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EXPLANATION AND PRACTICAL REASON
I

Dur modern conceptions of practical reason are shaped -~ 1
might say distorted — by the weight of moral skepticism. Even
conceptions which intend to give no ground to skepticism have
frequently taken form in order best to resist it, or to coffer the
least possible purchase to it. In this practical reason falls
into line with a pervasive feature of modern intellectual
culture, which one could call the primacy of the epistemological:
the tendency to think out the guestion what something is in terms

The place of what I call skepticism in our culture is
evident. Ky this I don’'t mean just a disbelief in morality, or a
glabal challenge to its claims - though the seriousness with
which a thinker like Nietzsche is regarded shows that this is no
marginal position. I'm also thinking of the widespread belief
that moral positions can’t be argued, that moral differences
can't be arbitrated by reason, that when it comes to moral
values, we all just ultimately have to plump for the ones which
feel /seem best to us. This is the climate of thought which
Alasdair Maclntyre calls (perhaps a bit harshly) "emotivist" <13,
which at least ought to be called in some sense ‘subjectivist’.
Ask any undergraduate class of beginners in philasophy, and the
majority will claim to adhere to some form of subjectivism. This
may not correspond to deeply felt convictions. It does seem to
reflect, however, what these students think the intellectually
respectable option to be.

What underpins this climate? Some rather deep metaphysical
assumptions when one gets down teo it. But certainly, on the
immediate level, it is fostered by the actual experience of moral
diversity. On an issue like abortion, for instance, it doesn’t
seem to be possible for either side to convince the other.
Protagonists of each tend to think that their position is
grounded on something self-evident. For some it just seems clear
that the foetus is not a person, and it is abswrd to ruin the
life of some being who undeniably has this status in order to
preserve it. For others, it is absolutely clear that the foetus
is both life and human, and so terminating it can’t be right
unless murder is. Neither side can be budged from these initial
intuitions, and once one accepts either one the corresponding
moral injunctions seem to follow.

If the seeming helplessness of reason tells us something
about its real limits, then a worrying thought arises: what if
some  people came along who just failed to share our most basic
and crucial moral intuitions? Suppose some people thought that
innocent human  beings could. be killed in order to achieve some
advantage for the others, or make the world more aesthetically
pleasing, . or something of the sort? And haven't we actually
experienced people who stepped way outside the bounds of our core
morality: the Nazis for instance? Is reason as powerless before
such people, as it seems to be to arbitrate the dispute about
abortion? Is there no way to show them wrong?

Here's where ouw implicit model of practical reason begins



to play an important role. If ‘showing them” means presenting
facts or principles which they cannot but accept, and which are
sufficient to disprove their position, then we are indeed
incapable of .deoing this. But one could arFgue that that is &
totally wrong view of practical reason. Faced with an  opponent
whao is ungonfusedly and undividedly convinced of his position,
one can indeed only hope to move him rationally by arguing from
the grournd up, digging down to the basic premisses we differ on,
and showing him to be wrong there. But is this really our
predicament? Do we really face people who quite lucidly reiect
the very principle of the inviclability of human life?

In. fact, this doesn’'t seem to be the case. Intellectual

positions put forward to justify behaviow like the Nazieg’ - to
the extent that any of their ravings justify this appellation at
all - never attack the bhan on muwder of conspecifics frontally.

They are always full of special pleading: e.g., that their
targets are not really of the same species, or that they have
committed truly terrible crimes which call for retaliation, or
that they represent a mortal danger to others, etc. This kind of
stuff is usually so absurd and irrational that it comes closer to
raving than to reason. And, of course, with people on this kind
of trip, reason iz in fact ineffective as a defense. But this is
rict to say that reason is powerless to show them wrong. Quite the
contrary. The fact that these terrible negations of civilized
morality depend so much on . special pleading, and-  of a
particularly mad and irrational sort, rather suggests that there
are limits beyvond which rational challernges to morality have
great trouble going.

This might indicate & gquite different predicament of, and
hernce task for practical reasoning. Its predicament would be
defined by the fact that there are limits to what people can
unconfusedly and undividedly espouse; so that, for instance, in
order to embrace large-scale murder and mayhem, they have to talk
themselves into some special plea of the sort mentioned above,
which purport to sguare their policies with some recognized
version of the prohibition against killing. But these pleas are
vulnerable to reason, and in fact barely stand up to the cold
light of untroubled thought.

