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This essay returns to the Azande tribe of Africa, discussed by Polanyi (in Personal Knowledge) and others,
inorder to rethink theissues of rationality and irrationality and of essentialismand relativism, and to consider what
these issues mean in our actual lives as daily we make epistemological and moral judgements.

What constitutesrationality? What istherel ation between rationality and truth? Despitethework of Michael
Polanyi and Ludwig Wittgenstein, thinkers of the stature and intelligence of, for example, Charles Taylor and Peter
Winch continue to get themselves into a muddle when they attempt to answer these questions. We, in turn, should
not be tempted to admire too much our own insightfulness and sagacity in dealing with these questions. As a
consequence of the development of Western thought and culture and the assumptions and preoccupations of
modernism, these areindeed difficult questionsfor all of us. Inwhat follows| want to examine two positions— one
represented by Taylor and the other by Winch — as examples of some of the difficulties that the questions“what is
rationality” and “what isthe relation between rationality and truth” pose for us.

The question as to whether there is some transcendent, unchanging norm against which we may judge
questions of truth has been a persistent onein the history of Western thought. Beginning in the modern period and
increasingly sinceitsdawning, thisquestion hasbecome amore and more pressing onefor Westernthinkers. Clearly
twofactsat | east partly account for our increasing preoccupation. First, we have cometo seethetraditional guarantors
of truth—i.e. reveal edreligion— asdecreasingly powerful and effective. Second, wehavebecomeincreasingly aware
of the diversity of cultural formswhich exist among humans. Both these experiences— doubt about the power and
effectivenessof traditional religionandincreasing awarenessof cultural diversity —weshare, of course, withtheGreeks
of theclassical period, and like Plato and Aristotleand the Stoi cs, wefind oursel ves asking the samekinds of questions
inresponsetothesecircumstances. What isremarkable, giventhetwenty-fivehundredyearsof history whichintervene
between us and them, is how often we still seem to get the same kind of answers — answers which are even less
satisfactory today than they were two and a half milleniaago.

Just asinfourth century Athens, thosein our own timewho havefelt called upon to deal with these questions
about truth and rationality havetended to dividethemsel vesinto two main camps. Thefirst, thosewhowant to defend
theview that thereis sometranscultural, transhistorical standard against which the diversity of human practices may
bejudged, have described themsel ves, among other things, as“rationalists’. Thistermis, | believe, aninappropriate
one for those who argue in favor of thisfirst view, since it does not take account of, but rather obscures their prior
assumptions and commitments. Thus| will refer to them here as“essentialists,” sincethey basetheir argumentson
the belief that Truth has an essence, which, asin the reasoning of the ancient Greeks, isunchanging and transcendent
tothemultiplicity of appearingand disappearing existent things. Thosewhoholdthesecondview—that truthisrelative
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to time and place — have been described by the essentialists and often by themselves as (what else!) relativists.

In what follows | want to consider several issues associated with this argument between essentialists and
relativists. First, asl suggested above, | want to examinetheimplicit assumptionscontainedin thereasoning of many,
if not most, essentialists. These assumptions, | believe, tend, through internal inconsistency, to undermine the
essentialist position as one on which we may rest, and here my example will be especialy Charles Taylor's essay
“Rationality”.? Second, making use of Peter Winch’ swell-known essay “ Understanding aprimitive society,”2 | wish
todraw outanimplicationwhichis, | believe, suggestedintherelativist position, but whichisoftennot madesufficiently
explicit, thereby apparently weakening that positionand allowing both essentiali stsand somesel f-described rel ativists
to assert that if the relativist position is adopted, “truth” becomes merely relative or conventional.

[I. Theory and Rationality

In his essay entitled “ Rationality,” Charles Taylor raises the question

[A]retherestandardsof rationality which arevalid acrosscultures? Canweclaimthat, for instance,
peopl esof apre-scientificculture, whobelieve, let’ ssay, inwitchcraft or magic, arelessrational than
weare? Or at least that their beliefs are lessrational ?*

