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I. First meeting: Conceptual Incommensurability, Ontological 

Relativity, Pluralism – ground work 
 

[dialogue] 
 
 
 

K: Conceptual Incommensurability [CI] seems to be a key notion in your approach to 
relativism. How are the two related?  
 

M: Conceptual Incommensurability is a ubiquitous phenomenon, which seems to occur 
everywhere. As such it hasn't anything to do with relativism specifically: It is neutral to 
the issue of relativism. Donald Davidson, however, reconstructs CI in a radical form. And 
of course, if conceptual frameworks are taken to differ radically, then these differences 
would (rightly) be considered inconceivable: Claiming CI presupposes comparability, and 
if CI is interpreted radically, conceivability (and thus comparability) is impossible. 
Therefore, the concepts relevant to CI (reasonable candidates) must have something in 
common. And in fact, conceivable incommensurabilities are always "partial" (Ian 
Hacking, by the way, makes a similar point on the issue). 
 
Generally we can assert: “Anything that can be compared, must belong to the same 
universe of discourse.” 
 

K: But how do we know that we share the same concepts? 
 
M: Skepticism has so far successfully denied the possibility to prove the question    

criterially. The only possible way to settle the question seems to be by consent. 
 
However, the trouble is, that if (a) it is true, that we share the same concepts, then (b) it 
is not the case that there “are” concepts that we share.  
 
Let me explain this: (a) is a predicative phrase, (b) is loosely speaking a quantificational 
phrase. E.g. "I do it for your sake" doesn't mean that there "is [exists] a sake"; or 
"What's on your mind?" doesn't mean that there "is a mind". In talking about concepts, 
there are many grammatical short-hands leading us to platonic-like ontological 
commitments. This may look like a nominalistic move, but I maintain, that both, 
nominalism and realism are inadequate: Nominalism, because it cannot account for 
generallity at all, and realism, because it accounts for it in an overly-sanguine way. 
 
If we stick to this distinction, we at one stroke eliminate all of the principal forms of 
self-destructive skepticism and paradox. Whatever we agree can be handled criterially, 
will always turn out to be subordinate to the frame of reference, where the criterial 
notion doesn't obtain. (Cf. Wittgenstein) 
 

K: “Relativism”, as we know, is a heavily loaded term with a higly controversial history, 
and usually provokes reflex-like criticism. Why don’t we just talk about a philosophical 
“pluralism”? How would you define the relation between relativism and pluralism?  



 3

 
M: I’ll give you a raw definition: Pluralism is tolerance of the diversity within a certain 

framework. Relativism additionally allows claims, which would be considered 
paradoxical on a logic strictly limited to bivalence. 
 

K: How should we define ontological relativism then? I propose: 
  
Def.(1): (raw definition). Ontological claims involving such terms as existence, being 

the case, or similar terms are relative to the contexts in which they appear. 

Def.(2): For any ontological claim p involving such terms as existence, being the case, 
or similar terms, p can be established only with reference to one or another set of 
background principles s1…sn; and, given a different set of background principles  
s1’…sn’ (or more different such sets) there is no neutral way of choosing between 
the alternative sets to establish p. The truth (or reasonableness, appropriateness) 
of p is relative to the background principles used in establishing p. 

 
M: For the moment, I would instead propose the following strategy (in nuce): 

 
(1) Relativism is at its best in discourse about cultural phenomena. 
(2) Cultural phenomena exhibit intentionality. 
(3) Intentional phenomena are intrinsically interpretable. 
(4) Interpretations tend to require a relativistic logic. 
 
As to ontology this means: intentional properties are not determinative, but 

determinable. 
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II. "Relativismus Margolis", considerations on issues  
relevant to ontology1 

 
[draft Kranz with questions] 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Relativism has often been supposed to exhaust in deconstructing "classic" main-stream-
philosophy (objectivism, realism, absolutism). According to this conception of 
relativism, its main task would be to react to absolutists’ claims such as universally 
valid cognitive principles, objectivity of knowledge, correspondencs-theory of truth, 
representation-theory, intuition, and the like.  
 
Margolis’ relativism claims to offer “positive”, constructive elements above 
deconstruction and critique. One of the central challenges seems to be to develop a 
symbiosis of idealism and realism. A collection of basic ingredients of a margolian 
relativism relevant to ontology may contain: 
- dissociation from cognitivism and metaphysical externalism (metaphysical realism);  
-    dissociation from radical skepticism and solipsism (subjective idealism); 
-    a shift from correspondence to coherence;  
- a pragmatic policy: integrating knowledge-claims in a common lanuage-community 

and "Handlungswelt". 
 
 
1. Dissociation from cognitivism and metaphysical realism  
 
There seem to be no self-justifying cognitive methods. Absolutely and universally valid 
knowledge-claims seem impossible. Therefore, Margolis rejects representational 
conceptions of knowledge, such as the transparency thesis or the mirror-metaphor. 
 
Nevertheless, “we ain't lost.”, as Margolis puts it. Second-order-arguments can 
legitimate knowledge-claims (or theories). The pragmatic criterion of legitimate 
knowledge-claims is their survival (i.e. practicability in the long run). 
 
?   Why wouldn't you, then, call the "survival" of a theory a remainder, a well-preserved 

emergency-criterion to avoid solipsism? […"we know that we must be in some sense 
in touch with the actual world, because we survive." PwF:219] Who defines 
"successful survival"? If it is the cultural community, then which one is it? 

     
     
     
 
                     
1 Sources: J. Margolis, Knowledge & Existence (1973), Pragmatism without Foundations (1986), Texts 
without Referents (1989) and  S. Rinofner-Kreidl, Joseph Margolis’ relativistischer Pragmatismus in: 
Zeitschrift für Österreichische Philosophie 45, pp.135-162) 
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2. Dissociation from radical scepticism/solipsism 
 
One important move in Margolis’ relativism consists in dissociating his version of 
relativism from radical skepticism and solipsism. We have no positive argument to 
defeat radical skepticism/solipsism, Margolis argues. However, we can resort to a 
strong negative argument: "because the conditions on which doubts themselves are […] 
formulated presuppose a public world whose own existence can not coherently be open 
to doubt" (K&E: 72). Although this is no positive argument for the existence of a public 
world, Margolis thus shifts the burden of proof to the skeptic who has to prove that his 
assumption is justified and inevitable. 
 
 
3. In what sense can Margolis' second-order arguments be called transcendental? 
 
Some arguments of Margolis’ relativism can be called transcendental in the sense 
related to Kants use of the term, in so far as they reflect on the conditions of cognitive 
practices, aiming to demonstrate that they are relative or contingent or non-convergent 
or inescapably ideological.  
  
?    “Transcendental questions […] are second-order, sui generis empirical questions.” 

(PwF:166) – In how far are these questions ‘empirical’? What is empirical, the 
method of discoviering the inherent bias, the varifcation procedure of clarifying 
those hidden ‘filters’, or are the “objects” of such transcendental inquiry, the 
‘filters’ themselves? 

  
The conditions of a practice (at stake) are characterized as 
- “a priory” 
- external (i.e. empirical?) 
- historical 
- contingent 
 
? How strictly does Margolis understand “a priory” here? If one restricts the 

dependency-thesis (as in PwF:74, where Margolis declines a “putatively isolating or 
even imprisoning“ notion of epistemic conditions) –  one obviously can’t have the 
Kantian notion of “transcendental” in mind. (universally valid, necessarily true). 
How strong, how binding are those conditions then? 

 
? We stated above that according to Margolis’ ciritique, theories claiming absolute and 

universally valid knowledge are hole cloth helpless. That is, Margolis’ own 
relativism, in turn, takes its claims to be only relatively true: Since he doesn’t claim 
any privilege for relativism's own second-order-arguments he reduces their strength 
to the extent to which he reduces the universal validity of any argument in principal 
(call it the "no-privilege grant"). Does this imply to relativize/pluralize 
transcendental arguments themselves? If it does, would that mean either that: (a) 
relativists' specific discoveries of empirical epistemic conditions are discoveries 
relative to the cultural context in which such discoveries have been carried out; or (b) 
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relativists' general procedure in pursuing transcendental uncover-work is in its turn a 
procedure bound to a cultural context, e.g. a procedure typical of a perishing, 
intellectually over-elaborated and shaken society?  

     
? You then speak of "would-be-invariants". (also "indicative universals" (T:193)) In 

which respect can we call epistemic conditions to apply universally, once we (i) 
considered them to vary from context to context and once we (ii) considered them 
even to vary depending on the cultural/historical perspective of a relativist, who 
examines them?          

 
?  It seems to me - from what has been said so far - that (I) we can only establish a 

relational invariance between frame-types and corresponding theory-types (or 
context-types and corresponding mentality-types); (II) that such a relational 
invariance-theory would be a mere empirical hypothesis; and (III) that the claims of 
our relational invariance-hypothesis will be additionally relativized by the fact that it 
is subject to its own restrictions (the "no-privilege grant"). That would be a weak 
claim indeed! 

 
 
4. A historicised self supports relativism. Do we want to locate epistemic 

conditions? 
 
      "Man is a history and has no other nature" (TwR: 38). Our modern 

historical/cultural context is decisively characterized by remarkable "technical 
abilities", including cognitive practices. Most of these abilities are, however, 
habitual and non-explicit knowledge. When a technological self acts or reasons, he 
mostly follows unconscious, habitual interpreting. 

 
[to be continued] 
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III. On the notion of “practice”, the Betting-Game Metaphor and 

“predispositions” 
 

[dialogue and remarks] 
 
 
 

K: According to the written works of yours, there seem to be no self-justifying cognitive 
methods to legitimate universal claims to knowledge, truth or value. Absolutely and 
universally valid claims seem impossible. Therefore, you reject representational 
conceptions of knowledge, such as the transparency thesis or the mirror-metaphor. 
 
Nevertheless, you say, “we ain't lost.”, Second-order-arguments can legitimate 
knowledge-claims (and theories). The pragmatic criterion of legitimate knowledge-
claims seems to be their survival (i.e. practicability in the long run). ["...we know that 
we must be in some sense in touch with the actual world, because we survive." 
PwF:219] Why wouldn't you call the "survival" of a theory a remainder, a well-
preserved emergency-exit-criterion to avoid solipsism and/or chaos? And if this is so, 
who defines "successful survival"? If it is the cultural community, then which one? To 
sum it up: Is practice or consent a (quasi-) criterion of knowledge or truth? 
 

M: A practice can never serve as a criterion. Practice is the state within which we agree to 
what we want to regard as criteria (cf. Wittgenstein and Peirce on this point). In other 
words, speakers of a language-community determine what is tolerable and what they 
conceive a problem by inexplicit consent. Language-communities introduce provisional 
criteria relative to cases “where they worked really well”, but there are no independent 
or neutral criteria. 
 
Consent isn't a criterion either. It is important here to notice the difference between “we 
consent” and “our practice is consensual”: Consensus is not a criterion because we do 
not “stop and raise hands.” The practice is automatic, i.e. we simply speak. 
 
Historically, this contextual notion of knowledge is an achievement developed by 
philosophers from Montaigne, Kant and Hegel to Wittgenstein, but which has been 
neglected or ignored or demolished by Cartesian tradition unto modern analytic 
philosophy. 
 

K: I would like to put to you an analogy I have come up with, that I believe sums up the 
situation of relativists nicely. Let us suppose it is true that no criterion of absolute 
knowledge, existence, (&values) has so far proven to be universally applicable. What 
happens? – Relativists in the tradition you mention, from Montaigne to Wittgenstein 
"step back", so to speak, by giving up the target of identifying one privileged and 
universally valid cognitive method. We (relativists) nevertheless don’t give up arguing. 
We teach, write books, we claim being able to give good reasons for our bets. We do 
take part in the dialectic betting-game! We do this on the assumption that there are 
provisional criteria in our (scientific) language-community which seem to have 
survived, while others have not. We thus declare: 
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(1) We are still taking part in the gigantic cognitive project, even though we think 
neither we (nor anyone) can reach out but for the “second price”. (Margolis: 
"Philosophy is always a second-best option.") 

(2) Since the other competitors’ hopes and targets (the Cartesian League’s in particular) 
seem to be exaggerated and over-optimistic, our main concern has become to 
demonstrate why our competitors hopes and targets are exaggerated and that they 
can never succeed on the conceptual assumptions they make. In terms of our 
betting-game analogy this would mean that we unfortunately have to spend most of 
our time (a) demonstrating that it is unreasonable to reach out for the first price, and 
why this is the case, and (b) demonstrating that going for the second price is a 
reasonable and coherent target (although we do pursue to gain the second price in 
the long run, don’t we?!). 

(3) However, the very fact that we think it is impossible to identify one privileged and 
universally valid cognitive method, has two important consequences for our second-
order-arguments themselves: 1. Since we don’t claim any universal privilege for our 
own second-order-arguments (since we deny the universal justifiability of any 
argument) we reduce their strength to the extent to which we reduce the universal 
validity of any argument in principal. By not claiming an exception for our own 
arguments, our bet is on the other hand a strong bet because it is consistent.    

  
 
Kranz’s remarks on the term "predisposition" 
 
At the end of our last session, you asked me to clarify the concept of “predisposition”. 
In philosophical literature, I found no uniform terminology. The concept is used in 
numerous contexts, and often in one and the same case there are other terms applied 
synonymously (such as "disposition", "propensity", "condition", "precondition" or 
"presupposition").  
 
Therefore, I want to try and clarify the idea I want to express in its use: Historically, the 
motivation to detect predispositions seems to have been the suspicion that straight-
forward-epistemology and -ontology is an overly-optimistic target and utterly 
impossible. The focus of interest therefore shifted from the object itself to the contexts 
of experience and cognition and thus to the construction of objects (Cf. The telescope-
metaphor in my exposé). 
  
What do we want to call a predisposition? (provisional definition): "Anything can count 
as a predisposition which in some way has a constitutive effect on knowledge. A 
predisposition, therefore, is a function of an entity on cognitive claims." 
 
To me, it seems irrelevant for the moment, to identify the ontological status of 
predispositions. Depending on our metaphysical commitments we will ascribe this 
"constitutive" function to heterogeneous classes of entities.   
 
Examples of the multitude of fields where scientists or philosophers have claimed to 
identify entities with a constitutive function on cognitive claims are e.g.: neuro-
physiological brain-structures (Gerhard Roth, M. Stadler), biological heritage (H. 
Maturana, F. Varela), grammatical categories (W. v. Humboldt, Sapir/Whorf), 
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conceptual frameworks (St. Koerner, Feyerabend, Kuhn) transcendental conditions 
(Kantianism), social environment (M. Scheler), cultural mentality, historical conditions, 
normative attitudes (M.Foucault, Feyerabend, Kuhn). 
 
Further inquiry/ related topics should include the following: Precise definition of the 
term "predisposition"; Summary of its use in other texts; Are the transcendental 
arguments empirically controversial? Grant, for the sake of argument, that they are 
"sound". In how far are these transcendential arguments then relevant to the question of 
ontological relativity? Distinction "psychologically-subjective" vs. "transcendentally-
subjective"; questions related to the Dependency-Thesis (e.g. what kind of dependency 
will apply for each of these transcendential arguments, causal or logical, or other; how 
much dependency can a theory stand without becoming incoherent? To what extent can 
individuals change frameworks?; questions related to the Diversity-Thesis (e.g. How do 
we know that two observers refer to/describe/interpret “one and the same object”? Once 
we stress the constructive nature involved in referring to an object, it becomes the more 
difficult to say “we refer to something” the more we say “there isn’t something out there 
before we construct it”. Is there at all any relevant difference between predispositions in 
different communities [cultural-, historic-, social-, language-, conceptual-, or whatever-
communities]?; If there is a difference, is it irreducible? 
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IV. On the problem of Conceptual Incommensurability 
 

[draft Kranz] 

 
 
Introduction 
 
In his paper "On the very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme”, D. Davidson reconstructs 
conceptual incommensurability (CI) in a radical form to demonstrate that it is an 
incoherent doctrine. Davidson divides the alleged cases of CI into either exotic and 
untenable or trivial and irrelevant cases: extreme cases, which appear to be heady and 
impressive but which turn out to be based on paradoxical and contradictory 
suppositions, and moderate cases, which are not philosophically interesting in this 
respect and which turn out to be no cases of CI at all. Several authors have argued 
against such a radical interpretation2 by opposing various presuppositions of Davidson’s 
argument. 
 
In what follows I want to reformulate the problem of CI in terms which make it possible 
to argue that there is a third option, one which allows for a both philosophically 
interesting and coherent interpretion of alleged cases of CI  -- conceding of course that 
Davidson's criticism of radical CI is very plausible (a caricature is always ridiculous).  
 
 
1. D. Davidson's radical interpretation 
 
Let me begin with a short summary of Davidson's main point on the issue. Although he 
does not explicitly define the term in this text, Davidson seems to take the thesis of CI 
as follows:  
 
D1: CI is the property of concepts (and/or conceptual schemes and/or theories [?3])  

which, even though they may not logically contradict to one another, imply no 
overlap of semantic fields. 

 
Or, more accurately: 
 
D1': CI is the property of concepts (and/or conceptual schemes and/or theories) which, 

even though they may not logically contradict to one another, contain no common 
body of intensional features.4 

 

                     
2 E.g. Popper (1970), N Rescher (1980), Quine (1981a), C.Swoyer (1982), H.Siegel (1987), Ian Hacking 
(1999) J.Margolis (1999) 
3 Let us suppose for the moment that CI applies to concepts, schemes and theories in the same way. There 
might be, however, important differences! I take it that Davidson, here, treats concepts/schemes /theories 
equally. 
4 I avoid the term 'referents' instead of 'intentional features' here to avoid an ontological bias, or, if you 
like, to put off ontological commitment. I will do this later. 
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Schematic representation of  D1’: 
 
 
 
 
                                                                              

Intensional features                intensional features 
(or semantic field) of           (or semantic field) of  

concept x                          concept y 
 
 
Given this definition (D1’), it is certainly impossible (i.e. incoherent) to claim the 
possibility of  integrating descriptions of cases of CI into one coherent meta-discourse: 
Integrating descriptions of cases of CI in one meta-discourse presupposes (at least 
partial) comparability. However, if comparability is excluded by definition (or, as in this 
case, by a direct corollary of the definition), we cannot possibly claim the possibility of 
integrating descriptions of cases of CI in one meta-discourse. In other words: As soon as 
we can compare concepts, they cannot be incommensurable, and if they are 
incommensurable, they cannot be compared. 
 
 
1.1 Remarks on Davidson’s radical interpretation 
 
Concepts, which belong to one and the same coherent universe of discourse, are 
(trivially) comparable. Even concepts as "far removed" from one another as 'caterpillars' 
and 'angels' share some intensional features (such as 'being powerful', or 'being a means 
of someone to achieve something' etc.). This sharing of intentional features seems to be 
a necessary condition of comparability (for comparison is a discoursive practice and 
thus requires a coherent meta-language). But is it also a necessary condition of 
identifiability or recognizability? The notion of two concepts which contain no common 
body of intensional features is useless only in so far as it doesn't make sense to claim 
that two such concepts could be compared or described in an integrating coherent 
meta-discourse. I maintain, therefore,  (I) that it is logically possible that such radically 
incommensurable concepts occur; and (II) that it may even be possible for one person to 
identify or recognize two such concepts.  
 
To avoid a misunderstanding, I should clarify that these two claims do not rely on a 
principal disjunction of mind and language – as the juxtaposition 
“formulate”/”compare” vs. “identify”/”recognize” may, admittedly, well suggest, but 
that I take the two, on the contrary, to be very closely related (in an late-Wittgensteinian 
sense). The key-notion to these two claims is a revised conception of the nature of man 
and the self.   
 
This is how it may work. Claims (I) and (II) can be substantiated under the condition 
that we accept the following premises: 
 
 



 12

(i) It is logically possible that there is a diversity of alternative (equally valid) 
discourses.‘Equally valid discourses’ means ‘equally useful means relative to 
different interests’. 

(ii) We follow P.Feyerabend, J.Margolis, R.Rorty, and others, in revising the 
traditional  conception of a universal, intrinsic nature of man in favor of a 
contingent, historizised nature of man; and 

(iii) We give up the idea (or ideal) of a homogenous self restricted to exclusively one 
'universe of discourse' (or 'idiom'5): 

 
ad (i) In order to establish the logical possibility of a diversity of alternative discourses, 

one has to relinquish ontological absolutism and introduce a constructive notion 
of ontology instead.6 The reason for this is simply that if one doesn’t, alternative 
discourses will always amount to different descriptions of one and the same class 
of referents (namely the ‘ontologically objective world’), and such a 
representational conception of discourses will turn the alternatives necessarily 
into competitors. If one, however, claims a constructive function of discourses, 
each discourse will actually refer to different classes of entities 7. 

 
ad (ii)  Revising the traditional conception of the nature of man means that one must be 

willing to abandon the platonic doctrine that there is an intrinsic and universally 
valid nature of man, and furthermore, to be willing to take the individual to be a   
construction of his manifold contingen, historical/cultural context instead 
('dependency-thesis'); 

 
ad (iii) Giving up the idea (or ideal) of a homogenous self restricted to exclusively one 

'universe of discourse' (or 'idiom') means to believe that there can be infinitely 
many diverse contingent historical/cultural contexts, including discourses 
('diversity-thesis'), and that it is well possible to imagine that one and the same 
self incorporates two (or even more) incommensurable contexts, and is therefore 
capable of identifying two incommensurable concepts -- although one may well 
be unable to formulate or compare them in one and the same integrating , 
coherent meta-discourse. 

 
Pointing out extreme possibilities usually creates unlikely scenarios. I do not want to 
argue that the above described conditions usually (or even ever) apply to actual cases. I 
merely want to propose that one should accept suppositions, under which the logical 
possibility of even such unlikely and extreme cases can be established; suppositions 
under which, however, we will also be able to describe moderate and very likely cases 
of gradual CI, cases which in fact seem to occur practically everywhere and should be 

                     
5 If you define "universe of discourse" as something "all-integrative" and "nicht-hintergehbar", always put 
"idiom" instead. 
6 If you define “ontology” as “independent existence”, or “metaphysical existence-in-itself”, always put 
“ontology-in-quotationmarks”. I take constructivism at its best to be ontologically abstemious; i.e. to 
delimitate it from realism and idealism.  
7 or “entities-in-quotationmarks” 
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of some interest to the philosopher and not only to those who “may need Webster’s 
dictionary”, as Davidson provocatively puts it8  
 
 
2. Gradual interpretation of CI 
 
The following, modified, notion of CI introduces degrees of CI, or grades, ranging from 
low and hardly noticeable to high and hardly communicable. Schematically, any two 
concepts (schemes or theories) can contain completely identical or partly identical or no 
identical intensional features. ‘No identity’ occurs in Davidson's caricature. ‘Complete 
identity’ occurs in artificial languages (e.g. by sipulative definitions). In ordinary 
discourse and in most philosophical contexts any two concepts (schemes or theories) 
contain more or less partly identical intensional features. ‘Partial sharing of intensional 
features’, however, doesn’t suffice to define CI (in the trivial sense that ‘green’ and 
‘blue’ contain partly identical intensional features, but are certainly not 
incommensurable). We need to add what has always been the central feature of CI, 
namely the absence of a common metric or a conceptual tool with a metric function. CI 
modified is defined as follows:  
 
D2: CI is the property of concepts which, even though they may not logically contradict 

to one another,(a) imply partial, but no complete, overlap of semantic fields, and 
which (b) cannot be subject to a common metric in at least some respect. 

 
Or, more accurately: 
 
D2': CI is the property of concepts which, even though they may not logically contradict 

to one another, (a) contain no identical body of intensional features, and which (b) 
cannot be subject to a common metric or a conceptual tool with a metric function 
in at least some respects. 

 
 
Schematic representation: 
 
 
                                     or                              or                          but not  
 

(and any grades in between) 
 
   
Here, then, is the problem with Davidson’s caricature-like conception on CI: Once he 
presupposes complete absence of intensional features, he doesn’t need to even mention 
the essential feature expressed in condition (b) – “the absence of common metric...”- 
because the first implies the second in the sense that complete absence of intensional 
features marks no more than the limit of reasonable talk. 
 
 

                     
8 Davidson, “On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme”, p. 189 
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2.1 CI and intranslatability 
 
Once one concedes, first, that concepts are very likely to be more or less 
incommensurableD2', and second, that different discourses produce alternative ways of 
conceptualizing (maybe not in a Whorfian sense, but in a moderate sense of 
M.Bowerman’s contrastive studies9), I think we can easily draw conclusions from 
conceptual incommensurability to in-translatability in the sense that translation from 
any one idiom to another can be an approximation only, and that "perfect" translations 
don't exist10. Given D2', I would consider it misleading, to accept translatability 
between familiar (i.e. closely related) idioms, and not accept it between unfamiliar ones 
(e.g. on the grounds of translation-intransitivity-claims).11  If one accepts D2', it would 
be consrtrued as follows:  
 
One may, for practical reasons, call two closely related idioms "translatable", but what 
one means by this, is that there is a willingness to accept the intranslatability in certain 
cases (e.g. less important nuances). At some point, however, when either more essential 
aspects are involved (as in translations of, say, a poem from Ancient Greek into Modern 
German), or when these intranslatables add up to an unacceptable one (as it might occur 
in translation-chains, e.g. from Sanskrit via Latin into Modern American English),there 
is no longer a willingness to accept the intranslatability and one will eventually call the 
two idioms  literally "untranslatable"; although we have in fact always meant that any 
two idioms, be it only dialects in one and the same language, are hopelessly 
untranslatable in a strict sense. This applies not only to idioms of different language-
communities in different cultural/historic contexts, but also to idioms within an 
allegedly relatively homogeneous context; such as Heidegger's and Carnap's idiom or 
P.Celan's and K.Popper's. 
    
 
2.2 Why, then, are we able to understand each other? 
 
Objections to constructivist views of this kind often amount to the simple statement that 
apparently communication works, that translations and interaction in general seem to be 
very successful. Well, of course, a constructivist will reply, this may be everybody’s 
impression. However, according to the constructivist point of view, the fundamental 
question is in which respect this common-sense intuition is justified, and why we have 
this intuition.  

                     
9 M. Bowerman, Learning a Semantic System, in P.Bloom (ed) Language Acquisition: Core Readings, 
Cambridge 1996. 
10 We can easily draw conclusions from conceptual incommensurability to in-translatability, without 
having to accept Davidson's problematic equation of CI and intranslatability (formulated in Davidson, 
Ibid., 184). 
11 Cf. D. Davidson, Ibid., 186 
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Over the last 40 years or so, a variety of accounts have been propounded in conjunction 
with attempt to formulate a constructivistic theory that would (among other things) 
explain why communication is possible, eschewing realistic or absolutistic suppositions 
and all the traditional problems related to them.12 The basic notion (which founders, in 
parts, on the above mentioned premises (i)–(iii) in section 1.1) maintains - in short - that 
although people live in different worlds, they usually live in very similar worlds. And to 
the extent that their worlds are similar, communication, translation, and interaction in 
general, is possible; worlds, which are, in turn, similar to the extent that they have been 
constructed under similar principles, or “predispositions”. This explanation jointly gives 
an account of why communication doesn’t work or only seems to work in many 
occasions: to the extent people's worlds differ, communication fails, and since their 
worlds differ at least slightly, communication always fails at least slightly (although we 
usually don’t notice it and get along with it very well). 
 
 
3. The Dualism of scheme and content – the “third dogma of empiricism”? 
 
The arguments brought forward so far founder on a variety of premises I collectively 
called “constructivist” assumptions. With most of these premises I see no major 
difficulty; however, two of these premises seem to provoke some problems: First, the 
conjunction of the attributes “universal” and “relative”, a conjunction which is likely to 
produce paradoxes on various levels; and second, the dualism of scheme and content. 
For problems related to the first, refer to my expose, section 2.a-c. Here I want to pursue 
questions related to the second difficulty. 
 
The dualism of scheme and content is, according to Davidson, the “third and, perhaps, 
last dogma of empiricism” (189). Davidson assigns this view to both, Kuhn and 
Feyerabend, in the course of his attempts to defeat their accounts for CI. Although I 
don’t agree with Davidson’s interpretation,13I nevertheless take his criticism seriously 
because it may well be rightly addressed, if not to Kuhn and Feyerabend, then to what I 
conceive to be constructivism, provided it turns out that this dualism is an unwarranted 
or little reflected posit and that it is indispensable to the metaphor of construction.  
 
According to Davidson, all four examples of formulations he gives us, Whorf’s, 
Kuhn’s, Feyerabend’s and Quine’s, share the same basic idea, namely that there are two 
separate entities or levels: language/schemes/concepts/frameworks /theories on the one 
hand, and content/nature/reality/experience on the other. Their accounts differ, however, 
in some decisive respects. Davidson’s analysis is a useful guide here, for it allows for a 
clear distinction of whether or not a metaphor implies the constructive notion of the 
scheme-content-relation I am examining here. 
 
Let me briefly recall Davidson’s distinctions: The first examines the nature of the 
relationship between scheme and content: either a scheme can “organize” the content, 
                     
12 Cf. For example the works by E.v.Glasersfeld, P.Watzlawieck, H.v.Foerster. For a quick look at central 
themes cf. P.Watzlawieck (ed.) The Invented Reality; How do we know what we believe we know. New 
York 1984 
13 J. Margolis provides a convincing and vivid criticism of Davidson’s Kuhn-Feyerabend-interpretation in 
Incommensurability ModestlyRecovered (unpublished yet). 
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or it “fits” the content. The second distinction examines the nature of the content: which 
is either “reality"/ “nature”/“the universe”, or “experience”/“sense-data”/”the given”. 
 
