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                    Abstract
Epistemic relativists often appeal to an epistemic incommensurability thesis. One notable example is the position advanced by Wittgenstein in On certainty (1969). However, Ian Hacking’s radical denial of the possibility of objective epistemic reasons for belief poses, we suggest, an even more forceful challenge to mainstream meta-epistemology. Our central objective will be to develop a novel strategy for defusing Hacking’s line of argument. Specifically, we show that the epistemic incommensurability thesis can be resisted even if we grant the very insights that lead Hacking to claim that epistemic reasons are always relative to a style of reasoning. Surprisingly, the key to defusing the argument is to be found in recent mainstream work on the epistemic state of objectual understanding.
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	Cf. Cuneo’s (2007) discussion of what he calls minimal epistemic realism, which is the position one presupposes by taking ordinary epistemological discourse at face value.


	See here, for example, Field (1996, 1998), Gibbard (2003) and Chrisman (2007) for versions of this kind of view. Cf. Lynch (2009) for a challenge to the coherence of this kind of position.


	Global relativists, for instance, are trivially epistemic relativists. See, for example, Meiland (1977).


	By reference to EC, there are epistemic facts of the form “S is justified in believing p.” Proponents of EC, however, deny the absolute and objective character of such facts. Accordingly, EC is incompatible with (3) of the Simple View. For some samples of defenses of EC, see Rorty (1980, 1989, 1995) and Hales (2006). For other presentations of EC, cf. Alston (1993), Boghossian (2006) and Lynch (2010).


	For example, Rorty (1979) reasons to EC on the basis of a full-scale anti-representationalist epistemology while Wittgenstein (1969), on the other hand, has been read as endorsing EC (in On certainty) by way of his view that hinge propositions can be neither rationally supported nor rationally doubted.


	Although what constitutes radical departure between belief systems is often taken as simply intuitive, there are ways to make the idea explicit. As Boghossian notes, one relevant element here will be commitments to different epistemic principles. Perhaps also, more broadly, commitment to different hinge propositions (including hinge propositions that are not about epistemic principles are relevant.


	See, for example, Strawson (1985).


	Coliva suggests that the claim that we cannot rationally support hinge propositions with evidence—a kind of anti-foundationalism—does not commit one (as the naturalist thinks) to the arationality of accepting them. Working with a broader conception of rationality (ala Wright 2004), we might view the acceptance of hinge propositions as “rationally mandatory” (2010, p. 5) in the following sense: that it is constitutive of rationality that we accept what makes it possible. And the acceptance of hinge propositions are precisely the conditions of possibility of a system “within which reasons for and against specific empirical propositions can be produced” (2010, p. 5).


	This interpretation is motivated by Wittgenstein’s River Bed analogy (OC§96–99).


	Cf. (Lynch (2010), p. 271), who characterizes the question with reference to whether what he calls deep epistemic 
                    disagreements are rationally irresolvable.


	See Baghramian (2004) and also Kusch (2010) for excellent analyses of Hacking’s form of epistemic relativism. As Kusch observes, Hacking distances himself from the kind of epistemic relativism he defends in his early and perhaps most influential work on styles of reasoning (e.g., 1982, 1992).


	One might draw the observation that Hacking’s view supports a kind of semantic incommensurability thesis, where what’s relative to a style of reasoning is propositional meaning. Crucially, though, even if such a thesis is granted, this is compatible with the claim that Hacking’s argument commits him to epistemic relativism. Compare: on MacFarlane (2011) taxonomy, one can accept assessment sensitivity and reject local invariantism: the resulting position would be a kind of truth-relativist who is also a content-relativist.


	See below for Hacking’s distinction between propositions that do and do not depend on styles of reasoning.


	To stress, this feature of Hacking’s motivation for epistemic relativism makes it a thesis of particular philosophical interest (beyond standard arguments from diversity to an epistemic relativist’s conclusion) in that it allows us to bypass entirely the issue of whether individuals could be committed to radically divergent belief systems. Thanks to an anonymous referee for requesting further emphasis here.


	For example, Hacking suggests that “even after Paracelsus is translated into modern German, one still has to learn how he reasoned in order to understand him” (1982, p. 331).


	This is an observation that has been noted by Feyerabend (1975).