Taking the beliefs and practices of the Azande tribe of Africa, as described by E.E. Evans-Pritchard in his
Witchceraft, Oraclesand Magicamong the Azande® ashisexampl e, Tayl or proceedsto attempt to answer thisquestion.®
Recalling Evans-Pritchard’ s concern about the (to Evans-Pritchard) “obvious contradictions’ imbedded in Zande
beliefs relating to the inheritance of witchcraft, those “ obvious contradictions” likewise imbedded in Zande oracle
practices, aswell asthe Azande' sindifferenceto Evans-Pritchard’ sobjectionstotheseapparent contradictions, Taylor
beginsby allowingthat the Azandewere*“ probably quitejustifiedontheir ownterms” inbrushing asidetheobjections.”
While, he argues, it is certainly possible to construct “atheoretical defense” of Zande beliefs and practices against
Evans-Pritchard’ s objections?, thisis exactly what the Azande either fail or choose not to do. In Taylor’sview then
itisthisomissionwhich constitutes* acrucial difference” between such primitive culturesasthe Azandeand our own:
“we havethisactivity of theoretical understanding which seemsto have no counterpart among them.”® It isherethat
| must first takeissue with Taylor.

Taylor (and unfortunately many others, including Winch,'°) makes a too easy distinction between
“theoretical” and “atheoretical” societies based on a far too narrow understanding of what constitutes a theory.
Taylor's paradigm for atheory isthat traditionally held by modern Western science which isrooted, as he himself
suggests, in Greek philosophy. Our word “theory,” as Taylor notes, comes from the Greek word theoria, which “we
translate as‘ contemplation’.” 't Now “contemplation”, with itsconnotation of “disengaged perspective’ (Taylor),is
certainly one way of translating theoria and also is certainly the sense favored by Greek philosophers at least from
Plato onward.’? Butitisnot theoriginal sense, either historically or lexically. The primary sense of theoriaissimply
“alooking at, aviewing, abeholding, an observing” without any necessary implication of “disengaged perspective’
at al. The Greeksalso used the expression theorias eineken, meaning “for the purpose of seeingtheworld,” and this
isexactly what atheory, initslesslimited sense, actualyis. somethingwhichweusefor thepurposeof seeing, or making
senseof, theworld.** Theory, inthisoriginal sense, isasbroad ashuman existenceitself (sinceweall havea“view”),
anditsmanifestationsincludesuchdiverseformsasnarrative, or different stylesof musicor painting, or evenlanguage
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itself.

Given this broader understanding of theory, it no longer makes sense to speak of “theoretical” and
“atheoretical” peoples; the Azandeare astheoretically inclined as Evans-Pritchard himself. To maintainotherwiseis
only possibleif onespeaksfromtheexceedingly ethnocentric positionwhich assumesthat theory, and thusrationality,
are linked to Western scientific models of theory. Thisis, of course, the position from which Taylor speaks when,
appealing to Plato and Aristotle, he links both theory and rationality to “being able to say clearly what the matter in
guestionis.”** Inthisview rational understandingisnot only linkedtotheability toclearly articul ate our understanding
of something, but also to the view that we have such rational or theoretical understanding of something only when
weareabletoclearly articulateit, to makeit explicit, “to distinguish and lay out the different features of the matter in
perspicuousorder.” > Asfor clear articulation and the explicit, we need not dwell here on theimportance of Polanyi’s
point that, speaking strictly, it is the inarticulate and the tacit which are of far greater importance to our logic, our
rationality, and our belief. Thereare, of course, still other seriousproblemswith Taylor’ sstatement. Who, for example,
isto determinewhat qualifiesas* clear articulation” or “ perspicuousorder”? Or arewe simply to assumethat “clear
articulation” and “ perspicuous order” are the kind to which we are accustomed in the dominant Western tradition?

Inany case, fromthiscommitmentto clear articul ationand explicitnessasthemarksof rationality, Taylor takes
an enormous leap, by means of which not only the Azande and pre-Galilean scientists (both of whom he offers as
examplesof less-rational beingsthan ourselves), but also poets, painters, musicians and the like, aswell as speakers
of ordinary language, are doomed to be cast outside the pale of theoretical, rationa thought and discourse:

Butif this[that clear articulation, explicitness, and perspicuousorder arehallmarksof rationality] is
s0, then theory and rationality are connected. The best articulation of something iswhat laysit out
inthemost perspicuousorder. But for those mattersamenabl eto theoretical understanding, themost
perspicuous order will be that from the disengaged perspective. This offers a broader, more
comprehensive grasp on things. Thus one might say: the demands of rationality are to go for the
theoretical understanding where this is possible.’®

Unfortunately Taylor does not stop here, and now | must quote him at even greater length:

| think that wewho livein atheoretical culturetend to find someview of thiskind plausible. And
so we are tempted to judge other, atheoretical cultures asipso facto lessrational. Thisisaquite
distinct question from finding them contradictory or inconsistent.

