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During the latter half of the 20th century, many philosophers in Europe and America 
turned towards social pragmatist and holistic accounts of concepts and theories. In this 
paper, I make the case that many forms of relativism – moral and otherwise – that emerge 
from this turn are misguided. While we must always operate from some framework of 
practices in which things may serve as reasons for us, most forms of relativism in recent 
decades have more boldly granted us immunity from external rational scrutiny. I argue 
that this strong form of relativism is possible only with sharp divisions between 
communities of speakers that I call “strict boundaries” and that these are implausible. We 
are left with the possibility of social pragmatist theories that do not entail strong 
relativism. 

 

 

I will offer an argument against relativism here. Relativism takes many forms, of course, 

but the argument I offer will address what I believe to be the most prevalent and compelling 

ones in the literature today. The sort of relativism at stake here is one that descends from the 

turn to the pragmatic in both analytic and continental philosophy in the early to mid-20th 

century. It moves away from the ideal and the transcendental in articulating the nature of 

reasons in favor of the social and the practical. I call these “pragmatist” account not to suggest 

strict allegiance with classical pragmatism, but to emphasize a common theme that core 

philosophical notions should be understood in terms of their realization in concrete, shared 

ways of life, embodied by a community at a time. Broadly put, something counts as a reason for 

us only within the framework of a set of social practices according to this view. Versions of it 

can be found in Gilbert Harman’s work on moral theory(1984/2000), in many interpretations of 

Thomas Kuhn (1970) (if not necessarily in Kuhn himself), Richard Rorty (1989), and 

communitarians such as MacIntyre (1988) and Taylor(1971), among many others.  

I am not here to attack the moves towards the social and the practical, though. I endorse 

views that are descendents of some of the same ideas that drive these forms of relativism. I 

argue that these relativistic accounts purport to confer on us a sort of rational immunity that the 



important insights of social pragmatist views do not entail. Since they do not, rational discourse 

across communities can remain robust, if not in the ideal forms that Enlightenment thinkers 

once suggested. 

My account here will turn on two major claims. First, what I call strong relativism (the 

pertinent sort mentioned above) is true only if agents or communities have rational immunity 

from one another, and this is true only if communities have what I will call strict boundary 

conditions. Second, actual agents and communities do not comport themselves in these ways 

and more idealized communities are philosophical fictions that ill suit the pragmatist moves 

that strong relativists purport to defend. 

I. RELATIVISM AND RATIONAL IMMUNITY 

The move to relativism at stake here can be seen as a consequence of dissatisfaction with 

transcendental, idealist and platonic accounts across the scope of western philosophy in the 20th 

century. Heidegger’s (1927/1962) turned towards an account of being-in-the-world, rich and 

varied in its concrete modes of existence and infused throughout with a sense of our inheritance 

of those possibilities from particular sets of contingent historical practices. Many followed him 

on this point. An analogous set of moves was made by philosophers like Wittgenstein, Quine 

and Sellars, all of whom had reservations about the notion of meaning as a fixed, transcendental 

phenomenon or entity that could be analyzed by the right logical methods. Wittgenstein (1953) 

suggests that meanings were best understood as collections of usages that bore a family 

resemblance to one another. Sellars (1956/1997) likewise doubted the separability of the 

linguistic from the practical and sought instead to articulate meaning as a process of functional 

classification of expressions that resembled one another in their usage. Quine thought there was 

no value in speaking of meanings at all, opting instead to emphasize reference and assent 

conditions among communities of speakers (1964). All four of these philosophers thus moved 

towards the practical and each of them in some way thought that this also entailed some form 

of holism. Likewise, these authors and those who followed them in moving towards the 

practical saw a need for some means by which all of these possibilities could be realized and 



sustained, and turned towards social practices, embodied and sustained by communities of 

agents.  

Once we turn to the social and practical, we must immediately note how diverse 

behavior and social practices actually are. However one carves “we” out of some part of the 

world, “we” have done things differently over time and “we” sometimes do things differently 

from others now. While a little local color would bother no one, making social practices the 

arena in which meaning, thought, and the force of reasons upon us take shape would appear to 

leave us with only local distinctions about correctness and permissibility. No objective facts, just 

what you can get away with in pockets of similarly assenting speakers. As Rorty said: 

When the notion of ‘description of the world’ is moved form the level of 
criterion-governed sentences within language games to language games 
as wholes, games which we do not choose between by reference to 
criteria, the idea that the world decides which descriptions are true can 
no longer be given a clear sense.  It becomes hard to think that vocabulary 
is somehow already out there in the world, waiting for us to discover it. 
(1989, pp. 5-6) 

Different relativists will emphasize different elements of this general account and some will 

restrict its scope to certain sorts of discourse1, but these themes are consonant with the accounts 

of many who would call themselves relativists today. 

