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NORMATIVE NATURALISM*

LARRY LAUDAN

Depariment of Philosophy
Llniversity of Hawaii ar Manoa

Normative paturalism is a view ahout the status of epistemodopy and philos-
aphy of science; it is 2 meta-epistemology. It maintains that epistemology can
both discharge 1ts traditional normative role and nonetheless claim a sensitivicy
o empmrical evidence. The first sections of this essay set out the central tenecs
of normative naturalism, both in its epistemie and its axiological dimensions,
later sections respond ta criticisms of that species of naturalism from Gerald
Dappelt, Jarrett Leplin and Alex Rosenberg.

1. Introduction. Like all its fellow -isms, naturalism comes in a variety
of flavors. There is ethical naturalism and metaphysical naturalism. Then
there 1s that low-down, subversive sort of naturalism which has the te-
merity to challenge supernaturalism. Nateralism is unique in being the
only -ism generally less familiar to philosophers than the fallacy that is
named for it. On the intellectual road map, naturalism s to be found
roughly equidistant between pragmatism and scientism. Monism and ma-
terialism are said to be somewhere 1n the same vicinity, but some of the
natives dispute such claims as geographic nonsense. My own favorite
flavor of naturalism is the epistemic variety. Epistemic naturalism is not
so much an epistemology per se as it is a theory about philosophic knowl-
edge: in very brief compass, it holds that the claims of philosophy are to
be adjudicated 1n the same ways thai we adjudicate claims i other walks
of life, such as science, common sense and the law. More specifically,
epistemic naturalism is a meta-epistemological thesis: 1¢ holds that the
theory of knowledge is continuous with other sorts of theories about how
the natural world is constituted. It claims that philosophy is neither log-
ically prior to these other forms of inquiry nor superior to them as a mode
of knowing. Naturalism thereby denies that the theory of knowledge is
synthetic a priori (as Chisholm would have it), a set of “useful conven-
tions™ {(as Popper insisted), “proto-scientific investigations” {in the Lor-
enzen sense) or the lackluster alternative to “edifying conversation” (in
Rorty’s phrase).
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The naturalistic epistemologist takes to heart the claim that his disci-
pline is the theory of knowledge. He construes epistemic claims as the-
ories or hypotheses about inquiry, subject to precisely the same strategies
of adjudication that we bring to bear on the assessment of theories within
science or common sense. Beyond these very general points of agree-
ment, epistemic naturalism subdivides along a variety of different paths.
That is more or less inevitable since—although naturalists all subscribe
to the view that philosophy and science are justificationally similar—they
differ mightily among themselves about precisely what are the methods
appropriate to the sciences (and willy-nilly therefore about the methods
appropriate ta philosophy). The best known naturalist of our time, Quine,
subscribes to a very austere view about the methodological strategies open
to the scientist; as far as Quine is concerned, these amount exclusively
to the method of hypothetico-deduction and the principle of simplicity.
Others, like myself, who understand science to involve a much broader
range of argumentative strategies than Quine ever allowed, have a rather
less spartan view of the modes of justification permissible in a naturalistic
theory of knowledge (see Laudan 1977).

But all epistemic naturalists, whether strict empiricists like Quine or
broad-minded pluralists, face a challenge from virtually all the non-nat-
uralists. The latter point out, and quite rightly too, that the theory of
knowledge has traditionally had a normative and prescriptive role; indeed,
at the hands of many of our forebears that had effectively exhausted the
role of the epistemologist. The likes of Descartes, Leibnz and Kant were
keen to say how we ought to form our beliefs and how we should go
ahout testing our claims about the world. Science, by contrast, does not
appear to traffic in such normative injunctions; 1t describes and explains
the world but it does not preach about it.

Critics of naturalism ask rhetorically: “How, given the contrast be-
tween the descriptive character of science and the prescriptive character
of traditional epistemology, can the naturalist plausibly maintain that sci-
entific claims and philosophical ones are woven of the same cloth?” Whence
arises the naturalistic fallacy in its epistemic form: descriptive claims about
knowledge (of the sort we find, say, in psychology) and prescriptive claims
about knowledge (of the sort one would like to find 1n epistemology)
cannot passibly be subject to the same forms of adjudication. Is’s and
ought’s, on tiis view, are on opposite sides of a great epistemic divide.
Some naturalists give up the candle at this point. Quine, for one, seems
to accept that there is little if any place for normative considerations in
a suitably naturalized epistemology. I daresay that Quine regards his rel-
egation of epistemology to a sub-branch of “descriptive psychology” as
a matter of boldly biting the naturalistic bullet; but in my view, the aban-



46 LARRY LAUDAN

donment of a prescriptive and critical function for epistemology—if that
is what Quine’s view entalls—is more akin to using that bullet to shoot
yourself in the foot. (Besides, where's the fun in being a naturalist, if
one is not thereby licensed to comumit the naturalistic fallacy?)