Indeed the above understanding of rationality can show how consistency can be akey criterion,
without exhausting the force of theterm. To strivefor rationality isto be engaged in articulation,
infinding the appropriate formulations. But itisastandard intrinsic to the activity of formulating
that theformulationsbeconsistent. Nothingisclearly articulated with contradictory formulations....
So consistency is plainly anecessary condition of rationality.”

| haveal ready madeclear, | hope, my objectiontothedistinction madeherebetween“ theoretical cultures’ and
“atheoretical cultures’ and the bias it assumes in favor of traditional Western philosophical and modern scientific
notionsof theory. If my imputationsof biasarecorrect, thenwhileitistrue, asTaylor says, that wearetemptedtojudge
other cultures aslessrational, it does not follow that we are being anything other than ethnocentric when we do so.
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Asfor Taylor’ sview of contradiction, onceagain hisunthinking biasinfavor of thedominant Westerntradition
of rationality leaps out at us here. In our quotidian lives, which extend far beyond the bounds of Aristotelian logic,
it isobviously not the case that “nothing is clearly articulated with contradictory formulations.” We need only call
to mind such formulations as “ she does and she doesn’t” in answer to the question “does she love him?’, or “heis
andheisn't” inreply to“isheintelligent?’ torealizetherelativeinsignificance of non-contradictioninour actual (and
yet still rational) lives.

Asfor consistency, Taylor has here within his reach a potentially important point, which unfortunately he
proceedsto undermine with more of the same biaswhich we have already noticed. Consistency, hesays, iscertainly
a“key criterion” of rationality — but then he takes another leap (or the same one again), and equates rationality with
articulation and then with “ finding the appropriate formulations.” But, aswe asked above about “clear articulations”
and “perspicuous order,” who is to judge which formulations are “ appropriate”, and “ appropriate”’ to or for what?

Itis, of course, theaim of Taylor’s project to set forth for us a standard on the basis of which we may judge
oneset of cultural practicesassuperior or inferior toanother. Thesekindsof judgementsareinevitable, Taylor argues,
not only in the sensethat they seemto be an inevitable part of the human condition, but al so becausethey arein some
sense internal to the logic of cultural diversity itself. The fact of cultural diversity seemsto require that we make
judgments, or at least that we make choices.

Diverse cultures are incommensurable with each other, Taylor says, in the sense that rugby and soccer are
incommensurablewith each other: “theruleswhich partly definethese games prescribe actionsin contradiction with
each other. Picking up the ball and running with it is against the rules of soccer.”® Just as one cannot play soccer
andrugby simultaneously, says Taylor, soisit alsoimpossiblesimultaneously toliveinand functionaccording to both
the“rules’” of modern European culture and those of Zande culture, or those of pre- and post-Galilean science. Now
if we areto confine the meaning of “incommensurable” to these boundaries, as Taylor seemsinclined to do, we may
concede that Taylor is correct.

Taylor assertsthenthat “incommensurablewaysof lifeseemtoraisethequestioninsistently of whoisright.”°
Onceagain Tayloriscorrect: thequestiondoesindeed seemtobeapersi stent one, and for somecultures(i.e., themodern
Western ones) even morethan for others. Because of this persistent human trait, however, Taylor wantsto proceed
to assert that the possession of thistrait somehow gives us (particularly us Westerners — we must not overlook the
implication) theability to practiceit well andto reach correct judgmentswhichtranscend our own historical and cultural
location.

At one level, the ground on which Taylor wants to base this apparent claim to transcendent judgment is a
perhaps uncontroversial one: all effortsto increase human knowledge aim at more effective practice.®® Onceagain,
however, Taylor does not stop here, but goes on to assert that the more effective practice at which these effortsaim
isinevitably amoreeffectivetechnol ogical practice.2 Here, asan exampl e, heappeal stotheability tomakeadistinction
between edibleand non-ediblefoods. |f modern Western scienceand technol ogy canincreasethescopeof thisability,
thensurely, Taylorimplies, any rational personwouldwant toembraceit, sincethepossession of themaximum possible
amountsof edible, rather thaninediblefoodsisagoal whichany humangroupwouldwishtoattain. Thusheconcludes,
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And this means that the protagonist of modern science has an argument which the Renaissance
magus [or presumably the Azande chieftain] must listento. One can amost put itintheformof a
modustolens: thereisno scientific advance without increased technical applicability; but in your
case, we see no increased technological application; so you are making no advance.?

