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BOOK REVIEW

Between Experience and Metaphysics : Stephen Amsterdanski

- D. Reidel Publishing Co., Dordrecht Holland/Bostan
1975 pp 193

Stefen Amsterdanski’s Between Experience and metaphysics
is a useful if not a brilliant book. First published in Polish in
1973, its English translation appeared in 1975. Yet its subject
matter is by no means dated. The book surveys some major
contemporary positions and controversies in the philosophy of
science and can serve as a handy reference work for a one semester
course in the subject.

“The central aim of this book™ in the author’s own words,
“is an attempt to approach science from such a perspective which
would replace the idea of a one-sided impact of facts on theoretical
thinking, as well as the reverse notion, according to which facts
are shaped by theoretical thinking, with a view of science as a game
between the mind and experience, and by that token to treat science
as a fragment of a larger whole — the intellectual culture of a given
period.” (p. xvii). And on two or three occasions the reader is
invited to judge whether this aim has been realized. Let me then
say straightaway that in my view the first part of the programme
is carried out quite convincingly through Amsterdanski’s critique of
radical empiricism, conventionalism, falsificationism of the Popper-
ian and the later ‘sophisticated’ Lakatosian variety and finally
of Kuhn’s well known account. It is the latter, constructive part
of the author’s endeavour, treated mainly in the last chapter, that
leaves a great deal unsaid and undone and indeed belies the
promise of earlier chapters.

The main thrust of Amsterdanski’s attack as becomes clear
rather early on, is against the view (implicit in both the positions
he rejcets), “that in the history of science the criteria of rationality
have remained unchanged, i. e. that they have a suprahistorical
character.” (p. 4) as also against the view which he attributes to
Kuhn, that since such criteria do not exist one is forced to espouse
some form of irrationalism in one’s account of the history of science.
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But since “‘the search for a line of demarcation is based on the
assumption that it is possible to specify criteria of scientific status
which have a supra-historical character, which do not change
with time”’ (p. 28), the author is led to abandon the very problem
of the demarcation between science and non-science as it appears
in the literatute. However, the opposite assumption, that it is
not possible to specify such criteria, is equally unworthy of considera-
tion since it amounts to a resignation from an attempt to answer
the question ‘what is Science.’

Amsterdanski’s own answer to this question is that Science
is characterized by its function in society of “unifying into a coherent
system practical skills and cosmological beliefs, the episteme and
the techne’ (p. 43) and that “the understanding of mutual relations
between the methodological standards of scientific activity and
the socio-historical conditionsin which science is practised should
be considered as one of the most important tasks of the Philosophy
of Science” (p. 3). Unfortunately, after these initial references in
the first two chapters, the author never returns to elaborate these
themes. Nor does he mention, leave alone discuss, Habermas’
Theory and Practice in which similar themes have been discussed.

Chapter III deals with the contexts of discovery and justi-
fication, Popper is properly castigated by the writer for seeking
to eliminate the knowing subject from his theory of so-called
‘objective knowledge’. Amsterdanski, rightly draws attention to
the fact that Poppers’ own view is implicitly both normative and
diachronic but the logical blinkers through which he views not only
the philosophy of science — he calls it ‘the logical analysis of
knowledge” — but his own work, prevents him from drawing the
implications of these features for the development of a criterion of
scientific knowledge. Lakatos’ effort to save the Popperian posi-
tion through his distinction between the internal and external
history of science, is considered but found wanting for essentially
the same reasons an insistence that any criterion of scientific
rationality be supra-historical.

Chapter IV offers us very familier fare on radical empiricism
and its untenability as a philosophical position. Its interest lies
mainly in references to the work of Polish authors we might other-
wise not come across. Thisisfollowed in Chapter V by a discussion
on conventionalism as a philosophical view of the relation between
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facts and theories. Here, there is a certain lack of clarity if not
downright confusion in the discussion which must be pointed out.
Amsterdanski conflates the notion of auxiliary assumption present
in any given piece of research with the school of conventionalism
as a philosophical view regarding the very nature of scientific
knowledge . I will illustrate my point with just one excerpt from
the discussion. Thus Amsterdanski : “It is a convention according
to which we agree to consider all of the background knowledge
as unquestionable and decide to throw the theory under test at the
mercy of the experiment. Thus it is apparent that no experiment
can be, nor is, an experimentun crucis sui generis. If we decide, how-
ever to accept it as such, we do this with the force of convention”
(p. 93). Yes, but not with the force of conventionalism!- Still
Amsterdanski’s major concern, which is to demonstrate the pitfalls
of clinging to the idea of a supra-historical criterion of scientific
rationality, is realized. Forin conventionalism, as in axiomatic
systems, the ultimate justification of theoretical statements ( theo-
rems) rests on ‘conventionally’ selected basic statements (axioms
rather than on “historical, sociological and quite possibly,
pragmatic factors of the growth of knowledge.” (p. 94).

