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Introduction

Annalisa Coliva's Moore and Wittgenstein (2010a) offers a thorough, nuanced,
sophisticated and original reading of the two philosophers' reflections on certainties
and scepticism. In this paper I shall focus on the one line of argument in the book with
which I disagree: the discussion of epistemic relativism. I shall focus my critique not
only on the relevant section of the monograph (2010a: 188–203), but also on Coliva's
paper "Was Wittgenstein an Epistemic Relativist?" (2010b). The paper is wider is
scope than the section in that it draws together, and condenses, relevant and related
considerations from all parts of the book.

Interpreters

Coliva starts with the remark that "[r]elativists and anti-relativists alike are nowadays
mostly united in considering Wittgenstein an epistemic relativist" (2010a: 188;
2010b: 1). To prove her point she mentions eight texts between 1977 and 2006. To
her line-up one could add Bloor (1996); Gier (1981); Gullvåg (1988); Grayling
(2001); Haller (1995); Rhees (2003), and Vasiliou (2004), as well as authors who
attribute to Wittgenstein closely related forms of conceptual relativism: Glock (1996,
2008) and Hacker (1996). More importantly, I am puzzled by the absence from
Coliva's list of the equally numerous earlier contributions that, like her own, reject
the case for calling Wittgenstein an epistemological relativist: Anscombe (1976);
Bambrough (1991); Blackburn (2004); Crary (2007); Dilman (2004); Hertzberg
(1976); Lear (1984); Morawetz (1978); O’Grady (2004); Putnam (1992); Rhees
(2003); Schulte (1988); Sluga (1996); B. Williams (1971/1981, 1974-1975/1981);
M. Williams (2007), and von Wright (1982). Some of Coliva's arguments overlap
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with lines of thought in this earlier literature. Considering it in detail, and building
upon it, could have strengthened her case and given a more balanced picture of where
the debate on the question of Wittgenstein's relativism has got to.

Definitions

Coliva characterises epistemic relativism as follows. First, "there could be … differ-
ent epistemic systems, none of which would be intrinsically correct". Second, each
such system "would be, from a metaphysical point of view, as good as any other, and
would certify (as true and) justified different propositions". Third, the choice between
epistemic systems "couldn't be based on rational considerations", and thus "the
passage from one epistemic system to another would always be a form of conversion
or persuasion" (2010a: 188; 2010b: 1).

I do not disagree with this suggestion. But I propose going further and identifying
various ‘conditions of relativism’, subsets or clusters of which are often regarded—by
friends and foes alike—as necessary and sufficient. Several of these conditions are
disjunctive and thus allow for further choices. I take these conditions from authors
who have—in different contexts and debates—sought to reject or defend forms of
epistemic or moral relativism.

(1) Dependence: A belief has an epistemic status (as epistemically justified or
unjustified) only relative to an epistemic system or practice (0SP). (Cf.
Williams 2007: 94).

I write “epistemic system or practice” in order to indicate that Dependence is
compatible with both a “generalist” and “particularist” understanding of epistemol-
ogy. Dependence also allows for a further choice regarding SPs. In saying that a belief
has an epistemic status (as justified or unjustified) only relative to an SP, the relativist
might refer to either the SP of the relevant believer, or to the SP of the attributor or
evaluator. (Cf. White 2007; Williams 2007; Boghossian 2006: 72).

(2) Pluralism: There are, have been, or could be, more than one such epistemic
system or practice.

Given Pluralism, relativism is compatible with the idea that our current SP is
without an existing alternative. Moreover, Pluralism permits the relativist to be highly
selective in choosing those SPs with respect to which relativism applies. He might for
example restrict his relativistic thesis to just two SPs. For instance, one can be a relativist
about science and religion, considering each as an SP in the sense of Dependence.

(3) Exclusiveness: SPs are exclusive of one another. This can take two forms:

(a) Question-Centred Exclusiveness: There are sets of yes/no questions to
which SPs give opposite answers.

(b) Practice-Centred Exclusiveness: There are no yes/no questions to which
SPs give opposite answers since their concepts and concerns are too
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different. SPs exclude each other in that the consequences of one SP include
such actions or behaviours as are incompatible with the actions and
behaviours that are consequences of other SPs. Users or members of one
SP are not able to fully understand the actions and behaviours common in
other SPs. (Cf. Williams 1974-75/1981, 1985).

