceded by the word " OC " ( e.g. [ OC #341 ] refers
to passage #241 in On Certainty, ( Toronto : Harper & Row,
Publishers, 1972 ). Where there is call for additional
commentary on a passage in either On Certainty or the Pensées
a number in square brackets will follow the direct reference
to the Pensées or On Certainty ( e.g. [ OC #341 1 [ 2 ] ).

The second number in square brackets refers to an endnote of
the same number at the end of the section in which it appears.
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Part One -- Introduction

Statement of Thesis.
Procedure
and Preliminary Questions



Statement of Thesis

The underlying intuition of the following disquisition is
that Blaise Pascal and Ludwig Wittgenstein are very similar
philosophers with very similar philosophies. I do not pretend
nor do I wish to defend this intuition in its fullness in
this disquisition -- that wvould really be enough work for
several weighty treatises. Instead, I look to advance a more
limited version of this intuition here. For the moment ( by
which I mean for the duration of this text ) I content myself
to maintain that a part of Wittgenstein's philosophy is
similar to a part of Pascal's philosophy. Deciding whether
their respective philosophies are similar as wholes is so
great an endeavour I should be happy were I to have a
successful start making out a similarity between two isolated
segments of these wholes.

I mean to make myself clear at once. The two isolated
philosophical segments I intend to show are similar are
segments which can stand alone in the work of any important
thinker. When I say that I will show that a part of
Wittgenstein's philosophy and a part of Pascal's philosophy
are similar I refer to the epistemological parts of their
philosophies. Thus the point of this disquisition is to show
that Pascal and Wittgenstein have similar epistemologies. The
similarity of which I speak is not a concept equivalent

to " are like each other ". When I say that Pascal and



Wittgenstein have similar epistewologies I mean that several
elements of their epistemologies are the same. I can even go
so far as to say which elements of their epistemologies are
the same [ 1 ). Pascal and Wittgenstein share 6
epistemological theses, which I list below. They both think
that :

( 1 ) Knowvledge rests on foundations that are not knowvledge.
It is not possible to use reason to argue for, justify, or
demonstrate the foundations of knowledge. Consequently, it is

impossible to know the foundations of knowledge. { 2 |

( 2 ) Is is not alvays possible for someone to justify all
the propositions he knows.

( 3 ) The type of justification a proposition requires is
determined relative to the type of proposition for which
justification is sought.

( 4 ) The foundations of knowledge are identified with
certainty. What is certain is constituted, at least in part,
by banal physical facts.

( 5 ) It is nonsensical to argue for certainties. It is also
nonsensical to doubt certainties.

( 6 ) Certainty does not imply truth.
The statement of my thesis can therefore be put into

rather definite lanquage : With respect to the 6§ theses named

above, Pascal and Wittgenstein have epistemologies that are

the same.

I can think of at least 2 reasons why mine is a thesis
worth defending. Permit me to list these reasons now and go
on to explain myself afterwvards.

(1) Establishing similarities between the two epistemologies
effectively strengthens the arsenal of arguments to be



made against the epistemology of Descartes. Because Pascal
and Wittgenstein are anti-Cartesian in their
epistemologies, Wittgenstein's arguments against Descartes
can be used to amplify and clarify Pascal's own arguments
against him and vice versa.

(2) Pascal's significance for this century has been
underestimated and the originality of Wittgenstein's
philosophical vork has been over-estimated.

A wvord about the second of these reasons for advancing
this thesis. To put the matter bluntly, the attention paid to
the philosophical work of Blaise Pascal has been slight. 1In
the whole of his famous History of Western Philosophy,
Bertrand Russell makes but‘gggg’mentions of Pascal's name ,
and never says anything of him that is longer than a sentence
{ 3 1. Interest in the Wager argument ( as the cluster of
arguments that constitute the much-talked-about Wager have
come to be known ) has very nearly eclipsed all other
interest in Pascal's philosophical writing. Only in the last
decade has the significance of the bulk of Pascal's
philosophical work begqun to be recognized. It has been
pointed out, for example, that the theory of knowledge
propounded in Robert Nozick's Philosophical Explanations
bears an important likeness to a theory of knowledge Pascal
advanced in 1657 in the Art of Persuasion [ 4 1. It is my
contention that the indebtedness of 20th century philosophy
to the philosophical work of Blaise Pascal extends beyond

even this. If the significance of Pascal's philosophical work

has been largely ignored in the last hundred years, Ludvig



Wittgenstein's philosophical work has been impossible to
overlook. Without denying the importance of Wittgenstein's
wvork, I wvant to suggest that its value has on occasion been
estimated at well beyond its worth. Take, for example, the
overly-flattering things that Norman Malcolm, one of
Wittgenstein's students, had to say about the work of his
master,

" ... the astonishing depth and originality of his

{ Wittgenstein's | thinking wvas strikingly evident to
me ... it was very unlikely that anyone in his classes
should think of something of which he had not already
thought. " [ 5 ]

The classes of which Malcolm spoke were regularly
attended by G.E. Moore ; i.e., they were attended by the very
person from whom Wittgenstein borrowed much in the
development of his own epistemological ideas. Nevertheless
the star-struck Malcolm persisted in praising Wittgenstein's
unparalleled originality. Malcolm's blandishments do nothing
to diminish the true value of Wittgenstein's work ; they do
do something to disguise it. Unless the historical roots of
Wittgenstein's thoughts be known, the task of understanding
those thoughts becomes intractable. Pascal and Wittgenstein
share elements of their epistemologies and that fact,
hitherto buried in Wittgenstein's fame and Pascal's near
anonymity, has to be exposed.