	While, as Kusch notes, Hacking has been writing about styles of reasoning for over 25 years, his early argument outlined here turns out to be one that challenges the Simple View in a way that can’t be dismissed in the same manner of as more typical ‘arguments from diversity’ for epistemic relativism.


	Thanks to an anonymous referee for requesting this point be emphasized.


	For additional work on understanding-why, see Grimm (e.g. 2010), Greco (forthcoming), Brogaard (2005) and Hills (2009).


	This is especially typical in the philosophy of science. See here, for example, Lipton (2004), Woodward (2003), and Kitcher (2002). For a non-propositionalist (ability-based) defense of the knowledge-of-causes account, see Grimm (forthcoming).


	One line of argument to this effect is as follows: if understanding were just a matter of knowing certain propositions, then, we should expect that understanding can undermined by certain kinds of epistemic luck just as knowledge is. But, as Kvanvig (2003) and Pritchard (2009) suggest, it is not. Specifically, Kvanvig argues that objectual understanding is compatible with both Gettier-style and environmental epistemic luck (Cf. Pritchard 2005); Pritchard argues understanding to be (like knowledge) incompatible with Gettier-style epistemic luck though compatible with environmental epistemic luck).


	See here (Kvanvig (2003), Chap. 8) and [REFERENCE SUPPRESSED]. For example, one’s false belief that encouragement of the Social Realism art movement in Russia began in 1933 rather than 1934 does not preclude one’s understanding modern Russian history.


	Cf. Zagzebski (2001) and Elgin (2009) for some notable dissent on this point.


	Cf. Grimm (e.g. 2010, forthcoming), Hills (2009) and Strevens (2012).


	
Kvanvig (2009) also considers logical and probabilistic relations, along with explanatory relations, as among the kinds of coherence-making relations that are grasped. Cf. Khalifa (2013) for a recent criticism of Kvanvig here.


	
Hills (2009), for instance, suggests—in the context of discussing moral understanding—that the ability one possesses in virtue of satisfying the grasping requirement is an “ability to draw the right conclusion or give the right explanation in new cases” (Ibid., 6; our italics).


	As Grimm (2010) suggests, one who understands “is sensitive not just to how things are, but to how things stand modally, and in particular to how things might have been, if certain conditions had been different. He adds, elsewhere, that (at least, if the subject matter is appropriately simple) then, by manipulating it (e.g. entertaining counterfactual possibilities) allows the agent to ‘see’ the way in which ‘the manipulation influences (or fails to influence) other parts of the system’ (2010, p. 11).”


	As Hills (2009) notes, part of what one can do with understanding is generate beliefs in new propositions. In rejecting the claim that possessing the kind of abilities constitutive of understanding just is the possession of items of knowledge, Hills notes: “Gaining this extra knowledge may help you acquire the requisite abilities, but you might have the extra pieces of knowledge without having the kind of good judgment that enables you to generate new true...beliefs yourself. Surely no extra piece or pieces of knowledge guarantee that you have these abilities” (2009, p. 6).


	We are simplifying in part to avoid the unnecessary tediousness that comes with Hacking’s use of the epistemic modal “might.”


	The kind of possibility suggested here is epistemic possibility—what is possible given what one knows (or believes).


	It is worth pointing out here that the objectual understanding-based diagnosis we are proposing here is not meant to rival an externalist diagnosis. The grasping condition on objectual understanding can be conceived of as an internalist or as an externalist condition. The issue would turn on whether (and, perhaps to what extent) it must be reflectively accessible to one that the relations grasped by the subject are appropriately coherence-making vis-à-vis the subject matter in question. Thanks to [REFERENCE SUPPRESSED] for raising this issue.


	See, for example, Boghossian (2006) and Cappelen and Hawthorne (2009) for a variety of (very differently motivated) general considerations that count against the notion of relative truth. Cf. MacFarlane (e.g. 2007) and Hales (1997) for a sample of some defenses.


	See here Chaps. 1–4 of Pritchard (2005).





References
	Alston, W. (1993). The reliability of sense perception. Cornell: Cornell University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Baghramian, M. (2004). Relativism. New York: Routledge.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Boghossian, P. (2006). Fear of knowledge. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Book 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Brogaard, B. (2005). I Know. Therefore, I understand (unpublished manuscript).