1.1. Naturalistic Meta-Methodology. In several publications over the
last six years (especially 1984, 1987a, 1987b), I have been propounding
the idea that epistemology can be thoroughly “naturalized” whilst retain-
ing a prescriptive dimension. Those writings have provoked a variety of
responses (see Doppelt 1986 and Worrall 1988), maost relevantly the es-
says (this issue) by Gerald Doppelt, Jarrett Leplin and Alex Rosenberg,
which react 1n various ways to claims I have made about normative nat-
uralism. My object in this essay is to comment on some of the thoughtful
eriticisms that these writers have raised. Before I turn to that task, how-
ever, it might be helpful to summarize without argument the upshot of
my earlier analyses. I have argued that:

¢ normative rules of epistemology are best construed as hAypothetical
imperatives, linking means and ends;

® the soundness of such prudential imperatives depends on certam.
empirical claims about the connections between means and ends;

® accordingly, empirical information about the relative frequencies
with which various epistemic means are likely to promote sundry
epistemic ends 1§ a crucjal desideratum for deciding on the cor-
rectness of epistemic rules;

& 50 construed, epistemic norms or rules are grounded on rheories
about how to conduct inquiry, and those rules behave functionally
within the system of knowledge in precisely the same way that
other theories {(for example, straightforward scientific ones) do;

& by way of underscoring this parallel between epistemic rules and
scientific theories, I have argued that the rules guiding theory choice
in the natural sciences have changed and evolved in response to
new information in the same ways in which scientific theories have
shifted In the face of new evidence;

& hence, epistemic doctrines or rules are fallible posits or conjec-
tures, exactly on a par with all the other elements of scientific
knowledge.

From which it follows that a thoroughly naturalistic approach to inquiry
can, in perfectly good conscience, countenance prescriptive epistemol-
agy, provided of course that the prescriptions in question are understood
as empirically defeasible.
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1.2. Nawuralistic Axiclogy. As will be clear even from this brnief sum-
mary, my approach to epistemology makes everything hang on the ques-
tion of relations of epistemic means to epistemic ends. The situation be-
comes vastly more complicated when we realize that this hierarchical pic-
ture i1s at risk of leaving the selection of epistemic ends unaddressed. Are
we to suppose, with Reichenbach and Popper, that the selection of those
ends is just a matter of taste or personal preference? Or, with Aristotle
and Kant, that they can be read off in a prion fashion from an analysis
of cognition? Are they the same for all inquirers and all forms of inquiry,
as the positivists’ unity-of-method doctrine suggests, or are the histori-
eists right that the basic aims constitutive of science vary from epoch to
epoch, from science to science and, within a given science, even from
paradigm to paradigm? And if the aims of science differ significantly
through the course of science, how can we avold the thorough-going rela-
tivization of epistemology which seems to follow from the acknowl-
edgement that, when the aims of science are concerned, 1t is a matter of
“different strokes for different folks™ 7 What 1s needed in a comprehen-
sive naturatized epistemology 1s not only an account of methadology but
also a raturalistic axiclogy; the task of formulating the latter has been
studiously avoided by naturalists from Hume to Quine, with the honorable
exception of pragmatists such as Dewey.

In brief, and again in facile summary form, I have attempted to tackle
this range of issues by holding that:

@ the historicists are right that the aims (and methods) of science
have changed through time, although some of their claims about
how these changes occur {especially Kuhn's) are wide of the mark.

® the naturalist, if true to his convietion that science and philosophy
are cut from identical cloth, holds that the same mechanisms which
guide the change of aims among scientists can guide the episte-
mologist's selection of epistemic virtues.

® there are strong constraints on the aims of science which a scientist
(and thus a naturalist) can permit. For one thing, he will insist that
any proposed aims for science be such that we have good reasons
to believe them to be realizable; for absent that realizability, there
will be no means to their realization and thus no prescriptive epis-
temology that they can sustain (since epistemology is about ways
and means).