Now that I have said something about the second of these



reasons ( viz., this thesis reveals the true importance of
Pascal for 20th century philosophy ), let me say something
about wvhat I consider the first importance of my thesis. The
first importance of my thesis is its power to unite forces
against the Cartesian. Consider this passage from the ggggéég
in which Pascal examines Descartes' dream scenario worries :

" What then shall man do in such a state of affairs ?
Will he doubt everything ? Will he doubt whether he is
awake ; if someone pinches or burns him ? Will he doubt
whether he doubts ? " [ Lafuma '52, #246 ]

The Wittgenstein of On Certainty can complete the passage.
Wittgenstein writes,

" The Arqument 'I may be dreaming' is senseless for this
reason : if I am dreaming, this remark is being dreamed
as well -- and indeed it is also being dreamed that
these words have any meaning. " [ OC #383 )

It seems to me that in these two passages Wittgenstein
and Pascal are lending each other a helping hand as it were
in defusing Descartes. Pascal questions the credibility of
the doubts ( if someone pinches or burns you, do you really
stop to doubt your pain ? ) and their self-consistency ( will
the doubter doubt that he's engaged in doubt ? ) ;
Wittgenstein questions the lingquistic sense of the doubts
( maybe the words " I may be dreaming " are devoid of
sense ). [f£ Wittgenstein's epistemology and Pascal's share
common elements in the way that I will describe them here,

then there are yet to be uncovered instances where

wWittgenstein's and Pascal's theories of knowledge can be made



to help each other [ 6 ]. Should my thesis come to fruition,
Wittgensteinians could look on Pascal's work as a mine for
attacks on Descartes. Naturally, the reverse would be true as
well ( i.e., Pascalians could look on Wittgenstein's work as

a mine for attacks on Descartes ).



Endnotes for the Statement of Thesis
( 1 ) For the purpose of this disquisition I will treat

the terms " shared elements ", "™ common elements ", and
" the same elements "™ as though they were synonyms.

( 2 ) For the purpose of this disquisition I will treat the

terms " argue for ", " demonstrate ", and " justify " as
though they vere synonyms. Where necessary, I will
remind the reader of this peculiar treatment by putting
one of these synonyms in parentheses next to a worad
mentioned in the text. This footnote may seem
paradoxical vhen considered together vith the second
common epistemological thesis stated here. The reader
should be assured howvever that this paradox shows itself
to be resolved over the course of the rest of this
disquisition.

Another subject : the reader may find it unusual to
speak of Wittgenstein and Pascal in connection with
foundations of knowledge. The reader should be advised
that I do not use the word " foundation " to imply
foundationalism. I merely mean that Pascal and
Wittgenstein think that there is something ( a
foundation ) that underlies knowledge ( hinge
propositions in Wittgenstein's case, and what is known
by the heart in Pascal's case ). If this makes Pascal
and Wittgenstein " foundationalists ", then it also

significantly distends the meaning of
" foundationalism ".

) Russell, B., History of Western Philosophy, ( London :
George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1967 ) pages 511, 666n, 733,
and 735. Pascal's name is mentioned twice on page 735.
Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that Pascal has
been nearly ignored in English language philosophy ( and
possibily German language philosophy too ). Still it
seems to me that even in French philosophical circles,
vhere Pascal is more widely discussed, attention paid to
Pascal is an homage rather than a going concern.

) Arnold, K., " Pascal's Theory of Scientific

Knowledge ", Journal of the History of Philosophy, 27
( 4 ), p. 531-544

) Malcolm, N., Ludwig Wittgenstein ; A Memoir, ( New

York : Oxford University Press, 1984 ) pages 40 and 47.

) For the purpose of this disquisition I will treat the

words " epistemology " and " theory of knowledge " as
though they were synonyms.



Procedure

I have already said something about what this
disquisition will be about and wvhy I think it is something
worth writing. I would like now to say something about how it
is that I intend to execute an argument for the thesis of
this disquisition.

I am sure I have impressed upon the reader the limited
nature of the thesis staténent of this disquisition -- I will
not argue for the broad intuition I have about the similarity
of Pascal and Wittgenstein,  only a narrov similarity betwveen
their epistemologies. I will not even interpret this
" similarity " broadly ; I have limited vhat I will attempt
to argue to showing that their tvo epistemologies have the 6
common elements listed above. I wish to narrov the scope of
this disquisition further still and in a vay that gives the
first inkling of how I propose to argue my thesis.

