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Abstract

Donald Davidson, in his essay, "On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme,"

presents arguments against what be calls the "the dualism ofscheme and content."

This dualism is the result ofan argument that typically insists that language is a

conceptual scheme, structured by a paradigm, ideology, or framework. that shapes or

organizes empirical contents, usually manifested as representations, facts, sensory

stimulations or experience. The result of this posited dualism is that different schemes,

having different structures, constitute ontologically different worlds. Since it follows that

speakers in those different worlds use languages that talk: about radically different things,

translation between those linguistic communities is impossible. This thesis of

untranslatability is sometimes referred to as conceptual relativism or incommensurability.

Davidson argues, and this thesis is a defence ofms claim, that such a dualism is

based. on an incorrect account of the relation between world and language. Through an

analysis of truth, meaning, reference and interpretation, Davidson is able to show that the

relation between world and language is unmediated. His analyses, I hold, pivot upon two

claims: i) that the meaning ofa sentence is the condition under which it is true; and ii) we

have to obey the principle ofcharity, that is, when we interpret a speaker, we must

necessarily count her right in most matters.



The arguments against the dualism ofscheme and content are supplemented in

this thesis with a comparison ofDavidson and Hans-Georg Gadamer, a Continental

philosopher. I compare claims made by both thinkers regarding understanding,

interpretation and truth. I show that not only are there many undeniable convergences

between them, but also that Gadamer's analysis ofhenneneutics can be used to

complement and illuminate some ofDavidson's concerns.

The conclusion reached in this thesis is that the dualism ofscheme and content is

partly the result ofattempts by some philosophers to define truth in tenns ofsomething

more fundamental. viz., reference. Drawing on some ofDavidsoo's later work.

supplemented with arguments by Arthur Fine's, '"Natural Ontological Attitude," I show

that truth is the most fundamental concept we have and escapes all attempts at general or

absolute characterization. In consequence, I maintain: i) that the relation between world

and language is unmediated; and ii) that Davidson's account oftruth transcends the

coherence/correspondence debate and the realism/anti-realism debate.
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IDtrodumOD

The aim of this thesis is to outline and defend Donald Davidson's arguments,

classically presented in his essay, "On the Very Idea ofa Conceptual Scheme."I against

conceptual relativism. Conceptual relativism, he argues, is entailed by a philosophy of

language that adheres to the dualism of scheme and content. 1bis dualism, or what has

become known as "the third dogma ofempiricism,rl1 states that there is a scheme or

language that is strUctured by a paradigm, framework or ideology, etc., that organizes and

shapes empirical content. Empirical content is here understood as experience. the totality

IDonaid Davidson. "On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme." in~
Truth and Interpretation (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1984). pp. 183-198.

toavidson, "On the Very Idea ofa Conceptual Scheme," p. 189. The first two
dogmas ofempiricism, those of the distinction between analytic and synthetic statements.
and reductionism, were exposed by Willard Van Orman Quine in "Two Dogmas of
Empiricism," in From a Logical Point oCYiew (Cambridge. Massachusetts: The Harvard
University Press, 1953), pp. 20-46



offacts, sensory stimulations or swface irritations, etc. Because different languages cut

up or organize the world differently, people from different linguistic communities live in

ontologically different worlds. As a result, communication between speakers of these

two different languages can be blocked, in principle, because such speakers could be

talking about radically different things.

In chapter 1 of this thesis I give a brief sketch ofwhy it is that some philosophers

think this is the correct account of the relationship between world and language. I show

that the idea ofa world organized by linguistic structures barks back to Descartes' and

Kant's emphasis on the subject as foundational in any articulation offirst philosophy.

Taking this emphasis into the twentieth century and into the linguistic turn, "subject"

becomes replaced by "conceptual scheme" or '"paradigm" in such thinkers as Wharf,

Kuhn, Feyerabend and Quine This replacement results in languages that are

untranslatable or incommensurable.

For Davidson, incommensurability is, in principle, impossible. He argues for the

rejection of incommensurability through an analysis of truth, meaning and interpretation.

In chapter 2 I outline his position on the status oftbese concepts. Davidson adopts the

work done by Alfred Tarski towards a characterization ofa truth predicate for a formal

language.} But for Davidson, the definition oftrutb is not all that can be achieved. with a

}Alfred Tarski, "1be Concept ofTruth in Formalized Languages," in~
Semantics and Metamathematics translated by J. H. Woodger (Oxford: The Clarendon
Press, 1956), pp. 152-278.



truth theory. He argues, as I demonstrate in this chapter, that a truth theory, with some

modifications, can be used as a meaning theory. That is, it can be used to state the

conditions under which any arbitrary sentence ofa language is true. Meaning, for

Davidson. becomes truth condition.

Davidson continues his polemic against conceptual relativism by showing how it

is that we develop truth theories for natural languages. This analysis, which is an

extension ofQuine's "radical translation,'>4 results in the articulation of several conditions

for the possibility of interpretation between two speakers. I outline Davidson's

conclusions from this analysis in chapter 3. One precondition of interpretation, which I

see as central to his argument, is the "principle ofcharity." This a priori principle

counsels that we must regard the speaker we are trying to communicate with or

understand as a speaker of the truth. That is, we bave to assume that an agent who

possesses a language necessarily shares with us a large number afbeliefs about the world.