Exclusiveness tries to capture the sense in which—under a relativistic conception
of their relationship—SPs have to conflict. This idea is in tension with the further
assumption, made by some authors, that relativism concerns incommensurable SPs
(here such incommensurability involves differences in categories that rule out an
identity of propositional content across these SPs). The option of Practice-Centred
Exclusiveness covers this eventuality. Two SPs can be compared, and can conflict,
when they lead to, or require incompatible forms of action and behaviour in an at least
roughly specifiable area of human affairs. The requirement that the area of human
affairs be specifiable safeguards that there is a certain degree of comparability. And
the demand that the forms of action and behaviour involved are incompatible, makes
sure that the condition of conflict is met.

(4) Notional Confrontation: It is not possible for a group G, that holds an
epistemic system or practice SP1, to go over to an epistemic system or practice
SP2 on the basis of a rational comparison between SP1 and SP2. But G might be
converted to SP2 without loosing its hold on reality. (Cf. Williams 1974-1975/
1981, 1985)

A “notional” confrontation differs from a “real” confrontation; in the case of the
latter a rationally motivated ‘switching’ is possible. A conversion is not an altogether
irrational event. Being converted to a cause is not the same as being self-deceived,
brainwashed or drugged. There is no assumption that a conversion is a phenomenon
of psychological or social pathology. This idea is captured by the phrase “without
losing its hold on reality” (Williams 1974-1975/1981: 139).

(5) Contingency: Which epistemic system or practice a group or individual finds
itself holding is a question of historical contingency.

If the history of G had been different—for instance, if G had encountered certain
other groups at certain points, or if G had lacked the means to engage in certain types
of costly investigations—G’s current SP would be substantially, perhaps even radi-
cally, different from what it is now. The contingency might reach deep: even those
beliefs that one ordinarily deems ‘self-evident’ or ‘completely certain’ can be dis-
covered to be contingent. Becoming aware of the contingency of one’s views in this
sense can, but need not, undermine the strength of one’s conviction (Rosen 2001).

(6) Groundlessness: There can be no epistemic justification of one’s own epistemic
system or practice.

Groundlessness is rarely formulated as a distinct ingredient of epistemic relativ-
ism. But it is sometimes invoked in arguments meant to establish the truth of
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relativism. For instance, it is occasionally put forward that epistemic relativism results
from the recognition that all SPs are on a par insofar as none of them is able to justify
itself without moving in an (illegitimate) circle (cf. Williams 2007: 95).

(7) Underdetermination: Epistemic systems and practices are not determined by
facts of nature.

Underdetermination is not to be confused with the thesis that the world has no
causal impact on SPs at all. The relativist is not—or need not—be committed to the
view that SPs are completely arbitrary. His point is rather that (many) more than one
SP is compatible with the given causal impact of the world.

(8) Symmetry: Epistemic systems and practices must not be ranked.

Symmetry can take a number of different forms that are worth distinguishing.

(a) Methodological Symmetry: All SPs are on a par vis-à-vis social-scientific
investigations.

The best-known version of Methodological Symmetry is perhaps the “Symmetry”
or “Equivalence Postulate” of the “Strong Programme” in the “Sociology of
Scientific Knowledge”: “… all beliefs are on a par with one another with respect to
the causes of their credibility.” (Barnes and Bloor 1982: 23). I generalise this
“postulate” in order to detach it from the requirement that explanations must be causal.

(b) Non-Neutrality: There is no neutral way of evaluating different SPs.

Non-Neutrality is the main consideration usually invoked in defense of Symmetry.

(c) Equality: All SPs are equally correct.

Most characterisations of relativism—by friends and foes alike—take Equality to
be the natural consequence of Non-Neutrality and thus the best way to spell out
Symmetry. But Equality makes a stronger claim than Non-Neutrality. This becomes
easy to appreciate once we remember the typical challenge to Equality: what is the
point of view from which Equality is asserted? On the face of it, Equality appears to
presuppose a neutral point of view from which we can somehow see that all SPs are
equally correct. And this very claim jars with Non-Neutrality.