EvenTaylor sensesthat thereisaflawinhisargument here: “wehadtoshiftfrom*‘applicability’ to* application’
inmoving fromthefirst premisetothesecond.” Herealizesthat “[t]he opponent could retort that hewasn’t concerned
about these applications, unlike our degenerate consumer society, but that the recipeswere being generated nonethe
less,” but this objection he brushes aside airily — “assuming that this loophole could be plugged” — and proceeds
onto histriumphant conclusion: “wehaveaprimafacieconvincingargument for the superiority of modernscience.” 2

Doweindeed! What thenareweto dowith such historical examplesastheancient Chineseuseof “ gun” powder
for fireworks rather than for guns, or of the “failure” of ancient Greek scientiststo develop atechnology? What are
we to do with a society — the Amish one, perhaps — which has access to the marvels of Western science and
technology, but which chooses not to take “ advantage” of that access? What about those who arguethat just because
we have made the scientific advance which gives us knowledge of nuclear fission, that does not mean that we should
apply such knowledge to the construction and use of nuclear weapons?

Once again, Taylor himself recognizes that he is not on very firm ground here and proceeds carefully to
backtrack: “Of course, the argument could break out on another level, around in[sic] just what superiority had been
proved.”?* That the argument could indeed “break out on another level” is clearly the case, as we have seenin the
preceding paragraph. Thuspushed by hislogical honesty, Taylor isforced finally to appeal towhat isat the sametime
anapparently modest and yetinfact an enormously arrogant conclusion: “at least in somerespectstheoretical cultures
score successeswhich command the attention of atheoretical ones, and infact invariably have done sowhenthey met.
A casein pointistheimmensetechnol ogical successof oneparticular theoretical culture, our modernscientificone.”

But surely thisisavery primitivenotionnot only of success, but al so of history; itisthemodern, secular version
of amoreancient argument: “Wehavewon because of thejustice of our cause, because Godisonour side.” That this
isso, while perhapsinevitable given Taylor’ s assumptions, isstill regrettable, becausein his essay there are hints of
amore hel pful consideration of the problem of rationality and relativism, and it isto these, along with Winch’ sessay,
to which | now turn.

Il Consistency and Rationality

Taylor, having set forth the incommensurability of soccer and rugby as an analogy for the possible
incommensurability of different world views such asthose of pre- and post-Galilean science, goesonto say, “ Giving
an account in termsof the correspondences|[asin pre-Galilean science] justisn’t avalid movefor modern science.” %
Here, | believe, Taylor comes so close to the heart of the matter that one can only be puzzled at hisfailureto pursue
theinsight implicit in this sentence unless one takesinto account the depth of hiscommitment to thea priori goal of
showing Western scientific culture to be superior in “rationality” (that is, “rightness’) to other forms of culture.
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Earlierintheessay, Taylor hassuggested “logical consistency” asacriterionfor judging “rationality.”# Here
again, heisvery closeto the heart of the matter, but he goes on to reject thisnotion. Logical inconsistency, he says,
may serve as a useful criterion for judging irrationality, “but our concept of rationality is richer” than this.®
Inconsi stency may be“ enough to explain the accusations of irrationality which we bandy aroundinour civilization,”
Taylor concedes, but, persisting in hisproject, hedemandsto know (while he assumesthat theanswer to hisquestions
isaffirmative) whether we can “ claim that, for instance, peoples of apre-scientific culture, who believe, let’ ssay, in
witchcraft or magic, arelessrational than we are? Or at |east that their beliefsarelessrationa 7'

Thus, driven on by his prior assumptions about the superiority of the Western scientific culture over others,
Taylor isforced to conclude, “But the judgement of irrationality, or at least of lesser rationality, doesn’t depend on
contradiction. For wearetemptedto judge aslessrational membersof atheoretical cultureswho plainly don’t accept
our canons|of rationality]....”*