With the results afthe analyses of truth, meaning and interpretation in mind, I

show how our conceptions ofworld, language, and the relationship between the two,

must change. The change is radical. Davidson himself says in one ofhis later essays that

..... there is no such thing as a language, not if a language is anything like what many

4Quine, Word and Object (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1960), pp.
26ff.



philosophers and linguists have supposed.."S In chapter 4 I try to illuminate and expand

on some of the results ofDavidson's arguments by comparing him with the hermeneutic

philosopher, Hans-Georg Gadamer. I argue, for instance., that "world" has to now be

interpreted as an horizon that is coextensive with with the language that constitutes it but

is always open to the possibilty of new encounters and interpretations. In contrast, the

thesis of incommensurability endorsed by Kuhn and Feyerabend, relies on the conception

of language as a closed horizon. The openness and flexibility of language, maintained by

Davidson and Gadamer, is the result. I ariuc, of placing primary emphasis on the concept

of truth. Different languages mesh with others easily because they are, for the most part,

concemed with the truth of the same subject matter. The mistake made by Kuhn and

company is that they place primary emphasis on the wrong semantic concept, viz.,

reference.

In chapter 5 I clarify why truth is the most basic concept we have by giving

arguments to show that it cannot be defined in tenns ofanything more fundamental.

Reference, ofcourse, does playa primary role within different semantic theories of truth,

but it can never be an explanation ofthose theories. Keeping this distinction in mind, we

are able to see that coherence and correspondence truth theorists are chasing phantoms in

their attempts to explain truth in terms ofsomething more basic. Following Richard

'Davidson, "A Nice Derangement ofEpitapbs," in Tnrth and Interpretation·
Pecmt!ljriy<:s Qn the PhilQsQphy Qn Ponald Davidsgn Ernest Lepore ed. (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1986), p. 446.



Rorty's suggestion6
, I argue that we should adopt Arthur Fine's '"Natural Ontological

Attitude," which Fine utilizes in an effort to prevent us from the pseudo debates of the

realists and anti-realists.' Those debates, Fine contends, also revolve around the mistaken

belief that truth can be reduced to something more primitive or fundamental.

The conclusion I reach in this thesis is that conceptual relativism and theses of

incommensurability are not acceptable results in a correct philosophy of language.

Taking trUth as basic, we can see that the relation between world and language is

unmed.iated. That is, there are no epistemic intermediaries (schemes or contents) that

play an explanatory role in how it is that we know the world or understand a language.

6Richard Rorty, "Pragmatism, Davidson and Truth," in Obiectivity Relativism
and Tnub· Philosophical Papers Volume [ (Cambridge: The Cambridge University Press,
1991),p.150.

'Arthur Fine, ''The Natural Ontological Attitude," in The Shaky Game (Chicago:
The University ofChicago Press, 1986), pp. 112-135.



Chapter 1

A Statement of tbe Problem:
Tbe Dualism of Scheme and Content

1 I Introduction

Descartes developed and empbasized several principles which came to be seen as

cornerstones to the understanding and articulation ofany future philosophy in the West.

The basic principle, the foundation ofall others, is that knowledge of the existence of the

self is indubitable. The cogiro is the most certain individual piece ofknowledge we can

have; it is the only belief that can survive a rigorous methodological doubt. Through a

series ofwell-known deductions, Descartes claims that this cogito, a spiritual or mental

substance, is radically distinct from the external world or material substance. As well as

being distinct from material substance. spiritual substance is more well known than

material substance. Ali a self, or cogito, the self bas privileged access to itself. In

addition, the means to knowledge of the external or material world is the spiritual

substance. r am more certain ofmy perceptions of the world. which are a part ofme, than



I am of the world itself. That is, I am certain that I have perceptions ofthe external

world, but I am not certain that these perceptions are accurate representations oftbe world

"in-itself" By giving epistemological priority to the self and its components (Le.,

perceptions). Descartes forever put into doubt the ''thing-in-itself.'' We can know

ourselves directly, but the knowledge of the world is always mediated by our perceptions

or representations of it.

It is commonly accepted that after Descartes. philosophy split into two separate

schools: rationalism. and empiricism. To put it crudely, it could be said that these schools

were based (respectively) upon the two ideas that Descartes asserted were indubitable: the

self, and the perceptions that this selfhas of the external world. For my purposes. it is

important to emphasize the fact that both of these branches emphasize the mental (or

aspects of it) over ''the external." The external world in-itself is cognitively inaccessible.

This tendency to neglect the thing-in-itself in favour of the mental, and what is given to

this substance, is again reaffirmed in the philosopby ofKant. Kant showed through a

transcendental analysis that there is no cognitive access to the noumenal world. Our only

cognitive access to the world is "filtered" through the forms of intuition and the

categories of the understanding. These "filters." so to speak, give us the only picture of

the world that we can comprehend. What we consider to be "material" is a synthetic

product of the intuitions and categories ofthe mind - what Kant calls the phenomenal



world. Kant's famous metaphor is that we see the world as if through coloured glasses-

and, to continue the metaphor, there is no way that we can take the glasses off.

The start of the twentieth century saw a revolution in the history ofphilosophy

that was tantamount to Descartes' meditations on the self. Since Gustav Bergmann. this

revolution is usually known as the "linguistic tum.nl This revolution emphasizes the

importance of language in philosophical matters and sees language as the key to

understanding, resolving, or sometimes even dissolving, philosophical problems. With

this revolution, there is a new understanding ofold concepts and debates.