(d) Non-Appraisal: For a reflective person the question of appraisal of (at least
some other) SPs does not arise. (Williams 1974-1975-1981, 1985).

Non-Appraisal seems to avoid the problems of Equality, while capturing the
important core of Non-Neutrality. It is motivated by the thought of “intellectual
distance”: the idea that a reflective person holding one SP might come to the
conclusion that her own “vocabulary of appraisal” simply does not get a proper grip
on the judgements and actions of another SP. It is not that this vocabulary could not
possibly be applied at all—it is rather that such application seems forced, artificial
and contrived. (Williams 1974-1975/1981: 141-2).
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(9) Tolerance: Epistemic systems or practices other than one’s own, must be
tolerated.

What do we gain from this nine-part characterization? We gain at least three
things. First, we get a better appreciation for the idea that epistemic relativism is
not one position but a spectrum of positions: the epistemic relativist faces a number
of choices (e.g. as concerns different Symmetry principles). Second, since the
characterization was constructed from the writings of various influential writers for
and against relativism, we get a better grasp too of the variety of views that are
currently ascribed to the relativist. And third, working with the nine-part character-
ization vis-à-vis Wittgenstein, makes the question of his epistemic relativism more
tractable. Rather than asking whether Wittgenstein is a relativist, we can turn to
querying whether we can find textual evidence for the more specific principles. And
if we can find such evidence we can then turn to investigating how the different
principles are related to one another.

Was Wittgenstein an "Internal Rationalist"?

Coliva's argument against attributing epistemic relativism to Wittgenstein has several
distinct steps. The first step seeks to establish that Wittgenstein was not a Strawsonian
"naturalist" but an "internal rationalist" (2010b: 6): that he thought that our accep-
tance of hinge propositions is not just "something animal" (1969: 359) but "fully
rational" (2010b: 5). Obviously, our most basic beliefs—say, that the Earth has
existed for a long time—cannot be justified by empirical evidence. Any attempt to
do so would end up be circular. Wittgenstein himself seems sometimes tempted to
conclude from this impossibility that our acceptance of hinge beliefs is not rational.
Coliva demurs and accuses Wittgenstein of "working with too narrow a conception of
rationality" (ibid.). On the appropriately wider conception, a belief can be "rationally
mandatory", and its acceptance "intrinsically rational", even when we have no
evidential warrants. Acceptance has these rational characteristics when

… what is so believed is a cornerstone of one or more of our language games, as
it makes it possible for us to have those disciplines within which reasons for and
against specific empirical propositions can be produced (ibid.).

The "cornerstone" metaphor can be made more precise by the observation that
these beliefs are "at the limit of the system—as they are its conditions of possibility"
(ibid.). Finally, Coliva believes that this train of thought works as an interpre-
tation of Wittgenstein's own views despite his unduly narrow conception of ratio-
nality. This is so because Wittgenstein thinks of hinges as part of "logic" and thus as
"part of the system in which reasons are produced and within which rationality has a
home" (ibid.).

Coliva's reasoning is obviously indebted to Crispin Wright (2004). But I fail to
understand how exactly the argument is supposed to run. We are to reject the idea that
our hinge beliefs are just brute facts about us. And we are to accept that these hinges
cannot be justified on the basis of empirical evidence within our language games. So
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far, so good. The problematic step is what follows next. Coliva urges that we are
rationally committed to our hinges, despite the lack of evidence, since without them
we would not have our current system of beliefs and language games. Without our
hinges we would not be able to operate the distinction between rational and irrational
beliefs, a distinction to which we are already committed.

I am not persuaded. It seems to me that all the argument achieves is to shift the
naturalism from applying to our hinges to applying to our languages games. To see
this we only need to ask whether our language games are justified? In reply, we
cannot point to our hinges, on pain of circularity. But we cannot reject the question
either—at least not if we wish to advocate internal rationalism rather than naturalism.

Finally, I doubt whether Wittgenstein's remarks, that hinges are part of logic, must
be taken as an indication of internal rationalism. The relevant passages (1969: 342,
56, 150) seem to me to be neutral between naturalistic and the internal-rationalist
readings.

