Whistling a Thin Tune:

Williams, Wittgenstein and Genealogical
Anxiety

Amia Srinivasan

| have read Bernard Williams’ ‘Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline’ maybe
two dozen times over the years. It's a sign of an ambivalent appreciation. I am
admiring of Williams’ eloquence, and sympathetic to the essay’s spirit. That
philosophy is an important sense a ‘humanistic’ discipline — that, at its best, it does
not ape the natural sciences, even while taking account of them; and that, again at
its best, philosophy demands a certain historical sensitivity and self-awareness
— seems to me correct, even if that’s more a report of my personal preference than
a systematic methodological claim. And yet, ‘Humanistic Discipline’ always leaves
me with a feeling of nagging disquiet, as if Williams has got away with something he
shouldn’t have, even though his intentions were no doubt sincere in so doing.
Perhaps the best way of putting it is that | find myself resisting, to borrow a term



from psychoanalysis, Williams’ attempt to diagnose and liberate his readers (in this

case, me) from a certain kind of anxiety.

Elsewhere | have called this ‘genealogical anxiety’’: the anxiety that the
contingent origins of a belief, value, concept or practice, once revealed, will
somehow discredit its standing — at the limit, rationally requiring us to jettison it.
Genealogical anxiety is prompted by, or a response to, what Williams, in his final
book Truth and Truthfulness, calls ‘shameful’ histories or (more broadly)
genealogies. Williams takes the term ‘shameful’ from Nietzsche, who uses the
phrase pudenda origo (‘shameful origin’),? and whose Genealogy of Morals is the
paradigm ‘shameful history’ or (as | prefer) ‘critical genealogy’.? Nietzsche’s
Genealogy presents a story of the origins and development of modern bourgeois
morality that purports to reveal it as the result not of divine revelation, rational
insight or innate moral goodness, but of a complex and bloody interplay of
contingent historical forces. It is a matter of substantial exegetical debate what
precisely Nietzsche takes himself to be doing in offering this genealogy. Is he simply
attempting to exercise a certain persuasive power over his reader, loosening the
psychic grip of conventional morality in order to clear the way for his own favoured
worldview? Or does Nietzsche take himself to be intervening in ‘the space of
reasons’, providing his reader with a rationally compelling argument, the upshot of
which is that they must abandon their moral beliefs and values? If so, how is this
argument supposed to work — and does it work? These questions can be posed
about critical genealogies or shameful histories more generally. Can they make a
difference in the space of reasons? And if so, which beliefs, concepts, values and
practices are impugned by their genealogies, and why?

! Srinivasan, Amia (2019). ‘Genealogy, Epistemology and Worldmaking’ Proceedings of the
Aristotelian Society, 119(2), 127-156.

2 See Nietzsche, Friedrich [1881] (1997). Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality.
Edited by Maudemarie Clark and Brian Leiter, translated by R. J. Hollingdale. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, §42 and §102; and also Friedrich Nietzsche, Nachgelassene
Fragmente 1885—1887: 2[189] in Kritische Studienausgabe, ed. Giorgio Colli and Mazzino
Montinari, Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1980, vol. 12.

3 | prefer ‘genealogy’ to ‘history’ because it is the wider notion, and intuitively speaking,
non-historical revelations — those that are produced by e.g. sociological, evolutionary or
psychoanalytic inquiry — can also prompt the sort of anxiety in which Williams and | are
interested. | prefer ‘critical’ to ‘shameful’ because it seems to me that many practitioners of
critical genealogy are less interested in revealing the ‘bad’ origins of some explanandum
than in, more simply, exposing that explanandum’s genealogical contingency.
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One central task of ‘Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline’ is to give us
reassuring answers to these questions — or, as Williams puts it, to steady us in
those moments ‘in which historical understanding’ seems not to enrich our
philosophical understanding, but to ‘get in the way’ of the ‘philosophical
enterprise’.* In such moments, history alienates us from our ways of thinking and
living, prompting us to see them as mere artefacts with which we are coincidentally
associated, rather than as the proper objects of philosophical analysis. (Consider: if
a concept like justice or freedom is merely a quirk of history or culture, then what
would be the point in trying to explicate, as philosophers seek to do, their meaning
and demands ‘from the inside’? Shouldn’t we instead treat these concepts and
associated practices as would an ethnographer, ‘from the outside’?) Williams aim to
diagnose and cure genealogical anxiety, without simply dismissing historical
understanding as philosophically irrelevant. Put otherwise, Williams aims to show
philosophers how to be historically aware without being historically anxious.

Let me begin with an overview of how precisely Williams proposes to achieve
this aim. Williams’ first and foundational move is to distinguish between two types
of case: first, genealogical anxiety as it concerns ‘our’ (i.e. Euromodern) ‘scientific’
outlook; and second, genealogical anxiety about ‘our’ (again Euromodern, and
specifically liberal) ‘ethical and political’ outlook. For Williams, there is a
fundamental asymmetry between these two types of outlook, which in turn aligns
with his distinction between descriptions of the world from an ‘absolute’ perspective
(or as the world ‘as it is anyway’), and those descriptions that are essentially
‘perspectival’ and ‘local’.® This asymmetry, Williams claims, has important
implications for how we should think about genealogical anxiety.

* Williams, Bernard (2000). ‘Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline’ (‘PHD’), Philosophy Vol.
75, No. 294: pp. 477-496, p. 489.

> The fundamental asymmetry between science and ethics is one Williams defends at length

in Williams, Bernard [1985] (2006), Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (ELP), Abingdon:
Routledge, Chapter 8.
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The problem of genealogical anxiety does not arise for our scientific beliefs,
concepts, values and practices, Williams says, precisely because the history of
these items is not ‘shameful’ but rather ‘vindicatory’. It is only in the case of our
ethical-political outlook that historicist inquiry raises the problem of genealogical
anxiety. For in this case history does not and cannot yield a ‘vindicatory’ genealogy,
but only a shameful one. History reveals that our ethical judgments do not enjoy
objectivity: they do not describe the world ‘as it is anyway’, but (only) as it appears
from our historically- and culturally-contingent perspectives.® Thus | cannot claim to
know that it is a grievous wrong to undertake mass killing with the intent to destroy,
in whole or part, a national, ethnic, racial or religious group’ — at least not once |
have recognised the historical and cultural contingency of the Euromodern outlook
from which that judgment emerges.®

® That Williams is wrong to assume an exclusivity here — that a judgment is either about the
world ‘as it is anyway’ or essentially bound up with a historically- or culturally-contingent
perspective — is one of my chief criticisms.

" This is a partial definition of genocide, as set out in the Geneva Convention. It is important
for my claim that the ethical judgment does not use any ‘thick’ ethical concepts. See fn. 8.

& Williams argues that it is consistent with his rejection of ethical objectivity to insist that
ethical truth and knowledge is nonetheless possible in certain cases (ELP Chapter 8). This is
because, he says, one can know the truth of judgments involving ‘thick’ ethical concepts,
like brave or chaste, at least insofar as one is not reflecting on the genealogical contingency
of such concepts. | am unconvinced. Take the concept s/ut, which both (descriptively) picks
out a woman with several sexual partners, and (prescriptively) condemns her for this fact.
Can a member of a traditional patriarchal society know of Mary, who (let’'s suppose) has
several sexual partners, that she is a slut? Williams is bound to say yes, whatever the
objective truth as to whether Mary’s sexual behaviour is condemnation-worthy. And this
seems to me the wrong thing to say. ‘Mary is a slut’ is not true, and one cannot know that
Mary is a slut, precisely because the evaluative claim embedded in the concept slut is
(objectively) false. Williams’ defence is that in the sort of traditional societies in which
ethical knowledge is possible (through the informed application of a thick ethical concept
like slut), a judgment such as ‘Mary is a slut’ does not make any implicit claim about the
objectively condemnation-worthy nature of Mary’s behaviour. This seems to me a rather
torturous maneuver, one inconsistent with Williams’ thesis that ‘the ethical thought of a
given culture can always stretch beyond its boundaries’, precisely because of the
constitutive aspirations of ethical thought (ELP p. 159). Indeed the maneuver involves the
drawing of the very science/ethics distinction Williams is trying to motivate: thus, while
‘primitive statements about the stars’ (ELP p. 147) can be seen as aspiring to objectivity and
so (by the lights of modern science) false, ‘primitive’ statements about ‘sluts’ should be
seen as having no such aspirations, and so (even by our lights) can be true. | won’t argue
this point further (for discussion see John McDowell (1986) ‘Critical Notice of Ethics and the
Limits of Philosophy by Bernard Williams’, Mind, Vol. 95, No. 379, pp. 377-386, p. 383), but |
will sometimes proceed as if Williams rejects, along with ethical objectivity, ethical truth and
knowledge simpliciter. In any case, Williams thinks that in a ‘reflective’ society — a society
that is aware of the contingency of its ethical-political outlook — ethical-political knowledge
is impossible. Since ‘our’ society is such a society, then presenting Williams as a
genealogical sceptic about ‘our’ ethical-political outlook is not unfair.
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Why not? For a current outlook to admit of historical vindication, it must be
able, Williams says, to make:

sense of itself, and of the earlier outlook, and of the transition from the earlier
to the later, in such terms that both parties (the holders of the earlier outlook,
and the holders of the later) have reason to recognize the transition as an
improvement.®

I will call this Williams’ internalist condition on vindication.'® There are several
features of it that Williams leaves underspecified, some of which are of decisive
importance when it comes to assessing Williams’ proposed solution to genealogical
anxiety. Let 02 be some current outlook whose susceptibility to vindication we are
assessing. Williams strongly implies that the ‘reason’ in question is internal to the
relevant outlooks: what matters is that O1 and O2 provide reason (presumably of
the all-things-considered variety) to their respective holders to see the historical
transition from Ol to O2 as an improvement. (This is why | call the condition
‘internalist’.) Now, Williams frames the internalist condition in explicitly historical
terms: the relevant contrast is between some current outlook O2 and some
historically prior outlook O1. But Williams, as he makes clear in ‘Humanistic
Discipline’, is in fact interested in more than just the question of whether we can
reasonably see our outlooks as superior to their historical rivals — interested in
more, that is, than the problem of historical contingency. He is also interested in the
problem of cultural contingency: whether we can reasonably see our outlook as
superior to those of our contemporaries with substantially different cultural
formations.'* Given this, it makes sense to expand Williams’' condition to include
comparisons between our current outlook and other contemporaneous rival
outlooks, held by people with different cultural formations. We would then have a
condition not simply on historical vindication, but more broadly on genealogical
vindication, and it seems clear that this would be in keeping with Williams’ own
aims.