There is a gap here though, between reasons being articulated via a framework of 

practices and a community’s having absolute impunity in determining all the features of that 

framework. One might endorse the first of these without endorsing the second. Even those who 

are not relativists in the sense of making social consensus the final court of appeals for the 

evaluation of reasons may agree that rational discourse requires some framework (language, 

conceptual scheme, paradigm, etc.) in which reasons are articulated. Those favoring a more 

moderate view will contend that not just anything goes, no matter what your framework may 

be. Giving and asking for reasons always depends on a framework of social practices in which 

                                                        
1 Harman, for instance, wants to be a relativist about moral discourse and moral properties in a way that he would 
not want to be for, say, scientific discourse and physical properties. (Admittedly, Harman also uses the least 
pragmatic-sounding terms in his work of those mentioned here.) The burden lies on one who wants to circumscribe 
the problem in this fashion though, so I will proceed here on the assumption that this sort of conceptual relativism is 
a pervasive problem if it is a problem at all. 



one is operating, but frameworks themselves may be open to various sorts of scrutiny that 

extends beyond the usual sorts of in-house refinements (e.g. consistency) that relativists will 

concede. Some accounts of meaning, conceptual content, truth, etc. might thus accept the holism 

and social pragmatism mentioned above while retaining an objectivity and commitment to 

“answer to the facts” as robust as many non-pragmatist accounts. 

For a touchstone of this distinction, consider two points in the later Wittgenstein (1953).  

At §199, he says that obeying rules, making reports and other rationally significant activities are 

“customs (uses, institutions)” and that “it is not possible that there should have been only one 

occasion on which somebody obeyed a rule.”  This along with the claim that those who share a 

language must share a “form of life” (§241) certainly entail a weak relativism in Wittgenstein’s 

view, and many have taken it that this implies a strong relativism, one that “seems to abolish 

logic” by making all distinctions matters of consensus among communities.  He rejects the 

move here though, saying, “It is one thing to describe methods of measurement, and another to 

obtain and state results of measurement. But what we call ‘measuring’ is partly determined by a 

certain constancy in the results of measurement” (§242). The distinctions we use may have a 

home in our social practices without thereby being insulated from what lies outside those 

practices.  This is more of a gesture than an argument, and strong relativists will note that this 

does not yet establish discursive, rational avenues to challenge a set of social practices.  But it 

does suggest that there is a gap between the necessity of social practices for reasons and 

judgment and the sufficiency of social consensus in establishing them. 

Let us distinguish a weak sort of relativism about reasons and a strong one. Where A is a 

framework of social practices in which an agent, S, is engaged: 

Weak relativism: R counts as a reason for S in A iff some of the elements 
of A are jointly necessary to compel S to consider R in making judgments 
in which R is relevant  
Strong relativism: R counts as a reason for S in A iff (i) some of the 
elements of A are jointly necessary to compel S to consider R in making 
judgments in which R is relevant and (ii) S is rationally immune from any 
challenges to R that are not already recognized by those who operate in A 



I say “some” of the elements to avoid prejudging whether a holist must say that the whole of 

her framework is actually at stake every time a judgment or revision is made. “R” may be 

thought of as a proposition or some wider array of things, but again, we need not settle that 

here. There is also work to be done in saying what it is to be “compelled” (as opposed to caused 

or merely disposed) and which judgments and actions a given reason will be “relevant.” I am 

going to set all of these aside for now though; accounts will vary widely, but all of them will 

have to consider the argument I plan to make. What marks the difference here is that a weak 

relativist is claiming that some framework of practices is a necessary condition for the exchange 

of reasons, but that things outside that framework of practices are not necessarily excluded 

from playing some role as well. Strong relativism as I have defined it here distinguishes itself by 

just this sort of exclusivity.  What I want to stress here is that when philosophers speak in 

ominous tones about “relativism” and its effects on philosophy, it is strong relativism that they 

fear. One could be a “realist” about many types of questions, i.e. insist that we answer to the 

social-practice-independent world in various ways, or at least endorse a robust position on 

objectivity and still be a weak relativist in the present sense.  

The notion of rational immunity shoulders an explanatory burden here, so let me propose 

the following: 

Rational immunity: S is rationally immune from R in A iff the practices in 
A in which S is involved do not compel S to take R as a reason at all 

In a limited sense, we all regularly enjoy something like rational immunity. Imagine I am an 

avid basketball player – I know the rules and tactics well and I make judgments about game 

play as well as one ordinarily could. Now, suppose I am invited to a friendly football – soccer, if 

you prefer – match at a local park. Suppose during the course of the game, another player 

dribbles down the sideline and places a foot squarely over the line. Forgetting myself, I shout 

that she’s out of bounds and insist it’s our ball. I’m confusing the in-bounds rule in basketball 

with the in-bounds rule in football here; any contact on the ground with possession beyond the 

line is “out” in basketball, only once the entire ball crosses the line is it “out” in football. My 

friends correct me and I say, “Oh, well, in basketball, that would have been out.” My comment 



is true, but it is entirely idle at the practical level. No one playing football has to do anything in 

virtue of the rules of basketball. In this limited sense, they are immune from the challenges I 

would make if we were playing a different game.  