Ptolemy and the Moon-Landing

Consider the one-time hinge proposition according to which "nobody has ever been
on the Moon". Wittgenstein repeatedly refers to this proposition as a certainty. Coliva
ponders what it would have taken to change Wittgenstein's—or even Ptolemy's—
mind. Her answer is that "both Ptolemy and Wittgenstein would have been rationally
persuaded to change their views had they had all the evidence available to us…" And
from this conviction Coliva moves swiftly to the conclusion that "there is just one
system of justification—Science—which evolves and develops over time" (2010a:
190; 2010b: 7). Coliva is not worried by the existence of different paradigms:

… even where a change of "paradigm" occurs, … it is the presence of new
evidence, which is recalcitrant to being incorporated within a given theory, that
calls for new explanation and hence for a new scientific model. (2010a: 190-1;
2010b: 7)

Coliva offers paragraphs 108 and 286 of On Certainty (1969) as proof that
Wittgenstein shares her belief in the "one system of justification". 108 tells us that
we "should feel ourselves very distant from someone" who denied our evidence that
(by 1951) no-one had been to the moon. 286 wonders what we would say (again in
1951) about a tribe who claims that moon travel is possible: "If we compare our
system of knowledge with theirs then theirs is evidently the poorer one by far."

Paragraphs 108 and 286 have been used as evidence against relativistic readings of
On Certainty before (Morawetz 1978; Williams 2007). But advocates of such read-
ings have offered replies (Rhees 2003: 74; Kusch 2010: 229). To quote my own
earlier commentary on the final sentence of 286:

I do not accept that this passage is an expression of anti-relativism. Wittgenstein
here describes what 'we' would think and say upon encountering these tribes-
men. And he is undoubtedly correct: this is indeed what we (or most of us)
would think and say. But to point out this obvious truth is not to reject or refute
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relativism; it is merely to characterize our prima facie, or naïve response to an
encounter with a radically different epistemic system. The relativist does not
deny that we are prone to respond in this way—after all it is his goal to convince
us that this spontaneous reaction is not rationally licensed in the way some
philosophers take it to be.

Paragraph 108 can be glossed in similar ways: of course we "should feel ourselves
very distant from someone" who did not accept our evidence for the moon-landing.
But far from being a consideration against relativism, this is exactly what should be
expected on relativistic premises.

Turning from the interpretation of Wittgenstein to the intrinsic merit of Coliva's
reasoning, I again have to confess my disbelief. Consider the counterfactual claim 'if
Ptolemy had been presented with our evidence he would have accepted the possibility
of landing on the moon'. Relying on familiar ways of analysing counterfactuals this
amounts to the same as saying that, in the closest possible world in which Ptolemy is
presented with our evidence, he accepts the possibility of a moon-landing. This claim
is false. In the closest possible world Ptolemy has not yet been systematically re-
educated to think and evaluate evidence as we do; he has not yet learnt all about
modern physics and astronomy; and he has not yet acquired the basics of modern
mathematics. And thus in the closest possible world he dismisses our evidence as
incomprehensible and absurd—after all, our evidence, our criteria of justification and
our natural-scientific knowledge are closely intertwined.

Perhaps there is also a hidden circularity in Coliva's train of thought. She assumes
that Ptolemy will accept our evidence. And that he does accept our evidence, is proof
that there is only "one system of justification". But what justifies the initial assump-
tion that Ptolemy will accept our evidence? Is it not the idea that there cannot be
alternative systems of justification?

Science and Magic

Having convinced herself that Ptolemy, Wittgenstein and our scientists are all
(potential) participants in the one system of justification called "Science", Coliva
goes on to investigate the relationship between science and magic. This is as it should
be; after all, Wittgenstein has often been assumed to hold a relativist view of this
relationship. For instance, he sometimes indicates that only "persuasion" or "conver-
sion" could move us from the one to the other (1969: 92, 262, 612).

