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DISCUSSIONS:

KUHN ON INTRA-THEORETIC APPLICATION OF
TRUTH *

I

Edison’s analysis of Popper and Kuhn makes for a very
interesting and stimulating reading. Central to his analysis
is the ever reoccuring issue of truth, its importance and
role in scientific theorizing. Edison opens the discussion by
claiming “that in attempting to answer these questions en
behalf of the two philosophers, I do not commit any serious
errors of misinterpretation.’?

My reply to Edison’s paper stems from the fact that his
analysis of Kuhn's position on truth commits the “very
serious error of misinterpretation”? which Edison claims
to try to avoid. Nothing can be more stimulating than his
eclectic approach to Popper’s position on truth in philoso-
phy of science. However, I disagree with him on “the im-
putation of relativism” against Kuhn vis-a-vis the issue of
truth in scientific theorizing.

I will concentrate on the following passages among
others:

(a) So, Kuhn’s hesitancy aside, I consider Kuhn to
hold . .. that truth is an intra-theoretic concept, not
inter-theoretic . .. the framework according to Kuhn
contains the truth within it, and truth is not out-
side the framework; it is not an independent or
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absolute or objective concept, but is relative to the
theory utilizing it.?

(b) “Kuhn is a relativist with respect to truth.”*

(c) In contrast to the central role truth plays in Pop-
per’s philosophy of science, truth for Kuhn ... has
a negative part to play; it is a problem, a hindrance
for Kuhn, something which has to be explained
away.”

Edison, therefore, wonders how Kuhn “can forsake such a
powerful analytical artifact as truth.,”®

In view of the foregoing, I will firstly attempt to take a
look at Kuhn’s position on truth and secondly proffer a
reappraisal of that position using as it were an epistemo-
logical relationist model.

1I

Let us take a look at the following passage of Kuhn with
which Edison opened his discussion.

Granting that neither theory of a historical pair is
true, they nonetheless seek a sense in which the latter
is a better approximation to the truth. I believe noth-
ing of that sort can be found .. .7

In another passage Kuhn claims that there is a stereotype
procedure which is becoming fashionable with philosophers
of science “which I refuse to take”,® which is to appraise
theories as representations of nature, ‘“as statements about
what is really out there.”® These passages are perhaps hard
to reconcile with Kuhn's other remarks. For instance, he
writes: “I do not doubt ... that Newton’s mechanics im-
proves on Aristotle’s and that Einstein’s improves on New-
ton’s as instruments for puzzle-solving.’’1?