° ‘PHD’ p. 486.

10 This is not to be confused with the account of genealogical vindication that Williams gives
in Truth and Truthfulness, which is an account of what it takes for something to be
vindicated as intrinsically valuable.

11 See ‘PHD’ pp. 491-2.
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What is far less clear is whether, for Williams, the susceptibility of 02 to
genealogical vindication requires that there must have previously existed (or
currently exist) some rival outlook O1 such that holders of both O1 and O2 possess
(all-things-considered internal) reason to recognise the transition from O1 to 02 as
an improvement; or, more strongly, that any previous (or current) rival outlook O1 is
such that both the holders of O1 and 02 would have (all-things-considered internal)
reason to recognise a transition from O1 to O2 as an improvement. This uncertainly
is produced by Williams’ apparently inconsistent treatment of the internalist
condition. Consider his application of it to science:

... In the particular case of the natural sciences, the later theory typically
explains in its own terms the appearances which supported the earlier theory,
and, furthermore, the earlier theory can be understood as a special or limited
case of the later.?

| take it that Williams has in mind something like the following. Not only do our
current scientific theories (Einsteinian physics, say) explain away the evidence that
seemed to support the older theory (e.g. Newtonian physics), they do so by showing
the older theories to be a ‘special’ case of the new theories: that it is an entailment
of the new theory that the old theory is (approximately) true as it concerns a certain
set of familiar cases. The proponents of Newtonian physics would thus have reason,
internal to their Newtonian scientific outlook, to see the shift from Newtonian to
Einsteinian physics as a progressive one. In turn, Williams says, this means that our
scientific outlook, or the various theories that comprise its elements (including
Einsteinian physics, neo-Darwinian evolutionary theory, etc.), admits of
genealogical vindication.

In so arguing, Williams implicitly invokes the weaker version of the internalist
condition. After all, history is replete with examples of non-scientific — theological
or otherwise supernatural — outlooks whose proponents would not have reason,
internal to those outlooks, to see their outlook’s displacement by the contemporary
natural scientific outlook as an ‘improvement’.*®* Williams does not consider these
rival historical outlooks when assessing whether the scientific outlook is susceptible

12‘PHD’ p. 486.
13 And which plausibly constitute ‘rival’ outlooks to our contemporary natural scientific
outlook — see Williams ELP p. 147.
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of genealogical vindication, choosing instead to compare current scientific theories
only to their close historical ancestors: ‘later’ scientific theories to ‘earlier’ scientific
theories.’* This suggests that the internalist condition is to be understood weakly:
what matters is that there has existed or currently exists some rival theory O1 that
satisfies the relevant desiderata.'?

But compare Williams’ application of the internalist condition to the case of
ethical-political outlooks. Williams writes:

If we ask why we use some [ethical and political] concepts ... rather than
others — rather than, say, those current in an earlier time — we may deploy
arguments which claim to justify our ideas against those others: ideas of
equality and equal rights, for instance, against ideas of hierarchy.
Alternatively, we may reflect on an historical story, of how these concepts
rather than the others came to be ours: a story (simply to give it a label) of
how the modern world and its special expectations came to replace the
ancien régime. But then we reflect on the relation of this story to the
arguments that we deploy against the earlier conceptions, and we realize that
the story is the history of those forms of argument themselves: the forms of
argument, call them liberal forms of argument, are a central part of the
outlook that we accept. If we consider how these forms of argument came to
prevail, we can indeed see them as having won, but not necessarily as having
won an argument. For liberal ideas to have won an argument, the
representatives of the ancien régime would have had to have shared with the
nascent liberals a conception of something that the argument was about, and
not just in the obvious sense that it was about the way to live or the way to
order society. They would have had to agree that there was some aim, of
reason or freedom or whatever, which liberal ideas served better or of which
they were a better expression, and there is not much reason, with a change
as radical as this, to think that they did agree about this.®

4 Even here, and for reasons brought out famously in Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions, we might think that Williams is too quick to assume that his internalist
condition is met. | return to this issue in §6.

1> What about merely possible outlooks? See fn. 18.

16 ‘PHD’ p. 486.
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For Williams, history shows us that that ‘our’ ethical-political outlook, with its
commitments to e.g. ‘equality and equal rights’, does not meet the internalist
condition. For there are rival ethical-political outlooks — for example, the outlook of
‘the ancien régime’ — whose proponents have no ‘reason to recognize the
transition’ from their outlook to ours ‘as an improvement’. While ‘we’ can tell a story
about these historical subjects were, ethically speaking and by our own lights,
‘missing’, and, so too, how it is that ‘we’ came to see what they failed to see, this is
not a story that those subjects, with their different historical formations, would be

under any internal rational pressure to accept.

Put another way, ‘our’ ethical-political outlook does not relate to that of the
ancien régime as Einsteinian physics relates to Newtonian physics. But why think
this marks a deep disanalogy between ethical-political outlooks and scientific
outlooks in general? There are presumably ethical-political outlooks that do relate to
each other as ancestor and heir scientific theories relate: consider, for example, the
transition from a pro-imperialist liberalism to an anti-imperialist liberalism. Here we
have a transition in outlook such that, Williams would presumably say, proponents
of both outlooks have reason, internal to their respective outlooks, to agree that it
constitutes ‘an improvement’. But clearly this fact is insufficient, on Williams’ view,
to secure the vindication of anti-imperialist liberalism. What is needed is not just the
existence of some rival ethical outlook O1 such that its proponents would see the
transition from it to 02 as an improvement, but that all rival ethical outlooks are
such that its proponents would see this transition as an improvement. Thus we have
an endorsement of the following condition on genealogical vindication:

STRONG INTERNALIST CONDITION: A current outlook O2 can be genealogically
vindicated only if any previous or current rival outlook O1 is such that the
holders of both O1 and 02 would have (all-things-considered) reason, internal



to their respective outlooks, to recognize a transition from Ol to O2 as an
improvement.!”!®

In order to justify what he calls elsewhere the ‘fundamental difference ... between
the ethical and the scientific’*® Williams applies the strong internalist condition to
‘our’ ethical-political outlook with full force, while weakening it in its application to
science. Either that, or Williams doesn’t see (or perhaps refuses to acknowledge)
that there are outlooks that rival our scientific outlook in a way that is structurally
analogous to the rivalry between the ethical-political outlook of the ancien régime
and our own. | will return to this issue, and its implications for Williams’ general
approach to genealogical critique, below.

For now, let me proceed with Williams’ argument. We have arrived at what is
for Williams a crucial point: our ethical-political outlook (indeed, any ethical-political

7 In ELP, Williams says that a domain of judgment (e.g. science) is objective only if the best
explanation of convergence in that domain ‘involves the idea that [the converged-on
judgment] represents how things are’ (ELP p. 136). Science, he famously argues, meets this
condition while ethics does not: the best explanation of ethical convergence, when it can be
found, does not cite the truth of the converged-on ethical judgment. (It will instead be an
explanation that draws on history, anthropology, psychology, etc.: the ‘genealogical’
disciplines.) The strong internalist condition can be seen as a variation of the ‘explanation’
condition — both of which are conditions on the objectivity of a domain. If the internalist
condition fails with respect to some ethical outlook 02, then there is a rival outlook O1 such
that any convergence on 02 would have to be explained, at least in part, by the operation of
a force other than the internal rationality of erstwhile Ol-holders, e.g. culture, upbringing,
persuasion. This implies that the mere truth of O2 is insufficient to explain the convergence
of internally rational subjects on it. The objectivist could well reply that the truth of 02 might
nonetheless play some explanatory role in the convergence; and that the forces of e.qg.
culture, upbringing, persuasion play a crucial ‘enabling’ role in allowing internally rational
subjects to track the truth of O2. To this Williams would presumably reply that truth of 02 is
explanatorily redundant, and so does not feature in the ‘best explanation’ of convergence on
02. Thus the internalist condition and the explanation condition coincide.

8 An even stronger version of the internalist condition would require comparison between
the current outlook and merely possible rival outlooks — outlooks that future humans might
develop, say, or outlooks that might be held by Martians or (counterfactually) by humans if
they had had a radically different evolutionary history. On one hand, this version of the
condition would seem too strong, implying for example that if Einsteinian physics were
improvable — that we could imagine its possible displacement by a yet-to-be-imagined
grand unified theory, which it would seem we can — our awareness of this fact would mean
that we are not justified in holding onto Einsteinian physics. At the same time, confining the
comparands to historical or current outlooks seems intuitively too weak. Shouldn’t the fact
that we can imagine e.g. Martians or creatures with a different evolutionary history having a
coherent ethical system that routinely demanded the sacrifice of the one for the many pose
a challenge to our ethical commitment to the repugnance of such a view? At issue here is
whether we can imagine the outlook in question — its actual content, and not just as, with
the grand unified theory, its functional role as a ‘rival’. For the sake of simplicity | will leave
this issue aside. | am grateful to Bill Brewer for prompting me to address it.