® the naturalist also insists that any proposals about the aims of sci-
ence must allow for the retention as scientific of much of the ex-
emplary work currently and properly regarded as such. A sug-
gested aim for science which entalled, for instance, that nothing
in Newton’s Principia was really scientific after all would repre-
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sent such a distortion of scieniific praciice that 1t would be wholly
uncompelling.’

The issue to be confronted in the remainder of this essay is how such
an analysis fares in the face of the worries voiced by my three critics. In
preparing this response, 1 originally began to write it as a one-on-one
reply to each of my three cntics. Two things quickly became clear how-
ever: (1) that, within the available space, 1 couid not possibly reply to
all their worries and would have to focus selectively on the most inter-
esting ones and (2) that my critics frequently end up worrying about the
same or similar issues (especially Leplin and Rosenberg) and that there-
fore the most suitable form for my response would be a topical and ge-
neric discussion centered around a few key themes.

2. The Axiology of Science: The Nature and Nurture of Aims. Two
of my three commentators, Leplin and Rosenberg, generally agree with
what I have to say about methodology but go on to voice several worries
about my version of naturalistic axiofogy. Doppelt, by contrast, has grave
doubts about both my methodology and my axiology. Since the aims of
science loom so large in all three critics’ comments, I shall examine that
cluster of 155ues first.

2.1, Do Aims Change? Central to my reading of the epistemic enter-
prize, although not crucial to naturalistic epistemology per se, is the idea
that the aims of science 1n particular and of imquiry in general have ex-
hibited certain significant shifts through time. The thesis of the modifi-
ability and defeasibility of the aims of inquiry, while not essential to nat-
uralism, does provide collateral support for the naturalist approach. For
what the naturalist should believe 15 that, whether aims change or not,
they are to be appraised and assessed in the same way that other elements
of our knowledge system are; establishing that aims change through time
in the same fashion in which everyone agrees that theories do, reinforces
the naturalist’s claim that these matters are on the same footing. Lepiin
and Rosenberg deny that the aims of science change; well not quite, since
they concede that the “subordinate™ and “secondary” aims of science do
change. But they are of remarkably like mind in holding that the central
or primary aim of science is knowledge and that this aim has always
remained the same.*

'Indeed, the only appropriate response to such a suggestion would be: “But you’re not
affering an aim of science.™ | have set out this argument in some considerable detail in
my (1989a).

‘Rosenberg: “The sole intrinsic goal of science is knowledge” (p. 38). Leplin: “Knowi-
edge 1n one form or another [always has been and] remains {science’s] overriding objec-
fve™ (p. 23).
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I would be the last to dispute that scientists and natural philosophers
through the ages would probably all have assented to the ¢laim that the
aim of science is “knowledge”; but I think that my critics can take little
consolation from that fact. For what closer inspection reveals, as Rosen-
berg and Leplin readily concede, is that the terse formula “science aspires
to knowledge™ disguises a plethora of fundamentally disparate notions.
Is the knowledge science aspires to a knowledge af caiises? In that case,
we see no agreement among either scientists or philosophers, Of es-
sences? Or of appearances? Is science seeking knowledge that is useful
and practical or theoretical and esoteric? Is science after knowledge that
1s certifiably true or knowledge that, while perhaps false, will nonetheless
allow us to save the phenomena? These are matters about which sclence
speaks with different voices at different points Lh 1ts history. Aristotle,
and much of the Greek science for which he spoke, was after a form of
knowledge which was certain, essential, causal, largely non-quantitative,
and quite remote from practical interventions in the world (of which techné
was Aristotle’s archetype). Modern science, by contrast, arguably aspires
to knowledge that 1s corrigible, eschews essences, is even willing to for-
ego causes, is highly quantitative and confers predictive and manipulative
powers on those who have mastered it.