Relativism has teeth when it threatens something we do not take to be a separate part of 

the same framework. When anarchists and liberal democrats butt heads over social institutions 

or conservative Christians clash with secular libertines over sexual morality, they cannot simply 

shrug one another’s challenges off because they are – to extend our metaphor – playing the 

same game and disputing how it should be played. If strong relativism were true, then 

members of different communities with distinct frameworks of social practices would be 

rationally immune from one another’s challenges even when their challenges pertain to 

corresponding regions of one another’s frameworks. A whole community of conservative 

Christians would be right relative to their framework and wrong relative to a libertine 

community’s framework, but their wrongness relative to that other framework would be of no 

rational consequence to them, even though all of these are moral agents, reasons, and 

judgments.  

The notion of rational immunity is intended as a hypothetical. It is explicit in many 

works, but we should not yet assume that anyone is in a position to assert it. Merely asserting 

rational immunity does not entitle an agent or a community to it, but strong relativists have 

generally assumed that the burden of proof lay with those who would assert anything more 

objective or universal. This demand has frequently been expressed in the grand terms of the 

Enlightenment, suggesting that the only adequate response to the relativists’ demands here 

would be a grand, universal method of evaluating reasons and judgments that compelled all 

rational agents equally, uniformly and atemporally. With no such grand unifying theory at 

hand or in the offing, the relativists say there is nothing left but some form of strong relativism. 

But the sort of dependency among reasons that is manifested in a framework of social 

practices is not sufficient reason to grant agents rational immunity. We can imagine parallel 

communities that carry on independently of one another whose webs of practices are 



sufficiently similar that dropping someone from one community into the other would still allow 

that person to carry on in their new surroundings. More importantly, the holism of our 

conceptual space may be only half the story, to be complemented by some account of inquiry 

and interaction with the world that will lead well-functioning sets of practices in convergent 

directions.  

What would it be for a community to grant itself rational immunity and how should 

other communities respond to such a move? We might imagine a set of conditions in which a 

community did grant itself that sort of rational immunity and “close its border” to other 

communities with which it did not identify. Such a community is one whose framework of 

practices has what we might call strict boundary conditions: 

Strict boundary conditions: Where A and B are distinct frameworks of 
practices, A has a strict boundary with B iff the elements in A are 
structured such that  
 (i)  all those elements playing crucial practical roles are recognized as 

members of A,  
 (ii)  anything that is not such a member of A is not recognized as such, 

and  
 (iii)  R’s not being a member of A is sufficient reason to dismiss any 

challenge to any element in A that includes R as a reason 
It would be hard to point to actual communities or practices that really did adopt this 

sort of extreme insularity, and I will make more of that as we proceed. For purposes of 

illustration, imagine two communities living side-by-side on an island: the Freedonians and the 

Sylvanians. Each may have sophisticated non-linguistic practices and an expressively rich and 

well-articulated set of linguistic practices. Now suppose the Freedonians have an epistemic 

principle that they take quite seriously, perhaps that they assign all the centrality and weight 

that we assign to the principle of non-contradiction.2 It says:  

 
“Never give any credence to Sylvanian reasons or practices.”  
 

We do in fact behave this way towards others under certain conditions, as when we feel 

someone intends to deceive us, or their behavior is pathological. The Freedonians are doing this 

                                                        
2 In practical matters, anyway. There are legitimate reasons to at least consider paraconsistent logics, but none that 
close to our present concerns. 



as a rule though, and  grant themselves a full measure of rational immunity from any sort of 

challenge that might be raised against them.  

This rule might be interpreted in at least two ways by the Freedonians. They could see it 

as an injunction against those agents they identify as Sylvanians, or they could see it as an 

injunction against anything that belonged to the framework of practices that the Sylvanians 

adopt. The first of these would call on familiar patterns of social interaction, though treat them 

more strictly. Communities at odds with each other generally emphasize observable features 

that differentiate each other (and amplify their own features in many cases) and assign social 

statuses to one another based on those features, e.g. skin color, dress, mannerisms, accent, 

language. Those following such a principle to set up strict boundaries take those distinctions to 

be sufficient reason to dismiss other classes of agents altogether. The latter option – identifying 

something as a dismissible reason by its inclusion in a framework of practices – is more work, 

but no less viable.  

The latter option does leave open questions about overlap. What should the Freedonians 

say when the Sylvanians’ reasons are the same as their own, or too similar to ignore? I will say 

more about this in sections 2 and 3. More pertinent for the moment is a qualification on the 

notion of strictness used here. My intention is not to contrast a strict boundary with a vague one, 

whereby there is be no general rule or procedure for determining whether a given reason or 

practice falls on “our” side of the boundary in all cases. With a vague term like “bald,” there 

may be no clear, general line (e.g. numbers of hairs, percentage of scalp coverage) between cases 

in which it applies and those in which it does not. So we might have cases in which we found it 

difficult to say just where Freedonian reasons and practices ended and others began. Vague 

boundaries of this sort are not only possible, I believe they are all but inevitable and much of 

my argument will turn on this point. 