19 Williams [1985] (2006), p. 135
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outlook) cannot be genealogically vindicated, for it cannot meet the internalist
condition, strongly construed.?® Any apologia one offers for one’s ethical-political
outlook, in relation to a sufficiently alien rival outlook, will be question-begging,
appealing to assumptions and modes of argument that the rival outlook rejects.
Thus ‘while you can of course say that’ the representatives of the ancien régime
‘were wrong’ — ‘who is to stop you?’ Williams asks — ‘the content of this is likely to
be pretty thin: it conveys only the message that the earlier outlook fails by
arguments the point of which is that such outlooks should fail by them.’ It is a ‘good
question’, Williams concludes, ‘whether a tune as thin as this is worth whistling at

all’.?t

In other words: the claim that ‘our’ ethical-political outlook is objectively true
and an object of knowledge, and its rivals objectively false and objects of ignorance,
is not one we are rationally entitled to make.??> We have in Williams an endorsement
of what | will call genealogical scepticism.? In endorsing such scepticism about our
ethical-political outlooks, Williams shares common cause with Richard Rorty, one of
Williams’ primary interlocutors in ‘Humanistic Discipline’. For Rorty, the radical
contingency of all our outlooks means that we cannot claim for them the status of
objective truth or knowledge. This is an especial problem, for Rorty, as it concerns
our ethical-political outlooks. For how are we to go on together, in collective social

20 Wwilliams sometimes seems to suggest that some sort of vindication of ethical-political
outlooks might be possible. Thus he counsels a concern for the history of our ethical-political
outlook by observing that it is essential for answering ‘the question whether there is a
history of our conceptions that is vindicatory (if only modestly so)’ (‘PHD’ p. 488). He does
not say however what such ‘modest’ vindication might involve, and indeed whether our
ethical-political outlook is susceptible of it. | suspect that Williams is thinking about
something like the transition from imperialist to anti-imperialist liberalism. But as we have
seen, this is not for Williams a vindication simpliciter, of the kind he suggests we can have in
the case of the modern scientific outlook. One avenue open to Williams would be to say that
the role of ‘thick’ concepts in our ethical-political thought mean that ‘modest’ vindication is
the only sort of vindication possible: the outlook of the ancien régime, precisely in not
sharing our various thick concepts, is not a genuine rival to our own, and so our ethical-
political outlook is (somewhat trivially) vindicated by its history. But this is precisely what
Williams does not say: as we have seen, he treats the ancien régime outlook as a genuine
rival to our own. My thanks to Maria Alvarez for pushing me on these points.

2L ‘PHD’ p. 488.

22 We can, according to Williams, say the ‘nonobjectivist’ version of ‘we are right and
everyone else is wrong’ — i.e. ‘affirming our values and rejecting theirs’ — but this will only
be appropriate in certain cases, involving ‘real’ rather than ‘notional’ confrontations between
rival outlooks (ELP pp. 159-60). This is Williams’ doctrine of ‘relativism of distance’. See ELP
Chapter 9, ‘Relativism and Reflection’, for discussion.

23 Again, see fn. 8 on Williams’ insistence that the rejection of ethical objectivity is consistent
with the possibility of a certain kind of ethical truth and knowledge.
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life, if we take ourselves to not know about good, value, virtue, duty, right, and so
on? Rorty’s proposed answer to this predicament is found in his notion of ‘irony’.?*
Williams describes the Rortyan solution as follows: ‘that qua political actors we are
involved in the [liberal] outlook, but qua reflective people (for instance, as
philosophers) we stand back and in a detached and rather quizzical spirit see
ourselves as happening to have that attachment’.?® For Rorty, to take up an ironic
stance towards a given ethical-political outlook is to evince both a first-order
commitment to it, and a higher-order alienation from it. Through irony we are able
to register the rationality of genealogical anxiety, while at the same time avoiding,
in the practical world we share with others, nihilism. As Williams puts it elsewhere,
for Rorty the ‘ironist commits himself to things while knowing that that is all he is
doing; he believes in things while knowing, in a sense, that there is nothing to
believe in’.?

Williams does not at all like Rorty’s recommendation of irony. For Williams, it
rests on a deep confusion about our relationship to ‘our’ ethical-political outlook.
Williams and Rorty agree that there can be no genealogical vindication of this
outlook; here they are both genealogical sceptics. But this, Williams insists, should
not trouble us, making irony a needless solution to a non-problem. He writes:

In fact, as it seems to me, once one goes far enough in recognizing
contingency, the problem to which irony is supposed to provide the answer
does not arise at all ... The supposed problem comes from the idea that a
vindicatory history of our outlook is what we would really like to have, and the
discovery that liberalism, in particular (but the same is true of any outlook),
has the kind of contingent history that it does have is a disappointment,
which leaves us with at best a second best. But, once again, why should we
think that? Precisely because we are not unencumbered intelligences
selecting in principle among all possible outlooks, we can accept that this
outlook is ours just because of the history that has made it ours; or, more
precisely, has both made us, and made the outlook as something that is ours.
We are no less contingently formed than the outlook is, and the formation is

24 Richard Rorty, 1989, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, Cambridge: CUP.

3 ‘PHD’ p. 490.

26 Bernard Williams, ‘Getting it Right’, London Review of Books, Vol. 11 No. 22-23 November
1989.
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significantly the same. We and our outlook are not simply in the same place
at the same time. If we really understand this, deeply understand it, we can
be free of what is indeed another scientistic illusion, that it is our job as
rational agents to search for, or at least move as best we can towards, a
system of political and ethical ideas which would be the best from an
absolute point of view, a point of view that was free of contingent historical
perspective.?’

Genealogical scepticism is not really a problem. Our feeling that it is a problem rests
on a mistaken understanding of what we should want from our ethical-political
outlook: namely, that it (like the natural scientific outlook) can be vindicated from
‘an absolute point of view’, one that does not itself carry the traces of our
contingent history.

But we should not want this, Williams thinks, and so should not be
disappointed we cannot have it. This is because we are not, in fact, ‘unencumbered
intelligences selecting in principle among all possible outlooks’. Rather, we are
ethically and politically encumbered beings, who find ourselves always already
operating within some outlook, indeed constitutively entangled with it. To
sometimes adopt, as Rorty suggests we do, a posture of dispassionate alienation in
relation to our outlook is not only, Williams suggests, psychologically unfeasible but,
more importantly, a mistake of ontology or philosophical anthropology, about the
kinds of creatures we are. For ‘We and our outlook are not simply in the same place
at the same time’, but rather formed by the same contingent history.

Indeed for Williams, the real question is not whether our ethical-political
outlook can be genealogically vindicated (it cannot), but whether it can, even so, be
rightfully seen as ours. If our ethical-political outlook is ‘a contingent development
that happens to obtain here and now, can we fully identify with it? Is it really ours
except in the sense that we and it happen to be in the same place at the same
time?’ And to this question Williams answers forcefully: yes. History — and
genealogy more generally — shows that our ethical-political outlook cannot aspire
to objective truth or knowledge. But this does not and should not disrupt our
practical relationship to our ethical-political outlook. For our practical relationship to

27 ‘PHD’ 490-1.
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our ethical-political outlook is, or should, turn on a claim (one vindicated by history)
about its constitutive relationship to ourselves, and not any claim (one impugned by
history) about its epistemic merits. We and our outlook are co-constituted; and that
is enough.?®

Whence my resistance to Williams’ proposed diagnosis and cure? Williams
would presumably say that it is due to my lack of understanding. After all, if | ‘really’
and ‘deeply’ understood his point | would be ‘free’ from genealogical anxiety. That
such anxiety remains for me a problem implies, by Williams’ logic, that | have failed
to adequately understand his argument.?® But, having done all | think | can on that
front, | am left to anatomise, as best as possible, my misgivings.

| begin with history. “To some extent’, Williams says, the problem of
genealogical anxiety is

a problem that has recurred in European thought since historical self-
consciousness struck deep roots in the early nineteenth century: a problem of
reflection versus commitment, or of an external view of one’s beliefs as
opposed to an internal involvement with them — a problem, as it might be
called, of historicist weariness and alienation.>°

Williams locates the ‘deep roots’ of genealogical anxiety (at least in the tradition of
‘European thought’) in the ‘early nineteenth century’, and identifies it with a
particularly modern malaise: ‘historicist weariness and alienation’. But, as Nietzsche
knew — and so presumably Williams knew as well — genealogical anxiety appeared

%8 | don’'t mean to suggest that Williams sees no place for revision in our ethical-political
outlook. On the contrary, both in ‘Humanistic Discipline’ and in Ethics and the Limits of
Philosophy (see especially Chapter 9, ‘Relativism and Reflection’), Williams discusses how
and when encounters with rival outlooks — or engagement with history as a ‘history of
alternatives’ — might prompt us to revise elements of our ethical-political outlook, as well as
‘to refuse to try to seal our values into future generations’ (ELP p. 191-2), thereby leaving
open space for future revision. Unfortunately | don’t have the space here to critically engage
these issues.

2 | am currently at work on a monograph on genealogical anxiety, titled The Contingent
World: Genealogy, Epistemology, Politics.

30 ‘PHD’ p. 490.
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on the scene, within the context of ‘European thought’, well before the early
nineteenth century.?® We see it, for example, in Greek thought from at least the
sixth century B.C.E., in the writings of the lonian physiologoi, whose experiments
with genealogical thinking ushered in, by the time of Plato, critical genealogies of
religious belief, birth and death, common-sense ontology, social hierarchy, morality
and sensible qualities.>?

So too do we see critical genealogy in European thinkers of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, including Levi ben Gershon (Gersonides),*®* Thomas
Hobbes,** Baruch Spinoza,*® Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz,*® John Toland,?” Charles Louis

31 See for example Friedrich Nietzsche, Nachgelassene Fragmente 1887-1889: 14[116],
in Kritische Studienausgabe, ed. Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari, Munich: Deutscher
Taschenbuch Verlag, 1980, vol. 13, in which Nietzsche positions his own genealogy of morals
as heir to that of the Sophists, which in turn he connects with the lonian tradition of the sixth
century (the ‘scientific types of early philosophy’) that preoccupied his early career, as well
as the Western Greek thinker Democritus and the historian Thucydides. For Nietzsche’s
engagement with the pre-Platonic philosophers, see Friedrich Nietzsche, [1869] 2006, The
Pre-Platonic Philosophers, trans. Greg Whitlock, Urbana: University of lllinois Press; and
Friedrich Nietzsche, [1873] 1962, Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks, trans. Marianne
Cowan, Washington D.C.: Regnery Publishing. For Nietzsche’s engagement with the Sophists,
see Christopher C Raymond, 2023, ‘The Sophists in the History of Philosophy’, in Joshua
Billings and Christopher Moore, eds, 2023a, The Cambridge Companion to the Sophists,
Cambridge: CUP, 403-437.