One may be inclined to ask how Kuhn can make this
claim if there is paradigm neutral “nature” that different
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systems of mechanics solve puzzles in? Puzzle-solving can-
not oecur in the absence of a paradigm. Rather, paradigms
attempt to conceptually organize, describe, and develop in-
sight into the workings of the world in which the puzzles
exist. If Kuhn recognizes the imrovement in different
theories of mechanics, he should as well recognize the con-
text in which that improvement occurs — and that means
ipso facto recognizing a paradigm neutral nature, or
“reality” which provides the context in which normal
scientific puzzles are solved. To call a paradigm “more
true” than its predecessor, then, is simply to judge it supe-
rior in its recognition and mastery of the environment in
which it solves puzzles. Moreover it might appear that
Kuhn demonstrates a confusion regarding these issues
when he claims that theory approximation to the truth
does not “refer to the puzzle-solutions and concrete predic-
tions derived from a theory but rather to its ontology .. .
to match between the entities with which the theory popu-
lates nature and what is really there.””1! T agree with Edi-
son that the above is further corroborated by Kuhn's “if
I am right, then ‘truth’ may, like proof, be a term with only
intra-theoretic applications.”'? It could be argued that this
is perhaps an overstatement on Kuhn’s part. The judge-
ment of the truth of a theory never refers just only to onto-
logy. For a theory, in order to be judged nearly or approxi-
mately true, has to make successful predictions, to report
accurately on the outcome of yet-fo-be conducted experi-
ments. Such prediction is not simply a matter of the entities
a theory postulates; it is also a matter of the properties or
dispositions these entities are said to have and the relations
that are said to hold between them. The mere enumeration
of a plausible set of entities would in no way elicit a judge-
ment concerning truth from the philosophers of science
the generalizations Kuhn mentions comes from. Attribution
of truth to a theory is a much more complex affair than
Kuhn's remarks indicate.’® It is obvious that Kuhn under-
rates in his discussion of truth, the importance of that con-
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cept to phlosophers of science. It may be misleading to pos-
tulate the existence of a theory which is “absolutely true”
and explain scientific progress as successive approximation
towards that theory, though Kuhn has not shown such con-
ception to be misleading. Assuming Kuhn ig right on this
point, he would still be mistaken if he were to conclude
from that, that science has nothing to do with truth. Truth
is, after all said and done, one of the motivating forces
and raison d'etre of scientific inquiry. As many writers
have rightly pointed out, it would be hard to grasp the im-
portance of scientific inquiry, and to comprehend the
dynamies of such inquiry, without reference to the concept
of truth. I believe that to underplay the importance of
truth in these matters is perhaps a licence to all sorts of
imputations on Kuhn’s laudable contribution to philosophy
of science. However, while truth plays, I believe, a funda-
mental role in scientific inquiry at least for the Popperians,
the exact nature of that role is a matter of great debate.
From the foregoing consideration which is akin to Edison’s
interpretation, he seems to conclude that since Kuhn up-
holds an intra-theoretic theory of truth, “I can see no way
that Kuhn can avoid the charge of relativism laid against
him with respect to truth.”* I believe that this is a mis-
interpretation of Kuhn’'s position. The bone of contention
here is the sense in which Kuhn claims in the “more essen-
tial one”!” not to be a relativist. There is no doubt that Edi-
son’s paper has tried to revive the old continuity-dis-
continuity debate in science but of course with a Popperian
slant. The debate is as old as science and it is bound to be
ever coming back because I think it unanswerable.

There is no one clear cut answer to the question: “Is the
history of science continuous or discontinuous?”’ Seen from
a vantage perspective, it is continuous, from another, it is
not. It is, that is to say discontinuous (“a chronological
sequence” — Edison p. 17) seen from Kuhn’s dynamics of
science whereas if viewed from Popper’s (and Edison’s?),
it is continuous. It is difficult to resolve the problem because
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proponents of these views (continuity — discontinuity) can
always cite historical examples to clinch their argument. In
fact that kind of debate can best be described as being cir-
cular, in the sense that each interpretes the same historical
data through its perspective. For instance, one can argue
from Popper’s theory of verisimilitude that the transition
from Newtonian to Einstein’s dynamics is a continuous pro-
cess, which is to say “a better or more approximation to the
truth,”'® in the sense that Newton’s theory can be reduced
to Einstein’s.

On the other hand, proponents of discontinuity in science
argue that Einstein’s dynamics represent an incommensur-
able and incompatible way of practising ‘science from
Newton’s. As a result, the emergence of Einstein’s dyna-
mics marks the “overthrow” and “displacement” of New-
ton’s. To clinch the point I am making, let us consider a
line “L” drawn by a painter “P” with his painting brush
across a white piece of canvass. When you ordinarily view
the line “L” with the traditional eye, “1.”" appears as a con-
tinum; but when you place “L” under the microscope and
take another look at it, “L” is seen as made up of discrete,
discontinuous markings. Can one then conclude that “L”
is a collection of discrete, discontinuous markings ox just
a continum? Were one to develop a theory of “L”, it would
be ridiculous to develop it in such a way that only continuous
marking could be considered as proper evidence, since the
discontinuous marking under the microscope would be
equally proper; and vice versa. In other words, a proper
view of the dynamics of scientific change and progress in
science must make sense of both of these historical pers-
pectives.'”

