
Natalie Alana Ashton, Vienna

The Case for a Feminist Hinge
Epistemology*

Abstract: In this paper I make the case for a feminist hinge epistemology in three
steps. My first step is to explain hinge epistemologies as contemporary episte-
mologies that take Wittgenstein’s work in On Certainty as their starting point.
My second step is to make three criticisms of this literature as it currently stands.
My third step is to introduce feminist epistemologies, which argue that social fac-
tors like race and gender affect what different people and groups justifiably be-
lieve, and argue that developing a feminist hinge epistemology is both plausible
(because of important similarities between the two kinds of views) and desirable
(because feminist epistemologies have resources which can help hinge episte-
mologies to avoid the three problems that I have raised).

1. Introduction

In this paper I will make the case for a feminist hinge epistemology. By this, I
mean an account of epistemic justification which draws on both Wittgenstein’s
work in On Certainty (where he claims that some beliefs have a special status
analogous to that of “hinges”) and on feminist epistemology (which argues
that social factors like race and gender have an effect on justification). I’ll
make the case for this project in three steps.

First I will introduce hinge epistemology, and the central Wittgensteinian in-
sight that it is based upon. There are many interesting and important historical
and interpretative issues that I won’t be able to discuss in detail. Instead I will
offer a brief and minimal description of hinge epistemology in order to focus
on its potential as an applied epistemology.

Second I will outline three criticisms of hinge epistemologies as they current-
ly stand. Again, there is much more that could be said about, and in response to,
these criticisms – and I hope that more will be said in future. But in this paper I
will simply sketch out the current problems as I see them.

Third I will make the positive case for developing a feminist (and so applied)
hinge epistemology. I’ll explain what feminist epistemologies are, and highlight
some parallels between one branch of these – feminist standpoint theories. I’ll
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then argue that the literature on feminist epistemology contains resources which
would help hinge epistemologists to overcome the three problems I indicated
that hinge epistemology has. This will make clear that developing a feminist
hinge epistemology is not just plausible, but desirable.

2. Hinge epistemology

The term hinge epistemology refers to a range of contemporary epistemological
views that are based on Wittgenstein’s On Certainty (OC 1969). It most obviously
applies to recent views which are explicitly developed and self-described as
hinge epistemologies (e.g. Coliva 2015, Pritchard 2016) but other views which
place On Certainty at the heart of their epistemological theorising can also be de-
scribed as hinge epistemologies (e.g. Stroll 1987, Conway 1989, Williams 1991,
Moyal-Sharrock 2004,Wright 2004, and Kusch 2016).We’ll see in the next section
that hinge epistemologies can be primarily historical or they can be primarily
systematic. By the end of this paper I hope to have convinced you that hinge
epistemologies can also take an applied approach.

On Certainty itself is very open to interpretation, which is part of why hinge
epistemology contains so many different views, but most scholars agree that
Wittgenstein’s aim in writing the material that went into it was, first, to make
sense of Moore’s “Proof of an External World” (1939) and the claim that we
know the external world exists, and, second, to use the insight gleaned from
this to understand knowledge claims more generally.¹ It is endorsement of this
key insight which is central to hinge epistemology.

We find this key insight in the following passage (and the metaphor used in
this passage is also where the name “hinge” epistemology comes from):

That is to say, the questions that we raise and our doubts depend on the fact that some
propositions are exempt from doubt, are as it were like hinges on which those turn.

That is to say, it belongs to the logic of our scientific investigations that certain things are in
deed not doubted.

But it isn’t that the situation is like this: We just can’t investigate everything, and for that
reason we are forced to rest content with assumption. If I want the door to turn, the hinges
must stay put. (OC 1969: §§341–343)

 Duncan Pritchard claims that an overlooked influence on On Certainty was John Henry New-
man, although he doesn’t dispute that responding to Moore was the main motivation (Pritchard
2016: Ch. 4, En. 24).
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This insight is about the special justificatory role that some epistemic commit-
ments have. The idea is that most claims to knowledge can be questioned,
and supported or undermined, by evidence – we can move them around as
we undertake epistemic inquiry – but other claims, or commitments, can’t be
treated like this.² The rest of epistemic inquiry depends on them, and so they
have to stay fixed in place, like the hinges on which the door turns.

I think that we can capture this idea more concretely by highlighting two
claims that all hinge epistemologists take from OC.
· Lack of Evidential Support: There are some propositions/commitments that

we take ourselves to know, and which are importantly connected to other
propositions which we take ourselves to know,which lack evidential support
(in some sense).

· Legitimacy: Nevertheless, these propositions/commitments are legitimate (in
some sense).