This, as Taylor notes, brings us back to the Azande. The problem with the Azande, he argues, isnot just that
their beliefs about witchcraft and oracles contain [from our vantage point] contradictions. These “apparent
contradictions’ might be “ironed out if the peculiar nature of witches and witchcraft were to be given theoretical
description.”3! Thereal difficulty with the Azande, Taylor insists, isthat they are uninterested in giving their beliefs
the kind of theoretical formulation which Taylor wants. Thus

their very disinterest createsanimputation of | esser rational ity inour minds. Fromour point of view,
wefeel likesaying of themthat they aren’ t interested in how thingsreally are, outside of how things
function for themin their world of social practices. They aren’t interested in justifying what they
say and believe from this[our] broader perspective.®

And so, onceagain, Taylor failsto seethething right infront of hisnose: “if,” ashe himself putsit elsewhere,
“we stand inside an episteme” which links together the various elements of our world view (as he has just shown
“understanding” and“ attunement”, or knowl edgeand wisdom, to have beenlinkedin theepi stemeof the Renai ssance)
“it becomes not at all strained or unnatural” to argue for the validity or even the “rightness’ of that episteme.®

Thisisexactly the point which Michael Polanyi makesin hisconsideration of Zande beliefsand practices, as
well as our own and those of every culture, or even every sub-culture.

Our most deeply ingrained convictions are determined by the idiom in which we interpret our
experienceand intermsof whichweerect our articul ate systems. Our formally declared beliefscan
beheld to betrueinthelast resort only because of our logically anterior acceptance of aparticular
set of terms, from which al our referencetoredity is constructed.®

Of the Azande, Polanyi goeson to say that whilethey have“no formal and coercive doctrineto enforce belief
inwitch-doctorsandtheir practiceof thepoisonoracles. . . their belief ismorefirmly heldfor beingimbeddedinanidiom
whichinterpretsall relevant factsintermsof witchcraft and oracular powers.”* Asfor usmodern Westerners, wetoo
holdtobeliefsand practiceswhicharedependent for their “rightness’ onlogically anterior tacit (and thereforeinexplicit

21



andlargely unexamined) assumptions. “Andnoonewill deny that thosewho have mastered theidiomsinwhichthese
beliefsare entailed do al so reason most ingenioudly within theseidioms, even while— again likethe Azande— they
unhesitatingly ignore al that the idiom does not cover.” %

Polanyi, of course, calls our attention to the importance of “circularity” as a characteristic which helps to
maintain the stability of belief systems. Circularity, werecall, functionssomething like*“if a, thenb; but if b, thena,”
andsoon. Thiscircularity isevidentin Taylor’ ssurprisingly empathetic description of thepre-Galileanworld view.¥
Asaneveryday analogy of thecircularity of belief systems, Polanyi offersasan exampleadictionary of any particular
language:

If you doubt, for example, that aparticular English noun, verb, adjective or adverb hasany meaning
in English, an English dictionary dispels this doubt by a definition using other nouns, verbs,
adjectives and adverbs, the meaningfulness of which is not doubted for the moment. Enquiries of
thiskind will increasingly confirm usin the use of alanguage.®

Thisisthesamekind of point which Winchwishestomake: hequotesEvans-Pritchardwho saysthat “ Azande
observetheaction of the poison oracleasweobserveit, but their observationsarealways subordinated to their beliefs
and are incorporated into their beliefs and made to explain and justify them”; he then proceeds to restate Evans-
Pritchard’ s observation about the Azande, only substituting “European” for “ Azande”.*

Here, asel sewhere, Winchisdependent ontheimplicationsof Ludwig Wittgenstein’ sthought about language.
For exampl e, hecomparesthedi sagreement between Evans-Pritchard (and, by implication, afortiori Taylor) and himsel f
to the difference between the early Wittgenstein of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and the later Wittgenstein
of Philosphical Investigations. The later Wittgenstein had rejected the thesis of the Tractatus that there exists “a
general form of propositions” — that propositions qua propositions have some essential feature — and that a
propositionistruewhenit reflectsthe arrangement of elementsin“reality” itself. By thetimeWittgenstein wrotethe
I nvestigations, he had not only, asWinch notes, cometo realizethat languageisnot limited to propositions, but takes
anindefinitenumber of formsasitisput toanindefinitenumber of uses. Hehad al so cometoseethat just asthemeaning
of awordisto befoundinitsuse, so also doesalanguageitself emerge out of aform of life: “toimagine alanguage
meanstoimagineaformof life.”©