The strictness in play here is instead a matter of the degree to which lying outside of 

one’s framework disqualifies something as a reason. Where lying outside the framework is a 

perfectly general, no exceptions, no tagbacks defeater, we are calling the boundary ‘strict’. One 



could imagine many other attitudes instead of this one with varying degrees of xenophobia 

towards other sets of practices. Even if the borders are vague, a community may still treat them 

strictly in the present sense; wherever they can determine that something does not belong to 

their framework, they will reject it out of hand, and other cases will remain disputed with a 

strong default stance against changing practices they already accept. To get a sense of how 

vagueness and strictness play out here, suppose the Freedonians have a practice of making a 

social and political distinction and call it F. Those who are F are free to say anything they like in 

terms of the content of their expressions, so long as they do not infringe on the property or well-

being of others. But suppose that F is also a strongly gendered distinction – males may or may 

not be F, but no female can be F at all, and they accept no other gender distinctions. Meanwhile, 

the Sylvanians make a similar distinction, G, that also licenses free expression, but which is not 

gendered at all. The distinction between F and G may be vague in a number of ways. The two 

communities may be unsure whether they are the same practice, slightly altered, or largely 

different ones whose similarities are superficial. There may be members of the community who 

find it difficult to say which one is binding for them, or to which community they feel bound. 

But if they are treating the boundary here as a strict one, as the Freedonians were in our 

example above, there seems to be a clear difference between the two that marks one as “theirs” 

and the other as not, and that difference would be sufficient to defeat any challenge to F-

practices from those endorsing or discussing G-practices. 

To neutralize all but the most dogmatic claims of immunity, we tie the notion of 

immunity to the notion of a strict boundary. (More dogmatic ones will be addressed in section 

3.) If boundaries between groups and their practices are not strict in the ways described above, 

then some reasons for group A will be reasons for group B. As we will see, the reasons that 

cross more porous boundaries in these ways and the impacts they have elsewhere will not be 

confinable to some region of a community’s practices. If we cannot confine them in these ways, 

then one group cannot rule out the reasons and practices of a group on the basis of their origin 

alone and there are not grounds for the sort of immunity strong relativism requires. Our case 



against strict boundaries highlights the difficulties of this sort of confinement. It points out how 

and why vague boundaries and overlaps are likely and how they weaken the case that a 

community can terminate or obstruct consideration of others’ reasons without being dogmatic, 

even on their own terms. This is not to say that every challenge from another community plugs 

directly into our practices. Rather, the disparities between communities and their respective 

practices do not constitute grounds for rational agents to simply dismiss challenges from 

elsewhere, and this is sufficient to push us back to weak relativism. To establish this point, we 

must consider two sets of objections and reconfigure our responses to strong relativism. 

 

2. Arguments against strict boundary conditions.  

The sorts of immunity, authority and compulsion I am concerned with here are rational 

ones. Other sorts exist, of course, and may carry the day in any actual case. Even if strong 

relativism is false and the Freedonians in my example are doing something irrational, they may 

have the guns, so to speak. What are of greater philosophical importance to us are rational 

successes and failures at the discursive level. Strong relativism does not turn on the claim that 

different communities can get away with different things, though. It makes the more 

philosophically interesting claim that even in the best of discursive conditions, with honest 

participants engaging each other with wits rather than arms, the claims and challenges of one 

community have no bearing on one another when they come to a dispute.  

Rather than appeal to a broad, universal conception of rationality, we are better served 

by challenging the conditions necessary for strict boundaries as poorly suited to the conditions 

under which speakers actually conduct themselves. We will do better by thinking about our 

limitations as socially situated rational agents. Note from above that there are two positive 

claims implicit in the notion of a strict boundary: (1) we know who is in and who is out (who is 

engaged in our framework and carries authority to make claims and challenges), and; (2) we 

know what is in and what is out (what is permitted and required by the practices in our 

framework). One or both of these must be in place to support a strict boundary. There are 



crucial ways in these claims either fail or require revisions that will not serve strong relativism 

well. 

2.1 The Jurisdiction Problem.  

First, we might think about concerns about who is “in” a framework of practices and 

hence has measures of authority and boundedness with respect to moves made within that 

framework. Call this the jurisdiction problem for strict boundaries. If there are strict boundaries 

and they are to be understood in terms of membership in a community (challenges from 

members count; outsiders don’t count in principle), then membership will have to be an 

exclusive distinction. That is, my status as a member of community A or community B, each 

with its respective framework of practices, must be an all-or-nothing affair; I am in A or in B at a 

given time, but not both. My status might change over time if I somehow convert and switch 

communities, but for strict boundaries to obtain, there must not be overlap in these statuses. 

This is because the immunizing effect of a boundary between communities is nullified if one 

could be bound by both sides of a dispute. It is an agent’s separation from the reach of that 

other community’s practices that establishes the immunity, and whatever merits degrees of 

membership or overlapping memberships may confer, they will not establish rational 

immunity.  