2.2. Axiology versus Epistemology. Rosenberg says that these differ-
ences reflect, not divergent aims, but sitmply divergent “theories™ about
what knowledge is. That claim strains credulity, not to say the niceties
of language. Most of us would surely agree that, if two people each say
“I want X" and then proceed to define X in fundamentally different {in-
deed, in mutually incompatible) ways, it would be stretching the principle
of charity to the breaking point to suppose that they really wanted the
same thing but “they just had different theories about what their commeon
goal was”. Although Rosenberg’s way of viewing this matter seems to
me distinctly unilluminating, I am willing to grant his point that we could
redescribe the great axiological debates in the history of science and epis-
temology as if they were debates about theories of knowledge. 1 readily
make. this concession because the general points I want to rmake about
these debates would be precisely the same in either case. It is, I think,
largely a quarrel of words® so long as one agrees that—whether we call
it cognitive axiology or scientific epistemology—this creature has changed
through time and that those changes in it have been wrought by the same
sorts of factors that drive ordinary theory change in the sciences. What
[ believe separates both these versions of naturalism from other views

'As Leplin points out: “what one counts as a change of aims, another counts a change
af methad; and another, a change of substantive, empirical belief™ (p. 28).
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about the nature of knowledge is their joint insistence that claims about
the aims or nature of knowledge are not different in kind from ordinary
scientific theonzing.

2.3. The Empiricist/Naturalisi Confusion. One worry that both Ro-
senberg and Doppelt voice 1s that the naturalizing move may lead to a
narrowly empiricized meta-philosophy. Surely, they say, there 15 more to
evaluating philosophical claims about knowledge than simply looking at
the empirical evidence for them. Indeed, Doppelt engages in much hand-
wringing because he thinks he sees a fundamental tension between (a)
my naturalism about methods—-which he supposes to be rigidly empiri-
cal—and (b) my axiology—which {on his reading) chiefly utilizes con-
ceptual criteria. Doppelt is fundamentally wrong on both counts; as I shall
show in detail shortly, it is not true that (my version of ) naturalistic meth-
odology limits the methodologist’s resources to narrow questions of em-
pirical evidence nor is it true that my naturalistic axiology relies exclu-
sively on non-empirtcal considerations. That Doppelt manages to get both
these key elements of my analysis wrong unfortunately vitiates most of
the other critical points he makes in his essay, since the latter are gen-
erally parasitic on this misreading.

(a}. Fs Naturalistic Meta-Methodology Narrowly Empirical? As I have
already noted, the answer to that question depends on one’s response to
a prior question; to wit, whether the methods of science are narmrowly
empirical. The naturalist, recall, need be no more an empiricist about
philosophical claims than he is about scientific ones since his naturalism
amounts only to the assertion that science and philosophy are epistemi-
cally of a piece.” Those familiar with. my views about the nature of theory
choice in science (as developed in Progress and Iits Problems) will know
that I have gone to some pains to argue that sclence 15 no narrowly em-
pirical sort of undertaking. The analysis and resolution of what I have
called “conceptual problems” are every bit as central to scientific progress
as the solution of empirical problems 1s. Lest someone suppose that I had
of late abruptly abandoned those earlier views, I tried to make the point
as explicitly as I could in a recent essay on naturalism, in which [ stated:

I am not claiming that the theory of methodology is a wholly em-
pirical activity, any more than [ would claim that theoretical physics
was a wholly empirical activity. Both make extensive use of con-
ceptual analysis as well as empirical results. But I do hold that meth-

“When Leplin cautions me not to “farget that much of science is not fully naturalized”
{p. 27}, [ think he must be supposing that patucalism is indistinguishable from empiricism.
Thaose two need not be regarded as identical and I for one refuse ta do sa,
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odology can be and should be as empirical as the natural sciences
whose results it draws on. (1987b, p. 231)

It 1s mnstructive to compare this passage with Doppelt’s charge that *[Lau-
dan’s] naturalistic approach to methodological choice ignores the central
role of logical and conceptual anomalies . . .7 (p. 13). I find 1t more than
a little strange that Doppelt saddles me with the view that methodology
is a strictly empirical affair! Of course, I think nothing of the sort. If, in
my recent discussions of the status of methodological rules, I have given
greater prominence to the fact-sensitivity of those rales, that has been
because no one (least of all myself) disputes the relevance of conceptual
factors in methodology.