32 | reconstruct the history of critical genealogical thinking in Greek thought in The
Contingent World.

33 Benedict Rumbold, 2017, ‘Spinoza’s genealogical critique of his contemporaries’ axiology’,
Intellectual History Review 27:4: 543-560; cf. Jason M. Yonover, ‘Spinoza and Jewish
Philosophy’ (forthcoming), The Oxford Handbook of Jewish Philosophy, ed. Paul Franks and
Yitzhak Y. Melamed, Oxford: OUP.

34 Thomas Hobbes, [1651] 2012, Leviathan, vol. 2, ed. Noel Malcolm, Oxford: OUP, Chapter
12.

35 Baruch Spinoza, [1677], Ethics: Demonstrated in Geometric Order, Part |, Appendix; Part
IV, Preface; and 3p9s; and Spinoza, Baruch, [1674], Letter 58, all in Baruch Spinoza, 2002,
Spinoza: Complete Works, trans. Samuel Shirley, ed. Michael L. Morgan, Indianapolis:
Hackett. For the initial suggestion of Spinoza as a critical genealogist, | am grateful to Paul
Lodge. For further discussion of critical genealogy in Spinoza, my thanks to Michael Della
Rocca. | owe the specific identification of Spinoza’s critical genealogy in the Preface to Book
IV of the Ethics to Rumbold ibid.

36 Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, [1710] 1985, Theodicy: Essays on the Goodness of God, the
Freedom on Man and the Origin of Evil, trans. E. M. Huggard. La Salle, IL: Open Court,
Preface and sections 136-8. For discussion see Paul Lodge, 2024, ‘Critical Genealogy,
Comprehension, and Explanation in Leibniz’s Critique of Bayle on Cosmic Dualism’. Religions
15: 1122, 1-16.

37 John Toland, [1704] 2013, Letters to Serena, ed. lan Leask. Dublin: Four Courts, Letter 2.
For this example | am indebted to Eric Schliesser.
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de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu®*® and David Hume.*® There are also,
unsurprisingly, examples of critical genealogical thinking in non-European thinkers
before the nineteenth century, including Gautama Buddha,*® Abu Hamid al-Ghazali*
and Tominaga Nakamoto.* To point this out is not merely to advance a historical
quibble. In downplaying the antiquity, endurance and cross-cultural ubiquity of
genealogical anxiety — in making it into a mere symptom of late Euromodernity —
Williams makes it easier (psychologically, if not logically) to dismiss it. Indeed, |
think this is an object lesson in why philosophers should attend more carefully and
deeply to history: the central point of ‘Humanistic Discipline’.

What is more, Williams’ reference to ‘historicist weariness and alienation’
obscures the way in which critical genealogies have so often been put forward in a
spirit not of weariness or alienation, but of revolutionary and emancipatory zeal.
This is evident already in the ancient Buddhist and Greek uses of critical genealogy;
and that same spirit of ‘creative destruction’ can be found in many other critical
genealogists, including Hume, Hobbes and of course Nietzsche himself; as well as in
many twentieth and twenty-first century practitioners of critical genealogy,
including the Frankfurt School Critical Theorists, Michel Foucault, feminist
genealogisers of sex and gender like Simone de Beauvoir and Judith Butler,
debunkers of Eurocentrism like Edward Said and Dipesh Chakrabarty, critics of
liberalism like Charles Mills and Carole Pateman, and politically-oriented intellectual
historians like Quentin Skinner.

Taken together, these two historical points suggest that genealogical anxiety
has a stronger pull than Williams suggests: that it is not the sole property of

38 Charles Louis de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu, [1721] 2004, Persian Letters, Trans. C.
J. Betts, Harmondsworth: Penguin, Letter 59, pp. 234-4.

39 David Hume, [1757] 2007, ‘The Natural History of Religion’, in A Dissertation on the
Passions and The Natural History of Religion: A Critical Edition, ed. Tom L. Beauchamp.
Oxford: Clarendon Press.

40 See Chapter 27, ‘Aggafifia Sutta’ in Thomas Williams Rhys Davids, ed, [1921] 1965,
Dialogues of the Buddha, Part lll, trans. Thomas Williams Rhys Davids and Caroline Rhys
Davids, London: Luzac & Company for the Pali Text Society. | owe this example to Nilanjan
Das.

41 Al-Ghazali, Abu Hamid, 2000, Deliverance from Error. Five Key Texts Including His Spiritual
Autobiography al-Munqidh min al-Dalal, trans. R. McCarthy, Louisville: Fons Vitae, section 6.
42 Tominaga Nakamoto, 2023, Above All Waves: Wisdom From Tominaga Nakamoto, trans.
Yuzo Sakuramoto, ed. Paul Chan, New York: Badlands Unlimited.
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‘modernity’ (except in the trivial, and so not especially enlightening, sense in which
any culture that entertains critical genealogies is eo ipso ‘modern’), and that it does
not necessarily bespeak ‘weariness’ or ‘alienation’, but instead can be bound up
with a sense of freedom, possibility and novelty. If our task is (to use a Williamsian
phrase) ‘to make sense’ of genealogical anxiety as part of the common human
estate, then we would do well to keep these points in mind. Otherwise, we make the
problem that such anxiety poses too easy for ourselves.

My more substantively philosophical worry, as | have already intimated
above, is that Williams appears to me to fail — just as he accuses Rorty of failing
— to go ‘far enough in recognizing contingency’. In insisting that our scientific
outlook can be genealogically vindicated, but that our ethical-political outlook
cannot, Williams does not see, or refuses to reckon with, the full power of
genealogical anxiety and the problem of contingency that provokes it. For what
Williams says of our ethical-political outlook is plausibly true of our scientific outlook
as well. ‘We’ have historical counterparts whose worldviews were such that they
would have no reason, internal to their outlook, to think that the shift to the
scientific worldview of Euromodernity is an instance of progress. (Perhaps we don’t
even need to go back in history to find such counterparts: consider contemporary
creationists and climate change deniers.) In failing or refusing to see this, Williams
is guilty, ironically, of a kind of scientism about science, an overly credulous
relationship to the self-conception of the natural sciences as a form of inquiry free
from any historically- or culturally-conditioned perspective.

To make my case, | want now to turn to Wittgenstein, another of Williams’
primary interlocutors in ‘Humanistic Discipline’. Williams calls Wittgenstein, with
justification, ‘the least scientistic of philosophers’.*®* Part of Wittgenstein’s anti-
scientism, | want to suggest, consists in his willingness to see how the scientific
outlook might, as much as any other type of outlook, be an object of genealogical
anxiety. As a result, Wittgenstein takes seriously the very reply to genealogical
anxiety that Williams was quick to dismiss as a ‘thin tune’ not ‘worth whistling’. If
Wittgenstein is right to think of scientific and ethical outlooks as equally susceptible
of genealogical critique, and Williams wrong to insist otherwise, then it will turn out

43 ‘PHD’ p. 493.
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that this ‘thin tune’ is the only one, for better or worse, we have available to

whistle.

In notes written between 1946 and 1949, Wittgenstein observes:

if anyone believes that certain concepts are absolutely the correct ones, and
that having different ones would mean not realizing something that we realize
— then let him imagine certain very general facts of nature to be different
from what we are used to, and the formation of concepts different from the

usual ones will become intelligible to him. **

Here Wittgenstein is canvassing a genealogical scepticism of a very general kind. Of
any concept of which someone is convinced that it is ‘absolutely correct’, and that
having instead a rival concept would mean a loss of knowledge (‘not realizing
something that we realize’), he should simply imagine his own natural history
having been different to what it in fact is, ‘and the formation of concepts different
from the usual ones will become intelligible to him’. And, with that, Wittgenstein
implies, the possibility that he has a wrong concept — one that does not limn
reality, that does not deliver knowledge — will likewise become intelligible to him.

And yet Wittgenstein immediately continues:

Compare a concept with a style of painting. For is even our style of painting
arbitrary? Can we choose one at pleasure? (The Egyptian, for instance.) Or is
it just a matter of pretty and ugly?

Choosing a style in which to paint might appear to us to be a matter of voluntary
and arbitrary choice: there are various painterly possibilities arrayed before us, and
the skilled painter can select among them. But this appearance, Wittgenstein here
suggests, is mistaken. For ‘our style of painting’ is grounded in ‘pretty and ugly’ —

4 Published as Philosophy of Psychology - A Fragment (henceforth PPF), in Philosophical
Investigations (Pl), 4th edition, 2009, P.M.S. Hacker and Joachim Schulte (eds. and trans.),
Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 182-243, §366. (Originally published as ‘Part II' of the
Philosophical Investigations in G. E. M. Anscombe and Rush Rhees’s 1953 edition.)
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that is, our aesthetic sensibility, what we find pretty and ugly. The painter’s
apparent ‘choice’ to paint in ‘our’ way rather than all the other possible ways is not
in fact arbitrary; it reflects how ‘we’ see the world. In fact, this too is a matter of
contingency: the Egyptians found the ‘Egyptian’ style of painting pretty, whereas
‘we’ (so Wittgenstein says) do not. But Wittgenstein’s point is that even here —
when it is most prima facie compelling — the appearance of ‘arbitrary choice’ is
misleading. The apparent counterfactual possibilities are not in fact possibilities for
us, because they would not conform to our form of life. And if this is true of
aesthetic styles, then so it must be a fortiori true of conceptual ‘choice’.