As to the first distinction, it shall be easy to see that the fitting-image does not imply 
constructivism at all. The proposal here is that a sentence or theory “fits our sensory 
promptings, successfully faces the tribunal of experience, or copes with the pattern of 
our surface irritations, provided it is borne out by the evidence” (193). The crucial point 
is that this notion (again, whether or not it is rightly ascribed to Kuhn or Feyerabend is 
irrelevant here) implies at bottom just another variant of a correspondence-relation; 
however, such a relationship is not between sentences and facts, as usual, but between 
sentences and sensory experience: ”To speak of sensory experience rather than the 
evidence, or just the facts, expresses a view about the source or nature of evidence, but 
it does not add a new entity to the universe against which to test conceptual schemes 
[…] Nothing, however, no thing, makes sentences and theories true; not experience, not 
surface irritations, not the world, can make a sentence true. That experience takes a 
certain course, that our skin in warmed or punctured, that the universe is finite, these 
facts, if we like to talk that way, make sentences and theories true.”(194) 
 
Furthermore, it shall be easy to see that the fitting-metaphor doesn’t imply 
constructivism at all, even if this metaphor amounts to a conceptual relativism which 
holds that there are many different conceptual schemes which are all largely “true” (fit 
the sensory experience) but which at the same time are incommensurable. 
 
Let us thus examine the organizing metaphor. The idea is that language is not simply a 
technique of expression, but that the structure of language systematizes, divides or 
breaks down its content. In what way is this conception of language constructivistic? 
First, in that it rejects the traditional mirror-like function of language. Second, because 
it introduces what one may call a ‘dynamic’ element: language is an organizing “force” 
(Davidson, 190); and thirdly, because organizing suggests that there are different ways 
to do it. I think we can see that the organizing metaphor comes very close to the nature 
and function of language as conceived in constructivistim.  
 
Does this, however, imply that the dualism at issue is a necessary precondition of all 
forms of constructivism? And, even if it were, why would we have to give it up? In 
which respect, exactly, is it a problematic distinction? Before we can examine these 
questions, we need to be clear about the different forms of constructivism 
(vs.'constructionism', 'constructionalism'), and in particular, we should take a close look 
at the predominant metaphors of “construction”, “viability” and “closure”. 
 

 [To be continued] 
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V. Expose: Justificationproblems of Ontological Relativism 
 

[paper Kranz] 
 
 
 
1. General Objectives 
 
Is there any reason why we should take the suspicion seriously that ontological 
absolutism in general, and ontological realism in specific constitute some of the most 
persistent  “idols of the modern tribe“? This question is starting point of my dissertation. 
 
Since the period of the Enlightenment, approximately, a tradition in philosophy has 
established which could be called a realism-sceptical tradition with a constructivist 
drive. Its protagonists don’t doubt in the existence of the world but they doubt, in short, 
that the world exists in the way it appears to us. Sceptically motivated in such a way, 
they shift their focus of interest from the world towards the manifold epistemic 
conditions that constitute our view of the world. Metaphorically speaking, they no 
longer investigate an object by means of telescopes and microscopes, but reflect on 
these tools, the telescope and the microscope as such, being convinced that they 
constitute our world view to a considerable extent.  
 
The relativistic debate in our century, in particular in the works of W. Quine, L. 
Wittgenstein, T.S. Kuhn, P. Feyerabend, S. Körner, N. Goodman, J. Margolis and R. 
Rorty have demonstrated that the “ontological controversy” is far from being settled, so 
that it would hold to presuppose the existence of a world accessible independently of 
the predispositions of its cognition, a world represented by judgements as it is. In my 
investigation, however, I want to focus on the justificationproblems of the relativistic 
tradition in ontology; not because I held that it exaggerates a problem, nor that I 
considered its criticism inappropriate, but on the contrary, because I believe that the 
actual relevance and import of this cluster of theses can be demonstrated only by means 
of a sharpened sensitivity to the components involved in their cause. 
 
The advantage of a predisposition-sensitive epistemology is its relating perspective, its 
content of judgement reduced to if-then-structures about the world. However, if the 
relativistic idea acquires traits of a “negative dogmatism“ for its part, and its declared 
advocates utter an arch if-then if-then, just like the cockoo in the clock, then we are 
missing the chance to actually realize its ample impacts and theoretical and practical 
possibilities contained in them. 
 
According to the objective of a clarifying analysis, it is therefore my general goal to 
dissolve the cluster of different relativistic theses in ontology. In doing so, I am 
following the intentions of philosophers who have tried to sum up and disentangle, in a 
second glance on the debate, so to speak, the numerous similar and distinct theses and 
arguments. Due to the restricted space of the investigation, it would not make much 
sense to propose a single solution to the problem, but rather to characterise the different 
positions and show under which epistemic presuppositions they can be justified 
(substantial approach) and under which logical presuppositions they are consistent 
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(formal aspects). Because the validity of a relativistic thesis depends inseparably on the 
validity of its underlying presuppositions. If someone objected at this point that the 
problem of justification of ontological relativism that way just shifted onto another 
level, I would reply, that precisely this is the case! Only after the conditions of 
justification of a  question are clarified, this question can be settled. Before we can 
come to a conclusion, we must, e.g. examine the meaning of “descriptive statements“ 
and “quantificational terms”, clarify in which way and under which conditions they can 
be assigned truth and be justified – provided they can obtain a truth-value at all in a 
non-constructive sense. Further, we have to specify features and functions of 
“descriptive statements“ and their relations with other types of utterances, such as 
value-statements, etc.  
 
 
2. Detailed Outline of  the Problem  
 
The first two chapters are reserved for ground work. In the first chapter I want to raise 
the question in how far ontological relativism can be classified as ontological scepticism 
and in which respect ontological scepticism is distinguished from other forms of 
scepticism; furthermore, which variations of scepticism represent a “negative dogma“ 
and which formal conditions in general give rise to self-refuting paradoxes.       
 
In the second chapter I want to trace the history of ontological relativism, in the course 
of which we will presumably notice that arguments have hardly changed at all 
substantially since the Greeks, whereas from the beginning of modern age onwards to 
the present, the conceptual repertoire and with it the sensitivity to the problem – 
particularly since Kant – have been considerably refined. The debate in our century is 
basically a debate on establishing priority of impact of two factors, the ontologically 
objective world and the subjective addition to our word view. Since most philosophers 
admit that there is a subjective addition in some way, it is a debate about the extent and 
relevance of the constructive components (cultural, historic, paradigmatic, etc.). With 
the support of widely accepted empirical transcendental arguments provided by various 
disciplines (the natural sciences and the humanities alike, such as sociology, 
psychology, evolutionary theories, ethnology, cognitive science, linguistics, etc.), the 
weighting, it seems, has shifted in favour of the constructive components. The decisive 
question, however, remains whether these theories are methodologically consistent and 
therefore strong enough to correct the deeply rooted conviction of an ontologically 
objective world in favor of consructivism or relativism. Many scientists and 
philosophers seem to be attracted to constructive thinking nowadays, but nevertheless 
they tend to sticking to the categorial framework of common sense (i.e. to ontological 
realism and a bivalent logic) and try to interpret their findings within this ontological 
frame of reference, a practice worth discussing in this context as well. 
 
In my discussion of the more recent relativistic theses in ontology (ch.III), I will 
proceed according to subject, i.e. I don’t plan to discuss each text separately, but rather 
want to sort out arguments and sum them up. After having distilled different types of 
arguments, I intend to group them in two categories: descriptive ontological relativism 
(“There actually exist irreduciblly different possible alternative categorial frameworks 
in which the world can be organised“) and meta-ontological relativism (“There 
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necessarily exist irreducibly different possible alternative categorial frameworks, 
‘necessarily‘ because of epistemological and logical considerations). By approaching 
meta-ontological relativism critically, I am planning to concentrate on three aspects: 
epistemic, logic and sceptical self-refutation (ch.IV). 
 
 
a) Epistemic self-refutation  

   
Every transcendental epistemology implies a dependency-thesis (a dependency between 
knowing x and the conditions of knowing x). If we accept this thesis to apply 
universally, we need, at once, to ask for a justification of the transcendental argument 
itself: What kind of truth can we ascribe to an argument, which is itself subject to the 
limitations it asserts? The problem becomes more critical if the transcendental subject, 
as in radically constructivistic theories, is naturalised, i.e. when you “locate” the 
epistemic conditions, qua evolutionary, brain-physiological predispositions, “filters”, 
“mind structures”, “physiological apparatus”, within a historic scientific context. 
Because if you do this, a radical constructivism will be based on scientific theories, 
whose validity radical constructivism itself puts into question by restricting their 
validity to very specific epistemic conditions.  
 
To make this point clear, look at the construction of “self-refutating universal 
determinism“: Imagine a fatalistic universe so that every event is without exception 
determined causally by other events, including thoughts, feelings, ideas, arguments, 
convictions, etc. If every conviction, however, is the product of its “masses of causing 
events“, then this is true for the conviction that “the universe is causally determined” 
just as well, so there is no good reason to believe this particular conviction is true 
because under those circumstances there is no good reason to believe any conviction is 
true. The fatalist’s retort to every “why?“ is a theatrical “It had to be that way!“ without 
realising that in case he is right, he was unable to speak otherwise. Such fatalistic 
scenario demonstrates an extreme case. It illustrates the formal consequences of a 
radical dependency-thesis for its consistency. To generalise the problem we should ask: 
What is the ratio of the degree of dependency to the degree of consistency (e.g. if the 
dependency-thesis is more and more restricted)? Furhter questions should include: Is it 
possible to figure this proportion like a function? What are the units of measurement for 
“dependency” and “consistency”? Under which logic presuppositions e.g. can you 
subdivide consistency in degree?  
 
 
b)   Logical (meta-linguistic) self-refutation                                                                                         

 
Relativists write books. Their line of argumentation usually follows the principles of 
classical logic and common sense. If a certain relativistic theory implies a logical 
pluralism, this theory must be explicated in some way, just as any other theory. If that is 
the case, we have to expect two basic problems: a) we have to give good reasons for our 
choice of classical logic as meta-logic; or b) we have to support the relativistic 
arguments successfully with each alternative-logic candidate proposed.  
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c)  Sceptic self-refutation 
 
Radical scepticism has been suspected to be self-destructive. Provided it turns out that a 
consistent meta-ontological relativism must be classified as a radical sceptical theory 
(e.g. because it turns out that the structure of its argumentative strategy is at bottom 
identical with that of radical scepticism), its validity will no doubt have to be reduced. 
The discussion here will embrace the question of the criteria to prefer a consistent but 
weak theory over its competitors, “classical” theories such as ontological absolutism, 
which in contrast turn out to be strong, but untenable.  
 
The fifth chapter, finally, contains a summary of the results and an ideology-critical post 
scriptum on ontological relativism in its playful and popularised ways in the 20th 
century, which, by their inherent instability, are liable to the being abused by various 
normative and political interests.  
 
 
4. Procedure & Methods  
   
The steps of procedure, as far as I can tell at the moment, correspond to those mentioned 
in the previous section. As to the method applied, I should add that I plan to take a 
“later-Wittgensteinian“ conception of philosophy as a starting point, i.e. to base my 
investigation on the assumption that in contrast to than the social sciences – which aim 
at explaining phenomena – philosophy is supposed to analyse the use of concepts in 
terms of a “perspicuous rpresentation” („übersichtliche Darstellung“); Because the use 
of concepts, Wittgenstein pointed out, characterises our interpretation of the world, and 
thus the ability to handle concepts easily avoids our mind from being deceived by the 
traps of language. In the case of the “conceptual disaster“ we find in the relativism 
debate, we are well advised to consider Wittgenstein’s warning. 
                         
Wittgenstein’s middle and later philosophy itself has often been associated with 
relativism or relativistic consequences. Integrating a method of Wittgenstein’s in my 
inquiry, therefore, might give rise to the suspecion that this may well distort the results 
in favour of relativism. I am aware of this risk, however, I want to point out that in order 
to understand different discourses, it semms to be indispensable to embark on their rules 
in parts. Moreover, in laying open interrelations of concepts, I don’t want to confine 
myself to the everyday use, as Wittgenstein did for long stretches, but I want to compare 
pivotal concepts within their theoretical contexts because I it seems the numerous 
different specialized, fragmented and isolated discourses that have been elaborated 
besides the discourse of everyday language increasingly call for comparison.  
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VI. Discussion of Exposé, part I 
 

[dialogue] 
 
 

M: The relativism as presented in your expose is (in a narrow sense) not particularly far 
developed. Is ontological relativism [henceforth O.R.] a species of relativism or rather a 
question which arises with respect to certain aspects of relativism in general, questions 
which may or may not overlap? How would you define ontological relativism?  
 

K: Def.1: (very general) Ontological claims involving such terms as existence, being the 
case, or similar terms) are relative to the contexts in which they appear.    

Def.2: For any ontological claim p involving such terms as existence, being the case, or 
similar terms, p can be established only with reference to one or another set of 
background principles s1…sn; and, given a different set of background principles  
s1’…sn’ (or more different such sets) there is no neutral way of choosing between the 
alternative sets to establish p. The truth (or reasonableness, appropriateness) of p is 
relative to the background principles used in establishing p. 
 

M: Here you have come to terms with something close to the idiom Kuhn and Feyerabend 
use when Kuhn says famously that Priestley and Lavoisier "lived in different worlds", in 
the sense that their worlds are somehow constructed by their theories which do not 
overlap in certain ways, so they have correspondingly different objects. The interesting 
question (which Kuhn never answered) is what are these objects? 
      e.g.   p: "I see the pendulum swinging."  
 q: "No, it's just a stone that's swinging." 
p is an ontological claim relative to the context of ‘dynamic’ physics, q to the context of 
‘static’ (Aristotelian) physics. If "pendulum" and "just a stone" were different objects in 
some very strong sense, I could see ontological relativism as a way of stating a position 
close to what Kuhn and Feyerabend were talking about. 
 
One may question this: "pendulum" and "just a stone" might be 'objects' only in the 
grammatical sense. They are not, this person would argue, independent from our 
orientation, perspectives etc. They are "Erscheinungen" and thus not objects in the strong 
sense in which you wanted to conceive them in order to make your claim an ontological 
claim. 
 

           The sentences like the following suggests that your account of O.R. raises the 
phenomena-noumena-problem: "Its [relativism’s] protagonists don't doubt in the 
existence of the world, but they doubt, in short, that the world exists in the way it appears 
to us." [Be careful also with the microscope metaphor: If our view through the 
microscope is distorted, as we suspect, how can we be sure that our view on it is 
undestorted, when we “reflect on these cognitive tools”?] 
 

K: The reason why I choose this formulation was to get it straight from the beginning that 
relativists must deliminate from radical subjective idealism / solipsism. The formulation 
was not designed to convey the impression that I thought it were possible, from some 
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framework-independent point of view, to talk about objects in the sense of a 
metaphysical realist. 
 

M: To put the point differently: What do we mean when we say that things are not the way 
they appear? Normally, when you say "I doubt that that's the way it is, it just appears that 
way from this point of view", the assumption is that there is a point of view from which 
you can see the way is really is. There are various cases where we speak that way: 

1."What is the 'real' shape of a coin?" 
2."Is grass 'really' green, even at night?" 
3."What's the 'real' color of certain deep-see creatures?” 

One possible reaction would be: 

"The real shape is circular, and when you look at it in a certain way, it will appear 
like a thin line, but that's what circular shapes rightly look like seen that way."(ad1) 

"Of course, give me a lamp and I'll show you."(ad2) 
"Well, bring it up to the surface, let's see."(ad3) 

 
K: There are different questions related to the three examples. The coin-example marks a 

special case within a set of background principles, it simply demonstrates how we make 
a distinction between 'appearances'/'illusions' and 'reality' within one and the same 
theoretical context, just like we can talk about locked and unlocked restroom-doors in a 
prisoner's community, to use a daring analogy. 

       
Reactions to 2. and 3., I believe, show our spontaneous common-sense attitude within a 
naively-realistic ontology. The point ontological relativists want to make, however, is to 
compare ontological claims in different linguistic frameworks entailing different 
ontologies. The main difficulty ontological relativists usually have to face at this point is 
that they are confronted with deeply-rooted intuitions with a strong bias to (common 
sense) realism. To the extent O.R. deconstructs or undermines these intuitions, it may 
well be called skeptical. Now, if we don't want O.R. to exhaust in deconstruction (which 
unfortunately tends to be the case, think of Feyerabend, Foucault, Rorty), we need to 
offer a positive account for "what's going on". The first step in conjunction with attempts 
to give such a positive account is usually to offer an explanation of how metaphysical 
realists come to believe the unfortunate views they engage in. To the extent their 
arguments are designed to convince the realist of his bias and prejudice 
["Befangenheit"], ontological relativists have often proceed by backing up their claims 
by empirical theories which support the dependency-thesis: psychological theories 
explaining the strong imprinting effect of early childhood enculturalization; linguistic 
theories pointing out the close connection between grammatical patterns and categorial 
frameworks, theories in cognitive science explaining the limiting function of brain-
structures, dependency-claims by sociologists of knowledge, etc. 
 

M: I want to warn you that the way you construct the case for O.R., still, risks to raise the 
noumena-problem: Do we want to say that we are skeptical in the way that "we believe 
that there is an external world, but that it is not in the way it appears to us"? (there are 
well-known problems, and it is advisable to avoid them) – Do you really need the 
phenomena-noumena-distinction? Maybe, maybe not. 
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K: I am not sure about this. The reason why I reconstructed O.R. in those terms, was because 
I wanted to sum up the development of arguments which historically led to the plausibility 
and wide acceptance of relativistic views in our century in general. And historically, 
relativism has undoubtedly largely proceeded by transcendental reasoning. I see now that 
this way of putting the point is misleading and should be avoided or else explained. 
Instead of the former formulation ("Its [relativism’s] protagonists don't doubt in the 
existence of the world, but they doubt, in short, that the world exists in the way it appears 
to us" maybe we should rather say: "It doesn't make sense to claim to know how things 
really are. We advise to give up talking about 'objects' in the way metaphysical realists do. 
We claim, instead, that objects can be constructed in different ways under different, 
alternative conceptual frameworks, etc…." Would that solve the problem? 

 
M: All right. But I think there are two entirely different questions, which need to be sorted. 

(1) The phenomena-noumena question: Invented by Cartesian skepticism, it dominated 
the tradition until Kant (who could not entirely solve it, who eventually couldn’t do 
without noumena) and was resolved not before Hegel (who reconciled phenomena 
and noumena, making the distinction collapse by introducing what we today may call 
a constructive notion of appearances). 

(2) The question of different frameworks: Avoiding the Cartesian problem and accepting 
Hegel's solution, it proposes that how things appear to us is a function of the 
conceptual schemes or frameworks that we are committed to, and then raise the 
question: "Is it the case that there is one and only one framework, or is it the case that 
we could force different perspectives or frameworks to yield to one framework." (and 
related questions such as "If it is the case that we could force different perspectives 
or frameworks to yield to one framework, can we be sure what other people are 
referring to?)  

      My advice is this: Relativism should be more closely connected with the second 
question, and it seems to be precisely the problem with Kuhn and Feyerabend, that 
they didn't strictly separate these two questions. 

  
K: I can see why you favour the second question over the first, but does the second question 

at all raise ontological problems in particular? Maybe we cannot do without a distinction 
somehow akin to the phenomena-noumena-distinction. If ontological relativism is bound 
to a notion of "objects in a very strong sense" (as you put it before), i.e. in the sense of 
independent existence, in order to count as an ontological thesis it may be difficult to 
avoid the noumenal notion of objects. You could formulate my concern even in terms of 
a dilemma:  

 
 Either you take framework-dependent ontological claims "in a very strong sense" (i.e. in 

the sense of independent existence, in order to make your claim an ontological thesis 
which would give raise to the noumena-problem, or you want to avoid the noumena-
problem, but then the relativism proposed would not be an ontological relativism "in the 
strong sense" at all! 

 
 To avoid the dilemma, we could reconstruct O.R. so that (a) the ontological claims 

involved are strong enough to be actually called ontological claims (not mere 
phenomena); and (b) the ontological claims involved must be 'humble' enough avoid 
presumptuous talk about things-in-themselves (noumena). What we need, in other words, 
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is to precisely determine the ontological status of these framework-relative denotata or 
entities, and see whether we can do so in a way which avoids the phenomena-noumena 
distinction.  

 
M: There is in fact a very thin version of OR in your sense in a book by Peter Gallison, who 

claims that in high-technology physics you can have radically different 
theories/semantics which do not share very much in common, but nevertheless, at some 
very general level, they share a vocabulary in virtue of which it is possible to claim that 
these theories have achieved something in common. I wouldn't find it implausible, but I 
didn't find it detailed enough to be sure that he was presenting a strong specimen of O.R. 
Gallison's case could be interpreted in terms of O.R. in the sense that shifts in 
background principles of an ontological claim entail "shifts in objects" and therefore also 
of predicables. 
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VII. Discussion of Expose, part II: Ontological Relelativism, 

Constructivism & Selfreferentiality  
 

[dialogue] 

 

M: How would you put the problem that you see here? The problems that you mention in 
your expose don't seem to me to be at all parallel problems. 

 
K: I thought they were quite clearly connected; various aspects of the same problem, or, the 

same problem on various levels. 
 
M: Aha. What same problem? 
 
K: I like the picture of a pair of scissors to explain the underlying idea. Relativism and its 

coherence seem to behave like a pair of scissors in the following respect: The more you 
want one part of the pair to move in one direction, the more the other part will move in 
the opposite direction – The stronger you want to be a relativistic claim, the more it 
seems to be liable to self-refutation. The three aspects I mention are concerned with a) 
the dependency-thesis, b) the diversity-thesis, and c) the notion of contextual emphasis 
(context-relative validity of an existence-claim in a cultural setting). 
[K. explains - see expose] I am simply summing up what I have said in my expose in 
more detail. Does this make my point any clearer? 

 
M: Oh yes. I mean, I see what you mean to say. But how effectively one could really 

formulate a problem in those terms is not entirely clear. Let me see if I can give you a 
sense of something that might begin to approach to what you have in mind. 

 
There are many forms in which this could take. There are, e.g. various forms of the 
problem of infinite regress. The problem may be this: You are making a claim, but since 
you cannot justify your claim ad infinitum, someone might say, then you really don't 
know what you are talking about. If you e.g. don't know the cause of the cause, than it 
isn't clear that you know the cause of anything. And if you don't know the cause of 
anything, then perhaps you don't know an important part of what you are talking about. 
So, does the infinite-regress problem put in jeopardy our knowing anything? 

 
K: I suppose you expect me to deny this. 
 
M: Well, the question isn't merely what you would say, but what the proposal of one or 

another answer might be. Is the infinite-regress problem like the problem of the 
skeptical or relativistic challenge? Are they similar? 

 
K: To be candid, I don't see a close connection at all. This is why I hesitated answering 

your previous question. – Well, of course, both deal with the question of justifying 
truth-claims – but infinite regress? No. The nature of the questions I raise has to do 
mainly with selfreferentiality. If you want to locate these problems some place on that 
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infinite "chain of justifications", I would say, they operate on a quite sophisticated 
("upper") level. The question of selfreferentiality usually arises because relativistic 
claims are positive assertions, and at the same time their limiting implications typically 
apply universally, the stronger - and more interesting - they are. 

 
M: I am not getting that clearly, to be honest. Take e.g. literature. Imagine, here we are, we 

have read the same story, and you have a certain interpretation of it, and I have another. 
I haven't thought of yours, but it's a good one, and I see that it is a reasonable 
interpretation of the story. You may perhaps see that mine is a good one too. Now, I 
may say, well, the nature of literature is that it's possible that you would have these two 
readings, and I don't know how many others there are. Now, I say, I am not sure, all 
stories behave that way (Some are so flat that I can't imagine different ways of 
understanding!).  

 
K: Right. I would say, relativism doesn't necessarily involve universal claims. It may be 

restricted to particular fields of inquiry, say literary texts. Then my critique may not 
apply -- although it could! (What about philosophical texts? They seem to be 
particularly open to various reasonable interpretations) – But usually, if you think of 
figures associated with relativism [Montaigne, Nietzsche, Foucault, Feyerabend, 
Goodman, Rorty, J.Meiland, Margolis] their proposals contain claims much more 
daring than the modest "regional applications" you mentioned in literary criticism. And 
in fact, it seems that the more universal claims those texts involve, the more they appear 
to be potent and compelling. 

 
M: Are you saying then, that you are merely drawing attention to the famous paradox, that 

if you make a claim about relativism universal, that it will have to be relativized. Is that 
the point? 

 
K: Yes, but not "merely" the paradox in its popular and generalized form. I think it applies 

on various levels, sometimes implicitly or in conceptual disguises. Furthermore, it raises 
important questions of whether there are degrees of coherence/incoherence, and on 
which conditions one can justify a separation of first- and second-order claims (problem 
of privilege). 

 
M: There are a couple of things I wander about. One is: Why is there a paradox? and 

secondly: If there is one, is it avoidable? three: Must one mean it paradoxically, even if 
one holds it universally on the meta-level? The same thing could be said of skepticism. 
 
Some of the forms that are self-defeating, might manifest, but don’t involve, any 
distinction between first-order and second-order. Those seem to me very clear, easily 
avoidable. E.g. Plato’s interpretation of Protagoras in the Theaitetos. It has become very 
famous, but it is only interesting as a warning, that if you mean to be consistent, you 
will avoid this. It is easy to avoid, so it’s sort of bashling that it has been so prominent. 
There is one basic move that eliminates it at a stroke: Give up the relational definition 
of truth. That’s all. 
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K: But hasn’t this relational definition of truth been very popular among relativists, a 
precious achievement, so to say, that many relativists would insist on (e.g. N. Goodman, 
maybe Feyerabend, certainly J. Meiland) ? 

 
M: I don’t think anyone can reasonably subscribe to it. Goodman, e.g. doesn’t even 

formulate a position which could be called a theory of knowledge. What he means is, 
that wherever propositions come into conflict, be incompatible in terms of conventional 
logic, and I want to hold on to those propositions, I simply assign them to different 
worlds. 

 
K: Assigning propositions to worlds doesn’t imply truth? 
 
M: Well, the decision to assign them doesn’t. The decision to assign them that way, is a 

question of what is the right way to ... view this matter ... 
 
K: I still don’t see a way to avoid the idea of “true-for x” once you speak of many worlds. 

Would you give me a brief definition of relationalism? 
 
M: I’ll put it in a line: I agree that there is a relationship between truth-claims and the 

conditions under which we decide whether these claims are true or false. That doesn’t 
have anything to do with defining truth relationally. That’s all. 

 
K: You tend to give me minimal conditions instead of complete definitions or explications 

– which I am sure is useful for theoretical purposes, but may not be so didactically. That 
is to say, I don’t think I get your point! 

 
M: It has to do with the relativity of the conditions under which we judge that something is 

true or false, as opposed to the meaning of truth, which is defined relationally in terms 
of the claim and the state of the person, presumably who is making this judgement. 
“True”, according to the Theaitetos, is defined according to certain standard accounts, 
as “true for x”. So, if something is true for x, then, e.g. in the nature of the case, what is 
true for x can’t be the same as what is true for y. But also, x and y cannot really 
compare what is true for x, and what is true for y, because even what is “true for y”, is 
“’true for y’ for x”. So there is no common world (or data) in virtue of which one could 
say, “well, relative to that field, you think this is true and I think it’s false”. But I say, 
that’s not what they are debating. What they are debating is whether it is possible for 
two people to even understand what the other is claiming. 

 
K: I don’t see that understanding is impossible under the relational notion of truth. We 

often experience that two interpretations of, say, a literary text, are “plausible” for (true 
for) one and the same person. 

 
M: Of course. Two interpretations can be plausible for two different persons, or for one and 

the same person. But that isn’t to say that what is meant by saying that they’re true, is 
given in terms of a relationship (of the content of some belief to the say-so of some 
particular person). That isn’t what they mean. Did you ever see that marvelous Japanese 
film “Rashomon”? So you know that they all saw the events differently. They did all 
see the events differently, and we can say, that they saw the events differently, but only 
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because what is true or what is reported as what they said, is not defined relationally, 
relative to each one of us. On the contrary, it’s not defined relationally at all! And 
therefore we can discuss what, relative to the perception and conviction of each one, is 
taken to be the case. 
 
Imagine, you and I are walking down the street and I point to some young girl, and I 
say, she is very pretty. And you say, well, not my taste. And I say, well, to me she’s 
pretty; and I agree that to you perhaps she is not. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. I 
don’t see that truth is in the eye of the beholder. But I do agree that what I say is true, is 
contingently dependent on the kind of evidence that I bring to bear on. They are not the 
same kind of case. They are fundamentally different. 

 
It’s true that there is a relationship. That doesn’t entail that “true” is defined itself 
relationally. That is why the paradox of relativism, cast that way, is very mildly 
interesting: Once one sees it, there’s no point at all, that would be my view. 

 
K: Hm. However, many people would deny that the question of self-refutation can be 

settled so easily. If I had gone to some other place, say, to work with Harvey Siegel, my 
research project would have presumably developed in a completely different direction! 

 
M: [smiles] Oh yes ... I think these people who deny that these questions could be settled so 

easily just haven’t thought about it. I don’t know any relativist who would hold the 
relationalist’s view. And I doubt that Protagoras held it. If he did, he was stupid in a 
way that the Greeks gave us to understand he was not. Anybody who sees the self-
defeating nature of that maneuver, I think, would want to avoid it, and still might go on 
to be a relativist. So, the question is: can one formulate interesting forms of relativism 
which don’t get defeated by that maneuver and still can be shown to be tenable. There I 
am convinced it can be done. 
 
I would see ways of defending judgements relativistically, and I believe that to defend 
relativism does not require a relativistic formulation. If someone said, try a relativistic 
formulation, I’d say, well, if it is analogous with, at the second order level, of what I am 
saying about e.g. relativistic claims of a first order sort, then I don’t see any difficulty in 
formulating it that way, and I don’t see any paradox. — But you want to say, you are 
missing something; there is a paradox, so I need you to tell me what it is ... 