The task of reasoning then, iz not to disprove some
radically opposed first premiss (©.g.. killing people is no
problem), But rather to show how the policy is unconsticonable on
premisses which both sides accept, and cannot but accept. In this
case, its job 1s to show up the special pleas.

0On this madel - to offer here at any rate a first
approximation - practical argument starts off on the basis that
my opponent  already  shares at least some of  the fundamental

dispogitions  towards good and right which guide me. The errar
comes from confusion, unclarity, or an unwillinghess to face some
of what he cannot lucidly repudiates; and reasoning aims to  show
up  this error. Changing somecne’ s moral view by reasoning is
always at the same time increasing his self-clarity and self-
understanding.

Here are two quite different models of practical reason, let
us  call them the apeodeictic and the ad hominem respectively. I
think that John Stuart Mill was making use of a distinction - of



thig kind, and opting for the second, in his famous (perhaps
notorious) remarks in Utilitarianism. "Buestions of ultimate ends
aur e not amenable to direct proof", he avers, and yet
"considerations may be presented capable of determining the
intellect either to give or to withhold its assent to the
doctrine <sc., of utility>»; and this is the equivalent to proof
“2%," This may sound like someone trying to squirm his way out of
a contradiction, but the distinction is gquite clear and sound.
You car 't argue someone into accepting an ultimate end, utility
or  any other, 1if he really rejects it. But in fact, the whole
case of utilitarians is that people don 't reject it, that they
all really operate by it, albeit in a confused and therefore
self-defeating fashion. Ard this is why there may be
"considerations...capable of determining the intellect". And in
tfact, Mill shows us what he thinks these are in chapter IV, where
he goes on to argue that what people in fact desire is happiness
PRGN The appeal is to what the coppornent already seeks, a Cclear
view of which has to be rescued from the confusions of
intuitionism. :

But, it might be thougnt, this invocation of Mill is enough
to discredit the ad hominem moadel irremediably. Isn't  this
exactly where Mill commits the notorious 'natuwralistic fallacy’,

arguing from the fact that men desire happingss to its
degirability, on a glaringly false analogy with the inference
from the fact that men see an object to its wvisibility <437

it

Derisive hoots echo through philosophy classes since Moore, as
beginning students cut their teeth on this textbook example of &
primitive logical error.

There is no doubt that this argument is not convincing as it
stands. But the mistake is not quite so simple as Moore claimed.
The central point that the Moorean cbiection indicates is the
special nature of moral goals. This ig a phenomenon which I have
tried to describe with the term ‘strong evaluation’ <5».
Something is & moral goal of ours not just in virtue of the fact
that we are de facto committed to it. It must have this stronger
status, that we see it as demanding, reguiring or calling for
this commitment. While some goals would have no more claim on us
if we ceased desiring them, e.g., my present aim to have a
strawberry ice cream cone after lunch, & strongly evaluated goal
is one such that, were we to cease desiring it, we would be shown
up as insensitive or brutish or morally perverse.

That ‘s the root of our dissatisfaction with Mill s argument
hare. We feel that just showing thet we alwayes desire something,
even  that we can’'t help desiring it, by itself does rnothing to
show that we gught to desire it, that it's a moral goal.
Supposing I were irremediably addicted to smoking. Would  that
prove that I ought to smoke? Clearly not. We understand smoking
from the beginning as & weakly evaluated end. We have to
distinguish between showing of some end that we can’'t help
desiring it, and  showing that all ow strong evaluations
presuppose 1t, or involve it, once we overcome our confusions
about them. In the second case, we would have demonstrated that
we cannot be lucid about ourselves without acknowledging that we
value this end. This is the sense in which it is inescapable, not
after the fashion of some de facto addiction. Whereas addictions



are rightly declared irrelevant to moral argument, except perbaps
rnegatively, the proof of inescapable commitment is of the very
essence of the second, ad hominem mode of practical reasconing,
and is central to the whole enterprise of moral clarification.

Mill ie plainly on to some intuition to this effect in
deplaying the argument in Utili ianism. One of the things he iz
trying to show that evervone LCE = commitments collapse into
his. But the argument is botched because of a crucial weakness of
the doctrine of utility itself, whlch iz based on the muddled and
sel f-defeating attempt to do away with the whole distinction
between strong and weak evaluation., The incoherence of Mill’'s
defernse of the “higher' pleasuwres on the grounds of mere de facto
preference by the "only competent Jjudges" <6kx, ig alsoc &
t imony to the muddles and contradictions which this basically
confused theory gives rise to.