The philosophical writings of Pascal and Wittgenstein
taken singly are sizable ; taken together they are vast. I
cannot imagine what it would be like to comb the complete
wvorks of either Pascal or Wittgenstein searching for
epistemological references. As a consequence, I will avoid
trying to carry out in practice what I cannot even produce in
imagination. I will therefore constrain my researchinto the
epistemologies of Pascal and Wittgenstein to two sources :

Pascal's Pensees and Wittgenstein's On Certainty. I feel
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fully Jjustified in so doing, not only on account of the sheer
bulk of their complete works, but also because the mass of
both their remarks on epistemology is concentrated in these
two works. This should assure the reader that by mostly
ignoring the rest of the complete works of these two
philosophers, I am not doing their epistemologies a
disservice. Their theories of knovledge are amply
represented by the contents of these tvwo books, the Pens;es
and Op Certainty. So well represented are they in fact, I can
think of only one occasion where I will have recourse to
another of their works to clarify a particular point [ 1 ].
Focusinag my attention to these two sources opens up a wvay
Ot ardguing the thesis of this disquisition. I know that it is
an overworked clich; to say that no philosophical work was
ever written without an historical context. Clich€ though it
may be, this princiole has here a novel application. The
PEQ§§§§ and On Certainty were indeed written within
nistorical contexts, or, more precisely, they were both
written within contemporary philosophical contexts. It is not
simplvy that Pascal wrote the Pensées in the 17th Century or
that Wittgenstein wrote Qp Certainty in the 20th ; both men
wrote against philosophical backdrops peculiar to their
times. Pascal wrote the Egngégg as the philosophical
landscape was becoming increasing remodeled after the fashion

- . . -
or rene Descartes ; Wittagenstein wrote Qn Certainty
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only atter G.E. Moore had tried to change epistemology with
his Defense of Common Sense and Proof of the External World.
And both Pascal and w1ttqensteinvwrote under the
philosophically omnipresent shadov of epistemological
scepticism ( as did Moore and Descartes ). Since that is so,
it should be possible to describe both the ggggégg,and on
certainty as responses to these twvo epistemological
environments. I believe the fact that it is possible to
describe both Pascal's and Wittgenstein's epistemologies as
reactions to the philosophical pressures of Descartes and
Moore ( and to a lesser deqree, scepticism ) gives us a vay
of arquing tor the existence of the 6 common elements listed
above.

It was in his disaqreement with Moore that Wittgenstein
came to propose the epistemological theses that constitute On
certainty. Since Moore's epistemoloqy followed in much the
same spirit as the whole history of epistemology ( by which I
mean it took more or less the same tack against scepticism as
had just about every anti-sceptic since Descartes ) his was a
representative szample ot what might be termed the Cartesian-
tvype response to scepticism. Thus when Wittgenstein took to

aisagreeing witnh Moore, he was ipso facto taking issue with

the Cartesian-type response to scepticism. But Wittgenstein
was also not making the typical epistemological move of

interpretiag his disaqgreement with the Cartesian-type
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response to scepticism as a defense of scepticism. By
simultaneously rejecting scepticism on the one hand and the
Cartesian-type response to scepticism on the other,
Wittgenstein was effectively putting himself into exactly the
same epistemological space that Pascal had taken up in an
effort to contest the work of Descartes. In other wvords I
believe that, in the manner in which he was inclined to
dispute Moore's epistemology, Wittgenstein was driven to re-
invent a philosophical space that Pascal had first opened up
in the 17th Century. As Pascal fought Descartes, so
Wittgenstein fought Moore : the common points of their
epistemologies that I have listed emerge, I hypothesize, out
of the parallel circumstances of their respective origins.
Neither Pascal nor Wittgenstein were willing to accept
scepticism ; neither Pascal nor Wittgenstein vere willing to
accept the Cartesian-type response to scepticism. As a
result, both were caused to occupy the same epistemological
position. I maintain that it is as a consequence of that
shared position, that both men came to share as many of the
elements of their epistemologies as they do.

Such is my way of explaining the commonalities of these
two theories of knowledge. But it assumes rather a lot. It
assumes primarily that Pascal's epistemology conflicts with
Descartes' and that Wittgenstein's epistemology conflicts

with Moore's. Furthermore it assumes that Pascal's
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epistemology conflicts with Descartes' epistemology

in much the same wvay that Wittgenstein's epistemology
conflicts with Moore's epistemology. Finally it assumes that
Moore's epistemology is similar to Descartes' epistemology.
Having assumed so much, the reader is ljable to ask what
there is left to prove. Why not just assume moreover that
Pascal and Wittgenstein do indeed share the 6 epistemological
elements mentioned here and be done with it !

I do not think there's any need to be as pre-emptive as
all that. I for one am conQinced that it is possible to move
beyond assuming these things~and actually show that they are
true. I venture to make this demonstration in the following
wavy : I intend to consider the positions of these 4 men on 2
broad subjects of epistemology ( justification and the
foundations of knowledge ; and truth and certainty ). If at
the end of these considerations it turns out that Pascal and
Wittgenstein are not saying substantially the same thing on
each point, I will surrender my claim that they share 6
elements of their epistemologies. If it turns out that Pascal
and Wittgenstein do not disagree with Descartes and Moore, or
if it turns out that Pascal and Wittgenstein do not disagree
with Descartes and Moore in the same way, I will surrender my
claim that they share an epistemological position. And
finally, if it turns out that Descartes and Moore do not

share with each other such elements of their epistemologies



14

as I have selected to contrast with elements of Pascal's and
Wittgenstein's epistemologies, I will surrender my claim that
Pascal and Wittgenstein share én epistemological position. By
putting my claim to such a strenuous test ( or more
importantly, I suppose, by my claim surviving such a
strenuous test ) I hope to be able to establish that Pascal
and Wittgenstein do share an epistemological position and so
move beyond assuming that they do.