 
K: To be candid, I am a little at a loss. Your explanation seems to me like a simple and 

compelling solution to Protagoras. But is it also the case that this simple and compelling 
solution can be applied to the various highly complex, more recent versions of 
relativism? (Nietzsche, Feyerabend, Foucault, Rorty, Goodman). I believe that all five 
of them are at least close to getting entangled in the self-referential paradox on some 
reading, however not in a way which would be easy to detect, but in more indirect and 
subtle ways. They don’t simply claim “p is true for x”, but the ideas they introduce, 
contain strong dependency claims and diversity claims which all tend to be meant to 
apply universally, claims which could, thus, eventually amount to the same patterns of 
self-refutation on various levels just as the model paradox. 
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You said, the crucial point was to avoid relationalism. I can see that the concept of “true 
for x” together with no distinction between the first-and the second-order-level is 
hopeless. Now, is it hopeless on the whole, or is it hopeless only if we neglect the first- 
and second-order -distinction? 

 
M: Let me ask you: If you didn’t push in the direction of these self-defeating puzzles, and 

you simply ask in a kind of friendly way whether we could agree that, say, a Mozart-
Sonata might be played in a number of different ways, validly; and that that was a way 
of understanding the actual music, which would support these alternative performances? 
And then, could one believe that there may not be one uniquely correct way of 
describing some event, say, human events, people are doing something in the street, and 
there may be different accounts the way there are different accounts in “Rashomon”. 
There may be no uniquely correct way. It’s not perhaps that we just don’t have enough 
information. It may be that it is in the nature of the events, that there is no uniquely 
correct way. Would you agree to that? I say that if you do, then you would make a very 
strong prima facie case for relativism. What I’m wondering about: is that supposed to be 
put in jeopardy by formulating some of these self-defeating paradoxes? Or is it a 
separate question? 

 
K: I say, I agree only “prima facie” and “looked on it in a friendly way” – because 

First, I don’t see a way to make the objects responsible for the ambiguity, as you 
suggest it. I don’t see a way to locate the cause of ambiguity in “the very nature of these 
events” because I am attracted to views that generally deny that we can reasonably talk 
about “the very nature” of things. And therefore: In denying that it is possible to know 
the very nature of things in general, I would not be able to say that the very nature of 
some interpretative entities is ambiguous. 

Second, I am seriously concerned that these relativistic considerations on a second-order 
level may refer to themselves with disastrous consequences: If I say that any object in 
any possible or actual world is an inherently interpretative, and thus ambiguous entity, 
and that there is no uniquely correct way to judge the validity of a description of these 
entities, then, there may be no uniquely correct way to judge the validity of relativism, 
because it is itself among these entities which are inherently ambiguous. 

Relativism is, then, an opinion or theory among others, cast in a certain logic, language, 
and framework, it is a product, maybe, of an intricate individual biography or collective 
history, etc. 

 
M: The last part is fine. We both agree that there are endlessly many conditions that have 

led us to this view, the only question, is: Does this bear on the solution to that question? 
Does it bear on the fate of our resolution of the questions we were looking at just a 
moment ago? And if so, in what way? 

 
K: The dependence-relation, when concerned with first-order-inquiries (that is, empirical 

transcendental arguments) wouldn’t be a problem. It would be coherent and compelling 
to explain the various ways we can look at people in the street or listen a serenade. 

 
M: That’s it! When would it be a problem? 
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K: When we look at relativism! 
 
M: [...] What are we doing when we look at relativism? I have been looking at relativism in 

the first case. 
 
K: Is this so? I thought in the first two cases we are looking at people acting and we were 

listening to music. 
 
M: We are illustrating relativism. What else would I be looking at when I am looking at 

relativism, that will produce this difficulty? Is it a doctrine that one could formulate? 
 
K: Exactly. And it has been formulated in the most different ways. It certainly is a body of 

truth-claims, like any other philosophical theory. 
 
M: What is it? Could you formulate it? 
 
K: Relativism?! 
 
M: Would it be the theory in the Theaitetos? 
 
K: Well, among many others, yes. 
 
M: But that one we agreed we could get rid of. What other versions do you mean, versions 

which are not instantly self-defeating in that way, but which amount to the same sort of 
problem? 

 
K: Versions, e.g. formulated by Nietzsche, Feyerabend, Whorf, Foucault, Goodman, Rorty. 

Or, take your own account. With your version in particular I don’t see nor expect 
obvious difficulties of that kind, especially since I know that you are an expert in 
separating relativism from relationalism (Protagorean relativism). But nevertheless, you 
proposed, just like Nietzsche, Foucault, Feyerabend, Whorf, Goodman and Rorty, a 
concise theory, containing “identifiable axioms”, if you like, and rules for deductions 
from these axioms, and all the rest of that. So, all of “you relativists” (if I may say so) 
— I am excluding myself for a moment! — come up with a concise proposal, and you 
go into the scientific or philosophical community, and you raise your voice and make 
(truth-) claims. You claim, loosely speaking, to know something better than others (such 
as absolutists, metaphysical realists, objectivists, Cartesians). You claim that your 
proposal solves certain problems easier and in a better way than others.  

 
M: I might either do that, or I might say: I am raising doubts about your models, and my 

way doesn’t seem any weaker than yours, but if you look at it in my way, you will 
change your consciousnes about judgements that you have previously viewed in a much 
simpler way. Nevertheless, the body of science couldn’t be adversely affected, but we 
will look at it differently. Suppose that’s the case. And somebody says, you don’t 
realize that if you look at such a theory, I can show you that in terms of the well-known 
paradoxes your position will eventually not be able to escape from (or can be 
challenged, or will have to face) this problem, I say, well, show me how! I am willing to 
risk it. I just don’t see that it will be terribly bothersome (in my case!). So, what I am 
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wondering about is, whether this is a fruitful way for Kranz to work. Why is he pushing 
in this particular line of inquiry, what does he feel is the pay-off? I don’t really know. I 
can certainly see going through the classical paradoxes. I can also see trying to 
formulate a viable relativism with special focus on ontology. And I can see doing the 
same thing with constructivism, and even seeing whether they fit together in some way. 
But I don’t quite see what the intimate connection is between the classical paradoxes 
and the project of either a viable relativism or a viable constructivism. I can see holding 
– many people try – I can see holding e.g. that we are in touch with the real, 
independent world, and that we know it. I would only warn anybody who did; there are 
paradoxes, if you try to formulate it in Descartes way. So I say: If you mean to support 
such a view, give up the Cartesian questions. You’ll be better off. You wouldn’t loose 
anything, but you’ll have to be a little cleverer about how to formulate it, so that you 
don’t get into that trouble. The same thing seems to be true with relativism and 
constructivism. If someone says, ah, you are missing something, you don’t see that no 
matter how smart you are, there is a deep problem with all such formulations, which I 
am in the process of trying to shape so that if – at the end of this inquiry – you and I can 
get together, you would see, as well as I, that this cannot be overcome; then I would 
say: I’d be very grateful to you if you could show that to me, because I can’t see it. I 
believe you, that you could perhaps do that, or at least you’re concerned that you ought 
to be able to do that, or to escape it, if you want to come back and defend some other 
project of relativism or constructivism. 

 
K: Well, this is, in summary, my strategy. 
 
M: Well, you have still to show me that that’s relevant. What’s the connection? 
 
K: Let me say this: It is true that I am concerned, so to speak, but I am concerned with 

some forms more than with others. 
 
M: Which ones concern you seriously? 
 
K: E.g. a vogue-current, called “Radical Constructivism”, as formulated by Glasersfeld, 

Foerster, Watzlawick, but also parts of Feyerabend, Nietzsche, Foucault, Rorty, Whorf, 
however in different respects. 

 
M: Ok, let’s consider radical constructivism. But again, you would have to tell me what the 

self-defeating problems are. I mean, I suppose, you don’t want them to be just the 
problems of the Theaitetos. 

 
K: Right. In this case, it is important to note that radical constructivism amounts to a 

methodological pluralism; (in the sense that its proponents repeatedly claim that there is 
a variety of ways to conceptualize, to organize the subject’s experimental world, to 
propose viable models to achieve certain interests), and it is also important to see that 
radical constructivism amounts to a kind of transcendentalism (in the sense that its 
proponents welcome apparently any theory to establish a dependence-relation which 
would impose limits on our cognitive activity: dependency claims of evolutionary 
epistemology, Humboldt/Sapir/Whorfian linguistics, Piagean child-psychology, 
dependency claims of the “brain-sciences”; historicism, sociology of knowledge, etc.) 
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M: Let me see if I understand you right: Are you saying that the problem is that their theory 

must be a construction of the same kind? 
 
K: Yes. Exactly: They proclaim diversity on both, the level of objects and the 

methodological level; and they proclaim that there is a strong dependence-relation 
between a particular choice and the context in which this choice is made. So, 
consequently, they cannot claim their own theory to be more than one among many 
particular methodological choices under particular circumstances. Its proponents 
modestly insist that constructivism itself is nothing but a viable way to solve certain 
problems, but this doesn’t seem to me to be honest: They employ scientists most of 
which are deeply committed to materialism or metaphysical realism, reductionalism, 
etc. They make use of straight forward natural-scientific results, which, additionally, 
involve common-sense-intuitions to support their meta-theory. But many of these 
supporting arguments are incompatible with this meta-theory. 

 
M: I can’t see a contradiction here. They don’t deny a distinction between subjects and 

objects at the level of first-order inquiry. They have a second-order theory which holds 
that the first-order distinction is itself formulated within a logical space in which there is 
no such distinction. But given that distinction, they can make perfectly straight-forward 
scientific claims without any trouble, and they do. Piaget made them all the time. He 
was aware truly that the constructivism (whatever it was) that he would be willing to 
subscribe to at a philosophical level, need not affect at all (on the contrary, it might 
simply confirm favorably) the continuation of the management of ordinary truth-claims, 
without risking any of these paradoxes. 

 
K: Ok. Provided you make a sharp distinction between first-and second-order discourse, 

and, provided you explicitly exclude the second-order-discourse from the consequences 
of your results on the first-order level, you are not refuting (or relativizing) your own 
position. I agree with that. But then your theory is not univeral any more, but local (i.e. 
it does not contain limiting claims about any kind of cognitive inquiry). This would 
weaken the theory considerably for the claims contained in the theory are no longer 
universal claims. Additionally, would have to ask for an explanation or justification of 
this “self-excluding-privilege”. 

 
M: As I said before, there are self-defeating forms of skepticism, self-defeating forms of 

relativism. I have no doubt that there are self-defeating forms of constructivism. They 
are all of the same peace. They are all easily set aside in exactly the same way that the 
Theaitetos-problem is. What I am not clear about is, whether there is more there than 
that. I don’t see it. You evidently do. 

 
K: Maybe my focus of interest is much directed to self-referential difficulties because I 

couldn’t say that I clearly see an alternative. (I read your book The Truth about 
Relativism quite thoroughly, but it hasn’t convinced me in Wittgenstein’s sense that I 
would say: “Jetz kann ich weiter” – “Now I see how to do it instead”!) 

 
M: I think we have to entirely different matters here. One is the question of the relationship 

between first-order and second-order discourse, relative to problems of relativism, or 
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skepticism, or constructivism; particularly when they are treated universally. And the 
second is the resolution of certain well-known self-defeating paradoxes, which don’t 
raise the relationship between first-order and second-order discourse. 

 
K: They may be two different questions in some respect, but don’t they both involve the 

question of self-inclusion / self-exclusion – the core feature which gives rise to, or 
avoids self-refutation? 

 
M: Yes. They take exactly the same form. But they don’t involve a consideration of the 

conceptual or logical relationship between first-order and second-order discourse. They 
are formal problems. They can be formulated in exactly the same way for discourse at 
any level. So that you get rid of them means that you get rid of them at any level. The 
other problem has to do with what happens when you apply — I think that’s what you 
mean by the constructivism-problem — what happens when you apply the kind of 
distinctions that you are introducing via second-order discourse with respect to first-
order discourse to second-order discourse. That’s not the same problem. And what I am 
suggesting is, that it’s not clear — it may be an interesting question — that allowing 
that issue to surface needs to lead to a self-defeating paradox. I doubt it. I am prepared 
to agree that if first-order discourse is constructivist, then so is second-order-discourse. 
And I also hold that it’s easy to see how to construct a view which saves objectivity, 
consistent with that. And that that would be compatible with anything done in the 
sciences. That’s my honest view. 

 
K: How can objectivity be compatible with constructivism? 
 
M: I think that in fact there is no theory of objectivity which is not constructivist. 
 
K: (?) — I don’t think we can possibly mean the same thing by neither “constructivism” 

nor “objectivity”; I would suggest we go on with our discussion in our next meeting. I 
also will have completed my paper on constructivism by then. 

 
M: Fine. I also have finished a paper. I don’t want to burden you, but if you are prepared 

after we go through that you look at it. It is a fresh effort to explain the rationale of 
relativism, in a way to include both, the problems of people like Feyerabend and Kuhn, 
and the problems that have to do with relativism in art criticism and history. I don’t 
remember the title ...it’s crazy! It’s essentially a defense of relativism in interpretative 
contexts. I think it turned out pretty well, and it’s done not in the way of simply giving 
an account of what would be a coherent picture, but rather the rationale for preferring it 
to views which would oppose it. Some people claim that if you are talking about reality 
for example, you have to hold to a bivalent logic because the world is thus and so, and I 
tried to show that that’s really an advantage which hasn’t been honestly gained. There is 
no argument that would show that that’s true. 
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VIII.  Comments on topics discussed in VI and VII 
 

[draft Kranz] 
 
 
I would like to begin with a general remark. You have an exceedingly nice way of 
conducting our discussions, even if you entirely seem to disagree. In fact, I often notice 
your disagreement full scale with some of my ideas only after I have analyzed my little 
tapes. On the hole, I suppose I profit the most that way. So, let me briefly reconsider 
your criticism on my expose, part II: 
 
You say, you couldn’t see a benefit in reconsidering various forms of self-refutation as 
far as they are simply variations of the classical (“protagorean”) paradox. It’s worth a 
moment, you said, but once you see it, you know what to avoid and move on to more 
interesting problems. It’s only mildly interesting and not worth (half) a doctoral-thesis. 
If I thought there is some deep paradox you missed, I needed to tell you what it was. 
 
Let me state three remarks to defend my strategy.  
    
1. I mentioned that I wanted my thesis to consist in two parts, the first in favour of 

relativism, the second critical. I have discussed my plan with several people (Haller, 
Strasser, Rinofner-Kreidl, and other faculty members and friends) and the typical 
reaction would be this: Those who tended to favor relativism tended to think that the 
second part, the critique wasn’t really worth while, and those who were committed 
to the canonic discovery project of Cartesian epistemology thought that the first part 
(where I want to develop a viable ontological relativism) wasn’t worth the effort. By 
this, I don’t mean to insinuate each side to simply disapprove of efforts to supports 
its counterpart. What I mean is that each side tends to judge attempts to support its 
counterpart simply as mildly interesting. As long as there is no general agreement 
on the matter, the question of the pay-off will always depend on which side you 
stand. 

 
2. If it is the case, as you maintain, that one can eliminate the classical problem at one 

stroke, I have asked, if it is also the case, that this simple and compelling model-
solution can be applied to the various more recent, more complex versions of 
relativism, such as those of Nietzsche, Foucault, Feyerabend, Goodman, Rorty. I 
believe that all four of them may at least be close (i.e. liable) to getting entangled in 
self-refutation, however, certainly not in an obvious way. Their accounts do involve 
claims (strong dependency and diversity claims) which may amount to the same 
patterns of self-reference on various levels, just like the classical paradox. – Now, if 
this is the case, wouldn’t it be “wildly” (rather than mildly) interesting to analyze 
these variants in terms of the question in which sense these forms amount to a 
relational definition of truth, whether or not they make a more or less clear 
distinction between first-order and second-order level discourse, and if so, on which 
bases do they exclude their own meta-claims from being subject to their 
transcendental claims of the first-order level? What about the bases for this 
exclusion, etc.    
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3. Towards the end of our meeting on Friday, I thought I sensed some sign of 

agreement, or at least, the brightening effect of fluent communication, when – as 
another attempt to answer your repeatedly posed question concerning the benefit of 
my project as a whole – I openly disclosed my motivation and commitment. I said, 
in short, I would want to support, very much in the spirit of Feyerabend, alternative 
methods of cognitive inquiry, aside from the established main-stream theories of 
science, and in doing this, encourage a tolerance towards a plurality of alternative 
life-forms or patterns of cultures. Maybe I should explain this a little further. 
 
The first part of my thesis would, then, openly comply with this commitment, by 
establishing a viable form of ontological relativism, which attacks elitarism, 
imperialism, arrogance. The second part would implicitly (or in the long run) 
comply with this commitment: by exploring various possibilities of self-refutations 
– and I am still concerned that there are such – I would be in a position to anticipate 
a variety of possible criticism and know how to meet them. 
 
At the other end of the scale, there is, however, another extreme many relativists are 
convinced they must avoid: anarchism and totalitarianism. What strong and viable 
kinds of relativism, we must ask, will exclude such consequences? Is it inevitable 
that social constructionism leads to a “mob rule” (Reality depends on whatever the 
mob thinks is right at any given time)? Is it inevitable that a methodological 
pluralism leads to vogue-Feyerabendian drawing-room chaos (“Anything goes!”, 
“Do what you like!”)? If ontological relativism entails that natural laws, gods, 
quarks, angels, stock indices, sirens, democracies, satirs and dwhorfs be equally 
real, but tied to different circumstances, can we disclaim equal existence of the 
Nazi’s “Volksgeist” Nietzsches “Übermensch”, or the avengeful god of the “Israeli 
Church of Universal Practical Knowledge, Inc.”?  
 
We agreed that cultural relativity as such entails neither relativism nor 
constructivism, but that cultural relativity may be explained by them. We know that 
many absolutists typically accept the fact of cultural relativity and explain it in their 
terms: Just like a variety of solutions to a math-assignment in high-school by itself 
doesn’t entail that all proposals are equally right, but rather that most of them (or 
all!) are simply wrong, and that there is one single right solution. 
 
I have argued in my diploma thesis that a purely “rational” justification of normative 
ethical relativism (e.g. in Melville Herskovits or Ruth Benedict) is hopeless: that 
you cannot possibly derive an imperative of tolerance from factual, irreducible 
diversity of ethical standards. However, I also argued, that together with some 
minimal additional ethical premises, the argument would be valid and compelling. I 
believe, the same could be done with ontological relativism: I doubt that we can 
avoid anarchism and the tolerance of totalitarianism on theoretical grounds. We 
may, however – after we have established a strong version of ontological relativism 
in a first step – introduce minimal conditions in a second step to avoid such 
consequences.  
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IX. Postscript on “The self-referential problem and modern  

forms of relativism”  (ad Exposé part II)  
 

[dialogue] 
 
 

K: We agreed that Protagoras, judged from the scarce sources we have today, may or may 
not fall victim to self-refutation, depending on how we interpret him. We also agreed 
that the charge of self-refutation itself, detached from applying it to anyone, is, so to 
say, a model of a certain kind of paradox. That stands by itself. Now my question for 
today is whether this model applies to more recent forms of relativism. 
 

M: In a way, I am trying to make two points: One is that’s very hard to believe that if 
people today are attracted to relativism, and know this history, are victims of that 
paradox. The second point is that the people you mention (Nietzsche, Foucault, 
Gadamer, Quine, Whorf, Feyerabend, Goodman, Rorty) hold very different views. So 
you would first have to decide in which respect they share a view called relativism on 
any reading, inspite of the fact that many of them deny that they are relativists; and 
whether, in being relativists, this means that they must be subject to this paradox. This is 
not altogether clear. They might be relativists in some other way; they might even have 
failed in some way to defend their view. 
 
So, one problem has to do with whether one could formulate a version of relativism (or 
a position people would be willing to call relativism) which would be self-consistent. 
That is one strategy. The other is analyzing a range of contemporary or modern figures, 
and seeing whether anything they say, could reasonably be such as to justify our 
characterizing them as relativists. And then, when we see that, considering whether they 
have in any sense undermined their own position, or in particular, undermined it in the 
manner of the model paradox; those seems to me to be very different undertakings. 
 

K: Exactly. I want to locate the two in the two parts of my thesis. 
 

M: Right. But I think the important point is that there is no argument yet before us, which 
shows that to be a relativist in any reasonable sense, is to subscribe to the self-
referential paradox. And that in particular, analyzing people who might be thought to be 
specimens of relativism (again, whether they say they are or not) that if they in fact hold 
views which are open to serious objection, it must include evidence which shows that 
they were subject to the model paradox. That’s what I mean by saying that those are two 
entirely different matters. They are not unrelated, but they are quite distinct. Now, I 
think most people don’t agree with that. They don’t allow that kind of distinction. 
Putnam is one. He says, well, if you are a relativist, you will have formulated some view 
which will be subject to the model paradox, or some variant of it. And when Rorty says 
something like that, he always says, “well, that’s what relativism can be taken to mean, 
but I don’t know anyone who holds that view”. So part of my reasoning is: Because I 
don’t know anyone who holds that view, or, because I think it is very unpersuasive that 
Protagoras held this view, and yet there are intelligent people who subscribe to 
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relativism, I say, the interesting thing is to try to formulate an alternative viable 
position. That is a theme which seems to be productive. 
 

K: That’s fine. But I say, prior to the project of developing a form of ontological 
relativism, should be an analysis of a range of these contemporary or modern figures, 
because I don’t think it makes sense to ignore an important part of modern history of 
philosophy, which seems — and this is the decisive point — which seems to have 
contributed a lot to support relativism, so that, in order to be able to make use of their 
contributions, we need to test them. So, on the one hand, these modern figures do have a 
lot to offer for an argument in favor of relativism, but on the other hand, I am concerned 
that some of what they claim is liable to fall victim to some form of the model paradox 
or a variant of it. Now, when you say that this concern of mine is very unlikely, I would 
like to investigate, if any other author shares my worries. 
 

M: No, not at all. I think there are many who feel that if you could show that any of these 
people were relativists in some deep sense, then they probably could be shown to be 
committed to this problematic view. I think that that is the sense of the paper of this 
man Burnyeat, that it’s not only the case that he has found the paradox in Protagoras 
(which is a gloss on what Plato offers), but also that there is no way to understand 
relativism except in this self-defeating manner. Now, when Popper talks about 
relativism, — and the same applies to Bernstein, Putnam & C. Taylor — they seem to 
me to hold this view, that anybody who can be shown to be a relativist, probably falls 
victim to the paradox. My view is, that the people we are talking about (namely 
Nietzsche, Foucault, Gadamer, Quine, Goodman, possibly Rorty) hold views which are 
very different from one another. So first, it is possible, but very unlikely that whatever 
is problematic in their views will be much the same as what is problematic in the views 
of the others. And second, a fair number of them seem to me not to be relativists — 
although most of them seem to me to be problematic! (That is, difficult to defend, or, if 
not difficult to defend, difficult to see how to defend, because their views are not 
complete or completely explicit.) 
 
I don’t see that Nietzsche is a relativist, because I don’t think he formulated an explicit 
view that could be tagged as relativism, although he shares a lot of themes with what a 
relativist might say. I think in a way he is more radical than a relativist (in some sense). 
 
Foucault, I think is a kind of relativist, but too inexplicit to really pin down with great 
care (although I think I could formulate a view which would not be altogether 
unreasonable for what Foucault is trying to say). 
 
Feyerabend I think is a relativist, and believes he is a relativist; even a Protagorean 
relativist, but I think he believes, and I think he is right, that he is not committed to the 
self-referential paradox. He developed what Kuhn was either unable to do, or unwilling 
to do, a reasonably clear idea of what incommensurabilism would mean, or 
incommensurabilism as a form of relativism. 
 
Rorty, again, I think is too vague to be said to hold any position as explicit as relativism. 
Gadamer I think is a relativist of sorts, perhaps in a way, that is not altogether unlike the 
view of Foucault. 
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Goodman, who says he is a relativist, seems to me to be so careful to avoid committing 
himself on the essential issue, that I can’t tell for sure, how to proceed with his either 
defense, or attack. (I think he holds a view which is open to serious criticism, but for 
reasons that may or may not bear on his relativism). 
 
So: All in all, what I am saying is, it looks to me as though the general ways of going at 
each of these theories, are quite different from another. 
 

M: [continues after a thoughtful pause] I am still not entirely clear about your use of the 
term “ontological relativism” (although you did give me a definition in one of your 
papers). My reason for that is a double one. One is that if it is a doctrine associated with 
Feyerabend, then the emphasis is more explicitly epistemological than ontological. But 
secondly, it is epistemological in the sense in which, by the strategy that we use in 
making claims about the way things are, we can posit rather different entities or 
phenomena in the world, so it has an ontological import; or one might say, well, there 
isn’t any way of drawing any sharp line between the epistemological and the 
ontological. Now I think that Feyerabend does introduce a very important kind of 
relativism, which is rather different from the kind of relativism that Aristotle seems to 
charge Protagoras with, than Plato in the Theaitetos, because Plato’s criticism seems to 
be centered on the meaning of truth, whereas Aristotle’s charge seems to have to do 
with it’s being said that Protagoras must be claiming that the same entity has and lacks a 
certain property; which is contrary to a certain theory of what real things are. I don’t 
think that Feyerabend defends anything like that Aristotelian interpretation, and I don’t 
think that he is holding anything like the view attributed to Protagoras with respect to 
truth. In fact, as far as I know, he really doesn’t develop a theory of truth. He discusses 
the fact that under certain conditions, the data may be construed in very different ways, 
even though people are presumably looking at the same part of the world. And that, I 
think, is his reading — and in a way it is also Kuhn’s reading — of the Priestley-
Lavoisier-controversy. Now, I don’t know anyone who has ever shown that that is 
impossible or incoherent. I don’t think it is. If Kuhn is right, that the data are already 
infected with our conceptual schemas, then looking at the world, it’s entirely possible (if 
something like cultural relativity is admitted), that one could construe the data very 
differently, so that there is no neutral data that are interpreted in these diverse ways, but 
rather that the data posited are characterized as different. Now that seems to me to be 
not unlike what Quine was talking about in parsing [zergliedern] his holophrastical (or 
holistic) experience. I think Kuhn’s actually better than Quine’s view. Because Quine 
requires experience which is the designatum of holophrastic sentences, which are not 
open to this kind of variation. Whereas in Kuhn and Feyerabend, there is no such 
holophrastic experience, which is initially possible. So, Quine’s program requires an 
extra move, which is very questionable. So that is why I think his view is open to 
challenge without leading back to the charge against Protagoras. Now, if it’s true that 
Feyerabend is not committed to the Protagorean theory of truth (according to the 
argument in the Theaitetos), then, whatever else is difficult in Feyerabend’s account has 
to do with the entirely different question of how you could suppose that different 
theorists are talking about the same world, even though they characterize it differently. I 
think that that’s the same problem Putnam faces, which he never answers; where he 
says that it doesn’t make sense to talk about how many entities there are in the world, or 
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which ones there are, and that you can only answer the question under a certain theory, 
or, according to certain interests that you have. But he never explains that how — if that 
were true — you could be sure that the different schemes were being applied to the 
same entities, for the same reality. Now, Feyerabend in a way is saying: I’m not saying 
that they apply to the same entities. I’m saying on the contrary, that, looking at the 
world — in some sense we could agree practically, that we are looking at the same 
world — we still claim to see different things: “You posit swinging stones, you posit 
pendulum”, or, you  posit that in this phenomenon we call combustion [Verbrennung], 
something must have been added, or I say, something was taken away. 
 

K: But as soon as he (Feyerabend) can be construed as to include some form of 
constructivism, there are, in a strong ontological sense, different classes of entities, once 
you concede that there are different circumstances, under which people construe or 
construct. And therefore, if we “dissolve” all entities into constructions — constructs-
in-accord, to make them recognizable and communicabile — there is no sense in which 
we could “agree practically” to be looking at the same world! 
 

M: Suppose, I were to say, that, when Quine introduces the indeterminacy of translation-
thesis, and he says, we could parse experience in indefinitely many ways, but in such a 
way that we would get the same truth-values. At the point at which we are interested, 
we might not get them proposition by proposition, but for the whole set of propositions, 
we could get the same values. We would compensate for what we have got in one with 
what we have got in the other, and the whole thing would come out the same way, and 
that would be the point of these alternative parsings. Suppose I said, that Quine was a 
constructivist with respect to his handling of the indeterminacy of translation, but was 
not a constructivist with respect to what he calls holophrastic experience. So, it would 
be possible to hold to different interpretations of the same “givens”, without being a 
constructivist with regard to the “givens”. But Feyerabend would not make that 
commitment, so he would be a constructivist, so to say, “all the way down”. But it 
would show that one wouldn’t have to be a constructivist all the way down, if one 
allowed for constructivism of Quine’s sort. Now, I don’t know whether you regard that 
as an answer to your question? 
 

K: I agree with you that from the mere fact that you allow constructivism on the level of 
the interpretation of experience, it doesn’t follow that you have to maintain a 
constructivism “all the way down”. And I too think that Feyerabend is a constructivist 
“all the way down”. But I think that Feyerabend concluded from that, that there are 
different classes of incommensurable entities (or plural worlds), on several occasions. 
And I gave you one excerpt in my last paper, which, on my reading, strongly supports 
such an interpretation. [The problem of what that common ground — “the same world” 
— is, remain unsolved.] 
 

M: I think, there are different cases that he considers. Suppose, e.g. you have the following: 
You have a theory in place, and you find that that theory is having difficulties 
explaining certain phenomena. And someone says, well, why don’t we construe the 
world in a different way, so that, not that we interpret what you have posited differently, 
but the word that we understand your remark to refer to, we construe differently. And if 
we do that, then we find that we can solve the problem, which we couldn’t solve before. 
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And someone says, well, frankly, I think that’s what happened, when Lavoisier replaced 
Priestley. Lavoisier was not reinterpreting Priestley, but he was giving us a new way at 
looking at presumably the same world that Priestley was looking at, but we couldn’t say 
that we could match everything that Priestley said with what Lavoisier said. So we are 
positing “new ontological phenomena”, if you like. Now, someone might say, well, 
that’s a complicated view. I am not sure exactly, how to characterize what it is that we 
should say about this move. Is this constructivism in Quine’s sense, is it constructivism 
in Putnam’s or in Kuhn’s sense, or other senses? It might be the case that all these views 
are very different. I leave that open, short of seeing what an answer would be to some of 
this. It seems to me quite clear that in some way, the idea that we are looking at the 
same world, might either mean that certain standard views of constructivism are 
mistaken, or it might mean that what we do mean by constructivism is more 
complicated, than one might otherwise have thought it was. 
 