Now Wittgenstein' sterm “form of life” is one which has come to be used widely, and perhapstoo easily. A
formof lifeisnot atrivial matter, and the suggestion that it is could only be made by an essentialist — whether of the
admitted or closet vari ety — who tendsto see mattersof convention asmerely conventional — that is, merein contrast
to some more transcendent, unchanging truth. It isthese persons who Wittgenstein imagines to pose the question,
“So you are saying that human agreement decides what is true and what isfalse?’ To this Wittgenstein responds,
“It iswhat human beings say that istrue or false; and they agree in the language they use. That is not agreement in
opinionsbutinform of life.”*

Nearly any person who has given the matter of cultural diversity much attention, and who isnot caught up in
the (as Wittgenstein terms it) bewitchment of philosophy, but rather heeds his injunction to look rather than think,
senses the truth of what Wittgenstein means by form of life. For example, Winch quotes Evans-Pritchard speaking
of the “web” of Zande belief in which “every strand depends on every other strand”: “The web is not an external
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structureinwhich[aZande] isenclosed. Itisthetextureof histhought and he cannot think that histhoughtiswrong.” 4
Evans-Pritchard’s “web” is Wittgenstein's “form of life”, and, as Winch says, one might have expected Evans-
Pritchard’ sinsight about Zandebelief “tolead toaposition closer tothat of Philosophical Investigations”. LikeTaylor,
however, Evans-Pritchard isblinded to hisown insight by hisdesireto show that the modern Western view of reality
— itslanguage and form of life— isthe correct one, and that the Azande one wrong.

In hisdiagnosisof Evans-Pritchard’ sdifficulty, Winch, | believe, iscorrect, asheisin much of what hehasto
say. Where he goes wrong is the point at which he says that Evans-Pritchard’s concerns and those of the Azande
are“not onthe samelevel” . Thereisalurking ethnocentrism here comparabl e to Evans-Pritchard’ swhich becomes
explicit in the next sentence: “Zande notions of witchcraft do not constitute atheoretical system in terms of which
Azandetry to gain aquasi-scientific understanding of theworld.”* Although Winchisright to reject the notion that
the Azande areaiming for a“ quasi-scientific” understanding, Winch, as| have argued above about Taylor, iswrong
in his assertion that the Azande belief system does not constitute a theoretical system. Even the disclaimer Winch
offersinafootnoteto thissentence— “ Noticethat | have not said that Azande conceptionsof witcheraft have nothing
todowith understandingtheworldat al. Thepointisthat adifferent form of the concept of understandingisinvolved
here.” —isnot sufficienttofreehim. Whileonemay argue— perhapsinterminably — over what ismeant by “ adifferent
form of the concept of understanding,” the point isthat Zande beliefs have everything to do with understanding the
world and with atheoretical — though not atraditional Western theoretical — understanding of it.

Thus, when Winch saysthat “the formsin which rationality expressesitself in the culture of ahuman society
cannot be elucidated simply interms of thelogical coherence of the rules according to which activitiesare carried out
inthat society,” | must takeissuewith him. Understanding theformsinwhich rationality expressesitself in another
cultureiscertainly not asimple matter, and perhapsnot amatter of elucidation, but itisjust ascertainly amatter of the
logical coherenceinternal toaculture, itslanguageand form of life. “Truth” istruthinternal toaformof life, and only
an essentialist — explicit or implicit — can be disappointed by thisfact.

Our need for internal coherence — that is, our need not only to make sense out of our world, but to make
sense of it in away which agrees with that of fellow human beingsin the culture in which we find ourselves— is
an extraordinarily powerful need. We need only consider afew instances of people from one culture who find
themselvesin avery different one.

Surprisingly perhaps, Evans-Pritchard himself may serveasour first example. AsWinch pointsout (although
hefailsto make sufficiently explicit the significance of the matter), Evans-Pritchard makes* morethan oneremark to
the effect that ‘ obviously there are no witches'”, but then goes ahead to write of “the difficulty he found during his
field work with the Azande, in shaking off the ‘unreason’ on which Zande lifeisbased and returning to aclear view
of howthingsreally are.” ¢ Winchal so notesthat “ Evans-Pritchard himsel f ran hishousehol dinthe[ Zande] way during
hisfield researchesand says: ‘| found this as satisfactory away of running my home and affairs as any other | know
of.” "4

Another anthropologist and defender of transcultural rationalism tells a similar story. In an essay entitled
“Apparently Irrational Beliefs,” Dan Sperber describesaconversation with an old tribesman in which the latter tried
topersuadehimto embark onan expeditiontokill adragon (withahornat thenapeof itsneck and aheart of gold) which
could be found only two days' walk away.
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[H]e said hewould come back the next day and left. So | hadn’t managed to refuse[to goinsearch
of thedragon], only todelay. But why inthefirst place had | been so eager to refuse? Was| afraid
| would haveto confront thedragon? Didn’t | know that dragonsdon’ t exist? Surel knew, but still....