(b). ks Naturalistic Axiology Chiefly Non-Empirical? Doppelt, having
supposed that T thought methodology was purely empirical, compounds
the interpretive crime by further imagining that I treat the aims of science
as subject only to purely conceptual analysis. That indeed is the basis for
his charge that “the model of axiological change to which [Laudan] is
drawn is not one for which his present naturalistic framework 1§ very
appropriate or promusing” (p. 5). That 18 also why he later opines that
my naturalism about methods “is largely irrelevant™ to my views on ax-
iology (p. 5). What leads Doppelt to suppose that the only constraints |
put on aims are those of conceptual coherence? It is true that I stress that
inconsistent or incoherent aims ought to be rejected, but so should sim-
ilarly afficted rules and theories. But, I went to some lengths to argue in
Science and Values that the discovery of the non-realizability of certain
aims (a discovery which frequently emerges from empirical research) is
a powerful instrument driving the change of aims.” By the same token,
the most straightforward way of exhibiting the realizability of an aim s
by showing that it has been realized, and that is a pretty straightforwardly
empirical matter. I must confess to finding 1t more than a httle ironic
that, at a time when I am being roundly criticized by some (including
Leplin, as we shall see shortly) for having suggested that we need em-
pirical evidence for the realizability of our cognitive aiums, Doppelt 1s
merrily supposing that I am an a priorist about aims.

T argued in my (1984) that “the rational adopuon of a goal or aim requires the prior
specification of grounds for belief that the goal state can be achieved ™ (p. 31). It is beyond
my ken to imagine how statements of this sort can be read as giving “much greater prom-
inence to what [Laudan] once called “conceptual problems’ thap to ‘empirnical problems’
in the development of science” {Dappelt, p. 3). The use of empirically grounded scientific
thearies to delirmit the class of permissible aims was at the core of “reticulated mode]” of
scientific rationality which that book described.
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2.4. The Warranting of Aims. Leplin poses an apparent paradox for
my position. He says that (a) my insistence that proposed aims for science
must establish their credentials as realizable before they are acceptable is
difficult to reconcile with (b) my assertion that the aims of science change
through time. Leplin’s paradox would seem to arse as follows: 1f we
suppose that past science was conducted to promote certain aims, A, which
are different from aims, A’, now under consideration, then it seems 1m-
possible to get any evidence whether A’ 1s realizable since by hypothesis
no one has hitherto attempted to realize A’. The worry is that, by de-
manding that we judge the realizability of a set of aims before anyone
has actnally tried to promote them, I am creating a situation in which
genuinely new aims can never establish their credentials in the required
manner. This constitutes what Leplin calls “the strange consexvatism”™ of
my position.

The apparent force of Leplin’s argument depends on an unstated prem-
ise; to wit, that the only goals achieved by past science were the goals
past scientists were actually aspiting to achieve. But there are two salient
facts which should warn us off any such silliness. The first point (and it
applies equally to all goal-directed behavior) is that actions always have
unintended consequences. Although obvious to the point of being a cliché,
this point is crucial for my purposes. For one of the primary historical
engines driving axiological change (in my view) has been the emergence
of theories that, on subsequent reflection, are seen to exhibit traits that
come to be regarded as genuine epistemic virtues, even though those traits
were not the virtues sought by the initial propounders of the theories in
question, To consider but one of many examples, it is clear that Newton,
in developing his mechanics, was rot seeking a theory that would yield
surprising predictions; but of course, his theory nevertheless made such
predictions in abundance. To later physicists, the fact that Newtonian
mechanics did make such surprising predictions exhibited the realizability
of their new axiological program to make such predictions one of the aims
of scientific theorizing, even though Newton himself clearly had no such
intentions.

Leplin may think that this was just a lucky accident, a historical fluke,
and that one ought not make the aims of science hastage to the vicissi-
tudes of previous history of science. But—and this brings me to the sec-
ond part of my reply to Leplin’s paradox—1I see 1t as no accident at all,
but rather, as revelatory of something fundamentally conservative about
the kinds of axiological change of which science admits. In showing why
it 1s no accident, I shall also explain why I reject Leplin’s suggestion that
the basic aims of science must be relatively stable lest (as he puts it)
“scientists of periods separated by axiological change [could not] rec-
ognize one another as engaged in a common enterprise”.
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As I have argued in detail elsewhere (LLaudan 1989a), an empirically
successful enterprise (such as natural science has been for the last three
centuries) comes to establish for itself a canonical representation of its
past. The great historical moments, the triumphant theoretical innova-
tions. and the classical experiments all come to be part of the essential
folklore of the discipline. Now, in my view, what allows physicists (or
chemists or geologists) to recognize one another as engaging in a common
enterprise is not necessarily that they agree about the aims of their sci-
ence; rather, they see that they share the same genealogy and that they
look to the same canonical achievements. They may describe those ca-
nonical moments in different ways; indeed, 1if the scientists in question
have different aims, they are apt to do precisely that. (Witness the fact
that instrumentalists, realists, positivists and neo-Kantians alike look to
Galileo and Newton as two of their own, even though they differ widely
about how to characterize what they find virtuous in Galileo and Newton.)