But this does point to one of the most important roots  of
moderr  skepticism. We can already see that people will tend to
decspair of practical reason to the extent that they identify its
mode of argument as apodeictic. This clearly sets an impossible
task for it. But this model will be accepted to the degree that
the alternative, ad hominem ore appears inadequate or irreglevant.
And this it is bound to do, as long as the distinction between
strong and  weak evaluation is muddled over or lost from sight.
This confusion can only breed bad arguments & la EBesntham and
Mill, and these once denounced, discredit the whole enterprise.

But utilitarianism doesn' t come from nowhere. The whole
rnaturalist bent of modern intellectual cultwe tends to discredit
the idea of strong evaluation. The model for all explanation and
understanding ie the natuwral science which emerges out of the
17th  Century revolution. But this offers us & neutral universe;
it has no place for intrinsic worth, or goals which make & claim
on wus.  Utilitariamism was partly motivated by the aspiration to
build an ethic which was compatible with this scientific wvisiaon.
Eut  to the extent that this outlock has & hold on  the modern
imagination, even beyond the ranks of uwtilitarianism, it
militates in favow of accepting the apodeictic model, and hence
of a guasi-despairing acguiescence in subjectivism.

The link between naturalism and subjectivism is even clearer
fram another angle. he  17th  century scigntific revolution
destroyed the Platonic-Aristotelian conception of the universe as
the instantiation of Forms, which defined the standards whid e
things were to be Judged. The only plausible alternative

stirual of  such standa in mnaturalist  thought =1
“tions of S c were not part of the fabric of
s but  rather reflected the way subjec react to  thirngs,

pro- or con-attitudes they adopt. Mow pertia it’'s a fact
th«L people ctitudes tend to coincide - a happy fact, if true:;

bt this dr thing to show that th'
righter than any other possible one.

The oppos on to this naturalist rsductlun has come from a
phllU;DDhJ al starnce which might in a broad sense be called
‘pheromenclogical . By  that I mean a focus on owr  actual
practices of moral deliberation, debate, understanding. The
attempt is to show in one way or ancther, that the vocabularies
we need to ewxplain  human thought, action, feeling, or to

s point of coincidence is
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explicate, analyze, Justify ourselves or each other, or to
deliberate on what to do, a&ll inescapably rely on strong
evaluation. Or put negatively, that the attempt to separate out a
language of neutral description, which combined with commitments
or pro/con-attitudes might recapture and make sense of our actual
explanations, analyses, deliberations, etc., leads to failure and
will always lead to failuwre. It seems to me that this case has
been convincingly made out, in & host of places. E

This kind of argument is, af course, not only El
justification of the very foundation of the ad hominem mode of
reasoning, but an example of it. It tries to show us that in all
lucidity we cannot understand ocurselves, or sach other, cannot
make sense of our lives or determine what to do, without
accepting & richer onteology than naturalism allows, without
thinking in terms of strong evaluation. This might be thought to
beg the question, establishing the validity of a mode of argument
through & use of it. But the presumption behind this objection
ought to be challenged: what in fact ocught to trump the ontology
implicit in our best attempts to understand/explain ourselves?
Should the epistemology derived from natuwal science be allowed
to do so, so that its metaphysical bias in favour of a neutral
universe aver-rules our most lucid self-understandings in
strongly evaluative terms? But deoesn’'t this rather beg the
crucial question, viz., whether and to what extent human life is
te be explained in terms modelled on natural science? And  what
better way to answer this guestion than by seesing what
explanations actually wash?

II

Enough has been said in the above, I hope, to show that one
of the strongest roots of modern skepticism/subjectivism in
regard to ethics is the natuwralist temper of modern thought. This
tends to discredit in advance the ad hominem mode of argument,
which actually might hold out the hope of settling certain moral
issues by reason, and leaves only the apddeictic model in  the
field, which clearly sets an impossible standard. Within a human
situation inescapably characterized in strongly evaluative terms,
we can  see how argument aimed at self-clarification might in
principle &t least bring agreement. In a neutral universe, what
agreement there is between attitudes seems merely & brute fact,
irrelevant to morals, and disagreement seems utterly inarbitrable
by reason, bridgeable only by propaganda, arc-twisting, or
emctional manipulation.