K: What about the Humbold-Spapir-Whorf-line? In which way, would you say, have they 
contributed to the constructivism issues? We know that Feyerabend was strongly 
influenced by Whorf’s conception of the close relation between language and ontology, 
and on many occasions Feyerabend discusses Whorf much in favor of his ideas. 
 

M: Yes. Whorf is a little more difficult. First of all, he may have been philosophically 
naïve, and may have overstated things that he said. It’s clear that he was a bilingual. So 
he couldn’t have meant anything like Davidson’s theory on the very idea of a 
conceptual scheme. I would consider Whorf philosophically interesting for his 
examples, but not for his formulation. He wasn’t that well informed philosophically, as 
far as we can see. He was a field-linguist. He couldn’t possibly have meant what 
Davidson meant, because he himself reports the differences between these languages. 
Davidson’s reading is a complete misreading, and it’s absolutely crucial to see this. So I 
would suppose, if you want to discuss Whorf, that we should look at just how he 
formulates his views. That would be worth while. 
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X. "Descriptive Judgements" and "Value Judgements" – How to 

Deconstruct a Positivist Dichotomy . A Proposal  
 

[paper Kranz] 
 

 
 
Abstract 
In what follows, I want to undermine the strict distinction between descriptive 
judgements and value judgements, a distinction which seems to be an unwarranted posit 
taken for granted in most parts of analytic philosophy in the wake of neo-positivism.  If I 
am right, then both descriptive judgments and value judgments are in principle subject 
to the same conditions of justification, and someone who denies the possibility of 
justifying value judgements objectively, has to deny that possibility of descriptive 
judgements likewise.   
 
 
Since David Hume’s ontological austerity (which in turn derives in part from Ockham’s 
metaphysical austerity) some people seem to feel particularly ashamed to make 
ontological commitments.  There are others however, e.g. naturalists, materialists, or 
metaphysical realists, who openly proclaim their ontological posits.  Whether or not one 
admits to them, I think, both parties know that ontological presuppositions of some kind 
are indispensable for anyone who theorizes about the world.14 Philosophers who favor a 
principle disjunction of descriptive judgments and value judgments usually claim that 
the privileged cognitive status of descriptive judgments derives from the fact that they 
are able to gain truth-values and can be objectively justified, whereas value judgments 
cannot.  
 
It is this characteristic of being objectively justifiable, which only descriptive judgments 
exhibit, that is warranted, explicitly or not, by the ontologically objective status of facts. 
– So the argument goes.   
 
I will argue, contra to this, that if it is impossible to justifiably talk about “ontologically 
objective features of an object-as-it-is”, it is impossible to justly talk about a principle 
disjunction between objectively valid descriptive statements and subjectively valid 
(emotive, appellative, etc.) evaluative statements. I will not argue that such a disjunction 
is altogether impossible – there seem to be various ways to classify types of 
propositions. I do maintain, however, that the disjunction is impossible by the aid of 
ontological objectivity as the criterion of this disjunction. 
 
The problem is, again, that there are many objectivists who deny any ontological 
commitment, and therefore deny that the criterion for the disjunction is the ontological 
                     
14 By this I don’t mean to deny the possibility of inventing interesting speculative philosophies or theories 
without ontological commitment.  What I mean is simply that explicative philosophical accounts 
(accounts of  “what’s going on”) include ontological claims as integral component parts of explicative 
discourses. 
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objectivity of facts.  But if I am right in what is said about the necessity of ontological 
commitment (that ontological commitment is an integral component of all explicative 
discourses) my criticism will apply to objectivists whether or not they confess!   
 
Theodor Geiger, a philosopher closely associated with the neo-positivist tradition, is one 
of those who explicitly try to establish the privilege of descriptive judgements by means 
of an ontologically privileged status of facts15.  In chapter four (Das Werturteil - eine 
Ideologische Aussage) of his book Ideologie und Wahrheit(1953, pg. 53-65) he 
contrasts the perception of objective features vs. the subjective, emotive reactions to 
sense impressions.16  
 
Geiger imagines a situation in which a person perceives the color, shape, and smell of a 
hyacinth, and he holds that what applies for odorous judgments in regards to taste 
applies to all value judgments (ethical, aesthetic judgements, etc.).  Let us take a look at 
Geiger’s argument: [translated]  

What happens when we make a value judgment is this. Person A is confronted with a 
real object O.  Scrutinizing it, he states a number of features [...].  Perceiving the object 
and ascribing it justly to the category, there is, simultaneously, something else going on, 
something entirely a-theoretical.  A  senses a pleasant (or offensive) smell.  He snuffles 
and says “ah” or turns up his nose and says “ugh”.  This is no statement about the object 
(the hyacinth) but a reaction to the sense impression it makes. 

 
As suggested above, my strategy in undermining this distinction is to demonstrate that 
the very same characteristic which makes value judgments seem irrational or 
ideological is also shared with descriptive judgements; that is, both value judgements 
and descriptive judgements are relational to the person who makes the judgment. For 
Geiger’s argument continues: 

Very well so far.  However, the problem is that every time when A  is confronted with an 
object that he classifies as a hyacinth because of its objective features, he will transfer his 
sensing of smell all of a sudden from the sensational level to the epistemic level.  

 
This is an argument [let us call it (g)] designed to explain the psychological processes of 
how we perceive objects (i.e. the underpinnings of our perception of objects): People 
display a tendency to “ontologize” normative attitudes as a result of their relatively 
invariant occurrences.  And by detecting these mechanisms, the argument is designed to 
unmask a categorical mistake: relatively invariant occurrences of certain features cause 
people to think all invariant features to be objective. I entirely agree with Geiger that 
this is a quite suitable explanation of the process of how we are used to interpreting 
invariance.  However, this explanation may well be turned against Geiger himself, if we 
can show that his argument applies also to descriptive statements.  
 

                     
15 An old book, for sure. The idea, however, is far from being unpopular today. Cf. for example 
 S. Glashow (1992), B. Williams (1978 and 1985), [discussed in I. Hacking, The Social Construction of 
What?, HUP 1999], or Th. Nagel (1997). 
16 1953 may seem to be rather out of date. I discuss Geiger here because I take his position to be a 
classical formulation of a conviction among realists, which has not changed substantially until today. C.f. 
ridryfduigydiurydrdiurhdugnvruygcoirtuynoduygouviuuntdoiruvuntdiututb, e.g. 
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David Hume warns us, famously, against “ontologizing” generalized descriptive 
judgements about causal relations: he warns us against inferring the existence of natural 
causal laws “out there” from the mere regularity of sequences of sense impressions.  
Strictly speaking, Hume says that all we can claim is a regularity of sense impressions, 
and that their generalization reveals no more than our hope that this will happen again in 
the same way.  All we can expect is, at best, similar sense impressions under similar 
conditions of experience. George Berkeley makes exactly the same point with respect to 
our tendency to “ontologize” generalized descriptive judgements about objective 
features of things: he warns us against inferring the existence of substances “out there”, 
from the mere simultaneity of  (bundles of) sense impressions.  Strictly speaking, 
Berkley says, all we can claim is a simultaneity of sense impressions, and their 
substantiation reveals no more than our hope that this will happen again in the same 
way. And again, all we can expect is, at best, similar sense impressions under similar 
conditions of experience. Now, to think of such sense impressions as representing states 
of affairs or features of material objects, may well be -- just like value judgments -- to 
react to sense impression or interpret them (to be sure: to react or interpret even more 
automatically then in the case of value judgments).   
 
I saying this, I am not denying that one can make certain distinctions between 
judgments (e.g. "value judgments" and "descriptive judgments").  What I do aver is that 
value judgments and descriptive judgments are identical in the following two respects:   

1. Both types of judgments necessarily entail interpretation (or, in psychological 
terms, reaction);  and  

2. This interpretation will be similar among different observers if and only if their 
direction of interpretation (or their predisposition to react) are similar. 

We know that different people who are socialized or conditioned in certain ways will 
react in particular situations with very similar value judgments;  i.e.: Under 
homogenous predispositions (as e.g. in certain religious groups, or when commercial 
strategies succeed) it is obvious that we are to expect homogenous evaluating reactions. 
Consider, however, some less obvious cases.  Is it possible to exclude the possibility 
that our “overwhelming agreement” on the ontological conclusions we draw from 
descriptive judgments is due but to the relative homogeneity of our cultural and historic 
(linguistic, social, conceptual, transcendental, psychological, neo-cortical, etc) 
predispositions which make us interpret or react that way?  I think one cannot deny this 
possibility.  The difference between descriptive judgments and value judgments would 
then be not one of category but one of degree.  One’s ontological interpretation of sense 
impressions in the case of descriptive judgments is distinguished from the cases of value 
judgments only to the extent that they are comparatively more homogeneous in the 
former than in the latter.17  To make the point more obvious, consider Geiger’s 
argument (g) and you will see directly from the text that you can apply his strategy and 
deconstruct the alleged ontological objectivity of descriptive judgments, and in doing 

                     
17 If we wanted to give the picture a "committed drive" [can you say this?], we may add an ideology-
critically motivated explanation of this worrisome situation; point out the various “idols of the scientific 
tribe,” characterize the power-play of its proponents to imperialistically export, establish and preserve 
their influence, etc.  But this is not yet the place to discuss these more “dramatic” aspects. 
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so, make the distinction in this decisive respect collapse. First Geiger’s original words 
(pg. 60, translated):   

Provided, an evaluating attitude has been generally accepted, the claim of objective 
validity (of the value judgement which expresses this attitude) gains additional support 
by that general agreement.  If most people evaluate an object like person A, A infers 
from this that the value must be founded in the object itself.  Collective agreement may 
give us the illusion of objectivity -- but can never justify it.  

  
And now the same argument applied to the objectivity of descriptive judgements:   

Provided, an ontologizing ( interpretative) attitude has been generally accepted, the claim 
of objective validity (of the ontological judgement which expresses this attitude) gains 
additional support by that general agreement.  If most people ontologize (interpret) an 
object like person A,  A infers from this that this ontological interpretation must be 
founded in the object itself.  Collective agreement may give us the illusion of objectivity 
-- but can never justify it.  

 
My argument, then, is that if objective validity of descriptive judgment is to be justified 
by the ontological status of facts -- what Geiger suggests explicitly and most naturalists, 
materialism, metaphysical realists suggest, either explicitly or tacitly --, then the 
privilege of descriptive judgments depends on the reasonableness of this ontological 
posit.  However, in case this ontological posit is unreasonable – first and foremost 
because it ignores the constitutive conditions of knowledge and the interpretive or 
constructive character of the processes involved in perceiving and categorizing -- the 
privilege (objective validity) of descriptive judgements no longer holds; And, provided 
this privilege served as a criterion of a principle disjunction of rational and justifiable 
(descriptive) judgments and irrational and unjustifiable (value) judgments, then we are 
no longer justified in making this distinction. Someone who thinks it is impossible to 
justify value judgments objectively has to concede that the same is true for descriptive 
judgements. QED. 
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XI. Discussion on my paper (X.)  
 

[dialogue] 
 
 
 

M: I would advise you, first, to really separate relativism and constructivism. If you don’t, 
it makes the argument more complicated than necessary. And second, a constructivist 
strategy to begin with would have an economical side, namely that it probably would be 
usable in many other ways. The strategy of presenting an argument is the main thing! I 
also must remind you: What is the basic notion of “constructivism” in the sense you 
want to use it? [Margolis reflecting] This table is there, independent of you and me. But 
if you ask me how I know it, that is the more complicated question. I can’t give you the 
answer in Descartes’ terms, that’s hopeless. It’s not merely that we choose. It’s some 
kind of operation which is partly described in terms of discovery, and partly described 
in terms of choice. That I think is the intuition of “construction”. 

 
K: “Partly discovery, partly choice” – isn’t that exactly what I describe in my expose [“The 

debate in our century is at bottom a debate on how to establish priority of the impact of 
the two factors, the ontologically objective world, and the subjective addition to our 
world view.”]? 

 
M: No. The question of how much to assign to the subjects and objects is always a 

subsidiary question, never a primary question. 
 
K: What, then, is the primary question? 
 
M: The primary question is why we should go or not go with constructivism: 

Constructivism requires an indissoluble union of subjects and objects, so that you 
cannot assign degrees of responsibitity – that would be Kant’s way of going. 

 
K: But most (“Radical”) Constructivists – v. Foerster, v. Glasersfeld, Watzlawieck – do 

make a clear distinction between “Realitaet” (or “Wirklichkeit”) on the one hand and 
“Erscheinungen” on the other, which does include (or entail) a distinction between 
subjects and objects. 

 
M: “Realitaet” is inaccessible. “Wirklichkeit” and “Erscheinungen” is a distinction like 

“subjects” and “objects” – subsidiary. They are always internal to this indissoluble unit. 
I could construct a chair, but that’s not the sense in which the world is constructed. It’s a 
different meaning altogether.  

 
K: It has, however, been used as a metaphor (before it became a more or less purely 

technical term), so there must be some semantic connection. 
 
M: I don’t deny that: but it’s a complete mistake [to transfer the literal use as in 

“constructing a chair” to the technical term in a philosophical theory]. I take Kant 
seriously, when he says that noumena are unknowable. I say, if they are unknowable, 
let’s not talk about them. If they are unknowable, there isn’t anything else to be 
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contrasted with. There is no distinction between noumena and “Realitaet” in Kant’s 
sense. Hegel! The real is some constructive reading of “Erscheinungen”. But that 
doesn’t have anything to do with making a chair. 

 
K: Yet, there are different “ways to construct” (that is, reason about reality), even in Hegel. 

– Let alone his idea of a dialectical competition of these constructions, yielding to the 
ultimate one, his own! – Wouldn’t that suggest that there can’t possibly be only one 
world?  

 
M: Careful. All I have been saying is this. First: It is impossible to defend a viable realism 

in Descartes terms, or to speak of an independent “Ding an sich” in Kant’s sense; and 
second: We can – and should – speak of the independent world, but only in the sense of 
a constructive realism; and third: But in talking about a constructive realism, we don’t 
mean that the world is “made”. 

 
K: Is this a constructivism at all? 
 
M: Oh, absolutely. There may be many ways of characterizing the world, and all of them 

depend on the essential fact that you cannot describe the world without implicating the 
conditions of knowing the world. That’s why it is constructivist. 

 
K: But the decisive question is now: If there are many ways to construct, is it still one and 

the same world? 
 
M: Yes, of course. 
 
K: [?] So what about ontological relativism, or “many actual worlds” in Goodman’s sense? 
 
M: Goodman… [smiles] I know, I must appear extremely prejudiced…You cannot find a 

coherent way to formulate Goodman’s view. No one ever has. People have tried. They 
used the metaphor of Goodman’s for ingenious reasons. That’s fine. But we cannot 
make sense of Goodman’s theory.  

 
K: I would like to make two remarks: 
       

1. You suggest that supporting my claims by empiricist arguments, I diminish the 
strength of my claim unnecessarily: The choice of this strategy is less powerful than it 
could be. The reason is, you suggest, that the empiricist tradition is not trustworthy in 
this respect. Actually, you maintain, it is not trustworthy at all and should be given up 
as a whole, that it is completely bankrupt. ["I was thinking that we’re getting some 
good-looking students in the graduate launch". – "Oh, that us! For an extra nickel you 
can have a cigar…" – “Good night” Shusterman exit]. Well, I do not think we can 
decide so easily whether empiricism is hopelessly bankrupt or not, and I do not want to 
reopen or replay a long debate. The problem is that there is hardly any view which has 
not been declared bankrupt as a whole by some remarkable philosopher. At any rate, It 
is not the case that a refutation of empiricism were considered an uncontested 
achievement in the modern philosophical community (rather, unfortunately or not, on 
the contrary, it seems). In order to accept your criticism, you would have to really 
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convince me of empiricism's failure. -- Hume's problem with common concepts doesn't 
seem to make empiricism untrustworthy as a whole. – You would have to convince me 
of empiricism's failure so I would have to be ready to defeat anybody who follows in 
the empiricist tradition (Carnap and Quine included, to put it bluntly), and I don’t feel I 
am in a position to do this.  

 
      2. Instead of referring to the empiricist or any particular philosophical tradition, you 

proposed to bring up just the sort of “relatively uncontested intuitive facts about the way 
we speak”. I replied that there is a serious problem, because all such intuitive arguments 
are part of a discourse incorporating deeply rooted common-sense intuitions typical of 
realistic or objectivistic metaphysics – which is precisely what I want to undermine! 

         
You replied: That’s fair enough, but what can we do? There are strategies, you 
maintained, which don’t at least, appear to depend on texts that might well mislead us, 
because it might seem that the strength of these texts has been drawn from doubtful 
philosophical counters.  

 
I thought about this, and it seems to me that the question at stake touches a more general 
problem. Any argument must start with some unwarranted posits. Anybody, who’s aim it 
is to ‘deconstruct’ or ‘undermine’ or ‘unmask’ a prevalent opinion (as I aim to 
deconstruct or undermine or unmask prevalent common-sense-intuitions and 
metaphysical presumptions of scientific methods) has to give good reasons, argue, 
convince in the context of a discourse with particular rules he must not question. (There 
is a trivial formula: Anything that he undermines must not be part of his meta-discourse; 
or: anything that is part of his meta-discourse must not be subject to undermination). 
However, can you make such a clear distinction? Can you, e.g. separate Foucault’s 
discourse from the various discourses he undermines? If Foucault’s contingency-thesis 
about discourses is intended to apply universally, how can we save his own meta-
discourse from being subject to undermination in turn? (“Foucault’s meta-discourse, the 
product of contingent historical events, anarchistic power play, certain contingent 
esthetic interests, a shattered social and intellectual environment..”) – We can't. Can we 
separate, e.g. Feyerabend’s meta-discourse from the various (scientific, rational, 
objectivistic) discourses he undermines? If Feyerabend’s contextual dependency-thesis 
about culture-dependent alternative “forms of knowledge” is intended to apply 
universally, how can we save his own meta-discourse from being subject to his own 
undermination? (“Farewell to Feyerabend”) - We can’t. Can we substantiate such an 
interpretation of the various deconstructivists so there would be a dilemma of this sort: 
radical deconstruction/ universal contingency/ relationalism/ self-refutation necessarily? 
[To be continued under the heading “Self-referentiality”]. 

 
         Let me say one last thing concerning my 'inductive' strategy in the paper.  
       As it says in the title, the idea is to deconstruct a positivist dichotomy, which is based (a) 

on the metaphysics of a scientific practice and  (b) on a common-sense intuition. It is 
addressed to an audience consisting of 'hard-core-scientists' on the one hand, and 'naïve 
realists' on the other. In using empiricist arguments to arrive at a constructivism of some 
sort, rather than starting off with constrictivism itself, is a strategy which seems useful 
because it relies on my opponents weapons turning them against the enemy, so to speak; 
It would, in other words, remind objectivist scientists of their own 'roots' and that they 
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have gone beyond it. Most adherents of the dichotomy at issue most likely accept 
empiricism but reject constructivism, so my argument would induce them to accept 
constuctivism via the undermining of the dichotomy. Of course, however, provided you 
accept constuctivism anyway, and consider empiricism to be completely bankrupt, it 
would in fact seem very reasonable and economical to chose the 'deductive' strategy.  

 
By the way,  I found some lines in Feyerabend which suggest - contra your presumption 
- that, provided one wants to make ontological claims, Feyerabend does seem to think of 
the world in plural (Farewell to Reason, Verso ed. 1987, p 88-89). 
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XII.  Remarks on the metaphor of 'construction'  

from an ontological perspective 
 

[draft Kranz] 
 

 
Introduction 
 
 A large number of metaphors have been invented to convince us that there is something 
seriously wrong with the traditional discovery project of canonic epistemology: 
"constitution", "creation", "construction", "invention", "fabrication", "interpretation", 
"building", "making", to name only a few. Construction seems to be a key concept 
among them. It has developed in various directions and is now quite heterogeneously 
applied, ambiguous in intention, and probably one of the most controversial, and 
popular of these metaphors in the most different fields of inquiry, epistemology, 
ontology, theory of science, sociology, history, psychology, education, linguistics, 
mathematics, cybernetics, biology.  
 
In what follows, I want to propose a way of analyzing the metaphor of construction with 
respect to some ontological consequences. There are certainly many ways to analyze or 
interpret a metaphor, relative to our theoretical interests. My theoretical interest is to 
calibrate [sound/explore] the ground for a version of ontological relativism. In saying 
this, I don't mean to claim that ontological relativism were a direct or inevitable 
consequence of everything called 'constructivism'; I do think, however, that it is a 
possible consequence of some versions of constructivism, and that it is moreover an 
attractive option to establish ontological relativism via a certain form of constructivism.  
 
Although we should, for the sake of clarity, generally aim at separating problems such 
as these two questions, constructivism and ontological relativism as far as possible, you 
will see that it really depends on the very interpretation of our metaphor whether or not 
this is reasonable. My analysis of the 'construction'-metaphor is intended to identify 
aspects of the metaphor which will strongly suggest ontologically relativistic 
consequences, aspects which will possibly imply ontologically relativistic 
consequences, and aspects which will exclude ontological relativism.   
 
 
1. Literal meanings of the term 'construction' 
 
Why does it make sense, you may ask, to approach a popular metaphor by investigating 
its literal semantic aspects in ordinary discourse? You may observe that a term can be 
subject to considerable semantic changes in the course of its transformation from literal 
use to metaphoric, and from the metaphoric to its use as a label to represent an entire 
theory, school or tradition. 'Constructivism' may have as little to do with 'construction', 
just as 'Jugendstil' has little to do with 'youth' or 'Cubism' with 'cubes'. Why then an 
investigation into the literal roots of a metaphor? I will do it for two reasons. One is 
rhetoric (or strategic), the other is for the sake of transparency. 
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Names can be vexing and misleading and powerful and we want to be aware. Vogue 
terms are sleek, especially in philosophical contexts. We tend to use them for 
convenience as labels, unconscious of the various semantic deep features they retain, 
even in the supposedly-straight jacket of a philosophical theory. When originally 
introduced as a metaphor, 'construction' had a fascinating or provocative rhetoric power; 
And although it has been de-capped and become a "dead" metaphor, a technical term to 
a certain extent, there still seems to be a vagueness about it, a retained rest of its former 
dynamite, which causes this peculiar expression of commitment and persuasiveness 
when people declare that "x is a construction!" (and anti-constructivists to pale at such a 
declaration). "Constructivism" is not a purely technical term, the metaphor isn't dead. I 
think, therefore, we really have to take the term into account as a metaphor, and the 
natural way to analyze a metaphor is to go back to various aspects of the literal meaning 
of the term.  
 
In doing so, the first thing you will notice is a stunning variety of semantic aspects of 
the word "construction". Ian Hacking identifies two main categories (Hacking 1999:36-
38), Sergio Sismondo [supposedly - check!] six (Sismondo 1996:50), in Webster’s 
Third New International Dictionary you find 13 entries, the Oxford English Dictionary 
lists 22. I will identify four semantic fields each containing several similar terms with 
more or less overlapping meanings. My point is very simple. If there are several literal 
meanings, we are to expect several metaphorical uses, and by analyzing the literal 
varieties we will be able to see in which respect the term may have served to make up 
the various metaphors. Some of these many metaphors were the reason to turn 
"construction" into many labels of many theories or schools.  
 
In saying that alive metaphors are fascinating, provocative, vexing, vague and powerful, 
I don't mean that it were particularly desirable to incorporate such metaphors in a 
philosophical theory. I simply propose that once they are there, the reconstruction via 
the literal use is a convenient way to handle them. Much of what is called philosophical 
discourse - in contrast to what is called the discourse of formal or exact sciences - 
typically does incorporate alive metaphors, irrespective of however we may feel about 
it. 
      
The first semantic field I want to identify consists of: (a) terms to designate the general, 
unspecified idea of "construction" in the sense of "putting together of parts". It 
incorporates terms such as "unifying", "framing", "forming", "devising", "composing"; 
and it consists of  (b) a number of specifications of this general sense: "erecting" or 
"raising" houses, castles and bridges; "building" ships and railroads; "fabricating" or 
"manufacturing" shovels, tables and pencils. 
 
Note that all terms of the first field refer to "construction" as an act or process. The 
second semantic field refers to that which is constructed, the product or result of these 
acts: 2(a) "construction" as the unspecified result of unifying, framing, forming, 
devising, composing; and (b) the various special results, houses, castles, bridges, ships 
and railroads, shovels, tables and pencils.  
 
The third semantic field gathers terms to explain “construction” as referring (a) to the 
style, the conformation or structure of these results; or (b) to the manner of these acts: 
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e.g. “The construction of the west wing of the castle shows the architect’s preference of 
simple, classicist structures.”; “Several ships of similar construction were sighted in 
Chinese waters.”; “An analysis of the construction of the bomb will help specify the 
culprit’s profile”.  
 
The fourth category incorporates terms to explain a quite distinct use of  “construction”, 
namely in the sense of interpreting (and connected senses such as “construing”, 
“reading”, “explaining”): “putting the worst construction on things innocent” [R. 
Kippling, example from Webster's]; “My construction of the tenor of the letter may I 
hope prove erroneous.” [example from OED]; You may also distinguish between act 
and result of interpreting; while the first two sentences exemplify the act, the following 
sentence refers to the result of interpreting: “The construction put on statute no. 17/2b 
by your lawyer is indefensible.”    
  
We have thus identified four basic aspects of literal uses: 

(L1) the (general/specified) act of putting together 
(L2)  the (general/specified) result of putting together 
(L3)  the manner of the act or the structure of the result of putting together 
(L4)  the (act or result of) interpreting of an object, act, state of affairs, person, text.18  
 
We could have organized these semantic aspects in various ways, but I think this 
summary is a convenient framework to investigate some main aspects of metaphoric 
uses. 
 
 
2. Metaphoric uses of the term "construction" 
 
Before I consider some main lines of metaphoric uses of the term "construction", I 
should perhaps mention that there seems to be no clear dividing line between what we 
usually call "literal" and "metaphoric". If we take literal use to be relatively established 
and generally accepted semantic fit within a particular language-community, and 
metaphoric use to be new semantic formations which creatively violate these relatively 
established and generally accepted semantic connections, we are to expect gradual 
transitions, fuzzy edges, and borderline cases; because (a) language-communities are in 
turn inter-linked (or "interwoven"), overlapping and constantly changing entities 
(discourse traditions), and (b) because there is a close relation between the acceptance 
of semantic links and background world views. What is an accepted semantic 
connection in one linguistic community may be a violation in another. Most members of 
a scientific community in the 20th century will take the phrase "powers of nature" as a 
                     
18 Note that "construction" in the sense of (L4) could be classified as already metaphoric in the respect 
that the act of putting together or building is already transferred to a non-material context: interpretation 
as an act of building up of meaning. In this case it is not as clear as in the other cases that literal 
construction has to do with a material activity, long established before it became to be transferred to other 
areas. While (L1) and (L2) are recorded to have appeared in the 14th and 15th century, and (L3) around 
1700 for the first time, and were transferred to psychology, philosophy and mathematics only in the late 
19th and early 20th century,  (L4) - "construction" in the sense of "interpretation" - is recorded to be in use 
as early as 1387 and 1388, emerging (thus simultaneously with the other literal uses) from the field of 
language, grammatical and translation studies. [cf. OED]     
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metaphor, while most language-communities involving teleological models of nature 
(largely everything pre-Darwian) would take it literally. Ancient Greeks literally 
believed they were "filled with courage" (by Zeus: cf. Ilias 13.60, discussed in 
Feyerabend 1975, German ed. 1997, p320) and that they were "marionettes" (of the 
Gods; ibid. p.311), while we are convinced that both are metaphoric uses. 
 
Consider now the aspects of literal use of "construction" - transferred to the various 
contexts of cognitive inquiry - (L1) to (L4), used as metaphors: 

(M1) the (general/specified) act of putting together 
(M2)  the (general/specified) result of putting together 
(M3)  the manner of the act or the structure of the result of putting together 
(M4)  the (act or result of) interpreting of an object, act, state of affairs, person, text.  
 

ad (M1): The first group of metaphoric uses can be directly derived from the first literal 
semantic field we identified: the action of putting together, but not stones, bricks, 
mortar, and other material component parts, but transferred to the field of cognitive 
inquiry, ideas, phenomena, sense-data, axioms, hypotheses. 
 
When applied to the various fields of cognitive inquiry, especially to 
epistemological and ontological contexts and science studies, the metaphor 
introduced the idea of activity, which had been, in certain respects, alien to the 
canonic metaphors of cognitive inquiry (such as "representation", "image", 
"mirror", "copy", "replica", "projection"). I say in certain respects, because the 
aspect of actively putting together alone didn't necessarily exceed the canon. 
Copying, replicating, .. are metaphors that imply constructive activity in this 
general sense just as well. Scientific activity has always involved a "putting 
together", of conjectures, hypotheses, theories in the sense of accumulation to build 
the ultimate mansion of knowledge, unifying all the single special scientific efforts 
of inquiry in one single framework. Therefore, even Logical Positivism -- a 
doctrine usually closely associated with the canonic discovery-project -- was 
particularly devoted to the construction - metaphor, at least in this unspecified 
sense, as Ian Hacking points out (1999:42): "He [Carnap] wanted to establish that 
the world could be built up from elements, the data of sensory experience, or 
perhaps items that played a role in physical science. […] there is a good deal in 
common between Kuhn and Carnap, and both men knew it."  
 