	Cappelen, H., & Hawthorne, J. (2009). Relativism and monadic truth. Oxford University Press.

	Chrisman, M. (2007). From epistemic contextualism to epistemic expressivism. Philosophical Studies, 135, 225–254.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Coliva, A. (2010). Was Wittgenstein an epistemic relativist? Philosophical Investigations, 33(1), 1–23.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Crombie, A. C. (1981). Philosophical perspectives and shifting interpretations of Galileo. In J. Hintikka et al. (Eds.), Theory change, ancient axiomatics and Galileo’s methodology (pp. 271–286). Dordrecht: Reidel.

	Cuneo, T. (2007). The normative Web. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Book 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Davidson, D. (1983). A coherence theory of truth and knowledge. In D. Henrich (Ed.), Kant oder Hegel?. Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Elgin, C. (2009). Is Understanding Factive? In A. Haddock, A. Millar & D. Pritchard (Eds.), Epistemic Value. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Feyerabend, P. (1975). Against method. London: Verso.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Field, H. (1996). The aprioricity of logic. Proceedings from the Aristotelian Society, 96, 359–379.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Field, H. (1998). Epistemological nonfactualism and the aprioricity of logic. Philosophical Studies, 92, 1–24.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Gibbard, A. (2003). Thinking how to live. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Greco, J. (forthcoming). Episteme: Knowledge and understanding. In K. Timpe & C. Boyd (Eds.), Virtues and their vices. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Grimm, S. (2010). Understanding. In S. Bernecker & D. Pritchard (Eds.), Routledge companion to epistemology. New York: Routledge.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Grimm, S. (forthcoming). Understanding as knowledge of causes. In A. Fairweather (Ed.), Virtue scientia: Essays in philosophy of science and virtue epistemology. New York: Springer.

	Hacking, I. (1982). Language, truth and reason. In Rationality and relativism (pp. 48–66). Cambridge: MIT Press.

	Hacking, I. (2002). Historical ontology. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Hales, S. (1997). A consistent relativism. Mind, 106(421), 33–52.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Hales, S. (2006). Relativism and the foundations of philosophy. Cambridge: MIT Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Hills, A. (2009). Moral testimony and moral epistemology. Ethics, 120, 94–127.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Khalifa, K. (2013). Is understanding explanatory or objectual. Synthese, 190(6), 1153–1171.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Kitcher, P. (2002). Scientific knowledge. In P. Moser (Ed.), Oxford handbook of epistemology. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Kusch, M. (2010). Hacking’s historical epistemology: A critique of styles of reasoning. Studies in the History and Philosophy of Science, 41(2), 158–173.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Kvanvig, J. (2003). The value of knowledge and the pursuit of understanding. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Book 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Kvanvig, J. (2009). Assertion, knowledge and lotteries. In P. Greenough & D. Pritchard (Eds.), Williamson on knowledge. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Lipton, P. (2004). Inference to the best explanation. New York: Routledge.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Lynch, M. P. (2009). Truth, value and epistemic expressivism. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 79(1), 76–97.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Lynch, M. P. (2010). Epistemic circularity and epistemic incommensurability. In A. Haddock, A. Millar, & D. Pritchard (Eds.), Social epistemology (pp. 262–277). Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Chapter 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	MacFarlane, J. (2007). Relativism and disagreement. Philosophical Studies, 132, 17–31.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	MacFarlane, J. (2011). Relativism and knowledge attributions. In S. Bernecker & D. Pritchard (Eds.), Routledge companion to epistemology (pp. 536–544). London: Routledge.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Meiland, J. (1977). Concepts of relative truth. The Monist, 60(4), 568–582.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Pritchard, D. (2005). Epistemic luck. Oxford University Press.

	Pritchard, D. (2009). Knowledge, understanding and epistemic value. In A. O’Hear (Ed.), Epistemology (pp. 19–43). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Pritchard, D. (2010). Epistemic relativism, epistemic incommensurability and Wittgensteinian epistemology. In S. Hales (Ed.), Blackwell companion to relativism (pp. 266–285). Amsterdam: Blackwell.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Riggs, W. (2004). Insight, open-mindedness and understanding (unpublished manuscript).

	Rorty, R. (1979). Philosophy and the mirror of nature. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

	Rorty, R. (1980). Philosophy and the mirror of nature. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Rorty, R. (1989). Contingency, irony, and solidarity. Cambridge University Press.