One such "new understanding" is a reinterpretation ofwhat the mind is. It came

to be seen that a condition for rationality (or humanity) is the possibility of utilizing and

understanding a language. Kantian philosophy, which tries to give the transcendental

conditions ofexperience, was reinterpreted by this "tum" to language. The Kantian

categories are now translated into linguistic concepts. Our only access to the world is

through the mediation of these concepts. In the same way that Kant would have argued

that an alien who bad different categories or forms of intuitions would live in a different

phenomenal world, so some new philosophers tried to argue that a change ofconcepts

(essentially a change of language) results in a different understanding and experience of

IGustaV Bergmann. "Logical Positivism, Language, and the Reconstruction of
Metaphysics," in The MetaphYSics of[ ogiC31 Posjtivism (Westport: The Greenwood
Press. 1954). pp. 30-77. Richard Rorty bas also collected a series ofessays on semantics
in a book under this title; Richard Rorty, ed. The Linguistic Tum· Recent Essays in
Philosophical Method (Chicago: The University ofChicago Press. 1967).



the world. All access to the world is linguistically mediated. Language is the way we

organize the world, and it is organized differently according to the language that one

speaks. In the representative words ofBenjamin Whorf:

... rnhe forms ofa person's thoughts are controUcd by inexorable laws ofpattern
ofwhich he is unconscious. These patterns are the unperuived intricate
systematisations ofhis own language - shown readily enough by a candid
comparison and contrast with other languages. especially those ofa different
linguistic family. His thinking itselfis in a language - in English. in Sanskrit, in
Chinese. And every language is a vast pattern-system, different from others, in
which are culturally ordained the forms and categories by which the personality
not only communicates, but also analyses nature, notices or neglects types of
relationship and phenomena, channels his reasoning, and builds the house ofbis
consciousness.2

To follow Kant's metaphor, language is a set ofcoloured glasses, except for the fact that

there are many pairs that we could possibly wear (many languages that we could possibly

speak). This, at least, is what some argue.

The assumption that prevailed in this "tum" to language was that we still needed a

first philosophy. rn the Cartesian and Kantian philosophies. it is God, the self(cogilo) or

the transcendental categories that were the ground ofall possible knowledge and

experience. The revolutionary "tum" merely shifted this ground from God, the cogilO, or

the categories, to language. Language became the "cooditionless condition" - it became

tim philosophy.

Rorty argues:

%Benjamin Lee Whorf, "Language, Mind, and Reality," in Language ThQught.
and Reality· Selected Writings ofBeniamin Lee Wharf ed. John B. Carroll (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: The MIT Pn:ss, 1956), p. 252.



... [this] became necessary because, in the course ofthe nineteenth century,
evolutionary biology and empirical psychology had. begun to naturalize the
notions of "mind,""consciousness," and "experience»]

Language was one of the last domains that a philosopher could turn to that apparently

escapes the naturalization processes ofhistory and evolution. The concepts of"mind,..

"consciousness," and "experience" became replaced by concepts such as "language,"

"meaning," and "facts." "Philosophy of language ... was supposed to produce conditions

ofdes<:ribability, just as Kant had promised. to produce conditions ofexperienceability."4

In the "linguistic tum,.. the world is still a realm that is out ofour reach except through

some sort ofmediation.

Rorty argues that the assumption that language is the proper subject of first

philosophy is the result of the works ofsuch thinkers as Frege and the Tractarian

Wittgenstein. But language, as a transcendental enterprise, did Dot survive the scrutiny of

the push for naturalization. The Wittgenstein of the Philosophical Investigations for

instance, sees language as a tool - a set of noises and marks that we use to get things

done. As a tool, it has no determinate structure or meaning. Language is not absolute or

necessary in any sense at aU. It is a contingent, arbitrary and completely natural

endeavour. With the Wittgensteinian notion oflanguage, the world no longer becomes a

3Rorty, "Wittgeostein, Heidegger, and the Reification ofLanguage," in:I:M
Cambridge CompanioD to Hejdegger (Cambridge: The Cambridge University Press,
1993), p. 340.

4Rorty, "Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and the ReificatioD of Language," p. 341.
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by-product ofthe selfor language. The world is now something that we are in

unmediated touch with.

1 2 The Qayj4s0ojan Project

For the most part, the philosophy of language, in the second halfof this century,

bas followed the later Wittgenstein in his attempt to naturalize language. In many

respects, Davidson is a disciple of Wittgenstein in that he attempts to demonstrate the

contingency oflanguage and tries to restore our contact with the world. One of

Davidson's endeavours, according to Ratty, has been to expunge from a naturalized

philosophy oflanguage any hidden assumptions or dogmas that hark back to the "heyday

ofmeanings'" and the "reification oflanguage.'Wl Two of those dogmas were exposed by

Quine, Davidson's teacher, in his famous essay, "Two Dogmas ofEmpiricism."

It could be argued that these dogmas were exposed after recognition of the fact

that meanings ofwords are not determinate in any sense at all. The notion that there are

determinate meanings "out there" with names as labels is what Quine calls the "museum

myth ofmeaning." Against such a myth, Quine argues that there are two parts to

SIan Hacking, Why Does I anallagE! Maner to PhilOSOphy (Cambridge: The
Cambridge University Press, 1975), pp. 57ff. Hacking sees Russell and the early
Wittgenstein as spokesmen for this heyday.