In this paper there are three parts. Part One ( the part
in which this discussion is located ) is devoted entirely to
introductory matters ( statement of thesis, procedure,
preliminary questions ). In Part Two, I intend to argue my
thesis as stated above. I propose to divide the task of
arguing this thesis into 2 chapters. As I said above, each
chapter will treat of a particular epistemological subject
( justification and the foundations of knowledge ; truth and
certainty ). These 2 chapters will in turn be divided into 6
sections. The first section of each chapter will introduce
the epistemological subjects to be addressed in the chapter
and state the positions of each of the philosophers to be
named therein. The second section of every chapter will speak
to Descartes' thoughts about that chapter's particular
subject ; thus, Part Two, Chapter One, Séction Two shall be a
discussion of Descartes' thoughts on justification and the

foundations of knowledge. The third section of every chapter



will address Pascal's thoughts about that chapter's subject ;
thus, Part Two, Chapter One, Section Three, shall be a
discussion of Pascal's thoughts on justification and the
foundations of knowvledge. By placing a discussion of Pascal's
viev of the matter at hand immediately after a discussion of
Descartes' viev we will be better able to appreciate how
Pascal's position contrasts with Descartes' ( the same is
true of the placement of a Wittgenstein section after a
section on Moore ). Sectioqs4 and 5 of every chapter will
treat of G.E. Moore and Wittgenstein, respectively, on that
chapter's subject ; Sections Four and Five of Part Two,
Chapter One, will deal with Moore on justification and the
foundations of knowledge ( in Section Four ) and
Wittgenstein on justification and the foundations of
knovledge ( in Section Five ). In Section Six of every
chapter we will move to draw a conclusion about Pascal's
relatedness to Wittgenstein glg:é_gig'the chapter's subject.
The general argument implicit in each chapter should look
something like this : In the same way that Pascal opposed
Descartes on the subject at hand, Wittgenstein opposed Moore.
The sixth section of every chapter should make the conclusion
of that arqument explicit : the analogy between Pascal's
opposition to Descartes and Wittgenstein's opposition to
Moore show that, with respect to the chapter's subject,

Wittgenstein and Pascal share common epistemological ideas.
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I will use this concluding sixth section to state which ideas
those are. By the end of the second chapter of Part Two

( i.e., by the repeated application of this argument to the

2 chapter subjects ), Wittgenstein's commonality with Pascal
on the epistemological points named in this thesis should be
abundantly clear.

I began the introductory part of this paper with a short
list. The list consisted of the consequences of
demonstrating the epistemological similarities that exist in
Oon Certainty and the Pens€es ( e.g. showing that Pascal has
been ignored while Wittgenstein has been celebrated ). By the
end of Part Two of this paper I will have succeeded in
argquing for the similarity which, for the moment, I can only
suggest exists between Pascal's and Wittgenstein's theories
of knowledge. Naturally, that success will entail the
consequences listed in this introduction. The reader may be
surprised to learn that I will not use the third and final
Part of this disquisition to speculate about the significance
of having engendered these consequences. I believe it best to
let such conclusions as I draw from the argument of this
disquisition speak for themselves. I will not, however, avoid
stating and summarizing those conclusions. I have, therefore,
set aside the third and final part of this paper for that
purpose. Should the statement of the conclusions of nmy

argqument match the 6 listed elements of commonality between



Pascal's and Wittgenstein's epistemologies that appear as a
part of my thesis statement, I would have discovered this

disquisition's most natural end.



Endnotes for Procedugxe

( L ) I will have occasion to refer to Wittgenstein's
Philosophical Investigatjons, ( Oxford : Basil
Blackwell, 1958 ) #411 and #67 in the section on
Wittgenstein, Justification and the Foundation of
Knowledge.

18



Preliminary Questions

Before I execute the argument outlined above, I would
like to deal with tvo preliminary question about the
disquisition as I have thus far envisioned it unfolding.

I begin with a question about wvhether the 6 elements of
epistemological commonality are shared uniquely by Pascal
and Wittgenstein. One might wvonder whether anyone else in
either Pascal's day or Wittgenstein's had exactly the same 6
elements in his epistemologyf This is a significant query
because it suggests that if there vere anyone else who diad
have an epistemology that contained these 6 elements,
vhatever comparison I should make between Pascal and
Wittgenstein would be quite uninteresting. After all, the
intimation of this question goes, how informative can it be
to say that Pascal and Wittgenstein were similar with regard
to these 6 elements if just abﬁut everyone in the 17th
Century had an epistemology which contained them ?

What's especially important about my comparison between
the epistemologies of Pascal and Wittgenstein is not so much
the individual elements they share as the fact that both
epistemologies share a package of elements. I do not intend
to arque that none of Pascal's predecessors or contemporaries
held 1 or 2 of the 6 epistemological elements also present in
Wittgenstein's theory of knowledge. I think that a claim to

the contrary would be false. It is obvious that Pascal drew

19
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on the likes of Montaigne, Descartes, and Epictetus, for the
elements of his epistemology -- only a fool would be
surprised to £ind this or that element of Pascal's
epistemology in the work of one of his sources [ 1 ]. That
said, I do not think that all 6 of the epistemological
elements that I named in the introduction cén be found im any
one of either Pascal's or Wittgenstein's contemporaries.