Coliva has no time for such views. Some tribes study the intestines of chickens to
predict the weather. Is this an epistemic system alternative to ours? Does this offer a
counterexample to the "one system" claim? No. The degree of decomposition of the
animals' interiors "could be an indicator of the humidity present in the air". And then
"divination, once deprived of all its symbolic and religious elements, would be just a
piece of, as it were, 'primitive' Science". Coliva finds support for this rendering in
Wittgenstein where he writes (in his "Remarks on Frazer") that "primitive" tribes-
men's "knowledge of nature would not differ fundamentally from ours" (Coliva
2010a: 192; 2010b: 8; Wittgenstein 1993: 141). But is it appropriate and permissible
to leave out "all … symbolic and religious elements"? According to Coliva this
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depends on the exercise we are engaged in. As long as we are doing epistemology, we
are permitted to "judge [the tribesmen's] epistemic practices, taken as such, and deem
them erroneous (…), or at any rate, 'primitive' …" (2010a: 193; 2010b: 9).

In this context Coliva also comments on Peter Winch's contention that our
epistemic system is different from the Azandes' in that we pay attention only to
efficient causes, and the Azande only to final causes (1964: 38). Coliva disagrees. She
reminds us that, according to Edward Evans-Pritchard's famous study (1937) of the
Azande, the latter understand, and operate with, both efficient and final causes:

This opens up the possibility of saying that our scientific attitude is more
advanced insofar as our account of efficient causes is better than theirs; while
also maintaining that their magical practices aren't a sufficiently strong ground
to motivate the idea that they embrace a different epistemic system. (2010a:
193; 2010b: 10)

Coliva thinks that Wittgenstein agrees with her—again in the "Remarks on Frazer"
(1993: 129). Her Wittgenstein distinguishes between opinions and theories about nature
on the one hand, and "symbolic and religious elements" on the other hand. The "primitives"
do not achieve a clear separation of the two aspects; we do. (2010a: 195; 2010b: 10).

I read Wittgenstein's "Remarks on Frazer" very differently. These notes aim to
deconstruct Frazer's opposition between us and the "savages". According to Frazer
we have true physics, the "savages" have magic or false physics. The "savages" are
trapped in magical practices; we however are free. Wittgenstein insists on symmetry:
the "savages" have many true beliefs about nature, and we too are steeped in rituals
and ceremonies.

Wittgenstein writes that the "same savage, who stabs the picture of his enemy apparently
in order to kill him, really builds his hut out of wood and carves his arrow skilfully and not
in effigy" (1993: 125). Contrary to what Frazer alleges, the "savages" do not have "a
completely false (even insane) idea of the course of nature … Only their magic is
different." (1993: 141). And Wittgenstein puts the main difference between science
and magic as follows: "in science there is progress, but in magic there isn't" (ibid.)

And we have magic too. Many of us have a religion; many of us confess our sins to
a priest; we sometimes burn letters when relationships break up; we kiss the picture of
a beloved; we hit trees to vent our anger; and we squeeze our lips together to make
someone else be quiet. These kinds of actions are not leftovers from a magical past;
they are part and parcel of being human. Frazer fails to recognize that "man is a
ceremonial animal" and that …

… one could begin a book on anthropology by saying: When one examines the
life and behaviour of mankind through the world, one see that, except for what
might be called animal activities, such as ingestion, etc. etc., men also perform
actions which bear a characteristic peculiar to themselves, and these could be
called ritualistic actions. (1993: 129)

I agree with Coliva that Wittgenstein emphasises commonalities between "us" and
the tribesmen, and on both sides of the science-magic divide. But these commonalities
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are not the key issue here. What is in dispute is how magic and science relate to one
another. Remember Coliva's Wittgenstein's central move. He splits magic up in two
parts: (a) the symbolic/religious part, and (b) the epistemic/(proto-)scientific part. (b)
is of a piece with our science. The history of our (Western) science has shown that (a)
can be separated from (b); this constitutes progress and demonstrates the superiority
of science over magic.

None of these claims are correct on my reading of the textual evidence.
Wittgenstein does not distinguish between two sides—proto-science and religion—
within magic, but between magic and science. He does not set science above magic
on the grounds that the former has cut itself loose from its magical past. Nor does he
propose any other epistemic grounds on the basis of which science is epistemically
superior to magic. Indeed, there is no suggestion that Wittgenstein would accept
Coliva’s ways of contrasting epistemic practices with religious or magical practices in
the first place.

