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= w PART ONE

| ' | BEYOND OBJECTIVISM

| ‘ AND RELATIVISM:
AN OVERVIEY/

“think that Aristotle was profoundly right in holding that ethics is concerned
th how to live and with human happiness, and also profoundly right in
ding that this sort of knowledge (“practical knowledge”) is different
zom theoretical knowledge. A view of knowledge that acknowledges that
here of knowledge is wider than the sphere of “science” seems to me

& a cultural necessity if we are to arrive at a sane and human view of
lves or of science.

Hilary Putnam, Meaning and the Moral Sciences

is an uneasiness that has spread throughout intellectual
cultural life. It affects almost every discipline and every
Of our lives. This uneasiness is expressed by the opposition

bjectivism and relativism, but there are a variety of other
that indicate the same underlying anxiety rationality versus
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There are, however, many signs that the deep assumpt%oillz,
'tments’ and metaphors that have shaped thege op;:i)ls131;)n t(,)
cogl;:n;m whic,h they gain their seductive power, are benig 3 n e Linto
o :ion For along with the disquietude that is provoke y'th ese
qu'frsemes. there is a growing sense that somgthmg is wror:ig V\;l h the
:i{ays in which the relevant issues and o‘ptloxlis aret: ;;giieal—s—tmcture
ing i ing that is changing the cate
mething is happening ‘ we
:lrlfclit ;Ztterns within which we think and act——da st;n:e ig};it we h
bjectivism and relativism.
need to move beyond o :
» uli/%entmpose in this study is to probe this com_plex phenori;:ln'(c)lrllé
to clazifp; what is happening, to ind;tlcatehwhagc is ;rlrlzigozv;l b the
ix that has shaped so
i +ual and cultural matrix that I ; "
iiliftel%cecz)cshow why traditional oppositions are bregkmg dfowx‘,;’1 Ethe
ne%r directions are emerging, and what is the ;wi:ili(‘:;s Ic:lr e
i bjectivism and re .
of the move beyond o '
m??mlr;itend to examine a number of debates and c'ontroxir_]errstles1 :1}11:;
;szlbroken out recently among philpsophers. Whlle atd - ;1 gh anc
the debates may appear to have very different subjects an detgrminé
all of them, in essence, have a single cc;lcem and focus: to
tionality. 7
ture and scope of human ra : ‘ .
therz‘flnew conversation is now emerging amonslgJl Phil:;)}?izp}llj_zzgue
conversation about human rationa.lictly——anddgs a rfiat;coc;l B
ginni i erstanding o
be ng to gain a new un ‘ ! ) °
i a(J)[retant ramifications for both theoretical and Prac_ucal Efe.tﬁz tor;la
}’Iélgnversation"——whiCh is not to be confused with 1<311e c atdjL ea1 i
iolent babble of competing voices—is an exte‘ndesl and open dialogue
V1hich resupposes a background of intersubjective agreerﬁ g
. tacitpsense of relevance. There may be d].ff(.erentl'ex‘:np jjzzersa-
at esses by participants in a conversation, and in a 1}\171ng ooversa,
ii;n there is always unpredictability 1a;nd novel.t}i.1 T Sei tcg:nams of
i rationality, especlally a
conversation about human ra ins to
t}éieence hermeneutics, and praxis, have recently taken tIclm a e1:;6:0f and
chitinglg shape. I want not only to reveal the commond 'en;ghts ol
3 ' i i ins —
mmitments, an
i __the shared assumptions, COMIM .
illaloﬁedo justice to the different individual voices and emphases
S0 |
ithin it. ]
Wlt};rri)m 2 manifest perspective, many con%%mpoFarziﬁe::tsi da; :
ithi itional extremes. There 1s §
i ctured within traditional ext . :
Stﬂlgs E;:lief ¢hat in the final analysis the only viable alternatives

1y1:n to us are either some form of objectivism, foundationalism,
op

i i hilosophy, and language
i ounding of knowledge, science, p op d langt
Eit‘tgztsvfare ineluctably led to relativism, skepticism, h1stor1c1sm,_

and nihilism. Whether we focus on the origins of analytic philoso-
phy or phenomenology, there was an earlier period of intellectual
confidence and optimism, a conviction that we had finally discov-
ered the secure path for philosophy, the right “method” for making
genuine intellectual progress, for turning philosophy into a disci-
pline that would yield knowledge (epistémé), instead of being the
endless battleground for competing and shifting opinions (doxai). In
this respect the differences between such central figures as Russell
and Husserl are less significant than what they shared. Both were at

one time convinced that the “real” foundation or ground of philoso-

phy had been discovered and that the methods and procedures for

seriously advancing philosophic inquiry were at hand. The fact that

such claims had been made over and over again in the past—and

have become a persistent theme since the time of Descartes—was

taken not as evidence for the dubiousness of the project of grounding
philosophy but rather as a sign of the “scandal” of philosophy that

demanded resolution. But as we follow the internal development in
the twentieth century of both Anglo-American and continental .
philosophy, we can detect increasing doubts about the project of
grounding philosophy, knowledge, and language.

The movement from confidence to skepticism about founda-
tions, methods, and rational criteria of evaluation has not been limited
to philosophy. The confusion and uncertainty in philosophy exhibits
and reflects a phenomenon that is characteristic of our intellectual
and cultural life. In the entire range of the human and social sciences,
we have witnessed the playing out of bold attempts to secure foun-
dations and the elaborations of new methods that promise genuine

knowledge, followed by a questioning that reveals cracks and crev-
+ices in what had been taken to be solid and secure. There seems to
be almost a rush to embrace various forms of relativism. Whether
we reflect on the nature of science, or alien societies, or different
historical epochs, or sacred and literary texts, we hear voices telling

s that there are no hard “facts of the matter” and that almost
‘anything goes.” Whether we focus on such cherished subjects in
hilosophy as rationality, truth, knowledge, reality, or norms, we

seem to be confronted with incommensurable paradigms, theories,

nceptual schemes, or forms of life. We have been told that it is an

1].;1usion and a deep self-deception to think that there is some over-
ate

.
sl
UL

hing framework, some neutral descriptive language, some perma-
t standards of rationality to which we can appeal in order to
erstand and critically evaluate the competing claims that are
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own social practices. The dream or hope that many philosophers
have had—to grasp the world sub species aeternitatus—is, we are
told, a deceiving illusion that leads to dogmatism and even terror.
The problem is not just an intellectual one, nor is it restricted to

parochial disputes about the meaning and scope of rationality. At
issue are some of the most perplexing questions concerning human
beings: what we are, what we can know, what norms ought to bind
us, what are the grounds for hope. The malaise penetrates our every-
day moral, social, and political experiences. The fashionable vari-
eties of relativism that are spreading everywhere frequently lead to
cynicism and a growing sense of impotence. The recent celebration
of relativistic doctrines and the enthusiasm for an endless playful-
ness of interpretation that knows no limits has already elicited a
strong reaction. It has been argued that regardless of the many errors
of those who have been wedded to the concept of representation, the
correspondence theory of truth, the doctrine that the function of the
mind is to mirror nature, we cannot avoid the “primordial intuition”
that there is a world that is independent of our beliefs and fancies
that forces itself upon us willy-nilly and constrains what we can
think, say, and do.*

Confusion is compounded not only by the complexity of the
issues involved and the shifting meanings of such key concepts as
rationality, objectivity, realism, and norms but by the different
fundamental attitudes of philosophers toward opposing positions.
Consider, for example, Karl Popper’s horror at what he takes to be
the rampant growth of subjectivism and relativism today. According
to Popper, this is not simply an innocent epistemological deviation
but an error that opens the floodgates to irrationalism and fanati-
cism.? Contrast this attitude with that of Paul Feyerabend, who at
one time was intellectually quite close to Popper but has now turned
against Popper and the “gang” of critical rationalists. Feyerabend
gleefully champions ujyrationality” against the type of rationality
defended by critical rationalists. He claims that if one applies the
standards of Popper and his followers one is forced to conclude that
science itself is a thoroughly irrational discipline—and ought to be.
In his recent work, Feyerabend, in ever more imaginative and wild
ways, seeks to question and mock science itself and the role that it
plays in our lives.?

At the heart of Popper’s apology for “objective knowledge” isa
practical-moral concern that informs all of his work and rhetoric.
But this is also true of Feyerabend. These competing practical-moral
concerns, which reflect Popper’s and Feyerabend’s different assess-
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ments of what is taking place i :
‘ place in the contemporary wo
\ rld
Ezed?gm_d ﬁc}:lant than many of the technical and professione’ﬂail;;,esl:fes:rsr
et vi S them. Popp.er t}unks of himself as the public defender of
the open” society, _wh.lch is being threatened. He is against all form
il ogmatrism, irrationalism, and fanaticism. But Feyerabend accusez
! (ﬂpfr an tl'lose'sympathetic with his doctrines of being caught in
matelgefouds illusion. Popper’s thinking, in Feyerabend’s view, ulti-
dogmyt leads }:0 furtllller closure and fixity, to a new, masked fo’rm of
atism that is the enemy of human freedom
- - - - ! S i
_ f:reftwn':y. Feyerabend ridicules and seeks to undermiE(e) rtl;laen’?lfl}; ta o
;?ca seriousness” represented by Popper. The opposition Eetvil:él ,
C;)ﬁper arlld F.eyeral.)end, gspecially in what I have called their pract;f
ﬂmtm;giir orientations, 1fs an extreme example of a typical contrast
s in a variety of different contexts and domai i
{Compare the style and conte e oo,
1par ' ‘ nt of Feyerabend’s attack on “ "
%nd ratlogahty” with Jacques Derrida’s punning assaultmetholc:ll
metaphysics of presence.”) s on e
Many professional philoso i
phers, while they are critical of
21(:)12 vrii%?;d F(;,ylgrabend_ as irresponsible, nevertheless share ct)hgci)zr:i:z
n of Descartes, Kant, Husserl, the earl i itivi
i . y logical positivist
;illnilinc(liged most .m(?ldern philosophers, that philosoph;I: hasvzllso:\:'
el y 1scpvered its “proper object” and the right way of going about
solving philosophic problems. Michael Dummett, a leadi_ngg(some

would say the leadin iti i :
claimed: g) British philosopher of our time has recently

Only with Frege was the j i

proper object of philosophy fin i :
Itnha;nleg,t'ﬁrst, t}cﬁlt the goal of philosophy is the analfysyis ofaglli :;t'igilusll'ledf
ﬁomgth;: sic%n y, that the study of thought is to be sharply distin, '561:1 0d
from th study of the psychological process of thinking; and i-‘malgIL11 thet
oo g}; prop%r]:1 ?:;S:pdt afIcl)z anfaltﬁsing ﬁought consists in the anal}}:’sis ?)f

1ge. . .. ce of these three tenets is co i

analytical school . . . [but] it has taken nearly a half-cenﬁi;osr':nt:etliliz ?gal;ﬁ

for us to apprehend clearl .
him, involyes, arly what the real task of philosophy, as conceived by

I know that it is reasonabl
e to greet all such claims with ici i
Eéiiulézvfh been n;ade many times before in the history ofs ;?ﬁﬁcslsni Sllllllcsi
e i re _scag fa1 caused by philosophy’s lack of a systematic m%tl};odol-
o o tlc)> smtc:.i or so long, it has been a constant preoccupation of philos-
e ;eﬁi szet;?ite%f:‘];c,dand a.repeaiied }illlusion that they had sucgeedesd
. ed passionately that he at 1. i
g 50. Husss ' . y e at last held the key which
b ry philosophical door; the disci A

B e mock every philoso ; the disciples of Kant ascribed to
o of devising a correct philosophical method ; Spi

eved that he was doing for philosophy what Euclid had ?10?113 %g; sgI:;lr;z;
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re him, Descartes supposed that he had uncovered the one and
'

oy, and, b hilosophical method. I have mentioned only a few of many

y i y y t
CX ]

g akmg dle same
W()uld be t]:lat I was SllffeIlIl {Tom a4 sim ar 1111181011 1m m. a
Clalm fOI IICgE. IO thlS I can oﬂel 01119 rhe bana]- Ieply WIllCh. any pl'Ophet

e . "
has to make to any sceptic: time will tell.