But this analysis brings to mind another socuwrce of modern
skepticism, constituted by the independent attractions of the
apadeictic model itself. Here' s "where we really measzure the
tremendous hold of epistemclogy cover modern culture.

This model emerges pari passu with and in response to  the
rise of modern physical science. As we see it coming to be in
Descartes and then Locke, it is a foundationalist model. Our
knowledge claims are to be checked, to be assessed as fully and
responsibly as they can be, by breaking them down and identifying
their ultimate foundations, as distinct from the chain of
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inferences which build from these towards our ariginal
unreflecting beliefs. This foundationalist model can easily come
to be identified with reason itself. Modern reason tends to be
understood no  longer substantively but  proeocedurally, and the
procedures of foundationalism can easily be portraved as central
to it. But  from the foundaticnalist perspective, only the
apodeictic mode of reasoning is really satisfactorys the appes

te  shared fundamental commitment seems simply & recour: to
commen prejudices., The very Enlightenment notion of prejudice
encapsul ates this megative judgement.

This brings us to another aspect. Foundationalist reasoning
iz meant toc shake us loose from our parochial perspective. In the
context of 17th Century natural science this inveolved in
particular detaching ues from the peculiarly human perspective on
things. The condemnation of secondary gualities is  the most
striking example of thie move to describe reality no longer in
anthropocentric but in “absclute’ terms. <9>

But  if the canconical model of reasohlng involves maximally
breaking us free from ow perspective, then the ad homirem mode
cannot  but appear inferior, since by definition it starts from
what the interlocutor is already committed to. And here a
particularly important considerstion comes into plav. Starting
fram where your interlocutor is not only seems an infericr mode
of reason in general, but it can be presented as a peculiarly bad
and indeed, vicious form of practical reason. For all those whose
instinct tells them that the true demands of morality reqguire
radical change in the way things are, and the way people have
been trained to react to them, starting from the interlocutor’'s
standpoint seems a formula for conservatism, for stifling at the
start &ll radical criticism, and foreclosing all the really
important ethical issues.

This has always been one of the strongest appeals of
utilitarianism, and one of the greatest sources of self-
congratulation by partisans of utility. It is not only that their
theory has seemed to them the only one consonant with science and
reason, but alsc that they alone permit of reform. J.5. Mill
argues againet views based on mere "intuition" that they freeze
owr axiomate media for ever, & it were, and make it impossible
te revise them, as mankind progresses and our lights increase.
"The corrolaries from the principle of utility, Peneadmit  of
indetinite improvement, and, in & progressive state of the human
mirnd, their improvement i1s perpetually going on" <10,

Here 1s a sowrce of modern skepticism and subiectiviem which
iz  as powerful as naturalism, and tends to cperat closely in

andem with it, viz., the belief that & critical morality, by its
nature, rules out the ad homirem mode @ of practical
Naturalism and the critical temper together tend to
Foree to recogrnize the apodeictic mode as the only game in
town., The obvious severe limitations of this mode in  face of
ethical disagreement thenm push us towards & half-despsiring,
talf-complacent embracing of am equivocal ethical subjectiwvism.

I have tried to show elsewhere that this identification of
the demands of critical morality with a procedural understanding
of  reason and the apodeictic mode is deeply mistaken <110 But
erropeous or not, it clearly has been immensely influential in




our intellectual culture. One can see this in the way people
unreflectingly argue in terms of this model.

Discuss the guestion or arbitrating moral disputes with any
class, graduate or undergraduate, and very soon someone will ask
for ‘criteria‘. What is aimed at by this term is a set of
considerations such that. for two explicitly defined, riwval
positions X and Y, (a) people who unconfusedly and undividedly
espouse both X and Y have to acknowledge them, and (b)) they are
sufficient to show that Y is right and X is wrong, or vice versa
It is then driven home, against those who take an upbeat view of
practical reason, that for any important moral dispute, no
considerations have both a and b. If the rift is deep enough,
things which are b must fail of a, and vice versa.

The problem lies with the whole unreflecting assumption that
‘criteria’ in this sense are what the argument needs. We shall
see, as we explore this further, that this assumptiom, as it is
usually understood in the context of foundationalism, amounts to
ruling out the most important and fruitful forms of the ad
hominem mode.