Logic

Coliva endeavours to show that Wittgenstein is with her in rejecting the idea that
another culture could have a logic different from ours. Winch (1964) offers the
Azande as an example of a culture that rejects modus ponens: the Azande both
believe that witchcraft transmits patrilineally, and that the son of a male witch need
not be a witch himself. Coliva offers a different interpretation of the Azandes'
reasoning: it is not that they reject modus ponens, they merely choose to restrict
its domain of application. Coliva finds a similar phenomenon in Catholics' belief
in the trinity:

Now, I think we would resist the idea that Catholics have a different logic than
ours and that we would rather say that certain issues remain insulated from the
employment of logic." (2010a: 196; 2010b: 12)

Coliva takes Wittgenstein to express a similar view when he writes that Catholic
"dogma … is unshakable, but at the same time any practical opinion can be made to
harmonize with it …" (ibid.; Wittgenstein 1980: 28)

Coliva goes on to challenge Paul Boghossian's rendering of Wittgenstein's views
on logic. Boghossian puts Wittgenstein on Winch's side, before going on to criticize
logical relativism:

If the Azande employ different rules for inferences involving 'if,' (or the Azande
equivalent) this would simply show that they mean something different by that
word than we do by 'if'." (2006: 107)

Boghossian presses the point also with respect to Wittgenstein's famous "odd
wood-sellers" who sell wood by area covered and without paying attention to how
high the wood is piled up. Boghossian dismisses the thought that the odd wood-
sellers mean by "wood", "cost" or "more" what we do but that they employ a different
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logic: "Surely, it is far more plausible that these people mean something different by
'more' or 'cost' than we do …" (2006: 109).

Coliva agrees with Boghossian's criticism of logical relativism but seeks to
exonerate Wittgenstein from the charge of endorsing this view. As Coliva sees it,
Wittgenstein considers two options concerning our encounter with the odd wood-
sellers: either we are able to convince them that their practice is irrational, or we must
come to realize that our translation of their words was mistaken:

Hence, Wittgenstein turns out to be in complete agreement with Boghossian in
thinking that just by conceiving of a possibly different community, which is
recalcitrant to rational persuasion, we wouldn't have discovered ipso facto a
different epistemic system alternative to ours. (2010a: 197; 2010b: 14).

I fully agree with this sentence. Nevertheless, it seems to me important to consider
not only Wittgenstein's discussion of the odd wood-sellers in the Remarks on the
Foundations of Mathematics (where the relevant passage is from 1937) but also in the
Lectures on the Foundations of Mathematics (from 1939). In the later treatment the
first step is the suggestion that the tribesmen's word for their wood-distribution
practice is best translated as “giving wood away”. This alternative is introduced as
an attempt to protect the tribesmen from the accusation of logical madness: "We
might call this a kind of logical madness. But there is nothing wrong with giving
wood away." (1939/1976: 202.) The second step is charitable in a different sense:
now the tribesmen get off the hook by being no worse than us: "What the hell’s the
point of doing this? … It isn’t clear in all that we do, what the point is." (1939/1976:
203-4.) And in a third step Wittgenstein proposes a "historical explanation" of the
tribe's practice:

(a) These people don’t live by selling wood … (b) A great king long ago told
them to reckon the price of wood by measuring just two dimensions, keeping
the height the same. (c) They have done so ever since, except that they later
came not to worry about the height of the heaps. Then what is wrong? They do
this. And they get along all right. What more do you want? (1939/1976: 204)

This third step is especially noteworthy. It shows that Wittgenstein allows for the
possibility that the tribesmen might have a practice of selling wood that—although it
seems irrational by our standards—is perfectly sensible for the tribesmen.

Perhaps we might say that, in the quoted passage, Wittgenstein submits that the
tribesmen suspend logic when it comes to selling wood. This would bring the passage
in line with Coliva's first point, according to which the Azande and the Catholics are
best thought of, not as rejecting modus ponens, but as restricting its domain of
application.

I beg to differ. Imagine we came across a culture that has modified the game of
chess in the following way: when moving on their respective halves of the board, the
two players follow the familiar rules of chess. But when moving their pieces on their
opponents' half, the players move their pieces according to different rules (e.g. queens
then move like rooks, rooks like knights, etc.). Suppose someone said that this culture
plays chess according to different rules. Would we really think it an appropriate
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response to say: No, they do not play according to different rules, they simply restrict
the domain of the familiar rules? I think not. Put differently, there is nothing in the
Azandes' dealing with witchcraft and its heredity transmission that forces us to speak
of their using our logic, or the one logic, in a restricted domain. The situation could
also be described as their using a different logic. After all, the domain-specificity of
the logical rules might be part of the rules very content.