A good deal of the debate within the literature on hinge epistemology concerns
the best way to cash out the details of these two claims. I don’t have space in this
paper to discuss the various possibilities that have been proposed so far, and so
I’m allowing the phrase “in some sense” to do a lot of work in unifying different
hinge proposals. I’ve opted for a minimal description of hinge epistemologists’
central claims in order to capture all variants.

3. Three criticisms

Now that I have offered a basic, minimal explanation of what hinge epistemol-
ogy is, I will make three criticisms of current hinge epistemologies.

My first criticism relates to methodology. So far, hinge epistemologists have
evaluated and shaped their accounts against two criteria. The first of these is
faithfulness – whether or not the account faithfully reconstructs the text of On
Certainty and accurately represents Wittgenstein’s intentions. Examples of au-
thors primarily concerned with faithfulness are Danièle Moyal Sharrock
(2004), and Martin Kusch (2016).

Others use a criterion which I’ll call usefulness – they take Wittgenstein as a
starting point, but primarily develop their accounts according to how well they

 There is some debate over whether hinges should be understood as beliefs or propositions or
something else. For example Moyal-Sharrock argues that hinges have a non-propositional char-
acter (2004: Ch. 2), and Pritchard claims that they are propositional but not beliefs (2016:
90–94).
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respond to particular epistemic problems and debates. I take Michael Williams
(1991), and Annalisa Coliva (2015) to be examples of authors primarily concerned
with usefulness.

My first criticism of hinge epistemology is aimed at authors using the use-
fulness criterion. I think that this is a good criterion to use, but that it is being
deployed in a problematic way. When these authors criticise each other’s ac-
counts, and shape their own, they are thinking of usefulness as equivalent to
the ability to respond to radical scepticism. When other issues and debates are
considered, it is still ultimately in the service of having a scepticism-ready ac-
count. But epistemic justification isn’t just about radical scepticism. It’s crucial
in all areas of life. Even if the issue of radical scepticism were solved, there
would still be interesting and important questions to ask about justification
and the role that it plays in science, law, medicine, and daily interactions. Losing
sight of this fact, and developing an account of justification without these ques-
tions in mind, will result in a skewed picture which isn’t fit for purpose. Hinge
epistemologists need to broaden the range of problems that they consider
when evaluating for usefulness.

To be clear: I think that there is, and should be, room for both usefulness
and faithfulness when it comes to evaluating hinge accounts. All authors can
benefit from paying attention to both criteria, and there is also likely value in au-
thors varying in the extents to which they tend towards one or the other. My
point is just that, to the extent that authors do tend towards usefulness, they
need to broaden their understanding of what usefulness amounts to.

My remaining two criticisms are to do with two areas of the literature that I
think are underdeveloped. The first area is the debate on pragmatism, which
comes up when hinge epistemologists talk about the sense in which hinges
are legitimate. Some authors say that hinges are legitimate because of the se-
mantic role that they play (Cavell 1979, McGinn 1989,Williams 1991, Moyal-Shar-
rock 2004, Coliva 2010, and Schönbaumsfeld 2016), whilst others talk about
them being epistemic. But epistemic can mean a few different things. Sometimes
a hinge’s status as epistemic turns on whether it is supported by evidence. At oth-
ers it turns on whether or not it is knowable. And at others it turns on whether or
not its legitimacy is due to pragmatic factors. It’s these last two senses which are
relevant to my criticism.

Pragmatism comes up in discussions of hinge epistemology as a criticism of
Crispin Wright’s (2004; 2014) view.Wright has argued for the legitimacy of hinges
on a “utilitarian” basis; he says that hinges are legitimate because all other epis-
temic inquiry is dependent on them (Wright 2014: 224–228). He has been widely
criticised for this argument because, according to his opponents, this argument
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is pragmatic rather than epistemic (see Brueckner 2007; Jenkins 2007; Pederson
2009; Vahid 2011; and Smith 2013. An exception is Hazlett 2014.).

More generally, pragmatism comes up as something that hinge epistemolo-
gists tend to avoid. Moyal-Sharrock (2003) (following Brandom 2002) makes a
distinction between what we might call “strong” utilitarian pragmatism, and
“weak” pragmatism which is only pragmatic in the sense that it is concerned
with the practical (2003: 126). She says that weak pragmatism is acceptable,
but strong pragmatism is not. Coliva (2015: 127– 136) follows her in this, and
Pritchard (2016) goes even further, ruling out even weak pragmatic factors.

There are two problems with this anti-pragmatism. The first is that Wright’s
critics seem to slip between using epistemic in the sense of knowability, and
epistemic in the sense of excluding pragmatic factors. They note that Wright
wants to secure the first, and then criticise him for not successfully securing
the second. But they don’t argue that these two senses are connected, and Wright
had argued specifically that they are not (2014: 238–239).