Hence what establishes the communal in the scientific community is
the overlapping canon of great science. What that shared canon also does—
and here we return to Leplin’s worry about how to get inductive evidence
for goals that have not yet been explicitly propounded—Iis to serve as
certifier or de-certifier for new proposals about the ains of science. One
may plausibly propose a new aimm for science, even one that has never
been explicitly espoused or deliberately sought! But the manner in which
the credentials for that aim are established involves showing that the ca-
nonical achievements of the science in question can be preserved as
achievements under that description. In attempting to show that the canon
can be preserved under a new axiological regime, one will have to explore
whether the existing canon exhibits nstances of the realizability of the
new aims. But that 1 just a special case of “getting empirical evidence
for the realizability of one’s aims™. Once we realize that trial aims for
science are vetted by this process, we come to see (1) that scientists can
be held to have much in common, even when they disagree about fun-
damental aims, (2) why 1t is non-paradoxical to insist on having empirtcal
grounds for asserting the realizability of a set of aims and (3) that my
“strange conservatism”™ mirrors the necessity for looking to a common
past in the face of axiological disarray.

I suppose that Leplin might respond to such arguments by saying that
his central point did not depend upon whether past seientists actually were
aiming at a certain goal (that 1s, he might grant the point about umintended
consequences) but nonetheless argue that my position is stultifying by
virtue of its limiting the espousal of new goals to those which have al-
ready been realized, even if inadvertently. Perhaps this is what he intends
by remarking on my “strange conservatism”. If that is what he has in
mind, then two brief comments would be in order; (1) Science is a highly
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conservative enterprise where aims and methods are concerned: aims are
changed only relactantly and in the face of very persuwasive considera-
tions. So, far from heing troubled by the corollary that my approach makes
science partially change-resistant, I regard my ability to explain the dif-
fienlty of changing scientific aims to be one of the strengths of the pro-
gram. (2) Not to put too fine a point on 1t, I confess to finding it richly
ironic to be labeled a conservative about aims by someone like Leplin
who holds that, in the deepest sense, the aims of science have remained
fixed since at least the seventeenth century,

3. Priority Dispute: Rules or Theories? On the traditional view of the
relation between methodological rules and scientific theories {(as devel-
oped, say, by Popper and Reichenbach), rules were justificationally prior
to theories since rules justified our theory choices and not vice versa. [
have argued that such claims for the priority of riles over theories dis-
guise the facr that rules are in their turn justified by pointing to certain
presumed facts of the matters, namely, theories. In the “reticulated” model
that I described in Science and Values, | asserted the justificational inter-
dependence of rules and theories and thus rejected the older hierarchical
picture that had put rules and standards above theories in the scheme of
things. Rosenberg wants to go me one better. Although he aceepts my
criticism of the older hierarchical model, he wants to replace it, not with
a model that puts rules and theories on the same level, as it were, but
with a new, inverted version of the ald hierarchy. Theories, for him, are
justificationally prior to rules. His arguments on this score raise several
interesting questions about the nature of naturalism, which make the topic
worth exploring here even if, as I suspect, he 1s wrong 1n seeking to make
theortes prior to rules. Rosenberg’s argument is worth quoting in full. He
writes:

Theories . . . take a priority over rules, for they are a part of the
causal explanation of the success and faillure of methodologies, why
they work when they do, and why they fail when they do. By con-
trast, a methodological rule cannot causally explain a theory. The rule
cannot show wiy it 1s true. For the success of a methodological rule
1s not one of the factors that determine the truth of a theory . . . [it]
1s no part of the truth conditions . . . of the theory. (p. 36)