Let us begin by considering Pascal's sources. Let us take
Epictetus the Stoic for example. Epictetus was no sceptic
about banal physical facts>. There's no sign he ever called
the fact of his existence, the existence of others, or the
existence of the external world into question. In that vay,
I suppose, one could say that he was like Pascal. He differs
from Pascal, howvever, inasmuch as he is willing to give
reason a foundational role in his theory of knowledge.
According to Epictetus' Discourses, the gods gave men reason
in order to be able to judge the validity of every othezx
faculty [ 2 ]. This would not necessarily differentiate
Epictetus and Pascal had it not also been Epictetus' belief
that reason is the only faculty capable of judging itself
( indeed that is why Epictetus says that the gods gave it a
foundational role among the faculties ) [ 3 ]. In other
vords, unlike Pascal, Epictetus believed that there was a
foundation of knowledge ( a foundation of the faculties,

after Epictetus' manner of speaking ) that was capable of
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justifying itself. This means that Epictetus differed with
Pascal with respect to the first of the epistemological
elements named as being common to both Wittgenstein and
Pascal.

Montaigne was another of Pascal's sources. He vas also a
sceptic vho called everything into doubt [ 4 ). That means
that he could not have shared Pascal's epistemological view
that some things are certain ; i.e. that some things are
fully exempt from doubt.

Descartes shared a few interesting points with Pascal.
Unfortunately, none of these points are epistemological.
Descartes thought that it was possible to justify even the
foundations of knowledge ; that thesis alone is sufficient to
separate his theory of knowvledge from Pascal's. But it
needn't be the only point of difference. Descartes also
thought it vas possible to offer proofs for the banal
physical beliefs that Pascal thinks are absolutely certain
and exempt from doubt. Said another way, this point of
difference may be stated like so : Descartes thought the
sceptic's position makes sense, but is false as a matter of
fact ; Pascal just thinks the sceptic's position is
nonsensical [ 5 }.

It is an even casier task to show that none of
Wittgenstein's contemporary sources shared the package of

epistemological theses he shared with Pascal.
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Russell strongly distrusted statements of banal physical
fact ( he preferred to think his sense-data world wvas more
reliable ) [ 6 1. He doubted where Wittgenstein would not,
and therewith distinguished himself from both Wittgenstein
and Pascal.

Moore , Wittgenstein's other contemporary epistemological
source, was similar to Descartes in a number of ways that
make him dissimilar to Wittgenstein. Primarily, Moore thought
that it was possible to come up with cogent, sceptic-
dispelling arguments for proéositions of banal physical fact
( e.g. there is an external world ). Since Moore thought
that such propositions of banal physical fact vere the
foundations of knowledge, it follows that Moore thought that
it was possible to arque for the foundations of knowledge.
This distinguishes him from Wittgenstein in a second regard.

I believe that the fact that these 6 elements are shared
uniquely by Wittgenstein and Pascal constitutes the whole
explanation for their selection. That Wittgenstein shares
all six of these elements of his epistemology with none of
his contemporary sources is a simple matter of fact. That
Pascal shares just these six elements with none of his
sources is also a simple matter of fact. But that
Wittgenstein shares all 6 of these elements of his theory of
knowledge with Pascal has to be thought a remarkable fact. It

is remarkable that Wittgenstein and Pascal share as much of
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their theories of knowledge as they do ( 6 shared elements
for 3 centuries of tumultuous philosophy strikes me as rather
a lot ). These 6 elements therefore form a package of ideas’
that set Wittgenstein and Pascal off from a significant
number of rival philosophers.

The second preliminary question presses this first
question further : apart from the history of epistemology, is
there any reason to have chosen just these 6 elements as
points of commonality between Pascal and Wittgenstein ? Is
there, for example, any episfemological reason to £ind the
fact that Pascal and Wittgenstein share these 6 elements
interesting ?

The 6 elements named here form a package, not simply with
respect to their power to set Wittgenstein and Pascal apart
from their contemporaries, but also with respect to the
traditional contents of epistemology. Consider the
traditional account of knowledge. According to the
traditional account of knowvledge, a person, S, may claim to
know some proposition, p, if and only if : (1) p is true ;
(2) S believes that p ; (3) S is justified in believing that
p {7 1. The 6 elements of epistemology I have listed as
common to both Pascal and Wittgenstein cover the traditional
account of knowledge as I have described it here. The first
three elements listed refer to justification--these elements

speak to the third criterion of the traditional account of
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knowledge. The fourth, fifth and sixth elements listed refer
to certainty --they speak to the second criterion of the
traditional account of knovledge inasmuch as belijef is

certain ( and to the mind of the Wittgenstein of On Certainty,
belief is certain ) ([ OC # 141, #142 and #144 ). Finally,

the sixth element listed refers to truth -- this speaks to

the first criterion of the traditional account of knowvledge
in that it addresses whether p is true or not. In the end,
then, there is an epistemological reason to f£ind the 6
epistemological elements that Pascal and Wittgenstein share
interesting : these 6 elements refer to the oldest
epistemological themes. That Pascal and Wittgenstein are
united on just these oldest themes must be epistemologically
interesting.

Having dispatched with these two preliminary questions,
I move without further delay to execute the argument of my

thesis.
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Endnotes for the Preliminary Questions

( 1 ) I£ I had to name one of Pascal's sources to wvhose

philosophy Pascal's philosophy most closely
approximates, I would name St. Augqustine. In his
conversation with DeSaci, Pascal reveals that he counts
Augustine, along with Montaigne and Epictetus, as his
greatest influences. See Pascal, B., Thoughts and Minor
Works, ( L.Brunschvicqg ed.), ( Newv York : P.F. Collier &
Son Co., 1938 ) pages 387-400. Does Pascal's similarity
to Augustine invalidate the special nature of Pascal's
similarity to Wittgenstein ? It would, if I did not
think that Wittgenstein's philosophy also has a special
similarity to Auqustine's philosophy. Were it possible,
I would expand the purpose of this disquisition to show
that Augustine, Pascal, and Wittgenstein share
epistemological theses. Sadly, there is not the room for
that in this disquisition.