The unspecified action of putting together of parts does not explain the difference 
between the canon and its critics, which call themselves 'constructivists' in contrast 
to the canon. Which metaphorical aspects, then, we must ask, exceed the canon? 
Which new aspects are introduced by "erecting", "building", "manufacturing"? 
(M1b); What is so different about the results of this metaphoric manufacturing? 
(M2); What new functions are connected with the principals of, or guidelines for 
this building process, if other than reflecting the structure of the real world? (M3); 
Which new aspects are introduced if you stress the interpretative factor in cognitive 
inquiry? (M4).  

 
ad (M1b): One decisive difference between building/erecting/fabricating/manufacturing on 

the one hand, and mirroring/copying/replicating on the other seems to be that the 
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first group suggests a creating of structures, while the others simply reproduce 
structures. Hume's associative notion of how we form generalized statements 
about natural laws, or Berkeley's bundle-theory of so-called material, external, 
independent objects (and of course Kant's transcendentalism) are historic 
examples of anti-representationalism in this respect.. J. Piaget's model of cognitive 
development, or Stephan Koerner's notion of conceptual frameworks are recent 
accounts deeply committed to "construction"-metaphor in this particular sense of 
creating structures.  

 
ad (M2): The second metaphoric aspect corresponds to the artifacts, the products or results 

of such an act of putting together, but not results such as houses, castles, bridges, 
tables and pencils, but -  transferred to the field of cognitive inquiry - concepts, 
theories, world views, "objects", "the world", "reality". 

          
This second metaphoric aspect is deviant from the canon because some instances 
of this aspect (the ones I put in quotations) violate the principal disjunction of 
cognizing subject and cognized object, an essential dichotomy of the canon: 
"Artifacts" in a traditional epistemic context are concepts, theories, and 
worldviews. They are accepted tools in the sense that they are models, but they are 
conceived as built along the lines of nature in order to represent the objective 
world. "Artifacts" in the various constructivist contexts are not descriptions of 
objects, the world, reality, but they constitute, or make up, the objects, the world, 
reality. Does this simply imply idealism? I don't think so. Although, admittedly, 
some variants of constructivism have been (self-) declared forms of idealism, it 
doesn’t seem to be a necessary consequence of the idea of artifacts. The idea of 
artifacts does not declare that “being is seeming,   and nothing else”, but it  makes 
the distinction between seeming and being collapses   into one, altogether different 
ontological category.   

 
ad (M3): The manner of the act or the structure of the result of putting together succeeds 

the canon in the important sense that it suggests that there are several possible ways 
of doing so. Just as you can arrange material component parts in various ways to 
build houses ore manufacture tools, so the argument goes, you can arrange mental 
component parts in various ways. Variety may apply on two levels. Either (a) you 
allow alternative kinds of component parts, or (b) you allow alternative ways of 
putting together. Many constructivists have been intrigued by these new 
possibilities and have proposed variety on both levels: proposed e.g. to simulate the 
development of science, however (a) with some other axioms or different 
conceptual frameworks, and (b) with alternative theoretical principles (such as 
abduction) and logic systems (e.g. many-valued, fuzzy logic). 

        
Another decisive consequence of transferring aspect (L3) of the construction - 
metaphor to the field of cognitive inquiry is the introduction of a pragmatic 
criterion: Just as the way you build a house or manufacture a tool will depend on 
your practical interests, so does the way you construct your concepts, theories, 
ontology. And thus the question of preference will always be a function of the 
constructor's interests. The only way to decide between any two such constructs is 
to see which serves a specific purpose better. If a construct is thus distinguished, 
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there may still be various other ways to construct, which serve this purpose equally 
well, or even better. Canonic epistemology has typically tried to explain the 
phenomenon of success by claiming that these practically distinguished models 
simply represent how things are more adequately, while pragmatists tend to 
succinctly remark that such an explanation is just the most convenient way we have 
at the moment to explain what's going on, and nothing more. 

       
ad (M4): What are the consequences of introducing the fourth sense we identified, the 

aspect of interpretation, to the contexts of cognitive inquiry?  First, interpretation 
suggests the aspect of selection: interpretation seems to necessarily involve a 
process of ascribing significance to some parts of the data and not to others. 
Second, it is additive in the sense that it involves the ascribing of meaning to the 
selected data, a meaning which was not "present" or "actual"19 in the data itself. 
Stressing the interpretative nature of x is thus a more moderate claim: In saying that 
"x is a construction" (in the sense of interpretation), people don't necessarily imply 
that x is also the product of building up, manufacturing, or an invention, but that x 
is the product of a particular selection, exaggeration maybe, and ascription of a 
particular meaning to this selection. Much of "social constructionism" is meant in 
this moderate sense of the metaphor, and much of recent furious debates may well 
be due to an undifferentiated metaphoric use of the term construction. 

 
 
3. On the benefit of our analysis 
 
I believe this analysis contributes to making us aware of the multitude of heterogeneous 
crucial aspects of a controversial and popular metaphor. In particular, I think the aspects 
and consequences we identified may provide us with a compelling tool to specify any 
theory which involves the metaphor of construction: You may offer, say, a chart, listing 
the four main literal aspects (and the six sub-aspects), ask in which senses the term is 
intended to apply as a metaphor, and to which of the various possible consequences of 
the metaphoric uses of these aspects the position in question would subscribe to. In 
addition, you may be able to specify exactly what entities are involved in the various 
constructive maneuvers, specify the component parts; specify the products of the this 
magnificent act, specify in which respect exactly there is a "variety" of ways to 
construct, etc; And in doing so, detect and locate possible difficulties, such as problems 
connected to self-reference, methodological inconsistencies, or ontological 
commitment. 
 
 
4. A form of constructivism which strongly suggests ontological relativism    
     
Finally I want to propose a formulation of a variant of constructivism which strongly 
entails ontologically relativistic consequences. It is a formulation in which I tried to 
avoid the construct - word and to use the terms we have identified to represent the 
various aspects of "construction" instead.  
 

                     
19 however maybe "in potentia"; but that's another story.  
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(1) What in the canonical discovery-project is called knowledge about the ontologically 
objective world, is not a representation of the objective world (and truth thus not a 
correspondence-relation between the subject and the subject-independent object), 
but knowledge is the result of an actively building up of structures by the cognizing 
subject. 

 
(2) This active building up of structures is a process of conceptualizing of the subject's 

experimental world. 
 
(3) Anything that in the canonical context is taken to be an independent object or state-

of-affairs is the result of this conceptualizing process. 
 
(4) Any such result is not inevitably what or how we take it to be, because  

(a) there are, logically, infinitely many ways to organize the experimental world, 
and 

(b) the particular way in which an individual or a cognitive community happens to 
organize the experimental world is a function of purely contingent (historical, 
social, linguistic, biological, etc.) determinants.   

 
 
Consequence #1: If we deny (with the Greek skeptics and Kant) that we can ever have 
direct contact with something called a world-in-itself, we propose to eliminate this 
ontological category. There may well be 23 tiny, tiny twin-earths in my wallet, but since 
there is no way of ever proving this, let's just not talk about them. 
 
Consequence #2: If we propose to eliminate this category (with the Greek skeptics but 
against Kant), there is no distinction between a world-in-itself and a world-for-me (or -
for-us), but only the one ontic category: the one category of constructed reality 
["constructed" in precisely the senses described in (1)-(4)], which allows for many 
context-relative worlds of individuals or communities within this category.  
 
Consequence #3: If (a) there are logically many ways to organize the experimental 
world, and (b) the particular way in which an individual or a cognitive community 
happens to organize the experimental world is a function of purely contingent 
(historical, social, linguistic, biological, etc.) determinants and (c) there are various sets 
of determinants (which is trivial), then there are more than one ways of building up 
structures by the cognizing subject, constituting more than one world. 
 
Consequence #4: Although there are alternative possible ways of organizing the 
experimental world, we notice a relative invariability of certain interests and certain 
conceptualizations (means to reach these goals). 
 
Consequence #5: Although we may notice a relative invariability of certain interests and 
certain conceptual choices, this correlation is contingent in turn! Given a set of interests, 
it is always possible that there are more than one conceptual choices to achieve these 
interests  - through different means - but equally well.   
 

[to be continnued] 
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XIII.  Discussion of draft Kranz (XII.)  
 

[dialogue] 
 
 

M: What would you say, you have done? 
 

K: I’ve tried two things: First, to provide a conceptual tool or framework which I thought 
would be useful to analyze various forms of constructivism; and second, to propose a 
form of constructivism with strong relativistic consequences on the bases of the 
conceptual analysis of part one. 
 

M: I noticed that you drew the last part from materials that you didn’t lay out in the first 
part. There were other associations, philosophically interesting options. 
 

K: Which associations, do you think, were entirely strange to the first part? 
 

M: The first part (on the literal aspects you identify) didn’t really broach any points of view 
which you could easily match with philosophical positions. 
 

K: Yes, not with complete traditions, but with aspects within these traditions. 
 

M: Your analysis of the literal uses looks as if it is meant to be, so to say, reasonably 
inclusive of possible ways of proceeding, if someone said, well, might that be an 
interesting way of going at this, which is not altogether out of touch with this schema, 
but which does it in an entirely different way? Something that might even generate a 
more interesting possibility; and you looked at your first schema and said, I don’t see 
where the possibility would lie. 
 

K: I remember, you said you didn’t like my strategy, when I mentioned it last week. So 
what aspects does the literal schema fail to generate? 
 

M: I can see that it is a kind of heuristic tool and that you may use it (like I. Hacking) as a 
convenient device to enter into a discussion of positions, whereas you work in a way at 
this, as if it might be that these categories should themselves be promising in terms of 
leading you to the ... fruitful options. Possibly. But not necessary. I don’t mean anything 
mysterious. I have in mind something very particular that I think the scheme you 
proposed fails to identify. It could only be related to your scheme by a denial of these 
options. Suppose somebody says that the “process-product”-distinction makes very 
good sense in terms of some philosophical traditions, but not in others. There may be 
philosophical traditions which might well be called constructivist, but which are 
strongly opposed to other senses of construction [...] But apart from that: How 
important would this be for your presentation. There is a cliché that the order of 
discovery is not the order of analysis or presentation. I am a little puzzled to see what 
use you yourself mean to make of this (apart from the fact that it’s a kind of record of 
how you have proceeded up to this point). 
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K: Let me say two things: One, that as I mentioned in my introduction, the scheme isn’t 
supposed to claim to be exhaustive in any way. So if you now say that there is a crucial, 
important aspect that is missing, I would be very interested to know exactly what it is, 
and you haven’t told me yet. The second thought is that it seems a good advice, 
especially with vogue metaphors to analyze the meaning of a central term. Now, the 
natural way to analyze a metaphor seems to go back to its literal roots. And even if the 
literal uses may not explain the metaphor in every respect, we may use the scheme of 
literal aspects as a guideline to delaminate other, entirely new aspects from the literal 
aspects. 
 

M: I’ll tell you what aspect I had in mind: I am persuaded that the philosophical work that 
has oriented us in the most fruitful way (even though it has not done it in the most 
fruitful way). — That is to say that it could be done better than it did — is the post-
Kantian tradition, and in particular Hegel. It couldn’t have been done without Kant. 
Kant in my opinion is a disaster. Kant couldn’t have succeeded if Descartes hadn’t been 
there before him. But Descartes in my opinion is a disaster. Now, the feature of the 
Kantian account, and post-Kantian themes, at least in Hegel, and it may already be in 
Fichte, is this that although Kant is a constructivist in my opinion, he might fit your 
scheme, in the sense that he assigns to the subject a distinct contribution. He is vaguer 
about what else is left over, but he is very clear about what the subject contributes, 
although he is not very clear about what the subject is. We don’t know whether the 
subject is entirely human. This is a strong problem in western European philosophy; and 
the same problem had Husserl. We don’t know who Husserl’s “transcendental ego” is, 
and we don’t know who Heidegger’s “Dasein” is. These are mysterious entities. But 
they are subjects, and things are assigned to them. Now in Hegel, particularly, and I 
would say incipiently in Fichte if I understand Fichte correctly, we cannot say what the 
dividing line is between the subject and the non-subject (or the object). So when you say 
that they are constructivists, as I believe they are, it’s not possible to say “what out of 
what” the construction comes, as you can say with Kant. Now, I regard that as the sine 
qua non in the change from the constructuralism of Kant to the modern conceptions of 
constructualism. But the feature of the post-Kantian constructualism is that it repudiates 
[zurückweisen] what is common to the non-constructionist pre-Kantian world and the 
Kantian constructionism, and in that sense, your scheme is pre-Kantian or Kantian, but 
not post-Kantian. But the most interesting form of constructionism, as I see it, is post-
Kantian. Seen that way, it looks to me as though your optimism of starting with this 
schema, is already hostage to a deeper choice of orientation, which is not explicit in the 
scheme, and which runs the risk of not being able to capture at least that view — and 
possibly others. So that when I say, it might be heuristic or didactic, what I mean is, 
well, who cares? Your imagination is able to work with it, so it’s fruitful. But that’s 
another reason for asking, whether the order of discovery is the order of presentation. I 
think it can almost never be, unless by some extraordinary piece of luck. Even before 
you discover what you want to say, the schema that you hit on, somehow has that 
element. Usually it doesn’t. 
 

K: Isn’t it the case that whenever we want to propose an argument, we have to start from 
some familiar ground. Many of newly introduced metaphors, particularly in philosophy, 
wouldn’t be understood, wouldn’t be handable at all, if you started with them right 
away. So, in this sense, it would be a perfectly reasonable way to approach this entirely 
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new aspect in Fichte and Hegel, by approaching it, so to speak, ’from the other side’. 
You might say, these aspects of ’construction’ were prominent from Descartes to Kant, 
including Kant, and then, there is an entirely new aspect which cannot be captured by 
the scheme. We have to find some way of talking about it. There is no common ground, 
no way to understand these aspects. Take, e.g. the blurring of the dividing-line, this 
“clash” of subject and object. It’s quite extraordinary! 
 

M: I don’t share your view about metaphor. I don’t think, first of all, that the literal is more 
fundamental than the metaphorical. 
 

K: “Fundamental” in which respect? 
 

M: Either intuitively, or in practice, or linguistically, or any such factor. I think they both 
occur on the same level, if one can speak of levels. The literal is very often a derivative 
of the metaphorical, just as much as the metaphorical is often a deliberate deformation 
of the literal. Both processes go on ... 
 

K: You seem to have a clear conception of what “literal” and what “metaphorical” use is. 
Would that match my definition? [“literal” use is “generally accepted semantic fit of 
two or more concepts within a language-community; and “metaphorical” use is a 
creative violation of such a fit”]. 
 

M: I am not sure, what your theory is. I would say, that we must distinguish between what 
might be a metaphor in spontaneous speech, and how we explain the fact that it is a 
metaphor. I don’t think we can explain a metaphor except by positing a literal basis. But 
I don’t think that it follows from that, that metaphors are built up by deforming literal 
uses. I don’t think that’s true. 
 

K: Well, I do say in my paper that ’metaphoric’ and ’literal’ use are no inherent properties 
of the nature of language, but that they are dependent on the background 
Weltanschauung, metaphysics, etc., which vary from one language-community to 
another and thus that it will vary whether a use is considered ’metaphoric’ or ’literal’. 
 

M: I don’t think I’d agree with that. I was thinking, when I read what you said, that there is 
a very nice and influential paper by Max Black on ’metaphor’; very influential, 
particularly in the philosophy of science (M. Hesse), in which Black makes the point 
that sometimes we come to a point where we realize we are at a limit of the usefulness 
of certain literal ways of speaking; and we capture some new insight metaphorically 
[that] we realize goes beyond whatever may have been said or sayable before, and 
which may well challenge come deeper point of metaphysics, etc., that is in play, and 
nevertheless, this turns out to be a very effective way of — without much labor — 
getting beyond a certain point. That couldn’t be squared with what you have said before. 
 

K: Why not? I say, metaphoric use is a creative violation of established semantic fit; and 
’creative’ would imply that there is some insight gained, which wasn’t there before. 
 

M: No. Only on the assumption that the other should have inclusive sway. But that is not 
granted. If the thing includes everything, then sure, it violates it, but if it doesn’t include 
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everything, if it’s in fact one of the debatable points of the whole exchange, then the 
new is a penetration of a new area, that hadn’t been noticed before. But it isn’t clear that 
it violates anything! It just notices what would be a violation, would be extending the 
old into an area where it clearly doesn’t fit. Suppose you come across phenomena of 
quantum physics, and I say, look, I think here we’re gonna have to invent new ways of 
talking. This doesn’t violate what was said before, unless you suppose that the other had 
to have sway in that area; which was never considered, because nobody knew about it. 
It might be looked at in quite a different way. There are a lot of possibilities that are 
really interesting here. So I think that that’s one serious problem. And the second is, that 
you do really say, that metaphor is a violation, and I think that’s only true in the order of 
explanation, which is really an ad hoc-device for saying: look, you can see what I mean 
if you suppose the following. But it needn’t be the case that that’s the way it really is. I 
think it’s not. Very often in rich metaphor, it isn’t. And in Black’s case, where people 
are working at the edge of science, they are constantly faced with the fact that they can’t 
do it the other way. So, I don’t think that it is the case, that ’metaphor’ is parasitic. I 
think the order of an explanation of ’metaphor’ involves a notion of parasitic use of 
language. It seems to me that that’s an interesting difference. 
 

K: Which criteria would you grant, then, to make a distinction between ’literal’ and 
’metaphoric’? Is it that the literal is before? No. Is it that the literal has to do with 
’material’ objects? No. Is it that it has to do with ’common-sense discourse’? Is it in 
accord with accepted metaphysics? I really don’t know what you accept as a criteria, 
since you seem to be so strongly opposed to the traditional criteria. 
 

M: I think the literal doesn’t have to signify a common metaphysics. There needn’t be any 
single metaphysics that fits the literal. There are in fact puzzle cases where we have to 
decide, whether we want to look at it literally, or metaphorically, and we decide that by 
not considering a consensus, but rather the strategy by which we explain meaning. For 
example (I’ll give you two cases): “The leg of a chair.” I could look at that remark in 
such a way that, without excepting [?] it’s acceptability, I would treat it as a metaphor. 
On the other hand, I see how easy it is that it could be regarded as a literal description 
(by what is known as a “catachresis” — that the metaphor has evolved into a literal 
expression; usually “catachresis” is derogatory, but in modern discourse it is not). Or, I 
might say that — in fact, I know a man of whom it is said, that he is a “sator”. You 
know the Greek mythological creature. A sator is a man who is oversexed, and who is 
jumping women all the time. (Which is a very humorous comment on the original 
figure). It’s not always easy whether this is meant literally, or metaphorically. It may be 
in a twilight-area, in which it could go either way. 
 

K: I entirely agree with that, so far. 
 

M: But the point is, that how you characterize it, will depend on your strategy of 
explanation. There are in fact words in English, or in any language, which have behaved 
this way. The famous case has been discussed, which is the “underplate” of a turtle, 
which is called a “plastron”, which is the name for the breast-plate in medieval armor. A 
very clever move. Under certain circumstances it looks as if it may never have been a 
metaphor. It may have been a kind of co-opting of an image by analogy. There is no 
single way in which metaphor is generated. And there is no uniformity in the theory of 
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reality against which this can be mapped, although I think, the normal explanation is, 
that “if you allow the following as literal, and the associated senses, then you see the 
way in which this can be regarded as metaphor”. So. If we were to take that seriously, 
then we might say, there is no legible connection between the literal and the 
metaphorical uses of “construction”. That might then become problematic. And if so, 
then we might not know, what a really orderly scheme for articulating the relationship 
might be. 
 

K: Now, I grant you, that the intricate and multiple process of how metaphors evolve may 
not be appropriately captured by means of the criteria I proposed, I grant you that. But I 
don’t see that this affects my strategy largely: The decisive question in this context is 
not the origin of metaphor or the order of “what out of what”. We don’t even need a 
clear distinction between the two. What I think is decisive, is that it pays to identify as 
many different semantic aspects as clearly as possible, whatever they may be, literal or 
metaphoric. I thought, that the distinction I proposed would be simply a compelling 
proposal to do so. Special problems you mention — problems related to my 
(concededly “ad hoc”-)distinctions — — as important they may be on their own — —) 
don’t really put the main prospect into a jeopardy, do they? 
 

M: It may well be. I am prepared to believe it. 
 

K: Aha. 
 

M: But I think, what I keep looking for, is the thread of an argument, the dialectical 
movement, and where it lead. I don’t yet see it. I can certainly see identifying different 
forms of constructivism, but then I could see just identifying them rather the way I. 
Hacking does. He just says, look, here are all these positions, let’s let it be that; I pick 
out the interesting ones from that crowd, forever reason I have in mind ... I wouldn’t do 
it myself the way you do, to be candid, but that is the choice you made. But given that, I 
am saying, can you give me a sense of how the thing moves on; what claims do you find 
yourself coming to, that are philosophically telling? Excuse me for being candid about 
this. I am a little bit baffled as to where it’s going in your own interest. 
You gave me to understand a certain sympathy for constructivism or relativism. Here I 
see you working in a certain way, and I ask myself, I need to see how these come 
together. I don’t yet see it; and it may be that I wouldn’t by the time you leave. Now, 
you say that you would be interested in presenting in some favorable way 
constructivism. And I say to myself, well, which constructivism? I looked at several of 
the essays in the Watzlawick-book. I thought, that was a very interesting use of the 
notion, but — what I think he calls “non-contingent dependence”, the relationship 
between two elements in a test-situation Glasersfeld discusses, is complete construction. 
— but I think in English one would say, this is a “fabrication”, a “fiction” which is now 
construed as a “construction”, because there is no connection. 
 

K: The point in Glasersfeld’s test-situation, if I remember correctly, is that even if two 
elements are completely disconnected, the mind establishes (or fabricates) some orderly 
connection. 
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M: Of course; but that use seems to have almost nothing to do with what might be the 
central idea of constructivism (which might then permit constructivism to be associated 
in a fruitful way with relativism and a theory of knowledge). It is a view which is only 
marginally connected with certain central paces; at least, that was my sense of it. 
[Excursion into the “Rohrschach-Test”] 
Now, this is a good case, which shows that some of these uses of ’construction’ are only 
interesting in giving evidence, that they should be disregarded. They are deflecting 
attention from the central cases. Even mathematical intuitionism (“the Dutch thing”) is 
more closely related to the central problems, I would say, than what the Watzlawick 
book seems to suggest. That’s the kind of problem, I feel I have to press on you, 
because my chances of doing that are getting slimmer all the time as we get into 
August! [laughs heartily] I hope that this is not unuseful. 
 

K: Not at all. However, I think I disagree with you on the question of the contributions of 
“radical constructivism” (Glasersfeld et al) to what you call the “central problem”: I 
don’t think that this theory is only marginally connected, deflecting attention, or the 
like. On the contrary, I am prepared to defend that there is a deep connection between 
“radical constructivism” and Kantian constructivism, Hume’s, Berkeley’s contributions, 
and also social constructionism in the sociology of knowledge, biological conditioning, 
evolutionary models of the mind (or rather the brain) — v. Glasersfeld, v. Foerster, 
Watzlawick, et.al. work in fact closely together with Varela/Maturana .. 
To be honest, I am quite surprised to hear that you think that all these people are 
unimportant for what’s really at stake. 
 

M: It may be, that I am so persuaded that there is a decisive challenge, which a certain 
family of views one might call “constructivist” have brought to the table (in terms of the 
entire western orientation about objectivity), without which none of the rest of it makes 
very much sense to me, that I find it convincing to think that there are certain rate-
economies [?] that one could make in deciding what to favor or not. And I remember, 
when we first began to speak about it, I was suggesting to you, that constructivism, in a 
sense that I think is central, may not really even require that anything is “made”. And 
you looked a little surprised at that point, I remember ... 
 

K: I know from what I have read and heard from you, that you favor some kind of 
constructive realism. So, I suppose to the extent constructivism moves from idealism to 
realism, there is no sense really in which you could imagine that entities are made, or 
manufactured. 
 

M: Yes. I am a little embarrassed, because I don’t want to be in a position of just simply 
pushing my own view. There is the amusing story told that in teaching art, you would 
see that all the people working with somebody keep producing the same kind of images 
that the teacher does, and that’s terrible! But in philosophy, there is the additional 
difficulty that one wants to say — “I am prepared to bet that this is closer to the truth 
than the other views that are being propounded” — And so it’s really not possible to 
mean that it should go “this way or that way”, and pretend that it doesn’t matter. 
 

K: Right. Now, in the course of focussing on something you believe is dialectically worth 
while, do you think the clue to it would be “interpretation”? I see that it plays a key-role 
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in your analysis of cultural entities, and it is also one of the four major aspects I 
identified in my paper. 
 

M: “Interpretation” is a matter which is just as problematic — not my fault! — but it is. 
There are many people who believe that interpretation really only means that the analyst 
is a “clever” person, who is making some ingenious or complicated set of conjectures 
about how to get at what is to be found; but what ultimately he finds is what could 
straight-forwardly be described. So they hold, in short, that interpretation is description 
under conditions of a certain kind of difficulty. There are many people who hold that, 
and there was a man in this department, Monroe C. Beardsley, who was, at the time I 
knew him, probably the best known theorist of interpretation in the English-speaking 
world. But he and I couldn’t agree ... less! which made for an interesting exchange (I 
suppose, in fact, students were eager to see us disagree). He was too nice a man, 
however, to disagree with me in an unpleasant way. So, I would view interpretation in a 
constructivist way, but he wouldn’t. He would divide these questions. So in his sense, 
“interpretation” wouldn’t have an instant pay-off in a direction that you were favoring. 
He would say, well, show me that it has to be that way. He would say that the 
“meanings” are, let us say, in a poem and you find out what the poem means in a way 
not altogether unlike the way in which some scientist discovers the properties of gold. 
 

K: But, at least prima facie, it seems relatively easy to point out certain properties which 
can’t possibly be drawn out from the poem, but which are relational properties between, 
say, the poem and its original setting, so that these properties “are there” if and only if 
the background-setting of a readership shares elements with, or resembles, the original 
background setting, etc. That seems to me to be rather obvious. 
 

M: Even that has been disputed — by the romantic Hermeneuts, e.g. They would say — 
and they have said (just to introduce you to that) — they would say that the meaning of 
the poem is the intention of the author. But the author may not be aware of what he 
intends! He speaks in a voice which is the voice of his society, and he very often is 
ignorant of what that entails. And clever people will reconstruct what it was that he 
meant, but they will not produce a construction. These people also hold, that whenever 
you intend a poem to mean something, that this is in accord with certain “genres”, they 
put it, which are in the culture. I am not saying that I agree with this. I think there are 
difficulties with this. I only mean that there are people who hold views of this kind, and 
these are well-received professors. 
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XIV. Discussion on my Rorty-paper “Richard Rorty, Relativism and 

Self-referentiality”; with an excursion into the question of 
decisive features of relativism 

 
[dialogue] 

 
 

K: Let me briefly sum up my Rorty-paper. It mainly focuses on the question of whether 
Rorty’s position as a self-referential relativistic position is consistent. Furthermore, I 
discuss some of Rorty’s presuppositions relevant to this basic question, such as Rorty’s 
method in general; Rorty’s concept of a “creative philosophy”; the “contingency of 
language” – thesis; the thesis of the “contingency of the self”. The main results of my 
paper amount to this:  

 
1. Rorty’s position is a form of universal, self-inclusive skepticism. 
2. Rorty’s position is a form of universal, self-inclusive relativism.  
3. By being self-inclusive, it is a consistent position (it may not be so for other 

reasons). 
4. By being self-inclusive, it is also a weak position, because it cannot be proven in 

the classical sense of rational dispute, but one can only make it attractive, 
canvass, publicize it.  

5. By being self-inclusive, it is only partly disputable at all, and partly eludes 
rational assessment: One can discuss the presuppositions of Rorty’s position 
(nominalism, historicism, the evolutionary model of cultural development, 
discourse-incommensurability, immanentism, etc). You can discuss whether or 
not Rorty is justified in drawing particular conclusions from these 
presuppositions, and you can discuss whether or not these conclusions are 
consistent with one another. But since Rorty presents his position explicitly 
ironical, on the meta-level of discourse (as a consistent result of his self-inclusive 
skepticism/relativism), it undermines the very idea of rational disputability, 
creating a stalemate-situation. In other words, provided Rorty is right in what he 
says, there is no way to prove that he is, because if discourse-incommensurability 
obtains, then there is no way to come to an all discourses inclusive agreement that 
this must be the case; Provided there is no discourse-independent criterion, 
ontologically (“out there”), to decide which discourse matches the universe best, 
then there is no way to prove the disclaimer of this assumption (discourse-
independently); Provided every vocabulary is the product of a contingent 
evolution of metaphors, constantly subject to decisive changes, then Rorty’s own 
meta-vocabulary  (by which he describes this process) is purely contingent and 
constantly exposed to possible deep changes. Therefore Rorty says:[excerpt p. 
128, German edition] 

 
This is a very brief summary. Instead of going through the paper in more detail, I would 
suggest that I rather raise particular questions. 
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Rorty’s project, as I view it, is above all critical. He criticizes what he calls the 
“Platonic-occidental” philosophical discourse on the whole by deconstructing its crucial 
dichotomies, such as “knowing vs. believing", “public vs. private”, “subject vs. object”. 
Rorty’s means to do this is to pledge for “new” presuppositions, such as immanence 
instead of metaphysics, contingency instead of teleology, and irony instead of 
absolutism. I argued that this program entails radical consequences: (a) it introduces an 
entirely new style of reasoning: If there is no objective (“outside”) criterion to prefer 
one theory over another, the only way to argue in favor of any theory is to recommend, 
canvass, publicize; (b) practical questions are now prior to theoretical questions: Only 
after I have decided which practical (ethical, esthetical,..) goals I should prefer, can I 
decide which theoretical discourse fits best to achieve those goals. To put it pointedly: 
Only after I know whether to pursue joy or power or charity, can I decide whether to be 
a theoretical agnostic or Darwinist or theist. Do you think that these are inevitable 
consequences? Let me ask you first: Would you agree to this interpretation in the first 
place? Would you generally agree with a) my interpretation and b) criticism of Rorty’s 
position? How do you think Rorty would react if confronted with my views? 
 

M: I know Rorty well enough to know that he would at certain points either not answer, or 
he would say something like “You are probably right”, where you are attacking him, 
and he doesn’t wish to answer. You think, well, you’ve made a point, and then you go 
back and realize, that this is just a way of stopping the conversation. 
Now, as far as I am concerned, I would have to ask you the following questions. Do you 
mean that Rorty believes that the work of science is not (broadly speaking) correct? 
 