Let us suppose that Rosenberg 1s nght both that theories can often be
used 1o explain why methodologies work so well and that methodologies
are no part of the truth conditions of a theory. Even then, neither of these
points establishes the priority that Rosenberg is keen to assert. The con-
fusion arises because, as the quoted passage makes clear, Rosenberg is
running together semantic and justificational 1ssues which probably ought
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to be more cleanly separated. Note that what Rosenberg says that theornes
do for methodological rules is to explain “why they work” and “why they
fail®. But, when he turns to look at the converse side of the relation, he
charges that methodological rules are no part of the “truth conditions™
for theories. Well, unless we intend to stack the deck ruthlessly, why
should we expect methodologies to do more for theories than theories do
for methodologies? Let us ask, 1n the spirit of Rosenberg’s initial prag-
matic concern, whether methodological rules explain why theories “work
when they do, and why they fail when they do™? Provided there is parity
here, Rosenberg’s passing reference to theory semantics will be seen to
be red herring.® If, as I will presently try to show, the answer to that
question. 1s affirmative, then it follows that we should regard theories and
methodologies as on all fours justificationally rather than as hierarchically
ordered, either in the manner of the positivists or the very different man-
ner of Rasenberg.

How do rules explain the success of theories? To put the answer very
schematically; if we have a rule, R, which has already demonstrated its
credentials at sclecting empirically successful theories, then we can ex-
plain why any particular theory, T, it has recently selected works well
by pointing out that T was picked out by R and that R has shown itself
to be the sort of rule which identifies theories likely to stand up suc-
cessfully to further testing. Similarly, we can often explain why certain
theories (for example, creationism) fail by pointing out that they were
picked out using a rule of selection (“assert whatever Scripture asserts™)
which has not proved very impressive.

I daresay that Rosenberg will fault such “explanations™ on the grounds
that they make no reference to what it 18 causally that makes the theory
so successful, It is, he might say, one thing to explain why we have
selected a particular theory and quite another to explain why the theory
works. But that is to ignore the fact that modes of selection are routinely
used to explain the success of selected outcomes. Suppose someone asks:
“Why are Olympic runners more successful than the runners in the local
high school?” One answer to that question might involve a long disquisi-
tion on the respective anatomy and physiology of the two groups. A very
different answer would involve pointing out that the procedures for se-
lecting entrants to the Olympics filters out all but world-class runners
whereas the local track team is selected by an indifferent coach with little
talent to choose among. Similarly, if we were to ask why there are now
so many fewer deaths from the side-effects of medicines than there used

“In fact, I think that one could also establish semantic parity for rules and theories as
well since (in my view) capacity to be selected by a proper rule of wnguiry is part of the
truth conditions of a theory. But showing that here would take me woo far afield.
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to be, the most salient explanation would not involve a detailed discussion
of the toxicity of the chemicals making up specific prescription drugs; it
would, rather, require one to discuss current methods used for the clinical
trials of drugs and to contrast those methods with earlier drig-vetting
technigues. These twa models that we use for explaining why theories
work (that 1s, in terms of their mode of selection or in terms of their
undexlying causal mechanisms) are interestingly different. But one can
grant those differences and still maintain that rules of selection can ex-
plain the successes of theories every bit as convincingly as theories can
be utilized to explain the success of methodological rules.

What hangs on this dispute {which [ view as an in-house debate among
naturalists) 1s how one construes the naturalistic project. Rosenberg’s de-
sire to make thearies more fundamental than methods of inference reflects
a hankering to make the normative thoroughly parasitic on the descrip-
tive. I am more inclined to see normative and descriptive concerns in-
terlaced in virtually every form of human inquiry. Neither s eliminable
or reducible to its counterpart; yet both behave epistemically in very sim-
ilar ways, so that we do not require disjoint epistemologies to account
for rules and theories. He and I agree that a naturalist has no business
propounding different epistemologies for different subject matters. He
avoids that problem by a purported derivation of the normative from the
descriptive. That is surely a time-honored naturalistic maneuver. But |
want to assert that normative and descriptive claims are on the same ep-
istemic footing without holding that either is more fundamental. After
all, the theories that Rosenberg will invoke to underwrite his rules are
themselves to be justified by showing that sound rules of inference sanc-
tion their use. Under such chicken-and-egg circumstances, one is well
advised to be leery about asserting the justificational primacy or priority
of either member of the pair.