Amsterdanski’s discussion of Kuhn and Lakatos is text-book-
ish, and hereby lies both its strength and its weakness. By which
I mean there is a reasonably good exposition of the positions
taken, followed by the stock criticisms of the notions paradlgm
and ‘revolution’. :

However, there occurs in this chapter a most curious passage
which claims that “. . ..the questions ‘what is the cause of revolu-
tions in science in general ? and ‘what is the cause of revolutions
within specific disciplines?’ are not completely synonymous. . . .as
they refer to two culturally different phenomena; the first happens
in science almost everyday, the other very rarely’. (p. 124 italics
mine). General revolution in Science everyday?

I will pass over the author’s discussion on Suszko’s attempt
to formalize the relationships of successive scientific theories with
the aid of a diachronic logic that analyses the degree of formal
-correspondence between their concepts. Though this exercise
has some independent interest for logicians and perhaps semanticist
I'tend to agree with Amsterdanski’s own statement : “In any case,
in the argument as to whether a scientific revolution does or does
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not mark a break in the correspondence between theories, it is
certain that it is not formal correspondence which is at issue.”
(p. 155) This chapter could perhaps have appeared as an Appendix.

Real surprise and disappointment comes however in the last
chapter. It starts well enough with a reiteration of the author’s
pet theme, that the disjunction between a supra-historical criterion
of rationality and irrationalism is not exhaustive, that there exists
a rational account of the transitions and revolutions in the history
of science in terms of the sociological, historical and pragmatic
factors obtaining at a given period. But rather early on in the
chapter, this insight is lost sight of and in the remaining pages of
the book the author confines himself to emphasizing ‘world perspec-
tives’, ‘cosmological visions of the universe’, ‘new ontologies’ and
‘new conceptions of man as a knowing subject’. In a sentence,
Amsterdanski’s conclusion now appears to be that “‘global revolu-
tions in science are characterized not only by the introduction of
anew order into the sphere of human experience but also by changes
in the cognitive outlook of man upon the universe and upon
himself : in other words, both a new vision of the universe and a
new conception of the cognitive experience” (p. 168).

All very well — but surely what Amsterdanski’s self appointed
task must be is to connect these new visions with relevant sociological
and historical factors. Instead he says (p. 167) “whatever are the
sources of the modifications in ontology, they in turn cause distur-
bances etc. etc.”” hardly the kind of statement one has been keyed
up to expect! Surely there is deep connection between metaphysical
assumptions and the development or lack of it of scientific theories
—but whence the metaphysical assumptions? Whereas Kuhn’s
book abounds in examples connecting world views with socio-
historical conditions, Amsterdanski does not even refer approvingly
to these, leave alone offer some of his own.

I cannot end this review without expressing my disappoint-
ment at the carelessness with which the book onein the prestigious
series—Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Science — has been
published. Since it has been translated into a language not the
mother tongue of the translator (neither Amsterdanski nor Micha-
lowski who translated it are native speakers of the English language)
one can possibly forgive occurrences of bad English here and there,
phrases such as “according to his opinion..” (p. 163), use of the
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preposition “by” for “with” (“‘faced by a problem™,) “‘should not
we. ...instead of the spoken ‘should we not..” ‘to the contrary
for® ‘on the contrary’ etc. But there are apart from this, a number
of serious editing lapses (they can’t all be printing errors), definite
artioles missing : “‘particular aspects of phenomenon under study.._
(p. 2) unnecessary indefinite articles added *““no such a statement
can satisfy’” (p. 80) ‘autothelic’ for ‘authotelic’ (p. 30) ‘then’ for
‘than’ (p. 175) question marks at the end of statements (p. 165)
which are less easy to condone.

When all this is said, there is much value in Amsterdanski’s
discussion. The book serves a definite purpose as I indicated
earlier and contains an impressive bibliography.

Deptt. of H. S. S. MOHINI MULLICK
1. 1. T. Kanpur.
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