In short, Wittgenstein provokes genealogical anxiety about our concepts only
to liberate us from it, showing how it rests on a mistaken picture of the relationship
between ourselves and our concepts. In so doing, he anticipates Williams’ rejoinder
to Rorty in ‘Humanistic Discipline’. For Williams, as we have seen, it is ‘history’ that
allows us to see the true relationship between ourselves and our ‘outlooks’, namely
a relationship of co-constitution. Whereas for Wittgenstein, release from
genealogical anxiety is found not in historical self-consciousness, but in greater
attention to our practices as we now find them; when we stop ‘thinking’ and start
‘looking’*®, we see that the ‘possibilities’ that prompt genealogical anxiety are not,
for us, really possibilities at all. Nonetheless, in both Williams and Wittgenstein we
find a therapeutic approach to genealogical anxiety, one that diagnoses it as
resulting from a false picture of the relationship between ourselves and our ways of
seeing the world.

But Wittgenstein does not stop here — that is, where Williams stops. He may
agree with Williams that, as a practical matter, we are unable to simply ‘choose’ to
use concepts that are alien to our own. And certainly one of Wittgenstein’s abiding
purposes in his later work was to draw our attention to this (putative) feature of
human psychology. (Thus Williams is right to treat Wittgenstein as a key source of
the idea ‘there [is] an end to justifications, that at various points we run into the
fact that “this is the way we go on”’.%f) But, as an epistemological matter,
Wittgenstein appears to reject what we might call Williams’ ‘divide and rule’
strategy, according to which our ethical-political concepts are susceptible to the

% Wittgenstein: ‘Don’t think, but look!" (Philosophical Investigations, 4th edition, 2009, P.M.S.
Hacker and Joachim Schulte (eds. and trans.), Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 66.)
4 ‘PHD’ p. 493.
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debunking force of genealogical critique, but our scientific concepts are not. We see
this already in the notes quoted above, in which Wittgenstein speaks of ‘concepts’
generally, not specifically ethical-political concepts. And we see this elaborated in
the notes that Wittgenstein wrote in the final months of his life, published later as
On Certainty.

On Certainty is an extended engagement with G.E. Moore’s ‘Proof of an
External World’ and ‘A Defence of Common Sense’, in which Moore, as a retort to
the idealist,*” had claimed to ‘know’ a number of ‘truisms’, including that he has
hands, that his body has never been far from the surface of the earth, and that the
earth has existed for a long time before his body’s birth. For Wittgenstein, Moore’s
claim to know his various ‘truisms’ is impotent as a refutation of idealism. But, he
says, Moore is nonetheless right to pick out these truisms as playing a special role
in our cognitive lives — as having ‘a peculiar logical role in the system of our
empirical propositions’. 8 Moore’s truisms, Wittgenstein says, constitute ‘certain
types of case in which | rightly say | cannot be making a mistake’.*®* We cannot be
mistaken about Moorean truisms not because we have some ‘proof’ of their truth,>°
or because they are ‘intrinsically obvious or convincing’,** but rather because they
do not (despite their surface appearance) function for us as empirical hypotheses,
subject to counterevidence and thus open to doubt.>?

If not empirical hypotheses, what are these truisms about which we ‘rightly
say we cannot be mistaken’? They are, Wittgenstein says, akin to mathematical and
logical propositions.>® They, and ‘not only propositions of logic’, form ‘the foundation
of all operating with thoughts’.”* They are parts of our ‘frame of reference’,>® ‘world-

47 On the widespread misinterpretation of Moore’s ‘Proof’ as an attempt to refute scepticism
(viz. the view that we don’t know that there is an external, mind-independent world) rather
than idealism (viz. that there is not an external, mind-independent world), see Baldwin, G.E.
Moore, pp. 279-195.

8 Wittgenstein, Ludwig (1969) On Certainty [OC], G. E. M. Anscombe and G. H. von Wright
(eds.), G.E.M. Anscombe and D. Paul (trans.), Oxford: Blackwell, 136.

9 0C 674.

>0 0C 204, 295.

>1 OC 144.

>2.0C 167, 401, 402.

>3401, 447, 448, 651-653.

> 0C 401.

> 0C 83
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picture’ (Weltbild),”® ‘the ‘scaffolding of our thoughts’,”” ‘the system’ in which
‘arguments have their life’.*® They are like the ‘axis around which a body rotates’>®
or the ‘hinges’ on which a door turns.® To attempt to subject our truisms to doubt
would require us to abandon wholesale our most basic understanding of the world
— as a shared world of stable objects, multiple selves and natural regularities which
we access through our senses and capacity for scientific rationality — without which
we cannot engage in the very practices of doubting, inquiring, inferring and judging
that we are trying to undertake. Just as the artist cannot simply ‘choose’ to paint in
the ‘Egyptian style’, it is not practically open to us to reject our form of life with its
constitutive truisms. This includes those (apparently empirical) truisms that are
elements of what Williams calls our ‘scientific outlook’.

Thus what Williams says of our ethical-political outlook, Wittgenstein says
also of our scientific outlook. And he is motivated to say so precisely because he
thinks, pace Williams, that our scientific outlook, just like our ethical-political
outlook, is susceptible of genealogical critique. On Certainty presents several cases
in which Wittgenstein imagines himself having an (apparent) disagreement over a
truism with some other person or community. In many of these cases,
Wittgenstein’s response is to insist that they are not cases of actual disagreement.
Thus if ‘Moore were to pronounce the opposite of those propositions which he
declares certain, we should not just not share his opinion: we should regard him as
demented’.®® The apparent ‘disagreement’ is not indicative of the possibility of a
mistake, but just the possibility of losing one’s grip on reality.

But On Certainty also includes cases in which Wittgenstein encounters
humans from cultures remote from his own; humans who as a result of their
distinctive genealogical formations have world-pictures that are profoundly alien to
his. In such cases, Wittgenstein does not simply dismiss his imagined interlocutors
as madmen. Imagining a ‘primitive’ culture that consults an oracle rather than the
laws of physics, Wittgenstein writes:

> 0C 167
>70C 211.
8 OC 105.
> 0C 152
60 0C 341, 343.
61 OC 155.

20



Is it wrong for them to consult an oracle and be guided by it?—If we call this
“wrong” aren’t we using our language-game as a base from which to combat
theirs? ... And are we right or wrong to combat it? Of course there are all sorts
of slogans which we will be used in our proceedings ... Where two principles
really do meet which cannot be reconciled with one another, then each man
declares the other a fool and heretic ... | said | would ‘combat’ the other man,
—but wouldn’t | give him reasons? Certainly; but how far do they go? At the
end of reasons comes persuasion. (Think what happens when missionaries

convert natives.)®?

Similarly, Wittgenstein imagines Moore encountering a king who had been ‘brought
up in the belief that the world began with him’:

. if Moore and this king were to meet and discuss, could Moore really prove
his belief to be the right one? | do not say that Moore could not convert the
king to his view, but it would be a conversion of a special kind; the king would
be brought to look at the world in a different way. Remember that one is
sometimes convinced of the correctness of a view by its simplicity or
symmetry, i.e, these are what induce one to go over to this point of view. One
then simply says something like: “That’s how it must be.”®3

These passages and others like them® suggest that, for Wittgenstein, different
historical and cultural genealogies can produce (genuinely) conflicting world-
pictures.®® What'’s more, any attempt to compare the epistemic merits of these
conflicting world-pictures — as more or less true, correct, accurate, rational,
evidentially-supported, coherent, consistent, etc. — will itself have to appeal to
epistemic standards that are world-picture-relative.

In other words, ‘our’ truisms are elements of a world-picture — what Williams
calls the ‘scientific outlook’ — that do not meet the internalist condition on
genealogical vindication.®® Just as the ‘representatives of the ancien régime’ are

62 0C 609-612.

8 0C 92.

64 See OC 217, 239, 336, 106-8, 671.

8 For an opposing view, see Coliva, Annalisa. (2010), ‘Was Wittgenstein an Epistemic
Relativist?’. Philosophical Investigations, 33: 1-23.

5 Elsewhere Williams comes close to conceding this possibility: ‘it is hard to deny that
magic, at least, is a causal conception, with implications that overlap with scientific
conceptions of causality. To the extent this is so, magical conceptions can be seen from the
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under no internal rational pressure to regard our ethical-political outlook superior,
the king is under no internal rational pressure to regard Moore’s scientific outlook as
superior to his own. Insofar as one is going to abandon one world-picture and take
up another — move, say, from a world of magic and oracles to a world of physics —
one will do so not because something internal to one’s former world-picture
rationally recommends adoption of the latter, but because one is ‘persuaded’ to see
the world differently. Thus traveling from one world-picture to another can be akin to
‘conversion’: a matter of leaping from one way of seeing things to another.

Many readers of On Certainty take these and similar passages to show that
Wittgenstein endorsed ‘relativism’ or (in my terms) genealogical scepticism, i.e. the
view that there is no rational comparison to be made between rival world-pictures,
and that we are unable to know of any world-picture that it is objectively
epistemically superior.®’” But is Wittgenstein really a genealogical sceptic? His
relativistic readers assume that insofar as Wittgenstein isn’t a genealogical sceptic,
it must be because he thinks that there exist universal standards of rational
assessment that are shared by all possible world-pictures, regardless of their
historical or cultural particularities. In other words, they assume that a vindicatory
genealogy of a given world-picture must show it to be superior in a way that would
satisfy the holders of a rival world-picture. This is precisely Williams’ internalist
condition on genealogical vindication. Indeed this assumption — that a vindicatory
genealogy must meet Williams’ internalist condition, or at least that Wittgenstein
thought so — is shared also by Wittgenstein’s anti-relativistic readers. Thus they
argue that, despite appearances, Wittgenstein conceded the possibility of only a
single, universal world-picture,®® or that he posited world-picture-neutral epistemic

principles.®®

outside as false’ (ELP p. 145).