K: I don’t think Rorty denies that the work of science is extremely useful. What he denies 
is that the reason for this efficiency is that they are a mirror of nature. They are efficient 
tools to achieve certain objectives (e.g. prediction and control), but their efficiency is 
relative to these objectives and there are many different sets of goals (and accordingly, 
many different tools), which would lead to an entirely different picture of the world. 
 

M: If it’s the case that the sciences “work well”, then wouldn’t that in a sense capture for 
Rorty [?] in the sense in which we would normally say that they were true? Or, would 
there be a strong reason for Rorty to refuse that way of speaking? He refuses it 
sometimes, but not always in the Mirror of Nature where he seems to suggest that 
physicalism is probably true. If you say, globally, that we are going to set aside “true” 
(in the sense that, say, we don’t want to use it), that doesn’t eliminate the questions that 
we would raise about the comparative “marriage” of alternative discourses about this or 
that. In the paper on Davidson and pragmatism (in the Lepore-volume) he says that truth 
is a kind of thing that we shouldn’t expect to have a theory about. Nevertheless, he says 
in that same paper, that all we need to know is “what causes what”. Now, if you can 
know that, it looks as if he is buying into science in some way. So what difference does 
it make? I am inclined to think from what I know and what I have read of him, that he 
doesn’t mean to disturb the achievement of ordinary science. If that’s true, then the 
question I would ask is: Is it possible to make claims of that kind, or to make 
allowances along those lines, without some minimal kind of second-order legitimation? 
Must there be some sense in which to decide, that relative to particular interests, this 
works better than that. I think it does require some notion of how you decide this. 
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K: I think the interesting point, which stuck me as an unusually “foxy” move of Rorty’s is 
that he self-ironizes his views on the meta-level of discourse and by this preserves his 
self-consistency with respect to his skeptical claims on the first-order level of discourse. 
 

M: Suppose someone said, look, I really don’t care what autobiographical confessions you 
make to me, or whatever concessions of that sort; when you say these things as the 
professional of the kind you are, don’t you recognize that you are not being entirely 
honest about what you admit to obtain, and if you say, you don’t really oppose my 
views, then I say, there is really not much point in our talking seriously, as you don’t 
mean to talk seriously about your theory. Do you have a point of view, or don’t you. So 
I think there are these games Rorty plays, with how we should speak on these 
circumstances, and what he thinks he gains by avoiding certain kinds of problems. I 
don’t see that Rorty’s proposal is a serious alternative: Wouldn’t you agree that 
something more or less like our talk of truth is difficult to avoid? And secondly, if we 
admit that, aren’t we committed to some view, however incomplete or poorly 
formulated, which has to do with what we think justifies us in speaking that way. I had 
this “silly”, Kantian-like formulation: “First-order discourse without second-order 
discourse is blind, and second-order discourse without first-order discourse is empty. 
Now, couldn’t one say to Rorty, look to the extent that you respect what people call 
science, that it has made certain impressive gains (e.g. predicting Neptune’s position 
before anyone had actually seen it through a telescope!) and Rorty said, well, I am 
aware of that. And I say, is that really something as good as close to truth as we could 
possibly admit, so — anybody who backs away from that is not altogether honest! 
These things are so impressive, they don’t possibly seem to be a piece of trickery. That 
has to be respected (or, when the atom-bomb exploded, no one knew that it would work, 
until it worked). So, on the whole, I find it very difficult to suppose that there isn’t some 
robust sense in which science has some reasonably accurate picture of the world. 
 

K: The examples of successful scientific predictions are, on the one hand, truly impressive. 
Who would deny that. But on the other hand, they call to extremely deeply rooted 
intuitions we have. 
 

M: Yes, I agree. 
 

K: So, most people who are in some way opposed to the scientific discovery-project (and 
the arrogance of some of its proponents) — from Kant and Hegel to Feyerabend and 
Rorty —  

1. typically don’t deny the success of science, but banish the sciences to a limited scope of 
applicability, usually in order to encourage alternative contexts as equally useful or 
powerful [Kant classifies scientific gains as “second-class-truth”, Hegel as “spirit which 
is only half — conscious of itself” and both encourage philosophical inquiry to obtain 
aside from the sciences. Feyerabend banishes the sciences to the specific context of 
power and control, and encourages an equal acceptance of voodoo and Chinese 
medicine. Wittgenstein, read in a certain way, encourages alternative language games, 
and, respectively, alternative life-forms.];  
And 

2. these “opponents of science” (as they are polemically called by their enemies in the 
sciences-wars) typically admit the practical gains or achievements of the sciences, but 
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criticize the epistemological (or ontological) interpretation of these successes. So Rorty, 
on my reading, simply seems to challenge certain forms of metaphysical realism, when 
he says that some realism (physicalism) is “just the best explanation we have at the 
moment for what’s going on, and nothing more”. 
 

M: But that’s a remarkable concession: “Realism is the best explanation we have, but we 
don’t know to formulate its replacement!” 
 

K: Yes. Rorty’s project as a whole has, for that reason often been criticized — at least in 
the German discussion as far as I know it — because it seems to be exhaustive in its 
criticism. And I can’t see very much that Rorty has constructively or positively 
proposed. In fact, I see his project as above all critical: a huge deconstruction project of 
dichotomies created by the “platonic” main-stream of western philosophy, as he calls it. 
 

M: But might I say, that when Derrida practices deconstruction, it’s essentially a 
conservative rather than a destructive move! It’s essentially designed to challenge 
certain extreme ways of describing, what we take to be our body of knowledge, but not 
designed to disturb that body of knowledge itself. So there might be a decisive 
difference between “deconstruction” and a kind of simply destructive view. I don’t care 
for Derrida all the time, but I don’t think that he means to be destructive. I think he 
means to say that those people have overstepped certain reasonable ways of speaking 
they haven’t paid attention to how thin their argument is. I also am impressed with the 
fact that human beings survived a larger part of history without philosophy. They 
couldn’t have survived, if they didn’t have a reasonable sense of how the world actually 
works. 
 

K: But does survival alone suffice to justify the claim that these people know the world? I 
don’t think so. I think the problem is that realism is too simple an answer to that 
question, in concluding that because of their “discovery of the world”, there can only be 
one appropriate way to solve problems; so that the criticism of the tradition from Hegel 
and Nietzsche to Feyerabend amounts to the central claim that there are alternative ways 
to achieve certain objectives, and therefore realism is false because it is a projection of 
the viability of one way on the outside, subject-independent world. All you can know is 
that this one particular way of solving problems works. 
 

M: I agree with that, and I favor it. What I don’t agree with, is a restriction of the notion of 
realism to this idea of an exclusively correct vision. This idea is increasingly suspect. I 
think it’s sort of on its last leg (although it may go on for a thousand years!). As I have 
said to you, I think that constructivism is a form of realism, however not a form of this 
exclusive realism. What in English is called objectivism (or “the God’s eye-point-of-
view”, as Putnam calls it). Many people, including Putnam, have tried to develop 
alternative theories of realism which allow that there needn’t to be any singly way of 
putting things. Ok. We can put that aside. 
 
There is another question which I wanted to raise about your view of Rorty, and that is, 
Do you think that to test a theory or claim, one requires exceptionless rules (or rules that 
hold in all possible circumstances) or are universal? And therefore, that if you cannot 
have that, then you can’t have any testing? 
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K: Well, I think that that’s the way scientific inquiry works, that you don’t know the 

universal law you want to test, and that you often don’t know the outcome of an 
experiment, or how to interpret it. But inspite of these limitations, isn’t it obvious that 
ideally, scientific theories always include universal claims? You want to have laws, and 
laws are supposed to be applicable in all circumstances of a particular sort, 
unexceptionally. 
 

M: Well! There are a number of different views about that. There is, e.g. a view that you 
can’t ever confirm a universal law. Experience is always inadequate for that purpose. 
But you can find regularities which some people call laws. But then, if that’s true, some 
theorists hold, that we only discovered the regularities, and then we invent the 
universals for the purpose of carrying on discourse, etc. There are some theorists — like 
Baas vas Fraasen — who thinks that we can get rid of laws altogether! And there are 
others, like Nancy Carthwright, who says, well, if you introduce them, then you realize 
that you have deformed the observed regularities. Now if either (or both) of these are 
true, then it may well be unreasonable to say that science is science only if it subscribes 
to exceptionalness law, because theorists of this kind are already spending their time 
explaining that that is really just a move in a certain game, so if you know this, you 
could in principle get rid of it. That’s a little like saying: Why should realism be 
formulated in such a way that there is one and only one correct picture. I don’t think that 
science is committed to universals in that sense. I’m willing to give up universals. 
 

K: Well, first of all, it needs to be shown that science without universals is an attractive 
alternative, and second, you would have to convince the main-stream of practicing 
scientists, the majority of which still “believe in universals”, or have even made it their 
chief goal to discover this gigantic universal formula that would explain everything. 
 

M: Yes. Yes. But. They are also aware that they may not be able to hit on a uniquely 
adequate picture — for any number of reasons — including the peculiar stubbornness of 
quantum physics. 
So, on the whole, I suppose I agree with the spirit of a lot of what you say, but I don’t 
agree that those views that you are presenting constitute anything remotely like Rorty’s 
philosophical position. And, as I said to you before, I do feel that Rorty is a double-
agent, that he is both, a post-modernist in this constructive way, and also a naturalizer or 
naturalist of Davidson’s kind. I think he is rather good at playing between those limits, 
but I don’t think they are compatible. What have I missed? 
 

K: I see we disagree largely on how to reconstruct Rorty’s position. You say you think it’s 
inconsistent because, in short, post-modernism and naturalism are incompatible. I say, it 
is coherent. Maybe there is a misunderstanding. I only mean that he is coherent with 
respect to the problem of self-referentiality. There may be incoherences for other 
reasons, I don’t deny that. Now, there is another important question I would like to draw 
attention to. By subscribing to a change in metaphor from “language as a mirror” to 
“language as a tool”, it’s likely that this yields to relativistic consequences. The 
important question, I think, is this: When Wittgenstein e.g. talks about “Sprachspiele” in 
plural, and Rorty talks about discourses or, as he prefers to put it, the variety of 
historically contingent “vocabulary”, is it implied that these “tools” are equally valid in 
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the sense that each one may pursue specific interests and that therefore it is impossible 
to play them off against one another? If this is the case (that is to say, if there are 
various different tools relative to various different interests), then it seems to me that 
practical (or even ethical and aesthetic) considerations are prior to theoretical (epistemic 
/ ontological) considerations — so that, as I have put it before, “only provided I know 
which goals I want to attain, power, pleasure or charity, can I decide whether I need to 
be a Darwinist, agnostic, or theist: You can decide which conceptual tool you need to 
use, provided you have decided which goals you want to reach! 
 

M: But Wittgenstein does say, you might learn Chinese, and still not understand Chinese. It 
seems to me to be a problem which isn’t solved by just recognizing your interests, and 
then choosing one language-game rather than another. The sense is, that understanding 
any people is understanding in a dense way how they live. And that, if you don’t have 
that familiarity, then in a way, it hardly matters what choice you make. But if you do 
live among them, you may see that they live very differently from the way you live 
among your own kind. Wittgenstein certainly admits something of that sort. So, it isn’t 
just a question of interests, which seem to be controlled by some sort of a decision or 
choice, but rather that there are complex ways in which whole societies live, and, rather 
unexpectedly, those seem to be very different from one group to another. And that may 
even be true of people who speak the same language. So, I think that there is something 
deeper there that he [Wittgenstein] is talking about, which perhaps bears on relativism 
in some important way. Now, when you say that Rorty is a relativist, I am not sure what 
you mean. I am not sure that I would say that he is a relativist. 
 

K: I say in the paper, he is a discourse-pluralist, and I compare his view with Pyrrhonic 
Skepticism. He himself does not call himself a relativist, but as I reconstructed his view 
in my summary, I think it’s quite obvious. 
 

M: Well, Americans are very fond of being pluralists. They claim that democracy is 
essentially a tolerance for many different ways of living. But they are not relativists in 
that way in which they are pluralists. Naturally they would be a bit shocked to hear 
someone call them relativists. And Rorty is saying, look, I choose my group, and you 
choose yours. If you say, well, what about disagreement? He’ll say, I will be loyal to 
my group, and you will be loyal to yours. Now, that doesn’t sound like relativism. To be 
honest, it sounds like a form of stupidity! 
 

K: I don’t think Rorty’s commitment to pluralism suggests that I simply do it my way, and 
you do it your way. To me, these considerations seem to apply on a meta-level of 
discourse, so that, on the contrary, he maintains that we don’t have any objective, 
discourse-independent reason to prefer, or “honor” anyone way, even if we are 
personally strongly committed to it, because a) there are no objective criteria at disposal 
to decide between conflicting paradigms, and b) these paradigms are incommensurable 
so that it is impossible to incorporate the various alternatives (paradigms, or 
“vocabularies”, as Rorty calls them) into one, inclusive framework. 
 

M: Half a moment! I mean, suppose, I offer you two tees, and I say, which do you like? 
And one is unbelievably bitter, and the other one has at least a flavor that you could live 
with. Now, can it be denied that anyone can make distinctions of this kind? 
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K: Distinctions? Oh yes, certainly. People are often familiar with more than one discourse, 

and therefore see that they differ, sometimes slightly, sometimes decisively; but that 
doesn’t mean that they are capable of incorporating them into one inclusive meta-
framework. 
 

M: But suppose, someone said, look: Look around you. Who would you name among all 
the people you are talking about, who subscribes to this view that you are attacking? He 
would be pulling them out of history. He wouldn’t be able to name any of the company 
in the company that he deals with, who holds such a view. Certainly none within the 
immediate circle that he talks about. 
 

K: I agree with you that the most popular figures around him (Putnam, Davidson, ...) don’t 
subscribe to metaphysical realism or absolutism, but there are many others, who do. 
What about Jerry Fodor? 
 

M: Oh, well, Fodor is certainly a person who would hold such a view, namely, that there is 
some kind of uniquely correct picture in the way the world is. I don’t deny that. And 
there may be others, who hold such a view or views similar to that. But Fodor is not a 
figure that he deals with in the way he deals with Davidson and McDowell, and Putnam, 
Sallars, Quine and others of this kind, on the one hand, and on the other hand, he 
criticizes people like Feyerabend and Kuhn, as if they are going off a deep way that he, 
Rorty, has reasons to think wouldn’t work. 
But would it be possible to be able to make this distinction between the bitter and the 
drinkable tea, without being able to provide some second-order considerations in virtue 
of which that would make sense? 
 

K: No. I don’t think so. 
 

M: Well, then ... Now I am a little unsure of what needs to be defended. Isn’t that granting 
the whole thing that Rorty is opposing? 
 

K: I don’t think I understand what you mean. I said, I think Rorty is a relativist. 
 

M: And I said I don’t quite see what you mean by this. On my view he is not. But it’s not 
because he is an anti-relativist, even though he says things which he means in same 
non-relativistic way [his naturalism], but because he has no view at all! He has no view. 
I am sort of saying, well, all right, let’s suppose he is a relativist. What is it that is the 
mark of his position? What would that be? 

 
 

Excursion into the question of decisive features of relativism 
 

K: I would say, we are at a point in our discussion where it doesn’t seem to make sense to 
repeat the whole thing. But maybe we can take advantage of the situation and proceed 
step by step to what you and I believe constitutes relativism. 
Does it suffice to call someone a relativist, if he is committed to the following two 
views: 
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1 Here we are today, confronted with a vast variety (both historically and trans-
culturally) of at least partly incommensurable discourses (paradigms, conceptual 
frameworks); and 
2 There is no discourse-independent criterion on the basis of which we could decide 
which discourse to prefer objectively — because each discourse is the product of a 
contingent history (Rorty calls it “blind”), that is to say that these discourses don’t 
evolve along the lines of an outside-reality, but they evolve along the lines of non-
theoretical interests (particular contingent needs and preferences of a particular, 
contingent historic situation). Would that suffice to characterize someone as a relativist? 
 

M: I don’t think so. 
 

K: What is missing? 
 

M: Suppose you have someone like Davidson, who says: “I can’t see how any question that 
you raise, will be free of the language that we use. But that is as much as I care to say. 
That is, I see certain abuses of my view, which I have written about”, he might say, 
“Kuhn and Feyerabend e.g., or Putnam. But I can see that whatever the history of 
language may be — I don’t know what it is, and I don’t care to discuss it —; whatever 
we claim is not free of that language which we happen to have, but I am not a 
relativist”, he would say. And he might then go on to say: “I agree that Rorty is not 
careful in this way, and he says many things meant to provoke, but basically he agrees 
with this much that I say, and I don’t see why that commits me to relativism. Although I 
don’t deny that people say many conflicting things, and from many different points of 
view, we are still trying to find out what in fact is true about the world. This language-
relativity-factor by itself doesn’t seem to me even to be meant as a form of relativism. I 
mean, Davidson would say, look, I don’t deny that that African race speaks a language 
which probably has almost no historical connection with ours. And they say things in 
terms of their point of view which is utterly unlike what we would say. With all that I 
agree. But I don’t see how that affects the fact that we can discern the way the world is. 
What else is missing?” 
 

K: Mere factual language-relativity doesn’t suffice. I never said it would. I think it is 
effective [in supporting relativism] only in conjunction with condition no 2 (the 
disclaimer of a discourse-independent criterion, and instead, the introduction of a 
pragmatic criterion). 
 

M: But on the argument, that discourse-independent criterion would be incompatible with 
the first assumption, so, why would it even be eligible [in Frage kommen, geeignet, 
qualifiziert sein]? 
The original thesis was that all cognitive considerations are language-relative. I don’t 
think even Fodor would deny that. I don’t know anyone who holds that. Except people 
who hold — and there have been some — that knowledge is not inherently linguistic: 
I’ll tell you who said that: [smiles] Schlick! That was his way of retreating from 
Neurath’s criticism of a view that he and Carnap held about “Protokollsätze”. He 
retreated to the idea that knowledge is a ’direct confirmation’ of some kind and that 
language is a way of reporting that. That would be one way of escaping, but no one 
[today] has ever taken up that view seriously, because it just seems off the trail. But, 
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short of that point of view, everyone that I know, admits that in some profound sense, 
every cognitive question is relative to the language that we use, but not in any “vicious” 
way. If it were in a vicious sense, then something like the interpretation of Protagoras in 
the Theaitetos would be the only position to hold, and that is clearly self-defeating. So, 
if you have that at one end, and you deny that there is such a thing as beholding 
[erblicken] the world without language, [and since everybody seems to agree to that], 
then it is trivial so far to admit that all cognitive activity is language-relative. That itself 
doesn’t seem to me to be relativism. 
 

K: I think the point is really, what to make out of language-relativity: Absolutists say that 
some discourses are better than others (because some are closer to the uniquely true 
picture of the world as it is, independent from perspective); while relativists say, that 
they are genuine alternatives (that they are “ultimately incommensurable” and that they 
all work, fulfill goals, meet needs; and that there is no way to judge them otherwise, 
than with respect to various interests). 
 

M: I think you know my view, that is that we have to distinguish between semantic 
incommensurability, and epistemological, or methodological incommensurability. The 
second one I call “incommensurabilism”. The first occurs all the time and doesn’t have 
any implications about relativism or anything of that sort. Semantic incommensurability 
by itself doesn’t generate relativism, e.g. the Protagorean case [?] and other cases which 
I offer in that paper on incommensurability (“Incommensurability Modestly 
Recovered”). The problem does arise with the interesting view that Feyerabend 
formulates. That is a genuine problem, but it is a problem which, again, is matched by 
non-relativistic cases within the terms of the language-relativity of cognition. For 
example: Imagine, in a conversation a question arises about marathon runners, and, let 
us say, I answer by saying something about how one prepares a diet for trying to run the 
marathon. And you say, no, you got it wrong! We are talking about the bio-chemistry of 
running the marathon. So, the question of diet may be interesting from another point of 
view, but if you want to say something relevant to the exchange which we are having, 
you have to say something with respect to the bio-chemistry of running the marathon. 
Here is a matter of the relativity of discourses, within the general relativity of language 
— which isn’t relativistic! 
 

K: Certainly not. It just features different aspects. 
 

M: So, the point is, that it keeps forcing us to reformulate carefully what we really mean by 
the relativistic claim. It’s not meant to be just a nagging remark to say, well, please, 
how do you handle that case and this case, but rather that there is still something 
missing. Something hasn’t yet been said, and, for the life of me, I don’t see what Rorty 
says which is strong enough to commit him to relativism. It sounds to me, that at every 
point at which he might well have taken a position, he avoids it; or he has some “ironic” 
way of putting it, or something like that. 
 

K: I was looking for instances in the text which would support my interpretation, e.g. [Zitat 
S. 128] 
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M: That’s in fact a kind of passage I have myself considered. First of all: To emphasize that 
this is a difficulty means already to presuppose that it wouldn’t be a difficulty, if a 
certain state of affairs existed; namely one in which there weren’t changes. But that is 
already to subscribe to a philosophical position which is already passé (a position which 
holds that there are no changes, or that there are invariances within change, something 
like the Kantian model). So, that seems to me, if literally meant, philosophically naïve. 
On the other hand, it might be a way of saying: “I am tired of these questions, and I’ll 
give you a conundrum [Scherzfrage / Rätsel], which you probably haven’t thought 
about carefully and it’ll keep you busy for a long time; and you will let me off without 
answering the question.” That’s not relativism, but irony designed to end the discussion. 
Thirdly: If the changes were so rapid, that even in the middle of uttering something, 
what we say, would be changing, so that we couldn’t even speak, I’d say, well, look, we 
do speak. 
 

K: I don’t think that’s remotely what Rorty means. 
 

M: Ok. Then, finally, it might be that in fact, when we talk about understanding one 
another, and truth and knowledge, we mean it to apply to a world, to a world, however, 
which does change. And that’s the interesting puzzle. It isn’t that we can’t do it, it’s that 
we don’t quite understand what it means to succeed under those condition. It’s easier to 
suppose that we could succeed, if there weren’t changes. So that’s not relativism, 
because it’s just a way of recognizing the problem that we want to answer, however we 
answer without actually providing any answers. So far there is nothing yet in this 
passage which marks it as relativism. 
This seems to me to be “square one” [?]. This is where at least I start. I say: The marvel 
is that it’s true that language and everything changes. We change in every conceivable 
way. Then, a new thought comes to me in the middle of what I say to you, and I find 
that it’s changing my way of looking at the world (in my way of looking at what I 
understand). And nevertheless, I go on speaking: I ask for a loaf of bread, you put it on 
to the counter, and I take it from you! It’s a marvel that this ever happens! The problem 
is to understand, what we are doing, clever creatures that we are. We are doing 
something quite remarkable. And we know how hard it is, what it is we are doing. I say, 
that truly must be the beginning for all those disputes, whether we are relativists or anti-
relativists, we all acknowledge this condition. The changes can’t be so rapid, that we 
cannot make claims, in different places at different times. I think we all live in a 
polyglot and polyethnic world in which we are constantly being surprised by the 
differences of all the people we meet, so we see the problem even more insistently, but 
we see that “we do it”. “It works”, in some profound way. And in admitting that, this 
doesn’t make us either radical, or conservative. Everybody can choose with respect to 
that, and they do. Some opt for fixed realism, others opt for a very fluxuitive, daring 
world. It’s quite amazing. 
 

K: I usually test out views with respect to whether they are a form of relativism or not, by 
looking for two theses which I think — apart from the Rorty-problem — are necessary 
and I believe sufficient conditions: One is the dependency-thesis, and the other is the 
diversity-thesis. 
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M: Are you familiar with acupuncture? Have you ever seen these diagrams that the Chinese 
developed? As far as I know, nothing like that ever occurs in the West — a completely 
different model of the way in which the body works. Is that relativism? 
 

K: Not the mere fact that views differ. Of course not. Whether or not a difference in 
opinion (or perspective) yields to relativism will depend on what you take the object to 
be. 
 

M: We don’t have to know what the body is. We agree that we have two arms and a trunk 
and two legs, and we know the blood vessels and the muscles, more or less. But if 
someone says, now, tell me, what the body is! I say, I don’t really know how the damn 
thing works. 
 

K: Yes, but the important point is that Chinese medicine (the “Chinese perspective”) 
generates entities, — “energy lines”, e.g. — which are impossible to generate (and 
therefore to perceive) with Western standards. So it is important, what it is you are 
referring to, what you take the object to be. Now, if you agree to that, then I think you 
have a strong case for relativism, namely that it would immediately follow that there 
isn’t only one way of looking at the object, but that there are actually different objects, 
depending on your perspective. 
 

M: But then the history of science must be the history of relativism! 
 

K: Why so? Scientists have always claimed to know certain things better than others, 
excluding ultimately the idea of plural viable alternatives. 
 

M: But they are constantly debating with themselves about what’s the right way of looking 
at the world. They keep generating opposing theories. But almost none of them ever 
thought that they were relativists, for that reason. 
 

K: I think, what would make them relativists — which may in fact be very unlikely to ever 
happen — is that they would have to admit, that some two theories are equally viable, 
certainly if you have different interests, and even provided you have one and the same 
set of interests, e.g. to heal an illness, by incompatible methods. 
 

M: But you know there are physicians, who practice both Western and acupunctual 
methods. And they believe that, within limits, both models are suitable for certain kinds 
of problems, which may even overlap, but those physicians don’t know quite how those 
two methods can be reconciled. They seem to be rather different ways of looking at the 
body. But — why is this relativism? Suppose they say, look there are different interests 
that I have, but I can’t tell you what the boundary-conditions are for deciding where 
those interests apply and where they don’t. But I recognize that, preponderantly [?], if I 
am interested in this kind of problem, I favor Western medicine. Occasionally I might 
consider whether Chinese medicine will do the work which I hadn’t realized it could do. 
So when I see that it does, I say, well, I’m surprised. So I say: I respect both of them. 
They overlap, they produce results which are quite in interference with one another, and 
within limits they both seem to me to be working. Why is that relativism? I don’t see it. 
I agree that there may even be incommensurabilities there, and there may be a 
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difference of interests. And these may be partial pictures of the way these parts of the 
word are. And I don’t quite know how to reconcile them, or to make a choice between 
the two of them. I may admit all that. But I don’t see why that makes me a relativist. 
 

K: All the features you name neglect the one condition which I have already mentioned: 
namely that these two scientists deal with different objects; that is to say, that their 
theoretical approaches and perspectives constitute (create, construct) each one a 
corresponding object. That would suffice (together with the conditions I have brought 
up before), at least to talk about ontological relativity. 
 

M: But suppose that somebody says, that when I talk about dealing with different objects, 
what I am really talking about is what we posit, for purposes of discourse, as the objects 
of this discipline and the objects of that one; but we don’t have any idea, maybe, of 
what there is in the world finally. So we say “politely” that, well, you know we posit 
this there and we posit those here, and that’s the best we can do. Is that sufficient for 
relativism? 
What I am getting at is this, Johannes: For any proposal of this kind, I think it would be 
possible to worry it [?], so as to weaken the strong implications that you favor, in virtue 
of which you call this relativistic, and then allowing that alternative discourses to work 
without, let us say, favoring a very strong ontological sense; because it would seem, 
first of all, improbable, that by merely introducing a kind of robust ontological idiom, 
someone would become a relativist, if you could restate the whole thing in a weaker 
way, where these seem to be choices of what you posit without actually committing 
yourself to the entities. Quine talks that way. As a matter of fact, this is a very 
interesting point. He never talks about what there is, even though he uses the phrase, 
“what there is”. He always talks about what we commit ourselves to, ontologically, by 
certain linguistic devices. It’s as if he were skeptical, or perhaps a late person, 
influenced by the positivists who refused to use metaphysical language. So Quine treats 
it semantically: “Here we can commit ourselves to these entities; we could also commit 
ourselves to those entities.” Now, Kranz would say, then he is an ontological relativist, 
and Quine would say, no, I am opposed to relativism! All I am talking about is, that we 
have these linguistic or semantic strategies, by which we make what I am calling “ontic 
commitment”. That’s all. If you say, well, are there really things like that in the world? 
Quine would say, well, that kind of question doesn’t interest me; I don’t think it’s 
fruitful: For certain purposes it pays to quantify over events, and in other circumstances, 
it pays not to. Now, sometimes I use the one, sometimes I use the other. I don’t quite 
know how I could reformulate it in the others idiom (or there are other inconveniences), 
but I don’t see that doing that commits me to being a relativist! And I don’t see why 
you, Quine might say, believe that it does. 
 

K: I think I begin to see what you are getting at. I know that your idea of ontological 
relativity has to do with a strong sense of realism. That means, to put it bluntly, that “the 
relativity is in the object”; that the reason why e.g. cultural entities are multiply 
interpretable, lies in the very nature of these entities themselves. 
 

M: That’s right. But I also favor a view like Feyerabend’s, in which I believe that what we 
take to be physical objects in nature, are differently posited under [different] 
explanatory conditions. So, what makes the Priestley-Lavoisier-case a case of 
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relativism, is that we have no way of disqualifying in principle alternative epistemic 
approaches, in virtue of which the disagreement between, let us say, Lavoisier and 
Priestley, makes sense. Now, it turns out that history has favored Lavoisier, for good 
reasons, as far as one can tell. But those reasons are not reasons that are connected with 
a neutral stance. There is no neutral stance. And so, even the fact that Lavoisier wins 
over Priestley, is compatible with relativism; but it’s not because we posit different 
entities, it’s because we posit different entities under the condition of one not allowing 
that there is a neutral stance, epistemically. And second, that when we resolve 
differences between competing views, we cannot point to neutral data, but we have 
more complicated ways of deciding that we favor one view over the other, but it could 
have gone another way, we could have taken another view of this, and that other view 
would be a form of relativism. [?]. That’s what I would say. 
 

K: You now stress the disclaimer of a neutral stance, of a neutral way to decide ... which I 
did mention before. 
 