But this whole assumption that rational arbitration of
differences needs ‘criteria’ has become very problematic, not
ornly for practical reascon. It is a notoriocus source of puzzlement
and skeptical challenges in the history of sciernce as well., It is
some underlying assumption of this kind which has driven so many
people to draw skeptical conclusions from the brilliant work of
Thomas kFuhn {(conclusions to which Fuhn himself has sometimes been

dirawr, without ever succumbing to them). For what Eakir
persuasively argued. was the ‘incommensurability’ of different
scientific outlooks which have suceeded each: other in history.
That ig, their concepts are non-intertranslatable, and - what is
even more unsettling - they differ as  to what features or
considerations provide the test of their truth. The

considerations each recognizes as havimg b are diverse. There are
no criteria. And so the radical inference of a Feyverabend has
seemed widely plausible: 'anything goes’ .

But as Alasdair Macintyre has argued in another work oy
it is clear that what needs revision here is ow meta-theory of
scientific reasoning, rather tham, e.g., our firmly established
conviction that Galileo made an important step forward relative
to Aristotelian physice. The blind atceptance ot &
foundationalist, apodeictic model of reasoning is perhaps iust as
damaging here as in ethics. Callirng to mind how inadeguate - the
model ig here can both help to weaken ite hold on uws in general,
arnd  allow us to see more exactly what is  truly peculiar to
practicasl reason. .

lacintyre argues very convincingly that the superiority of
one scientific conception over another can  be raticonally
demonstrated, even in the absence of what are normally understood
as criteria. These are usually seen as providing some externally
defired standard, against which each theory is to be weighed
independently. But what may be decisive is that we be able to
show that the passage from one to the other represents a gain in
understanding. In other words, we can give a convincing narrative
account of the passage from the first to the second as an advance
in  knowledge, a step from a less good to a better understanding

-,


rever.se

of  the phenomena in question. Thie establishes an asymmetric
relation between them: a similarly plausible narrative of a
possible transition from the second to the first couldn’'t  be
constructed. 0Or to put it in terms of & real historical
transition, portraving it as & losg in understanding is not  on.

ST T

What I want to take from this is the notion that one can
sometimes arbitrate between positions by portraying &
as  gains or losses, even where what we normally understand as

decision through criteria — qua externally defined standards - is
impossible. I should like to sketch here three argument forms, in
ascending order of radical departure from the caronical ,

foundationalist mode.

1. The First takes advantage of the fact that we are
concerned with transitions, that the issue here is a comparative
judgemert. On the standard, unreflecting  assumptions of
fourndationalism, comparative judgements are usually secondary to
absclute ones. Rival positions X and Y are checked against the
facts, and cne is shown superior to the other because it predicts

or explains certain facts which the other does not. The
tomparative Jjudgement between the two is based onn absclute
dudgements concerning  their respective performance in face of
reality. The role of criteria here is taken by factes,
observations, protocols, or perhaps by standards to be applied to
explanations of facts —~ such a&as elegance, simplicity. Just as in

a football game, the comparative verdict: team X won, is founded
on two absolute assessmente: e.g., team X scored T goals, and
team Y scored Z goals. The most popular theory of scientific
reasoning with this traditional structure, Fopper ‘s, resembles
indeed the eliminative rounds in & championship. Each theory
plays the facts, until it suffers defeat, and then is relegated.

But a&as Maclntyre shows, comparative reasoning can draw on
more resources tham this. What may convince us  that & given
transition from ¥ to Y is & gain is not only or even so much how
X and Y deal with the facts, but how they deal with each other.
It may be that from the standpoint of Y, not just the phenomena
in dispute, but also the history of X, and itse particular pattern
of  anomalies, difficulties, makeshifts, breakdowns, can be
greatly illuminated. In adopting Y, we make better sense not just
of the world, but of ou history of trying to euplain the world,
part of which has been played out in terms of X.
The striking example, which Maclintyre alludes to, iz the
from Renalissance sub—-&ristotelian to Galilean theoriss of
ri.  The Aristotelian concepticn of motion, which entrenched
principle: no motion without a mover, ran into tremendous
ulty in accounting for ‘“viclent  motion, e.g9., the motion
a projectile after it leaves the hand, or cannon mouth. The
Faduar philosophers and others locked in vain for factors which
could  play the continuwing role of movers in pushing the
projectile forward. What we now see as the scolution doesn’ 't come
until theories based or inertia alter the entire presumption of
what needs explaining: continued rectilinear (or for Galileo
circular) motion isn’t an explanandum.