	Rorty, R. (1995). Is truth a goal of inquiry? Davidson vs. Wright. Philosophical Quarterly, 45(180), 281–300.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Strawson, P. (1985). Skepticism and naturalism: Some varieties. New York: Columbia University Press.

	Strevens, M. (2012). No understanding without explanation. Studies in History and Philosophy of Science. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.shpsa.2012.12.005.

	Wittgenstein, L. (1969). In G. Anscombe & G. von Wright (Eds.), & G. A. Paul (Trans.), On certainty. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

	Woodward, J. (2003). Making things happen: A theory of causal explanation. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Wright, C. (2004). Wittgensteinian certainties. In D. McManus (Ed.), Wittgenstein and skepticism (pp. 22–55). London: Routledge.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Zagzebski, L. (2001). Recovering understanding. In M. Steup (Ed.), Knowledge, truth, and duty. New York: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                


Download references




Author information
Authors and Affiliations
	Eidyn Research Centre, School of Philosophy, Psychology and Language Sciences, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK
J. Adam Carter

	School of Philosophy, Psychology and Language Sciences, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK
Emma C. Gordon


Authors	J. Adam CarterView author publications
You can also search for this author in
                        PubMed Google Scholar



	Emma C. GordonView author publications
You can also search for this author in
                        PubMed Google Scholar





Corresponding author
Correspondence to
                J. Adam Carter.


Rights and permissions
Reprints and permissions


About this article
Cite this article
Carter, J.A., Gordon, E.C. A new maneuver against the epistemic relativist.
                    Synthese 191, 1683–1695 (2014). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-013-0357-2
Download citation
	Received: 30 July 2013

	Accepted: 04 October 2013

	Published: 10 November 2013

	Issue Date: May 2014

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-013-0357-2


Share this article
Anyone you share the following link with will be able to read this content:
Get shareable linkSorry, a shareable link is not currently available for this article.


Copy to clipboard

                            Provided by the Springer Nature SharedIt content-sharing initiative
                        


Keywords
	Understanding
	Epistemic relativism
	Epistemic reasons
	Hacking
	Wittgenstein








                    
                

            

            
                
                    

                    
                        
                            
    

                        

                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                            

                            
                                
                                    
                                        Access this article


                                        
                                            
                                                
                                                    
                                                        Log in via an institution
                                                        
                                                            
                                                        
                                                    
                                                

                                            
                                        

                                        
                                            
 
 
  
   
    
     
     
      Buy article PDF USD 39.95
     

    

    Price excludes VAT (USA)

     Tax calculation will be finalised during checkout.

    Instant access to the full article PDF.

   

  

  
 

 
  
   
    Rent this article via DeepDyve
     
      
     

   

  

  
 


                                        

                                        
                                            Institutional subscriptions
                                                
                                                    
                                                
                                            

                                        

                                    

                                
                            

                            
                                
    
        Advertisement

        
        

    






                            

                            

                            

                        

                    

                
            

        

    
    
    


    
        
            Search

            
                
                    
                        Search by keyword or author
                        
                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                
                                Search
                            
                        

                    

                
            

        

    



    
        Navigation

        	
                    
                        Find a journal
                    
                
	
                    
                        Publish with us
                    
                
	
                    
                        Track your research
                    
                


    


    
	
		
			
			
	
		
			
			
				Discover content

					Journals A-Z
	Books A-Z


			

			
			
				Publish with us

					Publish your research
	Open access publishing


			

			
			
				Products and services

					Our products
	Librarians
	Societies
	Partners and advertisers


			

			
			
				Our imprints

					Springer
	Nature Portfolio
	BMC
	Palgrave Macmillan
	Apress


			

			
		

	



		
		
		
	
		
				
						
						
							Your privacy choices/Manage cookies
						
					
	
						
							Your US state privacy rights
						
						
					
	
						
							Accessibility statement
						
						
					
	
						
							Terms and conditions
						
						
					
	
						
							Privacy policy
						
						
					
	
						
							Help and support
						
						
					


		
	
	
		
			
				
					
					54.221.10.121
				

				Not affiliated

			

		
	
	
		
			[image: Springer Nature]
		
	
	© 2024 Springer Nature




	






    