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The later Wittgenstein presents all kinds of knowledge in the form of language
games based on forms of life. One of the implications of his later views is that certain
language games and forms of life are incommensurable. Since each person can know
the world only through his/her own form of life and language game, those who
subscribe to entirely different language games cannot have a proper understanding
of the forms of life of others. They are not able to critique and evaluate their
knowledge of reality unless they abandon their own customary forms of life and
internalize other forms of life that they want to know about, that is, to become a
member of a society based on those different forms of life. In contrast, Popper
emphasizes the objective nature of knowledge by considering external reality as a
major criterion of objectivity. Popper maintains that the growth of human knowledge
takes place through a never-ending process of critical evaluation of previous
knowledge claims and a continuous supply of new conjectures for capturing reality
and their critical appraisal incessantly. In this article, following a brief description
of the philosophical approaches of Wittgenstein and Popper (Sections 1 and 2), and
a brief explanation of the anti-relativist attitude of critical rationalism (Section 3),
we turn to a critical assessment of Wittgenstein's relativist approach through the
prism of Critical Rationalism (Section 4). The last chapter of the article (Section 5)
is dedicated to a brief recap of the topics discussed in the earlier sections.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Both Wittgenstein and Popper belonged to the tradition of analytical philosophy (in a rather extended and
somewhat qualified sense of this term). Wittgenstein's concern was more exploration and analysis of
language and meaning. In contrast, Popper’s was mostly interested in exploring epistemological issues by
means of examining scientific claims and methods. In this article and through a critical assessment of the
philosophical approaches of these two philosophers, we try to show that contrary to Popper's Critical
Rationalism, Wittgenstein's later philosophy leads to relativism.

Wittgenstein's philosophical approach

In his Philosophical Investigations (Wittgenstein, 1986) (= PIl), The later Wittgenstein, unlike the earlier
Wittgenstein who maintained that language has a fixed and unchanging structure, equates the meaning of
linguistic constructs with their use. According to him, language is a product of "forms of life" each of which
give rise to a particular "language game". A relation of "incommensurability" exists between various
language games. This means that only those who participate in a specific form of life can understand the
meaning of expressions, concepts, gestures and behaviors which belong to its particular language game and
"If language is to be a means of communication there must be agreement not only in definitions but also...
in judgments" (PI, 242). A question that can be asked about the knowledge claims made in the language
games that belong to various forms of life is: what is the criterion of their truth or falsity? In On Certainty
(Wittgenstein, 1969) (= OC), Wittgenstein introduces a set of linguistic entities which are known as "hinge
propositions”, which he believes are certain (beyond all doubts), the criterion of justification and truth and
falsity of the knowledge claims.

Popper's philosophical approach and Critical Rationalism

In Popper's philosophy, which is based on Critical Rationalism, three distinct worlds’ can be discerned in
the realm of reality (R). Popper has dubbed them World 1, World 2 and World 3. The first refers to the
world of physical states, the second to the world of mental states, and the third is the world of products of
the human mind (Popper, 2007: 25; Popper, 1972: 157). According to Popper, for traditional epistemology,
knowledge is subjective, i.e. it belongs to World 2. In contrast, he argues that knowledge is objective and
therefore belongs to World 3. He dubs this type of knowledge “knowledge without a knowing mind”
(Popper, 1972: 108-109)oFor Popper, the objectivity of knowledge claims is tantamount to their “public
accessibility and public assessability” (Paya, 2016: 331-333; Poper, 2004: 48-49), and the goal of acquiring
knowledge is to achieve a true representation of reality (Popper, 2007: 21). Popper is against the
"justification” of theories and maintains that the growth of knowledge is obtained through constructing
conjectures and eliminating their errors, not through the justification of knowledge claims (Paya, 2016: 540-
541). In Popper’s view truth is not manifest, and to get closer to it, it is necessary to subject all knowledge
claims to critical scrutiny in a non-dogmatic way, and be prepared to learn from others (Paya, 2016: 355;
Popper, 2013: 431).
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Popper and rejection of relativism

Poper subscribes to the correspondence theory of truth and maintains that truth is objective and independent
of the inquirers. He, therefore, rejects epistemic relativism (Paya, 2016: 414; Poper, 2004: 107-108).