But it is not only #gutsiders” to philosophy Whoda:]iaik&?etlf:ali
insider as Richard Rorty has recently argue real
Sk a? 1?Slhilosophy is that we are still taken in and mesmer ced
Scan]:cxla1 Zr ps:oncep’cion of philosophy that Dumrsett embrla)l.cest.” ve
2211& :szurze that there is such a ﬁthini;’i fxss ct,];fﬁ cgrfz;});,; I;)S;:li;at of
; . . s
phﬂosoplhyélth;‘cc:f lj]aﬁgsfg}zll;d:xﬁltﬁatpthere is "’a systematic meth-
o SO”V ? rodoing this. According to Rorty, if we really want tt'(é
odo oy '?he scandal caused by “philosophy’s lacl.< of a systelzlma i
Overcomfi » then what is needed is a form of PhllOSOpth. t eraﬁy
mEth0§11C1> O'flyllls of the illusion and the self-deception that phlloscga y
"Chat e ﬁe the foundational discipline of culture. Wg ne?;l toka oax?s
?o;rt(]::: very idea that philosophy is aofrort];l:lo Séh 1?(11}111:27 1:0 gf) . ;1 ows
. i .
igxm:\::ll Edﬁﬁlﬁﬁ?%hﬁnﬁﬁ best, philosophy is just another
0 / . ] .
T cii‘gegiﬁ:ftgdaimg about the significance o_f Frege,
o _CODtIaS ts our contemporary situation ina radlcally dlffe;ent
e mf??rding to Rorty, the three most important phlloggp ers
e ¢ Cctieth century are Dewey, Wittgenstein, and Hei eg}gler.
Sl twlin this claim for their importance precisely jbecause tth e;;
ROrtyhmla gsus to overcome the very conception of philosophy tha
}ll)i’;rrfeff and so many professional philosophers accept.
ing philosophy
Each tried, in his early years, to find a newumag aczfe 3:11:‘1%&& losophy

oundation e w?;lfftfgrge;]vl ihec%r;%f representation which woul%
' ‘ . b mer set O
B othing e ali Heidegger to construct a new '
thin do with mentalism, ‘ ) new sct of
om0 hicagl ::Ztegories which would have nothing to do Wlﬂt sc;gx:ls ) (I:Jt -
?gtlrlxgiggy, or the Cartesian quest for cfe.rﬁg;gcry;r a];clcﬁ)gzﬁfge o cor catrlm1e 2
. s : . :
i sion of Hegel’s vision O ree came 1o
natuﬁllz:aig:rr effort as self-deceptive, as an attempt to retain
see

ption of philosophy after the notions needed to flesh out that concep-
conce

i d been
tion (the seventeenth-century notions of knowledge and mind) ha

i he Kantian
in his later work, broke free‘ of t :
discardes: Eac};l?iflggpli?fz:l ft)nundational, and spent his time warning us

i : ; uccumbed.
cor{cesgtiilcl) s%f Dy temptations to which he himself had once s
again:
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Thus their later work is therapeutic rather than constructive, edifying rather

than systematic, designed to make the reader question his own motives for
philosophizing.®

While Dummett likens himself to a prophet who will be vindicated
by future developments, from Rorty’s perspective he looks more like
an arch reactionary who is desperately trying to hold on to what has
been discredited and ought to be abandoned. The contrast between
Dummett’s and Rorty’s views indicates not only the most divergent
and antithetical understandings of the accomplishment of modern
and recent analytic philosophy but of the self-understanding of
philosophy itself.

The type of opposition represented by the contrast between Popper
and Feyerabend is not localized to any school of philosophy, or even
to philosophy itself; the same is true of the antithesis between
Dummett and Rorty. The repeated stress on these oppositions, and
the swinging back and forth of the pendulum of philosophic debate
in relation to them, suggests that there is a different and more pene-
trating interpretation of what is happening in philosophy and more
generally in the range of the cultural disciplines. Like Rorty, I think
we are coming to the end—the playing out—of an intellectual tradi-
tion (Rorty calls it the “Cartesian—Lockean—Kantian tradition”). But
I also think Rorty misses what is now in the process of emerging.
When we think and work through the most significant contempo-
rary philosophic debates, we will discover that views which initially
seem fragmentary, conflicting, and even contradictory ultimately
converge and cohere. I do not want to make exaggerated claims for
something that is still in the process of developing, sometimes in
very tentative and hesitant ways, but I intend to show that there are
now sufficient signs and evidence to reveal the shape and the telos

. of this new understanding of our human situation.

In order to set the context for this investigation, it is important
to clarify in a preliminary manner what I mean by “objectivism”
and “relativism” and why I take this to be the central cultural oppo-
sition of our time. Both terms have been used with shifting mean-
ings. Furthermore, it might seem that the natural contrasts to pursue

re those between “objectivism” and “subjectivism,” or between
relativism’” and “absolutism.” I will be using the terms “objectiv-
m” and “relativism” in an extremely broad sense which departs
om some of the standard philosophic uses of these expressions. As
oroceed, I will introduce further refinements and qualifications.

\
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OBJECTIVISM AND RELATIVISM

By “objectivism,” I mean the basic co_nviction that there is }2;: xl:lmilsz
be some permanent, ahistorical matrix of framework ;co wi Ca]_'t
can ultimately appeal in determimg the nature o .ra.tlonl i yé
knowledge, truth, reality, goodness, or _nghmess. An obje_ct1v1st tc ain(lJ f
that there is (or must be) such a matrix gnd that the pnmagjy as :of
the philosopher is to discover what it is a_nd to support his or ne
claims to have discovered such a matrix with the §trongest posds1the
reasons. Objectivism is closely related to f‘oun'dgtlonah.sm an a e;
search for an Archimedean point. The objectivist maintains a_
unless we can ground philosophy, knowle(.ig‘e, or language in a rigor
ous manner we cannot avoid radical skeptlc.:lsm. ‘ o
The relativist not only denies the positive claims of t‘he (})lb]ebctn.r-
ist but goes further. In its strongest form., re}at1v1sm is the as:;
conviction that when we turn to the examination of thoie co?lcczﬁer
that philosophers have taken to be the most fundamen’:ia —whe er
it is the concept of rationality, truth, reality, right, the good, c};;c norms -
we are forced to recognize that in the final a.t_lalys1s all suc corlllcep s
must be understood as relative to a specﬁc congeptual sc 1e:me,
theoretical framework, paradigm, form_ of life, society, or c; t1.1t1)r1e.
Since the relativist believes that there is (or can be) a non:}el u(1:1 ini
plurality of such conceptual schemes, he or she cha.llerilgesal e ‘;iﬁ :
that these concepts can have a determinate and univoc s;r
cance. For the relativist, there is no substantive oyerarchlrzlg dm:—
work or single metalanguage by which we can ratlonglly a ]11(11 lica Se
or univocally evaluate competing claims of glternatwedpa:ra iilmaé
Thus, for example, when we turn to spme’c.hmg as fun 'al_:nenl | as
the issue of criteria or standards of rationality, the relat-1v1st fcl laum”
that we can never escape from the predicament of speaking o “oucf
and “their” standards of rationality——-standax_ds that may bp ra 1:
cally incommensurable.” It is an illusion to think that tfhere. is si)iinel ;
thing that might properly be labeled “the standards o ratloga tyé
standards that are genuinely universal and that are not subject to
istori r temporal change. .
hlSt?rrﬁZa}z;an befween objeitivists and relativists has beenf Wlthtﬁz
ever since the origins of Western philosophy, or at least , IOI]Iil e
time of Plato’s attack on the Sophists and on Protagoras’s a eiet
relativism. But it is only in recent times that tl_le complex issues tl a
this debate raises have become almost obs_esswe and have splrea 1 2
every area of human inquiry and life. Despite the many noxlrﬁ tw1sti_
and turns in this ancient debate, it has exhibited a remarkable con
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nuity. Each time that an objectivist has come up with what he or she
takes to be a firm foundation, an ontological grounding, a fixed cate-
gorial scheme, someone has challenged such claims and has argued
that what is supposed to be fixed, eternal, ultimate, necessary, or
indubitable is open to doubt and questioning. The relativist accuses
the objectivist of mistaking what is at best historically or culturally
stable for the eternal and permanent. When the objectivist claims to
come up with clear and distinct criteria or foolproof transcendental
arguments to support his or her claims, the relativist argues that
close examination reveals that there is something fraudulent and
ingenuous about such claims. But ever since Plato objectivists have
argued that relativism, whenever it is clearly stated, is self-referen-
tially inconsistent and paradoxical. For implicitly or explicitly, the
relativist claims that his or her position is true, yet the relativist also
insists that since truth is relative, what is taken as true may also be
false. Consequently, relativism itself may be true and false. One
cannot consistently state the case for relativism without undermin-
ing it. As so frequently happens in philosophy, the argument tends
to shift from substantive claims about what are the proper founda-
tions and how we know them to who has the burden of proof. Objec-
tivists argue, rather like Dummett, that even though we can frankly
recognize the failures of past philosophers, this is not a sufficient or
even a good reason for thinking that we cannot discover the “proper
object” of philosophy and a “systematic methodology” for making
genuine progress. Because philosophers like Rorty and the edifying

-thinkers that he admires see the trap of trying to prove that the

objectivist is fundamentally mistaken, they employ a form of indi-
rect communication and philosophic therapy that is intended to loosen
the grip that objectivism has upon us—a therapy that seeks to liber-
ate us from the obsession with objectivism and foundationalism.

It should be clear that I am using the term “objectivism” in a
way that is far more inclusive than some of its standard uses. “Objec-
tivism” has frequently been used to designate metaphysical real-
ism—the claim that there is a world of objective reality that exists
independently of us and that has a determinate nature or essence
that we can know. In modern times objectivism has been closely
linked with an acceptance of a basic metaphysical or epistemological
distinction between the subject and the object. What is “out there”
(objective) is presumed to be independent of us {subjects), and knowl-
edge is achieved when a subject correctly mirrors or represents objec-
tive reality. This dominant form of objectivism is only one variety of
the species. We can read Kant and the tradition of transcendental
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tons ibility of
initiated as questioning the very possi
Philosoth thi,tf }tll?leu(’)%biectivity of knowledge by resorting to meta-
e

ing SenS: ing to a world or thjng-in—itsglf_ that is
maklcal real.lsgz—;ggeﬁpﬁhtnhi ways in Wh‘iCh we cqndlucl)n and
completelY - rfence. But from my perspective, Kant is no less :-.{1
constitute exgefoundationalist than the empiricists and the ratlollnli
objectivist aP .ticizing. Kant does not question the need fgr 2112; s1
jsts he was crt t matrix or categorial scheme for gropndmg oW,
corical permanent on it more rigorously than many of his Predc?cessorhs.
; be (nsis™S u}lfis critical inquiry at once revegl§ ‘and ]ust1ﬁe§ the
He clair?® g ecessary conditions for the possibility of exp:cr;len}cle
universal and Kant identifies the transcenden‘tajl.turn with the
and knowle‘li,ge% hilosophy. To question the poss1b11‘1tV aqd success
uproper Way oalp roject would be to call philosophy itself into Cﬂlii(
of such & CrieE B o share this commitment—all those who thi
tion.

ﬁl ic)hotzii":lg the transcendental turn and who claim that there
y by .
'ic?a:n 0 » prior univers

a1 and necessary structure of human knowl-
dge—share the objectivist bias. w
 edg

n Husserl, who is at once sharply critical of
tanding of transcendental ph}losophy and .who irguﬁs .
Kant's under® + radical enough in pursuing the questions that he
that Kant WasbI'le‘::)ctivist. Husserl thought of himself as Pursmngththe
raised, 18 27 7 ]dental philosophy in a more Fhoroughgomg: way than
telos of tmns;f,]illosopher, and he understood himself as battling against

any previou;objectivism in modern philosophy. He tells us that

all forms O

i the world
3 ‘octivism is that it moves upon the ground of“ - WOl
what charact‘?nzestcaﬂfg::?(:? granted through experience, seeks tlalial oba]fi%t?cr)i
which is pregwen:ﬂ 4 seeks what, in this world, is unconditionally ‘rlatio o
¢ruth” of this xgoin " what it is in itself. It is the task of zp1stez_ne,s atio, or
every xatﬁonf; © g'thjs out universally. Through these one arrive
philOSOP Y

ary ) 3 7
Y this, no further questions would have a rational sense.
- is; g
ultimately 157

beyond

objectivism with transcendegtalisrp, which §lalms bt.ha'f
He contrasts 2 [Sel'nssinn] of the pregiven 11fe—worlq is a subjec
“the 0ntic memén%ﬂde] it is the achievement of experiencing, pre-
tive SITUCLE '{8 'f"ranscéndentalism is not to be copfused v:rllth the
d,le%;psychological subjectivity” of human b:hl_ngs : ’for dﬁﬁz
appeal t0 alism protests against psychologlca_l idealism” an h
tmnscend-en-t' : d a completely new sort of scientific proce.durfa, the
to "have lmtlat?w Husserl draws the contrast between o_b]ect1v15m
uanscendentzl- talism in the strongest possible manner in order to
and tmnsce: fc(:’;1 his own investigation and defense of transcendental
set the stag
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phenomenology. The fate of philosophy, and indeed the fate of Euro-
pean culture, is, he says, bound up with the fate of transcendental
phenomenology. According to Husser], the most consequential issues
of modern philosophy and culture are involved in the battle between
objectivism and the type of transcendentalism that he defends.