What convinces uwus still today that Galileo was right can
perhaps be put in terms of the higher ‘scare’ of inertial




theories over Aristotelian ones in dealing with the phenomena of
motion. After all this time, the successes of the former are only
too evident. But what was and is alsc an important factor - and
which obviously bulked relatively larger at the timeg - is the
ability of inertial theories to make sense of the whole pattern
af difficulties which beset the Aristotelians. The superiority is
registered here not simply in terms of their respective 'scores’
in playing 'the facts’, but alsc by the ability of each to make
sense of itself and the other explaining these facts. Something
more emerges in their stories about each other tham was evident
in & mere comparison of their several performances. This shows an
asymmetric relation between them: you can move from Aristotle to
Galileo realizing & gain in understanding, but not vice versa.

Z. This is etill not & radical departure from the
foundationsl model. True, decisive criteris are not drawn from
the realm of facts, or of universally accepted principles of
explanation. But the crucial considerations are still acceszible
to both sides. Thus the pre-Galileans were not unaware of the
fact that they had a puzzling problem with violent motion. To
speak Kuhnian language, this was an 'anomaly’ for them, as their
intellectual perplexity and the desperate expedients they
resorted to testify. The decisive arguments are transitional,
they concern what each theory has to say about the other, and
about the passage from its rival to itself, and this takes us

beyond the traditional way of conceiving wvalidation, both
positivist and Fopperian. But in  the strict sense of our
definition above, there are still ‘criteria’ here, for ths

decisive considerations are such that both sides must recognize
their validity.

But, it can be argued, if we loock at the 17th Century
revolution from a broader perspective, this ceases to be so. Thus
if we stand back and compare the dominant models of science
before and after the break, we can see that different demands
were made on explanation. The notion of a science of nature, as
it came down from Flato, and especially Ffrom Aristotle, mads
explamnation in terms of Forms (eideé or species) central, and
beyond that posited an order of forms, whose structure could be
understood teleologically, in terms of some notion of the good,
or of what ought to be. Frinciples like that of plenitude, which
Lovedoy identifies and traces, make sense on that understanding:
we can know beforehand, as it were, that the universe will bs so
ordered as toc realize the maximum richrness <145x., Similarly,
explanations in terms of correspondences are possible, since 1t
follows  from the basic conception that the same constellation of
ideas will be manifested in all the different domains.

Now if science consists of & grasp of order of this kind,
thern the activity of explaining why things are as they are {(what
we  think of as science) is intrimsically linked to the activity
of determining what the good is, and in particular how human
beings should live through attuning themselves to this order. The
notion that explanation can be distinct from practical reason,
that = the attempt to grasp what the world ie like can be made
independent of the determination of how we should stand in it,
that the goal of understanding the cosmos can be uncoupled from
our attumnement to it, this makes no sense on the pre-modern



understanding.

BEut neotoripusly the 17th Centwry Revolution brought about an
uricoupling of Jjust this kind. The turn to mechanism offers a view
of the universe as neutrals  within it cause-effect relatione can
be exploited to serve more than one purpose. Galileo and his
SUCCEESOrE, we  might say, turn towards an utterly different
paradigm of explamation. If scientific explanation can always be
roughly understocd  as  in some sense rendering the puzzling
comprehensible by showing how the phenomencon to be explained
flows from mechanisms or modes of operation which we understand,
then the 17th Centuwy sees a massive shift in the kind of
understanding which serves as the basic reference point.

There is certainly one readily available mode of hbuman
understanding which the Flatonic-Aristotelian tradition drew on.
We are all capable of understanding things in  terms of their
place in & meanirigful ocrder. These are the terms in which we

wplain  the at first puzzling behaviour of others, or social
ractices which seemed at first strange, or some of the at first
cdd-seeming details of a new work of art, or the like. In another
qud different sense of “understanding’ we understand  an
enviranment when we can make our way about in it, get things done
i ity effect owr puwposes in it. This is the kind of
understanding & garage mechanic has, and I unforturately lack, of
the environment under the hood of my car.