What makes a limited case like the basketball/football case from section one a plausible 

example of partial or temporary immunity is that some set of conditions (mutual, explicit assent 

of those present, if nothing else) suffice to determine which game is being played. If the players 

really could be bound by sets of rules that contradicted one another on some or all cases, then 

neither set of rules would resolve the course of play for those involved. So it would go with any 

set of practices conducted by purportedly distinct communities with boundaries strict enough 

to confer immunity on all those involved. This is not to argue that we do not find ourselves in 

the grips of such conflicts, as we surely do, but that where our allegiance to one framework 

rather than another permits indeterminacy and overlap, it remains an open question how one 

should go on, and agents cannot set that question aside. Thus, overlap compromises any hope 



of rational immunity and we must think of strict boundaries as exclusive distinctions, at least at 

a given time for a given agent. 

Strong relativism presumes that there are such clear, bright lines that may be read off the 

actual history of our practices, but just the opposite would appear to be true. While there are 

cases in which we clearly do not find ourselves bound by different frameworks – I don’t feel the 

tug of 12th century Cambro-Norman social norms, for instance – there is no general way to rule 

out overlapping sources of authority.3 Frameworks of practices embraced by actual 

communities are replete with overlapping elements and degrees of affinity in their divergences 

born of common historical roots and regular forms of cross-community exchange. Frameworks 

of practices typically have religious, political, cultural and philosophical antecedents from 

which they develop, and those antecedents will often appear as close cousins in other 

communities’ frameworks. The net effect of these complex overlaps is frequently a sort of 

pragmatic ambivalence, where agents feel a conflict between local norms and those historical 

antecedents as they are expressed elsewhere. One might wonder whether, say, an American 

Muslim has more in common with other Americans or other Muslims elsewhere in the world, 

and any answer to this question may be as ambiguous, contextual and provisional to her as it is 

to others. Tidy, discrete frameworks of social practices that one is “in” or “out” of, like islands 

in a sea of practical possibilities, are contrivances to facilitate philosophical discourse and they 

are just as surely idealized fictions as Hobbes’s state of nature or Rawls’s original position. And 

just like any other philosophical fiction, there will be dangers in taking them too seriously or too 

literally.  

While there are certainly some social practices that seem alien to any given agent or 

community, exclusive distinctions about which framework one is bound by will not generally 

hold, especially among contemporaries. To make this argument more explicit, I am suggesting 

that if there generally were strict boundaries, then there would have to be an identification of 

                                                        
3 A community might accomplish this by a sort of decree, like the Freedonians mentioned above, but I contend that 
communities will not generally make this move for reasons discussed below. 



which side of the boundary one is on (i.e. which set of practices govern the appropriateness of 

one’s judgments and actions.) Such an identification requires exclusivity if being a member is to 

have any binding force at all, because the immunizing effect of the boundary is nullified if you 

could be bound by both sides of a dispute. While some such boundaries are clear, there is not a 

general way to rule out overlaps. Sets of social practices also tend to overlap with one another, 

evolving as collections of traditions and innovations, with degrees of affinity and shared 

history, which also precludes the sort of exclusivity that strict boundaries would require. 

Therefore, exclusivity will not hold as a rule and we will not generally have strict boundaries, 

which undermines strong relativism. 

2.2. The Revisability Problem.  

Second, we might think about what a framework of practices compels and permits us to 

do, and the relation that this bears to the claims and practices made outside of it. It is a tenet of 

strong relativism that if there were strict boundaries, then claims and practices outside those 

boundaries cannot have evidential or practice-challenging import unless they already have a 

place within one’s set of practices. But we may find that parts of another community’s 

framework of practices resemble our own sufficiently to have some rational import for us, even 

if we do not accept their reasons in general. Call this the revisability problem for strict boundaries.  

Strong relativism must address both the possibility of commonalities between 

apparently disparate communities and the import of subsequent differences that might prompt 

challenges to a practice based on what is common between them.  Suppose communities C and 

D have some subset of claims and practices, E, that appear to be the same.  If there are 

implications of E on which C and D differ, given some further set of differences in ancillary 

claims and practices, what should the strong relativist say about the rational authority each has 

to criticize the other?  For instance, modern western communities, modern Chinese society and 

8th century scholars in Toledo under the Umayyad Caliphate adopted vastly different 

frameworks of practices, but could be said to accept many of the same claims and practices with 

respect to arithmetic. Suppose they disagree vehemently about the implications of those 



affinities for proof theory (or some forerunner of it).  On a less abstract note, suppose modern 

democracies differ with their predecessors on who counts as a citizen.  Strong relativism can 

accommodate that sort of cross-community affinity, so long as we construe that possibility as a 

coincidence made possible by local similarities among practices, rather than a pervasive feature 

of rational discourse. If this were so, then acknowledging those reasons would only be a patina 

of cross-community rational exchange. The affinity would break down as they diverge, and the 

strictness of boundaries would be evident again. Strong relativists can say that we take their 

reasons seriously in such a case only because they resemble the ones we already accept. 

There is reason to think that this is too narrow a reading of cross-community discourse 

in such cases, though. Any framework of practices worth its salt is going to be expansive, 

complex, dynamic and richly detailed to such a degree that no single individual will be familiar 

with all or even most of it. Instead, we tend to adopt and become familiar with neighborhoods 

within frameworks of practices – revising, expanding and contracting our competencies with 

specific practices as needed. The need for those revisions is not generally something that agents 

can foresee, nor is the nature of that which prompts them. One can discover unexpected 

features and consequences in a set of practices even if one has been part of it and participating 

competently in it all along.  