The whole history of philosophy since the appearance of “epistemology”’
and the serious attempts at a transcendental philosophy is a history of
tremendous tensions between objectivistic and transcendental philosophy.
It is a history of constant attempts to maintain objectivism and to develop
it in a new form and, on the other side, of attempts by transcendentalism to

overcome the difficulties entailed by the idea of transcendental subjectivity
and the method it requires.'

But Husserl fails to stress the dialectical similarity between the
objectivism that he attacks and the transcendentalism that he defends.
Au fond, both share the aspiration to discover the real, permanent
foundation of philosophy and knowledge—a foundation that will
withstand historical vicissitudes, escape from “anthropologistic rela- -
tivism,” and satisfy the craving for ultimate constraints. In using the
term “objectivism”’ to characterize both what Husserl calls “objec-
tivism” and what he calls “transcendentalism,” it is this common
assumption about the objective of philosophic thought that I want
to emphasize.!!

It should be clear from the way I am using the term “relativism”’
that it must be carefully distinguished from “subjectivism.” A rela-
tivist need not be a subjectivist, and a subjectivist is not necessarily
a relativist. Husserl is a subjectivist, at least insofar as he claims that
there are a priori structures of transcendental subjectivity that can
be apodictically known—structures of transcendental subjectivity
that ground both our scientific objective knowledge and the pregiven
Lebenswelt of everyday experience. However, there is nothing rela-
tivistic about Husserl’s conception of transcendental phenomenol-
ogy; it is intended to be the definitive answer to all forms of relativ-
ism, skepticism, and historicism. Even if we think of subjectivism
in its more common and mundane sense—using the term to call
attention to whatever is “merely” a matter of personal opinion, taste,
or bias, and consequently idiosyncratic—a relativist is not necessar-
ily a subjectivist. As I have characterized the relativist, his or her
essential claim is that there can be no higher appeal than to a given
conceptual scheme, language game, set of social practices, or histor-
ical epoch. There is a nonreducible plurality of such schemes, para-
digms, and practices; there is no substantive overarching framework
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in which radically different and alternative schemes are commensu-
rable—no universal standards that somehow stand outside of and
above these competing alternatives. But the relativist does not neces-
sarily claim that there is anything subjective about these schemes,
paradigms, and practices.

~ Given this characterization of objectivism and relativism, I can
begin to explain why I am focusing on this opposition rather than on
that between relativism and absolutism, or between objectivism and
subjectivism. Although the quest for certainty and the search for
absolute constraints corntinues to haunt philosophy, there is a sense
in which “absolutism,” to use William James’s phrase, is no longer
a “live” option. The dominant temper of our age is fallibilistic. If we
focus on the history of our understanding of science during the past
hundred years, from Peirce to Popper, or on the development of epis-
temology during this period, we discover that thinkers who disagree
on almost everything else agree that there are no nontrivial knowl-
edge claims that are immune from criticism. Even a philosopher like
Husserl who claims to have discovered an entirely new science and
believes that we can achieve apodictic knowledge of the structure of
transcendental subjectivity nevertheless emphasizes the ways in which
transcendental phenomenology is open, dynamic, cooperative, and
fallible. Absolutism is therefore no longer a live option.

But neither is subjectivism. The type of transcendental subjectiv-
ism projected by Husserl has been extensively and devastatingly crit-
icized. However great Heidegger’s debt to Hussezl, we can interpret
Heidegger's philosophic journey as raising the profoundest questions
about the very idea of a transcendental phenomenology.* Heidegger
also probes the roots of the various forms of subjectivism that have
pervaded modern thought. He questions the whole mode of thinking
whereby we take the “subjective” and the “objective” as signifying a
basic epistemological or metaphysical distinction. Despite some
rearguard attempts to defend the type of transcendental phenome-
nology that Husserl elaborated, the entire program is in disarray. A
pervasive skepticism about the possibility of a transcendental
phenomenology is felt even by those who think of themselves as
working within the phenomenological tradition. When we shift from
this internal controversy within continental philosophy to more
garden-variety notions of subjectivity, it becomes clear that the most
plausible defenses of relativism have nothing to do with subjectiv-
ism. So while neither absolutism nor subjectivism is a live option
for us now, the choice between a sophisticated form of fallibilistic

13  An Overview

objectivism and a nonsubjective conception of relativism does seem
to be a live—and indeed a momentous—one.

Me.my thinkers want to distinguish between cognitive and moral
relat1v1'sm. They are convinced that while we can give strong argu-
ments in favor of moral relativism, or at least cannot totally discredit
1t,.cog.mtive relativism is indefensible. A combination of cog:nitive
ob]ectl'vism and moral relativism has been taken to be the most
attractive and supportable option.’® But recently even this has changed
and arguments have been advanced for showing that nothing noé
even the “hard sciences,” escapes the clutches of relativistic ;u:gu-
ments. Relativism, a stream in the philosophy of the past two hundred
years that began as a trickle, has swelled in recent times into a
roaring torrent.

N Although Kant was not explicitly concerned with battling rela-
tivists, he saw that there were already tendencies in the empiricist
trgd1t1_on that, if relentlessly pursued, would call into question the
objectivity of knowledge, the foundations of morality, and indeed the
very discipline of philosophy itself. The ”Copernican’ Revolution” in
philosophy—Kant's transcendental turn—was intended to show how
we can account for and justify the objectivity of knowledge. In his
Critique of Practical Reason and his Foundations of the Metaphysics
of_Mora]s, Kant sought to explain and establish the objective foun-
dation of morality.

‘ Kant’s Critiques are not independent inquiries but stages of a
s'mgle, comprehensive critical inquiry. As long as we fail to make a
rigorous distinction between the Is and the categorical Ought, as
long as we fail to realize that all attempts to ground morality’ on
experience cannot possibly succeed, we are doomed to heteronomy
(agd, one might add, moral relativism). A primary aim of Kant’s
phl‘losophy was to demonstrate once and for all that there is a basic,
universal, objective moral law for all rational beings. In the back:
grounc-i of Kant’s inquiry into morals is a dramatic Eithexr/Or. Either
1.:here is a universal, objective moral law, or the concept of moralit
is groundless and vacuous. 4
But once the concept of a sharp and rigorous distinction between
the Is and the categorical Ought is pushed to its extreme, it is as if
Kant I}ad sowed the seeds for undermining his own projéct. Kant’s
intention in pressing and clarifying a rigorous distinction between
the I‘s and the Ought was to show us what he took to be the only
possible way of grounding the moral law itself. But almost immedi-
ately philosophers began questioning, probing, and even ridiculing
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the Ought side of this great divide. Hegel, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche,
Schopenhauer, contemporary existentialists like Sartre, and logical
positivists—with different emphases and philosophic motivations—
have questioned Kant's categorical imperative. All agree that there is
something basically wrong with the claim that there is an objective
moral law that can be grounded by an appeal to pure practical reason.
The specter that haunts this multifaceted critique of Kant is moral
relativism.'

But it is not only the arguments, critiques, and failures of philos-
ophers that have led us to a variety of types of moral relativism. With
the growth of the social sciences, and especially cultural and social
anthropology, many have interpreted the evidence gained from studying
different societies and cultures as fresh support for cultural and moral
relativism.

In the social disciplines, the despair about the grounding of ulti-
mate moral norms is poignantly illustrated by Max Weber. Weber too
insisted on an ultimate and unbridgeable gap between the Is and the
Ought, between what science can teach us about the world and our
altimate moral norms. In this respect he was a follower of Kant,
although his understanding of the Is and the Ought differs from
Kant’s. But although Weber held that there are varied and subtle ways
in which our scientific knowledge of what Is can influence our basic
moral norms, he thought that neither science nor any rational disci-
pline could lessen the burden of responsibility and decision that we
must assume in choosing the “gods” or “demons” that we follow.
Weber was at once a passionate moralist and a defender of science as
a vocation who despaired about the possibility—and indeed the intel-
ligibility—of discovering a rational ground for ultimate moral norms.*

Although many of the thinkers who have criticized Kant certainly
did not regard themselves as moral relativists and might have been
horrified that this conclusion can be drawn from their critiques,
nevertheless some form of relativism seems to be an ineluctable
consequence of the lines of inquiry they have pursued.’® Nietzsche
himself thought of such a relativism as a form of nihilism, the
prevailing sickness that was spreading throughout Western culture
and that he explored with such acuity. Yet it is a deeply troubling
and perplexing question whether Nietzsche shows us any way out—
any way to escape the nihilism that is so characteristic of modernity.

Until recently this struggle about the status and nature of moral-
ity has been developed against the background conviction that at
least in science—especially in the natural sciences—we have clear
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and rigorous standards of objectivity, truth, rationality, progress, and
th_e growth of knowledge (although we can also find a questioni;ng of
this dogma in Nietzsche). But in our own time serious doubts have
been raised about the meaning and warrant for these claims. Whether
a_nd in what sense, Thomas Kuhn is a relativist is an intricate ques:
tion that I will explore in part II. But it is undeniable that mény
thinkers, especially philosophers, have perceived him and others who
have developed similar positions as being relativists. Kuhn’s claims
filbput the incommensurability of rival paradigms and about the

circular reasoning” involved in supporting these paradigms have
been interpreted as leading straight to relativism, subjectivism, and
irrationalism. Although Kuhn has consistently denied that this is
what he has claimed or that it is entailed by what he says, Feyerabend
feels no hesitancy about defending “Protagorean relativism,” claim-
ing that such relativism is “reasonable because it pays attention to
the pluralism of traditions and values,” a pluralism that includes
Reason as merely one among many different traditions and as having
“as much {or as little) claim to the centre of the stage as any other
tradition.””’” We will look closely, in part II, at the work of Kuhn and
Feyerabend, and the interpretations of their work, to see how contro-
versies concerning relativism which originally focused on moral
social, and political issues have now spread to our very u.nderstandi
ing of the “hard core” of scientific knowledge.

But how are we to account for the tangled controversies that have
grown up between objectivists and relativists? Why is it that today
variations of this opposition seem to turn up almost everywhere?
Why have relativists been unconvinced when objectivists argue, as
they almost invariably do, that relativism is self-referentially incon-
sistent, self-defeating, and incoherent?'® Why have objectivisfs been
unmoved when time and time again it is shown that they have failed
to make the case for the objective foundations for philosophy, knowl-
edge, or language, and that the history of attempts to reveal such
foundations must be judged thus far to be a history of failures?

We might try to answer these questions in a variety of ways.
Perhaps, despite the self-understanding of many philosophers that
they. are the defenders of rational argument, the positions they take
are influenced more by social practices, metaphors, matters of
temperament, and other nonrational factors than the arguments upon
which they place so much emphasis. Perhaps, despite grand claims
about clear and distinct ideas, transcendental proofs, conceptual
necessities, philosophy never has been and never will be more than
a shifting battleground of competing opinions. But even if we are
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dubious about what can and cannot be achieved by philosophic argu-
mentation, this does not help us to understand why the controversies
between objectivists and relativists have become so pervasive and
dominant today, or why so much passionate energy a.nd.pol.emlc are
exhibited in these debates, or why it is felt that the choice is such a
forced” and “momentous’’ one.