'Rotty cites Bjern Ramberg as pointing out that ..... Davidson's principal motive
is to avoid the reification of language;" "Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and the Reification of
Language," p. 346. cf. Bjern Ramberg, Donald Pavidson's PbUgsopby ofl,angwwe' An
!nlrol!lIolilm (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989), pp. 98ff.

11



knowing a word: knowing how to make the sounds (the phonetic part), and knowing how

it is used (the semantic part). The meaning ofa word is not some entity, but rather bow a

word is used in some language.

For naturalism the question whether two expressions are alike or wilike in
meaning bas no determinate answer, known or unknown. except insofar as the
answer is settled. in principle by people's speech dispositions, known or
unknown.1

The first "dogma" Quine attacks is the distinction between analytic and synthetic

statements. In traditional concepts of language, it was held that there was a clear

distinction to be made between statements that were true by virtue ofmeaning alone, and

statements that were true because of some experience or fact about the world. Examples

such as:

(I) All bachelors are unmarried men.

were seen to be paradigmatic of the former, viz., analytic statements. In these statements,

the predicate term exhausts all instances of the subject term. It is part of the meaning of

the subject term to be subsumed under that predicate. What Quine subsequently showed

was that, ifthere was no such thing as "meaning" (taken in the sense ofan "obscure

intermediary entit[y],"), and ifwords were tools, as argued by the later Wingenstein, then

the distinction could not be maintained between analytic and synthetic. No statement is

1Quine, "Ontological Relativity," in Ontological Relativity and Other Essays
(New York.: The Columbia University Press, 1969), p. 29.

'Quine, ''Two Dogmas of Empiricism," p. 22.

12



true in virtue: ofmeaning or in virtue of fact. Meaning is bow a word is used. and this

usage is easily altered. Furthermore, in a holistically understood language, it is difficult

to separate facts from meaning. To alter the meaning ofa sentence or word is at the same

time the alteration of the facts. Fact and meaning are not as independent ofeach other as

some philosophers have argued..

The second dogma exposed by Quine was that of reductionism.. Reductionism

was the philosophy of the verificationists. They held that every statement was either

d.irectly about experience, or else, logicaliy reducible to such a statement. But, argues

Quine, to hold that statements can be confirmed by appeal to the facts (synthetically) is

also to hold that there are other statements that can be confirmed. by meaning alone

(analytically). Quine opts for a holistic notion oflanguage where it is not statements that

are empirically significant, but whole theories (or languages):

Ifthis view is right, it is misleading to speak. of the empirical content ofan
individual statement - especially if it is a statement at all remote from the
experiential periphery ofthe field. Furthermore it becomes folly to seek a
boundary between synthetic statements, which bold contingently on experience,
and analytic statements, which bold come what may. Any statement can be held
true come what may. ifwe make drastic enough adjustments elsewhere in the
system.'

Davidson bolds that be bas discovered a third dogma, viz., the dualism ofscheme

and content. To hold that there is a scheme (or language or structure or system) that

organizes the contents ofexperience is to bold that language is a transcendent, reified

'Quine, "Two Dogmas ofEmpiricism," p. 43.

13



entity that is not a part of the world (or experience of the world), but a condition of it.

Davidson's arguments against this third dogma apply, then, to a select group of thinkers:

those that belong to the later Wittgenstein's naturalized philosophy oflanguage and who

do DOt adh= to the first two dogmas which Quine bas~

Ifwe give up the dualism [ofanalytic and synthetic statc:m.cntsJ, we abandon the
conception ofmeaning that goes along with it, but we do not have to abandon the
idea ofempirical content. Empirical content is in tum explained by reference to
the facts, the world, experience., sensation, the totality ofsensory stimuli, or
something similar•..• Thus in place of the analytic+syntbetic we get the dualism of
scheme and contenL ID

Davidson's project, as will become evident in later chapters, is to get rid of the

idea that reference to an extra-linguistic reality plays a primary or constitutive role in an

account ofwhat our words mean. He rejects the notion ofa conventional and

community-based language with a fixed structure that shapes or organizes, through the

constitutive referential relation, empirical contenL It: as Davidson argues, reference does

not playa primary role in how it is that our words mean what they do, then there is DO

referent (content), and DO organizer (scheme). 1his is not to say that there is no world or

DO language. Rather, what Davidson is denying is that there are intermediary entities,

like representations, meanings. experiences, the totality ofsensory stimuli, etc., which

can be shaped or organized by the conceptual schemes ofdifferent languages. with the net

result being "worlds" that are radically different in different languages. M Davidson

says:

'''Davidson, "On the Very Idea ofa Conceptual Scheme," p. 189.

14



In giving up the dualism ofscheme and content. we do not give up the world. but
re-establish unmediated touch with the familiar objects whose antics make our
sentences and opinions true or false. 11

I take Davidson's point in this last quote to be that i.t is "truth.. that is the concept that bas

to play the primary role the relation between language aDd world. and not "reference." If

we take reference as primary we open ourselves up to the possibility ofconceptual

relativism.