) Epictetus, Discourses, ( New York : The Heritage Press,
1968 ) Book One, Chapter One, page 1

) Ibid.

) Montaigne, M., An Apology for Raymond S
( Toronto : Penguin Books of Canada Ltd., 1987 ) pages
170, 175-176, and 185-187.

) We will have other occasions to discuss the differences
between Pascal and Descartes in Part Two of this
disquisition ( and occasions to discuss the differences
between Moore and Wittgenstein then as well ).

) Eames , E.R., Bertrand Russell's Theory of Knowledge,
( London : George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1969 ) pages 96-97

) See Plato's dialogue the Meno for the oldest record of
the traditional account of knowledge. There Socrates
distinguishes right opinion from knowledge by saying
that the latter only exists where there is justification
for vhat is believed. Knowledge, says Socrates, is
always right ; right opinion is only sometimes right.
Cairns, H. & Hamilton, E., ( eds. ), Plato ; Collected

Djalogues, ( New Jersey : Princeton University Press,
1987 ) 97a-98b.
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Introduction to Justification and the Foundation of Knowledge

In this chapter we will investigate the epistemological
connections that exist between Pascal and Wittgenstein by
exploring the differences that exist between them and
Descartes and Moore. As we will see, Descartes is of the
conviction that it is simultaneously possible to discover a
foundation of knowledge and to justify it with argument.
Moore has much the same conviction. He too believes it is

possible to justify whatever it is he considers the

foundations of knowledge. Pascal, on the other hand, believes

that whatever it is that acts as the foundations of knowledge

is impossible to know by reason, and hence impossible to

justify. In exactly the same way as Pascal's thoughts on this

point diverge from Descartes', so Wittgenstein's thoughts on

this point diverge from Moore's. Wittgenstein insists that
the foundations of knowledge are unknowable and that, as a
consequence of their being unknowable, the foundations of
knowledge cannot be justified.

Discussion of the justification of the foundation of
knowledge leads in every section of this chapter to a

discussion of the theories of justification of each of the

philosophers named in it. Descartes, we will see, thinks that

it is possible to justify all true things, that the
possibility of this universal justification is available to

everyone at all times, and that there exists at least one
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method by which this universal justification may be
accomplished. Though a bit less enthusiastic about these
notions than is Descartes, Moore is committed to much the
same theory of justification. Pascal, however, is thoroughly
opposed to Descartes' theory of justification, mostly because
of his know by the heart/knov by reason distinction. The
heart has its reasons which reason does not, and as we shall
see, cannot know -- this principle of Pascal's ruins the
possibility of universal justification, the universal
availability of this universal justification, and the
possibility of a universal justificatory method. In the same
way, it is Wittgenstein's thoughts about the nature of the
foundations of knowledge that lead him to reject Moore's

theory of justification.
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Descartes on Justification and the Foundations of Knowledge

The acknovwledged foundation of the entire Cartesian
philosophical system is the Cogito. When, in the

second Meditation, Descartes looks for the one proposition

vhich he cannot doubt, Descartes finds the Cogito. No
matter what doubts overcome me, writes Descartes, no matter
the illusions with which 1 am affected, that I ( Descartes )
am overcome with doubts, thaﬁ I ( again Descartes ) am
affected with illusions is indisputable [ 1 ]. Descartes
discovers that even were he to doubt or disbelieve his own
existence, there would nevertheless alvays have to be
someone to do this doubting or disbelieving. Descartes
generalizes from " doubting " and " disbelieving " : wvere
there any affirming, imagining, sensing, believing,
knowing, denying, or doubting ; in a word, were there any
thinking being done there would have to exist someone, some
1, to do it [ 2 ]. Descartes reduces this indisputable
truth to the Cogito : Cogito, ergo sum -- I think,
therefore I am.

Descartes plainly chooses the Coqito as the foundation of
his philosophical system. Scholarly opinion has corroborated
Descartes' choice -- the Cogito is the agreed foundation of
Descartes' system. Scholarly opinions diverge, however,

vhen another matter is raised : is the Cogito a logical



inference, the conclusion of a logical inference, or a
somehow deficient loqical inference ? Or is it, as Jaako
Hintikka has suggested, something that isn't supposed to

be taken as a logical inference at all [ 3 ] ? It is
important for my purpose that it be possible to interpret the
Cogito as an inference. I want to drawv a contrast betwveen
Pascal and Descartes. To my mind, Pascal differs from
Descartes because Pascal holds it impossible to know the
foundations of knowledge by reason ( " The heart has its
reasons which reason cannot know " ). Descartes, on the other
hand, does believe it possible to knovw by reason ( i.e.,
arque for ) the foundations upon which all knovledge claims
rest. If what I say about this difference between Pascal and
Descartes 1s true, then 1t has to be possible for Descartes
to otfer an arqument for what he takes as the foundation of
knowledge. Said another way, the difference I impute betwveen
Pascal and Descartes hinges on the possibility of
understanding the Cogjto as an inference. If it is not
possible to read the Cogito as an inference, then it is not
possible to see Descartes as someone wvho believes that the
foundations of knowledge are something for which one

can arque. [f it is impossible to see Descartes this way,
then it becomes impossible to contrast him with Pascal on
this point ( the point of the foundations of knowledge ).