7 For an overview of the ‘relativism’ debate, see Kusch, Martin (2014), ‘Wittgenstein’s On
Certainty and Relativism’, in Harald A. Wiltsche & Sonja Rinofner-Kreidl, Analytic and
Continental Philosophy: Methods and Perspectives. Proceedings of the 37th International
Wittgenstein Symposium. Berlin: De Gruyter, pp. 29-46. For other key ‘relativistic’ passages,
see OC 95—99, 144, 256, 336.

8 See e.g. Coliva, Annalisa. (2010), ‘Was Wittgenstein an Epistemic Relativist?’. Philosophical
Investigations, 33: 1-23.

% For example, Wittgenstein’s comments at OC 92 in which he says that ‘one is sometimes
convinced of the correctness of a view by its simplicity or symmetry’. Some anti-relativistic
readers see this as an affirmation of the universality of the epistemic value of simplicity and
symmetry in theory-choice; I am with Kusch in having my doubts (Kusch ibid 39-40).
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But why agree to the internalist condition at all? Why not think that we can
know that our world-picture is the objectively correct (or more correct) one, if
indeed it is; and that we can rationally conclude this, even though such reasoning

would essentially rely on elements of our world-picture?

This question becomes pressing once we reject Williams’ ‘divide and rule’
strategy, and the scientism on which, I've suggested, it rests. Once we ‘go far
enough in recognizing contingency’, we see, as Wittgenstein saw, that our
‘scientific’ outlook is in the same boat as our ethical-political outlook. Insofar as the
latter does not meet the conditions for genealogical vindication, the former doesn’t
either. Genealogical contingency then would imply a genealogical scepticism of a
very broad kind: indeed, precisely the kind of broad scepticism that Wittgenstein’s
relativistic interpreters ascribe to On Certainty, and the kind of broad (Rortyan)
scepticism that Williams wants to resist.”®

But to read Wittgenstein as a simple genealogical sceptic or relativist is to
read him with insufficient care. Imagining a community who believe that humans
can and do travel to the moon,’ Wittgenstein writes: ‘We say: these people do not
know a lot that we know. And, let them be never so sure of their belief—they are
wrong and we know it.”’?> Note that what Wittgenstein is not saying is that between
‘us’ and the moon-travellers there is some shared epistemic standard according to
which we can all agree as to who is right and who is wrong. Rather, even in the
absence of such a shared standard, he says, ‘we’ are able to ‘know’ that it is our
world-picture that is correct, and theirs mistaken.

We, Wittgenstein implies, reason as follows: ‘Unlike the moon-travellers, we
have had the good fortune of being enculturated in a scientific rather than magical
worldview, and it is in virtue of this good fortune — this good genealogical luck —
that we are able to get onto the truth. Our scientific world-picture explains why their
magical world-picture is false. And so the admitted fact that we would have believed
in the possibility of moon-travel had we born in their culture and not our own does
nothing to undermine our ability to know that we are right, and they are wrong.

70 Williams ELP Chapter 8.

L On Certainty was completed in 1951, eight years before the first human-made spacecraft,
Luna 2, landed on the moon, and sixteen years before the first humans landed in the moon.
2.0C 286.
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Of course, the moon-travellers can tell an analogous story, using their
magical world-picture to explain how it is that they came to have a correct world-
picture, and us a faulty one. But the difference is — let us assume, for do we doubt
it? — that ‘we’ really are genealogically lucky with respect to our moon-beliefs, and
the moon-travellers are not. And this difference, Wittgenstein appears to suggest,

makes all the epistemic difference.

The difference in question is, crucially, an ‘external’ one: a difference not in
the internal coherence and evidential consistency of our rival world-pictures,’ but in
how our world-pictures objectively match up with reality. (A reality — and there’s
the rub — which we can only access through our rival world-pictures). Indeed the
underlying epistemological account that Wittgenstein is invoking here is an
‘externalist’” one. According to the externalist, what matters for epistemic
justification and rationality is whether our judgments are in fact reliably hooked up
to the world, however it may seem to us ‘from the inside’. As Wittgenstein reminds
us: ‘It is always by favour of Nature that one knows something.’’47>

73 Rival world-pictures, if they are to be epistemically on par from an ‘internal’ perspective,
will have to have different epistemic standards. For example, two world-pictures may share
the view that an epistemically good world-picture is one that fits the evidence and is
logically consistent, but differ on the question of whether, ceteris paribus, a simpler theory is
better, or what the relevant notion of ‘simple’ is. | imagine the disagreement between the
‘science-believers’ and the ‘moon-travellers’ being of this kind. More radically, perhaps there
could be a world-picture that rejects the epistemic values of logical consistency and/or
evidential fit altogether. One can doubt the intelligibility of such a possibility. (Is a picture
that contradicts itself really a picture at all?) But it's important to note that the intelligibility
of what we might call ‘hard’ genealogical cases — that is, cases involving a rival outlook O1
that show that some current outlook O2 doesn’t pass the internalist condition on vindication
— doesn’t assume the intelligibility of radical differences in epistemic standards. More
minimal divergences in epistemic standards, involving differential valuation of supra-
evidential considerations in theory-choice — divergences of the kind, incidentally, that we
routinely see between disagreeing scientists and philosophers — suffice to generate hard
cases.

74 0C 505.

> To be clear, | am not claiming that On Certainty should be read as an overall endorsement
of an externalist response to genealogical scepticism. Indeed, to think that Wittgenstein
endorsed any particular response is plausibly to miss the point of On Certainty. As Kusch
argues, Wittgenstein’s aim ‘is to emphasise the variety of, and patterns in, our responses to
such denials [of our certainties]. Some of our responses are relativistic, others are not ... it
must be a mistake to count the book as a whole as either relativistic or anti-relativistic’
(Kusch ibid p. 37). Indeed, one could put the point metatheoretically. By the end of his life,
Wittgenstein had come to think that the correct response to philosophical puzzlement was to
recall us to our ordinary practices. Then his ‘answer’ to genealogical scepticism may simply
be: we should do what it is we already do — which is, depending on the context, to respond
sometimes as genealogical relativists or sceptics, sometimes as externalists, sometimes as
quietists, and so on. | don't find this a satisfying answer to the genealogical sceptic, because
I don’t in general find Wittgenstein’s exhortation to return to our ‘ordinary practice’ a
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To see just how externalism responds to genealogical scepticism, consider
evidence of truth-indifference: that is, evidence that one’s belief-forming method
does not reliably track the truth. The genealogical sceptic thinks that cases
involving Williams’ ancien régime or Wittgenstein’s moon-travellers provide us with
evidence of truth-indifference. For, the genealogical sceptic says, such cases show
us that our belief-forming method is simply believing-in-accordance-with-whatever-
world-picture-our-contingent-genealogy-has-bestowed-on-us. This method is not a
truth-tracking one, for — depending on the contingencies of history and culture — it
could just as easily have resulted in, say, the belief that some humans are due more
ethical consideration than others; or that humans visited the moon prior to 1969. In
the face of such genealogical revelations, the sceptic says, ‘our’ beliefs lose

whatever justification they may have previously enjoyed.’®

The externalist counters the genealogical sceptic by insisting that
genealogical evidence of truth-indifference is damaging for one’s epistemic
justification only if that evidence is not misleading.”” Suppose that the Euromodern

satisfying response to philosophical puzzlement. | want to ask: Whose practices? Does the
philosopher not have a practice, built on all-too-human anxieties? Can philosophy not itself
constitute, or be part of, a form of life? Williams is surely right to critically observe that
Wittgenstein ‘was obsessed ... by the identity of philosophy as an enterprise which was
utterly peculiar compared with other enterprises’ (‘PHD’ p. 479).

6 | am glossing over some epistemological complications here. A certain kind of sceptic
might want to say that the genealogical revelations show us that our belief was never
justified to begin with, or perhaps that it probably wasn’t justified to begin with.

7 Again, I'm glossing over some complications. The externalism | am canvassing here is
what | call elsewhere a ‘radical’ externalism. (Amia Srinivasan, 2020, ‘Radical Externalism’,
The Philosophical Review, 129 (3): 395-431.) Many externalists in fact adopt a ‘moderate’
externalism according to which truth-trackingness is necessary but not sufficient for
justification, such that (as per the genealogical sceptic and the internalist) one’s justification
can be defeated by misleading evidence of truth-indifference. Indeed, there is some reason
to think that Williams can be charitably interpreted as this sort of ‘moderate externalist’.
Thus in his discussion of the possibility of ‘thick’ ethical knowledge in ‘unreflective’ societies
(see fn. 8), Williams invokes a truth-tracking condition on knowledge without, as Susan
Hurley astutely notes, invoking ‘the absolute conception, explanatory primacy, or
convergence’ (Hurley, Susan. 1989. Natural Reasons: Personality and Polity. New York:
Oxford University Press, p. 291). Later, in his discussion of the possibility of ethical
knowledge in ‘reflective’ societies, Williams writes that: ‘the idea that our beliefs can track
the truth at this level must at least imply that a range of investigators could rationally,
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scientific world-picture is unique in giving ‘us’ an unprecedently reliable grasp of
empirical reality. If that is so, then the belief-forming method that ‘we’ use is
importantly distinct from, and epistemically superior to, the alternatives. The
genealogical evidence, insofar as it suggests that the method we use is just
‘believing-in-accordance-with-a-genealogically-contingent-outlook’, is misleading.
Our outlook isn't any old outlook, and not only for the reason, as Williams puts it,
that the same history ‘has both made us, and made the outlook as something that
is ours’. For our outlook, the externalist defender says, has a special relationship to
reality.

On the externalistic view, if this is indeed true — if ‘our’ outlook or world-
picture indeed constitutes a distinctly truth-tracking basis for judging — then
misleading genealogical evidence to the contrary can be rationally dismissed. ‘We’
are able to justifiably hold onto our modern scientific and ethical beliefs, even while
recognising that, had we been born in a different time or place, we would have
rejected them. Indeed, the externalist says, we are able to know the truth of such
beliefs; and we are able to rationally dismiss alternative world-pictures as
unreliable, and the judgments based in them false. And all this is true precisely
because ‘our’ outlook is in fact a broadly truth-tracking basis for judging.