4. Underdetermination and All That. The most extended argument in
Dappelt’s essay addresses my claim that methodological rules are hest
understood as hvpothetical imperarives—asserting contingent, empiri-
cally defeasible linkages between means (rules of appraisal) and ends
(cognitive values). Doppelt’s reduction goes as follows: if (as I ciaim)
the soundness of methadological rules depends on associated empirical
hypotheses about the relations between means and ends—if, that 1s, such
questions are in principle empirically decidable—then why is it that sci-
entists and philosophers still disagree about the correctness of certain
methodological males (such as the rule of predesignation)? He takes it to
be an indictment of a naturalistic view of such rules that we have yet to
bring ail debates about methodological rules to closure. He concludes his
analysis with the observation that “the pervasive absence of empirical
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evidence showing that one among these competing methadologies [namely,
methodologies which assert or deny the soundness of the rule of prede-
signation] is a more effective means to shared cognitive ends than others,
calls into guestion Laudan’s whole reading of these methodological rles
as hypothetical imperatives™ (p. 13).

Doppelt’s argument 15 doubly masleading. In the first place, by focus-
ing on one of the most contested principles in recent philosophy of sci-
ence (the rule of predesignation}, his discussion ignores the very large
areas of agreement within science and epistemology about methodolog-
ical matters . It is rather as if one were to argue that, since there are certain
matters which scientists have not been able to resolve definitively (for
example, whether Pandas are raccoons, whether asteroids are composed
of material foreign to the solar system, whether the universe 1s homo-
geneous in all directions, etc.), science itself must not be an empirical
discipline. I daresay that no one, including Doppelt, would attempt to
argue that the persistence of controversies of this sort “calls into question
whether scientific theories make empirical claims”. Yet that is precisely
the argument that Doppeit attempts to run vis-a-vis methodological rules.
The fact that certain theoretical disputes and certain methodological dis-
pites have yet to be resolved is no argument whatever against the em-
pirical character of those disputes. It 1s obvious that, especially when the
relevant evidence base is small, there 1s a significant degree of under-
determination of our theoretical claims by the available evidence. The
(arguably temporary) non-closure of debate between certain rival claims
in both science and methodology tells us nothing whatever about whether
those claims are ultimately empirical or not.

The second fact Doppelt overlooks 15 that, if there s frequently less
empirical evidence about methodological rules than there should be, it is
because most philosophers-—like Doppelt himself-—continue to think of
methodological rules as being grounded 1n foundationalist epistemology.
Holding that belief, they do not bother to look for any empirical evidence
to sustain their claims or to undermine the methodelogical claims of oth-
ers. I have no doubt but that, if scientists and philosophers were to se-
riously investigate the question, “Have theories which subsequently stood
up well to empirical test been ones which could have been picked out in
their formative stages by the rule of predesignation?”, we might well be
able to get impressive evidence for or against that rule. But since phi-
losophers have not generally cast the problem in those terms, they have
not bothered to collect the relevant information. Under those circum-
stances, who should we blame for the non-closure of such methodological
debates: naturalists who say that they do hinge in part on ascertainable
matters of fact, or neo-foundationalists like Doppelt whose view of the
status of rules disinclines them to seek out any relevant facts of the mat-
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ter?’ What Doppelt sees as an acute embarrassiment for my thesis that
rules are empirically defeasible hypathetical imperatives (to wit, the ex-
istence of prominent, unsettled disputes about methodological rules), I
see rather as a telling indictment of the sort of armchair epistemology
which has been the prevailing practice in our discipline.®

5. Dispensing with Foundations. Crudely put, the normative naturalist
holds that the best methods for inquiry are those which produce the most
impressive results. He thus uses an ampliative yardstick for judging am-
pliative rules. This variant of what used to be called the “pragmatic jus-
tification of induction” has always troubled foundationalists, who suspect
that it 1s viciously circular or otherwise question-begging. As Leplin rightly
- points out, such worries—although foundationalist-—are without foun-
dation. The naturalist uses the simple method of induction to “bootstrap”
his way to more subtie and more demanding rules of evaluation which,
in their turn, become the license for subsequent and yet more highly re-
fined rules and standards. The virtue of this way of proceeding, and why
it makes the foundationalist’s search for deeper underpinnings gratuitous,
is that it is capable at any point of revealing its own flaws if any. If the
naturalist is led to espouse methods which turn out as a matter of fact to
be persistently bad indicators of a theory’s future performance, then ex-
perience gives us machinery for recognizing the breakdown of those
methods and doing something to patch them up. The normative naturalist
1$ unfazed by——if anything welcomes-—ihe much-heraided collapse of
foundationalism; for he sees in the capacity of “sclentized” philosophy
to correct itself the dispensability of other, “higher” forms of grounding.
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