Therel was, atrained anthropol ogist...and anative came and asked metokill adragon. Inthefirst
second | knew | had hit on agreat pieceof data:...the cultural gapillustrated inavignette! Y et, one
second later, there | was, areluctant dragon killer staggering on the other side of the unbridgeable

gap.48

That these two anthropologists' experiences are not unusual we may judge, perhaps, from the enormous fear
and disgust which British colonials expressed for “ going native” and the extraordinary precautions which they took
toupholdtheformof lifeimplicitincontemporary British practiceswhileinthemidst of very different (and onceagain,
intheir view, inferior) cultures. A similar story istold by “sane” personswho find themselves as patientsin insane
asylums.

Whenwefind ourselvesin another culturevery different from our own and without the support of fellowswho
shareour original culture, the pull toward making sense of — theorizing about — theworld in the way othersaround
usdo isobviously very strong. When, so to speak, the game we are accustomed to playing is rugby, but everyone
around usis playing soccer, the urgeto join the soccer gameisconsiderable. Thisisso not because, as*rationalists”
throughout the ages have argued, the power of “unreason” is stronger than that of “reason”, but because the power
of thereason of the community — of theorizing about theworld as our neighborsdo— isso fundamental to thehuman
condition. Wearenot autonomousindividualswhoindividually construct our world de novo upon sometabularasa,
but, in order to be human at al, we areinevitably individualsin community with our neighbors.

This (for us) bedrock of human community need not lead us to conclude that our beliefs and our actions are
absol utely determined by the community in which wefind ourselves— whenin Romewe must do asthe Romans do,
whatever they do. If, as Wittgenstein urges us, we look, rather than merely think about human behavior we see that
thisisnot the case. Individualsdo believe and act in wayswhich are at variance with, which challenge and call into
question, the beliefs and practices of their communities. Sometimes other individuals, the community itself, other
communities, or “history” judgesthese challengesto aform of life as superior to the existing community consensus,
and sometimesasinferior. But neither individual swithinor without aparticular community, thecommunity itself, other
communities, or even “history” possesses any absolute transcultural, transhistorical guarantee of the rightness of its
judgments; even thereligions of theworld, which have all too often offered such absol ute guarantees, also recognize
thefallibility and imperfection of the human condition.

To return, then, to Taylor’'s analogy in which he suggests that different belief systems or forms of life are
incommensurable in the sense that soccer and rugby areincommensurable: it would seem to be true that one can no
morefully inhabit two different formsof life simultaneously than one can play soccer and rugby at thesametime. Y et
thisanalogy isauseful one in another way too: no one would seriously argue that one gameis superior to the other
insometranscendent way or that one somehow reflectstruth or reality moreclosely. Surely wecouldbenefitfrommore
fully incorporating theimplicationsof thisanal ogy into our understandingsand appreciationsof formsof lifedifferent
from our own.
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But where then does thisleave uswhen it comesto the matter of judging our rationality, our form of life, our
culturein relation to those of others? What are we to do about this relativism of rationality? This question raisesa
host of otherswhich are at the sametime both epistemol ogical and ethical. How areweto claim, as Taylor wishesto
doand asmost of us presumably aso wishin someway to do, judging by theway welive our lives,* that the Western
model of rationality issuperior to others? To turn to specifically moral questions, how are we to condemn Nazis, or
Serbs, or the present government of China, or the sentiments and actions of Jewish or Islamic or Christian terrorists?
Onalessglobal level, how areweto call into question and reject our friend’ sdecisions and actionswhen wediscover
that she has embezzled money from her doubtl ess oppressive and exploitive employer in order to pay off the $10,000
balance on her credit cards which had been run up by aman who claimed to be afriend, but who has now absconded?