Episodes of this sort are all the more likely with the unfamiliar, e.g. testing one’s 

commitment to diversity when one encounters other social groups to which one has little 

exposure, or reevaluating theoretical methods when confronted with unexpected results. In 

terms of the schematic sketched above, C may not see the conflicts and possible extensions of E 

until they confronted by a breakdown in exchange with D.  In the event of such a breakdown, 

reasserting one’s norms and practices carries little weight. The breakdown makes clear that the 

norm or practice itself stands in need of elaboration or reconsideration. While our reasons for 

revising a practice or making an exception to it will involve some appeal to practices that we 

already accept, what prompts that revision may not be, and indeed practices and reasons that 

are less familiar to us may be more apt to prompt us to reconsider things closer to home.  



3. Hail Freedonia!  

Now, there is a ready objection to the arguments I have made here. While these concerns 

make strict boundaries very unlikely, they do not rule such boundaries out in principle. While 

they strike us as bizarre and they may be hastening their demise, a community could in 

principle adopt something like the stance that our fictional friends the Freedonians did back in 

section 1. Recall that they explicitly prohibited rational consideration of the claims and practices 

of other communities and did so by decree, rather than further support by reasons. Call this a 

strict exclusionary principle. As before, I say “strict” exclusion here to emphasize the degree to 

which one community may discount all of another community’s practices. Any community that 

adopted a strict exclusionary principle would presumably have to have ancillary principles to 

determine who and what falls within the jurisdiction of its authority and those principles will 

have to enjoy a similar immunity from rational challenge as well. But the response I offer to 

strict exclusionary principles will apply, mutatis mutandis, to those principles. 

What I have argued so far would lead us to the conclusion that a community could not 

have strict boundaries without strict exclusionary principles. What I have not argued, and will 

not argue, is that it would be impossible – logically, nomologically or otherwise – for a 

community to take up strict exclusionary principles. Nothing about the illustrations I gave 

earlier would be self-refuting, even if they did strike us as comically dogmatic. I will only make 

the weaker claim that no actual community would want to adopt truly strict exclusionary 

principles, nor would they tend to do so in enduring ways. Two enduring features of social 

pragmatist accounts place enough pressure on any community adopting such principles that 

they recede as serious possibilities. They run contrary to both instrumental concerns about the 

success of a community’s practices and they commit those who adopt them to incompatibilities 

that will elude fruitful resolution. 

On the instrumental point, making the strictness of such exclusionary principles a matter 

of communal fiat prohibits any consideration of the efficacy of alternative practices or appeals 

to things that might otherwise have been seen as reasons. While another community’s failure to 



serve some common interest always offers us a reason to reject those practices (say, traditional 

medical practices that simply don’t do what they purport to do), strict exclusionary principles 

far exceed that sort of prescription. By dictating which people and practices can even be 

considered as legitimate parts of rational discourse, they peremptorily sever themselves from 

such instrumental concerns. While it is possible to imagine a community maintaining such strict 

exclusion, it is difficult to imagine why they would do so. Communities adopt practices in part 

because they serve their interests, while strict exclusionary principles seem to serve only the 

principles themselves. While we might assign a principle like non-contradiction a comparable 

importance (we would change just about anything else before we would change it), we do this 

in part because it serves and sits well with so many interests in so many fields. We do not do so 

for the sake of the principle itself. Simply preserving some version of Freedonian culture by 

separating it from external influences does not serve the longer-term interests of Freedonian 

culture or the Freedonians themselves if it closes off avenues by which preferable possibilities 

would be made available. Communities must establish stability within their frameworks of 

practices to function as communities at all, but strict exclusionary principles overcompensate 

for this need and thus will face regular pressure for more liberal approaches in real world 

communities. 

Our second reason for thinking that there will be pressure against strict exclusionary 

principles in real world communities is that they would lead to seemingly incompatible 

commitments towards those outside one’s community. Adopting such a principle is not a 

directive to lock out all noise beyond one’s social circle, but rather to lock out other speakers 

and other communities. The claim of rational immunity that strong relativism sought to 

establish was to be held against other speakers, not just a blooming buzzing confusion. To 

discount such a challenge is already to acknowledge someone as a potential challenger – one 

who gives and asks for reasons – to whom one would otherwise expect to respond. If a 

community adopts a strict exclusionary principle as a sort of diktat from tradition and the 

masses, then it stands out as a curious break with the rest of discursive practice without some 



greater purpose that it serves. If a community adopts it and then attempts to justify its inclusion 

(e.g. those outsiders are too backwards, or too intolerant, etc.), then the community is engaging 

the other community as peers who have failed in some way, but peers nonetheless, and the 

absolute strictness of the principle will seem an overreaction.  