Concern about whether the Cogito is an inference or not
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amounts to a concern about wvhether or not Descartes has an
arqument for his existence. The case that can be made
against reading the Cogito as an inference is well

supported by textual evidence. Jaako Hintikka sums this case
up nicely :

" According to Descartes ...by saying cogito, ergo sum

he does not logically ( syllogistically ) deduce gum
from cogito but rather perceives intuitively ( 'by a
simple act of mental vision' ) the self-evidence of

sum. Similarly, Descartes occasionally says that one's
ovn existence is intuitively obvious without bringing in
cogito as a premise ... Once [ Descartes ] formulates
the cogito principle as ego cogitans existo wvithout
using the wvord erqo [ a word suggestive of an

inference ] at all. " ([ 4 ]

But there are problems awaiting those who would refuse to
read the Cogito as an inference. First of all, there is
textual evidence that would confirm the hypothesis that
the Cogito is inferential. Descartes repeatedly mentions
the Cogito as though it were an inference : he calls his
cogito " a reasonina ( ratiocinium ), refer(s] to expressing
it as interring ( inferre ), and calll(s] sum a conclusion
{ conclusio }. " [ S }]. But that's not all. Were the
Cogito not an inference, it would be impossible for Descartes
to detena his claim to existence in the wvay that he not
uncommonly does. By this [ mean that Descartes often responds
to challenges to his Cogito with something like the following
arqument : " If I am right in thinking that I exist ", would

sav Descartes, " then of course I exist. If I err in thinking



that I exist or if I as much as doubt whether 1 exist, then I
must likewiée exist, for no one can err or doubt vwithout
existing. In any case " Descartes would conclude, " I must
therefore exist : exrgo sum " [ 6 ). That such an argument is
obviously fallacious ( it begs the question ) is beside the
point { 7 ]. What force such an argqument has vould have to
derive from its pretence to be an arqument ( 8 ). That
Descartes deploys' this arqument ( invalid though it may be )
in defense of his Cogito is evidence enough that he takes the
Cogito as something for which it is possible to argue. Since
Descartes holds the Cogito to be the foundation of knowledge,
then by wvhat ve have seen, Descartes must hold it possible to
arque for the foundation of knowledge. Since Descartes holds
it possible to arque for the foundation of knowledge, and
sSince Pascal does not share Descartes' belief in this
possibility, it is right to contrast Pascal and Descartes on
Just this point -- Pascal claims that it is impossible to
know the foundations of knowledge by reason, while Descartes,
by arquina for his Cogito, proclaims the contrary ( 9 1J.

It is possible to use the foregoing discussion of
Descartes' thouaghts about the foundation of knowledge to
deduce parts of his theory of justification. The first thing
that can be deduced is Descartes' position on the question of
universal justitication. Since Descartes thinks that it is

possible to justify the very thing that gives all knovledge
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1ts foundation, it stands to reason that Descartes thinks
that everything that the foundation of knowledge supports
can also be justified. If the foundations of a house rest on
solid qround, then it follows that every other part of the
house rests on solid qgqround. To Descartes' mind, the same is
true of knowledge : if it is possible to justify the
foundation of knowledge ( set it on solid ground ), then it
is possible to justify everything that rests on that
foundation.

Our deduction on this point of Descartes' theory of
Justification is corroborated by textual evidence. In the
Discourse on Method Descartes plainly says that he will not
recoqnize anything as knowledge which he cannot justify
( " introduce by means of reason " ) and furthermore that he
does not think that this criterion will prevent him from
Knowing anything. Descartes writes,

" 1 alol) not wish to set about the final rejection of any
single oninion which might formerly have crept into my
beliefs without having been introduced there by means of
Reason ...

Those long chains of reasoning, simple and easy as they
are, of which geometricians make use in order to arrive
at the most difficult demonstrations, had caused me to
imagine that all those things that fall under the
cognizance of man might very well be mutually related in
the same fashion ; and that ... there can be nothing so
remote that we cannot reach it [ with the chain of
reasoning ] ... " [ 10 |

The chain of reasoning of which Descartes speaks is

composed of demonstrative links, each subsequent link



receiving its_justification from its antecedent, and every
link connected through the mediation of its neighbour links
to the Cogito. This is Descartes' plain metaphor for his
belief that every true thing can be justified according to
reason. The Cogito and everything besides can be justified ;
ergo, everything can be justified.

An additional point of Descartes' theory of justification
can be deduced with the help of one of the suppressed
premises of the Discourse on Method and the Meditations. In

both the Discourse on Method and the Meditations Descartes

speaks in the first person sinqular. He is not, however,
suggesting that the conclusions of these works apply only to
himself. When Descartes says that such-and-such is possible
for or true of himself, he means that it is possible for and
true of evervbody. Consider what Descartes says in his

address to the Most Wise and Illustrious Men at the start of

the Meditations :

* _..{I]t is quite enough for us faithful ones to accept
by means of faith the fact that the human soul does not
perish with the body, and that God exists, [ but ] it
certainly does not seem possible to persuade infidels of
( any thing |, unless, to beqin with, we prove these two
tacts by means of the natural reason.