In the next three sections. I look at three thinkers. Quine, Feyerabend and Kuhn.

who take "reference" to be the mainco~t in the description between world and

language. In the articulation of their respective positions, it becomes obvious that they

bold that there is an epistemic intermediary, taking the form. of sensory stimulus,

experience, etc., that can be organized or cut-up depending upon the language (or theory)

which one bas. It is lhat position which Davidson argues against in his essay, "On the

Very Idea ofa Conceptual Scheme," and ofwhich this thesis is a defence.

J 3 Ouine's Tbeor#jcaI Qualjsm

Part of Davidson's project to get rid ofthe dualism. ofschcm.e and content is

already carried out in the work. ofQuine. For Quine. as we have already seen, there is no

sense to be made of the notion of reference to extra-linguistic entities (whatever form.

they may take) in an account ofmeaning. Quine's contention is that reference is

IIDavidson, "On the Very Idea ofa Conceptual Scheme," p. 198.

15



inscrutable.12 For the most part. we come to this conclusion of the inscrutability of

reference through the fact that translation is indeterminate. This indeterminacy is

demonstrated in radical. translation. By "radical. translation," Quine means the task of

trying to understand a native speaker from scratch strictly by her behaviour and

dispositions. Quine argues that there is no other way. When we try to translate the

native's words, or develop a translation manual13, we will soon discover that a native's

sentence can be translated consistently in more than one way.

Quine uses the famous example ofa native uttering the word "gavagai" in the

presence ofa rabbiL When the radical translator tries to develop an analytical hypothesis

for this utterance in her translation manual, she will notice that several translations will

work equally well. "Gavagai" could equally be translated as. for example, "rabbit,"

«rabbit-part," "rabbit-hood," etc.• without any determination as to which is correct. In

12fiowever, Quine and Davidson come to two radically different conclusions from
this realization. Quine holds that the inscrutability ofreference leads to the possibility of
several equally consistent translation manuals for the same language. and that each
translation manual posits a different ontology into that theory or language. Quine's
conclusion. then. is ontological relativity. Davidson argues that the inscrutability of
reference leads one to abandon the idea that reference plays any role in a theory of
meaning. Instead ofontological relativity, Davidson argues that "reference" must be
abandoned. See chapters 4 and 5 for my account of the importance ofDavidson's
rejection of ,'reference" and the consequences it has for the dissolution ofthe "third
dogma."

lJDavidson's equivalent ofQuine's translation manual is what he calls a theory of
truth. Quine's translation manual is a list ofanalytical hypotheses, whereas Davidson's
theory oftruth is a list ofT-sentences. The importance of the distinction between
Quinean translation manuals and Davidsonian truth theories is spelled out in section 3.2.
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fact, the notion of"correct" here bas to drop out Correctness of translation is a

cornerstone oCthe museum myth ofmeaning. What we have, rather, are translations that

are relative. And if the native's utterances could be translated in more than one way, then

the reference ofthose utterances is also relative. That is, there is no way to know what a

native is refening to by her statements. There can be several translation manuals for the

same language, as weU as several determinations as to what the reference ofthose

translations are. The conclusion is that if there are several ways to develop a translation

manual for a language, then it has to be granted that the ontology ofdifferent languages is

also relative. In fact. states Quine, ontology is doubly relative:

Specifying the universe ofa theory makes sense only relative to some background
theory, and only relative to some choice ofa manual of translation oCthe one
theory into the other. 14

The "background theory" which Quine is referring to here is, ofcourse, one's own

language. Reference, however, is just as inscrutable here as it is in the translation of the

native's language:

On deeper reflection, radical translation begins at home. Must we equate our
neighbour's English words with the same strings of phonemes in our own
mouths? Certainly not; for sometimes we do not thus equate them. 15

Ontology cannot be specified for one's own language, nor can it be specified for the

native's language that the translator is trying to translate.

14Quine, "Ontological Relativity," pp. 54-5.

UQuine, "Ontological Relativity," p. 46.
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Quine says that this postulating ofalternative theories can happen in science as

well. That is, Quine asserts that a scientist can develop two alternative theoretical

systems oCthe world that are both empirically equivalent (that is. both theories analyse

the same domain ofexperience. and both imply the same observation conditionals but do

not reduce to each other). If the theories did reduce to each other by a reconstruaI of

predicates. then they would be logically equivalent to each other. By "reconstruaI of

predicates." Quine means that the two theories say exactly the same thing, just using

different signs (e.g., the second theory may be identical to the first except for the fact that

two predicates have switched places). Quine says that there can be an articulation of two

theories that are empirically equivalent, but not logically equivalent, and, hence. not

reducible to each other. But instead ofopting for a relativism (as it appears Feyerabend

and Kuhn argue for; see below), Quine states that we assign different signs to the two

theories and accept a dualism. In fact, this happens in practice all the time. "Oscillation

between rival theories is standard scientific procedure anyway, for it is thus that one

explores and assesses alternative hypotheses."16

Feyerabend and Kuhn, as I will show here, do not opt for a dualism between rival

theories using distinctive signs. They argue that scientists, in practice. do not use

different signs each time a theory changes (and, hence, the meanings ofthe terms), but

rather say that two rival theories are incommensurable. That is, the meanings of the

l~e. "On Empirically Equivalent Systems oftbe World," Erkenntnis. 9
(1975). p. 328.
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words are not consistent between the two theories and hence they are extensionally

incompatible.