In either case, a strict exclusionary principle will be out of keeping with the rest of the 

community’s practices and pressure will build against it. It is no accident that more vicious 

sorts of racist and gender-based animosity – our best real world analogues of strict exclusionary 

principles – quickly descend into charges that another group is “not fully human.” There is a 

measure of recognition even in thinking of them as outsiders, and so they must be made 

something even lower than that. A community is grasping at straws to insulate itself when it 

takes these steps, and compromising its own interests in the process.  While communities can 

reach these points, they cannot sustain them, and the more reflective ones will come to wonder 

why they should bother. 

4. Strong Relativism and Responses to Incommensurability.  

Much of what I have argued against in sections 2 and 3 of this paper has presumed that 

strong relativism is something that we might make a case for and assert. Implicit in such 

arguments are assumptions that strong relativism is a desirable outcome and that it must be 

defended against otherwise compelling reasons to think that cross-community rational 

discourse is possible. But we might also be led to strong relativism out of a sense of futility at 

the enduring failure of efforts to establish cross-community rational exchange, despite the 

hopes and efforts of those involved. Rorty often spoke in these terms, describing much of the 

history of western philosophy as a gradual exhaustion of the avenues through which anything 

more than contingent, local solidarity might be established. In this sense, different frameworks 

might remain rationally immune from one another not because they were insular and 

articulated entitlement in terms that categorically excluded external challenges – locking the 

barbarians out at the gate, so to speak – but because there was a persistent incommensurability 



due to the absence of sufficient enduring affinities between frameworks. This would be strong 

relativism born of despair, rather than some positive feature of social practices. 

While the fear of enduring incommensurability and a de facto strong relativism that no 

party really wants (but none can avoid) is a serious one, the first step in defusing it is to 

diagnose it. It grows out of a sense that we face a choice between grand transcendental 

narratives of giving and asking for reasons and local, contingent and fragmented ones. By 

emphasizing incommensurability, it packs in the assumption that any resolution of disputes to 

establish the rational superiority of one claim or practice over others must cash out in terms of 

some singular, fixed method for determining that superiority. That suggests not only sufficient 

conditions that cut across all possible cases, but effective methods for determining those 

conditions are met that are – and this is key – articulated in synchronic terms.  

Kuhn (1970) put his concerns with the purportedly progressive nature of science in these 

terms in direct response to the positivists. That view of revisions to scientific theories treated 

them as purely logical matters akin to translation, in which all the relevant content and data 

from earlier versions would be preserved in latter ones in new forms. Kuhn’s choice of terms 

here is telling – the incompatibility of the two theories is a matter of there not being a common 

measure (mensurare) to be applied to them simultaneously. In the sense in which 

incommensurability might give us a form of strong relativism, what we have is the absence of 

some feature that two (or more) reasons adopted by different parties might have, around which 

an effective method could be built to determine rational superiority. But the co-measurement 

involved here implies that the basis for comparison in the method must be had all at once and 

in the instant in which the comparison is made.4 

                                                        
4 There is a temptation to say “simultaneously” here, but it would be better to think of this as a matter of 
atemporality. These are distinctions that do not require us to think of the unfolding of a feature over time, but only of 
features at an instant. Certainly, the sort of comparison we are imagining might be made directly with a 
contemporary community, but we also do so in looking back at older communities. The point is simply that the 
comparisons involved do not depend on those temporal features and treat the features compared as fixed 
abstractions of practices, rather than treating them as ongoing concerns. A useful point of comparison might be the 
distinction that many process reliabilists drawn between Cartesian accounts of justification and their own “genetic” 
accounts. 



This is an unwarranted circumscription of our possible approaches to cross-community 

rational discourse, though. It restricts satisfactory approaches to those expressible as algorithms 

and purely formal methods, presumably because they confer the greatest measure of 

impartiality possible and thus protect us from chauvinism in evaluations of rational superiority. 

To grant the strong relativists a little of their despair here, that is a false hope. Impartiality is a 

matter of even application of a standard or method to all agents and cases involved, but the 

standards and methods applied are still those taken up by a community and are the very sort of 

thing about which cross-community disputes might emerge. Even if we apply reasons 

impartially, we are applying our reasons. The strong relativist recognizes this, of course, and 

articulating this in terms of incommensurability – and, implicitly, synchronic terms – simply 

drives home the claim that our reasons cannot jibe with their reasons. But the restriction itself is 

a misconstrual of how communities give and ask for reasons, whether or not there are such 

effective methods, because our best accounts of giving and asking for reasons are irreducibly 

diachronic. As Sellars put it, a framework of practices or knowledge “is rational, not because it 

has a foundation, but because it is a self-correcting enterprise which can put any claim in 

jeopardy, though not all at once” (1956/1997, §38).  

The “self-correcting” element here is not incidentally diachronic in our case. The sort of 

self-correction implied is a matter of continuing practices of articulation, self-evaluation and 

revision to adjust to the contours of experience. Nor will the conditions under which 

communities make such revision find ready expression in the form of explicit rules or methods 

with question-begging terms; communities are compelled to make revisions precisely in those 

cases where their practices do not anticipate or adequately express in advance what compels 

those revisions. Part of what makes our reasons reasons for us – rather than simply our noises – 

is that we take them up in these self-critical ways that leave us open to new challenges as they 

arise. This is surely too thin to constitute a satisfying transcendental account of rationality, but 

anything less does not warrant the label of “rational” at all. 