II1

This finally brings us to the “intra-theoretic application”
of truth in Kuhn’s dynamics of science, a position which
according to Edison, “makes Kuhn a relativist.”’®* For the

\
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sake of Mlustration, I will briefly formulate the relativism
charge against Kuhn as sharply as possible: An actual
paradigm change is described by Kuhn in “Sociological-
psychological language.”'® In this way one gets the impres-
sion of a complete parallel with religious and political power
struggles. Kuhn expressly identifies the “progressives” with
the “Vietors” in a paradigm struggle.?® Let us assume that
one literally takes this on its surface value. Assume further
to this picture is added the Kuhnian thesis of incommensur-
ability. All these add up to relativism. On this assumption,
Edison concludes his paper by saying: “to sum up, then,
Popper is an absolutist and Kuhn is a relativist with res-
pect to truth.”?1 To avoid any circulatory debate ag well as
reducing the whole issue to a problem of semantics, it is
necessary to make a distinction between ‘‘absolutism” and
“relativism”. Phillips in “Epistemology and Sociology of
Knowledge*? makes the distinction between the two con-
cepts. According to him, to accept that each separate culture
or group should decide by its own standards what probably
counts as scientific understanding, we opt for relativism,
while on the other hand when we “accept the existence of
universal, abstract definitions of scientific understanding

. . we land ourselves in absolutism.”?® Relativism has long
been an issue in philosophy and sociology of science. One
goes back to Karl Marx to see the connection between know-
ledge and socio-historical conditions. For Marx, knowledge
serves to distort reality, a distortion which is functional in
the sense that society is based upon the antagonism among
social classes. This distortion is upheld because the members
of society operate under a “false consciousness”, which is to
say that the knowledge about society which they believe to
be true is in fact false. Thus, Marx introduced the negative
connotation of the relationship between knowledge and
socio-historical conditions. Karl Mannheim in The Ideology
and Utopia® sees the converse to be the case. Mannheim
uses “ideology” to deseribe the elements of a positive rela-
tionship ; and “utopia” to describe the elements of a negative
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relationship. As a general term, Mannheim employs ‘“‘pers-
pective” which refers to a “mode of conceiving things as
determined by (a) historical and social setting”.® Mann-
heim seeks to escape “relativism” by contrasting it with
“relationism”. He claims that relativism is a product of a
combination of certain historical procedure and a theory
of knowledge which does not account for the interplay bet-
ween modes of thought and conditions of existence.*® Thus
construed, relativism is not an absolute epistemology but
rather a certain historically transient form of epistemology
which -conflicts with the type of “thought oriented to the
social situation”.?” Relationism on the ofther hand means
that knowledge cannot be formulated absolutely but only
in relation to the context of socio-historical conditions.
Knowledge, whether in science or otherwise is related to a
certain mode of conceptualizing nature, or interpreting the
world, which in turn, “is ultimately related to a certain
gocial structure which constitutes its situation.”2s
Relationism does not involve absolute criteria of truth
or falsehood, rather, such criteria are formulated in rela-
tion to the perspective of a given situation. Our procedure
in the remaining part of the paper is to examine Mann-
heim’s relationism (perspectivism) in contradistinction to
the traditional view of relativism: to show also that Kuhn’s
dynamics of scientific progress makes more sense if apprais-
ed through Mannheim’s relationist model. In a sense, this is
a kind of problem deflation by domain modification. Rela-
tionism according to Mannheim, states that every assertion
can only be relationally formulated. It becomes relativism
only when it is linked with other static ideal of eternal, un-
perspectivistic truths independent of the subjective expe-
rience of the observer, and when it is judged by
inter-theoretic ideal of absolute truth.?® Certain existential
factors in contradistinction to “pure logical possibilities”,
“inner dialectics”, “immanent laws”, influence the emer-
gence and crystallization of actual thought. Further, Mann-
heim notes that these existential factors influence not only
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the concrete content of our knowledge, they are as well
relevant in the genesis of ideas and penetrate into their
form and content. They determine decisively the scope and
intensity of our experience and observation, that ig, they in-
fluence the perspective of the subject. Every tradition,
therefore, has its characteristic point of view and conse-
quently sees the same object from a new perspective.