In saying all this, isn’t the externalist licensing a form of circular reasoning on
‘our’ part? Indeed. It is only by assuming the correctness of our world-picture or
outlook that we can reason our way to the conclusion that we are genealogically
lucky, and that holders of rival world-pictures or outlooks are genealogically unlucky

reasonably, and unconstrainedly come to converge on a determinate set of ethical
conclusions’ (Williams ELP p. 168). But why, as Hurley presses, should we think that truth-
tracking implies any such thing? As she writes: ‘The failure of these convergence conditions
does not per se undermine the knowledge of those who possess it; the failure of these
conditions may be determined, indeed overdetermined, by many factors than universal lack
of knowledge. To ignore this is to assume (optimistically? or on political grounds?) too great
a degree of uniformity ... among persons and their situations’ (Hurley ibid p. 292). Hurley is
correct that an externalist truth-tracking condition, does not imply his internalist vindication
condition, and that Williams is wrong to suggest it does. But one might charitably
reconstruct Williams as invoking a moderate externalism, according to which misleading
evidence of non-truth-tracking is sufficient to defeat knowledge. This would make sense of
Williams’ focus on the possibility of ethical knowledge in ‘reflective’ societies, in which
subjects are aware of the historical and cultural contingency of their ethical judgments.
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and so ignorant (even if blamelessly so).”® Specifically, the externalist conception of
epistemic rationality and knowledge permits what is known as ‘bootstrapping’:
reliance on a method of belief-formation to confirm the reliability of that very
method.

Bootstrapping is a form of circular reasoning, and for that reason is felt by
many to be epistemically illicit. Imagine using the deliverances of your watch to
confirm that your watch is in fact keeping time: ‘My watch says it is 4pm, and
indeed — for so says my watch! — it is 4pm...” and so on. Surely, we want to say,
this isn't a good instance of reasoning; isn't a way of coming to know that one’s
watch is keeping time. Indeed, to engage in bootstrapping is, for Williams, to whistle
a tune that so thin as not to be worth whistling. The watch example gives succour to
this indictment. You can go around saying that you know your watch is keeping time
by checking it against itself — ‘who is’ as Williams says ‘to stop you?’ — but if this is
all that is demanded of reasoning and knowing, then reasoning and knowing may
well turn out to be less valuable achievements than we previously thought. Indeed,
we might come to think they are barely achievements at all.

But two points need to be made about the externalist licensing of
bootstrapping in the face of genealogical scepticism. First, it is only when one’s
outlook or world-picture is in fact a reliable basis for judging that one is, according
to the externalist, permitted to reason in this way. The moon-travellers who ‘reason’
to the conclusion that they are the genealogically lucky ones have done something
epistemically illicit; for they are using an unreliable world-picture to confirm its
putative reliability. The same could be said of the representatives of the ancien
régime who reason their way to the conclusion that we, with our modern
superstitions about equality, are the genealogically unlucky ones. Externalism thus
doesn’t sanction willy-nilly bootstrapping. It only permits bootstrapping that will
lead to knowledge.

Second, there is a difference between what we might call reflexive and non-
reflexive bootstrapping. In reflexive bootstrapping, one uses one’s outlook to
explain away the misleading evidence of truth-indifference. For example, in

® We also are assuming the correctness of the externalist conception of knowledge,
justification and rationality — conceptions that other world-pictures might not share. So this
is another form of circularity.
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defending the scientific outlook, ‘we’ might draw on the outlook itself to explain its
own historically and culturally contingent development: why it is that humans
progressively if unevenly abandoned the supernatural in favour of naturalistic
explanation. A major proponent of such reflexive vindication of the scientific outlook
was Wittgenstein’s contemporary and Vienna Circle member Otto Neurath. Neurath
insisted that the sciences broadly understood — especially sociology, psychology
and (Marxist) history — could elucidate the contingent social and material forces
that drove scientific development. Rather than undermine the epistemic credentials
of the natural sciences, such scientific explanation of science would reflexively
vindicate them. (To this project of reflexive vindication Neurath gave the term
‘unified science’.) Similarly, Neurath (a committed socialist) conceded that Marxism
was an ideology, but insisted that it was an ideology that — unlike bourgeois
ideology — could be consistently applied to itself, without having ‘to rely on
metaphysics or other ultimately unscientific procedures to ensure theoretical
cohesion’.”® For this reason, Neurath said, Marxism was both an ideology and a

science.

Contrast reflexive bootstrapping with a case of non-reflexive bootstrapping.
Suppose that the scientific outlook had simply no explanation for why it is that so
many people, at other times and places, don’t share it. One could still bootstrap
one’s way to the conclusion that the scientific outlook is reliable, for example by
thinking: ‘Our outlook says that humans didn’t travel to the moon in the 1950s. And
indeed humans weren’t traveling to the moon then. So our outlook must be reliable
(and so on)’. | take it that this would be a far less satisfying reply to the genealogical
sceptic, no better than my confirming the reliability of my watch by using my watch
— a thin tune indeed.®° If so, this suggests that it is not bootstrapping per se that is
impermissible, but rather only bootstrapping that is non-reflexive.?

7 Neurath 1930, quoted in Uebel, Thomas E. 2000. ‘Logical Empiricism and the Sociology of
Knowledge: The Case of Neurath and Frank’. Philosophy of Science 67 (53): S138-50, S147. |
discuss Neurath’s unified science, Marxism and critical genealogy in The Contingent World.
8 McDowell makes a similar point in relation to Williams, drawing a distinction between a
form of bootstrapping that involves ‘merely unthinking contentment with whatever ethical
outlook one happened to find oneself possessing’ and one which involved ‘explicit
consideration of the fact that the appearance is not universally shared’ and is thus ‘self-
critical and open to reflective improvement’ (McDowell ibid p. 379).

8 There remains the question of whether any ethical-political outlook could underwrite
reflexive bootstrapping. Williams elsewhere insists that this is impossible: ‘while [an ethical
theory] might explain why it was reasonable for people to have these various ethical beliefs,
it would not be the sort of theory that could explain why they did or did not have them. It
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Granted, the ‘reflexivity’ test does not rule out non-scientific outlooks. Many
religious and supernatural outlooks are characterised by a form of reflexivity. For
example, we can imagine Wittgenstein’s moon-travellers performing certain rituals
which, on their view, give them a special receptivity to evidence of moon-travel,
which in turn explains why ‘we’ do not know what they are able to know. Less
counterfactually, we can think about those Christian apologists who defuse the
epistemic threat presented by the cultural contingency of religious belief by arguing
that the Christian (unlike, say, the Muslim) forms her religious beliefs via a distinct
and superior method — the Internal Testimony of the Holy Spirit, say — and thus is
able to know the Christian truths.?? In both these cases, the relevant outlook is
recruited to explain why it is taken up by some but not others, in a way that is
consistent with that outlook being known to those who are lucky enough to believe
it.

In any case, it is not my aim here to defend bootstrapping, or an externalism
that licenses it, as a response to genealogical scepticism. Rather, my aim is to show
how such a response functions: how it at once concedes Williams’ assumption that
between rival outlooks there can be no neutral assessment of their epistemic
merits, while also insisting that this does not preclude the possibility of
knowledgable belief on the part of the holders of a correct outlook. Williams, as we
have seen, dismisses the externalist response out of hand. (The best that can be
said of it is that there is no one ‘to stop you’ from making it.) But he feels free to do
so precisely because he does not take seriously the structural similarities between
scientific and ethical-political outlooks, falsely assuming that the former can satisfy
his internalist condition for genealogical vindication. It is little surprise that
Wittgenstein, who saw our scientific beliefs as on all-fours with our other beliefs,
took the externalist response more seriously.®® If the externalist response to

could not do something that explanations of perception can do, which is to generate an
adequate

theory of error and to account generally for the tendency of people to have what, according
to its principles, are wrong beliefs’ (ELP 151). This seems to me far too quick; | return to this
issue briefly below (see §6).

82 See for example Plantinga, Alvin. (1995). “A Defense of Religious Exclusivism”, in Senor,
T.D. (ed.), The Rationality of Belief and The Plurality of Faith. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.
8 Again, | am not claiming that Wittgenstein should be read as a straightforward
endorsement of externalism; see fn. 74
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genealogical scepticism is a thin tune, it is one we should grow accustomed to

whistling. For it may be the only tune we have.

| want to close with some brief comments on Williams’ understanding of the
place of reasoning, argument and persuasion in ethical change, again by placing
him in conversation with Wittgenstein.?* For Williams, vindication of a favoured
outlook must appeal only to reasons that are (also) ‘internal’ to any rival outlook.
Otherwise, a transition from a rival outlook to the favoured outlook would not count
as a rational transition. As Williams puts it, the triumphant outlook might be said to
have ‘won’, but not to have ‘won an argument’. This, for Williams, is precisely what
distinguishes the transition between, say, Newtonian and Einstein physics from the
transition between pre-modern and modern ethical-political outlooks. The first
transition, between scientific theories, is correctly seen as one involving rational
persuasion, while the latter transition, between ethical-political outlooks, cannot be

SO seen.

What then, for Williams, does a transition between ethical-political outlooks,
of the kind seen in the shift from the outlook of the ancien régime to that of
Euromodernity, involve? It presumably involves what Wittgenstein calls
‘conversion’. In conversion, as opposed to ‘argument’, what is appealed to is not
one’s current beliefs and commitments, but rather one’s capacity for wholesale
perspectival transformation, one’s susceptibility to being brought to see the world
anew (and, from the convertor’'s perspective, aright). Conversion involves what
Williams calls a ‘crisis of legitimacy’ rather than (as in the Newtonian-Einsteinian
example) a ‘crisis of explanation’.® A crisis of explanation calls for the progressive,
rational development of a new outlook out of an old one. A crisis of legitimacy calls
for the wholesale abandonment of one outlook for the sake of a rival — in short, a

conversion.