THE CARTESIAN ANXIETY

We can begin to answer these questions by concentrating on what.I
shall call the “Cartesian Anxiety.” I do not want to suggest that this
anxiety begins with Descartes or even that thinkers_ afte.r Descartes
have accepted it in the form in which it is found in his work. To
speak of the Cartesian Anxiety is to speak of a construct, but one
that is helpful for getting a grip on the primary issues. ‘

Descartes’ Meditations is the locus classicus in modern p}nl_os—
ophy for the metaphor of the “foundation” and for 1‘:he conviction
that the philosopher’s quest is to search for an Archl.medean point
upon which we can ground our knowledge. The opening of the first
Meditation introduces the metaphor.

is now some vears since I detected how many were the false beliefs that I
{:alg fI;gm my ea}.jcliest youth admitted as true, and how c_loubtful was eyeryé
thing I had since constructed on this basis; and from that time I was convince
that 1 must once for all seriously undertake to rid myself of all the opinions
which I had formerly accepted, and commence to build anew from the foutlil-
dation, if I wanted to establish any firm and permanent structure in the

sciences.”’??
And in the second Meditation Descartes tells us that

- . . ' . . lace
Archimedes, in order that he might draw the terrestrial gl_obe out of its place,
and transport it elsewhere, demanded only that one point should be ﬁ}ged
and immoveable; in the same way I shall have the right to conceive h1g15
hopes if I am happy enough to discover one thing only which is certain an
indubitable.

We know that Descartes claimed to have discovered something that
could serve as a foundation upon which we could construct a ’ ‘Arm
and permanent structure in the sciences.” It is less cle.ar‘what is the
Archimedean point in Descartes’ philosophy—whether it is the cogito
or God himself. . . .

The Meditations has been read as the great rationalist treatise of
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modern times. Its potentially radical implications have inspired many
because of Descartes’ demand that we should not rely on unfounded
opinions, prejudices, tradition, or external authority, but only upon
the authority of reason itself. Few philosophers since Descartes have
accepted his substantive claims, but there can be little doubt that
the problems, metaphors, and questions that he bequeathed to us
have been at the very center of philosophy since Descartes—prob-
lems concerning the foundations of knowledge and the sciences,
mind-body dualism, our knowledge of the “external” world, how
the mind “represents” this world, the nature of consciousness,
thinking, and will, whether physical reality is to be understood as a
grand mechanism, and how this is compatible with human freedom.
Philosophers have been primarily concerned with the precise char-
acter and cogency of Descartes’ arguments.

But another pervasive theme in the Meditations, although it is
seldom directly addressed by professional philosophers, has a greater
relevance for clarifying what I mean by the Cartesian Anxiety. The
Meditations portray a journey of the soul, a meditative reflection on
human finitude through which we gradually deepen our understand-
ing of what it really means to be limited, finite creatures who are
completely dependent on an all-powerful, beneficient, perfect, and
infinite God. If we practice these spiritual exercises earnestly, as
Descartes urges us to do, if we follow the precarious stages of this
journey without losing our way, then we discover that this is a jour-
ney that is at once terrifying and liberating, culminating in the calm
reassurance that although we are eminently fallible and subject to
all sorts of contingencies, we can rest secure in the deepened self-
knowledge that we are creatures of a beneficient God who has created
us in his image. The terrifying quality of the journey is reflected in
the allusions to madness, darkness, the dread of waking from a self-
deceptive dream world, the fear of having “all of a sudden fallen into
very deep water” where “I can neither make certain of setting my
feet on the bottom, nor can I swim and so support myself on the
surface,’”?! and the anxiety of imagining that I may be nothing more
than a plaything of an all-powerful evil demon. But the more I probe
my finitude, and realize how completely dependent I am on a bene-
ficient God, for he sustains me at every moment of my existence,
the more I can be liberated from this dread, fear, and anxiety. It is a

spiritual journey that culminates with the assurance that I can and
ought to

set aside all the doubts of these past days as hyperbolical and ridiculous. . . .
For because God is in no wise a deceives, it follows that I am not deceived
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It would be a mistake to think that the Cartesian Anxiety is
primarily a religious, metaphysical, epistemological, or moral anxi-
ety. These are only several of the many forms it may assume. In
Heideggerian language, it is “ontological” rather than “ontic,” for it
seems to lie at the very center of our being in the world. Our “god
terms” may vary and be very different from those of Descartes.. We
may even purge ourselves of the quest for certainty and indubitabil-
ity. But at the heart of the objectivist’s vision, and what makes sense
of his or her passion, is the belief that there are or must be some
fixed, permanent constraints to which we can appeal and which are
secure and stable. At its most profound level the relativist’s message
is that there are no such basic constraints except those that we
invent or temporally (and temporarily) accept. Relativists are suspi-
cious of their opponents because, the relativists claim, all species of
objectivism almost inevitably turn into vulgar or sophisticated forms
of ethnocentricism in which some privileged understanding of ratio-
nality is falsely legitimated by claiming for it an unwarranted univer-
sality. The primary reason why the agén between objectivists and
relativists has become so intense today is the growing apprehension
that there may be nothing—not God, reason, philosophy, science, or
poetry—that answers to and satisfies our longing for ultimate
constraints, for a stable and reliable rock upon which we can secure
our thought and action.

Thus fax, I have given a preliminary characterization of what I
mean by objectivism and relativism; have explained why this dichot-
omy is helpful in making sense of many of the philosophic conflicts
that have broken out recently; and have singled out what I take to be
the basic anxiety that underlies these conflicts. But it is important
to emphasize that I am not primarily concerned with taking sides
on this grand Either/Or or with assessing the strengths and weak-
nesses of the varieties of objectivism and relativism. On the contrary,
I view this dichotomy as misleading and distortive. It is itself para-
sitic upon an acceptance of the Cartesian persuasion that needs to
be questioned, exposed, and overcome. We need to exorcize the
Cartesian Anxiety and liberate ourselves from its seductive appeal.
Only if we implicitly accept some version of Cartesianism does the
exclusive disjunction of objectivism or relativism become intelligi-
ble. But if we question, expose, and exorcise Cartesianism, then the
very opposition of objectivism and relativism loses its plausibility.
In the course of this investigation both the meaning of these categor-
ical assertions and the reasons supporting them will be explicated.
But what does exorcising the Cartesian Anxiety mean? What is beyond
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objectivism and relativism? Where is the evidence that such a move-
ment is really taking place? What are the consequences of this trans-
formation for theory and practice, for thought and action? In order
to begin to specify more concretely and to answer these questions,
let me briefly review some of the recent philosophic controversies
that I will be examining in greater detail later on in this book, and
suggest some of the ways in which they are intimately related.

POSTEMPIRICIST PHILOSOPHY AND
HISTORY OF SCIENCE

In what initially appear to be quite disparate contexts, controversies
have broken out about the meaning, nature, and scope of rationality.
But why is there a problem here? We have to recognize that we do
use the expression “rational” to characterize beliefs, arguments,
actions, agents, societies, theories, and even philosophic positions.
So the question arises, does the use of “rational” in these disparate
contexts have a univocal meaning? Is there something like analogical
meaning in these different uses of the term? Is the situation here one
of family resemblances? Or is there some other way of explicating
the meaning|s) of the word?

Some philosophers have argued that the only clear sense of
“rational” is applicable to arguments and that what is meant is that
the arguments conform to logical canons. But such a severe restric-
tion does not help us to understand what appear to be other legiti-
mate uses of “rational.” For example, we frequently think of science,
especially natural science, as a rational form of conduct. When we
say this, we mean more than that science consists of arguments that
conform to the canons of logical reasoning. But the real difficulty
(and obscurity) begins when we try to specify precisely what is the
#more” that is intended. In recent debates, issues concerning the
meaning and scope of rationality have become even more complex
and tangled because of the conviction that there are incommensux-
able paradigms, language games, ot forms of life.

In the philosophy of the natural sciences, these issues have been
in the foreground of discussion since the publication of Thomas Kuhn’s
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions in 1962.. Viewing this book
in its historical context, it is now clear that many of Kuhn’s contro-
versial theses that seemed so fresh and original had been anticipated
by others. This does not diminish the significance or the impact that
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his monograph had (and continues to have). It helps to explain it.
Kuhn‘ gave expression to and helped to identify issues that were
erupting from a wide variety of sources. It is as if Kuhn had touched
a sensitive intellectual nerve, and it would be difficult to name another
book published in the last few decades that has been at once. so
suggestive and provocative for thinkers in almost every discipline
gnd so persistently attacked and criticized, frequently from antithet-
ical perspectives. Kuhn even remarks about his book, “Part of the
reason for its success is, I regretfully conclude, that it can be too
nearly all things to all people.”?¢

Kuhn argued that there is something fundamentally wrong and
askew with the image or conception of science that had been elabo-
rated by most mainstream or “orthodox” philosophers of science, a
f:onception that was itself a blending of deeply entrenched dogmlas
inherited from traditional empiricism and rationalism. He attempted
to sketch an alternative “image of science’” which he claimed did far
greater justice to the ways in which scientific inquiry is actually
conducted. The typical pattern of development that he outlines can
be divided into a series of stages. It begins with a preparadigmatic
stage where there is little or no agreement about subject matter,
problems, and procedures among competing “schools.” This schooi
phenomenon is followed by the emergence and acceptance of a domi-
nant paradigm by scientists—"“universally recognized scientific
achievements that for a time provide model problems and solutions
to a community of practitioners.””?” Paradigms guide “normal science,”
a type of “puzzle solving” through which the dominant paradigm -Iis
made more determinate and precise as it is applied to new phenom-
ena. The pursuit of normal science, with its increasing specificity
and precision, leads to the discovery of discrepancies and anomalies
that resist solution. Although the “fit” between a paradigm and
“mature” is never perfect—there are always some discrepancies that
_the paradigm cannot explain—a stage may be reached at which there
is a growing sense of crisis, a questioning about the adequacy of the
very paradigm that has guided normal science. This is the stage
th:n “extraordinary science’” begins and when rival paradigms are
proposed. Scientists do not reject or abandon a dominant paradigm
even when discrepancies and anomalies are discovered. What appearé
to be an anomaly or a problem that resists solution may turn out to
be only an obstacle that can be overcome and explained without
ab:andom'ng the prevailing paradigm. This is one reason why Kuhn
thinks the appeal to falsification can be so misleading. Evidence that
may appear to falsify an existing paradigm theory may turn out to
be accounted for by adjusting or modifying the paradigm without
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abandoning it.?® Nevertheless the situation may become critical when
a rival paradigm is proposed, one that may be able to explain the
troubling anomaly but is incompatible and incommensurable with
the entrenched paradigm. At this point a battle takes place between
adherents of the entrenched paradigm and the advocates of the new
paradigm. According to Kuhn, in the controversies that arise when
new and rival paradigms are proposed—a situation that he compares
with political revolutions—there are no criteria of logical proof or
any straightforward appeals to evidence that are sufficient to resolve
the dispute. The differences that arise during a scientific revolution
may be so great that any common agreement is lacking about what
counts as a decisive argument in favor of the competing paradigms.

When Kuhn denied that the choice of theories or paradigms in
scientific revolutions is a matter of proof or appeal to evidence, when
he insisted that “proponents of competing paradigms are always at
least slightly at cross purposes,? when he compared switching para-
digms to “gestalt switches” and spoke of such a switch as a type of
conversion through which one comes to ‘see the world differently,
and when he asserted that “after a revolution scientists work in a
different world”® he touched off a storm of protest. Explicit discus-
sion of rationality did not play a significant role in The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions, but many of Kuhn’s critics were quick to
argue that Kuhn’s image of science was one that made science into
an irrational, subjectivistic, relativistic activity where “mob psychol-
ogy”’ rules.®

When I try to untangle the major issues involved in the disputes
between Kuhn and his critics in a later discussion, I will show not
only that such accusations misrepresent Kuhn’s intentions but that
there is much more agreement among Kuhn and his critics than one
might expect, given the fierce polemics that have characterized these
debates. Many of the disagreements among the participants (includ-
ing Popper, Feyerabend, Lakatos, and Toulmin|, when reexamined,
begin to look like differences of emphasis rather than absolute cleav-
ages. I will be concentrating on the common ground that emerges in
what has been called the “postempiricist philosophy and history of
science’?? and in doing so will bring to the fore features of scientific
inquiry that have been neglected by many accounts of the nature of
science from the seventeenth century until the present.