v

Two important points, however, are to be noted in Kuhn’s
dynamics of science concerning this argument. First, as
Kuhn claims, his works have been influenced by his dis-
covery of “the connected rudiments of an alternative way
of reading texts”, according to which to understand the
Aristotelian universe, it is necessary “to some extent (to
learn) to think like Aristotelian physicists.”?® As Kuhn him-
self notes, this discovery is a common place among histn-
rians, although it was for him a discovery of great impor-
tance which influenced many of his views about the correct
way of proceeding in the history of science, concerning the
origins of modern science, and concerning the nature of
scientific change If the historian is to avoid distorting
the history of science, his or her attitude should be “neither
reverence nor contempt but firat a kind of hypothetical
sympathy.”#? The reason why we require hypothetical sym-
pathy to understand for instance pre-seventeenth century
mechanics is that during the seventeenth century there had
been “a global sort of change in the way men viewed nature
and applied language to it.”’s® We have to learn to think like
Aristotelians not because their way of conceptualizing
nature is more primitive than ours but because in the
words of Herbert Butterfield, scientists had put on “a diffe-
rent thinking cap”, because they had picked up ‘“the oppo-
site end of the stick.” Kuhn calls attention to the cultural
and socio-economic factors which play an important role
in the establishment of new areas of scientific investigation,
while the sciences that have already achieved a significant
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body of technical doctrine are seen as being transformer
not by the discovery of new data but by the data already at
hand being conceptualized in a new way. Similarly, Merton
maintains that in much social behaviour, motive, purpose
and effect are in fact radically disjoined. Merton shows that
such actions can be reasonable and in fact comprehensible
if we study them in terms of their origin and cultural
effects, rather than in terms of which they were avowedly
undertaken. Merton’s approach demonstrates the “reason-
ableness” of non-logical practices. Social institutions are
not created by reason; they crystallize as “unanticipated
consequences of purposive social action”; they are “social
windfalls.”* The history of Art, Mannheim tells us, has
evidently shown that art forms may be definitely dated
according to their style, since each form is possible only
under “given historical conditions and reveals the charac-
teristics of that epoch.”® It follows therefore that what is
good or true for art, holds also for the sciences so that in
the sciences, we can detect with increasing exactness the
perspective due to a particular historical setting. With a
pure analysis of thought structure we can determine when
and where the world presented itself in such, and in such
a light to the subject that made the assertion. Kuhn's
evolutionary metaphor (Edison, p. 16) should he under-
stood in this context. Perspectivism, thus, signifies the
manner in which one views an object, what one perceives
in it and how one construes it in one’s thinking. It refers
also to the qualitative elements in the structure of thought,
elements which must necessarily be overlooked by a purely
formal logic. Kuhn refers to these as “values” (a component
of Disciplinary Matrix).?” These factors are respongible for
the fact that two persons, even if they apply the same
formal-logical rules, for example the new law of contradic-
tion, or the formula of syllogism, in an identical manner,
may judge the same object differently. What it shows is
that even in the formulation of concepts, theories, ete., the
angle of vision of the scientist is guided by the scientist’s
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interests. This is because, thought is directed in accordance
with what a particular social group expects. Thus, out of
the possible data of experience, every concept combines
within itself only that which, in that light of the investi-
gator’s interests, it is essential to grasp and incorporate.®s
The same argument can therefore, be extended to Kuhn in
the intra-theoretic application of truth.

In conclusion, our attempt so far is firstly, to try to make
a distinction between relationism (perspectivism) and
relativism; secondly, our position conduces to the view that
intra-theoretic application of truth does not necessarily
mean (relativizing truth) epistemological relativism;
thirdly, it depends, however, on how one looks at it but
if we agree with Mannheim that certain “existential fac-
tors” or with Kuhn that socio-historical determinants in-
fluence the origin and development of scientific theories,
we do not see how such an appraisal leads to relativism of
knowledge. Contrary to what Popper seems to suggest, there
is no need to think that if relationism (perspectivism) is
correct, we must appeal to violence to resolve our disputes.®”
Finally, one must recognize that truth, the cognition of
which is the business of philosophy, in the hands of Kuhn
is no longer an aggregate of finished dogmatic theories,
which once discovered, had merely to be learned by heart.
Truth is now in the process of cognition itself, in the long
historical development of science, which evolves from the
lower to ever higher levels of knowledge without ever reach-
ing, by discovery the so-called absolute truth, a point at
which it cannot proceed any further.

Department of Philosophy, J. I. ASIKE
University of Port Harcourt,
NIGERIA.
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