I 4 Feymhend'$ Theoretical Pluralism

Like Quine. Feycrabcnd holds that we cannot make a clear distinction between

analytic and synthetic statements. Because ofthe abolition of this distinction in a

coherent notion of empiricism. Feyerabeod holds that the distinction between observation

statements and theoretical statements is aiso an out-moded or dogmatic notion. Like

Quine, he holds that it is whole theories that confront experience. not individual

observation statements. Feyerabend asserts that there is no asymmetry between

observation statements and theories. Even the simplest statements ofperception entail

some theory - regardless of bow gencral:

According to the point ofview I am advocating, the meaning ofobservation
sentences is determined by the theories with which they are connected. Theories
are meaningful independent ofobservations; observational statements are not
meaningful unless they have been connected with theories.. n

The dogma of reductionism is also dropped by Feyerabcod. In fact, not only does

Feyerabend drop the idea ofpossibly reducing highly abstract theories to a purified set of

observation statements, be also denies the possibility of reducing one theory to any other.

17paul K. Feyerabcnd, "Problems ofEmpiricism," in Beyqod the Edge of
~ cd. Robert G. Colodny (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall Inc., 1965), p. 213.
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That is. he argues that there can be two theories that are empirically adequate for the same

set or domain ofevidence, yet these two theories are not reducible to each other.

Feyerabend argues that the traditional conception ofscientific methodology as

theoretically monistic is flawed. Feyerabend defines whaI he calls "theoretical monism.n

or "radical empiricism," as the position that holds these two dogmatic principles: i) the

principle ofconsistency, and ti) the principle of meaning invariance. These dogmas are

congruent with the two exposed by Quine.

The principle ofconsistency stateS that ifthere are two theories, Tand T', that

cover the same domain ofexperience D. and are mlpirically adequate. then T is either

reducible to, or subsumed under, T', A condition of this principle is the notion of

meaning invariance. This latter principle states that tenos have a constant meaning,

independent of their context of usc. If there are two theories, T and T', that use the same

term x, then the meaning (in whatever way "meaning" is understood) ofx stays constant.

According to radical empiricism. ifT' is inconsistent with T, then it is to be rejected.

There is an inconsistency because there is an improper use of the terms - that is, the new

theory uses the terminology in an incorrect way. It does not adhere to the principle of

meaning invariance. A statement in T' cannot be reduced to a statement in T ifa teon x

changes meaning in the two theories.

As stated above, Feyerabend holds that the meaning ofa tenn is dependent upon

the theory that it is a part of. A direct consequence ofthis, and., bence, a refutation of the
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notion ofmeaning invariance, is that meaning varies when the theory varies. Feyerabend

gives numerous examples in the history ofscience that demonstrate this fact. For

instance. "mass" bas a different meaning in classical (Newtonian) physics than it bas in

relaJivity theory. In classical physics. it is held that the mass ofan object is equal to the

sum of the mass of its parts. whereas in relaJivity. the concepts of~elocity.""energy,"

and the chosen coordinate system play an integral role in the determination ofmass.

Because ofthe fact that "mass" bas such divergent meanings in these two theories, it is

evident that it would be impossible to connect these two theories (classical and relative)

by some sort ofbridge law or reduction. Ifterms have different meanings in different

theories, then this demonstrates the impossibility ofa reduction ofone theory to another.

Feyerabend calls this impossibility of reductionism "incommensurability." ''Two

theories will be called incommensurable wben the main descriptive terms depend on

mutually inconsistent principles.""

Feyerabend asserts that the correct empirical method ofscience is what he terms

"theoretical pluralism." 1his method. which he argues would lead to a strict empiricism.

allows for incommensmable theories within the same domain ofexperience. Actually,

Feyerabend encourages the development of incommensurable theories. In this way, we

are able to challenge and test the theories that came before. For the most part. theories

are internally consistent The only way of refuting them is to take a position outside of

llfeyerabend, "Problems of Empiricism," p. 227, 019.
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that theory. According to theoretical monism., incommensurable alternatives to consistent

theories are to be rejected in favour ofthe true and tried. Feyerabend, however, holds that

ifwe bad accepted this methodology we would not have made any scientific progress.

His theoretical pluralism allows for the development ofcrucial tests that determine which

theory is to be preferred. The preferred theory is usually the one that leads to new facts

and new predictions that were not derivable from the old theory. So, on Feyerabend's

account, incommensurable alternatives are the key to scientific progress. Feyerabend

argues that it:

... has been shown that in most cases it is impossible to relate successive scientific
theories in such a manner that the key terms they provide for the description ofa
domain D', where they overlap and are empirically adequate, either possess the
same meanings or can at least be connected by empirical genera1izations.19

1 5 Kubnian Incornrnensurabjljty

Kuhn is another empiricist who has accepted Quine's embargo on the distinction

between analytic and synthetic statements and the possibility ofreductionism. Thus, he,

like his contemporary Feyerabend, accepts the notion oftheoretical holism - the doctrine

that it is whole theories, and not individual statements, that are meaningful. Kuhn also

denies that there is a neutral observation language to which we can appeal to allow us to

contemplate alternative theories. For Kuhn, the way that we see the world is through our

19Feyerabend, "Explanation. Reduction, and Empiricism," in Minnesota Studies in
the PhiloSOphy gfScience vol 3 cd. Herbert Feigl. el al. (Minneapolis: The University
ofMinnesota Press, 1962), p. 81.
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sensations of stimuli. Our sensations are essentially our world. Ofcourse the stimuli

does not change. says Kuhn. but our sec.sations do. Sensations are the product of filtering

stimuli through educational programming. If someone bas a different programming or

educational background, theD.,. asserts Kuhn. our sec.sations, and, hence, our world, differ.