Part of the reason why Kuhn’s book caused such a stir is the
Cartesian Anxiety. Neither Kuhn nor his critics were defending or
advocating foundationalism. Indeed, one of the most persistent and
incisive critics of foundationalism and the misguided search for the

23 An Overview

origins of knowledge has been Karl Popper (who is also one of Kuhn’s
major critics).®® Nevertheless the search for an algorithm of theory-
choice, or for clear and explicit criteria for demarcating science from
nonscience, or for reconstructing the permanent standards that it is
believed ought to govern the validation of scientific hypotheses and
theories are legacies of Cartesianism in contemporary analytic
philosophy of science. They reflect the demand that the philosopher
of science be able to state explicit, determinate, fixed criteria and
standards. The task of the philosopher of science is to give a rational
reconstruction of science which will clearly and unambiguously
specify these decision procedures, criteria, and standards. Kuhn is
right in detecting that this quest has been at the very heart of the
project of giving a rational reconstruction of science. So it is little
wonder that when Kuhn declared that there is “no neutral algorithm
for theory choice, no systematic decision procedure which, properly
applied, must lead each individual in the group to the same decision’**
his critics, especially philosophers, took him to be challenging the
very rationality and objectivity of science. One reason why these
controversies seem to generate more heat than light is that the entire
discussion is still infected with the legacy of the Cartesian Either/
Or; many of the participants in these disputes argue as if we must
choose between the alternatives of objectivism (e.g., scientific real-
ism) or relativism. But this way of framing the key issues is mislead-
ing. We gain a better insight into the positive achievement of the
postempiricist philosophy and history of science when we appreciate
that what is really going on is that the whole framework of thinking
that poses issues with reference to these and related dichotomies is
being called into question. The most significant outcome of these
discussions is the tentative steps taken toward a post-Cartesian and
postmodern understanding of rationality and the way in which it is
manifested in scientific inquiry.

I agree with many of Kuhn'’s critics that much of what he says is
ambiguous, unclear, and unsatisfactory and that his rhetoric frequently
invites conflicting interpretations. However, a fairer and more gener-
ous reading of even The Structure of Scientific Revolutions shows
that his intention was never to claim that scientific inquiry is irra-
tional but rather to show the way to a more open, flexible, and histoz-
ically oriented understanding of scientific inquiry as a rational activ-

- ity. He is suggesting that we need to transform both our understanding

of scientific inquiry and our concept of rationality.
Consequentlyit was disingenuous of Larry Laudan, in 1977 (fifteen

-
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years after the appearance of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions),
to write as if he were saying something startling new when he made
these statements;

Confronted by the acknowledged failure of the traditional analysis to shed
much light on the rationality of knowledge, three alternatives seem to be
open to us:

1. We might continue to hope that some as yet undiscovered minor varia-
tion in the traditional analysis will eventually clarify and justify our intu-
itions about the cognitive well-foundedness of science and thus prove to be
a worthy model of rationality.

2. We might, alternatively, abandon the search for' an adeql_late model of
rationality as a lost cause, thereby accepting the thesis that science is, so far
as we know, blatantly irrational.

3. Finally, we might begin afresh to analyze the rationality of.science,
deliberately trying to avoid some of the key presuppositions which have
produced the breakdown of the traditional analysis.*

Laudan claims that Kuhn has pursued the second alternative, and he
interprets Kuhn as arguing that “choices between competing scien-
tific theories, in the nature of the case, must be irrational.””*® Not
only is this a gross distortion of Kuhn's position, but it blinds us to
an idea that is central to Kuhn’s work and that has also been at the
heart of the controversies in the postempiricist philosophy and history
of science—the third alternative listed.

To speak of a new model of rationality may be misleading, because
it suggests that there is more determinacy than has yet been achieved
(or can be achieved). Nevertheless, what is striking is the growing
awareness and agreement about the components of an ‘adequate
understanding of rationality as it pertains to scientific inquiry. There
has been a dramatic shift in what is taken to be the significant
epistemological unit for coming to grips with problems of the ratio-
nality of science. In the philosophy of science, and more generally in
contemporary analytic epistemology, we have witnessed an internal
dialectic that has moved from the preoccupation (virtually an obses-
sion) with the isolated individual term, to the sentence or proposi-
tion, to the conceptual scheme or framework, to an ongoing histori-
cal tradition constituted by social practices—a movement from logical
atomism to historical dynamic continuity. Awareness has been
growing that attempts to state what are or ought to be the criteria
for evaluating and validating scientific hypotheses and theories that
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are abstracted from existing social practices are threatened with a
false rigidity or with pious vacuity and that existing criteria are
always open to conflicting interpretations and applications and can
be weighted in different ways. The effective standards and norms
that are operative in scientific inquiry are subject to change and
modification in the course of scientific inquiry. We are now aware
that it is not only important to understand the role of tradition in
science as mediated through research programs or research traditions
but that we must understand how such traditions arise, develop, and
become progressive and fertile, as well as the ways in which they can
degenerate.

Other questions about scientific inquiry also come into promi-
nence as a result of this shift of orientation. What is it that consti-
tutes a scientific community? How are norms embodied in the social
practices of such communities, and how do such communities reach
objective—intersubjective—agreement? We must do justice to the
ways in which such communities are committed to the regulative
ideal of achieving a rational consensus and discern how this is
compatible with individual initiative and forms of dissent that may
question a prevailing consensus. When I examine the controversies
concerning “incommensurability” (and the meaning of this term)
later in this book, we will discover that while some of the apparently
extreme claims made about the significance of incommensurability
must be rejected, nevertheless an important truth‘emerges from these
controversies that must be preserved in an adequate understanding
of scientific inquiry as a rational process.

These issues will be explored subsequently, but in this prelimi-
nary overview, I want to turn to another area of controversy that
shows some remarkable and deep parallels with the issues raised, the
positions taken, and the strategies of argumentation used in the
postempiricist philosophy and history of the natural sciences.

THE IDEA OF A SOCIAL SCIENCE

A few years prior to the appearance of Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific
Revolutions in 1962, another monograph appeared, Peter Winch’s
The Idea of a Social Science and Its Relation to Philosophy (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1958). Like Kuhn’s beok, it was short,
polemical, provocative, and ambiguous; it too touched off a contro-
versy that has continued until the present.

Winch was not primarily concerned with giving an analysis of
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the natural sciences but rather with drawing a strong conceptual
contrast between the natural and the social disciplines. Ironically
(and the significance of this will soon be apparent), in drawing his
contrast Winch virtually accepted the empiricist image of science
that Kuhn and others (including Polanyi, Feyerabend, and Hanson)
were discrediting and deconstructing. Against the mainstream of
social scientists, Winch sought to show the conceptual confusion
involved in thinking that the object, methods, and aim of the social
disciplines are the same as or even analogous to those of the natural
sciences. As he put the issue in one of his subsequent clarifications,
he was interested in giving an analysis and exhibiting the distinctive,
nonreducible “logical grammar” of the “concept of the social.””*” One
of the many influences on Kuhn was the work of the later Wittgen-
stein, especially the increasing importance for Wittgenstein of language
games and forms of life. In Winch, this aspect of Wittgenstein’s
investigations is the dominant influence. Winch was one of the first
to suggest and try to show that not only the work of Wittgenstein
but the linguistic turn in analytic philosophy had significant conse-
quences for understanding social life and for gaining a new insight
into what is (or ought to be) distinctive about the social disciplines.
Social life is a form of rule-following activity, using the term “rule”
in the sense in which Wittgenstein, according to Winch, used it in
his Philosophical Investigations.

Whatever one’s final judgment of the adequacy of Winch'’s claims,
he must be given credit for showing the close relations between
concerns that had previously been thought of as independent and
unrelated—the type of analysis of language games that we find in
Wittgenstein and analytic philosophy, and the concrete understand-
ing of social life that we find in the social disciplines.** Until the
appearance of Winch’s monograph, the main issues in analytic
philosophy had appeared to be irrelevant to serious concern with
questions pertaining to the social disciplines and social life. But this
is not the only connection that Winch made. He realized that there
were analogies and subterranean connections between the type of
insights that could be appropriated from Wittgenstein and those that
were at the center of the tradition of interpretative sociology, espe-
cially as formulated by Max Weber (even though Winch criticizes
Weber for making too many concessions to a naturalistic, scientific
model of the social sciences).

Winch was not only breaking new ground but was going against
the mainstream of the Anglo-American understanding of the nature
of the social sciences. The prevailing attitude at the time among
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professional social scientists was that their discipline was now on
the secure path of becoming a genuine natural science of individuals
in society, a natural science that differed in degree and not in kind
from the rest of the natural sciences. Progress in the social sciences,
they argued, required adopting and following those methods, proce-
dures, and criteria for testing hypotheses and theories that had pioven
so successful in the natural sciences. They therefore scorned
“interpretive sociology,” with its appeal to “subjective meaning,”
Verstehen [understanding), and such concepts as empathy and inter-
pretation. There was a prevailing dogma that while a concept like
Verstehen might have some value in helping to clarify how social
scientists make good guesses and invent hypotheses (and therefore
was relevant to the context of discovery), it was irrelevant to ques-
tions about the validation and testing of social scientific hypotheses
and theories which are formulated to explain and predict social
phenomena.®® Winch not only stressed the logical gap and the logical
incompatibility between natural and social science; he questioned
whether the interpretations required for understanding social life can
be checked by the appeal to the type of data which many social
scientists took to be vital for their scientific endeavors. Thus, in
contrast to Weber, who claimed that we can check the validity of
sociological interpretations by appealing to “statistical laws based
on observations of what happens,” Winch wrote: “Against this, I
want to insist that if a proffered interpretation is wrong, statistics,
though they may suggest that that is so, are not the decisive and
ultimate court of appeal for the validity of sociological interpreta-
tions in the way Weber suggests. What is then needed is a better
interpretation, not something different in kind.””*°

But perhaps the most controversial aspect of Winch’s analysis of
the “concept of the social” was that it seemed to entail a new,
sophisticated form of relativism. This is indicated by the very appeal
to notions like language games and forms of life. For Winch seems
to be suggesting that forms of life may be so radically different from
each other that in order to understand and interpret alien or primi-
tive societies we not only have to bracket our prejudices and biases
but have to suspend our own Western standards and criteria of ratio-
nality. We may be confronted with standards of rationality about
beliefs and actions that are incompatible with or incommensurable
with our standards. When Winch published his subsequent essay,
“Understanding a Primitive Society”’ (1964), which develops the line
of thought introduced in The Idea of a Social Science, he used the
figure of speech of “our standards”” and “their standards” of rational-
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Initially the debates about the meaning and scope of rationality
in the philosophy of the natural sciences and in reflection on the
social disciplines were conducted almost totally independently of
each other. But in looking back over these controversies, one is struck
by the deep similarities in the underlying issues raised. For example,
Kuhn was perceived as a relativist (although he denied this charge);
so was Winch. And just as Kuhn was seen as questioning the very
possibility of the objectivity of scientific endeavor, so Winch was
accused of making social science a matter of subjective taste. There
are structural parallels in the very arguments that were brought against
Kuhn and against Winch. In both cases objectivists were alarmed by
what they took to be the writer’s blatant relativism and its perni-
cious consequences. The significance of the practical-moral concern
that, as I have already suggested, is essential for understanding the
controversies about the natural sciences becomes even more appar-
ent in the controversies about understanding primitive societies,
different cultures, or even early epochs of our own culture. It becomes
clear that Winch’s primary concern is a practical-moral and critical
one. The basic problem that is at the center of his work is to deter-
mine what is the best way to try to understand and interpret differ-
ent cultures and societies so that we can learn from them. Winch is
seeking the type of practical wisdom whereby we grasp the point of
institutions and practices that initially seem to be strange and alien
and become more sensitive to the pointlessness of many institutions
and practices that we take for granted in our own society. “My aim,”
he tells us,

is not to engage in moralizing, but to suggest that the concept of learning
from which is involved in the study of other cultures is closely linked with
the concept of wisdom. We are confronted not just with different techniques,
but with new possibilities of good and evil in relation to which men may
come to terms with life.*

In the controversy that has surrounded Winch'’s work, the Carte-
sian Anxiety also hovers in the background. After all, at the heart of
Cartesian (and indeed most modem and ancient) philosophy has been
the conviction of the universality of reason and the belief that there .
are universal standards and criteria of rationality (however extensive
or narrow we take human rationality to be). To use a figure of speech
such as “our standards” and “their standards” seems to fly in the
face of this tradition and certainly looks like a version of the type of
skepticism and relativism that Descartes sought to defeat. But in
this controversy also, I shall try to show that posing issues in.this
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manner, as many of the participants have done, obscures the areas in
which there has been a significant movement beyond objectivism
and relativism.