The second problem with this anti-pragmatism is related to the first, but
more general: there is a wealth of literature on pragmatism in epistemology,
and hinge epistemologists have so far failed to draw on this.³ They make claims
about the relation between the epistemic and pragmatic domains without citing
classic writers (except perhaps in passing) and without referring to contempo-
rary work on pragmatism at all. This is especially disappointing as there is
even literature on this which references On Certainty explicitly. Miriam McCor-
mick’s Believing Against the Evidence (2015) provides a comprehensive argument
for the conclusion that there is no distinct epistemic domain that can be isolated
from moral or pragmatic domains of normativity, and makes brief but explicit
mention of On Certainty. Anna Boncompagni’s Wittgenstein and Pragmatism
(2016) is entirely devoted to evaluating On Certainty in light of a pragmatist per-
spective.

My third (and last) criticism of current hinge epistemologies is of the debate
on epistemic relativism. By epistemic relativism I meant the view that justifica-
tion (rather than truth, or any other phenomena) is dependent on some contin-
gent variable – often an epistemic framework.We can think of a commitment to
relativism as a commitment to the following three claims:⁴
· Epistemic justification is dependent on a framework

 For classical pragmatism see, for example, James 1897. For a survey of the contemporary lit-
erature on pragmatism see Reisner 2018.
 This is roughly the definition of epistemic relativism that Williams (2007) and Coliva (2015)
use. Kusch (2016) includes some additional claim which I haven’t included in the main text
as I think that they can be shown to follow from those that I have included.
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· There are, or could be, multiple frameworks
· No independent meta-justification (justification of the frameworks them-

selves) is possible

On the face of it, hinge epistemology seems to lend itself to a relativist interpre-
tation. It says that justification is dependent on one or more sets of hinges,which
we can understand as epistemic frameworks, and that no such justification (in-
cluding meta-justification) is possible independently of these frameworks. In
other words, the first and third hallmarks of relativism seem to be straightfor-
wardly present in hinge epistemology, whilst the second claim (that there are,
or could be, multiple frameworks of hinges) seems at least prima facie plausi-
ble.⁵

As a result of this we might expect that relativism would be widely accepted,
or at least a contentious topic, amongst hinge epistemologists. But it isn’t. It’s
almost universally resisted.⁶ I think the best explanation for this is that epistemic
relativism is seen as uncontentiously problematic, as evidenced by the fact that
none of the hinge epistemologists who do engage with relativism spend much
time explaining why they think that it is problematic, instead focusing on resist-
ing what they take to be an objection to their view.

One exception to this pattern is Kusch (2016), who has offered a very compre-
hensive treatment of relativism in On Certainty. He explores exactly what episte-
mic relativism is without assuming that it is problematic, and then considers a
number of arguments for and against relativist interpretations of On Certainty.
Ultimately, he defends a relativist interpretation of hinges.

I think that Kusch’s strategy is preferable because it is less dogmatic, and
that more hinge epistemologists should question the assumption that relativism
is objectionable before attempting to show whether or not it is present in their
views. I suspect that if they did this we might see more pro-relativist hinge ac-

 Coliva (2015) and Pritchard (2011) set up their discussions of relativism in hinge epistemology
in this way, and their responses focus on showing that the second claim is not true on hinge
epistemology.Williams (2007) takes a different tack, focusing on the third claim. As I understand
his argument, he aims to show that the third claim is true on his view (there is no independent
meta-justification) but that this is not problematic. I think that this is consistent with his view
being relativism, but he seems not to.
 Of the authors I’ve discussed, only Kusch (2016) argues that hinge epistemology should be
understood as relativist. The others have either not engaged with the issue at length (I believe
this to be true of Stroll, McGinn, Wright, Moyal-Sharrock, and Schönbaumsfeld) or argue that
hinge epistemology is not relativist (Williams, Coliva and Pritchard).
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counts, which would be an interesting outcome, but the other possibility – that
we see better defended anti-relativist accounts – is just as appealing.

4. Why feminist epistemology?

Now that I’ve introduced and criticised hinge epistemology I’m going to suggest
that developing a feminist hinge epistemology is both a plausible and a desirable
project. First I’ll briefly explain what feminist epistemologies are. I’ll then high-
light some similarities between them and hinge epistemologies to reveal why I
think it’s plausible to combine them. Finally I’ll show how feminist epistemolo-
gies can help hinge epistemologists to overcome the three problems that I point-
ed out in the previous section, in order to demonstrate why this project should
be desirable to hinge epistemologists.

Feminist Epistemology is a branch of epistemology which explores the in-
fluence of social factors (such as gender and race) on knowledge, via justifica-
tion. The idea that these social factors have such an effect on justification is
called the situated knowledge thesis. The strand of feminist epistemology that I
think most closely resembles hinge epistemology is feminist standpoint theory.⁷
On standpoint views, not only is knowledge situated, but it is situated in such a
way that those who have an oppressed social location (such as women or people
of colour in many societies today) can have more, or better, justification that
those who are in dominant positions. This is often called the epistemic advant-
age, or epistemic privilege, thesis.