The possibility ofany meaningful statement in science requires that there be a

background in which it is framed:

What is built into the neural process that transforms stimuli to sensations has the
following characteristics: it has been transmitted through education; it bas, by
trial. been found more effective th8.n its historical competitors in a group's current
environment; and, finally, it is subject to change both through further education
and through the discovery of misfits with the environment.20

These frameworks are what Kuhn refers to as "paradigms." People in different

paradigms live in different worlds.

Kuhn's works. especially The Structure of Scjentific Revolutions are illustrated

with numerous supporting examples from which he is able to abstract what be bolds to be

the structure ofchange from one paradigm to the next. Kuhn argues that there is a period

of Donnal science where the theories and the laws are firmly embedded in the psyche of

the scientists and the public. When a problem arises which the scientist believes he can

solve, he applies these theories and laws to the problem in order to solve it. The

problems are also identified using these frameworks of theories and laws. Ifone wanted

to find out the particular laws and theories that are characteristic ofa paradigm, all one

2O'Thomas Kuhn. The Structure ofScientific Revolutions 2nd ed. (Chicago: The
University ofChicago Press,1970), p. 196.
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would have to do would be to consult the textbooks and journals that are used in the

education ofscientists at that time.

Kuhn holds that within a paradigm. or period ofnormal science. there can occur

anomalies that cannot be solved using traditional methods. These anomalies lead to

crises that in tum lead to paradigmatic revolutions. A revolution occurs when a new

framework. is able to solve the crises. This new framework. however. is not something

that is merely added on to the existing one. It totally replaces it That is, by merely being

able to solve the problem. the new framework reworks the accepted laws and theories

that came before it Not only do the laws and theories change, but even the meanings of

words. since meaning depends upon a framework. Between the transition from one

paradigm to the succeeding one. Kuhn asserts that there is a period ofupheaval where

there is a debate between the supporters of the different paradigms. However. different

paradigms are incommensurable with each other. and.. therefore. the supporters ofthe

different paradigms experience a communication breakdown - that is, they are talking at

Ctoss·purposes to each other:

The sorts ofcommunication breakdowns now being considered are likely
evidence that the men involved are processing stimuli differently. receiving
different data from them, seeing different things or the same things differently.2!

Kuhn's reflections on the structure ofscientific revolutions have brought the

criticism that his analysis leads to a picture ofscience as irrational. relativistic. and

IIKuhn, "Reflections on my Critics." in Criticism in the Growth afKnowledge
ed.lmre Lakatos. et a/. (Cambridge: The University ofCambridge Press, 1970), p. 276.
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arbitrary: "irrational" because the transition from one paradigm to the next is not based

upon reason but persuasion; "relativistic" because truth is relativized to a paradigm; and

"arbitrary'" because ifthere is no absolute truth extema.l to the paradigms, then there is no

criteria upon wbich we can say that science moves progressively. Karl Popper has

criticized Kuhn on these grounds.

According to Popper, there is a truth that we strive for when we move from one

paradigm to the next; that is how science progresses. He agrees with Kuhn that there is

no purely neutral language that we can take up to analyse different theories. However,

people from different paradigms can translate their respective languages and then decide

which theory to accepL The one they accept will be closer to the truth:

The central point is that a critical discussion and a comparison of the
various frameworks is always possible. It is just a dogma - a dangerous dogma­
that the different frameworks are like mutually untranslatable languages. The fact
is that even totally different languages (like English and Hopi, or Chinese) are not
untranslatable, and that there are many Hopis or Chinese who have learnt to
master English very well.

The Myth of the Framework is, in our time, the central bulwark of
irrationalism. My counter-thesis is that it simply exaggerates a difficulty into an
impossibility. The difficulty ofdiscussion between people brought up in different
frameworks is to be admitted. But nothing is more fruitful than such a discussion;
than the culture clash which has stimulated some ofthe greatest intellectual
revolutions.21

On the point of translation raised by Popper, Kuhn agrees. Those with different

languages can translate and understand one another. He denies that his notion of

2lKarI Popper, ''Nonna! Science and its Dangers," in Criticism and the Growth of
~pp.56-7.
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incommensurability brought out in The Structure ofScieotific Reyolutions ever implied

untranslatability. Rather, what Kuhn wants to say is that such translation is difficult and

sometimes only partial. This partiality comes about because of the fact that the language

ofa theory can determine (or is determined by) the ontology ofa theory. Members of

different frameworks not only speak different languages. but they also live in different

worlds - they are ontologically different. Ifa historian were teaching a class on the

history ofscience, he would have to point out not only the different laws and theories

(languages) indicative of each paradigm. but also the different ontologies that they imply.