THE RECOVERY OF THE HERMENEUTICAL
DIMENSION OF SCIENCE

One way to begin to appreciate how these discussions converge and
help to illuminate each other is to view them from the perspective
of hermeneutics. As I have already mentioned, Winch was attempt-
ing to show how themes concerning the nature of meaning and action
that were emerging from analytic philosophy, especially Wittgen-
stein’s Philosophical Investigations, were related to the major themes
in the continental tradition of interpretative sociology. But if we
consider this latter tradition, it was itself part of the general discus-
sion that was taking place during the nineteenth century concerning
the relation of the Naturwissenschaften and the Geisteswissen-
schaften. Insofar as one strand in this complex discussion had been
the claim that these two types of sciences are conceptually distinct,
requiring different methods, Winch’s arguments about the logical gap
between the social and the natural can be understood as a linguistic
version of the dichotomy between the Naturwissenschaften and the
Geisteswissenschaften. Even the arguments that he uses to justify
his claims sometimes read like a translation, in the new linguistic
idiom, of those advanced by Dilthey.* Dilthey drew upon hermeneu-
tics, especially as it had been developed by Schleiermacher, to bring
out what he took to be both the distinctive subject matter and the
method of the Geisteswissenschaften, especially “historical reason.”
In the twentieth century, both the understanding and the scope of
hermeneutics have been dramatically extended by Heidegger and other
thinkers working in the phenomenological tradition, including Hans-
Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur.

In contemporary reexaminations of the social disciplines there
has been a recovery of the hermeneutical dimension, with its thematic
emphasis.on understanding and interpretation. This is also what has
been happening in the postempiricist philosophy and history of
science. Kuhn himself remarks in the preface to his recent collection
of articles,

What I as a physicist had to discover for myself, most historians learn by
example in the course of professional training. Consciously or not, they are
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all practitioners of the hermeneutic method. In my case, however, the discovery
of hermeneutics did more than make history seem consequential. Its most
immediate and decisive effect was instead on my view of science.*

And he also states,

The early models of the sort of history that has so influenced me and my
historical colleagues is the product of a post-Kantian European tradition
which I and my philosophical colleagues continue to find opaque. In my
own case, for example, even the term “hermeneutic,” to which I resorted
briefly above, was no part of my vocabulary as recently as five years ago.
Increasingly, I suspect that anyone who believes that history may have deep
philosophical import will have to learn to bridge the longstanding divide
between the Continental and English-language philosophical traditions.*

Kuhn sometimes uses the term “hermeneutic” in a weak sense to
mean the type of sensitive reading that has always been considered
essential in the hermeneutical tradition. The maxim that he offers
to his students is one that we could find in almost any discussion of
hermeneutics:

When reading the works of an important thinker, look first for the apparent
absurdities in the text and ask yourself how a sensible person could have
written them. When you find an answer, I continue, when those passages
make sense, then you may find that more central passages, ones you previ-
ously thought you understood, have changed their meaning.*’

Such a maxim might lead one to think that what [ am calling the
“recovery” of the hermeneutical dimension of science is limited to
the task of writing the history of science. There is, however, a much
stronger and much more consequential sense in which the herme-
neutical dimension of science has been recovered. In the critique of
naive and even of sophisticated forms of logical positivism and
empiricism; in the questioning of the claims of the primacy of the
hypothetical-deductive model of explanation; in the questioning of
the sharp dichotomy that has been made between observation and
theory (or observational and theoretical language); in the insistence
on the underdetermination of theory by fact; and in the exploration
of the ways in which all description and observation are theory-
impregnated, we find claims and arguments that are consonant with
those that have been at the very heart of hermeneutics, especially as
the discipline has been discussed from the nineteenth century to the
present.

This point has been effectively made by Mary Hesse. She lists
five contrasts that have typically been drawn in the past between the
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natural sciences and the human sciences (Geisteswissenschaften):

1. In natural science experience is taken to be objective, testable, and
independent of theoretical explanation. In human science data are not
detachable from theory, for what count as data are determined in the light
of some theoretical interpretation, and the facts themselves have to be
reconstructed in the light of interpretation.

2. In natural science theories are artificial constructions or models,
yielding explanation in the sense of a logic of hypothetico-deduction: if
external nature were of such a kind, then data and experience would be as
we find them. In human science theories are mimetic reconstructions of the
facts themselves, and the criterion of a good theory is understanding of
meanings and intentions rather than deductive explanation.

3. In natural science the lawlike relations asserted of experience are
external, both to the objects connected and to the investigator, since they
are merely correlational. In human science the relations asserted are inter-
nal, both because the objects studied are essentially constituted by their
interrelations with one another, and also because the relations are mental,
in the sense of being created by human categories of understanding recog-
nized (or imposed?} by the investigator.

4. The language of natural science is exact, formalizable, and literal;
therefore meanings are univocal, and a problem of meaning arises only in
the application of universal categories to particulars. The language of human
science is irreducibly equivocal and continually adapts itself to particulars.

5. Meanings in natural science are separate from facts. Meanings in
human science are what constitute facts, for data consist of documents,
inscriptions, intentional behaviour, social rules, human artefacts, and the
like, and these are inseparable from their meanings for agents.

It follows, so it is held, that in natural science a oneway logic and method of
interpretation is appropriate, since theory is dependent on self-subsistent
facts, and testable by them. In human science, on the other hand, the “logic”
of interpretation is irreducibly circular: part cannot be understood without
whole, which itself depends on the relation of its parts; data and concepts
cannot be understood without theory and context, which themselves depend
on relations of data and concepts.*

Hesse notes that these contrasts have not always been clearly
formulated, particularly in relation to the crucial concepts of mean-
ing and interpretation. But the point that she emphasizes, and the
one that ] want to emphasize in this context, is the “natural science
half of the dichotomy.” As she emphatically notes: '

What is immediately striking about it to readers versed in recent literature
in philosophy of science is that almost every point made about the human
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sciences has recently been made about the natural sciences, and that the
_ﬁy‘e points made about the natural sciences presuppose a traditional empir-
icist view of natural science that is almost universally discredited.®

. Hesse summarizes the new, postempiricist account of natural
science with explicit parallels to the five points of the dichotomy. -

1. In natural science data [are] not detachable from theory, for what
count as data are determined in the light of some theoretical interpretation,

apd the facts themselves have to be reconstructed in the light of interpreta-
tion.

2. In natural science theories are not models externally compared to
nature in a hypothetico-deductive schema, they are the way the facts them-
selves are seen.

3. In natural science the lawlike relations asserted of experience are
internal, becagsg: what count as facts are constituted by what the theory
says about their inter-relations with one another. ‘

4. The language of natural science is irreducibly metaphorical and
inexact, and formalizable only at the cost of distortion of the historical
dynamics of scientific development and of the imaginative constructions in
terms of which nature is interpreted by science.

5. Meanings in natural science are determined by theory; they are
}mdel;gtood by theoretical coherence rather than by correspondence with
acts.

One must be careful not to draw the wrong conclusions from
these observations. Hesse is not saying, and it does not follow from
what she says, that there are no important differences between natu-
ral science and human science. Rather, she asserts that standard
ways of making the dichotomy are suspect.*

It would be a mistake to think that postempiricist philosophers
of science have been directly influenced by hermeneutics. In the
main, as Kuhn indicates in the passages we have cited, they have
been virtually ignorant of the hermeneutical tradition. It is primarily
because of the internal dialectic of contemporary philosophy of
science, by reflection on and argumentation about a correct under-
standing of scientific inquiry, that they have stressed those features
of science (and not just the study of science and its history) that are
hermeneutical. But this coincidence and convergence should at least,
in the manner suggested by Kuhn, open us to a serious confrontation
with hermeneutics. In hermeneutics and some of its critiques we
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discover still another rationality debate. And here, too, the central
issues bear on the Cartesian Anxiety and can themselves be inter-
preted as further evidence of the movement beyond objectivism and
relativism.

PHILOSOPHIC HERMENEUTICS: A PRIMORDIAL
MODE OF BEING

In 1960 (at approximately the same time that Kuhn’s and Winch’s
monographs appeared), Hans-Georg Gadamer published Wahrheit und
Methode. (The English translation, Truth and Method, was published
in 1975.) Gadamer was sixty years old then, and the book, his magnum
opus, represents a life’s work of philosophic and hermeneutical
reflection. Building on the work of Heidegger, or rather drawing on
themes that are implicit in Heidegger and developing them in novel
ways, Gadamer’s book is one of the most comprehensive and subtle
statements of the meaning and scope of hermeneutics to appear in
our time. Hermeneutics, for Gadamer, is no longer restricted to the
problem of Method in the Geisteswissenschaften; it moves to the
very center of philosophy and is given an ontological turn; under-
standing, for Gadamer, is a primordial mode of our being in the
world. Acknowledging his debt to Heidegger, Gadamer tells us:

On the basis of Heidegger’s existential analysis of Dasein, with the many
new perspectives that it implies for metaphysics, the function of herme_neu-
tics in the human sciences also appears in a totally new light. While Heideg-
ger resurrects the problem of Being in a form which goes far beyond all

traditional metaphysics—he secures at the same time a radically new possi-

bility in the face of the classical [aporias] of historicism: his concept of
understanding carries an ontological weight. Moreover, understq.ndmg is no
longer an operation antithetic and subsequent to the operations of the
constitutive life, but a primordial mode of being of human life itself.>*

At first sight it may appear as if Gadamer’s primary concerns are
foreign to those that have been dominant in the postempiricist
philosophy and history of natural science and to the rationality debate
that followed Winch’s controversial claims about the social sciences.
Natural science is not explicitly analyzed in Truth and Method but
enters only obliquely as a manifestation of “Method” that is contrasted
with Gadamer’s probing of the “hermeneutical phenomenon.” In
Truth and Method Gadamer does not discuss such social sciences as
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economics, political science, sociology, or anthropology. He concen-
trates primarily on the experience of works of art, the understanding
and interpretation of literary texts, and the study of history.

Nevertheless the claims that Gadamer makes for the ontological
primacy and universality of hermeneutics have important conse-
quences for our understanding of the natural and social sciences.
When I turn later to a detailed examination of Gadamer’s contribu-
tion, we will see that there is a basis for a dialogue between herme-
neutics and our current understanding of the natural and social
sciences. Despite the contrasts that Gadamer wants to draw between
modern science and the type of knowledge and truth that we can
achieve through hermeneutics, his own understanding of hermeneu-
tics helps to deepen our understanding of the natural and social
sciences. At the same time we can also use insights gained from
recent investigations of the natural and social sciences to test the
limits of Gadamer’s conception of philosophic hermeneutics.

Here we touch upon a crucial ambiguity caused by the disparity
between the Anglo-American and the German understanding of the
nature of the social sciences. In the Anglo-American tradition, intel-
lectual disciplines fall into the trichotomy of the natural sciences,
social sciences, and humanities, but on the Continent they are cate-
gorized according to the dichotomy between the Naturwissenschaf-
ten and the Geisteswissenschaften (the expression that was intro-
duced into German as a translation for what Mill called the “moral
sciences”). In the main tradition of Anglo-American thought—at
least until recently—the overwhelming bias has been to think of the
social sciences as natural sciences concerning individuals in their
social relations. The assumption has been that the social sciences
differ in the degree and not in kind from the natural sciences and
that ideally the methods and standards appropriate to the natural
sciences can be extended by analogy to the social sciences. But in
the German tradition there has been a much greater tendency to
think of the social disciplines as forms of Geisteswissenschaften
sharing essential characteristics with the humanistic disciplines. One
of the reasons why Gadamer’s work has received so much attention
is because it appeared at a time when many thinkers were arguing

'that a proper understanding of the range of the social disciplines

requires us to recognize the essential hermeneutical dimension of
these disciplines.

There is an affinity between Gadamer’s probing of the herme-
neutical phenomenon and Winch’s reflection on the role of under-
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standing and interpretation of social life, although Gadamer goes
much further than Winch in stressing the universality of hermeneu-
tics and showing the historicity of all understanding and interpreta-
tion.s® This affinity goes deeper than attempting to show that there
are ways of understanding alien cultures and texts without imposing
our blind prejudices, even prejudices about rationality. As I have
suggested, in order to grasp the point of Winch’s claims we must be
sensitive to his primary aim. To quote him again,

My aim is not to engage in moralizing, but to suggest that the concept of
learning from which is involved in the study of other cultures is closely
linked with the concept of wisdom. We are confronted not just with different
techniques, but with new possibilities of good and evil in relation to which
men may come to terms with life.

It is precisely in and through an understanding of alien cultures that
we can come to a more sensitive and critical understanding of our
own culture and of those prejudices that may lie hidden from us. We
will see that this theme, which Gadamer relates to dialogue, ques-
tioning, and conversation, stands at the very center of Gadamer’s
philosophic hermeneutics. For him this is the type of practical wisdom
that is characteristic of the ongoing interpretation of our own tradi-
tion.