Orne of the ways of describing the 17th Century revolution in
science is te say that one of these paradigms of understanding
comes to take the place of the other as the basic reference point
for scientific explanation of nature <15%. But this has as
insluctable conseguence the diremption of #planation  from
practical rvesson I mentioned above. Only the first type of
understanding lends itself to & marriage of the two,

But  once we describe it in  this way, the scientific
revolutiaon can be made to appear as nmot fully rationally
motivated. 0Ff course, we all accept today that Galileo was right.
But  can we Jjustify that preference in reason? Was the earlier
cutlook shown to be inferior, or did its pratagmnists Jjust die
cff? I+ wou ask the ordinary person today for a quick statement
why he hceldes modern science as supericor to the pre-modern, he
proably point to the truly spectacular technological pay-

4.
£ that has accrued to Galilean science. But here’'s where the
f ic can enter. Technological pay-off, or the grester ability
to Lrpdx t and manipulate things, 18 certainly a good criterion
o scientific success  on the post-Galilean paradigm of
i anding. I¥ understanding is knowing your way about, then
technological s . le a swre sign of  progre in
GE . But how iz thi meant. to convince a pre-Galilean™ For
, he is operating with & quite different paradigm of

anding, to which manipulative capacity is  irrelevant,
Idthf' proves itself through a different ability, that of
our  proper place in the cosmos, and finding
Twith it And, it could be argued, modern technological
1 ﬁt]uﬁ ig & spectacular failure at this, as ecological
critics and green parties never tire of reminding us.
Is  the argument then to be considered a stand-off betwesen
the two, Judged at the bar of reason? Here the skeptical spin—off
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from kuhn's work makes itself felt. Once one overcomes

anachronism and comes to appreciate how different earlier
thearies were, how great the breaks are in the history of
knowledge - and this has been one of the great contributions of
Fuhn's work - then it can appear that no rational Justification

of the transitions are possible. For the considerations that each
side looks to diverge. Each theory carries with it its own built-
in criteria of success —- moral vision and attunement in one case,
manipulative power in the other - and is therefore invulnerable
to the other’'s attack. In the end, we all seem to have gone for
manipulative power, but this has to be for some extra-epistemic
consideration, i.e., not because this mode of science has been
shown superior as knowledge. Fresumably, we just like that pay-
off better. In terms of my earlier discussion, what we lack here
are ‘'criteria’, there are no decisive considerations which both
sides must accept. .

Some people are driven by their epistemological position to
accept some account of this kind <16, But this seems. ta me
preposterous.  Once more, it can appear plausible only becauses it
fails to think of the transition between the two views. It sees
each as assessing a theory’'s performance in face of reality by
ite own canons. It doesn’'t go further and demand of each that it
give an account of the exisetence of the other; i.e., not Jjust
explain the world, but explain also how this other, rival {and
presumably erronecus) way of explaining the world could arise.

Once one makes this demand, one can appreciate the weakness
of pre-Galilean science. There is a mode of understanding which
consists of knowing one’'s way about. This is universally
recognized. In making another mode paradigm for  scientific
explanation, pre-Galilean science drew on a set of assumptions
which entailed that this manipulative understanding would never
have a very big place in human life. It always allowed for a
lower form of enquiry, the domain of ‘empirics’, who scramble
around to discover how to achieve certain effects. But the wvery
nature of material embodiment of Forms, as varying, approximate,

never . integral, ensured that no important discoveries could be
made here, and certainly not anm exact and universal body of
findings. Consequently, the very existence of such a body of
truths, and the consequent spectacular manipulative success,
represents & critical challenge for pre-modern science. Indeed,
it ig difficult to see how it could meet this challenge. On its
basic assumptions, modern science shouldn't have got off  the

empiric’'s bench, emerged from the dark and smelly alchemist s
study to the steel-and-—glass research institutes that design our
lives.

So  the problem is not some explanatory failure on its own
terms, not some nagging, continuing anomaly, as in the narrower
1ssue  above of thecories of motiony; it is not that pre-Galilean
science didn't perform well enough by its own standards; or that
it doesn’t have grounds within itself to downgrade the standards
of its rivals. If we imagine the debate between the two theories
being carried on timelessly on Olympus, before any actual results
are obtained by one or the other, then it is indeed, a stand-off.
But what the earlier science can’'t explain is the very success of
the later gp the later’'s own terms. Beyond a certain point, you



just can’t pretend any longer that manipulation and control  are
not relevant criteria of scientific success. Fre-Galilean science
died of its inability to explain/assimilate the actual success of
post-Galilean science, where there was no corresponding
symmetrical problem. And this death waz quite rationally
motivated. On Olympus the grounds would have been insufficient;
but faced with the actual transition, you are ultimately Fforced
to read it as a gain. Once again, wh