In very general terms, standpoint theorists understand epistemic advantage
to arise because people from different social locations have different experiences
which lead them to develop different epistemic resources, and because the spe-
cific experiences of the oppressed lead them to develop better epistemic resour-
ces. Different authors offer different accounts of what these resources are – they
have been described variously as: engaged perspectives (Hartsock 1983; Collins
1986); sets of concepts (Fricker 2007); weightings of theoretical values (Wylie
2003); and as partially composed of epistemic virtues (Medina 2013).

One thing that all of these accounts of epistemic resources have in common
is that they are comprised of components which are not responsive to evidence –

 The other branches of feminist epistemology are feminist empiricism and postmodernism. In-
temann (2010) has argued that feminist empiricism and standpoint theory are no longer as clear-
ly distinct as they once were, so some of the similarities that I point out between hinge episte-
mology and standpoint theory may also hold between hinge epistemology and feminist
empiricism.
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or at least not in the usual way. Here we can see a parallel to the first main com-
mitment of hinge epistemology, according to which our central epistemic re-
source – our justificatory framework – is ultimately dependent on one or more
sets of special propositions (or proposition-like-things) which lack evidential
support (in some sense).

The second central commitment of hinge epistemology is that these non-evi-
dential components are nevertheless legitimate. And the legitimacy of non-evi-
dential components is also a defining feature of feminist standpoint theory.
Where mainstream epistemologists usually see the influence of non-evidential
and social factors as problematic, and as tainting justification, feminist stand-
point theorists (and feminist epistemologists in general) see them as a necessary,
and advantageous, aspect of justification. Whilst there is much more to explore
here, I take these two similarities to show that developing a feminist hinge epis-
temology is at least a plausible project.

I also think that the project of developing a feminist hinge epistemology
would be very fruitful for hinge epistemologists, as it would automatically refo-
cus the debate in a way that placed more emphasis on the areas which I have
identified as so far lacking.

The first criticism I made of hinge epistemology was of the range of prob-
lems which hinge epistemologists refer to when evaluating their accounts ac-
cording to the criteria of usefulness. Feminist epistemologists are concerned
with a much broader range of problems than mainstream epistemologists are.
They are concerned with securing an account of justification that is useful for
science (e.g. Harding 1991) and politics (e.g. Anderson 2006) as well as for
emancipatory projects. If hinge epistemologists aimed to make their accounts
work for these goals, as well as the goal of responding to scepticism, then
they would be better prepared to achieve a well-rounded picture of justification.

The second criticism was that hinge epistemologists don’t properly engage
with literature and arguments about the effect that pragmatic factors can have
on the epistemic domain. I claimed that they have failed to notice an ambiguity
in their literature on pragmatism, and have been needlessly avoiding pragmatist
views as a result. Feminist epistemologists allow that social factors affect justi-
fication, which makes their views clearly pragmatic, and so exploring a feminist
hinge epistemology which shares this notion of knowledge as socially situated
would be one way (alongside engaging with the literature that I mentioned
above) to correct this mistake.

The final criticism that I made was that hinge epistemologists have failed to
question the mainstream assumption that relativism is an objection to be avoid-
ed, rather than a plausible view in its own right. In general, this problem is also
still present in feminist epistemology. However some feminist standpoint theo-
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rists have offered more creative treatments of relativism. Sandra Harding (1991;
1995) defends a view that we might think of as post-relativist. She rejects the di-
chotomy between relativism and objectivism, and instead argues for a position
which she calls “strong objectivity” which is supposed to be distinct from,
and superior to, both previous options. Helen Longino (1997) has defended
what she calls “contextual empiricism” elsewhere in feminist epistemology,
and Alison Wylie (2003) has applied this idea to standpoint theory in a view
which looks amenable to relativism. A feminist hinge epistemology incorporat-
ing similar creativity would be well placed to follow the advice that I gave
above, of exploring what happens when the mainstream assumption about the
status of relativism is questioned.

5. Conclusion

In this paper I’ve made the case for developing a feminist version of hinge epis-
temology. I’ve shown that there are similarities between hinge epistemologies
and feminist epistemologies which make such a project at least prima facie plau-
sible, and I’ve suggested that the literature on feminist epistemology contains re-
sources which would help hinge epistemologists to overcome the three criticisms
that I have raised of current hinge accounts. I haven’t fleshed out what such a
view would look like in detail here – although see Ashton (2015) for one possi-
bility – nor have I explained what the benefits of such a project would be for
feminist epistemologists and epistemologies – although I think there are some.
However I hope that by making the case that a feminist hinge epistemology is
both plausible and desirable I create space for these interesting issues to be ex-
plored.⁸
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