A pervasive theme in Truth and Method, and indeed in all of
Gadamer’s writings, is the critique of the Cartesian persuasion. Here,
too, Gadamer is building on the work of Heidegger, who probed the
phenomenon of the modern turn to subjectivity and traced it back
to its Cartesian roots. The idea of a basic dichotomy between the
subjective and the objective; the conception of knowledge as being a
correct representation of what is objective; the conviction that human
reason can completely free itself of bias, prejudice, and tradition; the
ideal of a universal method by which we can first secure firm foun-
dations of knowledge and then build the edifice of a universal science;
the belief that by the power of self-reflection we can transcend our
historical context and horizon and know things as they really are in
themselves—all of these concepts are subjected to sustained criti-
cism. In this respect there are significant parallels (as well as striking
differences) between Gadamer’s and Heidegger’s critique of Carte-
sianism and the critique of a philosopher who might seem to have
little in common with them, Charles Sanders Peirce.**

The novel and distinctive element in Gadamer’s challenge to
Cartesianism is his argument that the Cartesian tradition shaped
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and ’dlstortgd ningteenth-century hermeneutics. According to Gada-
Blel’ s reading, Dilthey implicitly accepted the Cartesian ideal of
Method” and “objective knowledge.” Dilthey sought to meet the
challenge, so forcefully argued by John Stuart Mill, that the so-called
rgoral or human sciences are to be understood as empirical, induc-
tive sciences differing only in degree from the natural sciem,:es But
as Dll_they interpreted this challenge it meant showing that the:re is
a letmctive subject matter and method appropriate to the Geistes-
mssenschaﬁen that can equal and even rival the claim of the natural
sciences to achieve “objective knowledge.” For Gadamer, Dilthey
was not sufficiently radical in questioning whether the ideai of objec-
tivity, or more accurately the Cartesian understanding of ebjectivity,
is appropriate for understanding the Geisteswissenschaften and thel
hermeneutical phenomenon.
Gadamer tells us:

The understanding and the interpretati i

science, but is gb%iously part cffp th?i?fdoiaﬁiliggrﬁgfelyo? iﬁreli/?ii)rilgf
Th'e hermeneutic phenomenon is basically not a problem of method at all.
It is not concerned with a method of understanding, by means of which
texts are subjected to scientific investigation like all other objects of experi-
ence. It is not concerned primarily with the amassing of ratified knowledge
which satisfies the methodological ideal of science—yet it is concerned hefe
too, with knowledge and with truth. {TM, p. xi; WM, p. xxv) o
ngamer argues that there is an “inconsistency at the heart of
Dﬂthey’s thought,” a result of his “latent Cartesianism.’””> Gadamer
in his own way, is seeking to exorcise the Cartesian Anxiety and fc;
e}a})orate a way of thinking that moves beyond objectivism and rela-
tivism. For relativism, he thinks, is not only the dialectical antithe-
sis of.objectivism; it is itself parasitic upon objectivism.® What is
most important in Gadamer’s work is the way in which, through his
questioning of the hermeneutical phenomenon, he beg'ins to elabo-
rate a way of thinking that is beyond objectivism and relativism and
that recovers and explores ““an entirely different notion of knowledge
and truth.”¥” The understanding of reason and rationality itself
undergoes a subtle transformation in Gadamer’s work.* For he rejects
the oppositions that have been so entrenched since the Enlighten-
ment—between reason and tradition, reason and prejudice, reason
and ap.thority. Reason is not a faculty or capacity that can fr’ee itself
from its historical context and horizons. Reason is historical or situ-
ateq reason which gains its distinctive power always within a living
tradition. For Gadamer this is not a limitation or deficiency of reason
but rather the essence of reason rooted in human finitude. I
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HERMENEUTICS AND PRAXIS
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do we find in Gadamer an extraordinarily incisive interpretation of
what Aristotle means by phroneésis and the ways in which he distin-
guishes phronésis from both epistémé and techné; the creative use
Gadamer makes of Aristotle and the tradition of practical philosophy
is far richer.®” Gadamer’s interpretation of Aristotle is an exemplifi-
cation of what he means by opening ourselves to the truth. that
speaks to us through tradition. It is also the basis for his claim that
the Geisteswissenschaften are genuine moral sciences. Furthermore,
it is Aristotle’s understanding of praxis and phronésis that can enable
us to come to grips with what Gadamer takes to be the most poignant
problem in the modern world.

When Aristotle, in the sixth book of the Nicomachean Ethics, distinguishes
the manner of “practical” knowledge ... from theoretical and technical
knowledge, he expresses, in my opinion, one of the greatest truths by which
the Greeks throw light upon “scientific”’ mystification of modern society of
specialization. In addition, the scientific character of practical philosophy
is, as far as I can see, the only methodological model for self-understanding
of the human sciences if they are to be liberated from the spurious narrowing
imposed by the model of the natural sciences.*®

Or again, he writes:

In my own eyes, the great merit of Aristotle was that he anticipated the
impasse of our scientific culture by his description of the structure of prac-
tical reason as distinct from theoretical knowledge and technical skill. By
philosophical arguments he refuted the claim of the professional lawmakers
whose function at that time corresponded to the role of the expert in the
modern scientific society. Of course, I do not mean to equate the modern
expert with the professional sophist. In his own field he is a faithful and
reliable investigator, and in general he is well aware of the particularity of
his methodical assumptions and realizes that the results of his investigation
have a limited relevance. Nevertheless, the problem of our society is that
the longing of the citizenry for orientation and normative patterns invests
the expert with an exaggerated authority. Modern society expects him to
provide a substitute for past moral and political orientations. Consequently,
the concept of ‘praxis’ which was developed in the last two centuries is an
awful deformation of what practice really is. In all the debates of the last
century practice was understood as application of science to technical
tasks. . . . It degrades practical reason to technical control.

It would be a mistake to think that Gadamer is advocating some
sort of nostalgic return to Aristotle. The thrust of his philosophic
reflections moves in a very different direction. For the temporal
distance between ourselves and Aristotle does not permit a return to
Aristotle—Gadamer knows this is impossible—but rather a critical
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appropriation of Aristotle’s insights about practical reason that we
seek to make relevant to our questions and problems.* Philosophic
hermeneutics is the heir of this tradition of pra_ctical philosophy:

I think, then, that the chief task of philosophy is to justify thi_s way of reason
and to defend practical and political reason against the domination of tech-
nology based on science. That is the point of philosophical hermeneutic. It
corrects the peculiar falsehood of modern consciousness: the idolatry of
scientific method and of the anonymous authority of the sciences and it
vindicates again the noblest task of the citizen—decision-making according
to one’s own responsibility—instead of conceding that task to the expert. In
this respect, hermeneutic philosophy is the heir of the older tradition of
practical philosophy.©*

With this interlacing of hermeneutics and praxis, the threefold
interconnection of science, hermeneutics and praxis becomes explicit.
Contemporary reflections on the character of the natural and the
social sciences have led to a recovery of the hermeneutical dimen-
sion of these disciplines and to an encounter with the hermeneutical
tradition. A common theme running through all these discussions is
the movement beyond objectivism and relativism and the attempt to
exorcise the Cartesian Anxiety. But thinking through the nature and
grounds of hermeneutics as it has been probed by Heidegger and
Gadamer leads to a confrontation with the understanding of praxis
and phronésis. According to Gadamer, not only is phi_losophlc
hermeneutics the proper heir of the tradition of practical philosophy,
but the type of judgment and reasoning exhibited in all un.derstand-
ing is itself a form of phronésis. I have suggested that we gain a more
textured understanding of the postempiricist philosophy and history
of science, as well as of the recent debates about the nature of the
social and political disciplines, when we approach them from the
perspective of the hermeneutical tradition. We gain. an even more
penetrating understanding when we pursue the intimate relations
between hermeneutics and praxis. This will become clear when we
see that the type of rationality that Kuhn has been struggling to
articulate when dealing with the complex issues of theory-choice
and paradigm switches—his insistence that reasons function as vglues
which can be differently weighted and applied to concrete situations,
and his defense of the role of judgment in making choices and deci-
sions—are closely related to Gadamer’s analysis of phronésis and
the role that it plays in all understanding and interpretation. There
is a groping quality in Kuhn'’s several attempts to clarify the char.ac-
teristics of the type of argumentation that is involved in choosing
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among rival paradigms. It is as if he has been searching for a proper
model to express his awareness that such deliberation and choosing
are rational activities, but not the sort of rational activity that has
been characterized as deductive proof or empirical verification or
falsification. I will argue that without being completely aware of
what he is doing Kuhn is appealing to a conception of rationality that
has been at the core of tradition of practical philosophy that Gada-
mer seeks to disclose and revive. In seeking to appreciate the basic
orientation of Winch’s work, too—an orientation that helps to set
the context for his discussion of “our standards” and “their stan-
dards”—we need to be sensitive to his practical-moral stance. Here,
too, we will discover latent affinities with the tradition of practical
philosophy and wisdom.

The appearance of Winch'’s Idea of a Social Science in 1958 and
the publication of Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions in 1962
were catalysts for complex, nuanced, and wide-ranging debates and
controversies. Similar discussions occurred when Gadamer’s Wahr-
heit und Methode was published in 1960. For heuristic purposes we
can distinguish three closely related foci to the controversies that
the book generated.® The first concerns the significance of philo-
sophic or ontological hermeneutics for biblical interpretation and
more generally for the interpretation of religious traditions. Since the
time of the Reformation, one primary strand in the tradition of
hermeneutics had been its relevance for the understanding and inter-
pretation of sacred texts. The work of Heidegger, Gadamer, Ricoeur,
and Bultmann provides new challenges to those concerned with
biblical narrative, the interpretation of religious traditions, and the
role that theology might play in the twentieth century.

The second focus concerns the significance of Heidegger’s and
Gadamer’s reflections on hermeneutics for the understanding and
interpretation of legal and literary. texts. The Italian scholar Emilio
Betti has been an arch rival to Gadamer as the interpreter of the
hermeneutical tradition. In his major work, translated into German
in 1962, Die Hermeneutik als allgemeine Methodik der Geisteswis-
senschaften, and in E. D. Hirsch, Jr.’s Validity in Interpretation,
published in 1967 (which owes a great deal to Betti), it is forcefully
argued that Heidegger and Gadamer lead us to a self-defeating histo-
ricism and relativism.®® Against Gadamer, both argue that it is crucial
to distinguish and separate the three traditional moments of herme-
neutics that Gadamer blends together: understanding, interpreta-
tion, and application.

The third focus-——and the one that I intend to explore in greater
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detail—concerns the significance and challenge of philosophic

hermeneutics for understanding the nature of the social and political

disciplines. From the beginning of his intellectual career Gadamer

has always had an interest in the tradition of practical philosophy, -
especially as it emerges in Plato and Aristotle. It is also clear that a

decisive intellectual event that deeply affected Gadamer's own

distinctive practice and interpretation of hermeneutics was his

participation in Heidegger’s seminar (1923) on Aristotle’s Nicoma-

chean Ethics.® But it was as a result of criticism of Gadamer’s work

that this aspect of his thinking was brought into the foreground. In

the twenty years since the publication of Wabhrheit und Methode,

Gadamer has returned again and again to the theme of the practical

implications of hermeneutics and its significance for understanding

the limits and role of the social and political disciplines.®’ It is not

entirely inaccurate to claim that this aspect of Gadamer’s thinking

has come into so much prominence because it was at once under-

scored and sharply criticized by Jilrgen Habermas.®® But others besides

Habermas drew attention to the significance and limitations of

philosophic hermeneutics for the social and political disciplines. This

is also a key idea in the work of Karl-Otto Apel and Albrecht Well-

mer.® Since the initial confrontation between Gadamer and Haber-

mas, beginning with Habermas'’s critical review of Wahrheit und
Methode, there has been an extensive literature on what has come
to be labeled the “Gadamer—Habermas debate.”” I will be exploring
some of the issues raised in this debate and will try to show how it
is related to the other rationality debates in the philosophy of the
natural and social sciences. My aim will be to show that the latent
issues in this debate, and the responses and counter-responses by
Gadamer and Habermas (and others), are a further contribution to
the movement beyond objectivism and relativism. But in this prelim-
inary overview I simply want to suggest why the interest in, and
limitations of, philosophic hermeneutics was so important for
Habermas. Quite independently of any direct influence by Heidegger
or Gadamer, Habermas was already engaged in a critical reexamina-
tion of the social and political disciplines and the legacy of positiv-
ism in the twentieth century.”! Working within a Hegelian-Marxist
tradition, he argued that any adequate social and political theory
must involve an interpretative or hermeneutical dimension. Haber-
mas realized that Gadamer had developed one of the strongest and
most persuasive arguments showing the importance of this dimen-
sion of human knowledge. But at the same time Habermas was skep-
tical of the universalistic claims of hermeneutics and argued that
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philosophic hermeneutics underestimated and distorted the role of a
scientific understanding of social life. Philosophic hermeneutics lacked
an explicit critical function, which is so vital for an adequate social
theory. What was needed is a ““depth hermeneutics” which would do
justice to the role of work and power (not just language and commu-
nication) in the understanding of culture and society. Against Gada-
mer, who tended to contrast scientific method with the hermeneut-
ical phenomenon, Habermas argued for the necessity of a dialectical
synthesis of empirical-analytic science and hermeneitics into a crit-
ical theory that has a practical intent and is governed by an emanci-
patory cognitive interest.”