Wittgenstein and the relativist approach

Wittgenstein is not interested in accepting the label of relativism, but it seems his philosophical approach
forces him towards this position. Among the later Wittgenstein’s commentators there is disagreement
concerning his relativism. David Bloor, Roger Trigg, Rudolf Haller, Ben Menahem, and Grayling regard
him as a relativist, whereas Derek L. Phillips, Patrick J. J. Phillips, Roger Shiner and Oswald Hanfling
disagree with such an attribution. The members of the first camp usually base their arguments on issues
such as "forms of life", "agreement in judgments”, "decisions" regarding beliefs, and Wittgenstein's
contractualist, constructivist, and pluralistic approaches. In contrast, those who reject the charge of
relativism try to present arguments against each of the above claims.

For example, focusing on the term "given" in the Philosophical Investigations, Hanfling argues that
"What has to be accepted, the given, is -so one could say- forms of life" (Pl, 226). He maintains that the
forms of life are not conventions and therefore cannot be easily changed; they are "given" and play a role
similar to the role of logic or grammar rules in language, and therefore cannot be changed (Hanfling, 2017:
222-230). But Hanfling's argument does not seem to be valid because, in the first place, as a result of new
experiences, forms of life change over time and with each change new vocabularies and procedures emerge.
Secondly, according to Wittgenstein, the “given” is not constructed by the individuals: the individuals just
encounter it in their forms of life (PI, p. 226).

Patrick J. J. Phillips also does not consider Wittgenstein a relativist. He points to two relativistic readings
of Wittgenstein, one of which goes back to the concept of language game and its function in Wittgenstein's
philosophy, and the other to the skepticism raised in the book On Certainty, which appears as a form of
cultural relativism. To exonerate Wittgenstein from cultural relativism, he raises the self-referential paradox
and argues that commentators can claim that cultures are incommensurable only when they are not, because
a third factor or external criterion is needed to judge between cultures, and as soon as we accept this external
criterion, we have practically abandoned the claim concerning the incommensurability and thus relativism.
(Phillips, 2007: 54). But Phillips' ‘argument’ is not accurate. It can be argued that basically his “novel’
paradox, is not a proper paradox at all. Because the opponents of relativism believe in the universality of
truth and the universality of the rules of logic, and being universal means being outside of all frameworks,
paradigms, and forms of life and ruling over all of them. But in Wittgenstein's point of view, "that human
agreement decides what is true and what is false” (Pl, 241) and agreement among humans, according to
Wittgenstein, can only take place among those who share in particular forms of life and not the human
beings in general.

In fact, Wittgenstein's emphasis on ‘the social’ is a factor that pushes him into the abyss of relativism.
This means that truth and knowledge only have meaning within forms of life. Someone who belongs to a
certain form of life cannot give it up and rationally and objectively criticize and evaluate the epistemological
values of other forms of life. Wittgenstein’s approach not only casts doubt on the objectivity of the social
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sciences, it also denies the possibility of exchange of knowledge between different forms of life. Moreover,
since there is practically no possibility of comparison between different forms of life or language games
(each follows its own internal logic), and also since there is no meta-language that includes all these different
languages and creates a single form of life in which all these various forms of life can participate,
understanding outside of any particular framework becomes impossible (Paya, 2016: 770-771, 776-777)

Conclusion

Contrary to Critical Rationalists who consider reality to be the final arbiter of epistemological claims,
Wittgenstein's entire philosophy is based on the analysis of functions of language, meaning of words and
expressions, and semantic network. It does not recognize a reality which is assumed to be independent of
all people. The problem that his approach faces stems from the fact that, for it, the final arbiter of the
knowledge claims is the agreement among people rather than reality. But the agreement among people could
block the way to objectivity because different ways of life and different language games are often
incommensurable with each other. It seems the later Wittgenstein reduces all things to the social constructs
that are created by conventions and are the products of people’s collective intentionalities. But conventions
and collective intentionalities do not provide a fixed point of reference; they change over time and from one
form of life to another. They therefore cannot be the arbiters of knowledge claims independent of people's
wishes and opinions.

Apparently, the later Wittgesntein, subscribes to a pragmatic theory of truth which relies on the wishes
and interests of people rather than the objective relation between knowledge claims and independent reality.
Pragmatism, however, as one can expect, leads to relativism.
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