M: It is a necessary condition for the kind of relativism, that Feyerabend holds. It would be 
also for Kuhn, except that he was bothered by this. He didn’t want to be a relativist. He 
recognized that this was a threat to his own position, but he didn’t know how to 
extricate [herauswinden] himself. I am suggesting that you can’t have relativism, unless 
you have a close connection between, in this case, the ontological posits and a certain 
view of how we pursue the matter epistemically. In other words, you can’t separate the 
ontology from the epistemology. That was something I tried to emphasize, and I think, 
this makes it more plausible. I think this actually brings us closer, that is to say that it 
shows that it’s not any particular position, but rather how you present the position that 
makes it relativistic. It’s not just that you say, look, I don’t really see that we couldn’t 
describe this part of the world in two utterly different ways, and they might both work. 
That’s not enough. I think you have to have a theory of evidence, method, cognitive 
recourses, testing truth, etc. in order to say, look, for the time I am willing to go with 
you, I see that Lavoisier should be favored over Priestley. But I don’t see that I arrived 
at it by invoking the uniquely correct way in pursuing this question. That’s the decisive 
point. 
 

K: Rorty says that Newtonian physics has successfully replaced Aristotelian physics, 
however not because Newtonian physics were closer to the uniquely correct way in 
mapping the world, but because of pragmatic reasons. He says, if I remember correctly, 
“the world doesn’t speak neither Newtonian, nor Einsteinian, it doesn’t speak at all. It’s 
us who speak.” Or something similar to that. Wouldn’t that make him a relativist, 
according to the criterion you just proposed? 
 

M: No. That [talking about an independent word, even in the sense of the absence of it as a 
criterion?] is again what I mean by Cartesianism. That problem is a dead problem. You 
know, I mean, I am an optimist, philosophically an optimist. I believe that there is such 
a thing as philosophical progress. Certain problems have become clear, certain possible 
solutions are now obviously hopeless; we are able to get rid of them. The problems 
never reach a point where other interesting possibilities can’t be generated that we 
haven’t thought about; that’s always open. But we do progress by getting rid of 
impossible, or pointless answers. 
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K: Well, I can share your optimism in the sense that if we posit certain cognitive goals and 

certain standards of intelligibility, then we proceed in preferring some conclusions over 
others, but without any such posits, I can’t see there can be “absolute” progress (non-
relative to the posits). 
 

M: You are using fairly heavy-handed terms. “Absolute” is something I absolutely don’t 
use! [laughs] -- But surely, it’s not the case that the principals or criteria come first. 
Sometimes the cases are so compelling, that we look for the reasons why we reject 
certain views, rather than others, but we don’t have the criteria first, not always, 
anyway, perhaps not even usually; and sometimes we have different kinds of victories. 
E.g. Aquinus’ proof for the existence of God. I think that I can bring the argument down 
to a stalemate, but the stalemate is not a stalemate between equals. Just as in chess: You 
can have players of quite different strength, a stalemate is a technical distinction, but 
one hand is much better than the other. Now, if someone who follows in Aquinus’ line 
would say, look, you need a cause which will sustain [aufrechterhalten, in Gang halten], 
the world all the time, then I’d say, well, if you believe that, I cannot show you that you 
are wrong. But I draw your attention to the fact that this thesis is boring in a certain 
way, when you compare it to the idea of different causes for different things. It turns out 
that this question is answered in exactly the same way, no matter what you say. 
Moreover, it has no other function but to answer the question that way. 
This is a stalemate, but it’s not a good one, in the sense that if you insist on it, then it 
will be a kind of vestige in the history of philosophy, but people will no longer care, 
because first, we know a way of getting around the problem, but you refuse to take it; 
And second, the rest of us cannot be shown that we have to use it in any fruitful way 
anywhere else. We can show this kind of thing. 
That seems to me to be one strategy, but only one among many, because different 
problems yield in different ways. 
 

K: But wouldn’t it be a progress only relative to certain standards of rationality (certain 
forms of logic, problem-solving strategies ...)? 
 

M: No, I don’t think so. I think it grows out of the practice, and those things you just 
mention, are themselves articulations of a kind of fluency that we have in working this 
way and that we pay attention to what it is that impresses us. We don’t have it first, and 
then apply it. 
 

K: Right, but only in the process of discovery. That is to say, that we often reconstruct 
afterwards the posits and standards, which we have been using all the time. But the 
logical order may be a different one. 
 

M: I don’t believe that there are basic rules of a language. On your view, it would mean 
that if one favored, e.g. something other than bivalence, he would be breaking the rule. 
 

K: He would be breaking a particular rule. 
 

M: But you say it is a rule of language. 
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K: No. Not of any language, or language in general. I say, it is a fact that any language has 
rules, but it’s not that there were rules which apply to all languages. 
 

M: Well, suppose, we stick only with a language or two that we know. I mean, is bivalence 
a rule of English? 
 

K: Broadly speaking, yes. 
 

M: But if I give you cases which clearly violate that, would you say, I am violating a rule of 
language? 
 

K: Oh no, you may be referring to a subsystem of rules within a broader idiom: there is 
English common sense discourse, there is English physics, English poetry, English 
prescriptions, etc. ...[time out] 
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XV.  Language and Ontology – The Sapir/Whorf-Hypothesis  

and related topics 
 

[dialogue] 
 
 
M: What I was looking for in Whorf, was evidence that he meant more than the following, 

that seems to be his central theme: For human beings, thinking is inseparable from the 
use of language, and languages have different conceptual categories, and therefore, 
thinking differs. How much it differs, as far as I can see, doesn’t come out clearly in 
Whorf, but there are significant changes that he mentions. Among these American-
Indian languages he features themes which have to do with processes of certain kinds, 
he feels, western languages tend not to have mastered. So, the reason why I was looking 
for that, was to see: that thesis alone would not be a thesis that Davidson supposes. But 
it might be enough to justify relativism and incommensurabilism. 

 
K: In our last meeting we have been discussing the benefit of more recent figures to 

ontological relativism. One of these people I take to have offered a very compelling 
argument which could support ontological relativism is Whorf. He is often placed in a 
tradition of thinkers such as Humboldt, E. Sapir, Wittgenstein, Searl, Austin, and is 
soetimes associated with Feyerabend. As different their views may be from one another 
in particular, they share a family of more general views, such as a contextual nation of 
language, pragmatic semantic theory, the objection to the idea of an ideal language, and 
at an ontological level, the rejection of objectivism or metaphysical realism. [M: That 
sounds very reasonable.]  

           What I would like to do to day, is to focus on what has been termed the ‘Whorfian 
Hypothesis’, its possible merits to ontological relativism, and a number of difficulties 
connected with the thesis. Let me start with a one-paragraph summary of what I take to 
be the central claims of the Whorfian Hypothesis:  
 
claim #1: Language and thinking, world-view, cultural institutions and practices, and 

also the natural environment are closely related (contextual emphasis); 
 
claim #2: The structures of a language influence the structures of thinking (dependency- 

thesis); 
 
claim #3: The structures of language vary considerably among different cultures, both, 

on the level of vocabulary, and, more importantly, on the level of grammar 
(diversity-thesis); 

 
claim #4: Observers from different linguistic backgrounds arrive at different world-

views, including normative attitudes, conceptual frameworks and ontological 
categories (principle of linguistic relativity). 

 
Would you agree that these four claims capture the main ideas of the Whorfian 
hypothesis? 
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M: I think that this is very sensible. I think there is one theme usually invoked (e.g. by 
Davidson) against Whorf: Davidson doesn’t deny factual differences, but he says, if 
there are differences, there has to be some larger framework by means of which these 
differences can be mapped, which implies that there is ultimately one such framework. I 
think that on the face of it, it’s not clear that this is true. But on the contrary, there is an 
argument by P. Gallison, who seems to have been ... [influenced by?] Feyerabend and 
the Edingborough sociologists, where he makes the interesting point, that it is entirely 
possible that a group of people — he thinks of very high-level physicists — have make-
shift [?] grounds to agree on some behaviorally explicit way about things sufficient to 
allow them to talk. But that doesn’t disturb the fact that they have really 
incommensurable schemes. Now, if that were granted — and I don’t see why it 
shouldn’t be — then, the counterargument by Davidson would be either false or 
doubtful, and then we could fall back to something like Whorf in the following way: If 
there are first-order-divergences among languages, and therefore divergences in 
thought, then, by arguing in a way sympathetic to Gallison, it could well be that some of 
these distinctions would enter into differences in cognitive claims, in the way which 
Feyerabend, let us say, favors. And then it’s not clear that the Davidsonian argument 
would have any bases at all. That would by the sense of my strategy. 
 
1. K: Right. I’ll come back to that later. It is part of what I will consider under the 

heading “Four interpretations of the Whorfian hypothesis”. Before we come to that, 
I would like to mention three plausible arguments which restrict the whorfian 
hypothesis I want to discuss today: 

 
- objection #1: The Whorfian hypothesis is self-refuting, if the dependence-

relation is thought to obtain deterministically. (Davidson) 
 

- objection #2: In Western history of thought, the world-views have changed, 
sometime radically, whereas the language, and grammar in particular, has 
remained relatively stable. (Kutschera) 

 
- objection #3: Many of our own grammatical categories do not immediately 

result uniformly in a particular world-view (“clouds”, “waves”, “rainbows”, “It 
is raining”…). (Kutschera)  

 
            Now, let’s start with objection #1: I remember, in our last meeting you were saying that 

Whorf may have been philosophically naïve, and may have overstated what he meant. 
 

M: Yes. That is not remembering Whorf, and I don’t think I have read all the essays. 
Anyway. The evidence that I see now is that it’s fairly possible that it needn’t be the 
case that he himself overstated what he said, but that I was thinking of the fall-back-
position. 
 

K: There are, however, some formulations by Whorf himself, which are problematic, 
provocative, or at least unclear. This refers directly to objection #1, and Davidson’s 
charge, which may be an obvious misreading, taken the fact into account that Whorf did 
claim to be able to compare different linguistic structures, so that the dependence-
relation couldn’t have possibly been meant in the sense of a deterministic relation. 



 80

 
M: In other words, he couldn’t have done what he did! 

 
K: Exactly. However, we need to be clear about the nature of this alledged dependence-

relation between language and thinking. Whorf does construe it as a strong dependence-
relation, he talks about subconscious, deeply rooted force, a hidden conditionning effect 
of structural (grammatical) patterns. Is it a logical relation? Most unlikely. Is it causal? 
We have a lot of clues: Whorf uses expressions such as “x effects y”;”y depends on x”; 
“y is guided by x”; “y is lead by x”;”x shapes y”; “x is a program for y”; and the like. 
 

M: But would you say, that there was any point for a view to be ascribed to Whorf, a view 
that language is in any sense a closed system? That is, that you couldn’t in any sense get 
beyond it. 
 

K: Well, certainly not. But again, how would you characterize this dependence-relation? 
Causal? 
 

M: Yes, it would have some causal function, in the sense that one is disposed to look at 
things in a certain way. The kind of case that I can think of [a case where people have 
tried to adapt a categorization different from ours] is a case in Strawson. In fact, 
Davidson has also tried to handle the problem of analyzing talk about events as opposed 
to things, and Davidson tries to treat events and their properties on the model of things 
and their properties. And he gets quite preposterous predicative formulations. Strawson 
talks about actual events, and the difficulty of using it [this notion], because of the 
trangeance [?] of so many events, that it is obviously in principle possible, but 
problematic from a pragmatic point of view. There are also well-known puzzle-cases, 
which have to do with the use of adverbs — in such a way that intuitive implications 
can be preserved [?]; e.g. “I take a walk”; “I take a walk at 2 o’clock”; “I take a walk in 
the park at 2 o’clock”. You would say, that the third entailed the second, but if you tried 
to treat that predicatively, it becomes difficult to handle all the distinctions 
perspicuously [klar, verständlich]. “People walk quickly” — I can’t use the adverb in 
the same way that I use the adjective, so what intuitively would be a clear case, could 
not be mapped in the other way. So ... 
 

K: ... Excuse me. When theorists within the framework of Western rationality (“logic”) 
maintain that “alternative categorizations don’t really work that well, from a pragmatic 
point of view”, then they ignore the crucial point of Whorf on the whole; first, because 
if Whorf is right, then Western thinkers do not really understand the alternative ways 
they are testing in a half-serious way, and if they seriously tried to understand them, 
they would have to put much more effort in doing so, since they are in a fairly strong 
sense “captured” in their own categorical framework. And second, we know, that 
alternative categorizations do work, sometimes strikingly well, on a theoretical level 
just as much as on a pragmatic level. We know that these Indian tribes get (or rather 
got) along very well without us. 
 

M: Right. I think there are no natural languages that don’t work, simply because they are 
there, and people use them and survive. 
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K: So, the problems you mentioned, are only mildly interesting, or difficult to see their 
pay-off. 
 

M: Right. Ok, this had to do, largely with the question that you were raising, about how to 
characterize the “dependence-relation”, as you were calling it. 
 

K: Consider, e.g. the following excerpts: [reads] p. 252 [“This study shows ... bonds”] 
 

M: [reflecting] Whatever he means, Whorf is nevertheless reporting the differences. So, 
whatever these unbreakable bounds are, must be describable. The “tracks laid down 
inexorably [unerbittlich] in a given language” don’t thus seem to preclude his noticing 
that there are tracks laid down in other languages, also in exorably different from his 
own. Can one say this coherently? I don’t know. I don’t think it’s entirely impossible. 
But ... Could it be that the structures that he thinks about, are fixed, but not in a way that 
precludes ones enlarging ones linguistic facilities, so that even though you enlarge 
them, somehow you don’t disturb the fixity. I am just trying to improvise to see whether 
there is some way of putting it. But I am inclined to think that whatever is true, this is 
probably imported from his own late reception of ideas of others. The irony is that he 
certainly never supposes that whatever the differences in languages are, never preclude 
the possibility of ones understanding another one of these languages from the vantage 
[hier: “Perspektive”] of ones own. There must be some sense in which the tracks are 
inexorable, but that doesn’t mean that we can’t think about tracks which are utterly 
unlike ours. 
 

K: I am convinced that this is possible; namely on the grounds I worked out in my 
“Incommensurability”-paper. If you remember, I said that even radically 
incommensurable ways of categorizing can be incorporated in one and the same mind, 
provided you grant that the subject doesn’t have to represent a unity, in the sense that 
there would have to be an all-aspects-including, coherent, meta-framework.[cf. E. 
Mach;”patchwork-identity”] Thus, applied to the Whorf-case, I can very well imagine, 
that a field-linguist may well be able to understand two (or more) radically different 
languages (or respectively, categorical frameworks); he may not be able to include them 
in one single coherent meta-framework, although he can understand each of them. 
Analogously, a physicist e.g., may be an expert in interpreting music or poetry, although 
he may not be able to unify both in one single meta-theory. So this seems to be a 
reasonable objection to Davidson. 
 

M: I am not sure, whether it works though. Because incommensurabilities themselves occur 
within some putative system. [that’s a good point – weiterdenken!] They aren’t merely 
produced by comparing systems, but rather internal to them. Within one language we 
have incommensurabilities. And deep ones! If Feyerabend, let us say, is right, then the 
incommensurability of Priestley and Lavoisier isn’t merely the incommensurability of 
two competing systems — although we can put it that way —. But it is an 
incommensurability within some system, let us say, in which we are searching for 
evidence bearing on the explanation of certain phenomena. And it’s clear that Whorf 
had some idea of “system”. In his early works, he states that there must be some set of 
linguistic “radicals” of which all the distinctions in any given language might be 
generated. So he had the idea of a system. And maybe what he meant by “inexorability” 
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was that this kind of structures in linking ideas draw on the pool of radicals of which 
that language works. That, if you are going to use those counters, then inexorably you 
would have to draw on with linkages among those radicals, so that it might be true in 
some sense that you are bound to such radicals. You might be able to put all of that in a 
larger framework, in which you wouldn’t perhaps disturb something concerned with the 
core of that language, but you would then not be restricted from using the concept of 
another language ... I am really just trying to think, how Whorf could have meant this in 
some way that wouldn’t lead to the incoherence we discussed before. 
 

K: Nevertheless, we have to be careful, not to interpret him favorably in a direction that 
would be contra to his interests. His interests were, quite clearly, to encourage an 
acceptance of alternatives which he thought work just as well as our categorical system, 
or even better in some respects. So, I am not sure whether your introducing of the 
notion of a “larger framework” — which may well solve the incoherence-problem — 
meets Whorf’s original interests and his motivation, namely to establish a plurality of 
equally valid ways of thinking, or, more generally, an acceptance towards a plurality of 
forms of life. 
 

M: Yes. Well, what do you make of this: [excerpt p.?]: “... an organization which may 
concentrate systematically upon certain phases of reality, certain aspects of intelligence 
...” Could the speaker of one of these languages know, that the features he had acquired 
unconsciously really do exclude certain aspects of the world that other languages clearly 
don’t exclude? If it were Davidsonian, I don’t think Whorf could even spot this: 
According to Davidson, it’s just a break-down, the limit of intelligibility. But it seems to 
me that here Whorf is himself saying, that, unconsciously, languages may disgard, or 
exclude or preclude feature of other languages. That is true of any language. Now, 
suppose, that even N. Chomsky says that the deep grammar nobody knows, but we can 
recover it, that is to say, nobody knows it spontaneously. The Chomskyan model does 
seem to me to be compatible with a variety of languages and bilingualism. 
 

K: But not with a variety of radically different languages. His model seems to be unlikely 
to do justice to radically different grammars, such as Hungarian, Basque, Turkish, 
Chinese, Malayan and particularly the “Amerindian” languages Whorf discusses, such 
as Wintu, Bantu, and Hopi. 
 

M: Yes, but except for one thing, that is: Chomsky keeps retreating to smaller and smaller 
parts of this invariant language; and what he had previously held were invariances, 
turned out to be strong regularities which can be given up, and then he has more 
information [?], which shows, that he was wrong about that, but he keeps falling back to 
this core, which is more and more vulnerable to being pressed. There is a man, 
Bickerson [?], he worked on what is known as pigeons and creoles. A pigeon is a 
language which is produced by combining languages, e.g. “Indonesian English”, and a 
creole is a pigeon which “breeds true”, that is, when the pigeon can be taught and 
remains reasonably constant over generations. Bickerson studied a very strange pigeon 
which was produced on the Hawaiian islands, essentially by children [!] and eventually 
bread true as a creole. This creole had much less structure than the kind of thing 
Chomsky had isolated, and so it was either a counter-instance to the kind of thing he 
talked about, or the “deep grammar” must be much more ... minimal, restricted. 
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K: Did Chomsky ever consider this case? 

 
M: I don’t know that he ever discusses it. He may. Probably somewhere. But there have 

been other cases of this kind, but the Bickerson case is unusual, because the speakers, 
children produced this, and they were not themselves well-informed in the languages 
put together! So, there is something extraordinary about that success. Anyway, what I 
was thinking about is that it is true that Chomsky never gave up the idea of an universal 
grammar, but he did give up the idea that he had defined the outer limits of that 
grammar. And that effectively is an analogy of the kind of thing we are now talking 
about, because, if you yield up [?] more and more of the fluency of a language so that 
you can have more superstructural changes, then it might well have been possible for 
Whorf to think about inexorable laws of languages without meaning by that to disallow 
any of these improvisational possibilities that we were talking about. All I am saying is, 
that Davidson would have had to make a detailed analysis of what he thought Whorf 
was actually saying, in order to make his case thick. I think it must be something of that 
kind. I don’t know if this seems “cooked” to your mind? 
 

K: I think so. Let me see if I understand you correctly. You are saying basically that we 
cannot read Whorf literally, because he overstated some of his views, so that if we want 
to reconstruct, or reinterpret Whorf’s theory, we would have to reject Davidson’s 
exaggeration of the dependence-relation, that is, we would have to restrict, in some 
sense, the putative influence of language on thinking. 
 

M: I am putting it a little differently. I am saying two things: One, if we read him that way, 
we would have caught him in a contradiction, which would, as it turns out, be in an 
ironic sense precisely the contradiction we find in Davidson. 
 

K: Excuse me; in which respect is it the same contradiction we find in Davidson? 
 

M: Because Davidson hasn’t been able to show that conceptual diversity — and in 
particular conceptual diversity which might provide a basis for incommensurabilism — 
is incompatible with bilingualism. So, if Whorf holds that we are restricted by 
inexorable laws to the tracks of our language, and different languages have different sets 
of tracks, then if that meant literally that the speakers of one language were precluded 
from whatever would be the constraining tracks of the other, then he couldn’t say what 
he did just say, namely that one language disgards the categories, or the aspects of 
reality that another language prefers. So the problem which Davidson faces isn’t helped 
by this line of reasoning, since he still has to show that, let us say, incommensurability 
in the strong sense that Feyerabend offers, is incompatible with knowing a language or 
with bilingualism. 
 
The second line of my argument is that it might well be possible to take Whorf literally, 
but to see that what the literal sense of what he says is much less strenuous, than we 
might otherwise be inclined to think. E.g., along the lines I was just trying to offer, 
analogically with how Chomsky retreats from his notion of universal grammar, it might 
be, that what is inexorable is so restricted, that it’s quite compatible with cultural 
diversity of a radical kind, with incommensurabilism, and relativism. And in some way 
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it seems to be clear that Whorf is saying something like that. So either he is stupid, 
which seems to be false; or there is an unanswered question, namely: if this precludes in 
some very deep sense relativism and incommensurabilism, then please tell us, what that 
deep structure is. It can’t be what you say it is, because that seems to be unconvincing, 
or leads to the flat contradiction. 
 
So, I think there are at least these two strategies. 1. Davidson cannot criticize Whorf this 
way, without himself being vulnerable to the same charge. 2. Whorf is speaking 
literally, but he means it in some very thin sense, that is exaggerated by Davidson, and 
3. Whorf is just theoretically naïve, and he overstated the case, which would lead him to 
contradiction. I don’t see any other real possibilities. There is certainly no evidence that 
Whorf was theorizing in the way Chomsky did, about foreign languages to detect some 
kind of common deep-structure, and he thought that they didn’t, that they had diverse 
structures. The naïve part [of Chomsky’s idea] comes from the idea of language as a 
closed system. It’s clear that we don’t know what the system is of a language we speak. 
That seems to me to be the marvelous thing about it: We just haven’t the foggiest idea 
of what might be the outer limits of a language-system, and there are now notions of 
open-ended systems, that have some kind of equilibrium-feature, but don’t have 
boundaries — living systems, e.g. — but let’s get on with what you had in mind. 

 
K: Fine. The second objection I find worth considering is a point that F.v. Kutschera makes 

in his work “Sprachphilosophie”, [München 1975, p. 318], where he discusses Whorf in 
some detail: In Western history of thought, he argues, the world-views have changed, 
sometime radically, whereas the language, and grammar in particular, has remained 
relatively stable. 
 

M: Two points: You say, world-views have changed, while the grammar has remained 
relatively constant. But how do we know that? 
 

K: Well, prima facie, it seems reasonable to say: just look at, say, early Greek metaphysics 
and how radically it has changed, “up and down”, so to speak, until today, and then look 
at the grammatical structures of Greek, Latin, Middle-English and Modern American 
English, and how little changes they have undergone, compared to these “metaphysical 
fireworks”. 
 

M: Well ... It’s well known, that e.g. Aristotelian Syllogistic covers a remarkably small part 
of language. And there are many types of arguments to which we don’t have an 
adequate model of deductive relations. I am myself attracted to the following kind of 
problem: namely the Gettier-problem. The problem in Gettier, as I see it, is the analysis 
of knowledge. So, the counter-instances he offers, have to do with epistemic logic (as 
opposed to standard logic). The argument depends on moving from a singular statement 
to a so-called existential generalization: “Jones has 10 coins in his pocket.” implies that 
“Someone has 10 coins in his pocket”. Now, it turns out that if you use the knowledge-
operator “’I know’ that Jones ...”, therefore “’I know’ that someone ...”, that inference 
doesn’t work, even though in standard logic it does work that you can go from a 
singular to an existential generalization. The way I would put it is: From the statement 
“I know that Jones ...” I can know that “Someone, who is Jones, has ...” But I don’t 
know from the belief that “Jones has ...” that “Someone has ...”. But if it turns out that 
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Smith has ..., but Jones has not, it doesn’t follow, that I know that. I could only know it 
if this connection between the singular and the existential generalization would hold. It 
holds in standard logic, but it doesn’t hold in epistemic logic. There is another case in 
which I believe — and all the evidence support me — that Jones has bought a 
Chevrolet. And so I say, “I claim to know that either Jones has bought a Chevrolet, or 
he is on his way to Barcelona”. Of course, I don’t believe that he is on his way to 
Barcelona, but I say, well, if A is true, then surely, A or B is true. But if I say, “I know 
A, then I know that either A or B is true” — That doesn’t follow. Because I can only 
introduce B in epistemic contexts, if I have independent evidence that B might well be 
the case. I can’t just tag it on, the way I could in standard logic.  

 
Now — these two variations of the Gettier-cases are concerned with those two rules of 
inference. And Gettier's counter-instances require that they should go through, but they 
don’t go through in epistemic logic. The reason this is important is because if you take 
ordinary sentences in an argument, that looks deductive, you cannot tell by looking at 
the sentences, whether Aristotelian syllogistic will fit them or not. Gettier could 
formulate his argument only because he made this [categorial] mistake. He thought he 
saw a grammatical structure which would allow him to “plug in” standard logic, and he 
was wrong. This relates to the fundamental [and problematic] thesis of Chomsky, 
namely that grammar is not effected by semantics. And he is wrong! 
 

K: Very nice. Technically, I am on your side (and on Whorf’s); I believe that in some sense 
grammar and semantics are inseparable. Although, or nevertheless, I found Kutschera’s 
argument prima facie very compelling. 
 

M: It looks reasonable. Of course! 
 

K: Well. So — Here we are, the one argument (Whorf) is theoretically convincing, the 
other one is (at least) intuitively very compelling. What do we do?! 
 

M: One thing we obviously have to do is, we have to resist basing our argument on a matter 
which is contentious in this way. We can’t rely on an argument which is open to serious 
dispute in this way. So, it would be impossible to make at least deep changes in the 
structure of grammar, without effecting our world-view. Another thing this linguist [?] 
said, which I thought was extremely interesting, that the evidence is, that grammatical 
structures change at different rates in different parts of a language; so, the whole thing 
is a patchwork. If you have this kind of pattern, some structures remain relatively 
constant, others change at a slow rate, others faster. That sounds to me very reasonable, 
just intuitively, I would think. 
 
I think, part of what is involved [here], which fits the Whorfian problem, is that there is 
no convincing way of segregating grammar from semantics. And then, there doesn’t 
seem to be any plausible way to isolate conceptual distinctions that are semantically 
conveyed from being influenced by changing experience in history; and further, that 
bilingualism is a strong argument to suggest that a language cannot be a “closed 
system”. Now, the point this German figure [Franz v. Kutschera] made, is not altogether 
unlikely to a debate in the Soviet Union — discussed by Sellars — about whether 
languages were oriented in terms of class-structure. Stalin says that this couldn’t 
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possibly be the case because language seems to be relatively stable. Well, I say, from 
that point of view, he is clearly right. A language must be such that it isn’t going to be 
completely rendered worthless by some revolution, let us say. But whether that’s the 
right way to characterize what’s going on, is not entirely clear. So, the basic categories 
of a language must somehow have to do with the life of the entire people, whatever the 
dynamic complications might be between the parts of that society. Put simply: “Bread 
remains bred, even though the means of ownership might change radically.” 
Ok. Let me ask you, what time it is, by the way? Oh, five o’clock. We should stop soon. 
Let’s just go on another moment. 
 

K: Ok. The third objection has to do with the fact that we use terms according to our 
grammatical structures in a certain way, from which we do not immediately and 
uniformly infer ontological categorizations. We say, “It is raining”, but this doesn’t 
seriously suggest that we think that there is a “subject” that rains, in the sense of a 
perpetrator, although the grammatical structure is a subject-object-phrase. We use 
“clouds”, “rainbows”, “waves” grammatically uniformly, although we seem to be aware 
that they don’t behave in a uniform way. The correlation between grammatical 
structures and ontological categories thus cannot possibly be as strict as a simplified 
reading of Whorf might suggest. 
 

M: [hesitating] 
 

K: This is not an exceedingly important point. It seems to be related to the second 
criticism. It’s also rather straight-forward, that is to say, it is plausible on the face of it, 
and amounts to the simple statement, that obviously not all grammatical structures in 
modern English result in a corresponding structure in 20th century folk-ontology (naïve 
realism); or, at least, don’t uniformly result in a corresponding structure. 
 

M: Yes. The reason I hesitate, and what seems to me to be an interesting alternative way to 
put the matter is that although the constancy or regularity of a language doesn’t seem to 
set conditions for clear correlations ontologically, I don’t see exactly what one would 
mean by the constancy of a language versus the variability of thought. If it is the case 
that thinking is enlanguaged, then changes in thinking seem to implicate changes in 
language. But it may be that the changes in thinking — however radically they are — 
also have a conserving dimension; and that that conservative dimension may answer to 
some conserving dimension in language, even though, by the same reasoning, the 
radical innovation of a thinking also answers to the radical innovation of some 
dimension in language. I thought you were suggesting — as a move against Whorf — 
that you could have constancy of language and radically variable thinking. If Whorf is 
right that thinking is enlanguaged, then how could you have radical changes in the one 
without radical changes in the other? Although it’s clearly true that language doesn’t 
change so radically that we can’t make our way in it, how do we understand that? Well, 
I don’t see why we couldn’t have it both ways. If we could have it both ways, then it 
would make the challenge, and also the answer to the challenge more interesting. 
 

K: I would suggest we look a some of the empirical evidence more closely. Now, a lot of 
studies have been made in conjunction with the question of the relationship between 
language and thinking, and in particular in connection with the Whorfian hypothesis. 
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We have, e.g. Whorf’s own field-studies — besides the conclusions he draws from them 
—; there is also an interesting case made by Brown and Lenneberg [explain]. We have 
M. Bowerman’s examples which support a mild case for conceptual 
incommensurability. And there is also an empirical study I did myself, which I thought 
turned out quite nicely, namely to support, on a very general level the relationship 
between language and class-specific mentality, a correlation which is not visible on the 
face of it at all, quite unexpected. But I suggest we talk about that next time we meet. 
 