...l have ventured in this treatise to undertake
! this | task. )

...[Wlhen this is done ... I do not doubt, I say, that
nencetorward all errors and talse opinions which have
ever existed regqarding these two questions will soon be
effaced from the minds of men. " { 11 ]

Here we see Descartes expressing his view that what

34



proofs he gives in the Meditations he gives in the belief
that they apply to the reasonings of many more people than
himself ( viz., the " infidels " ). Descartes assumes

( perhaps rightly ) that what is demonstrably true of himself
is true of anybody else as well. Thus when we hear Descartes
say that it is possible for him to justify every true thing
through the concatenation of a chain of reasoning, he means
that everybody ( " every thinking ego " in the language of
Descartes' philosophy ) is capable of justifying everything.
And so, in Descartes' opinion, everyone has it in his power
to justify everything that's true.

This leads us to our last point about Descartes' theory
of justification. Descartes is clear about how he thinks
anybody and everybody can justify everything : he belleves
that his famous Method ( the one outlined in the Discourse on
Method ) can be used to justify anything that's true. When
Descartes writes in the Address to the Most Wise and
Illustrious Men at the beginning of the Medltations that he
has " cultivated a certain Method for the resolution of
difficulties of every kind in the Sciences " he does not mean
to limit the scope of his Method at all [ 12 ]. Rather he
believes that with this Method he can be " certain by its
means of exercising his reason in all things " [ 13 |.
Descartes admits that he is unsure whether he will be able to

use this Method to its full capacity in all things, and he



makes it clear elsewhere that he does not think that his
Method is the only method capable of producing the kinds of
proofs he intends to effect, but he is nevertheless wholly
confident about his particular Method [ 14 ]. He believes
that, through its use, anybody and everybody will be able to
Justify every true belief they have. This is consistent with
everything else we have said in this section about Descartes'
theory of justification. Descartes thinks that everybody can
justify everything they know. Since Descartes also thinks
that his Method is a way to justify everything that counts as
knowledge, it follows that Descartes thinks that everybody
can use his Method to justify everything they know.

As we shall soon see, both Descartes' thoughts about the
foundation of knowledge and the elements of his theory of
justification named here link him with the epistemology of
G.E. Moore and serve to distinguish him from Pascal and

Wittgenstein.
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Endnotes for Descartes on Jystification and the Foundation of
Knowledge

{ L ) Wilson, M.D., ( ed. ), The Essential Descartes,
( Scarborough : New American Library of Canada Ltd.,
1969 ) p. 171, Meditation II. or in Qeuvres
Philosophigues de Descartes, F. Alqui® ( ed. ), ( Paris:
Editions Garnier Freres, 1967 ) p. 183 of Volume II. I
will try to cite this Alquie collection wvhere I can for
the convenience of those checking Descartes' French. I
will use the letters OPD to indicate a reference to this
collection.

( 2 ) Ibid. o. 171, and p. 174-175. In QPD, p. 183 and p.1l86
in Voiume [I

{ 3 ) trom Hintikka's paper " Cogito, ergo sum : Inference or
¢ogito, ergo sum

Pertformance ? " 1in Sesonske, A., Meta-Meditations,
( Beimont, Ca. : Wadsworth Publishing Co. Inc., 1965 )

pages 50-76
( 4 ) Ibid. page 51

( 5 ) conclusio can be found in the Principles of Philosophy,
I, 9, or The Essential Descartes, loc. cit., p. 311 or
OPD, p. 96 of Volume III ; ratiocinium can be found in
the Recherche de la Verit® par la Lumjeére Naturelle,
QPD, pb. 135 of Volume II ; jinferre in the Responses
Quintae, OPD, p. 796 of Volume II ; see Hintikka's paper
in Meta-Meditations, p. 51 and notes for further
references.

( &6 ) Ibid. p. 55. Hintikka puts these words in Descartes'
mouth. Still, [ defer to Hintikka's authority.

( 7 ) Ibid. It begs the question in the same way that this
argument begs the question : Homer was either a Greek or
a barbarian. Were he a barbarian he would have to have
existed. Were he a Greek he would have to have existed.
Kither way, he would have to have existed. Therefore,
Homer existeaq.

{ 8 ) Lt 1s also besides the point that this argument is
specious because I make no claim to want to defend
either Descartes or the Cogito. All I want to say is
that Descartes can be understood as arguing for the
Cogito. Whether such argquments as I understand him to
make are valid or not is another, and for my purpose
irrelevant, question.
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( 10

( 11

( 12

( 13

( L4

38

) That Descartes holds it possible to arque for

everything ties in with what both Alvin Plantinga

{ warrant : The Current Debate, ( New York : Oxford
University Press, 1993 ) chapters 1 & 2 } and Ian
Hacking { " Leibniz and Descartes : Proof and Eternal
Truths ", Proceedings of the Britjish Academy, LIX,

( 1973 ) } say about Descartes ; viz., that he thinks it
possible for any prospective knover to f£ind an argument
for any proposition known by him, but that it is not
necessary for him to do so.

) from the Discourse op Method, part II, in The
Essential Descartes, loc. cit., pages 117-118, or
in OPD, pages 584 and 587-588 of Volume I

) Ibid. pages 154-155 and 158 or in OPD pages 384-386
and 388-389 of Volume II. From the introduction to the
Meditations entitled " To the Most Wise and Illustrious
Men : The Deans and Doctors of the Sacred Faculty of
Theologqy in Paris ".

!} Ibid. page 156. Again from the introduction to the
Meditations.

) from the Discourse on Method, Ibid. page 120 or in OPD
pP. 590 of Volume I underlining min