Alternative World-Pictures

Coliva's considerations up to this point all concern the question whether Wittgenstein
was a "factual epistemic relativist". The last third of her paper addresses the further
issue whether Wittgenstein was a "virtual epistemic relativist". A virtual epistemic
relativist believes that it is possible to have "at least in principle, different, yet
perfectly legitimate and intelligible, world-pictures" (2010a: 197; 2010b: 15-16).
Coliva is adamant that Wittgenstein rejects the virtual version: her reason for this
verdict is Wittgenstein's above-mentioned alleged rejection of alternative logics. But
why then does Wittgenstein so often ask us "to imagine allegedly radically different
communities"? (2010a: 201; 2010b: 20). Coliva's answer is this:

The value of what in the end appears to be an entirely notional exercise is, I
believe, to make us aware of the ungroundedness of our own world-picture—
that is to say, of its contingency. (2010a: 202; 2010b: 21)

Here too Coliva's argument could have benefited from investigating previous
rounds of debate. After all, this very issue has been the focus on the controversy
over Wittgenstein's alleged "idealism" (cf. Williams 1971; Anscombe 1976; Malcolm
1981; Bolton 1981; Lear 1984; Stroud 1984; Bloor 1996; Blackburn 2004).

Bernard Williams argues that Wittgenstein is not “concerned so much with the
epistemology of differing world-views … as with ways of exploring our own world-
view” (1971/1981: 159). What interests Wittgenstein, Williams maintains, is our and
only our language and world. And to explore these, Wittgenstein finds it important to
imagine alternatives, to test how far we can stretch our language and “still remain
without our world – a world leaving which would not mean that we see something
different, but just that we ceased to see.” (1971/1981: 160) Thus when Wittgenstein
speaks about our meeting a king who believes he has been to the moon, or a tribe that
relies on oracles rather than science, he is not concerned with the question whether
the epistemic system of the king or the tribe is as valid as is our physics. He is rather
trying to find out whether our talk of such a scenario is meaningful or not, whether it
describes a situation that makes sense.

Williams’ ideas have been developed further by Jonathan Lear (1984). Lear
focuses on “the disappearing we”. Initially it seems as if “our we” is different
from, and opposed to, other “we’s” insofar as our language-games are different
from, and opposed to, their language-games. But the plurality collapses once
we realize that the (transcendental) language is but one single language: “we
come to see that being one of ‘our’ representations is all that there could be to
being a representation. … The concept of being minded in any way at all is
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that of being minded as we are.” (1984; 233) Like Williams, so also Lear
concludes that Wittgenstein’s idealism precludes a genuine interest in the differences
between cultures—and thus in relativism:

Thought may have to be understood in the context of customs, practices and
institutions, but Wittgenstein seems indifferent to the study of any particular
community. His thought seems to stand to sociology as Kant’s was intended to
stand to empirical psychology.” (1984: 240)

This is not the place to argue with Williams and Lear. I therefore confine myself to
a brief comment on Coliva's suggestion according to which the point of the "notional
exercise" of imagining "radically different communities" is to make us aware of the
"contingency" of our world-picture. (2010a: 202; 2010b: 20-21). This is not how
Williams and Lear see it, and I am with them: the realization that we cannot imagine
radically different practices, cannot justify the thought that our practices are contingent.

Conclusion

In this paper I have outlined my quibbles concerning Coliva's answering of the
question "Was Wittgenstein an Epistemic Relativist?". I have proposed considering
a larger corpus of previous contributions to the issue; I have offered a broader (and in
part disjunctive) characterization of epistemic relativism; and I have expressed doubts
about four key arguments: that Ptolemy would accept our scientific evidence for
the moon-landing; that Wittgenstein thinks of magic as a form of proto-science;
that we can make no sense of an alternative logic; and that Wittgenstein
introduces imaginary radically different communities in order to remind us of
the contingency of our own practices.
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