[continued on Fr, 20.8.1999] 

K: At the end of our last meeting I mentioned a couple of studies which may be interpreted 
as empirical evidence to support the (restricted) Whorf-Hypothesis [Whorf’s own field 
studies /M. Bowerman/ Brown and Lenneberg / Kranz]. The question now is: How can 
we interpret such data? I want to propose four different possible interpretations: 

 
- Interpretation #1: There exists a factual correlation between language and world-view: 

Typical and significant differences between languages correlate to typical and 
significant differences between world-views. 

 
- Interpretation #2: World-views depend on language: The way in which people think and 

interpret experience, depends on the way their language is structured. 
 

Interpretation#1 and #2 have often benn considered to entail the view that these world 
views (or ontologies in particular) are equally valid with respect to their explanatory 
adequacy and that one should therefore tolerate them as authentic alternatives. I believe, 
howewer, that just like factual cultural relativity in general does’t entail relativism, so 
factual linguistic relativity doesn’t necessarily entail ontological relativism. So, an 
objectivist might still aver that different languages may result in different ontologies, 
but it could be the case simply that some ontologies are better than others because they 
are closer to the truth, which means closer to the one exclusive reality. Thus: 

 
- Interpretation #3: There is a factual plurality of ontologies, dependent on corresponding 

linguistic structures, but some of these ontologies are closer to the truth. 
 

Now, I am sure you don’t believe that I favor #3. But nevertheless, I think it is 
important to mention it because it shows that there is a cruicial part missing in order to 
arrive at #4, which I take to be the most compelling. #4 is also Whorf’s interpretation 
(and it might even be very close to what Feyerabend means, when in the first chapter of 
“Farewell to Reason”, he talks about plural ontologies): 
 

- Interpretation #4: There is a factual plurality of ontologies, dependent on corresponding 
linguistic structures. However, since there is no categorial difference between 
ontologies and a single reality, independent and detached from these ontologies, [as 
these ontologies constitute the world(s)], it doesn’t make sense to talk of accessible 
things-in-themselves. The factual plurality of alternatively viable ontologies doesn’t 
prove, but it suggests that either a) the one world isn’t fixed (has one and only one 
identifiable structure), or b) that there are more than one wold. 
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M: I am having trouble understanding the rationale, that is, what you are capturing by the 4 
interpretations. 
 

K: I take # 1 and # 2 to be neutral to the question of absolutism versus relativism. # 3 is the 
absolutist’s interpretation, # 4 is the relativist’s interpretation. 
 

M: Oh, yes, now I see. I don’t think this is altogether clear from what you say in the text. 
You need to explain that. Or, let me put it like that: You proceed dialectically from 
point 1 — 6. And here you are not. That needs, I think, to be said in some way. It’s 
perfectly all right to do it. It’s just that I had thought that these are options which 
continue the debate dialectically. 
 

K: I notice an interesting difference between us: Your tend to judge an argument mainly by 
it’s dialectical use ... 
 

M: I am afraid, I am that kind of cat, yes. 
 

K: Whereas I tend to be unsure of what the pay-off of an argument will eventually be, and 
often I like to see the use of an argument in a clear presentation of conflicting views. 
 

M: Yes, fair enough, perfectly reasonable. But in any case, you need to “flag” your 
strategy, to let people know what you are up to ... Now, with respect to interpretation  
 
# 4, I can’t see how factual plurality and dependency bear on there being more than one 
world [# 4b]. I don’t see how you draw that possibility out of what you had said. If you 
emphasize that, as you said, “ontologies constitute the world(s)”, it has to be a form of 
idealism. 
 

K: A constructive idealism. Yes. 
 

M: Well, if I say, look, I start with a notion of constructivism which denies that physical 
nature is made, then, this option cannot arise. I say, we may not be able to say what the 
way the world is, is, but there may be logical constraints (I think there are) on what it is 
to talk about the world, so that, whatever we say, when we have these constructions, we 
realize that we are talking about the world. There may be endlessly many different ways 
of doing that, but we need a different argument to show that there may be plural worlds. 
 

K: Yes! I see that too. The point is, that it is a coherent option, one possible interpretation, 
but, as I said, it is not supposed to follow necessarily. The point (or “rationale”) in 
giving these four interpretations is just to say, look, these are the data, now, what do we 
want to make of it — # 1, # 2, or # 3 or # 4 or combinations of them? Given the data 
alone, all of these are possible options to proceed. 
 

M: I find that a little bit unguarded. Are you here [# 4b] accommodating Goodman, let us 
say? 
 

K: Yes. I guess it would come very close to what he said. 
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M: You know, Goodman never explained how he got to this point. Never! And it baffled 
even his close friends, people who would like to believe that he had a grip on this view, 
and they couldn’t find it. I can see mentioning it in a note, that Goodman is important 
enough to pay attention to the fact that he has construed it in this way. (“I mention him 
only because he is there ...”) But nobody knows how to defend it. 
 

K: I am not sure. I suppose people like C. Elgin think they can defend it. 
 

M: Oh, but she is only a continuation of Goodman. 
 

K: So she certainly didn’t think that Goodman was just worth a footnote. 
 

M: I don’t deny that, but I only meant that if you offer that option, you take responsibility 
for defending it. If you can’t do it, then you have to be more circumspect, that’s all I 
meant. 
 

K: Right, oh yes. Sure. 
 

M: C. Elgin thinks that she can make sense out of all of this. Many people think she is 
rather good in her own right, but that doesn’t necessarily redeem Goodman, because it 
might be that by not raising the question of one world versus plural worlds, but rather 
merely talking about world perspectives, many different ways of talking. We may see 
that that is a fruitful way of doing things, and in fact, it may be in Goodman an 
“overblown” way of saying what we have been saying all the time! Husserl has a 
marvelous insight about this problem. He says, “the world is one, but lacks number”. He 
uses it in his own way for his own phenomenology, but I think what he means is, 
“whatever you talk about on different occasions, belongs to the world”, and there isn’t 
any way of denying that. There is a deep sense in which the world is “one”, but not in a 
countable sense. It’s rather a good point. I think he is right about that. Now, if you said 
that Kuhn faces a similar problem, that Priestley and Lavoisier lived in different worlds, 
I would say, “they lived in different worlds in the world”. You say, “in which world?” 
— I say, “well, there ain’t any which world, there is only the world”. Now you say, 
“well, what is that?” — My answer is, “the world is the context of all contexts”. But if 
all discourse is contexted, then for any discourse, you can specify the context, but you 
can’t specify the context of all contexts, then you are defeated. That’s I think the same 
point Husserl was making. 
 

K: Now, if we agree that the option of many actual worlds [(4b)] is a coherent idea, then I 
think the most important question is, whether this is a compelling option — whether it 
solves certain problems better that a one-world-ontology, and in which respects. 
 

M: You are putting it in a way, that doesn’t take advantage of my point. If what I said is at 
all reasonable, there can’t be a comparison between the one world and many worlds: To 
talk about the world never enters into an argument! All arguments that take place, take 
place in the world, whatever can be found in the world. 
 

K: But then you use the term “world” altogether differently that Goodman does. 
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M: Well, the point is, that I can explain why it doesn’t play a role in discussion or debate, 
and Goodman can’t. So I would say, that it is impossible to claim that there is only one 
way the world is. But that’s not to consider how “different worlds” might be, but rather 
to say that there are different ways of talking about the world, and we can compare 
those. But we are not comparing “worlds”; except in that trivial sense in which I say 
“Let me introduce you to the world of the bakery”. So I say, there is no way of seeing 
whether Goodman’s way of putting it has advantages over other ways, because nobody 
knows how to use it. 
 

K: So, what’s the reason, then, that many people use Goodman’s notion of plural world, 
and I must admit, I was impressed myself. 
 

M: Yes, I am sure, the reason is, many people use it — e.g. in literary theory and 
philosophy of art — many people’s work is based on Goodman, and I am sure that that 
can be quite useful. But I feel equally sure that in using it, they provide conditions for 
its use that you cannot find in Goodman [himself]. I don’t mean to say that one couldn’t 
add something to it, but whether that’s Goodman, is another question. I suspect that C. 
Elgin is clever enough to do that — although she is loyal to Goodman in some 
important sense, which is interesting. But that would have to be worked out. You know 
that Kuhn tried — in vain — to interest Goodman in his work? He also tried to get 
Quine interested in his work. Quine never discussed Kuhn, as far as I know. Actually, 
that’s extraordinarily interesting, because it’s clear that the Kuhnian idea of different 
worlds has affinities both with Quine and Goodman. 
 

K: Although I read Kuhn so that he thinks that there is only one world. 
 

M: Absolutely. He was embarrassed by his own need to say this. He didn’t know how to 
escape. Yes, he was clearly on the side of Quine’s view, but it may be that he didn’t 
entirely understand what Goodman was saying. There seems to be good evidence that 
Kuhn himself wasn’t very gifted philosophically in some way. He was intuitively very 
good. But he wasn’t very good on his feet in arguing against his opponents. He didn’t 
have this tactical intelligence. You might make mince-meat of someone even though he 
is a better thinker in some deeper sense. 
 

K: Ok, now, I see your point regarding the necessity to offer an additional argument for the 
notion of plural worlds, in Goodman’s sense, or in any variant of it; and my answer to 
this is, well, of course, all I tried to do here, was offer a variety of different possibilities 
of interpreting linguistic, anthropological, social, psychological data. 
 

M: Let me add one last adjustment though — at the risk of fatiguing you: I claim, that if 
you are a constructivist, there can’t be a principled distinction between description and 
interpretation.  And this will affect the whole theory of facts. So, I am not entirely clear 
when you say that these are “interpretations”. What, in a factual account isn’t colored by 
interpretation? In some deep sense, it’s got to be “interpretation all the way down”. 
 

K: Well, what if I called them “inferences”, or “logically possible models”? 
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M: I don’t mean that you should change it. I mean that it is probably related to the same 
point we were talking about before: Namely that you have to explain your general 
strategy, so that you don’t appear to be favoring an idiom, which others would say, 
“look, you are constantly undercutting your own view!” 
 

K: Oh, I see that ... 
 

M: That’s all I mean. Ok, let’s move on to your next point. 
 

K: I sense a serious problem: that all these figures, Whorf, Quine, Feyerabend, Kuhn and 
Goodman use images that Davidson calls the “third dogma of empiricism”, that is the 
“dualism of scheme and content”: schemes (conceptual frameworks, linguistic structures 
etc.) are said to organize (systematisize, divide up, break down) or fit (predict, account 
for, face the tribunal of) experience (the passing show, the unstructured flux, the given, 
sense data, surface irritation), or nature (reality, the universe, the world). Now, in which 
respect is this at all problematic? Why should we avoid it? Why should we have to give 
it up? These metaphors seem to me to be useful models, so, very much will depend on 
that question. 
 

M: I am inclined to say that Davidson was right in one obvious sense, that there can’t just 
be a scheme and a content that fills that scheme, that is, the idea that these are separable 
items is nonsense. But having said that, it strikes me that there isn’t anybody who ever 
held such a view! Although, concededly, these figures may have held view which 
looked as though they fitted that kind of notion. Kant didn’t hold such a view. (He 
might have been the likeliest candidate). He didn’t hold such a view for the simple 
reason that he never believed we could specify what it was that came from the 
noumenal world, and was then organized under the categories. We only see the 
organized material. We theorize that there were these conditions under which the 
indissoluble world of appearances is presented to us. 
 

K: But when Kant talks about the “manifold” (das Mannigfaltige), I thought that that was a 
term to refer to the unstructured input. 
 

M: Let me see if I can just make a concession which gets us over a difficulty that is 
irrelevant: I don’t think Kant’s solution works. But not for the reasons that Davidson is 
isolating in the “third dogma”. 
 

K: Fine, so let’s let Kant aside altogether for now. I wasn’t thinking of him as an empirist, 
so he wouldn’t necessarily be a candidate to fall victim to that alleged dogma of 
empirism. But I think there are many others who formulated something that might come 
close to what Davidson calls the “dualism” — I mean, he may misinterpret these 
figures, but he doesn’t invent these images, they are all quotations: “phenomena are 
structured”, etc. 
 

M: Phenomena wouldn’t do, because phenomena are in the Kantian sense already 
structured. They need a theoretical commitment to some source which in principle 
remains unnamed (as far as experience is concerned). And then you use metaphors to 
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characterize what you are granting at that theoretical level. That doesn’t violate [?] this 
third dogma at all. 
 

K: What about the classical empirists? 
 

M: The classical empirists took it that the “sensations” or “ideas” come to us already 
structured. In Locke e.g. we passively receive a discrimination of color here, of shape 
there. [passively receive a structure] 
 

K: That’s interesting! I thought that it would be fundamental to classical empirism that the 
flow of phenomena is, on the contrary, unstructured, and, as in Hume and Berkeley, the 
regularities imposed on the data (by psychological processes, such an association etc.) 
 

M: That’s [only] part of the theory. In Locke, the ideas are unstructured by the mind. We 
receive it passively. But when we discriminate it, — which he, by the way, doesn’t 
account for — it already has a structure. Not imposed by the mind. They come that way, 
at least the primary qualities [...] 

 
[Margolis talks about his relationship to Davidson] The point I was making against 
Davidson was important for his entire system. He, as a naturalist, and in conjunction 
with his coherence-theory of knowledge, he holds that we cannot allow any 
“epistemological intermediaries”, as he puts it. We can only have causal intermediaries. 
Naturalism insists on the adequacy of causal explanation, roughly speaking, or, causal 
explanation plus certain other devices which are particularly congenial to that, e.g. 
supervenient views. Now, in criticizing his view that even though reasons can be 
causes, it doesn’t follow that the explanations by reasons are explanations by causes, 
and I pointed out that he never provided the argument for his naturalism. He didn’t 
formulate it in those terms. But since he has now, I see that that’s really what the pay-
off is. That means that his entire theory hangs on a premise which he never supplied. 
 

K: How did Davidson react? 
 

M: Well, we were shouting at one another for three hours in that hotel room. We were both 
out of control. Completely out of control. Absolutely crazy. I don’t mind saying that. 
And I was angry because among other things I saw that this was a man, who at any 
moment that he decides is important, is not willing to let anyone survive. Survive is the 
right word. Not willing to let anyone survive, who does not accept his authority on the 
question. That’s the man I know. 
 

K: Did you part in a friendly way? 
 

M: No, we didn’t, and we never reconciled. I did meet him at another occasion many years 
later, and I put out my hand to shake his hand, and shook it; and then he realized what 
he had done, and he looked at me, and it was clear that the idea was absolutely 
unacceptable. I have other things that I know, but they are not the things that I’d be 
willing to share. I think he has behaved in ways that ... I wouldn’t see any way to 
defend, both, as a human being, and a professional. [...] 
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K: There is another question I wanted to ask you. You seem to be confident in using a 
variety of idioms, post-modernist discourse, you write on Heideggerian themes, the 
canonic European tradition, or the contemporary analytical idiom. But isn’t it always 
difficult to decide which discourse is promising in the long run, that is to say, we don’t 
have a discourse-independent criterion to decide this? 
 

M: Yes, I agree with that. 
 

K: On the other hand, I had, from an European perspective, so to speak, to some extent, 
great difficulties in seeing the pay-off of much of analytic discussions. 
 

M: Yes, of course. And very often it doesn’t have a point, except for protecting in the short 
run some views that other senior people are defending more adequately. But my own 
position is that there isn’t any clear reason for believing that you couldn’t have the 
technical discipline [ability] of analytic philosophy, and hold endlessly many views that 
have no sympathy with the narrow “doctrines” of the American scene. It could come out 
anywhere, Austria, Hungary, possibly Turkey or Afghanistan. Who knows. I think 
that’s the world that we are now living in. 
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XVI. Last session: On empirical Corpus-Analysis and related  
(and unrelated) issues, constructivism & a “relativistic logic” 

 
 

[dialogue] 
 

 
M: [a general advice] First, you could discount [unberücksichtigt lassen, oder nur teilweise 

aufnehmen, oder mit Vorsicht aufnehmen] a kind of essentialism, or even the idea that 
there is a kind of entity, that is a Volksgeist [or “class-Geist”], which is obviously 
empirically respectable, and not necessarily open to that [Nazi-] kind of interpretation. 
You say that a whole field of inquiry has been neglected for political or ideological 
reasons, which is very interesting and might be even interesting to mention. 
 
Secondly, I think the paper needs a little more statement that gives a sense of a setting, a 
possible use of the line of thinking, whether one favors your particular interpretation or 
not. Don’t simply report the statistic results, but pursue a line more accurately. 
 

K: Right. There is another difficulty — or maybe a strength — in the paper: I presuppose 
Scheler’s thesis like a working hypothesis, that there might be a class-specific mentality 
or ideology, but then I choose two newspapers which are ideologically “very close” to 
one another; very close, at least compared to a hundred years ago. People today don’t 
really consider them to be representative of two strongly contrasting classes, as say, two 
newspapers of the time around 1900, a socialists’ and an aristocrats’ paper. Therefore, 
there is a certain indeterminate factor in my analysis: I presuppose that there is this bias, 
and then I test it by means of two bodies of texts which are very close, and in a time 
when these differences tend to blur and efface. Now, I thought that the interesting thing 
about it would be — and this may add strength to the paper — that even though they are 
so close, that there is still such a decisive difference. It may be interesting to compare 
corpora of political extremes in addition, but there are no such text-corpora available on 
CD-ROM, as far as I know. 
 
[Specific difficulties: 1. Margolis is not familiar with how it works. (He asked whether I 
knew the source while analyzing!) Therefore: Rewrite it in a way which is not addressed 
to corpus analysts only! 2. The contrasting pairs are not quite so obvious: dream - dread 
(is problematic); hope — fear (is ok); achieve — fail (is problematic: you might fail to 
achieve, but you might not have finished. It’s “achieve - fail to achieve”). Then: dread - 
“anticipate with pleasure ...” (Margolis’ proposal); confident – skeptical (is problematic. 
It’s confident — lack confidence, or: to be confident (about)).] 
 

K: As I see it, the fact that these pairs are not always perfectly contrasting pairs doesn’t 
affect the analysis. 
 

M: But there may be a need to explain that. 
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K: Yes. I don’t think that there possibly exist ideal pairs of contraries in natural languages, 
because each word always has a semantic field, that is, more than one meaning, so that 
it’s very unlikely that two words contrast in every respect. 
 

M: They are usually not collected as opposites. Right. So, you may be justified in making 
the allowance if you explain it. 
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XVII.     Postscript on Rorty, constructivism and logic 
 

 
[dialogue] 

 
 

 
K: I drew attention to the fact that Rorty’s deconstructive attitude is a coherent position to 

hold, because he ironizes his own position. 
 

M: I would say irony is consistent only with his view of post-modernism [and what he calls 
deconstruction]. I don’t think it’s consistent with his view of naturalizing. In his paper, 
Pragmatism, Davidson and Truth he states his views about naturalism, and I don’t think 
that about that he believes that that is not true in a reasonably strong sense. I don’t think 
he is a post-modernist about what he states here. Some people say, well, that’s also a 
“pose”. (Davidson is a close friend of his). I can see one’s making out that he is 
consistent, but these are the things which lead me to suppose that he is a kind of double-
agent, and so he is not consistent [in this respect!]. 
I think there is another ingredient which has to do with what he means by irony: That is 
connected with the idea of taking a private point of view (contrasted to the public 
stand). I think he encourages a kind of liberal laissez-fair view, but only in private 
matters. [A novelist might e.g. be interested in cruelty, and write about it, but he is 
ironic about it in the sense that he may at the same time be opposed to it in public]. I 
think what he says is that he does have certain minimal convictions about public 
discourse ... He uses these terms sometimes ambiguously. 
 
- [read the Rektoratsrede — Heidegger! worth looking at] 
 
- Rorty tends to conservatism (patriotism!) recently. 
 

K: I think it was in your country-house, when I mentioned that you had been rather vague 
in our previous discussions about the close-to-Hegel notion of constructivism. You 
mentioned the Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna. 
 

M: One translation speaks about the “middle way”, which is a Buddhist notion [the short-
title of this book is “The Middle Way”]. Now, the metaphor of “all at once” is not 
Hegel, but Nagarjuna. The relationship I saw between the two is that it seems to me to 
be clear in the whole post-Kantian position that there is no principled disjunction 
between metaphysics and epistemology, logic, methodology, history ..., and that in that 
sense Nagarjuna’s notion of “dependent arising” is that all these distinctions are 
relationally connected to one-another, in the sense in which they form a coherent 
framework. That is a very powerful insight, which, if one subscribed to Cartesianism, 
would have never occurred. I have worked out parts of that, and I do follow that notion 
through in detail, to show that you can’t prioritize metaphysics over epistemology, or 
epistemology over metaphysics, or metaphysics over semantics, or semantics over logic, 
or logic over any of these other ... even ethics. All of them. So that on the question that 
we have talked about, I would say, every distinct affirmation, assertion, statement, 
raises the question of what its logical properties are, so that any change of statement 
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could introduce a change of logic. And certainly any argument will always raise this 
question. This was the point of my mentioning the Gettier case, that you couldn’t tell 
from the surface-properties of sentences or arguments, what it’s logic was. And that is 
by the way also Aristotle’s view: That the structure of an argument is a structure that 
belongs to the discourse of someone who argues well. It’s just that Aristotle’s account 
of the syllogism has been in Modern Times abstracted from his work as if it were some 
kind of intact unit, which can’t be affected by any .. But that’s false! Aristotle saw that 
there is a strong connection between argument and rhetoric; and the abstract structures 
of argument are themselves abstracted from the conditions of human argument. So that 
when you get new arguments (which even may look like old ones in structure), it’s open 
from an Aristotelian point of view to see whether in fact it has the same argumentative 
form. Now, this is a theme which has been very much favored in Modern logic at the 
present time, that you have to know the discourse, in order to see what the structure is. 
 

K: But still, the (by far!) dominant form seems to be a classical logic (however developed, 
sometimes adjusted). Although, of course, people have tried recently to develop 
alternative systems (epistemic logics, modal logics, deontologics, fuzzy logic ...) 
 

M: They do two things: 1. They follow the general spirit of Aristotle by considering 
whether the logic has one form or another, depending on how well-informed 
knowledgeable human speakers might be and what they say. 2. They wrongly suppose 
that if they do this, then they will be able to match — even if it is a different logic — a 
kind of formal amplitude of the classical logic. It might be that they could never do that, 
but they think they can. And so people invent epistemic logics, the ontic logics, etc., as 
if they would be whole systems, but they may not be whole systems. So they presume 
that they must have some kind of form rather like the classical. That’s what I say also 
about relativistic logic: There needn’t be a system. 
 

K: No system at all? 
 

M: No, not at all. 
 

K: I remember you mentioning the absence of the “tertium non datur” as a prerequisite of a 
relativistic logic. [That would at least be some recognizable structure. How much 
further can one explicate such a “logic”, if it isn’t a system?] 
 

M: Yes, I mentioned tertium non datur, because it is the last version of a bivalent logic. 
 

K: How explicit could your relativistic logic be at all? 
 

M: Oh, it might apply wherever you want it to apply, but it wouldn’t yield, wouldn’t have 
to yield a formalizable system of theorems that were deduced from postulates and 
definitions. It’s not a system in that sense. It could be partly systematized, but it 
wouldn’t be needed. 
 

K: You concede that you think that it would be possible to formulate a relativistic logic 
(partly at least) in a recognizable system without tertium non datur?! 
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M: I am inclined to think that, ... I mean, if you don’t interpret these things, you can 
generate propositions till you are blue in the face. The problem, e.g. with the ontic 
logics, which have been worked out that way, is that after you have them, you wonder 
whether they fit natural language discourse. Imagine, someone said, I don’t care. It’s a 
perfectly consistent system. Then I say, well, what do you think logic is anyway? Do 
you think that it is a description of the structure of actual sentences in use or sets of 
sentences that involve arguments? Or do you think it’s just a completely uninterpretive 
game of deducing, according to the rules. 
 

K: The first, of course. 
 

M: Right. It’s the first, and not the second. But if it is, then it’s problematic, that one thinks 
that there is a completely formalizable structure to arguments about obligations, 
permissions, etc, which would compare favorably with what we do with, let us say, 
some part of algebra, or something like it. It doesn’t seem to be like that. There may be 
some small parts which could be done that way, but then I could say, well, I could carry 
it out, if I want to, but I couldn’t be sure that that would fit actual usage. So, what I am 
saying is that there are these two aspects to using the Aristotelian notion, and there may 
be trouble with that. 
 

K: When you construe — either systematically, or not — a relativistic logic, you have to 
have a meta-language to do that. Would you consider it problematic or interesting to 
see, what form this meta-language would take and to which results various forms may 
lead? I take it you use a quite straight-forward, intuitive way to go at it on the meta-
level, which seems to comply with bivalent logic, including tertium non datur. 
 

M: Yes. Well, of course, there is one thing I do say, and that is, that the defense of a 
relativistic logic need not itself be relativistic. So, it’s quite all right to lay out the 
properties of a relativistic logic through bivalent means. Many people say, well, surely, 
if you are a relativist, you must mean that everything is relativistic. But that’s really a 
non-sequitur. Also it is usually used to signify that you admit that your own position 
may not be valid, because, on a relativistic view, when someone takes another position 
and undercuts yours, and then you will fall victim to.. 
 

K: ..the model paradox. 
 

M: Yes. It’s not convincing. One doesn’t have to fall victim to that. So, what I would say is 
— more to the point to your question — that generally speaking, the explanation of a 
logic is given in a natural language. Even if you introduce a [strictly systematic] meta-
language as a formalistic device for trying to systematize what the conditions are under 
a logic [should be developed], etc. But at some point you realize that first-order and 
second-order discourse is an artificial distinction, which doesn’t obtain in natural 
language and that you use your natural language to explicate things at either the first-
order or the second-order level. When, e.g. in classical logic, people offer you meta-
theorems, and if you ask them, what the conditions are for understanding those, they 
might say, well, meta-meta-theorems. But ultimately, all these devices rest on the 
mastery of a natural language! I am sure of that. And, in that sense, you have those 
resources, and the whole point of a logic is to explicate arguments in the natural 
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language, so why shouldn’t you use those resources, whenever they mean that you are 
not going to have to produce some “out-landish” manual of huge and awkward devices, 
when you can state it very clearly in some natural language. There is no advantage. We 
now know that all the formalism of B. Russel’s “Principia Mathematica” e.g., can’t 
handle certain perfectly obvious structures in natural language, and that is a strong 
limitation on what it can do. 
 

K: It should be clear by now, that you maintain: relativism isn’t necessarily universal. (on 
that part we agree) -- But how do you decide when to apply relativistic logic, and when 
to apply bivalent logic, or any other? 
 

M: Yes, I don’t think that all the question that I consider I need to treat relativistically. I 
needn’t be a relativist all the time; I may treat some question non-relativistically on the 
meta-level, or even on the object-level. Now, what I have noticed is that in 
interpretative matters it is normally the case that one admits as reasonably defensive 
interpretations which need not be compatible, but which we take to be individually 
defensible or valid, and we even allow that there are a number that are valid in this way, 
even if they are not compatible. This seems to invite some logic which admits that 
judgements that on a bivalent model would produce logical difficulties, do not produce 
such difficulties. And, as far as I can see, the only general way to do that formally, is to 
admit 1) a many-valued logic instead of a bivalent logic, wherever this fits, and 2) 
specifically one which could be applied to interpreted statements, which, on the bivalent 
model would be incompatible or yield contradiction, and now no longer do. So, from 
that point of view, I don’t have any trouble in admitting that I use this device ad hoc; 
Wherever I come across cases like that (where I don’t know in advance the formal rules 
for detecting such cases) I simply say, well, here I am willing to entertain a relativistic 
claim, and what I notice is, that this is generally true for interpretative matters. But I am 
also prepared to say, look, I could see the advantage [...] account at certain points — 
and in fact I think it’s in this last paper I gave you [“Relativity and Interpretative 
Matters”]. — I suggest that that [bivalence — yes or no] is the rationale for 
distinguishing description and interpretation. That is: those cases where you take 
matters that might well be interpretative, to be reasonably settled in a bivalent way, call 
those “descriptive”, but they may — from an epistemological point of view — not be 
seriously different from the other. 
 

K: — The criterion for distinguishing these types of cases, and to decide which logic to 
use, is “ad hoc” ... 
 

M: Yes. But that is, so to say, in the Aristotelian sense, that people talking about these 
matters, allow certain kinds of judgements to be acceptable, and then we try to theorize 
what the logic of those situations is. That’s it. So, a formal logician might say, I am not 
going to tolerate your introducing these things ad hoc; tell me the system that you 
formalize it for me! — Then I say, why should I do that? I know as well as you that it 
probably wouldn’t be interesting, or at some point would begin to produce difficulties 
that I wouldn’t want to commit myself to. So, why shouldn’t I just fall back to the 
admission that there are certain general areas where I see it pays to be open to this, and 
other places where it doesn’t pay. And, since I am convinced that choosing ones logic is 
itself an informal matter, why should I formalize this, because you believe that formal 
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logic is, so to say, a way of describing the structure of the real world, in some sense. I 
don’t believe that. In other words, I think there is another quarrel going on here: When, 
e.g. the extensionalists believe that all meaningful discourse could be mapped in terms 
of “Principia Mathematica”, or something of it, they weren’t talking about purely 
formal structures. They were talking about the fit of the analysis with not merely the 
natural languages as we use then, but even the idealized forms that those natural 
languages imperfectly represent. (That was in a way Frege’s idea). 
 
So, that would be the argument. I am, what shall I say, shamelessly committed to 
admitting that these matters are completely informal — but not without rigor! They 
have their rigor, but — it’s also Aristotle’s claim. I don’t mean to present myself as an 
Aristotelian, but in this he is very sensible. [K. points at the computer generated merge 
of the Aristotle-Kant-Margolis-succession on the cover of Historied Thought] 
 

— Yes in that sense, exactly [smiles]. He says, you must not expect more rigor 
than the discipline allows. And that seems to me to be the point about the relationship 
between argument and rhetoric or persuasion. 
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