Without strict boundaries and with communities that must develop their practices of 

giving and asking for reasons diachronically, the terrain for the strong relativist looks quite 

different than they had assumed. Rather than isolated communities with clear lines between 

frameworks of practices, we have good reasons to believe that there will always be measures of 

overlap among agents, porous borders and open questions about whose authority holds sway. 

Under these conditions, there may be determinate answers about the rational superiority of one 

practice or framework over another. Double-blind clinical trials simply are better for some 

questions than augury, interpretations of an oracle, or countless other possibilities. Most cases 

are not so clear cut, of course, but nor are all such determinations of superiority mere 

chauvinism. Where such disputes are at all interesting, determining who has the better reasons 

and who needs to revise will entail measures of charity, suspension of familiar sorts of 

entitlement, estimates of degrees of affinity between apparently disparate practices, projections 

of future actions with and without various alternatives, and many other modes of comparative 

reasoning.5  

One of the best articulations of this point in recent years came at the hands of Alasdair 

MacIntyre (1988), whose emphasis on operating from within “traditions of enquiry” might lead 

one to think of him as a strong relativist. But MacIntyre rightly notes that meetings of traditions 

may generate more than simple deadlock. Echoing some elements of Kuhn’s picture of a 

scientific paradigm, MacIntyre describes the development of traditions as they embrace 

principles, methods, texts and institutions in coming to maturity. As they do, they may also 

enter what he calls “epistemological crisis” (1977) and(1988, pp. 361-367)), in which their central 

elements consistently fail to resolve some crucial difficulty. Where Kuhn spoke strictly of 

scientific anomalies for a paradigm, what MacIntye describes may be found more generally, 

notably in the realm of moral reasoning. What he explicitly adds to the sort of transition that 

Kuhn suggested was that where a tradition finds itself in crisis and simultaneously finds itself 

in exchange with another, it may constructively engage with the other when doing so presents 

                                                        
5 My (2007) addresses some of these details. 



some fruitful way of both resolving the crisis and describing the crisis back to itself. Those 

leaving Aristotle behind to take up Galileo and Newton in the late Middle Ages could not only 

better predict and explain motion, but could articulate in novel ways why their earlier approach 

had its crisis at just those points it did. In such cases, we have cross-community discourse and 

rational exchange, even where we have no transcendental source of that rationality. MacIntyre 

treats relativism – what we have called strong relativism here – as a complementary failure to 

the transcendental accounts of the Enlightenment, endorsing a form of relativism whose 

practices can compel its members to revise their ways even when there is near-universal 

consensus among the community.  

But does this amount to weak relativism or only to weaker relativism? Does an appeal to 

traditions create strict boundaries of its own? The refinement of dialectical methods within 

traditions would leave bare appeals to the community or to practices for their own sake as the 

least compelling sorts of rational responses on MacIntyre’s view (1988, p. 359). This would seem 

to rule out strict boundaries as we have described them. But what is the status of a tradition 

without them? To merit the distinction of a “tradition,” a framework will have to privilege a 

number of central practices, principles and methods above all others; to be so committed is to 

make one’s reason Aristotelian or post-Enlightenment, or what have you. Weak relativism can 

permit granting a priority to some parts of a framework, but making them inviolable for 

members of that tradition will require the immunizing mechanisms of strong relativism that we 

have already called into question. Thus, MacIntyre’s notion of a tradition would leave each of 

its components open to challenge and revision, at least in principle. Those within a tradition 

may also expect epistemological crises in time, and as our discussion of the revisability problem 

suggests, those crises may emerge in those privileged parts of the tradition just as surely as at 

the fringes. Even that privileging of central elements of a tradition must therefore be 

provisional, and the role of the tradition itself becomes a matter of orientation in approaching 

matters of dispute, not one that insulates an agent from the force of others’ reasons. 

 



This, finally, leads us to the overarching theme of this paper. Even if the arguments 

proffered over the last century do compel us to accept that our reasons and judgments depend 

essentially on some framework of social practices, they do not make a compelling case for 

strong relativism, only for weak relativism. Weak relativism does not involve a “view from 

nowhere,” but without strict boundaries, the practical and rational import of that dependence 

on a framework does not immunize agents from different epochs and communities from one 

another’s challenges. As the social pragmatists described above, what has been called 

“rationality” is better understood as an ongoing account of the methods adopted by 

communities of speakers, unfolding over the course of history and constrained in part by their 

success in serving the interests of those speakers, embodied in the world. However, the strong 

relativism many drew form this has often been cast as a less demanding fallback position. If 

there were no transcendental account to find, then we would regress to the local, contingent and 

strongly relativistic. What I hope to have shown here is that such a position is not without its 

own substantial demands, many of which we cannot expect to sustain. The openness to external 

challenges that this fosters in us will leave us with a far less parochial account of rationality 

than earlier generations of relativists might have imagined.6 

 

                                                        
6 I owe Matthew Burstein and Jeremy Koons thanks for helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper 
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