Onwhat groundsdowestandto makethesejudgments, if rationalitiesimply moralities, andif all moralitiesare
based on rationalities which arerelative to time and place, each qualifying as atheoretical understanding, each self-
consistent, and aiming at an effective practice? Arewe prisonersof our particular rationalitieswith no placeto stand
from which we may judge them and those of others?

If once again, as Wittgenstein advised, we look, rather than think, we know immediately that it is neither the
case that we are prisoners, nor that we have no placeto stand. If either of these were true, neither rationalities nor
moralitieswould be challenged or changed, asthey are both minimally and radically every day. When wereject the
essentialist notion of rationalities and moralities, but, having done so, begin to be anxious about imprisonment and
places to stand, we both conceal and reveal our hidden agenda, our real questions. What is the picture here which
our anxiety frames?

| suggest that it is adeeply gnostic picture which isradically frustrated with the relative limitation which is
endemictothehuman condition.® Asaresult, it portraystheonly aternativetothislimitation—that is, the necessity
for beinginthisor that place at thisor that time— asinfinity and eternity. Likethe serpentinthe Garden, it portrays
andternateexistenceinwhichwewouldnolonger behuman, but“like God, knowing good andevil” without limitation,
absolutely.

What, however, isthealternate pictureand how may weframeit? Itisoneinwhichwerecognize our necessary
limitation, our rel ativity, whichal so, of course, impliesrecognizing our relatedness. Itisoneinwhichwe, by our actions
and our lives, affirm — to agreater or lesser degree— our rationality, our form of life, our culture— but affirm them
insuch away that werecognizethat our affirmationsarelimited, inaway that recognizes, asMarjorie Grenehassaid,
that “human aimsand interests can alwaysgo astray, they can be‘ merely’ subjective, ‘ merely’ commitmentsto what
isnot.”® Thisview, then, recognizesthat the“ objective’ knowledge which the essentialists promise us— or at least
some of us — is a mirage, yet recognizes also that the alternative to this mirage is not a hopeless captivity to
“subjectivity,” but rather, to use Polanyi’ sformulation, personal knowledge. Personal knowledge, in which Polanyi
means, of course, toinclude all human knowing, “ submitsto requirements acknowledged by itself asindependent of
itself,” but since such knowledge “is an action guided by human passionsit is not objective either.”5?

Y et, what assurancesdo we havethat in our knowingwewill not fall captiveto subjectivity, that wewill submit
to requirements which we acknowledge as independent of ourselves? We may be assured of thisto the extent that
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weareneither autistic nor psychotic. Ordinarily, knowledgeisknowledgeincommunity, just asrationality and moral
judgmentsarerationality and moral judgmentsincommunity. Wenot only acquiretherudimentsof humanknowledge
(the capacity for language) in community, and throughout our lives build upon these original communal foundations,
but also even when we pursue knowledge, or practice rationality, or make moral judgmentsin apparent isolation, we
are till continuously dependent, even if only tacitly, upon the language and other symbolic systems of our cultures,
aswell asupon its bedrock assumptions, and thisis so even when we disagree or take issue with some parts of these
assumptions.

Ashumans, theoneplacethat wecannot standinorder tojudgetherel ativemeritsof rationalitiesand moralities
is nowhere/everywhere. The god-like “objective” knowledge of theory as contemplation and the god-like certainty
whichitissupposed to provide and which the philosophers and modernity have held up to usasthe only form of true
knowledgeis, in fact, smply not available to us because we are not gods, but human persons located in a particular
time and place. Thuswe must be content with the fact that, as Grene has reminded us, “[h]istory...comesfirst” and
that “thereisno grasp of truth apart fromthe historical situation of theaspirant totruth.” Andsowhilewe, at our best,
areaspirantstotruth, itisalsothecase, asGreneremindsus, that, “[o] ur cultural heritagecomprises, asPolanyi remarks,
‘the sum total of everything in which we may betotally mistaken’.”*

What, then, am | to do as | stand in this place, at thistime, and judge my rationality and morality as superior
tothe Zandeone, or judge racismtobewrong? All | cando— and itisenough— isto say with Martin Luther, “Here
| stand; | cando no other. God help me,” and act on that saying in whatever way ispossiblefor me, while at the same
timel recall Oliver Cromwell’ swords: “| beseechyou, inthebowel sof Christ, thinkit possiblethat youmay bemistaken.”
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