Kuhn holds that a translation manual is not good enough to communicate between two

cultures or paradigms; we also need an indication ofwhat kind ofontology the alien

holds to. And Kuhn, like Quine. holds that this is impossible to determine exactly_ We

could have two translations for the same language or theory, and yet these translations

could imply two completely different ontologies. Indeterminacy of translation leads to

ontological relativity:

Why is translation, whether between theories or languages, so difficult? Because,
as has often been remarked, languages cut up the world in different ways, and we
have no access to a neutral sub-linguistic means of reporting. Quine points out
that, though the linguist engaged in radical translation can readily discover that
his native informant utters 'Gavagai' because he has seen a rabbit. it is more
difficult to discover bow 'Gavagai' should be translated. Should the linguist
render it as 'rabbit,' 'rabbit·kind.,' 'rabbit-part,' 'rabbit-occurrence.· or by some
other phrase he may not even have thought to formulate?23

2JKuhn, "Reflections on my CriticS," p. 268.

26






























































































































































































































































































































	0001_Cover
	0002_Inside Front Cover
	0003_Blank Page
	0004_Blank Page
	0005_Information to users
	0006_Blank Page
	0007_Title Page
	0008_Authorization
	0009_Abstract
	0010_Abstract iii
	0011_Acknowledgements
	0012_Table of Contents
	0013_Table of Contents vi
	0014_Table of Contents vii
	0015_Introduction
	0016_Page 2
	0017_Page 3
	0018_Page 4
	0019_Page 5
	0020_Page 6
	0021_Page 7
	0022_Page 8
	0023_Page 9
	0024_Page 10
	0025_Page 11
	0026_Page 12
	0027_Page 13
	0028_Page 14
	0029_Page 15
	0030_Page 16
	0031_Page 17
	0032_Page 18
	0033_Page 19
	0034_Page 20
	0035_Page 21
	0036_Page 22
	0037_Page 23
	0038_Page 24
	0039_Page 25
	0040_Page 26
	0041_Page 27
	0042_Page 28
	0043_Page 29
	0044_Page 30
	0045_Page 31
	0046_Chapter 2 - Page 32
	0047_Page 33
	0048_Page 34
	0049_Page 35
	0050_Page 36
	0051_Page 37
	0052_Page 38
	0053_Page 39
	0054_Page 40
	0055_Page 41
	0056_Page 42
	0057_Page 43
	0058_Page 44
	0059_Page 45
	0060_Page 46
	0061_Page 47
	0062_Page 48
	0063_Page 49
	0064_Page 50
	0065_Page 51
	0066_Page 52
	0067_Page 53
	0068_Page 54
	0069_Page 55
	0070_Page 56
	0071_Page 57
	0072_Page 58
	0073_Page 59
	0074_Page 60
	0075_Page 61
	0076_Page 62
	0077_Chapter 3 - Page 63
	0078_Page 64
	0079_Page 65
	0080_Page 66
	0081_Page 67
	0082_Page 68
	0083_Page 69
	0084_Page 70
	0085_Page 71
	0086_Page 72
	0087_Page 73
	0088_Page 74
	0089_Page 75
	0090_Page 76
	0091_Page 77
	0092_Page 78
	0093_Page 79
	0094_Page 80
	0095_Page 81
	0096_Page 82
	0097_Page 83
	0098_Page 84
	0099_Page 85
	0100_Page 86
	0101_Page 87
	0102_Page 88
	0103_Page 89
	0104_Page 90
	0105_Page 91
	0106_Page 92
	0107_Page 93
	0108_Page 94
	0109_Page 95
	0110_Page 96
	0111_Page 97
	0112_Page 98
	0113_Page 99
	0114_Page 100
	0115_Page 101
	0116_Page 102
	0117_Page 103
	0118_Page 104
	0119_Page 105
	0120_Chapter 4 - Page 106
	0121_Page 107
	0122_Page 108
	0123_Page 109
	0124_Page 110
	0125_Page 111
	0126_Page 112
	0127_Page 113
	0128_Page 114
	0129_Page 115
	0130_Page 116
	0131_Page 117
	0132_Page 118
	0133_Page 119
	0134_Page 120
	0135_Page 121
	0136_Page 122
	0137_Page 123
	0138_Page 124
	0139_Page 125
	0140_Page 126
	0141_Page 127
	0142_Page 128
	0143_Page 129
	0144_Page 130
	0145_Page 131
	0146_Page 132
	0147_Page 133
	0148_Page 134
	0149_Page 135
	0150_Page 136
	0151_Page 137
	0152_Page 138
	0153_Page 139
	0154_Page 140
	0155_Page 141
	0156_Page 142
	0157_Page 143
	0158_Chapter 5 - Page 144
	0159_Page 145
	0160_Page 146
	0161_Page 147
	0162_Page 148
	0163_Page 149
	0164_Page 150
	0165_Page 151
	0166_Page 152
	0167_Page 153
	0168_Page 154
	0169_Page 155
	0170_Page 156
	0171_Page 157
	0172_Page 158
	0173_Page 159
	0174_Page 160
	0175_Page 161
	0176_Page 162
	0177_Page 163
	0178_Page 164
	0179_Page 165
	0180_Page 166
	0181_Page 167
	0182_Page 168
	0183_Page 169
	0184_Page 170
	0185_Page 171
	0186_Page 172
	0187_Page 173
	0188_Bibliography of works cited
	0189_Page 175
	0190_Page 176
	0191_Page 177
	0192_Page 178
	0193_Page 179
	0194_Page 180
	0195_Blank Page
	0196_Blank Page
	0197_Inside Back Cover
	0198_Back Cover