We can state the primary issue in a slightly different manner.
Habermas thought that one of Gadamer’s most significant contri-
butions was the explicit linking of hermeneutics to application, or
more generally to praxis.”® But at the same time he argued that Gada-
mer’s own understanding of praxis and his belief that Aristotle’s
conception of praxis is “the model for self-understanding of the human
science” would not stand up to critical scrutiny.” Habermas certainly
agreed with Gadamer’s claim that “the concept of ‘praxis’ which
was developed in the last two centuries is an awful deformation of
what practice really is.””® And Gadamer would certainly endorse the
following statement by Habermas:

The real difficulty in the relation of theory and praxis does not arise from
this new function of science as a technological force, but rather from the
fact that we are no longer able to distinguish between practical and technical
power. Yet even a civilization that has been rendered scientific is not granted
dispensation from practical questions; therefore a peculiar danger arises when
the process of scientification transgresses the limit of technical questions
without, however, departing from the level of reflection of a rationalit};
confined to the technological horizon. For then no attempt is made to attain
a rational consensus on the part of citizens concerning the practical control
of their destiny. Its place is taken by the attempt to attain technical control

_over history by perfecting the administration of society, an attefipt that is

just as impractical as it is unhistorical.’

But while there is common agreement between Gadamer and Haber-
mas about the pressures in modern society to confuse and deform
genuinely practical questions with technical and strategic issues, and
both seek to defend the autonomy and legitimacy of a praxis that is
distinguishable from techné, they disagree about precisely what this
means and its consequences. Many of their differences are related to
their different understandings of praxis, the features of praxis that
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hey highlight and especially the nature and role of reason as it
they 1, 1

pertains to praxis.

POLITICAL JUDGMENT AND PRACTICAL DISCOURSE ~
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natural sciences. Gadamer is constantly battling against the intru-
sion of method into hermeneutics and the Geisteswissenschaften.
Wolin seeks to show how “methodism’ has infected and distorted
the discipline of political science. Method is not innocent or neutral.
It not only presupposes an understanding of what constitutes social
and political life; it has become a powerful factor in shaping (or
rather misshaping) human life in the modern world. Wolin makes
tully explicit the practical-moral concern that lies at the heart of
the writings of Feyerabend and Gadamer when he tells us that the
vita methodi “avoids fundamental criticism and fundamental
commitment,” and that far from being an innocent, epistemological,
neutral ideal it is a “proposal for shaping the mind”—a proposal that
all three see as having ominous consequences.®’ Against the vita
methodi, Wolin defends the bios theoretikos, and at the heart of his
understanding of this form of life is judgment. The following passage
by Wolin might have been written by Gadamer, for it approximates

Gadamer’s own understanding of the quintessence of political judg-
ment.

What is political wisdom? Put in this vague form, the question is unanswer-
able, but it may be reformulated so as to be fruitful. The antithesis between
political wisdom and political science basically concerns two different forms
of knowledge. The scientific form represents the search for rigorous formu-
lations which are logically consistent and empirically testable. As a form, it
has the qualities of compactness, manipulability, and relative independence
of context. Political wisdom is an unfortunate phrase, for . . . the question is
not what it is but in what does it inhere. History, knowledge of institutions,
and legal analysis [are relevant] . . . knowledge of past political theories might
also be added. Taken as a whole, this composite type of knowledge presents
a contrast with the scientific type. Its mode of activity is not so much the
style of the search as of reflection. It is mindful of logic, but more so of the
incoherence and contradictoriness of experience. And for the same reason,
it is distrustful of rigor. Political life does not yield its significance to terse
hypotheses but is elusive, and hence meaningful statements about it often
have to be allusive and intimative. Context becomes supremely important,
for actions and events occur in no other setting. Knowledge of this type
tends, therefore, to be suggestive and illuminative rather than explicit and

determinate. Borrowing from M. Polanyi, we shall call it “tacit political
knowledge. "2

SCIENCE, HERMENEUTICS, AND PRAXIS

It may seem that I have wandered quite far from the issues involved

~in the movement beyond objectivism and relativism. One may be




46 Beyond Objectivism and Relativism

genuinely perplexed about what political wisdom and the tradition
of practical philosophy has to do with the character of rationality in
the natural sciences and the type of argumentation required for theory-
choice or paradigm switches. There may be legitimate suspicion that
the interrelationships of science, hermeneutics, and praxis that I
have been adumbrating are more suggestive than substantive. Finally,
there may be a proper skepticism about my constant references to a
new conversation, a feeling that this expresses more of a pious hope
than a living reality. The reader rightly demands a working out or
working through of the suggestions that I have been making that
will clarify, test, and support my claims. My objective thus far has
been to provide an orientation, to convey a sense of the underlying
questions, and to suggest how I plan to go about probing and answer-
ing them.
In turning to the working out of this project, I begin with the
self-understanding of the nature of science, its essential character
and scope. It is our cultural understanding of science, especially the
physical sciences, and the remarkable “success” of the scientific
enterprise since its modern origins that has set the context for the
intellectual and cultural problems in the modern world. Hermeneu-
tics, as that discipline took shape in the nineteenth century, has
been a defensive reaction against the universalistic and reductivistic
claims made in the name of the sciences. Every defender of herme-
neutics, and more generally the humanistic tradition, has had to
confront the persistent claim that it is science and science alone that
is the measure of reality, knowledge, and truth. As for praxis and
phronésis, these concepts are suspect once we are in the grips of the
Cartesian legacy. There are deep cultural reasons and causes—as
Gadamer, Arendt, and Habermas have argued—why in the modern
world the only concept of reason that seems to make sense is one in
which we think of reason as an instrument for determining the most
efficient or effective means to a determinate end, and why the only
concept of activity that seems viable is one of technical application,
manipulation, and control. Once we are caught into thinking that
the subjective—objective distinction is a fundamental one that arises
as soon as anyone reflects and we pursue the variations of this
distinction until the subjective becomes virtually synonymous with
the private, idiosyncratic, and arbitrary, then the very idea of phro-
nésis seems like a confused concept. Knowledge must be objective—
or else it is only pseudo-knowledge. When values enter, they must
be treated as noncognitive emotional responses or private subjective
preferences. From this perspective, especially in its positivist vari-
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ants, talk of practical or political wisdom and phronésis as a special
type of rational activity may have a certain charm but fails to live up
to the promise of serious scientific knowledge.

In contrast to the overwhelming bias which this invidious contrast
between wisdom and science reflects and the obsession of many
plodern thinkers with epistémeé and science, the development that
is becoming increasingly evident in the new conversation is an inver-
sion.® It can be misleading to think of this inversion as the “primacy
of the practical,” insofar as we still accept traditional and modern
contrasts between the “theoretical” and the “practical.” One must
be sensitive to and acknowledge the important differences between
the nature of scientific knowledge and other forms of knowledge, but
the more closely we examine the nature of this scientific knowlledge
that has become the paradigm of theoretical knowledge, the more
we realize that the character of rationality in the sciences, especially
in matters of theory-choice, is closer to those features of rationality
that have been characteristic of the tradition of practical philosophy
than to many of the modern images of what is supposed to be the
character of genuine epistémeé.®

There is a deep irony in the tradition that Aristotle helped to
initiate. Aristotle is at once one of the noblest defenders of the auton-
omy and integrity of praxis and phronésis and also the philosopher
who sowed the seeds for the denigration of practical philosophy. The
expression ‘“practical philosophy” is virtually self-contradictory,
because philosophy as the love of sophia is something higher and
more divine than phronésis. In the tenth book of the Nicomachean
Ethics, a book that has been so problematic for many scholars of
Aristotle,® Aristotle, returning to the theme of happiness, states
that “happiness consists in contemplation may be accepted as agree-
ing both with the results already reached and with the truth.””%6 The
life consisting of the pure activity of contemplation is more than
truly human; it is godlike, divine. Compared to this, “the life of
moral virtue ... is happy only in a secondary degree.”’®” Praxis in
Faorals and politics is only second best to the highest form of activ-
ity, theoria, which is intimately related to sophia, nous, and epis-
teme. Although the differences between modern conceptions of epis-
téme, especially as shaped by the Cartesian legacy, and the more

~ancient understanding of epistémé are as striking as similarities, the

prgjudice suggested by Aristotle’s contrasts has worked itself out
with a vengeance in modern thought. It has become a well-entrenched
dogrng of modern thought that only after we resolve the “hard” issues
of epistemology and come to grips with scientific knowledge can we
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ngofter” and “fuzzier” concerns'of n_:loral, sotcflal,e éu:g
tumn to ilosophy. This is a prejudice thgt is being question
political ersation about human rationality. . o (i
the new CO7 de part I and set the context for my investigation of the
To CO.n-Cl-ut hilosophy and history of science, let me summarize
pOStempl_Il‘”i’ gifferent perspective. Ever since the origins of modern
from & shghttY ical strategy of scientifically minded phllosopheri,
science nﬁonzgd with the claim that there are other forms;l of lfno:;rs-
when €O, 1 to those evidenced in the formal and natural scien i
edge in addi” e that whatever is legitimate, acceptable, or ra_t10n3
has beett %0 mably “other” forms of knowledge can .bC assimilated,
in these PIeS reduced to the canons of scientific discourse. What
translatecs Orsimilated, translated or reduced must be re]ected_a's
cannot b il;]edge. In this respect, logical positivism qu_empmd
pseudo- ° tinuous with the older traditions of gmp1r_101sm ﬂ
cism 2% cor}lsut whenever the implicit scientism (science is the z
. flwhat counts as knowledge and reality) has been p](:;,i;z X
me, there have always been those who. have ar%ue. ;
to the X7 's'm is deficient; it leaves out someth1ng vitally 1mporf
such 2 S-CIeIﬁs to recognize that there are other legitimate forms o
tant, OF It d knowledge. But typically (although not umversagzr),
experien® fa?hese other modes of knowledge and experience, W_he. er
defenders Otheir inspiration from the classical humanistic dlSClp'll}'lTS
they dra¥ .tjon of practical philosophy and wisdom, have exp_11c1t y
the t'rafill accepted the self-understanding of the natural sc1enc§s
or implic¥ Yn advocated by their “tough-minded” opponents. Th_e
that D23 bgetes that we will examine have taken place within this
tangled ¢ af commonly shared assumptions about the characteris-
fmmewor.k Oce, and Method. Each time some philosgph'er comes up
tics of SCICI}lle or she takes to be a new argument or insight showrln;g
with what ot assimilate or reduce all forms of knowledge to the
why 0n° Canr;s of the formal and natural sciences, there have alway(f,l
canop? fo le supply of tough-minded types who have countere
been an am;;nts that, at best, their opponents h_ave”noted 5.01:115
with zllrgll’l;ﬂ fhculties but certainly not any genuine theoretic :
“pracﬂlzzlto the essential unity of all science and the reduction o
obstac.
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eral sciences to a single all-encompassing universal s
the sev!

atis personae'change: Desca{tes versus Yico, Comter (;)lr
The drr Dilthey, positivists and logical empiricists versus oral
Ml verste e philosophers and phenomenologists. Although it is
o languiiis type of opposition will continue, a new pattem 1n
Likely tsz:sation concerning human rationality is now taking shape:
the cox
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the very framework, the unacknowledged assumptions and meta-
phors that have kept these debates alive are now being called into
question. With this questioning and probing, new continuities (and
differences) among science, hermeneutics, and praxis are becoming
increasingly manifest. It is now my task to show this in detail and
to justify my central thesis that we are witnessing and participating
in a movement beyond objectivism and relativism.