8 Some of what | say here echoes McDowell’s criticisms of Williams’ ‘rationalistic’ conception
of ethical rationality (McDowell ibid, 381-2).
8 ‘PHD’, p. 488.
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One might well wonder how to square Wittgenstein’s comments on
conversion, quoted above, with his apparent openness to externalism as a response
to genealogical scepticism. In suggesting that conversion is the only mechanism by
which one abandons one world-picture in favour of another, isn’t Wittgenstein
admitting that even a correct world-picture cannot be rationally acquired or held?
Isn't he showing himself, in other words, to be like Williams an internalist about
genealogical vindication?

Not necessarily. As Alice Crary observes, Wittgenstein’s remarks about
conversion ‘only ... express [a sceptical] outlook given the assumption that the
persuasive methods Wittgenstein mentions ... are properly understood as non-
rational modes of communication’.®® Implicit in the relativistic reading of
Wittgenstein’s comments about conversion is what Crary calls a ‘narrow’ conception
of rationality, according to which a person’s being rational cannot essentially
depend ‘on her possession of any particular subjective endowments’, including
attitudes, interests, affects and values.?’” On the ‘narrow’ conception, rationality is
equally available to all minimally competent subjects, regardless of the genealogical
contingencies of their formation; or, as Williams puts it, to ‘any adequate
investigator, of whatever constitution’.?® Thus if having a true judgment about
something requires not simply ‘reasoning’ one’s way to that judgment — in the
narrow sense of taking a series of deductive and/or inductive steps on the basis of
the subjectively available evidence — but moreover being (as Wittgenstein says)
‘brought to look at the world in a different way’, then a fortiori that judgment cannot
be ‘rationally’ acquired or held.

Indeed it is this narrow conception of rationality that Williams implicitly
endorses in putting forward the internalist condition on vindication. For Williams,
any form of persuasion that does not narrowly appeal to beliefs or commitments
that one’s interlocutor already possesses is ipso facto an attempt at non-rational
argument.®® To Williams’ credit, he does not insist — as do, for example, many

8 Alice Crary, 2005, ‘Wittgenstein and Ethics: A Discussion with Reference to On Certainty’,
in Daniele Moyal-Sharrock and William H. Brenner (eds), (2005) Readings of Wittgenstein’s
On Certainty, Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 275-301, p. 284.

87 Crary ibid p. 290.

8 FLP p. 155.

8 Williams famously defends a form of ‘reason internalism’ concerning normative reasons for
action in his 1981, ‘Internal and external reasons’. In: Moral Luck: Philosophical Papers 1973-
1980. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 101-113. That reason internalism is
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contemporary Critical Theorists, with their particular rendering of ‘immanent
critique’ — that actual, historically-realised ethical-political change can be seen as a
progressive development of the internal logic of past human societies. In my view,
Williams is right to see much of human history as involving not just crises of
explanation but moreover crises of legitimation. As involving, that is, not just the
working out of internal logics, but also ideological ruptures, conceptual revolutions,
and the wholesale adoption of new ways of seeing and being. Nonetheless, why
think that the changes prompted by such crises of legitimation could not
themselves be rational? Why, in other words, have a narrow, internalistic
understanding of rationality? Why not think that being rational — and, indeed,
‘winning’ an ethical-political argument — can involve more than following minimal,
outlook-transcendent procedures of good inference and calculation? Can involve,
that is, possessing or acquiring the contingently-granted endowments that allow
one to see the world aright?®°

Take a concrete case. Seeing Palestinians as persons worthy of ethical
concern rather than extremist threats to be eradicated sometimes requires,
plausibly, more than just narrow rationality. The problem with many defenders of
Israel’s genocide in Gaza is not simply that they are making bad inferences or being
inconsistent or are neglecting the evidence. (Consider the IDF soldiers who enact
the genocide on the ground; if anything they have more ‘evidence’ of Palestinian
humanity than non-Palestinians living in the West do.) What at least some of these
génocidaires lack are the right affects, the right forms of ethical attention and
sensitivity, the right ways of seeing. Their genocidal world-picture exhibits an
impressive and terrifying coherence; and in its weaponised deployment of
‘antisemitism’ it has a powerful pseudo-explanation for why so many of us see
things in a contrary light. The holders of the genocidal world-picture can, as
Wittgenstein says, be ‘converted’ to a different view, can ‘be brought to look at the
world in a different way’. (Indeed, they might be able to undertake a process, like
many religious believers before them, of self-conversion, through deep affective
engagement with Palestinian humanity.) On the wide conception of rationality, such

analogous but not identical to the sort of reason internalism | am ascribing to Williams here;
the former concerns normative reasons for action and practical rationality, while the latter
concerns normative reasons for judgment and theoretical rationality.

% Williams himself criticises the ‘morality system’ for ‘starkly emphasiz[ing]’ the ‘contrast’
between ‘persuasion and rational conviction” (ELP p. 216).
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a conversion could be an instance of rationality, not a departure from it. And it is
precisely to such a wide conception of rationality that the externalist rejection of

genealogical scepticism appeals.**

In resisting a wide, externalist conception of rationality, Williams is again
guilty of a kind of scientism about science. As Kuhn observed in The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions (1962), scientific rationality itself must be understood widely
if it is to exist at all. Kuhn’s central thesis in Structure is that the shared values that
are constitutive of the scientific enterprise — empirical adequacy, consistency,
simplicity, elegance, plausibility, fecundity, etc. — do not uniquely determine, in any
particular case, theory-choice; and that this fact was essential in explaining
transitions from ‘normal’ to ‘revolutionary’ science. Thus: ‘though values are widely
shared by scientists and though commitment to them is both deep and constitutive
of science, the application of values is sometimes considerably affected by the
features of individual personality and biography that differentiate the members of
the group’.®? In other words, the shift from an old scientific paradigm to a new one
cannot always be shown to be progressive by the lights of the proponents of the old
paradigm. What is sometimes further required is that the proponents of the old
paradigm have the right ‘features of individual personality and biography’, allowing
them to embrace the new paradigm — to see the world aright. If, as Williams seems
to think, rationality is a wholly internalistic business, then it is not only ethical-
political change that must involve arational conversion. Science must too.*

There is much more to say here, especially about just why it is that Williams
is so keen to idealise science as an uncomplicatedly objective, rational and
progressive enterprise, and to deny any analogies between it and the ethical-
political enterprise of figuring out how best to collectively live. One clue lies in

1 This is simplifying somewhat. One can be an externalist about justification and knowledge
while being an internalist about rationality. If so, one might say that while one can know that
e.g. Palestinians are of equal moral worth to Israelis, or that humans didn’t land on the moon
before 1969, these beliefs can’t be rationally held, at least after one acquires genealogical
evidence of truth-indifference.

92 Kuhn, Thomas S. [1962] 1996. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. 3rd ed. Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press, p. 185, emphasis added.

9 Williams might want to concede that scientific rationality is not wholly internalistic, while
insisting that internalistic rationality still has some part to play in scientific progress — or,
put differently, that the truth of certain scientific theories has some role to play in explaining
scientific convergence on them. But, once the Kuhnian concession has been made, why
cannot something analogous be said of ethics? See fn. 17.

33



Williams’ assertion that, when it comes to ethics, externalistic ‘beliefs or modes of
argument may turn back to those old devices of cognitive reassurance such as
“intuition”’.** Evidently that prospect is, for Williams, a regressive one. And for good
reason: claims to special ethical perception are all too easily used in programmes of
domination and oppression, and perhaps are metaphysically suspect to boot. But
one does not have to posit a magical faculty of ethical-political ‘intuition’, any more
than one needs to posit a magical faculty of ‘scientific insight’. Just as scientific
knowledge is the result of a suite of familiar capacities, including sensory
perception, observation, hypothesis-generation, deductive and inductive inference,
and so on, ethical-political knowledge might be a matter of familiar (and widely if
not evenly shared) capacities like curiosity, attentiveness, empathy, constancy,
judgment, courage and imaginativeness.®®

However — and this is my ultimate point — ethical knowledge, whatever else
it is, is surely also a matter of matters not ‘internal’ to us; a matter of factors not
wholly within our control, of the distribution of good luck. | mean specifically the
good genealogical luck of being brought up in a place and time, and inhabiting a
social position and material conditions, that endows one with a decent enough
ethical-political outlook, as well as the capacities required to improve it; and then of
having the right sorts of experiences and encounters (up to and including
‘conversions’) that allow one to improve one’s outlook, to come to see others and
our relations to them as they really are.®®

Indeed this was, in an important sense, Williams’ ultimate point, too. What
Williams pejoratively called the ‘morality system’ is built on the idea that we can
identify a ‘moral value’ that ‘transcends luck’, a value that lies ‘not only in trying
rather than succeeding, since success depends partly on luck, but in a kind of trying
that lies beyond the level at which the capacity to try can itself be a matter of luck’.
Williams is right to dismiss ‘moral value’, so understood, as a consoling but

% ‘PHD’, p. 492.

% There remains the metaphysical question of the precise nature of the ethical facts to be
known. There is no reason in anything | have said to assume that those facts are robustly
mind-independent.

% Sarah Fine asks me what this implies for the Israeli case. It is an excellent question, one |
cannot hope to answer here. So let me just say that the architects of Israel’s occupation and
its constitutive violence are, on my view, at both moral and epistemic fault, and grievously
so.
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damaging ‘illusion’.®” But here too he does not go far enough. Owning up to our
human lot involves acknowledging the outsized role that luck plays in all our affairs,
including our aspirations to ethical knowledge. Indeed this is one of the things we
learn when we attend, as Williams would have us do, more carefully to history. In
turn, acknowledging the place of luck in human affairs means resisting the impulse
to try to eradiate it by philosophical fiat. It is this impulse that drives Williams’
repudiation of ethical objectivity. By debasing ethical knowledge, he hopes to secure
it against the machinations of genealogical contingency. But in doing so Williams
arguably betrays his own understanding of the human situation. And he makes

ethical knowledge a thin tune indeed.

7 ELP p. 217-18.
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